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Looking at the Billboards: Gender Construction in Hindi Movies 

In any given social order, ideology “a system of representation at the heart of a given 

society” is at the base, which makes culture its “crucial vehicle” to propagate the value-

system (Barry 157). The ideological structures in any social matrix such as art, literature, 

media, theatre, cinema, school, and religious institution are both the products of the prevalent 

ideology and the formulators of the ideologies at the same time. In the context of Indian 

society, Hindi cinema has played a very significant role in shaping and reshaping of the 

psyche of Indian men and women throughout ages. 

The evolution of Hindi Cinema is also a process, which is a result of a “compulsive 

discourse” that has been defining the “social reality as it describes the seemingly obvious” 

(Kona). In fact the making of „Indian men‟ and Indian women‟ has been greatly influenced 

by Hindi Cinema. According to Ferdinand de Saussure, “the interpretation of the individual” 

needs the understanding of the “larger abstract structures which contain them” (Barry 39). 

Similarly, an analysis of Hindi cinema as a “compulsive suggestive discourse” and its 

contribution in gender-construction will require the identification and detailed understanding 

of the greater insidiously working structures of patriarchy which is at the base of Indian 

society (Kona). 

In an age of consumerism, a frequently used saying: “a picture is worth thousand 

words,” finds itself applicable in almost every sphere where media is used as a means of 
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awareness. The notion, mainly points to the fact that in every aspect of visualization complex 

ideas are easily conveyed and absorbed through a single image. As Prakash Kona points out, 

“the eye is the orifice through which images are consumed” and they become a subconscious 

language which insidiously work behind the screen and tend to formulate our perception of 

reality. Throughout ages, people have been trying to relate the „real‟ with images. And our 

modern culture, in Susan Sontag‟s words, “is constantly engaged with producing and 

consuming images to such a degree that photography has been made essential for the health 

of the economy and the stability of social structures”. Hence a photograph serving as “relic of 

reality” is much more appealing and plays a very significant role, so much so that “it 

becomes a part of certain knowledge system, adapted to schemas of classification and 

storage” (Sontag). The reliance on direct representations such as images to grasp the real is 

something that has been accepted wildly. As Feurbach points out, our age “prefers the 

photograph to the real thing, the appearance before experience” (quoted in Sontag). 

In Indian society, Hindi cinema has always been a part of the dominant ideological 

structures, serving the purpose of a medium spreading both awareness and entertainment. 

However, a film irrespective of its appeal mainly remains alive through its posters and 

promotional stills. In that sense, the posters act as a gateway to the movies. The significance 

of the film-posters cannot be undermined, because they contain all the elements primarily 

responsible for the film's marketability. A careful analysis of these would make it evident that 

these posters are strewn with details along with a colourful coating in accordance with the 

prevalent demands of the consumers‟ ideology. In case of mainstream Hindi movies, the 

posters are often packed with sensational elements. The skilful designing and utilization of 

details account for an effective poster. But often the deliberate attempt of cryptic presentation 

or over emphasis of selective elements results in creating a kind of pseudo-reality. And the 

montage of such pseudo-reality forms the basis of the viewers‟ desire for an ideal reality at 
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the subconscious level, which beckons and impels them to seek for in the movie, even if its 

existence is impossible. The same psychology is at work behind the popular phrase:-“yeh to 

sirf trailer hai, puri picture to abhi baki hai” (This is only the trailer, the whole movie 

awaits) . 

This play upon the psychology of the viewers aided by a consumerist culture is 

something that has been facilitating patriarchy, thereby making, presenting, and suggesting a 

range of gender stereotypes for men and women. In case of Hindi cinema, promotional stills 

and posters gain prominence over the actual motion picture by virtue of their permanence in 

the mind of the audiences. These posters remain as the relics for the whole. Often, due to 

their fixity and quick-availability, we are able to get an idea of the different portrayals of men 

and women even if the movie is not accessible. And it is apparent that with the evolution of 

time the treatment of men and women, the difference in the portrayal of gender stereotypes, 

have evolved depending upon the shift in the dominant thought-process of changing eras, 

beginning from the “so called repressive ages” till the liberal phase (Kona). However, the 

negation of the above notion is evident if we delve deeper, in order to explore the latent 

strands of patriarchy. In Kona‟s words, “repression complements permissiveness” and in the 

dictatorial regimes like patriarchy, “something is deliberately overlooked, something is 

consciously allowed and something else actively promoted”. Patriarchy tends to gain and 

retain its control by purposely celebrating these contradictions, in order to perpetuate existing 

inequalities. Similar idea works behind the success of consumerism, which also thrives on 

contradictions. And it seems that consumerism acts as an important instrument facilitating 

patriarchy. Thus in case of Hindi movies, the posters and the promotional stills serve the 

purpose of those „easily accessible vehicles‟ supported on consumerist base, which target a 

large part of the audience. In that sense, the images satisfy the goals of advertisement and 

become a part of the ideology-building process. Once, these „pseudo-real‟ personae are 
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„consumed‟ by the audience they acknowledge their existence as real. And “we endow it with 

a will and consciousness” such that these constructed personae, are given to be „made‟ from 

outside thereby rejecting their emergence from within (Kona). 

 In this paper, the main focus of the argument is to explore and discuss the process of 

gender construction through Hindi movies in three different periods – the pre-Independence 

phase, the post-Independence phase and the post-Liberal phase. And the discussion is 

supported by the analysis of the various posters and promotional stills of the movies that were 

popular during these phases. 

Section 1: Pre-Independence phase 

 The pre-Independence era refers to the time period ranging from 1913 to 1947. 

During this time, the consolidation of cinema as a medium of social reform was mainly 

facilitated and established by the endeavours of the prevalent actresses of that time. What we 

find in this era is that the actresses transcend above all social barriers in a traditionally 

constrictive society as in India, to establish themselves against all odds. They became those 

„productive figures‟ in whom we can trace the rapidly changing roles of women and the 

“steady emergence of the modern woman in the public sphere” in response to the needs and 

frames of the developing urban culture (Mukherjee 55). 

 In this phase, in an apparently repressive social structure women are portrayed 

positively. The gender stereotyping that took place in cinema was in tune with the process of 

women empowerment. The on-screen portrayal of these actresses provided a “range of 

feminine types” so that she embodied “many prevalent anxieties about the swiftly shifting 

gender roles” on one hand and on the other, “unleashed a whole force-field of desires and 

imaginaries” (Mukherjee 55). Not only that, the personal life of the actresses became 

significant since the „reel‟ was influenced very much by the „real‟ or more importantly by our 
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perception of the real. Devika Rani, Esther Victoria Abraham (Pramila), Nadia, and Begum 

Khurshid Mirza, were some of the popular iconic figures of this era. The “off-screen 

circulation of the information of their glamorous lifestyles, print interviews, gossips, 

biographies, and speculations helped a lot in shaping up of their overall persona” (Mukherjee 

1). 

 The contributions of these actresses are commendable for they adopted films not as a 

medium of entertainment but a field which explored and experimented with the potentials of 

the „modern women‟ and gave a “strong emphasis on social reforms” (Mukherjee 56). Devika 

Rani, being a pioneer drew the attention of the audiences through her star appeal due to her 

“elite background and the types of characters she would consistently perform on screen” 

(Mukherjee 56). The claim that women were capable of performing and had a right to 

perform social roles outside the domain of the private sphere, ran as undercurrent both in the 

on-screen portrayals and their off-screen activities. In one of her popular film Achhut 

Kannya, Devika Rani plays the role of a Dalit girl who is a destitute but she devotes her life 

for “the greater common good” sacrificing her love (Mukherjee 56). While on the other hand 

Pramila excelled on celebrating a type that embodied the characteristics of a “bold, 

Westernized woman” as opposed to the “Devika Rani prototype”, portraying the 

„respectable‟, „educated‟, „independent‟ yet „the demure good girl‟(Mukherjee 60). Pramila 

consistently played the role of “the scheming vamp” in many of the films and became 

associated with the “stunt film genre” (Mukherjee 60). Of course, the gender stereotype 

offered by this genre indicated the negative aspects of the modern emancipated woman but 

“paradoxically [it also ] enabled the unabashed portrayal of strong sexually aware female 

characters” (Mukherjee 60). 

 The morality discourse that emerged about these actresses heralded the claim for 

respectability against the „moral danger‟ and intended to brand acting as a „frivolous pastime‟ 
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rather than giving it recognition as a genuine vocation with immense creative possibilities for 

women (Mukherjee 61). “The struggle between the claims of domestic life and the increasing 

attractions of an independent and lucrative career” as offered by the films was faced by many 

of these actresses among whom the notable names were Khurshid Jahan Mirza, Durga 

Kolehote, Hansa Wadkar (Mukherjee 58). However there has been a partial nullification of 

such discourses due to a sense of solidarity among these women “who took on professional 

roles outside the normative” (Mukherjee60). Devika Rani was the Controller of Productions 

of Bombay Talkies, while Pramila was also the manager of a productive and distribution 

business of her own. And records prove that in those days, the average income of these 

actresses were nearly „Rs.3000-4000 per day‟ (Mukherjee 59). Hence, their “off-screen 

negotiations with marriage, motherhood, and entrepreneurship created nuanced and 

believable models for a generation of female fans and colleagues” (Mukherjee 61). The 

previously extreme choices of “exemplary iconoclasm or of customary conformism” were 

gradually replaced by an “actually existing imaginary in between” (Mukherjee 61). In spite of 

the highly competitive nature of the acting business, what ensued was a collective 

contribution to film production that “altered in small ways the social, economic and 

imaginative potential of the late colonial Indian woman” (Mukherjee 58). 

Analysis of the posters 

 “…I am proud to say that you have shown that a lady in India too can entirely capable 

of holding supreme sway. We can now say without hesitation that we have a Queen…You 

are an Elizabeth or a Victoria and like them will wave aside all obstacles” (Mukherjee 60). 
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This „queen spirit‟ which Pramila talks of 

in her letter is notably visible in the posters 

and promotional stills that have been 

restored in the archives.  

Figure 1 is a promotional still 

portraying Devika Rani. The upright 

posture and the confident attitude are 

expressive of her inner „queen spirit‟. Most 

importantly the face, as opposed to 

customary practices, is unveiled. The 

illumination due to the effective use of lights is definitely suggestive of importance bestowed 

on her both as a character in the movie and a woman, even if the packaging is traditional. 

Similarly feminist appeal is captured in Figure 2, which is actually a still from the 

film Naya Sansar but also the cover photo of A Woman of 

Substance: The Memoirs of Begum Khurshid Mrza. Here the 

two reflections in the mirror can be interpreted as symbolic 

manifestation of the exploration of her potentials as a 

woman.  

Figure 3 is a 

poster of the film Shobha. The recent fuzz raised by 

the famous actor Shahrukh Khan over placing the 

name of actress before the name the actor, is found 

here which was released way back in the 1940s. This 

Figure 1 

Figure 2 

Figure 3 
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is also noticeable if figure 6 and figure 7 .The position of the actress in the foreground is 

indicative of the main focus being on her in contrast to the male characters present in the 

middle ground and background.  

Similarly in Figure 4 we find Nadia 

occupying the foreground as opposed to the male 

characters in the background. It is a poster of the 

film Shere Baghdad. Nadia‟s portrayal as fearless 

superwoman adds to the range of stereotypes. Her 

posture is expressive of the boldness and confident 

attitude that 

were associated with the stunt film genre.  

Again such boldness is very well captured in 

Figure 5 which is a promotional still portraying Pramila 

in the film Bijlee. The „spark‟ usually associated with 

the term „bijlee‟ which means „thunder‟ is indicated in 

her posture. More importantly, the handling of the sword which is a symbol of power, not 

only adds weightage to the character but also serves as a cue to the dominant role that women 

played in India‟s freedom struggle.  

Such use of power symbols and the fact that women 

can be equal to their male counterparts is again notable in 

Figure 6, which is a poster of the film, Mirza Sahiban. 

Such symbols had a significant impact on the social 

psyche. 

Figure 4 

Figure 5 

Figure 6 
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Here and in Figure 7 there is also a suggestion of men‟s contribution towards the 

empowerment of women. That the 

exploration of the potentials of the 

female characters was supported by 

their male counterparts can be 

envisaged from these two figures. 

 Hence we can conclude in 

this era, the nature of gender-stereotyping is characterized by a positive impact as far as the 

feminine types are concerned that were made popular. With Devika Rani and other actresses 

holding important positions both in the production companies tried to infuse reformative 

aspect in the films. 

 

Section 2: Pre-Liberalization phase 

 The pre liberalization phase mainly refers to the period starting from 1950 to 1980. 

With many events in the backdrop like the World War II, India‟s struggle for Independence, 

the Bengal Famine and others almost led to an end of the Studio system. However under the 

leadership of Jawaharlal Nehru, Hindi cinema got revitalized with establishment of 

independent production companies by famous male directors and actor directors as Mehboob 

Khan, Bimal Roy, Raj Kapoor, Guru Dutt, B.R. Chopra, Ramesh Sippy, Yash Chopra. Hindi 

Cinema, this time became the monopoly of these famous figures who tried to “balance 

entertainment and social commentary” (Creekmur). The rich body of films produced in the 

decades following the 1950s had a social agenda which often infused “talents affiliated with 

the Leftist Progressive Writers Association and Indian People‟s Theatre” and “marshalled 

Figure 7 
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cinema for covert political message before independence and continued to project Nehru‟s 

optimism about nation-building” (Creekmur). 

 However, from 1960‟s onwards we find a general departure from Nehruvian 

Socialism and it getting replaced by the 1970‟s working class movement against corruption 

giving rise to the action film genre. Again with the developing of „state sponsored agencies, 

India signalled “a shift in both form and content” in the main stream cinema (Creekmur). 

Later India‟s response to the proliferated new demands of the global markets led to the 

gradual abandoning of the notions of Nehruvian Socialism resulting in the cult of New Indian 

Cinema which saw a revival of the Romantic drama genre. These incidents at the background 

provided a favourable atmosphere resulted in the redefinition of Indian man and Indian 

woman in the light of the changing socio-political scenario of the time. 

 In the initial phase of the pre liberalization era, gender stereotyping took place mainly 

in association with the process of nation building. The concept of India as a nation-state gave 

birth to Indian nationalism, which ultimately resulted in India‟s freedom from the colonial 

rule. The romanticizing of this notion was a part of the movement, which gradually started 

associating India with „Bharat Mata‟ or Mother India. Not only in cinema, but in all other 

cultural outputs, the above idea was promoted widely. Most of the films of this decade 

celebrated “woman in her role of a mother” which stood for nation, “a figure to be rescued 

and protected” (Virdi). As Jyotika Virdi points out: “The mother as an object of pity, 

exhorting her sons to save her, is rooted in an older movement of nineteenth century cultural 

Renaissance when Indian art and Literature was imbued with anti-colonial nationalist 

fervour”. The personification of India as a mother figure is not only taken up by Bankim 

Chandra Chatterjee in his novel Anandmath but by many other poets and artists of that 

period. Among several examples, Mehboob Khan‟s famous film Mother India had a great 
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impact in strengthening the mother-figure in the Indian psyche as a popular stereotype which 

was available for the Indian woman. 

 Later part of this phase saw the modified version of mother in the form of the iconic 

mother figure presented in the film Deewar. Although, the mother lacks grandeur associated 

with nation India, she is a model of virtue strength, patience, and all that characterized 

respectability and righteousness, whose dominion was restricted to the family. The classic 

dialogue “mere paas maa hai” (I have my mother) is very potent and resonates the idea of 

„possession‟. In the patriarchal discourse it is generally seen, the woman undergoes 

oppression by dint of the established equation between her body and a property which needs 

to be conquered, possessed, protected and preserved. The dialogue is in fact a response to a 

comparison made by the criminal son Vijay in terms of his material possessions. 

Interestingly, this epic dialogue is very much in tune with the moral discourse of 

righteousness and respectability. Here the mother supports her honest son Ravi and tends to 

protect Vijay from the immoral and negative forces. This respectable woman, a product of the 

middle class rhetoric, accepted her roles as a wife or mother; devoted her life in preserving 

the family. As Kona points out, “the middle class Indian woman embodies the soul of 

patriarchy. Her ultimate source of security is the husband-brother-son equation”. 

In Hindi cinema, “the righteous mother preserves patriarchy” and “thus [is] the 

liberated woman‟s worst enemy” (Kona). The earlier acceptance of the respectable prototype 

played by Devika Rani or the liberated Westernized type popularized by Nadia or Pramila is 

replaced by a fundamental moral divide between the two. The purity versus vamp divide 

forms the basis of gender-stereotyping. The stereotypes are portrayed in what we would 

generally call the „black‟ and „white‟ shades. The mother-wife figure in the films stood for 

the pure woman who is “without a body of her own and has completely given herself to the 

preserving of the male body” (Kona).Thus, the liberated woman is the treacherous woman 
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who is always to be kept at the margins to provide space for the celebration of the „pure 

woman‟. Hence, we find in Sholay, Helen‟s dance number is commercially successful. She is 

to be consumed but cannot be allowed within the „respectable‟ bounds of the society. 

However, the dance of the heroine Basanti before the villains is detrimental but then it is 

acknowledged as a sacrificial act to save her man at the cost of her honour. 

If these are the stereotypes that were presented by the family-drama genre and action-

film, the romantic genre contributed a lot in the making of the typical Indian hero. The 

teasing of heroines, the act of relentless wooing till the ultimate acquiescence, romantic 

scuffles- all of these characterized the typical Indian hero. The domination of male-directors 

led to an upsurge of films mainly made in accordance with male-centric views which in turn 

led to the construction of the Indian woman. This argument draws a cue from what Irrigaray 

conceives as “female sexuality” which “has always been conceptualized on the basis of male 

parameters” (quoted in Kona). Among the major directors, Raj Kapoor mainly redirected the 

course of construction of the Indian woman. She existed as necessary attribute to define the 

heroism of the protagonist, who remained at the centre. For instance the film Sangam is all 

about the equation between Gopal and Sundar in relation to a woman they woo: Radha. Kona 

conceives Sangam in the light “the theme of two male friends and one female body” where 

they “fight the battle to decide who takes the woman and thus assert the triumph of a 

definition of maleness” (5). The equation between „possession‟ and „maleness‟ which 

pertains to the concept of Adrienne Rich‟s “compulsive heterosexuality”, is found to be most 

active in this period. 
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Analysis of the posters 

 Figure 8 is a famous still picture from the film Mother India. Nargis Dutt definitely 

has been able to explore the mother-figure she 

played in the film. The manner in which her two 

hands are around her sons exemplifies the typical 

idea of possession. In fact the expression on her 

face has an implied sense of satisfaction in 

possessing her sons. Interestingly the potent 

duality of body and soul can be interpreted in the attitude of them. On one hand, the leaning 

of Sunil Dutt on his mother‟s breast and his childlike expression holding his mother‟s hand 

confirm of him being possessed almost like a child. If he can be interpretated as the „soul‟ of 

a male, Rajendra Kumar on the hand is the „body‟. His looking outward in a sense has an 

implication of the body being beyond the control of the mother.  

Similar idea of possession resonates in Figure 9 which is a still from the film Deewar. 

Here the mother confronts the son 

whom she has failed to preserve 

within the bounds of righteousness in 

contrast to her obedient and honest 

son standing behind her.  

Figure 8 

Figure 9 
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Figure 10 and Figure 11 are posters of the films Awara and Sangam respectively by Raj 

Kapoor which fall under the romantic genre. In both the cases the plot revolves around the 

male character who is the protagonist. In contrast to the posters of the pre-Independent 

period, the foreground or the background is mainly occupied by the male characters. And 

most importantly the female characters are constructed as passive figures playing part in the 

story of the protagonist. In the above posters the names of the actresses do not appear at all in 

contrast to the conspicuously written name of the actor-director.  

Even if the heroine‟s name appears, it follows the name of the actor as we find in 

Figure 12, a poster of the film Abhimaan. 

Figure 13 is a poster of the film Satyam Shivam Sundaram. Whether Raj Kapoor‟s 

genre of bold actresses wearing swim suit or wet sarees was an attempt to revolt against the 

conservative notions of the time or a strategy justifying his deft combination of “art and 

commerce” is debatable (Creekmur). But definitely, the selling of the Indian woman as 

Figure 10 Figure 11 

Figure 12 

Figure 13 
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constructed in the male fantasies was consumed by both the Indian as well as the global 

audiences, thereby fixing it as yet another type.  

Figure 14 and figure 15 are posters of the films Gunga Jumna and Ram Balaram 

respectively, where the power symbols like guns and swords become a part of the heroic 

image of the male-protagonist. Nowhere, we find the woman holding them as it was 

popularized by the fearless woman prototype of the stunt film genre in the pre-Independence 

period. Rather the „dancing woman‟ at the background in figure 7 is suggestive of the passive 

roles to which women were ascribed to, in the social context. The consummation of the 

image of the dancing woman was aided by films like Mughal-e-Azam, Pakeezah, Umraojaan 

and others. This prototype was popularized as negative since dancing in public was almost 

associated with prostitution which accounted for the negation of it as a professional field. 

Thus we find these stereotypes indicated a gradual receding of the „Indian woman‟ to the 

private sphere which imprisoned her potentials as individual as professional or as social 

being. 

 Hence in the apparently progressive pre-liberalization phase, evidently the position of 

women became regressive. The stereotypes that led to a positive impact in trying to 

consolidate an equal position in the society, in the previous period are subtly getting modified 

and replaced to suit the patriarchal norms. 

Figure 14 Figure 15 
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Section 3: Post-Liberalization phase 

 The post-liberalization period starts from 1990 onwards and continues till date. The 

year 1991 mainly marks the dawn of globalisation, with India entering into a liberal 

economy. In this era, Hindi cinema on one hand responded to the dominant ideologies of the 

passing phase and on the other hand looked forward to the demands of the global market. 

Hence, we find the Bollywood Industry coming up with a huge number of films on various 

themes, engaged in experimentation giving birth to various new genres. In this phase the 

strict moral divide that distinguished the stereotypes into purely „white‟ and „black‟ shades 

are seen to be dissolved into „grey‟ shades. The rigidity of the previous period gives way to a 

sense of fluidity in identity and its acceptance somewhat occurs in the later part of this phase, 

where the dominant gender stereotypes are revisited and deconstructed. Deconstruction of the 

stereotypes and consequent ideologies allows a gradual increase in degree of the freedom of 

choice of the individuals. However, in the Postmodern age which is marked by the 

celebration of surface realities, the possibility of deconstruction of gender stereotype itself 

comes with a consequent possibility of construction of multiple newer stereotypes. 

Consumerism and patriarchy thus sustain through directing and redirecting realities by 

reconstruction of the deconstructed, albeit in a subtle manner. The movie posters and stills are 

crucial in creating such alternative realities. 

 The films produced in the early part of this period continues the romantic-drama 

genre but resonates with liberalism which takes the shape of individualism is manifested in 

the revolt of the romantic couples against the conservative notions exemplified in the 

patriarchal heads of the family. Such outright revolting couples introduced and popularized in 

the films like Qyamat se Qyamat tak, Dil, Raja Hindustani, Dilwale Dulhaniya le 

Jayenge,.and others . This idea of revolt is later replaced by the idea of “balancing the rights 

of rugged individualism and duty toward family and community” that took the centre stage 
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(2). The sexual subjugation in the form of the oppression of women‟s body that was dominant 

in the previous phase gives way to a scope of sexual freedom. But in Kona‟s words, “the 

neurosis that sex produces” is “of a false sense of freedom” and the “image of the romantic 

couple” that does things together, the woman as man‟s equal” is again a construction of a 

pseudo-real situation facilitated by a highly consumerist culture. In case of this „ideal couple‟, 

the reality of equality is determined by their freedom of choice. However, they existed 

because they conformed “to the existing notions of reality” (Kona). Prakash Kona very 

interestingly points out, “the couple that emerges from 1990 is a consumer who is 

programmed to buy; unless you [we] subscribe to the paradigm of buying you‟re[we are] an 

outsider”(2). This idea is at the base of oppression of individuals, where the truth of their 

gender identity “confronts the onslaught of ideology” and one is marginalised in an 

apparently free to choose environment for in their case “madness is the background to 

sanity”(Kona 2). Thus we find only some select few films like Sadak, Daayra, Darmiyaan, 

and Tamanna portrayed transgender. As Kalpana Nair points out “In Bollywood . . . The 

subtleties of the spectrum of identities that fall under the category of being transgender are 

largely lost on an industry which has barely began to wrap its head homosexuality”(19). 

Their marketability as comic figures indicates their marginality within the dominant and 

„sane‟ discourse of heterosexuality at the background. 

 The films produced in the opening of 1990s assimilated this idea of freedom and 

popularized the ideal couple. However, “the freedom is granted from above and not won from 

below” (Kona). In the later part of this phase, films came up randomly giving scope to 

various directors in their ventures. As far as gender stereotyping is concerned both in case of 

men and women, the characters are allowed from various fields, cultures, ideological 

backgrounds to have fluid identities as a result of mixed cultures due to globalisation. The 

feminine discourse potent in this period led to a proliferation of woman-centric films trying to 
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depict the oppression of women and need for awareness, education, job opportunities that can 

lead to empowerment. The 90s decade, focussed on portraying the oppression of women 

within the private sphere in some of the family-drama films like Damini, Ghar ho to aisa, 

Sansar and many others. While on the other hand,a new creed of empowered woman 

independent, straightforward, vocal, aware of her rights was launched as heroines in the 

romantic films. Such prototype was popularized by Juhi Chawla in films like YesBoss,Phir 

bhi dil hai Hindustani, Raju ban gaya Gentleman, One two ka four and others,developing the 

trend of the vocal, westernized woman played by Sridevi and Madhuri Dixit. These films to 

some extent allowed the scope to exhibit women‟s potential in professional roles but 

marriage acts as the limiting factor. Hence intelligent and talented Seema, who dreams of 

becoming a successful model has to come in terms with the roles of a typical Indian woman 

as a wife and a daughter-in-law. This prototype of a „multitasking women‟ of the global era 

has long been consumed by the audiences. She is the combination of multiple roles where she 

can play the roles of vamp and the wife or mother simultaneously satisfying the fantasies of 

their partner on one hand and on the other fulfilling the social responsibility respectively. But 

interestingly the „freedom of choice‟ is determined by the ideological background to which 

an individual is exposed. For instance born and brought up in a middle class family Meghna 

chooses modelling as her career against the wishes of her parents and goes on a journey alone 

to fulfil her ambition, in the film Fashion. Again in Queen, with a broken marriage at hand, 

the meek and docile Rani with her middle class background embarks on a journey to explore 

herself and her potentials as an individual. Other films like Kahaani, Paa, The Dirty Picture 

,No One Killed Jessica, Mardaani have popularized „the fearless woman of potential‟ out of 

the conservative bounds of negative forces that have tried to stunt her individuality. 

 However, during the recent times, mainstream Hindi cinema adopted glamour as an 

instrument in the films for effective marketability. With consumerist culture at its peak what 
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is being sold is the body. In that sense, the making of the commercial hero and heroine of 

mainstream movies are based on the external physical attributes rather than the internal. In 

order to satisfy the demands of mass entertainment, the use of the stereotypical item girl has 

been persistent in promoting the woman‟s body as a commodity. It has been criticized as a 

negative representation of woman in the context of triggering more criminal offences as rapes 

and eve-teasing. But since it has been consumed, they are a part of the real or the pseudo-

reality.it is interesting to note the major heroines like Aishwariya Rai Bachhan, Priyanka 

Chopra, Dia Mirza and many others entered into acting but from a background of modelling. 

In case of the heroes as well, it is either the brand name like Khan or Bachhan or the body 

which is being sold nowadays which tends to satisfy the „glamour‟ aspect. This glamorous 

representation of men and women has been digressive in promoting superficiality and 

consequent reduction of substance. Hence in the movie Fashion, the director reproaches: “In 

today‟s world it‟s all about looking glamorous darling” when Konkona refuses to wear a 

bikini. Thus glamour becomes one of the most important ingredients shaping the image of the 

recent heroes and heroines which gets exemplified in the display of their body. 

Analysis of the posters 

 Figure 16 and figure 17 are posters of the films 

Dilwale dulhaniya le jayenge and Raja Hindustani.  These 

films popularized the ideal romantic couples of the early years 

of globalization. These posters provide equal emphasis on 

both the heroes and the 

heroines. The 

intermingling of the Figure 16 

Figure 17 
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Indian and the Western values is suggested by the kinds of dresses. The assimilation of the 

western values underlines the sense of liberalism that characterizes this period. 

Parallel to this the women centric films marketed 

the image of the vocal woman with pickaxe as noticeable in 

figure 18 which is a poster of the film Damini. Damini, the 

protagonist stood for the middle class woman on her way to 

liberation against oppression.  

A more modified and liberated version is played by Juhi Chawla and other heroines.  

Figure 19 is the poster of Yes Boss and figure 20 is 

of One two ka 

four, which are 

two such films. 

Here we find 

her playing multiple roles in both the private and the 

public spheres. 

In figure 21, the poster of the film Kahaani, we find the fully developed version of the earlier 

models, in recent times. Here is a deliberate attempt to make 

the heroine resemble the powerful image of Durga. This 

association of Indian woman with Durga is indicative of 

acknowledging the multiple roles she has to play apart from 

the primary role of being a mother. Although in the film the 

Figure 18 

Figure 19 

Figure 20 

Figure 21 
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protagonist, Vidya‟s pregnancy was fake and was a deliberate ploy but her image in the 

poster only adds to the considered representation of women as mothers. 

Similar idea is reiterated in figure 22 which is a poster of the film Mary Kom,

 

                                         Figure 22 

where the eminent boxer exhibits her individual 

identity. However, the child at the back is again a reminder of the procreative role she has to 

play to consolidate her identity in a patriarchal framework, which forces women to negotiate 

with their role as a mother. These are some of the prototypes of talented and fearless women 

exploring themselves by entering into challenging career options but parallel to them is also 

the archetype of the glamorous woman a product of the consumerist culture.  

Figure 23 is a poster of the film Heroine depicting the typical heroine famous for her 

glamorous body. The posture itself is too sensual and becomes yet another model of 

femininity. And this „body‟ is what sells in public in case of most the mainstream Hindi 

cinemas, hereby reducing the role of the heroine to the exhibition of her body. Along with the 

fine line of moral divide between the heroine and the vamp, the negative representation of 

woman as a body is also promoted. In case of the typical mainstream heroes also, the 

exhibition of their body becomes important. But of course if the heroine adds the element of 

sensuality, the body of the hero is exposed to establish the old equation of „physical strength-

power-masculinity‟. 

Figure 23 
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The typical Indian hero is depicted in the consequent posters (figures 24, and 25). The 

portrayal of heroes, are interesting where the exposure is from the powerful gaze, to the 

foregrounded punch to the ultimate exhibition of the „eight-pack abs‟. 

 The comparative study of the posters of the three periods evidently shows the 

contribution made by Indian cinema in the process of gender construction by providing 

various stereotypes and their consequent shaping of Indian men and women throughout ages. 

Interestingly this study sketches a pattern through the analysis to show an evolution of Indian 

man and Indian woman. The pre-Independence period saw a process initiated by the 

dominant actresses to explore the potentials of women from a woman‟s perspective.Owing to 

the powerful positions they held in the industry, they succeeded in creating a space for fluid 

gender-identity by attempting to break the rigid parameters of gender. However, the pre-

Liberal period marks an interruption to that process for it is overridden by the male-centric 

views introduced initially by Nehruvian Socialism and later carried forward by the dominant 

male-directors. The stereotypical mother who was born out of the process of nation-building 

imposed a fixed identity on women. The honourable mother is seen making an apparently 

moral journey from deification of mother-goddess to the objectification in the form of the 

domestic mother and wife devoted to their pre-defined rigid role of preserving the family 

structure in the history of the male narrative. The liberal approach to the representation of 

Figure 24 
Figure 25 
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woman as conceived by the later directors prior to globalisation is apparently progressive. 

However, in no way we can deny that the Indian woman is allowed to flourish only in terms 

of the highly operative male-centric language. The post-Liberalization is a period of abundant 

output which sees the deconstruction of the older stereotypes giving birth to liberated 

versions allowing fluidity of identities and apparent freedom of choice. The fluid nature of 

gender identities find represention, thereby providing multiple stereotypes. The ambivalent or 

the „grey‟ shades or the „imaginary in between‟ is added to the montage of the real. However, 

a new stereotype is constructed and marketed in terms of the glamorous hero and heroine. If 

we focus on the posters chronologically the evolution is evident, which almost forms a 

narrative of the Indian woman. 
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