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Abstract

Inthe discourse of Indian feminist films, ArunaRaje sworksdespitetheir
radical reworkings of gendered themes stays at the periphery. This essay
examineshow Rg €' s cinematic language used femal e subj ectivity, autonomy,
and resiliency to challenge patriarchal frameworks. In her filmography, she
exploresthelimitationsimposed by society’s expectationswhile presenting
women’sagency and liberty. Rgj€ scinematic vocabulary goesbeyond overtly
didactic feminismto create multi-layered femal e protagoni stswho complicate
thedichotomiesof oppression and freedom by negotiating power viaeveryday
resistance. In Indian film, Rg e swork servesasakind of feminist mapping
wherein her experienceasan editor beforebecoming afilmmaker further shapes
her approach, providing adistinct viewpoint on storytelling and cinemaform,
enablinganon-linear, emationally complex expresson of feminist consciousness.
Through the gpplication of feminist film theories, the article contendsthat Rgje
challengestraditional visual economicsby emphasising and reorienting the
intricaciesof femaedesire, subjectivity, labour, and decison-makinginreation
to prevailing cinematic codes. Thearticle contendsthat Rgje' sfilmsnot only
serve as counter-cinemabut a so foreshadow current feminist discussionson
sexudity, coditiond feminism, and the reconceptudisation of family structures.

Keywor ds: ArunaRge; Feminist cartography; Feminist filmtheory; Feminist
agency; Gendered authorship

I ntroduction

In her autobiographical book, Freedom: My Sory (2022), ArunaRgje Patil
writes, “Art cannot exist inaformulaor stereotype—it isabout expression
and needsto grow, devel op, and go beyond old boundaries and paradigms.”
(Petil 14). Living onthisided, ArunaRgje capturesthe essence of her cregtive
and feminist spirit and announces her opposition to aesthetic conformity and
gendered redtrictions, claiming artistic liberty and feminist authorship. Raje, a
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National Award-winning director, editor, and storyteller, has continually
chdlenged thelimiting conventionsthat govern Indian cinema, whether interms
of aesthetics, subject matter, or gender-based authorship. Despite her
contributionsto adistinct cinemeaticlexicon that emphas sesfemal e subjectivity,
sexuality, desire, affect, and ethical complexity, sheremainson thefringesof
Indian film debate, partly because her work defies easy categorization—
sraddling art and commercia filmmaking, fiction, and documentary, politics,
and emotion—and fema efilm hitoriesin Indiahaved so frequently favoured
morevisibleor ingtitutionally supported artists. Thisarticletriesto highlight
ArunaRaenot just asapioneering femaledirector but also asanavigator of
feminist cinematic space—onewho tracks new ways of seeing, feling, and
articulating women’sexperiencesin Indiaand on Indian screens.

Drawing on Rge'smemoir and threefilms—Rihaee (1988), Bhairawvi
(1996), and Tum: A Dangerous Obsession (2004)—thisarticleinvestigates
how her cinemaengagesinwhat we might call feminist mapping: the practice
of disrupting dominant narrative, spatia, and emotiona ordersand replacing
themwith non-linear, affectively charged, and ethically orientated modes of
gorytdling. ArunaRg € sfilmsprovidefeminist cartographiesof emotion, Space,
gender, and resistance, pushing beyond victimhood to portray women as
ethically complex and emotionally dynamic. Her filmsreject patriarchal
stereotypesnot by smply inverting gender roles, but by reimagining thecore
structure of cinematic temporality, voice, and space. Rgje’'s work, thus,
connectswith SaraAhmed’sconcept of “orientation,” defined asthe practice
of inhabiting disorienting environmentsin order to establish new lines of
connection and resistance (Ahmed 68). Althoughit doesnot directly relateto
filmor filmtheory, SaraAhmed’ sfeminist orientation concept—whichrejects
normative alignments and emphasi sesthe subjective and political stakesof
how bodies use space—offerseffective toolsfor reconsidering cinematic
spatidity, spectatorship, and gendered presence. Additionally, Rgje€'spractice
of cinematic narrative also parallelsRos Braidotti’sconcept of the* nomadic
subject,” whoisnever rooted inidentity or territory but iscontinually onthe
move, seeking new waysof becoming. Braidotti’snomadic subjectishighly
influenced by the poststructuralist philosophy of Gilles Deleuze and Félix
Guattari, in particular their theories of deterritorialisation and affective
assemblage. Bradotti’sfeminis rethinking of nomadismasanembodied, ethicdl,
and relational subjectivity createsnew waysto perceivevisua narrativeslike
those of ArunaRgje, eventhough her work isnot specificaly within the context
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of filmtheory. Furthermore, whereas Del euze and Guattari proposed cognitive
mapping asaconceptua strategy for navigating complex social landscapes,
Ra € sfilms, likeAhmed'sdisoriented bodies, disrupt the very foundation of
mapping, favouringafeminist cartography that listens, wanders, and reconfigures
meaning through affect, fragmentation, and ethical looking.

Rae swork isfeministin both content and methodology. AsIndia sfirst
trained womantechnicianinthefilmindustry, her dlipticad editing, focusseson
women’s emotional interiority, and denial of closure or moral certainty
chalenging Bollywood'slinear, moralistic storytelling standards. WhileAruna
Raedid not ddliberately draw onthetheoretica frameworksof LauraMulvey,
E. Ann Kaplan, or bell hooks, her cinematic techniqueisstartlingly smilar to
their ideas. Raje’s films, which stem from her lived experiences, ethical
sengbilities, andintuitivefeminist politics, employ avisual grammar that, in
retrospect, isconsistent with Mulvey’scritique of the male gaze, Kaplan's
theory of thefemale gaze, and hooks' concept of the oppositional gaze.

ThisarticlereframesArunaRa e asafeminist cartographer of Indian
cinema, rgjecting themyth of theinvisblewoman artist andinsead emphasising
visibility as ethical responsibility. To study Raje is to trace a cinema of
becoming—onethat, likethedirector, rejectstheformulaand instead scripts
itsownliberation.

ReclaimingtheFrame: ArunaRajeand theReection of theM ale Gaze

In an era, when Bollywood's dominant visual culture was shaped by the
objectification and sexualisation of women, with female characters often
presented as spectacles of desire, ArunaRaj € sfilmsrose asaconsciousand
defiant counterpoint. Raje herself acknowledges that most mainstream
filmmaking was madefor “ catering to thel owest common denominator, given
that in Indiawe have avery wide spectrum of people: uneducated, rurd, poor,
city folk, educated, rich, and belonging to diverseregions’ (Patil, xii). Asa
femaefilmmaker, shewasfrequently viewed as* going against thetrend” of
themale-dominated industry. That trend wasbothingtitutional and aesthetic: a
cinematic norm founded on voyeurism, narrativeenclosure, and the patriarcha
logic of themasculinegaze.

Raj€ sreection of thisvisua economy ismost visiblein Rihaee (1988),
which sheaso cdlsher “first big expresson of her freedom” (Petil 1). Thefilm
also marked her emergence as a solo auteur following her divorce from
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filmmaker VikasDesal. Her creative and persona separation allowed her to
completely claim authorship, both behind the cameraand inthe narrativesshe
chosetotell. Inthefilm, rural women are portrayed as agents of desireand
ethical complexity rather than passivevictims. Thefilm'scritical and economic
success challenged the distinction between mainstream and parald cinema—
so much so that theterm * middle cinema began to be used to characterise
workslike Rihaee, which combined the accessibility of commercid filmswith
the thematic ambition of art-house storytelling. In doing so, Raje created a
feminist arenathat wasneither marginal nor eitebut rather widely relevant.

Rihaee beginswith thedeparture of malevillagersfor city work, leaving
behind arealm dominated by femalelabour, longing, and agency. Rather than
portraying female desreasasin that must be punished, Rgje complicatesthe
morality of sexud liberty, particularly throughthefigureof Teku (played by the
actressHemaMalini), whose emotional and physical choicesaredealt with
nuancerather than judgement. The cameralingerson gestures, silences, and
affectivemicro-moments, focusing oninterior turmoil rather than plot conclusion.
The film never uses spectacle; instead, it portrays passion, betrayal, and
respong bility asexperienced, conflicted feelings. Rihaee defiestheredemptive
arc prevadentinIndian cinema spresentation of ‘ fallen’ women by refusingto
concludewith adidactic moral payoff.

ZoyaAkhtar, isaprominent contemporary film director whosefeminist
guestioning becomes apparent in ensemble narrativeslike Zindagi Na Milegi
Dobara (2011) and Dil Dhadakne Do (2015), which emphasize upper-
middle-classmobility andindividua sdf-fashioning. Eventhoughthesemovies
question patriarchal roles, cosmopolitan privilegefrequently permeatesthe
gaze. Although Akhtar’ swomen fight against family expectations, they do so
within frameworksof choice, wealth, travel, and therapy. In contrast, Aruna
Ra € sfeminigt project originatesin contextswherewomen confront structural
violence, abandonment, caste-coded |abour, and socio-economic precarity.
Raje mapsfeminist desire and agency from bel ow, not through aspirational
modernity but through emotiona labour, surviva, and mora ambiguity.

Raj€’sinterventions deconstruct the pleasure systemsthat, asLaura
Mulvey theorised, present women as passive objectsfor male consumptions
(Mulvey 806). Her lensdoes not commodify or idealise; it observes, listens,
and dwells. Additiondly, afascinating viewpoint through which Rihaeecan be
comprehendedis provided by bell hooks' theory of the oppositional gaze,
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whichwas created to counteract the erasureand distortion of Black womenin
mainstream cinema. According to hooks, the oppositional gaze is about
reclaiming theact of seeing asaplace of res stanceand aternative knowledge-
making, not just about visibility. Thoughit emergesfromadifferent racia and
geopalitical context, thisoppositiona gaze providesaproductivetrangposition
when applied to Rgje sRihaee, afilm that deconstructs patriarchal and caste-
dominant cinematic normsby putting rurad women, who arefrequently seenas
peripheral or sllentin mainstream Hindi cinema, at the centre of narrativeand
visua power. Rgje challenges patriarchal and urban-centric presumptionsin
Rihaeeby cregtingarura feminist visudity. Sherefusesto belittlerural women
asmartyrsor victims, instead portraying their extramarital affairsasnuanced
reactionsto rejection. Whether facing the men or the camera, thewomen's
unwavering, steady gazes convey an active presencethat begsfor attention.
Women in Rihaee do morethan just inhabit space; they claimit viadesire,
speech, silence and, most importantly, their gaze. Rgje'scameraalignswith
thesewomen, alowing themto glanceback, stareunflinchingly, and returnthe
gazeinwaysthat both confront the spectator and thediegesis’ underlying
patriarchal codes. Thisactivereturn of the gazeis consistent with hooks
formulation, in which seeing becomesamethod of resistance, refusal, and
redefinition. Likehooks oppositiond gaze, Rg€ scameraplacesmoreemphass
on ambiguity, gesture, and silence than on spectacle when it comes to
resstance. Thesswomen areactorsof mora complexity who chalengeshame
and control narrative spacerather than being passive subjects. Thepoliticsof
gazingistransformedinto apoliticsof reinventing gender, desire, and dignity in
Rihaee' sradica feminigt interventioninIndian cinema

TheFemale Gazeand Emotional Subjectivity

ArunaRagj€ sfilmsfacilitatethe exploration of E. Ann Kaplan'stheory of the
femaegaze, particularly itsemotive, fragmented, and non-dominant aspects. In
her groundbreaking book Wbmen and Film: Both Sides of the Camera
(1983), Kaplan identifiesthe femal e gaze asacomplex way of looking that
defiesvoyeurism, erotic objectification, and narrative mastery, rather than
merely being aninversion of thema e gaze. Thefemal e gaze createsavisual
and narrative spacefor emotional resonance, ethical complexity, and layered
subjectivity to devel op, defying objectification or domination.

Raeembodiesthisfemaegazein Bhairavi (1996) by addressingtrauma
andgrief. Ragini, the protagonist, awell-known classical snger, istroubled by
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the sexual abuse she experienced asayoung child. Intimate close-upsand
pausesare used by Rajeto frame Ragini’sinner complexity, giving gestures,

silences, and musical rehearsalsemotiona weight. The protagonist singsa
raag' in one particularly powerful scene, not asaperformance but asaway
to grieve—music turnsinto aspacefor emotional expression, remembering,

and grief where memory turns into resistance. Because of its nonlinear
temporality, thefilm rg ectsthelogic of resolution that characterisesmale-
centric cinemaand instead captivatestheaudiencewithwhat could bereferred
toasa’lisening gaze —amodeof goectatorshipthet listensrather thaninterrupts
or diagnosesandissengtiveto affect, dillness, and minutechangesinemotiond

texture.

Another poignantly symbolic and controversd sceneinthemovieiswhen
the protagoni st submerges her mangal sutra? in theriver upon being deceived
by the husband, purposefully mirroring the Hindu custom of submerginga
loved one’sashes after their demise. Through asubtly radical ritual of self-
authorship, rather than adivorceor conflict, thisact sgnifiestheemotional and
metaphorical end of her marriage. Asatransgressive perversion of Hindu
marriagetradition, thisact parked public outragewhenthemoviewasrel eased.
Yetitisprecisaly inthisdisruption that Raje orchestratesaradical feminist
intervention. Raje creates afeminist orientation by repurposing ahighly
patriarchal signifier of marital statusinto authorship. Thisscenealsorelatesto
SaraAhmed’s concept of feminist orientation, which reroutes affect and
belonging. Sincetheprotagonist literaly shiftsfrom normativerdationdity toa
different emotional landscape, shenolonger identifieswith theingtitution of
marriage, which viewsgrieving asan act of agency. Themangalsutraisquietly
rearranged in termsof meaningsand symbols, defying both religiousdogma
and film convention, rather than being destroyedinrage.

Also, following Kaplan’sview of auniquefemininevisual approach that
avoidsclear endings, resstsadraghtforward narrative, and highlightsemotiond
experiences, thisemphasison feelingsinstead of plot development makes
sense. Bhairawi, thus, transforms into a cinematic practice of listening,
attunement, and rel ationa seeing rather than merely astory about traumaand
atidry.

In contrast with contemporary actor-director, Konkona Sen Sharma
who also, particularly in A Death in the Gunj (2016), crafts an interior,
psychologicd feminismthat dissectsmasculinity and vulnerability, and presents
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agazethat isinward, attentiveto psychic fragility and micro-aggressionsin
domestic spaces; Raje, worksthrough exterior cartographies—community
structures, public shame, sexual economies, religious symbolism—mapping
how women negotiatetheir bodiesand futures against the pressuresof society.
Whileboth directorsprivilegeemotiond subjectivity, Rg€ sapproachismore
ethnographic and ethicaly interventionist, disrupting visual conventionsrather
than smply revedinginterior fractures.

Raje’'s cameraenablesthe viewer to observe and empathise with the
woman on screen rather than to control/objectify, or decipher her. Through
her rejection of spectacle and acceptance of vulnerability, Rgjein Bhairavi
presentsafemininevisud ethicinwhich sufferingisnot met with sympathy and
subjectivity isvalued asamulti-layered, emotive experiencerather than being
reduced to anarrativefunction. Rgereclamsritua asfeminist performance
with thisact, mapping acinematic space wherewomen can grieve, break up,
andliveaccording to their own terms.

Trauma, Ambiguity, and Feminist Ethics

ArunaRg e scinemafrequently defiesclosure, preferring to concentrate on
theemotional and moral ambiguitiesthat definewomen'’slived experiences.
Her filmsdo not provide simple solutions; instead, they depict traumaand
recovery asinterconnected processes characterised by silence, fragmentation,
and moral complexity. Thisfeminist ethic, based on ambiguity rather than
moralising, isperhapsmost evident in Tum: A Dangerous Obsession, afilm
that refusesto empl oy traumaas narrative spectacle.

While Rihaee reclaimsrura women’ssexua agency without moraising
and Bhairavi turns grief into a form of political and emotional
reorientation, Tum deepensRaj € sfeminist project by focusing onawoman
who survivessexud assault and navigatestheaftermathin slenceand solitude.
Thisfilmtakesthediscussioninto the urban, middle-classrealm, addressing
trauma, remorse, and theambiguitiesof consent and violence. Theprotagoni<t,
amiddle-aged widow and professional, is sexually assaulted by ayounger
man whom shelater killsin an act of self-defence—or perhapsretribution.
Thefilmrefrainsfrom depicting theassaultin graphic detail; instead, it focuses
onthepsychologica weight of theevent, conveyed through non-verbal cues,
slences, and ad ow-burning senseof didocation.

Rajeavoidsthetropesthat usually accompany rape-revenge storiesin
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Indian cinema—nojudicia drama, no cathartic confrontation, and nomoral
didacticism. Instead, Tumunfoldswith reluctance and fragmentation. Trauma
isdepicted asan ongoing Sate of emotiona and ethica uncertainty rather than
asinglepoint of rupture. The protagonist inthefilm doesn’t justify her actsor
seek sympathy. Her silencesbecomeadiscoursein and of themsalves—what
feminist philosopher AdrianaCavarerorefersto asa” narration without avoice’
(Cavarero 109). Thisrductanceto defineher asavictim or anavenger imposes
an ethical obligation onthe spectator: to witnesswithout smplifying.

Thisapproach isconsistent with Rosi Braidotti’ s posthuman feminist
ethics, which rejects permanent i dentities and embracesthefluid, processual
character of subjectivity. Tum'sprotagonist isnot astablefeminist icon but
rather amoving, wounded subject confronting violencein the gaps between
socid andlegd frameworks. Inthisway, TumextendsRg € scinemaicfeminism
into new terrain: the politicsof ambiguity.

In Tum's last act, the protagonist resumes her usua life, refusing
atonement, and retribution. Thefilm concludes not with resol ution but with
ethical suspension. Rgiemakesnomora pronouncements, instead leaving the
viewer with theuncomfortablefeding of ambiguity. Thisingbility to*fix’ trauma
reflectsapost-Mulveyan visudity and broader feminigt ethicthet rgectsnarrative
mastery infavour of affectivedepth, nonlinear tempordity, mora dichotomies,
and unanswered questions.

Tum, despiteitsemotional depth and ethical intelligence, fitswithina
problematic location in Raje’s oeuvre. Raje candidly discusses her
disappointment with the outcome of thefilmin her biography, Freedom: My
Sory. Dueto budgetary pressuresfrom producers, she was compelled to
includeasensuousdance sequence, which shattered thefilm’'snormally subdued
and meditative mood. Shelater referred to Tumas*“themost Bollywood-ish
film of my career,” implying aconflict between her artistic vision and the
industry’ sneedsfor formulac spectacle (Patil 182). Thiscompromisehighlights
thedifficult terrainthat women filmmeakersfrequently navigate, especiadly when
working under mainstream production ingtitutionsthat rely on catering tothe
malegaze, eveninfilmsdealing with gendered trauma

Nomadic Gaze: RajeThrough Braidotti

Rosi Braidotti’stheory of nomadic subjectivity providesauseful lensfor
interpreting ArunaRgj € sfilmsasaconstantly shifting feminist cartography
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rather than acollection of fixedideological views. Assheputsit, “theimage of
‘nomadic subjects’ isingpired by the experience of peoplesor culturesthat
areliterdly nomadic, thenomadismin question hererefersto thekind of critica
consciousnessthat resists settling into socialy coded modes of thought and
behaviour” (Braidotti 5).Simply put, for Braidotti, the nomadic subjectisa
figuration of thekind of subject whoisintransit, endlessly assembling and
disassemblingidentities, postconventiona subjectivity, groundedin changeand
transgression without being ungrounded or chaotic. Shefurther elaborateson
theuseof figuration and writes,

The term figuration refers to a style of thought that evokes or
expressesways out of the phallocentric vision of the subject. A
figuration is a politically informed account of an alternative
subjectivity. [ ...] aternative accountsto learn to think differently
about the subject, to invent new frameworks, new images, new
modesof thought. (Braidotti 1)

Nomadism prioritisesbecoming over being, connection over containment, and
relational ethicsover mastery. Thisideaisespecially pertinent to gender in
Ra e swork, asidentity isnever static but dwaysinflux. Her protagonistsare
not condtituted by typica victim/agent or tradition/modernity dichotomies, rather,
they represent gendered becoming, negotiating |oss, desire, and pain without
narrativeresolution. Inthisapproach, Rg e svisuad languageiscons stent with
anomeadicfeminist ethicsthat va uesfragmentation, emotiona ambiguity, and
thergjection of fixed roles—reimagining gender asajourney rather thana
place. Further, thisnomadismillustrateshow Raj€' scameramoves between
genres, moods, and socid terrains, defying thestabiliang binaries—mdefemde,
centre/margin, oppressor/oppressed—that underpinmost of mainstream Indian
cinema.ln Ragj€' sfilms, the subject does not resol ve but wanders, detours,
fractures, and reinvents, documentingwhet Braidotti cals*“ anintensve, multiple,
and discontinuous process of becoming” (Braidotti 110).

R4 e had been tracking nomadic effectsfrom her earliest collaboration
withtheAruna-Vikas® dliance. Shaque (1976) beginsasahomethriller but
quickly defiesgenre expectations. amiddle-classhousewife beginsto question
her husband’sinnocenceinamurder case. Her growing suspicion oscillates
between dread, solidarity, and self-assertion, leaving viewerswithout the
comfort of aclear mord decision. Thepictureoscill atesbetween psychol ogica
thriller and family drama, but itsessentia tension restsinthewife' sfluctuating
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subjectivity—agradual enlightenment that neither culminatesin triumph nor
absolutedisillus onment.

Gehrayee (1980), wrapped inthetrappingsof supernatural horror, uses
possession to reveal haunting repercussions of suppressed sexua abuse, caste
violence, incestuousguilt, and familid denid; theviewersareforced to wander
betweenrationa andirrationa explanations, echoing Braidotti’ sing stencethat
“nomadism engenders epistemological shifts that cannot be stabilised”
(Nomadic Subjects 12). Thefilm's affective logic shifts between genres,
emotions, and socid commentary, never giving theviewer thecomfort of mord
or narrative consi stency.

In Stum (1982), a lady whose fiancé was accidentally killed by a
footbaler choosesto pushfor hispsychol ogical rehabilitation abovevengeance
and embracesrestorative carefor the man who unintentionally caused the
death—anarrative diversion that abandons patriarchal codesof honour for a
morefluid, dialogue-based ethics. Here, too, Rgj €' s narrative perspective
disruptsthelogic of victimhood and punitivejustice, favouring an emotionaly
fragmented, ethically mobile depiction of healing. Oftenin order to establish
feminist views, film directors such asNanditaDasin Firaaq (2008) usea
moralizing, witness-based framework—asking viewersto ethically confront
communal violencethrough structured, interwoven narratives. | nstead of
positioning theviewer asamora overseer, Rg € sfilmsenact anomadic ethics,
wherethe gaze wandersthrough trauma, desire, and contradiction without
demanding resolution or righteousindignation. Rather thantelling theviewer
to ‘seecorrectly,” Raje creates spaces where meaning isuncertain, shared,
and emotionally negotiated.

Raje’'saward-winning documentary films advance and broaden this
nomadic feminist cartography logic. Mallika Sarabhai (2000) followsthelife
of MallikaSarabhai, aprominent Indian classical dancer-activist, through
layered performance and political participation, not asabiography, but asa
relationd, growing feminist identity. A New Paradigm (2002) delvesinto the
lived experiences of people on the autism spectrum, focusing on educational
empowerment, communication issues, and theimportance of empathy in
promoting cognitive diversity. It provides a sympathetic, observational
descriptionthat challengesclinica detachment and emphasi sesred subjectivity
without didactic framing. Behind the Glass Wall (2014) expands on this
method by documenting thedaily livesof mentadly chalenged people, providing
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sympathetic, respectful glimpsesinto thelivesof thementally chalenged and
autigticindividual sthrough leisurely pacing and alistening gazethat prioritises
gesture, environment, and relational dynamics. These documentariesavoid
pathologisngtheir protagonigts, instead alowing viewerstoimmersethemsdves
inthedifferent tempordities, perceptua rhythms, and emotional vocabularies
of neurodivergence. They closely correlate with Braidotti’ s concept of the
posthuman nomad, who inhabits non-normative modes of being with
compassion.

ArunaRagj€ sfictions, documentaries, and writing constituteanomadic
feminist mapping that traces not permanent positionsbut ethical intensities,
emotivelandscapes, and visud solidarities. Her gazeisneither maenor femae,
neither opposing nor affirming—it isnomadic, moving adongsideand through
thelivesit aimsto depict.

Conclusion: Feminist Mapping asEthical L ooking

ArunaRag € scinemadeliversmorethan just acritique of patriarchy; itisa
feminist mapping that emphas seshow wel ook, how wefed, and what wefail
to see. Her filmsdo neither instruct nor resolve; they reject clear distinctions
between genres, emotions, and meanings. Instead of closure, shecreatesplaces
for ambiguity and ambivaence, inwhich theviewer isnot adetached observer
but an ethically implicated participant. She creates not agaze that dominates
itssubject, but rather one that wandersalongsideit, frequently in silence,
fragmentation, or emotional drift.

What emergesisasort of ethical gazing inwhichtheact of seeingisnot
passive or omniscient but rather partial, placed, and highly responsive. Her
filmsdemand that we observe without control and track emotional and socia
terrainswithout reducing them to meaning. Inthisregard, Rgje€' scinematic
strategy isconsistent with cartography ethics: an encouragement to map—
rather than conquer—unresolved experiences. Thiscartography of ethicsis
aninvitationto navigateover emotiond terrains, stay inslencesand hestations,
and remain responsive to what isunresolved. Thisisnotably visiblein her
fictionfilms, asdesire, grief, pain, and resistance play out as distributed,
embodied intensitiesrather than narrative arcs.Her documentariesareeven
moreradical. Rather than speaking for the mentally handicapped or autistic
people shedepicts, Raj e createsan aesthetic of ethical proximity by moving

11



indraprasth

withtheir rhythms, accommodating cognitive and perceptua differences, and
inviting viewersinto aplace of encounter without appropriation.

Thismappingisn'tjust thematicor visud. Itisdeeply ethicd andtempord.
Rajeinvitesaudiencesto undergo transformationsthrough film encounters,
not just to consumethem, but to explore, wander, and experiencediscomfort.
Her charactersarenot emblemsof empowerment or oppression but emotionally
textured, ethically complicated figureswhose paradoxes serve asinvitations
to redefine subjectivity itself. She breaksdown thedichotomy of mae/female
gazenat by reversing but by constructing agazethat listens, drifts, and observes
without possession.

ArunaRaje sfeminist cinema, thus, providesapracticerather thanan
answer: that of ethical gazing, mapping through emotion, and remaining
accountableto complexity. Inan eraof commodified and flattened feminist
tales, her art urges usback to amoreintimate, incomplete, and immensely
aliveway of seeing.

Notes

1 Avraag (also spelledraga) is a melodic framework in Indian classical
music designed to evoke a specific mood, emations, and occasionally
specific times of the day or seasons.

2 Themangalsutrais a sacred necklace traditionally tied by the groom
around the bride’s neck during Hindu wedding ceremonies, symbolising
marital commitment and the wife's social identity as a married woman.
Itsvisibility and ritual sanctity are oftentied to patriarchal notionsof female
virtue, fidelity, and duty.

3  ArunaRgeand VikasDesai (married at the time) collaborated under the
professional name “Aruna—Vikas,” co-directing and editing several
critically acclaimed films in the 1970s and early 1980s, including
Shaque (1976), Gehrayee (1980), and Situm (1982), before parting ways
personally and professionally.
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