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Abstract  

The present research paper tries to probe into the details of narrative patterns of representation of women in popular Indian movies by 
male directors. The ways in which the female sexuality is represented has also been an area of study. How Indian culture interfere in 
portraying the female identities in popular Indian movies has also been tried to discover. Thus, the present research paper analyses all 
these elements by evaluating selected popular Indian movies and tris to find out the different patterns of representation.  

Introduction  

The first Indian film show in the year 1896 made a tremendous introduction of visual pleasure to Indian Soil. Only after two 
decades of the first film was made, caste became a central issue in films and the unique religious diversity of India is very much 
evident in the popular films also. The digital age has ushered images of Indian women as well into our homes, whether it be on our 
television sets, our computer screens, or on our big screens. With the influence of the great two epics, Ramayana and Mahabharata 
Indian films developed profoundly in thought, imagination, and outlook.  

 The influence of Ramayana and Mahabharata can be analysed at four levels like themes, narration, ideology and 
communication. Majority of the Indian films take themes directly or indirectly from Ramayana and Mahabharata. Films like Raja 
Harishchandra (1913) directed byDadasaheb Phalke, Mother India (1957) directed by Mehboob Khan and Thalapathy (1991) directed 
by Mani Ratnam, can be taken as examples. In the case of ideology, the maintenance of status quo and code of living for each 
community and the presence and behavioural representations of women takes place. There are instruments employed for the expansion 
of values and beliefs endorsed by the ruling classes, and there is also a significant way in which the Indian popular cinema legitimises 
its own existence through a re-inscription of its values onto those of the two epics. The idea of communication means, most of the 
stories and sub stories dealt in Ramayana and Mahabharata are known to common people and the way of expression or narration is 
done through poetry has been so much similar to the popular songs. So, the communication is easier, and the effect is greater. 

Women in Popular Indian Films 

 Women in popular Indian films are shown in subordinate roles, upholding traditional values. Representing social values 
through women is one of the many features of Indian culture. Women authenticate a national/cultural identity, and her body is a large 
context where the community or society can expose cultural symbols, like ‘mangalsutra’ and ‘sindoor’ (symbols of marriage). 
Majority of Indian women have a limited public space and their private space has been controlled by patriarchal norms. In the film 
KuchKuchHota Hai (1998) directed by Karan Johar, one of the central characters Tina, a young college girl avoids ragging by singing 
a ‘bhajan’ ("Om jay jagadeesh Hare"). She further explains the boys who surrounded her that, even though she looks modern, she has 
not forgotten her ‘BharatiyaSamskriti’. The film deliberately tries to show that Indian women should never part with the Indian 
culture, even outside India for her own protection. Family is the basic social unit in India and at the same time through its private 
space it inculcates social values. The private domain of the family is the space within which the values, especially, the Hindu culture is 
being explained, because there is a possibility of socialization of men and women. In this structure, women have their demarcated 
spaces in which they fulfil their designated tasks. They have rigid gender roles to perform. The status of a particular woman is 
determined by the way in which she performs the assigned gender role. The biggest and the most prestigious role is the role of 
motherhood otherwise called as ‘matru shakti’ (maternal power). Valorising the good wife and mother in Indian society follow from 
such a notion. Construction of womanhood, especially in Hindu belief is not entirely based on tradition yet it envisages the ideal 
Indian woman as one who is both modern and traditional. 

 The tradition of Indian society is based on the religious background which the epics like Ramayana and Mahabharata has 
already established. In that there are religious codes of behaviours and consensual norms present and to some extent the conduct of 
women in society determines the status of men. In accordance with the agents of patriarchal system, women have roles to play in 
popular Indian films also with the influence of the religious ethics. Traditional Indian patriarchal views have always feared the identity 
of women. Thus, the society demands from them a subjugation of their desires as well as their sexuality. The society has the view that 
the status and honour of a particular family is closely linked with the behaviour and manners of women. The most effective medium 
for communication of these ideas that we have today is that of films, especially the popular films which politically present this 
ideology through the female characters and through the narration or dialogues of male characters on women. According to Wimal 
Dissanayake and Moti Gokulsing, Popular movies especially by male film makers ideologically present two types of women 
characters, the ideal mother and the ideal wife. The concept of ideal wife is perpetuated through the character of ever forgiving Seetha 
in Ramayana who has been presented as an admiring figure. She loves her husband, looks after the children and obeys whatever her 
husband Rama tells her. Thus, it has created a perfect model for the so called ideal women. The fast life of the present generation may 
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find no time for reading and interpreting Ramayana, thus to some extent our films takes the discourse. It has been presented like 
anything opposite to the character of Seetha may cause problems. Does it thus actually create a false consciousness in the minds of the 
women spectators?  

 The opposite figure of ideal wife is that of a vamp. She is presented in a way that even the women spectators would even say 
derogatory comments when they see her on screen that she is cleverly presented as the opposite of the ideal wife. She drinks, smokes, 
visits night clubs and is presented that she is quick to fall in love and out of love. She has derogatory names and morally weak. Most 
of the ‘modern women characters’ thus fail to make a connection with the ‘modern women’. The present day Indian cinema is at the 
verge of utmost modernity, yet women with modernity in popular Indian movies are presented badly and morally degraded.  

 The other important figure that comes after in representation is that of the ideal wife or mother. It has religious and cultural 
ethos as well. Obviously, the mother figure is essential and is used for ideological purposes. For this again, two types of images are 
created which is clearly mentioned inIndian Popular Cinema: A Narrative of Cultural Change by Wimal Dissanayake and Moti 
Gokulsing that, One is of ever forgiving and caring mother, shown as in the movie like Mother India (1957) directed byMehboob 
Khan, presents a lone woman who brings out her sons in hostile circumstances and embodies the roles of mother, spiritual qualities of 
self-sacrifice, devotion and religiosity, with whom most of the female audiences may attach themselves to. The next figure is that of 
the careless step mother, who always nags her husband and hurts step kids. She is given the role similar to that of an antihero. At the 
end the virtuous mother emerges victorious over the malicious step mother. Here also we can see the making of images where, the 
woman who is silent and attributes herself to the norms of patriarchal norms is given the title ‘virtuous’ and ‘good’. The film Raja 
Harishchandra (1913) directed by Dadasaheb Phalke, thus has the power to put forward directly the role of the daughters of India, to 
be obedient, self-sacrificing and devoted mothers or wives.  

 Unlike west, overt sexuality is prohibited in India, but at the same time it has to project sexuality to attract masses for 
commercial success. Thus, sexuality is conveyed through suggestion, innuendo, coded signs and symbols. Ways of expression is 
completely traditional using songs and dances, like Laila Majnu or Radha Krishna style. Female body as spectacle is a kind of public 
exhibition of an erotic imagery that does not violate the code that prohibit the representation of the private by the censorship, but at the 
same time it is interesting to note that censorship restrictions have never been applied in the censorship of foreign films. Thus, 
sexuality of Indian origin really matters, not the films. So, Indian cinema constructs the way in which women are to be looked at, in 
other terms we can call it as scopophilia, a pleasure in viewing. Especially in romantic musicals, the female protagonist will be 
presented or projected for capturing beauty in sensual details, and she becomes an object of male gaze. It is quite astonishing that it is 
shown as in a way that the female spectators too may develop a male gaze and at times they will watch these female protagonists from 
the perspective of men like what Laura Mulvey said in “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema” that, "Men act, women appear. Men 
look at women; women watch themselves being looked at" (15). The voyeuristic pleasure must be generated, but at the same time it 
cannot go beyond the level of overt sexuality. So, the film makers present sexuality through using simple but practical tricks. Wimal 
Dissanayake and Moti Gokulsing opines, the first most used common trick is the presentation of women in tribal dresses, for that they 
create suitable situations. Perhaps the hero and heroine go for a journey, and in the middle, they happen to meet with an accident, or 
fell into a cliff so that they can be saved by the tribal people. At that juncture the film maker gets a chance to present women with 
tribal dress, and the exposure of female body through tribal dress has affinities with the theory put forward by Laura Mulvey 
(Voyeurism). The second one is dream sequence or wet sarees. The heroine is showed as wearing sarees, and suddenly a downpour 
comes and she has nowhere to take shelter off and becomes wet. Through the wet sarees the audience can see the body, so the 
exposure of the body takes place. Another important trick is used by the film makers in popular movies is the presentation of songs 
and after that the hero and heroine go beyond the bushes, it is presented in such a way that, even the desert scene shifts into bushes, 
and after some time the hero and heroine emerge from the bushes and heroine is seen as wiping her lips suggesting that they had 
sexual intercourse behind the bushes. In such a symbolic manner the matter of sexuality is hidden and at the same time it is expressed 
and there is a kind of pleasure (scopophilia) that the audience get out of it. We rarely ever see a woman act independently, make her 
own decisions, questioning authority or even working unless her mother is on her death bed, or the father is crippled, and it ends once 
she gets married. Traditionally, women have been reduced to being a mere spectacle in popular movies, as an object to look, which is 
especially evident in the songs and dance numbers which are important part of the publicity and the selling of a film. 

Conclusion 

 MajorityPopular Indian movies directed by male directors follow a particular pattern of representation. The female characters 
are presented in two structures, the ideal mother figure and its opposite, the vamp. The concept has been cleverly drawn to make an 
impact on the spectators that they may identify the characters with themselves. Another kind of representation is that using the female 
images to generate sexuality or to produce a ‘male gaze’. The camera angles and the eyes of the spectators follow the concept of 
voyeurism, a pleasure in looking. Images of sexuality seeks the attention of the crowd and it will be beneficial for the business of film 
industry. The presentation patterns can be clearly evident if one observes these popular movies with these concepts in mind. 
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