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Abstract 

With sex being a male bastion in India, in Bollywood particularly, women are often objectified 
in item numbers, and sex is portrayed either in a crass manner (Mastizaade, Grand Mast) or an 
overtly erotic way, (Raaz). Very little focus has been placed on the subject of women and their 
sexuality and the few films that have dared to explore the subject of female sexuality and 
independence in a serious, non-conventional manner, have, naturally, caused quite a stir from the 
general public and the Censor Board. 

Films like Shoojit Sircar’s Pink and Leena Yadav’s Parched are slowly breaking the stereotype 
and taking on a subject which is considered to be a taboo. The research is based on the case study  
on Bollywood that have taken the subject of sexuality in a bold manner. 
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Historical Background  

In 1896, India was first exposed to motion pictures when the Lumiere Brothers' Cinematograph 

showed six soundless short films on July 7th in Bombay. By 1899, Harishchandra Bhatvadekar 

shot two short films, which were exhibited with Edison‘s projecting kinescope. Throughout the 

first two decades, the trend continued with filmmakers such as Hiralal Sen and Thanawalla, 

Madan and Abdullah Esoofally, and others. Dada Sahib Phalke produced India's first indigenous 

silent film, Raja Harishchandra, in May of 1913, which enabled the film industry to truly arise. 

By 1920, the Indian C 176 the juxtapositions which take place and the simultaneity which the 

medium allows, There is no possible way that literature departments can hold themselves aloof 

from the cinematic medium, especially when the cinema has never shown any hesitation in 

appropriating literature for its purpose. When we decided to look at Indian films from the point 

of view of gender, a number of questions cropped up. What does feminism mean? Do we mean 

the focus on women's issues or empathy with the feminist agenda? Women film directors, story 

writers, or lyric writers? Or does it mean the position of women vis-a-vis the nation and their 
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search for the subject position. These and many allied issues are all encompassed by feminism. 

For feminism itself, the written text and social activism are no longer enough in themselves. It 

needs to interact with all forms of media newspapers, journalism, theatre and film. One can no 

longer afford to turn away from these mediums as they appropriate a much larger space in our 

lives than they did in the past. They project role models and sustain stereotypical ambitions while 

at the same time interrogating them or projecting them in an ambivalent manner. Even the 

focusing on (female occupations and household chores can be done differently and subsequently 

perceived differently. interpreting or 'reading' a film is as much a discipline as any other and 

meanings are often rooted in perspectives and positions. 2 Bollywood The term Bollywood, 

while ambiguous, seems to serve different purposes for different people. In academia, one tends 

to use the term loosely to refer to the Indian film industry as a whole, but much like Hollywood, 

Bollywood has also come to stand for auxiliary aspects of film production such as choreography, 

music, costumes, and even hairstyles.  

The term Bollywood has since found a place in Anglophone national culture. We are witnessing 

the naturalization of Bollywood as the designation for what was previously known as Hindi  

cinema, Bombay cinema, popular cinema, and so on. The infiltration of Western ideals into film 

plays an integral role in naturalizing images of Bollywood women for our consumption. The 

digital age has ushered images of Indian women into our homes, whether it be on our television 

sets, our computer screens, or in our newspapers. By ―ourǁ, I mean not only the South Asian 

diasporic community, but all United States (U.S.) inhabitants.3 Today, the term ―Bollywoodǁ 

has become naturalized not only in the English-language media, which is probably the terms 

original habitat, but also the Indian-language press, not only among journalists but also film 

scholars. One kind of response to this development has been a sense of outrage, a feeling that 

someone has successfully conducted an operation of symbolic abduction, leaving us (meaning 

something like ―real Indiansǁ) with the vague feeling that we have been cheated out of 

something precious and the right to name our own fantasies.4 Global Bollywood Bollywood is a 

multi-billion dollar industry that produces more films annually than any other country. In an 

ever-increasing global market, in order for Bollywood to compete with Hollywood‘s hegemonic 

global appeal, Indian films must vie with their contemporary counterpart. Globalization and 

Western influence have played a major role in the way Bollywood movies have developed and 

changed over the past few years. Nowadays, it is no surprise to hear Indian actors and actresses 

speaking in English, wearing Western clothes, and dancing in Western countries to hip-hop 

music. With 3.7 million movie tickets being sold in 2006 and 84 percent of Bollywood revenue 

coming from the box office, the potential influence of these films stretches from the smallest 

village to the largest city . Demonstrating robust annual economic growth of 8 percent in the past 

few years, India is 178 increasingly viewed internationally as an emerging economic and 

political power, One manifestation of this status is how India‘s popular culture is being perceived 

outside India, particularly within the metropolitan centers of the globe .  
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The globalization of the mainstream Indian film industry is a mere extension of this 

phenomenon. What effects does the increasing Westernization of these films have on perceptions 

of beauty, sexuality, and gender roles for women? Taken together, the increased marketization of 

Bollywood films, ongoing colonial racism along with the caste system, and the portrayal of 

Indian women in Bollywood films create, produces, and reinforces women‘s roles in a strictly 

heterosexual and rigid fashion. This does not leave for many variations in representation. Despite 

the ―progressǁ that Bollywood films have made and the increasing accessibility of these films, 

things haven‘t changed much for Indian women, as these kinds of representations demonstrate. 

These continuities are proof of the ongoing influence of Western neocolonialism, this time 

invested in the circulation of cultural products that express Western/racist ideals of women and 

feminity. In a Washington Post article concerning India‘s huge marketplace, advertisers find fair 

skin sells. In a television ad for sunglasses, an Indian movie star walks along the beach flaunting 

the brand-name glasses and his six-pack abs. Soon, a plethora of white models start to fall from 

the sky and the Indian movie star has to literally run for cover. These images are hardly unique in 

the world of Indian advertising. The faces of white women and men stare out from billboards all 

over India. ―The presence of Caucasian models in Indian advertisements has grown in the past 

three years, industry analysts say. The trend reflects deep cultural preferences for fair skin in this 

predominantly brown-skinned nation. 

Objective of the study 

1. To study the portrayal of the lead character in the movie 

2. To study the stereotype behavior of the movie director  

3. To find out the women objectification in the movie. 

 

Review of the literature 

 Fareed Kazmi  in his book “Sex in Cinema A History of Female Sexuality in Indian Films” has 
talked about the tragedy queen Meena Kumari to the haughty mother-inlaw Lalita Pawar, women 
characters have been known for particular traits in Bollywood movies. This book is a history of 
female sexuality and its portrayal in Indian Films. Exploring womanhood off the screen: It is a 
brave, forthright and well-researched book that analyses, and puts into perspective, the portrayal 
of women in Hindi films. It is an objective representation of women on celluloid through the 
generations, from the early films like Pyaasa to the more contemporary, Salaam Namaste. The 
book takes up Indian cinema, decade after decade and proceeds to delineate the portrayal of 
Indian women in cinema. 

 

Nikita Ramkissoon in her book “Representations of Women in Bollywood Cinema” focuses on a 
content analysis through which representation of women in Bollywood cinema is examined. 
Bollywood has been a major point of reference for Indian culture in the last century and will 
undoubtedly persist for years to come. To an extent, Bollywood has shaped the way in which 
people read Indian culture as well as reflecting India's events, traditions, values and customs by 
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the mere fact that it is a pervasive and inescapable force in Indian society. Women have been and 
to an extent still are represented as mere wallpaper in Bollywood films. Issues around gender, 
gender-based violence, femininity, women's rights and sexuality (outside of being a sexpot) are 
often ignored and in most cases, subverted. Feminist discourse in the west has taken this up in 
relation to Hollywood (cf. Mulvey, 1975; Kuhn, 1984; Kaplan, 2000) however, discussions of 
gender in eastern cinema has yet to be fully developed. Even though there is a body of work in 
this field (cf. Butalia, 1984; Datta, 2000) there is room for far more in-depth investigation... 

Ruth Vanita in her book “ Dancing with the Nation : Courtesans in Bombay 
Cinema”Acknowledging courtesans or tawaifs as central to popular Hindi cinema, Dancing with 
the Nation is the first book to show how the figure of the courtesan shapes the Indian erotic, 
political and religious imagination. Historically, courtesans existed outside the conventional 
patriarchal family and carved a special place for themselves with their independent spirit, witty 
conversations and transmission of classical music and dance. Later, they entered the nascent 
world of Bombay cinema - as playback singers and actors, and as directors and producers. 
In Ruth Vanita's study of over 200 films from the 1930s to the present - among 
them, Devdas (1935), Mehndi(1958), Teesri Kasam (1966), Pakeezah (1971), Ram Teri Ganga 
Maili (1985), Ahista Ahista (1981), Sangeet(1992) and Ishaqzaade (2012) - courtesan characters 
emerge as the first group of single, working women depicted in South Asian movies. Almost 
every female actor - from Waheeda Rehman to Rekha and Madhuri Dixit - has played the role, 
and compared to other central female roles, these characters have greater social and financial 
autonomy. They travel by themselves, choose the men they want to have relations with and form 
networks with chosen kin. And challenging received wisdom, in Vanita's analysis of films such 
as The Burning Train (1980) and Mujhe Jeene Do (1963), courtesan characters emerge as 
representatives of India's hybrid Hindu-Muslim culture rather than of Islamicate culture. 
A rigorously researched and groundbreaking account of one of the less-examined figures in the 
study of cinema, Dancing with the Nation is also a riveting study of gender, sexuality, the 
performing arts and popular culture in modern India. 
 
Bollywood and Women’s Sexuality 
 
While sex and everything connected to its pleasure is seen as taboo in Indian society, female 

sexuality is viewed to be even more problematic. Perhaps because Indian society still sees a 

woman’s identity to be ultimately domestic, in which the equation of carnal pleasures don’t quite 

fit in. Even if they do, voicing those sexual desires brings her ‘moral’ character under scrutiny 

and an eventual arbitrary categorisation into the virgin-whore paradigm. We decided to put 

together a list of Indian films that unflinchingly put female sexual desire at their forefront and 

allow their female protagonists to breathe as independent sexual creatures. From conversations 

on masturbation, celebrating lesbian love, the passions of female sex-workers, the meaning of a 

woman’s sexual consent to enjoying sex beyond the constraints of marriage, these films reflect 

the Indian woman’s unrestrained exploration of her sexuality. 
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Indian women in Hindi cinema are slowly changing to reveal what many of us already know: 
that sexual desire in women is only normal. 

In the movie I watched, Kai Po Che, set me thinking. The sister of one of the male protagonists, 
initiates a romantic relationship with Govind, another of the three primary male protagonists, and 
then calls him up to the terrace of their home, after a night out dandiya dancing. Her stance is 
unabashed. 

There is no trepidation, no hesitation, no needing to be convinced, no simpering coyness; she 
desires and she initiates sex. And contrary to most of what we’ve seen on celluloid in India, she 
sets the terms and conditions of the rest of the relationship as well.  

Sexual desire: Taboo for good 

Sexual desire in Indian women is something that one doesn’t see very often in Hindi cinema. The 
female protagonist is not someone who can openly admit to feeling desire — that came within 
the purview of the vamp, a legacy from the days when the heroine and the vamp were clearly 
demarcated territories and the twain rarely did meet. We had a Jaya Bachchan sing, “Bahon nein 
chaley aao”, to a bashful Sanjeev Kumar in the movie Anamika. In her defence, she was 
masquerading as his wife, a situation in which conjugal relations would be normal and not 
beyond the call of duty. 

The female protagonist is not someone who can openly admit to feeling desire — that came 
within the purview of the vamp… 

There was Nargis in Awaara, Tabu in Astitva and in more recent times, Chitrangda Singh in 
Hazaaron Khwaishey Aisi, Deepika Padukone in Cocktail, Mahie Gill in Sahib, Biwi Aur 
Gangster and Dev D, Nargis Fakhri in Rockstar, and of course, the portrayal that triggered off 
the premise of this article, that of the girl in Kai Po Che – a ‘good’ girl, a character who emerges 
as a wonderful metaphor of female desire, one who accepts without question her desire, has no 
conflicts with it, one who is not hesitant to reveal her interest to the man she wants, and will 
unhesitatingly initiate sex, regardless of the commonly bandied precept that this is not what good 
Indian girls are supposed to do. 

In the bulk of Hindi cinema of yore, Indian women were uni-dimensional characters, to be 
wooed by the male protagonist, to be convinced to relinquish their ‘virginity’ to them; virginity 
being treated as sacrosanct, indicative of the virtue of the woman, and consequently her 
desirability as a romantic interest/wife. The wooing, ah well, that is another feature altogether, 
with most of it being centred around what we would now term street sexual harassment. 

A woman who gave into her ‘carnal desires,’ as we saw in movies like Julie, was socially 
ostracized and labelled a scarlet woman. When Meena Kumari in Sahib, Biwi Aur Ghulam 
begged her husband to spend the night with her, (her aim being to have a child, and not so much 
sexual fulfilment) and not with a nautch girl, she has to agree to drink alcohol in order to lose her 
inhibitions, the implication being that unless she does so she will not be able to pleasure her 
husband in the manner he is accustomed to.  
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Winds of change in portraying  

The female protagonists of contemporary mainstream Hindi cinema are, thankfully, under no 
such compunctions to justify being normal, sexual beings. They desire, they are open about their 
sexual needs, and film makers are depicting this sensitively, like we saw in Kai Po Che and some 
other recent films. 

In the bulk of Hindi cinema of yore, Indian women were uni-dimensional characters, to be 
wooed by the male protagonist, to be convinced to relinquish their ‘virginity’ to them… 

In The Dirty Picture, the protagonist based on South movie star Silk Smitha, and played 
by Vidya Balan was completely unabashed about using sex as a way to get forward in her career. 
Not only did she use sex as a tool, but it was also very clear in the way the character was 
portrayed that she was never apologetic about it. In Band Baajaa Baraat, the female protagonist 
played by Anushka Sharma is completely matter of fact about moving on from a night of casual 
sex with the male protagonist. 

The best moment perhaps, which embodies how the ‘good’ women are changing in Hindi cinema 
is from Dev D. To quote Veena Venugopal from a wonderful article on sexual desire in women, 
she wrote in Kafila.org, “To me, the most memorable scene in Dev D is the one where Paro takes 
a mattress from home and ties it to her cycle. When she reaches the edge of the field, she 
abandons the cycle, lifts the mattress on her shoulder and marches to the clearing where she lays 
it down and waits for her lover. There are no words spoken and the camera holds her face close. 
Her expression is one of intense seriousness. You can see her desire is a field force of intensity 
that fuels every step. She is determined to see it through, to let that desire take over herself 
completely; not surrender to it but to let it explode out of her. You know that when she meets 
Dev, the sex would be passionate and powerful.” 

I. India Cabaret (1985) 

Director: Mira Nair 

Language: Hindi 

Known for putting women at the focus of her film, India Cabaret is Nair’s last documentary film 

that follows the life of two strip-tease dancers, in a cabaret house at a time when Mumbai was 

still Bombay. While the protagonists out of desperation and poverty use their sexuality to make a 

living, the documentary also looks at the other side of the coin; their own enjoyment of sexual 

pleasure. India Cabaret makes a strong statement on the way patriarchy divides women into the 

categories of virgin and whore, depending on their profession, while completely disregarding a 

woman’s right to her own sexual freedom. The following are the movies taken for the case 

studies. 
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II. Fire (1966) 

Director: Deepa Mehtas 

Language: English Hindi 

The first in Deepa Mehta’s Elements Trilogy, Fire is a story of frustrated female loneliness 

between two generations of women, Radha (Shabana Azmi) and the younger Sita (Nandita Das) 

that takes the course of a lesbian relationship. Their love becomes both a means of sexual 

liberation and a catalyst to defying the patriarchal bondage in their lives. Hailing from traditional 

hindu families Sita and Radha leave their domestic life and indifferent husbands to be with each 

other. The movie is believed to be the first to bring the theme of same -sex female love to 

mainstream Bollywood and has been an iconic queer film since then. 
 

 

III. In The Flesh (2002) 

Director: Bishakha Datta 

Language: Hindi and Bengali 

This documentary revolves around three sex workers: Shabana, who after being driven out of her 

village is an independent sex-worker, Bhaskar, a young hijra who has no other option but to earn 

her living through prostitution and Uma, an old theatre actress who has quit sex work but 

continues to live in a brothel. This documentary explores what it means to sell sex through the 

point of view of the ones selling it. We see the protagonists’ struggles with societal stigma, 

violence, HIV prevention along with their own passions, which often get subdued due to the 

nature of their profession. 
 

IV. Water (2005) 

Director: Deepa Mehta 

Language: English/Hindi 
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Water delves into the tragic lives of the Hindu widows in Varanasi; never allowed to remarry by 

the draconian Hindu law, they are confined to an ashram by the Ganges river. Set in 1938, pre-

independent India, one of the stories’ in the film is that of the beautiful widow Kalyani (Lisa 

Ray), who is forced into prostitution by the head of the widow house. During the course of the 

film Kalyani falls in love with a young liberal Indian law student Narayan (John Abraham). 

Never having experienced romantic intimacy before, Narayan with his gentleness evokes in 

Kalyani her first sexual awakening. Kalyani dares to dream of a better life for herself with 

Narayan, and therein lies her liberation. 
 

. Margarita With A Straw (2014) 

Director: Shonali Bose 

Language: Hindi/English 

Margarita With A Straw is a story that revolves around a teenager Laila (Kalki Koechlin), 

with cerebral palsy and her romantic dilemmas as a differently abled bisexual woman. While 

Laila’s disability poses a challenge for her to fully express herself sexually, it doesn’t prevent her 

from having lovers. The film also explores Laila’s own difficult acceptance of her bisexulaity 

while coming out to her traditional mother, who she must make understand that her sexulity is 

her own private business. 
 

Angry Indian Goddesses (2015) 

Director: Pan Nalin 

Language: Hindi 

The film takes us to a gathering of friends, hosted by Freida (Sarah-Jane Dias), a fashion 

photographer, at her ancestral home in Goa. Mid-way through the film Freida reveals that the 

congregation was called to celebrate her upcoming wedding. To the utter surprise of her friends 

(and the audience) the groom is part of their group - Nargis (Tannishtha Chatterjee), a tribal 

rights activist. What is refreshing about the film is the uninhibited way in which the girl gang 
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express themselves sexually-playfully ogling the hot neighbour, their raunchy repartee and the 

celebration of a homosexual marriage. 
 

Parched (2016) 

Director: Leena Yadav 

Language: Hindi 

Located in the in the arid landscape of Rajasthan, Parched is the story of three women- Rani 

(Tannishtha Chatterjee) a 32-year-old widow, Lajjo (Radhika Apte) a woman who is unable to 

conceive, Bijli (Surveen Chawla) a street dancer and part-time prostitute. While battling with the 

stigmas attached to their status in society the women also know how to claim their fair share of 

joy. Rani indulges into a cell phone romance with an anonymous man, Lajjo gets her first woman 

on top experience in an extra-marital affair and Bijli aspires for romantic love beyond her pervert 

clientele. What sexual liberation they lack due to circumstances, they reclaim it in their bawdy 

banter. 
 

Pink (2016)  

Director: Aniruddha Roy Chowdhury 

Language: Hindi 

Pink is a courtroom drama that examines the sensibility that justifies rape as the fault of the 

victim as opposed to the perpetrator. In the film three young Delhi-based independent women 

Minal (Taapsee Pannu), Falak (Kirti Kulhari) Andrea (Andrea Tariang) and their lawyer Deepak 

Sehgal (Amitabh Bachchan) battle a legal system that uses the female’s moral character as a way 

of denying them justice against sexual assault. The film draws attention to how a woman’s 

promiscuous lifestyle comes into scrutiny rather than her will when considering her sexual 

consent. 
 

Memories Of A Machine (2016) 
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Director: Shailaja Pandindala 

Language: Malayalam 

This short film, shot in the style of a home video sees a woman (Kani Kusruti) narrating her 

early sexual experience as a curious young girl to her husband. She nonchalantly talks about 

consenting to sexual touch as a minor and her consequential discovery of masturbation, both 

phenomenons which are considered taboos in Indian society. 
 

Masaan (2015) 

Director: Neeraj Ghaywan 

Language: Hindi 

One of the parallel stories in the film is of a woman Devi Pathak (Richa Chadda) who lives in 

Varanasi and is punished for exploring her sexual desires. The police barge into the room she 

takes with her boyfriend and is framed in the media as a prostitute. In fear of defamation her 

boyfriend commits suicide. This leaves Pathak to defend herself against blackmail by herself. 
 

Anarkali Of Arrah (2017) 

Director: Avinash Das 

Language: Hindi 
Introduced to the audience by her married lover and manager as “desi tandoor videsi 

oven”, Anarkali (Swara Bhaskar) is a raunchy folk dancer from Arrah in Bihar. While 

her all-male audience understands the line between her on stage persona and her 

private bedroom, the sleazy Vice Chancellor of the city (Sanjay Mishra) 

misunderstands. When Anarkali resists his sexual advances she must bear the brunt of 

the police and death threats from local gangsters. What follows is Anarkali’s defiance 

to show the townspeople “randi ki na” (the refusal of a prostitute) in fiery defiance. 

Conclusion: Acknowledging sexual desire in Indian women 

What has caused this seismic shift in the way sexual desire in women is portrayed in Hindi 
cinema? Changing social norms, a generation of young, edgy directors who are willing to push 
the envelope, to take risks in terms of how their female protagonists are depicted, to show that 
yes, women can experience desire too, desire so overwhelming that they can disregard prescribed 
societal norms of mandating virginity as a given for a ‘good Indian girl’. In this context 
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Bollywood specially has played a significant role in portraying the actual picture of the women 
sexuality  on the big screen. 

Cinema h played a vital role in showcasing women’s sexuality and desires in particular where 
sex was considered as a taboo for the women in the society. In no small measure, is the influence 
of change in society around us, virginity is no longer prized and considered an asset, not just in 
urban centres, but also in small towns and villages. The India Today Sex Survey 2012 states, “As 
far as small- town women are concerned, 21 per cent have had sex for the first time in their pre-
teens, compared to 13 per cent in the metros.” Also interesting is the finding that, “Women from 
small towns are treating themselves equal to men, in the bed at least. Sixty per cent of them in 
small towns, compared to 49 per cent in metros, have an equal say in sexual matters. Keeping 
with the freedom of choice, wives avoid sex by sometimes faking a headache.” 

…yes, women can experience desire too, desire so overwhelming that they can disregard 
prescribed societal norms of mandating virginity as a given for a ‘good Indian girl’. 

It would be natural then, that onscreen, where films reflect reality, Indian women are less 
apologetic about expressing their sexual needs with as much authority as men do. In this new, 
burgeoning expression of female sexuality, there’s another vital shift in how women are being 
depicted in our movies. They’re no longer mere addendums to the scenery in which the male 
protagonists bash up the baddies and turn to for the occasional romantic interlude. They’re real 
women, living, breathing, desiring, willing to take on the consequences of their desire, willing to 
face censure and uncertainty for their desire. 

And in that, in their acknowledgement and vicariously, in the audience acknowledging their 
desire, is where we are maturing as a society — with Indian women moving away from 
considering themselves as mere receptacles of sexual desire and emerging as willing, equal 
partners in the fulfilment of desire. 
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