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Abstract

Thematernd figurein Shuchi Talati’sGirlsWII Be Girlsisawkward, messy
and aboveall, jealous of her daughter’smoreliberal coming-of-age. Her
portrayal challengesthe conventions of motherhood and thereby showsa
different agpect of mothering rarely seen on screen. Through afeminist lens,
thisresearch closdy examinesthiscomplex ‘maa,” and arguesthat, though the
film’scentrd focusisonthesexua coming of ageof itsadolescent main character
Mira, itisher mother’sunhinged jeal ousy as she vacillatesfrom being an
overprotective mother toagenia confidante, who holdsthe narrativetension
of thefilm. Thisarticlearguesthat thismother’ sneed to shareand even usurp
the spotlight from her daughter stemsfrom the mother’srepression snceshe
grew up and dtill existisunder thevigilanceand stricturesof apatriarcha society
that leaves her no option but to live vicariously through her daughter. This
articleaso examinesthemother asalost girl whose nostalgiafor her past and
imagined future are reawakened in observing her daughter go through the
rigoursof firstlove. It d so exploreswaysin which themother’sjealousy can
be understood, consi dering the sacrificeswomen make of themselvesintheir
duty of nurturing their household, which often leadsto self-neglect and the
abandonment of their own dreams.
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Thoughtful and critical representation of motherhood on screen, asmentioned
by E. Ann Kaplan in her book Motherhood and Representation, has been
underemphasized, such that theimage of ‘themother’ appearsas*”...afigure
inthedesign, out-of-focus; or, if infocus, then thebrunt of an attack, acriticism,
acomplaint, usualy inthediscourseof achild (maleor female) or inthat of an
adult (male or female) concernedto attribute all illsto themother” (14). In
past films, such as Forrest Gump (1994) and Bambi (1942), mothers are
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viewed as mere accessoriesto the plot, bound by the duties of their office,
ever insarviceof theother. Bollywood has seenitsshare of mother-as-primary-
caregiver, afigurelacking inagency and subsumedin her roleand the confines
of a patriarchal environment that disembodied and negated her private
experiences. Intheir reading of themother figurein multiple Bollywoodfilms,
Dey and Tripathi pinpoint, “ TheIndian cinematic screen hasadroitly reflected
the prevailing ideol ogies concerning the experience of motherhood that tends
to disregard awoman’ ssubjective presenceand conventionally perceivesher
asasacred and desexualized body” (642). Thisdesexualisation of mothers
negatesand erasestheir sexual existence and autonomy and pourstheminto
theroleswherethey are bound to behave soberly.

In GirlsWII Be Girls(2024), Shuchi Talati takesthese concernsand
limitationsinto account and createsamaterna character who defiesfamiliar
tropes, thereby presentingamother whoisdiveand brimmingwithindividudity,
even daring to bemessy. ‘Messiness,’ inthe context of thisarticle, refersto
that singularly, all-encompassing trait of thematerna figureinthefilmwho
refusesto stay within the constricted margins of motherhood. Thismother
sidestepsthelinesof maternal propriety, upending therulesand conventions
of theworld of thisstory and fillsin the much-needed vacuum for adifferent
maternd figurewhoisnot merely aposter for level -headednessand wisdom,
but a human being full of complexitiesthat are somewhat unsettling and
antitheticd to dl that hasbeen known for good maternal behavior.

Motherhood asaninditutionisloaded with an expected code of behaviour
whichincludes self-sacrifice, erasure, hyper-alertness of offspring(s), and
propriety. Cinematic representations of motherhood have shaped these
expectations, and maternd depictionsoftenfall into thedichotomy of screening
mothersthroughthelimited lensof good or bad mothering, especidly incultures
where the patriarchal backdrop of society colours female and maternal
experiences aswell as existence. Hence, in this age of cinema, maternal
representation on screen is bound to perform two duties: fight to subvert
suppressive societal norms or fal into the trope of representation that
perpetuates harmful beliefsabout mothers. For decades, filmssuch as Agtitva
(2000) and Parched (2015) have becomeaperfect meeting point for feminist
theoriesand motherhood studiesin anayzing these representations, thereby
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challenging gender roles, mother-child relationsand unrealistic demandson
mothers.

In her interview with Sundance, in response to the question of her
motivationto make GirlsWII BeGirls, Taati says, “ Thefilmwasinspired by
my girlfriendsand their mothersin India. | knew so many fierce and funny
women who managed to subvert and circumvent social mores, but | didn’t
ever seethemonscreen” (Taati). Asafemaedirector, shereducesthedearth
of womenin Bollywood, going against thegrain. Thetext she creates, and the
maternal archetype in the film supplies Bollywood with amother whose
subversonissubtleyet evocative, especialy against the backdrop of aworld
whereshame surroundsthesubject of sexudity and thedemandsof motherhood
arehigh.

Itisthisunexplored canvasfor afresh representation of motherhoodin
Bollywood films that Talati creates the character of maa, Anila. We are
introduced toAnila(Kani Kusruti) inthefilmthrough asideangle, only adice
of her back isvisible as she occupies offscreen space, handing out treatsto
studentsand teacherswhilethey walk past in her daughter’ sboarding schoal.
Sheistheonly parent present, jettisoning therules of thisworld by wrangling
hersdlf into her daughter’ sspace. Her framing at theedge of the screen highlights
her outsider status, her refusal to honour her daughter’sboundaries, whichis
atrait that persists throughout the duration of the story. Anila’s constant
trespassing in seemingly harmlessways, her refusal of propriety, can be best
described as messy, and in her messiness, this portrayal of maa presentsa
different maternal archetype in Bollywood, nuanced yet powerful in her
portrayal, as sheresiststhe encoded demands of motherhood withinastrict
patriarcha environment.

Her daughter, Mira(Preeti Panigrahi), thefilm’scentra character, isa
high-performing student, recently madethefirst female Head Prefect; Mira
grappleswith her sexua awakening when shefdlsinlovewith anew boy, Sri
(Kesav Binoy Kiron) inthe hyper-vigilant environment of thisstrict boarding
school located inthe Hima ayaswhere girlsare policed and warned of f boys.
However, Mira scoming of agefacesmgjor sumbling blocks—Anild sjealousy
and her need to shareand usurp Mira sspotlight. Thefilm received highacclaim
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and, amongst its numerous accolades, won the World Cinema Dramatic
AudiencePrizeat the 2024 Sundance Film Festival.

Anila ssubversonand circumvention can beseen first with her wardrobe.
Unliketheother womeninthefilm, Anilamostly wearswestern outfitsjust like
Miraand theyounger characters, Sgnifying her bent towardsher youthful side
and her reluctanceto accept her mother role. Her costumes stand in contrast
to those of the other maternd figureinthefilm, MsBansa (Devika Shahani),
the head teacher of the boarding school, who shepherdsthegirlsandinsists
on rules of propriety. In the aforementioned scene, when Anila arrives
unannounced at the boarding school, MsBansal greetsand recelvesatreat
from her. One can seethe marked differenceintheir choiceof clothing. While
MsBansal donsasari that drapes her body from neck to toe, Anilawearsa
frill blousewithrufflesonthedeeves, hinting towardsher inclination towards
youthful appearance and her desiretoremainin her girlhood.

Thefilm borrowsitstitlefrom the catchphrase, ‘ Boyswill be boys,’
which panderstothesocietd alowancegivento mentorunfree, tonot change,
meaking alowancesfor behaviour thet inherently definesboyhood and manhood.
Stephen M. Kaplan notesthat the term “ encapsul ates most of what iswrong
with patriarchy, hegemonic masculinity, gender roles, victimisation of females,
andthegender binary, dl of which play crucia rolesinthe continued subjugation
and oppression of femalesin our society” (205). Turning thisphraseonits
head, Talati seemsto ask, if boysare allowed to be without consequences,
what would it meanfor girlsto begirls? Girlsare stereotypically knownto be
effusive, vain, enchanted by teenage crushes, but what if they retained their
dateof girlhood evenasthey left their youth?\When girlsbecome mothersand
society presentsthem afresh script that demandsthe abandonment of girlhood
anditsgiddiness, theremust still exist for theseformer-girlsan aspect of them
that does not entirely shed the skin, attitudes, and longing of their younger
selves. Thisdisparity inmaleffatherly versusfemal e/materna expectationsis
highlightedinthefilmthroughthecontrast of Mird sfather, Hardik (Jatin Guleti),
and Anila scharacter. Hardik embodiesthe definition of aboy being aboy.
He makesafew appearances, rarely presentsat home dueto businesstrips
andonly takesupthefinancid respongbility of thehome. Heleavestheemationd
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labour of childrearing toAnila. Ironically, Miraadores him and wantsto be
likehim, in contrast to her fedingstowardsAnila

Inasimilar vein, Ramita Jhamtani observesthat even though there has
been amarked increasein the representations of mothers, yet “ regardless of
characterization, plot, story or genre, and no matter how rebellious, liberated,
or modernthey are presented, Bollywood mothersareimbued with patriarchal
valuesthat implicitly place unrealistic expectations on motherhood and,
consequently onthewomeninIndian societies’ (340). Also, Gangwar and
Mishraobserved thisintheir study, “ Portraya of Womenin Highest Grossing
IndianFilmsin2022":

Though the portrayal of women in the films has changed
significantly but not to the point where we may confidently
say that itisactually progressiveintermsof how women are
represented inthemovies. Thenature of portraya of women
isstill extremely regressivein nature. Now it can be debated
that Sncecinemaisactually amirror tothesociety it iscreeted
into, but it till hasaresponsibility to uplift thecultureitisa
part of rather than reinforcing thesameold objectificationand
insignificant portrayal of women in filmsjust to woo the
audience. (7)

Somecritics, such asBenazir Manzar and Aravind Aju, are slightly more
optimistic. In*(Re) Thinking Women in Cinema: The Changing Narrative
Structurein Bollywood,” they critically examinethe evolution of gender
portrayal in Bollywood filmsand how gender intersectswith nationality,
ethnicity, and caste. They observe that there have been more graphic and
sympathetic depictionsof premarital sex, adultery, and pregnancy outside of
marriage. However, they noticethat infilms, wheremothersaretaking ground,
evenwithinthedemanding marginsof their familia rolesor thestrict expectations
of patriarchy, the backdrop of patriarchy loomslarge. They believe more
room existsto createaricher nuancefor womenin Bollywood films.

UnlikeMsBansal, who policesthegirl’slooks, Anilabuysshort skirts
for her daughter. In the scene at the denim shop, Anilastandsbehind Miraas
shechecksout anew skirt Anilahad picked out for her. Together, they regard
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Mira sbody intheskirt, and Miraworriesthat theskirt istoo short. But Anila
says, “No, it'snot.” (Girls00:42:48-52). In her approval of thisclothingitem
for her daughter, Anilaencourages her daughter to exist outsidethe line of
propriety, handing her aticket to subversion. Through the buying of theskirt,
she thrusts Mira into the world of unrestricted girlhood, endorsing her
awakening.

WhereasMsBansal, this other mother-figure, issternin her demands
for propriety. Intheskirt-measurement scene, MsBansal ordersan offending
student to pull achair andinstructsher to stand onit. She pointsat thelength
of thegirl’sskirt, grazing her kneesand revealing her thighs. Shesays, “Thisis
what it lookslikewhenyou climb stairs.” Inher concernfor their sartorial
choice, especially in her bid to maintain order and protect the girlsfrom
notoriousboyswhotake picturesof girls underskirts(asit later occursinthe
film), MsBasal presents herself asamother-figurewho upholds patriarchal
structures, therefore, becoming apatriarcha mother.

AndreaO’ Riley defines patriarcha motherhood asmotherhood which
“assumes (and expects) that all women want to be mothers (essentialisation),
that maternal ability and motherlove areinnateto all mothers (naturaisation),
andthat all mothersfind joy and purposein motherhood (idedlization)” (65).
Outwardly, Anilaseemstrapped in theroles of patriarchal motherhood, but
throughout the story, her conduct revealssheisnon-patriarchal . Asaformer
student of Mira sboarding school, she, too, must have been drilled to obey
the codesof propriety, giventhat theruleswereal ot morestrident in her days.
Anilaisseen mostly at home, and eveninthefew scenesshe appearsoutside
her home, sheisrunning errandsinthe serviceof her daughter and theentire
household. ShewaxesMira'slegs, servesher food, and watches over her
growing daughter. Onewould think she existsasan accessory to her daughter,
especially when she says. “ My daughter ismy priority.” (Girls, 00:21:23)
Notwithstanding, her doting attention to Miraisnot without acaveat. She
hopesthat her dutieswill entice Mirato invite her to have afront seat to
witnessMira sgirlhood. Though her handsaretied by patriarchy, by offering
her daughter afreerein, such asthe purchase of the short skirt, she makes
ground for her vicariousresistance. But Miraisat that phase of teenagehood
where her mother’scontinual dotingisseen aspedtilential. SheshutsAnilaout,
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unableto stand her mother. Thisrevulsion Mirafeelsisseeninthemirror/
dance scene; Miraregards her teenage self beforeamirror. Sheliftsher arms
and runs her fingersthrough the hair underneath; she pomades her body and
arrangesher hair, il regarding herself with degpinterest. Inthisself-adoration,
Miracontendswith her budding body, wondering at itschanges. With silent
excitement, sheanticipatesthe power her youthful body holds. A song comes
up on the stereo, and Mirabegins to dance sensuously to the beat. Anila
walksinto theroom, smilesat her daughter and turnsup the stereo. Shemoves
towardsMira, urging her to dancea ong, an awkward attempt to sharein her
daughter’sgirlhood. Miraturnsher back at theinvitation and stopsdancing,
leaving Anilaembarrassed and frustrated. In her refusal to dance with her
mother, Mirashuts her mother out of her joyful girlhood, refusing the older
woman agate pass, asif expressing her belief that thisyouthful expression of
adancing lithe body belongsonly to girlsher age and not her mother. It isthis
isolation that evokes Anila's jealousy. Thisexiling of amother from her
daughter’scoming-of-agestirsjealousy inAnila, and sheisbent onreclaiming
her girlhood by any meansnecessary, evenif it meanscrossing the boundary
and behaving unseaingly.

Anilaoftenfindsit hard to contain her jeal ousy. In the scene, when Mira
returnshomewearing the skirt her maa bought her, Anilasnaps: “Isthat the
only skirt you have?’ (Girls01:05:38). In her oscillation between approval
and disapproval, Anila sjealousy bubblesforth, exciting an envy shefeels
towards her daughter’s girlhood. Despite this, she remains persistent in
partakinginit. UnlikeMsBansal, who forbids girlsfrom speaking to boys
unnecessarily, Aniladoesamore unconventiond thing by asking Mirato bring
her boyfriend home. Itisinthisscenethat Anila s messiness becomesmore
apparent. When Sri arrivesat Anilaand Mira’'shome, Anilaapproachesthe
young boy, aquizzical ook on her face asif to determineif the young boy
representsdanger or safety to her daughter. Sri and Anilaareframed standing
opposite each other asthey regard each other. Mirastands offscreen, blurred
by the cameraasit focuses on the two characters—mother and Sri—ina
moment of rolereversd whenthegirl iscast asamere spectator inthismeeting.
When Sri flashesawinsome smileand handsAnilaabunch of sunted, sparse
flowers, hisboyish charmsimmediately disssom Anild sa oofness, and adight
diffidencecregpsinto her face. Inthismeeting, that dight moment when boyish
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charm meetse derly diffidence, awindow opensfor Anilato exploreher lost
girlhood through Sri.

As Anila srapport with Sri grows, Mirabecomesathird wheel tothis
burgeoning friendship and is often framed, standing by the marginsas her
mother and boyfriend get acquainted. In the second dance scene, Mirastarts
the music on the stereo and moves her body, inviting Sri to join her. Intheir
dance, theteenagersshow their unbridled affection for each other, gloryingin
their young love. Anilawalksin and observesthem, her faceamix of jealousy
andlonging, and soon shedanceswith them. Mirastumblesthrough her moves
asshewatzeswith Sri, and Anilaostensibly stepsinto correct the dance, and
soon, sheiswaltzing with Sri, whileMiralookson increduloudly. By usurping
Mira sspace on the dancefloor, Anilaregains her footing and vengeance on
Mira, claiming moreground for her own emancipation at the expense of her
daughter’sjoy.

More occasions arise for maa’s messiness and her usurping of the
spotlight, but the key scenethat crownsher impropriety isthe bedroom scene
at Sri’shirthday. When she suspectsthat the teenageloverswant to spend the
night alone, Anila'sjeal ousy, disguised as hypervigilance, setsin, and she
commands Sri to deep on thebed with her instead. Inthemiddie of the night,
when Miracomesto wakethem up, the cameraframesAnila sbody inthe
background asshewatches Sri’sbody riseand fal indeep. Anila sobscured
body in bed liesin the background assherunsher handsthrough Sri’shead, a
touch at once maternal and sensual. Thereisaspacein thebed betweentheir
bodiesto show that thereisno sexua intimacy between Anilaand Si. Yet, the
very act of sharing the bed suggestsaweird closeness, amessiness, al in
Anilashidtosustain her upper handinthisslent due with her daughter. In her
unusual rapport with Sri, which culminatesin thisbedroom scene, Anilafully
becomesagirl againand intaking away her daughter’sthrill of spendingthe
night with her boyfriend. Anila syouthful awakening reachesacrescendo,
reclaiming thedayswhen her own sexua evolution wasstifled by thestridency
of theworld of her girlhood.

Thismessy maa dtill existswithinthestrict boundariesof patriarchy, and
her resistanceisnot asloud asone would have expected. But thereispower
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inthefact that feminism and the portraya of women areby nomeansunilatera.
Theresstanceto define” feminisminany unitary sense’ isthefocusof Sangita
Gopal’s argument and research in Feminism and the Big Picture:

Conversations. Shequestionstherelevance of feminismin offering theoretical

viewpointsin anayzing today’smediaand what new groundsthe past feminist
researchershelped in unravelling in today’ smedia (135). Kaplan aso notes
that for globd filmstackling feminist subjects, “ multiculturd filmfeminigs...are
devel oping numerous other approaches, depending on local conditionsand
needs’ (1236).

GirlsWiI BeGirlsasatext offersone more answer to the quest for the
expansion of materna portraya in Bollywood. Thefilmresiststhetemptation
to present an utterly feminist mother who does not exist against the backdrop
of patriarchy. Though such screeningsarecrucid, Taati gleansfrom Bollywood
feminigt filmslike Mary Kom(2014), whereafema e boxer returnsto thering
after marriage and childbirth to claim her championship, which stagestheir
maternd figuresagaingt the backdrop of patriarchy. Thesescreeningsaremore
nuanced and relatable to audiences in that they see comparable and
recogni sable characterswho aregoing through familiar dilemmas. Theshiftin
how Indianwomen areportrayedinfilmindicatesan evolutionintheir placein
society, and a subtle, nuanced, and multi-dimensional approach to
representation remains paramount. Filmswhere materna charactersloudly
resist areoftenfar removed fromtheredlities of viewersand merely serveas
escapism. Films such asthese provide an avenueto resist from the margins.
Through her messiness, Anilafindsgroundsfor resi stance, thereby presenting
theaudience adifferent maternal archetype, anon-patriarcha mother who
brings an honest, human and nuanced interpretation of motherhood on screen.
Anilasrefusd to stifleher girlish desiresand make materna sacrificesmakes
her personhood at once messy and feminist. It correctstheimpression that
motherhood issolely the venuefor self-erasure, but israther acomplex role
that reveal sthat even the mother confined by the stricturesof patriarchy has
within her adesirefor girlhood not yet erased by societal expectations. Her
messinessis an act of rebellion, aleaning towards self-definition and an
abandonment of aworn script that ensures or prescribes order, neatnessand
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sobriety inthe conduct of mothers. Talati, therefore, addsto the numerous
filmmakers correcting the scriptsthat strip mothersin patriarchal societiesof
persond belongingsoutsideof tending totheir families. Thisdifferent maternd
archetype of themessy maa, whoisfamiliar but subvertsthe expectations of
her office and many times sabotages boundaries, isan odeto lost girlhood.
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