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Abstract

There are moments when watching a film made by a woman feels like
discovering anew language, onethat doesn't just show theworld differently,
but fed sit otherwise. Thisarticleemergesfrom that space of affectivedisquiet
and intellectual urgency, interrogating how women filmmakersin Indiaare
reclaiming cinemafrom ornamental representation to insurgent articulation,
wherefemal e subjectivity isno longer relegated to subplots of sacrificeor
shame, but recentred asthe very axisof the story. In Rao’sLaapata Ladies
(2024),the protagonist’shunger for education isnot arebellion but the most
ordinary yet radica formof surviva. Yadav'sParched (2015) sagesaferocious
reclamation of sexuality amidst brutal patriarchy. Sen’sGoynar Baksho (2013)
resurrectsthe ghost of agreedy, sharp-tongued matriarch who refusessilence
evenindeath, complicating the politics of inheritance and agency. Dutt’s
Bulbbul (2020) transforms the trauma of an abused child-bride into the
mythology of avengeful deity, where the supernatural becomes feminist
resistance cloaked in crimson. Diversein tone and geography, they converge
intheir feminist ethic: rendering desire not asamoral problem but asan
epistemologica force. Thisarticleing stshow they reconfigure aestheticsand
ethicsof Indian cinema, and reveal sthe dangerous, dazzling possibilities of
wanting otherwise.

Keywor ds: Affectivefeminism; Gendered Desire; Feminist Film Theory;
Technologiesof Gender; Cinematic Resistance

I ntroduction

Therearefilmsthat entertain, and then therearefilmsthat disarm. Thelatter
often do not announce themsel veswith cinemeatic grandeur or self-important
gravitas, but instead enter quietly, likememory, likean ache. Indian cinema
has, for toolong, relied onamora grammar that punishesfemaledesire. It has
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given usan ample number of motherswho suffer insilence, wiveswho wait
without protest, widows who just exist in vacuum. The architecture of
mainstream cinemahaslargely consigned womento themargins. asmusesor
femmefatales, damselsin distressor moral lessons. But inthelast decade, a
new affectiveterrain hasbegun to emerge, charted by women filmmakers
who seek neither pity nor permission. Their worksdo not merdly placewomen
at the centre; they reconfigurethe camera sdesire, the script’slogic, and the
very syntax of soryteling.

Thisarticleisaninquiry into that reconfiguration. Through four feminist
films, Laapataa Ladies (2024), Parched (2015), Goynar Baksho (2013),
and Bulbbul (2020), it examineshow femal e subjectivity isrepositioned, not
asornamenta subplot, but asthegenerativeaxisof narrativeand ethica inquiry.
It triestolocate how femalefilmmakers, or filmsconscioudy crafted through
feminist ethos, disturb, to borrow from Teresade L auretis, the* technol ogies
of gender (deLauretis1).” Thesearenot redemption tales of docile heroines
overcoming hardship with quiet strength. Instead, they offer uswomenwho
arelost yet self-driven, vengeful yet unrepentant; not astropes, not asmoral
caution or data, but as epistemic agents. Their agency isnot awaysheroic;
sometimesit isinconvenient, sometimeseven mongrous. But itisalwaysurgent.

Thetheoretical scaffolding of thisarticlerestsontwo critical feminist
thinkers: Teresade Lauretisand SaraAhmed. DeL auretis, inaway to extend
Butler’'sgender performativity, remindsusthat gender isnot afixed identity
but a“process’ enacted through cultural and representational technologies
(deLauretis2). Thisarticle borrowsfrom her notion asto how cinemacan be
complicit (or subversive) inthe production of gendered roles. SaraAhmed's
work furthersthisargument by turning our attentionto affect, tothestickiness
of emotions, and to the cultura politicsof discomfort and rageat the centre of
feminist knowledge-making. She argues that emotions are not private
psychological statesbut “cultural practices’ that stick to bodiesand imagine
futures(Ahmed 10). Together, thesethinkersalow usto read cinemanot just
astext, but asatmosphere, as something wefed in our skin beforewe decode
itwiththeory.

Thecinemaexamined hereembodieshoth: gender asperformaiverefusd,
and emotion asinsurgent structure. What happens, thesefilmsask, whenwomen
do not return home, do not smile when asked to, and do not suppresstheir
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longing or their rage? What happens when ghosts speak, when goddesses
burn, when brides get | ost and do not wish to be found? In choosing these
films, | amaso choosing tothink fromtheperiphery: periphera Gujarat, rura
Bengal, haunted haveli, lonely railway station. These are not polished
metropolitan films about feminism in accented English. These are dusty,
emotionaly messy talescarvedinlocd texturesthat refuse easy resolution.

TheRight to Want: Everyday Feminism and Erotic Hunger

What doesit mean for awomanto ‘want’ inaworldwherefemininedesireis
ether domesticated into obedience or punished asdeviance?And what happens
when that desireisnot for men, or evenfor love, but for breath, for solitude,
for ahigher education degree, for aroomwith aview?In Laapataa Ladies
and Parched,' wanting’ becomes a political act. These films rgect the
overambitiousarc of liberation and instead dwell in quieter insurgencies, in
momentswhen awoman simply takesadetour, or decides not to apologize
for what shefeelsin her body. They construct feminine subjectivity not asthe
outcomeof universal code of emanci pation but asaterrain of ongoing, lived,
everyday assertion.

Laapataa Ladies, for instance, inhabitstwo distinct but overlapping
registersof femininedesirewherethebrides accidenta deviationfromtheir
in-laws housesisadetour into sdfhood. Thefilm performsanethicd inverson,
where the loss of the bride isthe gain of the girl. Jaya and Phool, though
thrown into each other’ s narrative accidents, do not seek the same future.
Jayahasdwaysknown shecannot Say; sheisambitious, confident, and dready
familiar withthe cost of disobedience. Thefamily sheismistakenly placedin
offersher temporary warmth but not the permission to be anything * more.’
Jaya'sdecisonto stay inthisborrowed home, toforgealie, isnot acon but a
survival strategy. It grantsher timeto arrange her real departure, to chaseher
real desire: an education in organic farmingin Dehradun. Thefilm doesnot
mock her for thischoice. Organicfarming, oftenregistered as* non-ambitious
intoday’srapidly growingAl and data-driven industry, isanother feminist
frontier; and canbemetaphorically readintermsof soil asgrounded sovereignty,
and sustainability as persistent rebellion. Jaya slie becomes her shelter, not
becauseit’s convenient, but becausetruth istoo expensive. Kiran Rao crafts
thisnarrativewithout irony. Jaya sstruggle, thoughinspirationd, isexhaugtive.
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Her resistanceisnot loud or immediate. Instead, her strengthliesin clarity, in
persistence, and in the tedious manipulation of administrative paper work.
Each bureaucratic evasionisastep toward aworld she has not yet entered
but believesmight exist, aptly fitting to Judith Butler’sclaim that gender is“a
doing’ rather thana“being” (Butler 25). Jayacannot afford to step outsidethe
system, so she performsfrom withinitsloopholes, exposingitsfragility inthe
process.

Phool’sjourney unfoldsalong adifferent axis. Thevillage station where
sheisstranded becomesthe cruciblefor akind of awakening that isneither
intellectual nor transactional. Her education begins not in books, but in
observation, inlistening to Manju Maai who runstheteastall and livesby a
philosophy that defies every lesson Phool hasabsorbed asagirl raised to be
someone swife. Maai does't offer lectures; shemode sanother way of ‘being.’
Smoking, selling bread pakoda, living on her ownterms, sheembodiesalife
where men are not godsand women are not pilgrims. Under her gaze, Phool
beginsto understand that surviva isnot obedience; itisachoice, at timeseven
apleasure. Phool doesn’t articulate dreams of studying, earning, leaving. But
she beginsto notice the shape of her silence. She questionstheritualsshe
oncefollowed without thought. Onemorning she preparesto cook, then stops.
Shehasnowordsfor thisgesture, but the cameralingers. Kiran Rao doesnot
forcedarity; instead, shedlowsambiguity to becomeakind of feminist method.
As SaraAhmed notes, feminismishomework. It issomething wedo at home.
Itisabout how welive, how wethink, how wemove (Ahmed 7). Phool does
not become someone el se; shereturnshomedifferent, and that differenceis
visibleonly to hersdlf.

Parched shiftstheterrain from thetentativeto theurgent. [tswomen are
not log, they aready know what ismissing. They havelearnedtolivewithout
expectation. What remainsisraw desire, stitched into the everyday with both
shameand tenacity. L eenaYadav placesL gjo, Bijli, and Rani in alandscape
where patriarchy isnot abstract, but isevident indowry, inloud bruises,ina
son’'sdap. Andyet, likethedesert they inhabit, they persist with aresilience
that isnot romantic but feral.

Lajjo, mocked for her infertility, initiates her own bodily investigation.
Her sexudity isnot framed asscandal but necessity. Shedegpswithatraveling
bangle-saller not just for affection but for information, to test if she can bear
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life. Her pleasureisnot ornamentd, it isdiagnostic. Theerotic heretransgresses
the trope to become the epistemol ogy. When she says she feel s beautiful
afterward, it isnot because she has been complimented. It isbecause shehas
entered her own body through another’s, and found it intact. Bell hookswrites
“whenwelovethebody, we claim the spaceit occupies’ (Hooks27). Lgjo’'s
loveisforensic, sheclaimsher body back fromamanwho only ever saw it as
alack. Bijli, meanwhile, refusesto be narrative collateral. The sex worker
who watcheseveryone more sharply than sheiswatched, Bijli performsfor
money but never for approval. She dancesbecauseit feeds her, but shea so
knowsthe choreography of male hypocrisy. Her one-linersdicethroughthe
film’ssentimenta edges. When shetellsLgjo and Rani that menwant totouch
but cannot handlewheat they hold, sheisnot joking; sheisdocumenting. Her
wisdomisnot mordl; itisarchival, and devastating for the patriarcha sexua
confidence.

Rani beginsastheenforcer, theonewho marriesoff her son’schild bride
withapractised detachment. Shecalsit duty. But patriarchy, ashooksreminds
us, teacheswomen to becomeits handmaidens. When that same son abuses
hiswife and robs Rani of her savings, the betrayal ismore structural than
personal. She beginsto see what she has enabled. And in that realisation,
something shatters. Her decisionto fleewith Lgjo and Bijli ismoreresidual
than redemptive. Itiswhat isleft when everything else hasbroken. Yadav’s
visual choicesecho the politicsof technology. Sand, cloth, bangles, blood:
objectsrecur asmotifs, for symbolism, for texture. Theworldisbuilt from
fragments. Thewomen don’t walk away into thelight; they driveinto the
unknown, tired but together. Their journey isnot shown astriumphant;itis
merely possble. Andinthispossibility, adifferent feminist grammar emerges.
onethat Ahmed might cal a“ non-performativepromise,” wheresurvival itself
isaform of critique (Ahmed 152).

HauntingasHer story: Spectral Women and thePoaliticsof I nheritance
In Goynar Baksho and Bulbbul, the female subject does not undergo
rehabilitation within patriarchy. Shereturnsafter desth to haunt theworld that
muitilated her. The ghost and the chudail do not emerge asnarrative climaxes:
they exist throughout, embedded inthe cinemaiti c fabri c asaffectivedisturbances.
They haunt becausethe structuresthat silenced them remain intact, thereby
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their hauntingitself becomeshistoriography.

AparnaSen’'s Goynar Baksho refusesthelogic of reverence. Pishima,
the cranky, razor-tongued widow who guards her jewd lery with an unmatched
ferocity, diesearly inthefilm. But her presenceintensifiesafter death. Her
ghost visits Somlata, the wide-eyed daughter-in-law, not to dispense
grandmotherly wisdom but to demand collusion, rebel lion. Pishima, expected
to offer her comfort, instead offers her aplan. Her jewelsare not meant for
sentimental mourning or sacrificial dowry. She wants them claimed and
weaponized. Her afterlifeisnot spent in prayer, but in plotting. The goynar
baksho, that isthejewellery box, an ostensiblefamily heirloom, isacontainer
of history, desire, rituals, and deferred agency. Pishima sdemand that Somlata
usethejewe sto secure her independenceisnot just about accumulating wedth,
but about legacy, about who getstoinherit and on what terms. Rather than
looking at it as an act of benevolent matriarchy, we can call it afeminist
redistribution. Pishimadoesn’t care about harmony; shewantsrevenge, notin
blood, but ininheritance. Her ghost recalibratesthelogic of the household,
and in doing so, rewritesthe script of feminine agency passed down through
generations. Somlatalearns not through didactic monol ogues, but through
interaction and interruption. Every moment of her hesitation and modesty is
ridiculed by Pishimauntil something harder beginsto form beneath Somlata's
innocence. Somlata stransformationisnot to chaseliberationfromthefamily,
but anegotiationwithit, learning how to perform domesticity whilesubverting
itscoredemands. She doesnot bresk away from theroleof the good daughter-
in-law; sherepeatsit with dight variations, until it fractures.

Sen placesthisdomestic ghost story within the larger framework of
Partitionand economicdisintegration. Thefamily losesproperty, ritudscollapse,
and class hierarchieserode, but the ghost remains. Avery Gordon describes
haunting as*“ acongtituent e ement of modern socid life,” (Gordon 7). Pishima
istheresidue of afemininity that wasnever alowed to speak whiledive. Her
ghostliness should not beromanticised; itispractical. Morethan being Ssmply
remembered, shewantsto be obeyed. Unlikethetragic femal e spectres of
horror cinema, Pishima sghost isnot in pain. Sheisin power. Sheisaso
funny, rude, sarcastic, and political at the sametime. Her presence disrupts
not only themomentum of normativefamily but alsotheviewer’sexpectation
of what it meansto grieveawoman whose afterlifeisboth tragic and strategic.
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AnvitaDutt’sBulbbul operatesin an entirely different key. Where Sen
givesussatireand wit, Dutt gives us myth, iconography, goosebumps, and
crimson-gothic. Yet, both filmsusethefeminineafterlifeasaterrainfor ethica
subversion: their ghostsdo not haunt only corridors, but haunt beliefs. Bulbbul's
transformation into achudail is not aconsequence of madness, as society
would haveusbelieve. It resultsin theemergence of another cosmology. The
men call her awitch; the camerasuggests sheisagoddess. Framed within the
melancholically beautiful, twilight-soaked interiors of an actual 250-year old
jomidaar baari (zamindar’ sancestral estate) inlate nineteenth century Bengdl,
thefilmturnsfeuda architectureinto avisud treat. Bulbbul wasmarried asa
child, brutalized for imagined sins, raped by her brother-in-law, and left to
walk with broken feet, until she stopped walking altogether. Her floating
presence, marked by inverted limbs, functionsasaniconography of vengeance;
sheiswronged, but sherefusesto be pitied or mourned. Thevillage assumes
achudail iskilling men. Theviewer, much like Satya, beginsby fearing this
spectra presence. But asthe narrative arc circlesback and around again, the
logicadters. Thekillingsare beyond horror, they arehorizon. Every timeaman
dies, apossibility opens, awifelives, agirl survives, aher-story begins.
Bulbbul’ svengeance, astheaudience couldfed, isnot hysterical, itisdivine.
Her transformations under the red mooninvokethe Devi, Maa Kaali to be
precise, inrage, infire, inblood, inritua violence. But thefilm doesnot reduce
her to goddesshood. It does not offer sanctification or sacralization as
compensationfor pain. Bulbbul’spower, muchlikeRani in Parched, isresdud,
asshecarrieswithin her thecold ragethat Dutt hersalf identifiesastheimpulse
behind thefilm. Rage not performed for spectacle, but nurtured as afterlife.
SaraAhmed remindsusthat anger isnot only about what has happened, but
about therefusal tolet go of theinjury” (Ahmed 170). Bulbbul’srefusal isnot
pathological, itismore pedagogica. Thefilm asksusnot to sympathizewith
her; but to watch her, to imbibe her, to witness her reclaim agency. To look
away isto betray her.

Where Goynar Baksho stagestheafterlifewithin the comedic apparatus
of Bengd social realism, Bulbbul veersinto theuncanny. Yet both filmsshare
aninsstencethat dead women are not done speaking. Héléene Cixous'sclaim
that “woman must write hersalf: must write about women and bring womento
writing” findshaunting resonance here (Cixous875). Thesefilmswritewomen
asmorethan just metgphors; they let them burnthe metaphorsto ashes. Satya's
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inability to recognize Bulbbul’spainful truthuntil itistoo latemirrorsalarger
failure: the Bangali bhadrol ok's Enlightenment desireto categorise, name,
understand, and then correct. Hisgrief, likethefire he sets, isunproductive.
Heweepsnot for her suffering, but for hisown failureto locate her within
reason. Hisideaof rescueismasculine-conditioned and colonial-coded. He
wanted to save awoman, what he got instead was awoman who had stopped
asking to behuman.

Inboth films, deathisnot thefindity, but an ongoing method. Ghostsand
goddesses are not tragic consequences, but tactics. Achille Mbembe stheory
of necropoalitics, that isthe state' spower to determinewho may liveand who
must die, operatesin associativereversal here. Itisthewoman who decides;
logically, not through law, but through legacy. Not through bloodlines, but
through blood. These women do not wish to be worshipped or mourned.
They want to bebdlieved. Their haunting initself isafeminist historiography:
onethat rememberswhat theliving are eager to forget. In Goynar Baksho,
memory comes coloured in paan stainsand insults. In Bulbbul, it arriveswith
inverted feet under ableeding sky. Theafterlife, inthesefilms, isnot aquestion
of superdtition. Itisthereckoning, therefusal to beburied. Itisthe Freudian
return of the repressed.

Conclusion

Feminism, sofar, whentold cinematically, often arrived wearing the high robe
of dignity, unwilling to beimmoral or unkind. But lately, thewomeninthese
filmsdo not chaserighteousness. They lie, vanish, erupt, haunt. They aren’'tal
empowered yet, but they arein the process. And thisrefusal to be compl ete,
to be palatable, to be digestible, to be named and categorized into designated
registers, isprecisaly wheretheir radicality lies. Thefigureswhoinhabit these
stories, of disappearance and drifting, do not becomelegiblethrough tropes
of dreamy resistance, but by staining the screen. They movein waysthat
fracturethefamiliar coordinates of genre, temporality, gender performance,
and even hauntology. If traditional cinematic womanhood functioned as
emotional infrastructure: reliable, repetitive, but ultimately forgettable, these
filmshollow out that scaffolding and install instead what might becalled a
poeticsof deviation: deviantin structureand inethics.

What bindsthese narrativesisnot genre but pressure: the pressure of
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bodiestryingtolive' otherwise.” Itisinthis’ otherwise' that anew vocabulary
beginsto crysdlize: onethat hasthe potentia to exceed therestrictive contours
of feminist film studies. Thefigureof the chudail for instance, cannolonger be
confined to plain horror. Having transgressed the allegory, sheisnow affect,
archive, architecture. Shebel ongsasmuch to monster studiesasto hauntol ogy,
not because sheembodiesthe grotesgue, shedoesn't; but because she suspends
thevery notion of the* human!” Morethan afemininedeviation, sheisabreach
inontology. Desreinthesefilmsisnever narratively stable; itisoften partid or
amply illegible. Butitisprecisdy inthisillegibility that politicsbeginstoform.
Feminist theory hasawaystried to return to thewound, at timesto heal, at
timesto examinewhat festers, but mostly to allow thewound to stay open, to
makegpacefor theache. Feminist narratives, asthisarticleargues, haveevolved
from asking women to transcend, to asking them to stay with themess. And
theviewer ontheexternal edge, isoffered catharsisaswell as cohabitation.

Withindisciplinessuch asgender studies, monster theory, and postcolonid
hauntol ogy, thefilmsexplored herein thisarticle complicatewhat it meansto
see, to feel, to remember. Laapataa Ladies and Parched remove women
from the household wherethey were eternally fashioned to bear theweight of
patriarchy, recruited, and trained to becomeits gatekeepers. Goynar Baksho
and Bulbbul, in contrast, drag the ghost back into the household and the
goddessdown from thealtar. Instead of merely revising representation, they
recodeaffect. What emergesisnot apassvedoctrinetofollow, but aninvitation
to witness and to question: to follow the lies, to peek into the privacy, to
unlearn conditioned docility, to trace the smoke of the red sky. To desire
otherwise, then, should not beaconclus on, but must remain ademand without
adeadline.
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