2,

Subversion or Submission?:
Critiquing Sujoy Ghosh’s Ahalya

Camellia Kumar?!

Abstract

After controversy arose following the release of Ahalya (2015), amid
allegations that it bears an uncanny resemblance to a Roald Dahl story,
Sujoy Ghosh addressed the matter in a tweet stating that, “My film, as is
evident, is an age-old myth, slightly adult in nature, adapted with a
feminist twist....” Consistent with Sujoy Ghosh’s tweet, this paper retraces
Ghosh’s 14-minute short film Ahalya to critically assess its status as a
feminist reimagining of the original myth to investigate whether Ghosh'’s
adaptation truly reinterprets the patriarchal narrative under the guise of
empowerment or actively subverts it. This revaluation of Ghosh’s
purported feminist interpretation of the original myth is attempted through
questions that ask if Ahalya is truly autonomous or if she is merely another
woman inscribed within a male-authored narrative, enacting a form of
rebellion restricted by a new type of confinement. Framed through Laura
Mulvey’s concept of the “male gaze” as articulated in her seminal essay
“Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema” (1975), Ashish Rajadhyaksha’s
extension of this psychoanalytic “male gaze” into an ideologically coded
and institutional domain as expounded in “Viewership and Democracy in
Indian Cinema” (2000) 2, and ultimately but very briefly Angela McRobbie’s
The Aftermath of Feminism (2009), this paper attempts to evaluate whether
Ahalya genuinely challenges the contents from which it draws its structure,
or inadvertently upholds the very norms it seeks to critique; whether
Ahalya merely reconfigures traditional gendered frameworks, or offers a
meaningful critique that unsettles them.
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Sujoy Ghosh, in the realm of contemporary Indian cinema, has
gained prominence for shaping storylines that regularly and
repeatedly gravitate towards resilient, complicated, yet sophisticated
female protagonists instead of simply incorporating them into pre-
established templates that validate gendered hierarchies. Ghosh, in
fact, thoughtfully reforms genres such as crime dramas,
psychological thrillers, and action-packed mystery films to defy
sexist-stereotypes that have ceaselessly suppressed women or
restricted them to mere ancillary roles.! In a similar trajectory, Sujoy
Ghosh’s 14-minute thriller, Ahalya (2015), follows the trend of feminist
storytelling by diverging from the myth of Ahalya in The Ramayana,
on which it is based. Upon diving into the traditional myth, one
would recount how Brahma’s embodiment of ideal beauty, Ahalya,
despite being given in marriage to Sage Gautama by him, becomes
the site of the valorous yet sensuous King Indra’s carnal desires.
Indra, therefore, driven by a desire to consummate a physical
relationship with her, disguises himself as Gautama and crafts an
illusion for Ahalya that he is her husband, and, under the spell of this
illusion, Ahalya is deceived into an intimate union with Indra.
Ahalya’s husband, Gautama, nonetheless perceives this deception to
be an act of infidelity, becomes incensed, and transforms Ahalya into
a stone through his ascetic prowess. However, Ghosh’s Ahalya
intriguingly inverses the episode of Ahalya’s petrification — into a
state of insentience and immobility — by imprisoning Indra’s soul and
life into a doll, and rendering him voiceless and powerless. This
subversion of the original myth’s gendered penance in Ahalya,
apparently gestures towards Ghosh’s characteristic pattern of
creating robust female characters, but ultimately uncovers a more
nuanced and convoluted relationship with patriarchy. Instead of
offering a departure from the long-established gender beliefs and
norms, Ahalya may be seen as operating within the very structures it
seems to critique. Therefore, through an analytical breakdown, this
paper seeks to argue that although Ahalya apparently offers a
feminist twist, turning the once-punished woman into an individual
of autonomy and retribution, it does not successfully subvert the
content from which it draws its structure. Framed through Laura
Mulvey’s concept of the “male gaze” as articulated in her seminal
essay “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema” (1975), Ashish
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Rajadhyaksha’s extension of this psychoanalytic “male gaze” into an
ideologically coded and institutional domain as expounded in
“Viewership and Democracy in Indian Cinema” (2000), 2 and
ultimately, but very briefly, using insights from Angela McRobbie’s
book The Aftermath of Feminism (2009), the paper attempts to establish
that Ahalya upholds the patriarchal norms it seeks to critique through
a more stylised and seductive form that is palatable to the patriarchal
culture.

Looking through Indra’s Eyes: Constructing the Male Gaze

Sujoy Ghosh’s Ahalya opens with the chime of Inspector Indra Sen
(played by Tota Roy Chowdhury) ringing an electronic doorbell, an
ordinary marker of his arrival at the residence of Goutam Sadhu
(played by Soumitra Chatterjee). Yet this moment is deeply loaded -
it contributes to the larger narrative of his entrance into an eerie,
unknowing, and deceptive space, and indicates the onset of the
binary between fact and fantasy, objective truth and optical illusion.
As the door hinges open, the enigmatic Ahalya (played by Radhika
Apte) is unveiled to Indra, as well as us, the spectators (viewers). And
right from that moment, the seductive and captivating presence of
Ahalya is scrupulously crafted through the lexicon of the camera. The
camera not only pans to Ahalya from bottom to top, but the light cast
on her by the camera setup also lends an almost dreamlike quality to
her movements. In fact, the camera’s visual framing of Ahalya
through Indra’s eyes by isolating her in tight close-ups, lingering on
her body, and dwelling on her gestures aligns with the concept of
“male gaze.” “Male gaze,” especially as elucidated by the feminist
film theorist Laura Mulvey, expounds that while visual
representation (primarily mainstream cinema) often situates the
spectators in a hyper-masculine, heterosexual subject position, it
objectifies the woman on screen through a dominant visual lens.
Since the 1970s, this theoretical construct has been a subject of
extensive discussion not only in film studies but also predominantly
within the second-wave feminist discourse, emphasising how female
characters are rendered as spectacles “to-be-looked-at.” And, this
concept of “male gaze” which functions as a mechanism of control by
presenting women primarily as objects of desire rather than subjects
with agency, and, posits that visual media often reduces female
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characters to objects of male desire (Tores et al.), is strongly reflected
in Ahalya.

Ahalya, from the outset, is framed within the shots that invite
the male gaze while Indra becomes the proxy for the camera’s
perspective. Indra’s “male gaze,” in fact, mirrors the camera’s and is
charged with desire and curiosity as he is drawn by Ahalya’s beauty,
composure, and quiet allure. This visual framing that operates
through Indra’s gaze is, as Mulvey points out, rendering the woman
as an object to be looked at:

. women are simultaneously looked at and displayed, with her
appearance coded for strong visual and erotic impact so that they can
be said to connote to-be-looked-at-ness. (Mulvey 11)

Ahalya, in fact, becomes not only a cinematic embodiment of “to-be-
looked-at-ness” through Indra’s gaze but also becomes the gaze
through which we, the spectators, are invited to perceive Ahalya.
And, this encountering of Ahalya, by the spectators, not as an
autonomous subject but as an object of masculine visual economy;, is
further deepened when seen through Ashish Rajadhyaksha’s
theorisation in “Viewership and Democracy in the Cinema” wherein
he argues that mainstream cinema constitutes its spectators not only
by reflecting how they see but also by indoctrinating as well as
instructing their way of seeing. In fact, cinema itself, according to
Rajadhyaksha’s deduction, is a self-sustaining system/ institution in
which the act of seeing is not unconstrained but calculated, and the
“film-going spectators” become the constituted subject of the
“apparatus” that mediates between “the screen itself, and the filmed
and projected moving image” (270). In this network, therefore, the
spectators’ perception, much like the citizen’s participation in
democracy, is organised through an institutional contract that
appears spontaneous but is cautiously structured. So, applying
Rajadhyaksha’s theory to Ahalya, it can be argued that Ahalya’s “to-
be-looked-at-ness” is reproduced institutionally since the spectator’s
act of looking is already “managed through an encounter between
release and reception” (271).

Ghosh’s portrayal of Ahalya through Indra’s gaze, then, does not
merely remain restricted to a reflection of Indra’s desire but also hints
at an activation of a larger cinematic mechanism that incorporates all
the spectators as participants within Indra’s gaze. Ghosh, therefore,
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transforms Indra’s gaze into an apparatus that institutionally
interpellates Ahalya into a site for scopophilia — designed to be gazed
at, desired, and consumed visually — for all the spectators. In fact, the
apparent contradiction between cinematic institutions granting
spectators the illusion of “choosing” what to see, while ensuring that
the spectators’ choices are already structured within its frame of
intelligibility, is rendered all the more explicit through the visual
codes employed in Ahalya. For instance, when Ahalya walks across
the room, offers tea to Indra, or even glances over her shoulder, the
camera treats these little but significant moments not as narrative
progression but as the site of erotic visual pleasure. Even Ahalya’s
silence seems intended for visual indulgence because she does not
speak unless prompted, and when she does, her voice is measured,
calm, and sensuous. The spectators” pleasure, in this manner, stems
from how Ahalya appears — a form of scopophilia that aligns with
Mulvey’s assertion:

In a world ordered by sexual imbalance, pleasure in looking has been
split between active/male and passive/female. The determining male
gaze projects its phantasy on to the female figure which is styled
accordingly. (Mulvey 11)

Ahalya’s presence in the film, despite its mythological allusion and
supernatural twist, is not active in narrative terms — her power is
symbolic/passive, suspended within the visual realm. Although it
may initially seem that Ahalya exercises control by seducing Indra
and luring him into a trap, Indra culminates in being the narrative’s
motor since his arrival initiates the plot, his choices create tension,
and his gaze structures the viewer’s own. Ahalya, on the other hand,
remains reactive and decorative, her supposed power being part of
the phantasmic image that is constructed around her. In this sense,
Ahalya’s primary function to be “looked-at,” interpreted, and desired
does not escape the patriarchal cinematic logic that Mulvey critiques
— Ahalya becomes an aesthetically seductive form in which the old
binary of “active/male” and “passive/female” persists unchanged.

Song as Spectacle: Passive Femininity in “Esho Esho Amar
Ghore Esho”

Laura Mulvey’s concept of “active/male” and “passive/female” is
reinforced through the structuring of Indra Sen’s gaze, extending
beyond visual framing into the domain of the auditory. Sound in
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Ghosh’s Ahalya — specifically the tactical use of the Rabindra Sangeet
“Esho Esho Amar Ghore Esho” —is an important cue that powerfully
heightens the dynamics of the spectators’ gaze. “Esho Esho Amar
Ghore Esho” (which translates to “Welcome, Welcome to My Home”)
functions not only as a provocative invitation but also as a beguiling
veil, drawing Indra Sen into the illusory space of the diegesis. Within
the diegetic world, Ahalya becomes the object of Indra’s gaze, while
outside the diegesis (for the viewers) too, Ahalya becomes an
unconscious desire made visible, crafted by the camera and
soundtracked by “Esho Esho Amar Ghore Esho.” However, it is
important to recognise that Tagore’s “Esho Esho Amar Ghore Esho”
(Lyric 64), part of the Prema Parjay (Love-Themed Section) in
Gitabitan, delve into the intimate, emotional, and spiritual dimensions
of love. The transformation of this sentimental yet devotional lyric
into a tool of sensuality, deeply detached from the original musical
register, is an intentional cinematic invention by Ghosh to serve the
apparatus of the male gaze. This visual as well as aural grammar of
deliberate reorientation of the emotive register of the Rabindra
Sangeet to align with the male gaze is, as Mulvey notes, a classic
instance when “the image of woman as (passive) raw material for the
(active) gaze of man” (17) deepens the film'’s patriarchal coding.

Nevertheless, attention should be drawn to the fact that “Esho
Esho Amar Ghore Esho,” on the surface, seems to challenge
patriarchal norms since Ahalya’s very act of inviting Indra, with the
repeated invocation “esho” (come/welcome), into her “ghor” (which
literally translates to home, but can also refer to the inner self or the
soul’s dwelling) signifies possession, control, and dominance over the
diegetic space which has traditionally belonged to men in visual
storytelling. However, when this event is placed within the broader
narrative and visual grammar of the film, the fact that the apparent
agency witnessed is not autonomy but a constructed illusion,
choreographed to sustain male visual and auditory pleasure,
becomes evident. What becomes even more evident is the fact that
even though Ahalya seems to beckon Indra into her home, her home/
space is mystical. Her home, in fact, is positioned beyond the confines
of realism because it erases the disarray as well as distinctiveness,
chaos as well as control of a flesh-and-blood woman’s space. It
becomes an immaculate, museum-like, mythical space without any
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bustling rhythm of domestic life wherein Ahalya’s passivity is
aestheticised — she becomes a part of the home’s décor, but does not
have dominion over the home. In fact, seeing Ahalya herself as a
décor - figurine-like, poised and passive, her vitality subsumed into
an aesthetic tableau — sharpens the point that Ahalya is not an active
subject but a living extension of her sculptor-husband Goutam
Sadhu’s taste. Ahalya’s home/ “ghor,” in that sense, becomes not her
lived-space but her sculptor-husband’s art gallery wherein Ahalya is
the most prised exhibit. The paradox, then, is that even though
Ahalya appears to be the one extending the invitation, this invitation
is a performance scripted by the male imagination, both diegetically
and extra-diegetically. This paradox, in fact, manifests Mulvey’s
concept of “to-be-looked-at-ness,” now extended to “to-be-listened-
to-ness,”® with acute precision:

...the woman displayed has functioned on two levels: as erotic object
for the characters within the screen story, and as erotic object for the
spectator within the auditorium (Mulvey 11)

Ahalya embodies this dual role flawlessly since she seems to neither
own the home nor the extension of the invitation.

In fact, the argument that “Esho Esho Amar Ghore Esho”
amplifies that Ahalya’s “home” and her “invitation,” like her body;, is
passivated and aestheticised twice over in order to serve rather than
subvert the male gaze gets support from Rajadhyaksha who reminds
us that what we “are seeing on screen is not identical to what the
camera saw” (287). On-screen display, Rajadhyaksha argues, is a
“narrative contract” since it is a result of conciliation shaped by “that
image, ... edited, and with a mixed soundtrack” (287). This contract,
which ensures that every image or song is the product of an implicit
agreement between the filmmaker and the spectators to read the
coherent meaning of what is being shown on the screen, is created
through deliberate manipulation — or what we call to be an
“apparatus” — in order to mould our way of seeing and listening. So,
applying Rajadhyaksha’s “narrative contract” to Ahalya, it can be
asserted that although “Esho Esho Amar Ghore Esho” works like a
“mixed soundtrack” that guides the spectators toward accepting that
Ahalya is proactive in extending the invitation to Indra, this
“invitation” is not an unmediated act of female desire but a
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constructed cinematic illusion that is arranged, edited, and “mixed”
by her sculptor-husband Goutam Sadhu, the male controller and
director figure of Ahalya’s life.

The Sculptor-Husband: The Architect of Scripted Governance

Upon diving into the myth of Ahalya in The Ramayana, it would be
recounted that it was Indra who was captivated by Ahalya’s elegance
and transcendental allure, and consequently, it was he who devised a
deliberate plan to engage in physical intimacy with Ahalya. Ahalya’s
husband, the revered Sage Gautama, however, remained entirely
uninvolved in any such machinations. Upon later discovering that
Indra had executed a deceptive scheme by exerting his divinely
endowed faculties to impersonate Sage Gautama, and that Ahalya
may have realised the ruse yet chose not to resist the encounter, he
was deeply aggrieved by the incident. Sage Gautama, thus, incensed
by Ahalya’s infidelity, turned her into a stone through his ascetic
prowess. However, in Sujoy Ghosh’s Ahalya, it is not Indra but rather
Ahalya’s sculptor-husband Goutam Sadhu who executes and
orchestrates an intricate design to ensnare and entrap Indra through
the very desire that had been kindled within Indra for Ahalya. This
desire, however, is itself artfully incited by Ahalya’s deliberate acts of
seduction, which, in turn, has not been Ahalya’s autonomous gestures
but an integral component of Goutam Sadhu’s broader and
premeditated stratagem. In fact, it is not only that Ahalya’s acts of
seduction are artfully orchestrated under the immaculate direction of
Goutam Sadhu, but also that Goutam Sadhu, by casually discussing
Ahalya’s appeal and allure, and, his inadequacy in bed, publicly
situates Ahalya’s body as an object of “male gaze” — initially for
Indra, and later for the spectators. In fact, by openly remarking about
Ahalya’s desirability and his sexual limitations, Goutam Sadhu
constructs an erotic image of Ahalya that effectuates Laura Mulvey’s
conviction that women are objects for male consumption and male
visual pleasure:

Woman displayed as sexual object is the leit-motif of erotic spectacle:
from pin-ups to strip-tease, from Ziegfeld to Busby Berkeley, she holds
the look, plays to and signifies male desire (Mulvey 11)

Ahalya too attests being projected as an “erotic spectacle,” and, this
action of hers can be clarified through Ashish Rajadhyaksha’s insight
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of the narrator as the mastermind as elucidated in “Viewership and
Democracy in the Cinema.” The narrator, Rajadhyaksha writes, “is
clearly a figure of authority, the one who will tell you ‘how to look™”
(Rajadhyaksha 291). In fact, the narrator, for Rajadhyaksha, is
someone who initially acknowledges the viewers’ gaze but later
asserts, “‘no, it is not you who is looking’” (291). And, Ahalya’s
sculptor-husband, Goutam Sadhu, exactly performs this role of the
narrator through his double gesture of simultaneously granting as
well as withdrawing visual agency. By publicly discussing Ahalya’s
divine beauty and her desirability in deliberately provocative manner
to Indra’s curiosity, Goutam Sadhu positions Ahalya’s body as an
object of male desire and permits Indra (as well as us, the viewers) to
conceive Ahalya as a sexualised object. And, through this act of his,
he not only projects Ahalya as an “erotic spectacle” (Mulvey 11) but
also “acknowledges” (Rajadhyaksha 291) the viewers’ gaze. In fact,
Ahalya’s momentary chastisement of Goutam Sadhu for sharing
intimate aspects of their private life to Indra is yet another scripted
performance of hers since that chastisement itself is a “spectacle”
(Mulvey 11) curated by Goutam Sadhu to elicit sexual arousal in
Indra for Ahalya. So, a while later when Goutam Sadhu invokes the
connection between the mythical past and the present through the
retelling of a particular anecdote from The Ramayana — whose “basic
storyline” (“Ahalya” 07:15) Indra asserts to be familiar with — and
presents Indra with a magical stone through which he can
impersonate Goutam Sadhu, one might well assume that whatever
follows is likely a stratum of execution within Goutam Sadhu’s
aesthetic world. And so it proves, for when Indra subsequently visits
Ahalya in her room upstairs, she (taking him to be her husband
Goutam Sadhu) questions him regarding his deceitful claim to Indra
regarding his sexual inadequacy and seductively urges him to end
his interaction with Indra and return to her for engaging in sexual
intimacy. On the surface, it might appear that Indra is seizing control
by “seeing” as well as “possessing” (Rajadhyaksha 290) Ahalya, but
in truth, the bedroom scene is a perfectly timed narrative trap.
Because even though Indra believes that he is “seeing” and
“possessing” Ahalya, his act of “seeing” and “possessing” — be it his
experience of desire or his sense of transgression or even his
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sensation of intimacy — is a “spectacle” (Mulvey 11) contained within
Goutam Sadhu’s larger orchestration.

Goutam Sadhu, in this sense, plays the role of Rajadhyaksha’s
narrator who initially “acknowledges” Indra’s (as well as the
viewers’) desire to see and possess Ahalya and appears to serve Indra
(and by extension, the viewers) with what seems to be the fulfilment
of sensuality, but at the moment of gratification, reclaims total control
by resonating Rajadhyaksha’s “no, it is not you who is looking’”
(Rajadhyaksha 291). This moment of Goutam Sadhu’s perceived
mastery wherein Indra’s desire to see and to possess Ahalya is turned
back upon him materialises Rajadhyaksha’s claim that any gaze other
than the narrator’s is not only far from being autonomous but is also
a product of the narration. Indra’s transformation into an immobile
doll, therefore, literalises the idea that, besides being a supernatural
act, this transformation is a symbolic culmination of his narrative
submission to Goutam Sadhu. Indra’s petrification, in fact, stands as
the physical embodiment of Rajadhyaksha’s “
looking’” because despite his eyes open, he sees nothing since
Goutam Sadhu as the narrator apparently created the impression that
Indra is “looking” but finally reclaimed it to prove that the gaze
never belonged to him but has always been his illusion.

no, it is not you who is

Based on this, Indra’s transformation into a doll is a punishment
as well as a revelation of the fact that he not only desired but also
desired within the limits of an image that Goutam Sadhu scripted. So,
although it might appear that Ahalya, through the initiation of her act
of seduction, subverts traditional gender norms and positions herself
as the dominant figure in her intimacy with Indra and later renders
him an immobile doll, her autonomy is actually pre-scripted within
her sculptor-husband Goutam Sadhu’s experiment.

A Feminist Correction or a Post-feminist Irony?

Sujoy Ghosh'’s Ahalya, as he himself claimed in a tweet, “is an age-old
myth, slightly adult in nature, adapted with a feminist twist....” And
rightly so, since at first glance Ahalya’s shift of agency from the man
to the woman, wherein Indra is punished while Ahalya remains
unscathed, seems to offer a feminist correction of the mythic injustice
recorded in The Ramayana. Yet when Ahalya is examined through the
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theoretical lens of Laura Mulvey and Ashish Rajadhyaksha, it
emerges not as a feminist work of art but rather a sophisticated
illusion of feminism, which aestheticises the notion of empowerment
but never actualises it. In fact, Ghosh’s Ahalya, which aligns with the
idea of feminism but never questions the patriarchal machinery that
orchestrates Ahalya’s agency, exemplifies the phenomenon of post-
feminism. Post-feminism, as articulated by Angela McRobbie in The
Aftermath of Feminism: Gender, Culture and Social Change (2009), is a
contemporary cultural formation which does not clearly denounce
feminism but rather incorporates its language and imagery by re-
embedding female empowerment within the structures of male
control. And, Ghosh’s Ahalya, being structurally scripted by two male
directors, Goutam Sadhu and Sujoy Ghosh, precisely serves this
dynamic. While within the diegesis, Ahalya’s sculptor-husband
Goutam Sadhu manoeuvres Ahalya in all respects; extradiegetically,
the male director, Sujoy Ghosh, scripts her as the femme fatale
archetype that viewers often mistake for empowerment. In this sense,
Ahalya’s apparent empowerment is inconsequential for a structural
transformation, yet it becomes a scripted performance which, in
McRobbie’s words, is a “notional form of equality” (McRobbie 2)
permitted “in exchange for feminism” (1). Ahalya’s equality is
“notional”, and she embodies the transaction of “feminism” perfectly
because although Ahalya is granted the appearance of autonomy to
indicate that the goals of feminism have been fulfilled, her autonomy
is theatrical instead of being transformative since the underlying
hierarchy where the male directors (Goutam Sadhu and Sujoy Ghosh)
dictate her, remains unchanged. In fact, McRobbie argues that this
kind of theatricality is one of the most insidious effects of post-
feminism since it provides a reassuring sense of closure to both
women and men — while the notion that “feminism is no longer
needed” (8) allows women to believe that they “have now won the
battle for equality” (57) without any subtle feminist politics, similarly
it comforts men because after the apparent easing of gender tensions,
they are absolved of dominance from feminist critique. And, Ghosh’s
Ahalya strictly conforms to this comfort since the film’s reversal of the
mythical injustice provokes the viewers to sustain the illusion that
patriarchy has transformed to rectify itself. So, while the viewers feel
progressive in perceiving the woman on screen as an embodiment of
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strength and resilience, the foundational frameworks of male
predominance remain unchallenged. In this way, Ahalya exemplifies
the postfeminist constraint in which the notion of equality is
transacted at the cost of the dematerialisation of feminism.

In fact, when read through Angela McRobbie’s theoretical
framework, Sujoy Ghosh’s Ahalya stands as a paradigmatic post-
feminist work of art. Because even though Ahalya, through its
acknowledgement of historical injustice and reversal of gender roles,
takes feminism into account, its alignment with McRobbie’s emphasis
that post-feminist media landscape considers feminism only to
perform “the undoing of feminism” (5) by transforming it into a
gesture rather than a politics, positions Ahalya in a post-feminist
settlement which McRobbie calls the “aftermath” of feminism. Had
Ahalya truly been feminist, it would have dismantled the moral and
sexual double standards of the original myth. But here, with Ahalya’s
sexuality being instrumentalised and Goutam Sadhu wielding the
means to trap Indra, it confines to the reversal of surface roles
wherein the patriarchal hierarchy remains unchanged. Ahalya, then,
belongs to what can be called a post-feminist consolation, but not a
feminist correction.

Notes

1. Ghosh’s landmark feminist thriller Kahaani (2012) indicates an intentional
deviation from the formulaic Bollywood female archetype by presenting
Vidya Bagchi (the lead character) as not a docile character but a dynamic
driving force fitted with the ability to destabilise the trope of defenceless and
fragile women. Likewise, his 2019 thriller Badia (a retelling of Oriol Paulo’s
The Invisible Guest) is crafted by a stratified and delusive narrative that
ultimately foregrounds the psychic complexity and cognitive depth of the
female protagonist. Even Ghosh’s 2023 gripping psychological drama, Jaane
Jaan (based on Keigo Higashino’s The Devotion of Suspect X), breaks the
“damsel in distress” trope when the single mother, Maya (the lead female
character), takes decisive action to assert her authority and autonomy by
defending herself and her daughter in extreme circumstances.

2. Ashish Rajadhyaksha’s essay “Democracy and Viewership in the Cinema”
was originally published in 1998 under the title “Who’s Looking?:
Viewership and Democracy in the Cinema” in Cultural Dynamics (vol. 10, no.
2, pp. 171-95). However, as all quotations and references in my paper are
drawn from the later anthologised version, titled Making Meaning in Indian
Cinema, by Ravi S. Vasudevan (2000) rather than the original 1998 journal, I
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have cited the 2000 publication throughout, both in-text citations and in the
Works Cited list.

3. Laura Mulvey never formalised “to-be-listened-to-ness” as a term, but here
it has been used as an auditory counterpart to her well-known “to-be-
looked-at-ness” from “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema” (1975).
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