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independent thought, action, and adesirefor fulfillment beyond prescribed
roles. In most South Asian societies, jewel lery haslong had degper meanings
associated with money, control, tradition, andidentity. It isfrequently perceived
asan accessory of feminine beauty. Jewellery isapowerful symbol that is
oftenusedinliterary and cinematic narrativesto either reinforce patriarchal
ideas of femininity or to subversively reinterpret them. Using AparnaSen’s
Goynar Baksho (2013) and Rabindranath Tagore' sshort story “Monihara”
(1891), thisarticleexaminesther dua meaning. Although jewdllery servesas
aprominent narrativedeviceinboth pieces, itsfeminist implicationsand thematic
trgectoriesdiffer sgnificantly.

InVirginiaWoolf’sOrlando, jewellery functionsasasymbol of socia
passage and gender transition. As Orlando transformsfrommaletofemale,
thecharacter’ srel ationship to clothing and adornment evolvesaswell, reflecting
how jewellery becomes both aconstraint and ameans of navigating social
expectations. In Toni Morrison’s Beloved, the absence of jewellery—
particularly earrings or gold—signal sthe characters' dispossession during
davery. Inthiscontext, thelack of persona adornment becomesamarker of
dehumanisation, whiletherecovery or wearing of jewel lery can symbolisethe
reclaiming of agency and dignity. Tagore' s“Monihara,” presentsjewellery as
asymbol of psychologicd fixation, alienation, and ultimately, awoman’stragic
end withinapatriarchd structure. In“Monihara,” the character Monimalika
embodiesboth the allure and the destructive potential of unchecked desire
and attachment. Sherepresentsawoman grappling with the consequences of
her actionsand her inability to find fulfillment within the confines of her
world. Her story can beinterpreted asacautionary tale about the dangers of
unbridled desire and the complexities of female agency in a patriarchal
society. Sen’'s Goynar Baksho, afeminist adaptation rooted in postcolonial
and contemporary sensibilities, reclaims the jewel box as a site of
intergenerationd resistanceand empowerment. Through acomparativelens,
thisstudy examines how thesetextsinterrogate theintersections of gender,
class, and memory, and how the shifting symbolic meaning of jewel lery—from
atoken of entrgpment to an emblem of liberation—narratestheevolving status
of women acrosstime.
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Jewellery asPsychological Substitutionin®“Monihara”

Tagore' s“Monihara,” isagothictalenarrated through aframe story, centering
on Monimala, a woman whose obsession with jewellery supersedes all
emotional and social bonds. In a colonial Bengali zamindar household,
Monimada sliferevolvesaround her jewels—amotif that Tagore usesto depict
her spiritua barrennessand emotiond fragility. Her husband, Phanibhushan, a
benevolent figure, indulgesher desires, unawarethat thejewel shave become
asubdtitutefor theemotiond void sheinhabits. Thestory’sportrayd of jewdlery
aligns with patriarchal anxieties about female agency and materialism.
Monimala's obsession is not depicted as an assertion of identity, but asa
pathol ogical dependency. Her aienation iscompounded by the absence of
children, further stigmatizing her asafailed womanwithin societal norms. As
literary critic, Rimli Bhattacharyanotes, “Monimala sfixation onthejewels
semsfromher lack of autonomy and thevoid of fulfillment withinthecongraints
of her gendered existence” (Bhattacharya212). Tagore craftsMonimala's
demiseasacautionary tale: when threastened with theloss of her jewelsduring
afinancia downturn, she abscondswith them, only to die mysteriously, her
ghost returning to haunt the house. Thespectrd return of Monimaaforegrounds
the uncanny nature of possession—not merely of objectsbut of awoman’s
selfhood by societal expectations. Her ghost clingingtothejewelssignifiesa
woman entrapped beyond degth by the very thingsmeant to ornament her life.
Moreover, in diasporic contexts, jewd lery often becomesameansof cultural
surviva and transmission. Immigrant women, especidly from SouthAsia, the
Middle East, and Africa, frequently carry heirloom ornamentswith themwhen
migrating. These piecesfunction as both emotional anchorsand financial
safeguards. For many, jewellery isnot simply an accessory but aportable
archive of memory, culture, andresilience. It is passed down with stories,
rituds, and vaues, reinforcing lineage, and feminine continuity. AsMeenakshi
Mukherjeeputsit, “ Jewellery, in such cases, becomes anarrative object—
telling storiesnot just of beauty, but of bel onging, loss, and endurance” (88).
In academic feminist theory, jewellery al so rai ses questions about bodily
autonomy and self-expression. Judith Butler’ stheory of performativity suggests
that gender isconstructed through repeated acts. Adornment, including the
wearing of jewellery, can be seen aspart of this performative act—away
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through which women present and negotiate their identities. However, when
chosen fredly, such performativity doesnot reinforce oppression but instead
becomesatool of sdlf-articulation. A woman choosing to wear anosering or
gold bangles may be asserting ethnic identity, feminine pride, or personal
memory—not necessarily conforming to societa expectations. It isimportant,
however, to distinguish between symbolic agency and actual empowerment.
Whilejewellery may serveasametaphor for autonomy, it cannot substitute
for legal rights, bodily freedom, or structural change. The risk liesin
romanti cizing the symbolismwhileignoring themateria conditionsof women's
lives

Tagore's narrative frame—told through layers of hearsay—creates
epistemi c distance from Monimala'sinteriority. We never access her fully
articulated consciousness. Thisabsenceiscrucid. Her attachment to jewelsis
narrated aspathol ogy rather than strategy. The structural silencing of her voice
mirrorsthe social silencing of women'’s dissatisfaction within marriage.
Importantly, Tagore doesnot offer redemption or empowerment through the
character. Phanibhushanischarged with the crime of alowing Monimaatoo
much agency and spoiling her with jewellery, yearning for love he doesn’t
receive, making hiswifebear the burden of their unhappy association through
marriage. However, on further ingpection, onenoticesthat thismay not entirely
bethe case. From themoment we seethefemal e protagoni<t, sheisdistracted,
lost inthought, and looking out through awindow at the outsdeworld. There
areseverd ingtances between the spousesthat rangefrom affectiontoflirtation
but never beyond that. At every hint of her husband getting uncomfortably
close, Monimaashrinksback, often hiding discomfort at her hushand' sphysica
touch under the garb of being coy. Thereisdeep disregard for her consent,
concerns, or desires, even though their marriage has entered itstenth year.
Thenarrative aestheticisesher decline, yet embedded withinitisacritique of
marital entitlement. Phanibhushan expectslovein exchangefor provison—an
expectation that reflects a broader patriarchal contract. The cinematic
adaptation of “Monihard’ within Ray’ santhol ogy film Teen Kanya addsanother
layer. Ray’ spost-independenceframing critiquesfeudd marriagemoreexplicitly,
aigning subtly with Nehruvian visonsof reform. Hisreinterpretation exposes
thefragility of patriarcha companionshiprather than smply condemningfemae
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desire. Thespectrd returnintengfiesthiscritique. Theghost doesnot merely
haunt the house; she hauntstheideol ogy of possession. Monimalaclingsto
jewelsbeyond death becausethey werethe only domain she could claim as
exclusively hers. Thus, jewellery in Tagore' sstory becomesaparadox: itis
both the only property she controlsand thevery instrument of her narrative
condemnation.

Aparna Sen’sGoynar Baksho: Reclaimingthe FeminineL egacy

Aparna Sen’s Goynar Baksho (2013), a Bengali-language film based on
Shirshendu Mukhopadhyay’sshort story of the same name, offersapowerful
feminist reinterpretation of traditional familia narrativesthrough thesymbolic
lensof ajewel box. Set acrossthreehistorical periods—the 1940sduring the
Partition of Bengal, the 1960s, and the early 1970s—thefilm chroniclesthe
livesof three generations of women connected through their relationship with
abox of ancestral jewellery. At the center of the story is Pishima, asharp-
witted, widowed matriarch whose ghost continuesto haunt the jewel box
after her death, guiding her timid niece-in-law Somal atatoward self-reliance
andresstance. Blending eementsof satire, the supernatura, and socid critique,
Sen’sadaptation subvertsthetraditional association of jewellery with vanity
and materialism, transforming it into ametaphor for legacy, autonomy, and
intergenerationd femdesolidarity. Asafilmmeaker and writer degply committed
to gender issues, Aparna Sen infuses Goynar Baksho with apostcolonial
feminist senshility that reclamsmateria culture asaspace of memory, power,
and transformation for women. Unlike Monimala stragic attachment to her
jewels, Pishima srelationship withthejewel box isstrategic and protective.
Thejewelsare not merely adornments but symbol s of resistance. Asachild
widow who was denied agency and subjected to rigid socia norms, Pishima
clingstothebox asher only source of power. Sheguardsit fiercely inlifeand
death, ensuring that it benefitsfuture generations of women rather than the
maleheirsor in-laws.

AparnaSen’scinematic adaptation of Goynar Bakso with the plot of a
widow’sghost and her jewellery box interpreted itself asatale of yearning
and woe, of unfulfilled desires, and perhaps most prominently, of perennial
victimhood. Sen’sfilm stagesjewellery asboth arepository of traumaand a
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conduit of empowerment. Through the spectral Pishima'sinterventions,
Somalatagains courage, stands up to patriarchal impositions, and usesthe
jewelsfor actsof socid subverson—heping ardativeinlove, sartingasaree
business, and supporting the Bangladesh Liberation War. Thejewel box thus
becomesanintergenerationd link through which femininewisdom, strength,
and subversion are passed down. As PriyaK apoor observes, “ Senreimagines
the heirloom not as acursed possession but as abequest of resistance—a
reparation for generationsof silenced women” (137). Thefilm deftly moves
beyond merecritiqueto an activereclamation, portraying female solidarity.

Both*“Monihara,” and Goynar Baksho engage deeply with thetheme of
adornment, but their symbolic registersare starkly different. In“Monihara,”
jewellery isisolating, obsessive, and destructive—amarker of awoman’s
inability totranscend materid trappings.Objects, likethejewdsin“Monihara,”
areextremely crucid in critical analysesof narrativesof desire. “ Thingsand
the preoccupation with them,” as M eenakshi Mukherjeeindicates, point at
greater complexitieswithin charactersand the storiesthemselves. But asthis
reading of the story and itsapproach to the narrative reveals, thereismuch
moreto the story than the cautionary tale of awoman’suncanny affection for
objects.Thehorror iscontextualised further by the deeper questionsit poses
tied to society and the sociopolitical environment withinwhichthefilmwas
madeand distributed. In contrast, Goynar Baksho transformsthe same motif
into atool for agency and legacy. Theclassdimension al so deservesattention.
Monimaabelongsto an elite zamindar class, wherejewellery isabundant but
devoid of meaning beyond vanity. Her life, insulated by privilege, becomes
hollow. Somalataand Pishima, though also from abhadral ok family, face
financia constraintsand gendered oppression, and their relationship with the
jewelsisgrounded in surviva and justicerather than aesthetics. Further, the
tempora shift between thetwo works—nineteenth-century colonial Bengal
and postcolonid, post-Partition India—inflectstheir feminist visons. Tagore,
despite his progressiveideas, writeswithin aframework wherewomen’s
sufferingissublimatedinto spiritua pathos. Sen, operatinginadifferent feminist
and palitica landscape, givesher charactersthetoolsto dter their circumstances.
By refusing to portray women solely astragic sufferers, Sen challengesthe
cultural expectation that femal e depth must betied to suffering. The comic
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mode allowsfor experimentation, risk, and rebellion. Thistonal shiftisnot
cosmetic—it redefineswhat feminist representation can look like. Agency does
not alwaysappear solemn; it can bemischievous, loud, and unapol ogetic.

ThePartition trauma, which uprooted millions, isapivota backdropin
Goynar Baksho. Pishima sfamily losestheir ancestral landin East Bengal,
and thejewelsbecometheonly tangiblelink tothat lost world. Inthissense,
the box becomesnot only afeminist symbol but apostcolonia relic—carrying
memoriesof displacement, violence, and survival. Moreover, Sen’s use of
comedy and satire as narrative strategies contrast with Tagore'stragic and
mordigtictone. Pishimaishilarious, foul-mouthed, and unrepentant—afar cry
from Monimala shaunted passivity. By giving her femal e charactershumour
and voice, Sen subvertsthetragic female archetype and opens spacefor a
new kind of heroine. Sen’s Goynar Baksho also intersects with issues of
economic autonomy. When Somal atausesthejewel sto start abusiness, she
reconfiguresthetraditionally private, domestic role of womeninto apublic,
entrepreneuria one. Thisact directly countersthe notion of women aspassive
recipients of wealth; they become producers, investors, and decision-makers.
Oneof themost striking contributions of Goynar Bakshoisitsportrayal of
intergenerationa feminist dialogue. Pishima, Somalata, and eventually thenext
generation of women—including Boshon, Somalata sdaughter—each relate
differently tothejewel box. What beginsashoarding transformsinto giving,
andfinally, intoletting go. When thefinal jewel sare donated to support the
war, theact sgnifiesaculmination of feminist evol ution—from possessionto
liberation. Thisprogression critiques Tagore' sstatic portraya in“Monihara”
where Monimalaremains trapped in a cycle of yearning and loss. Sen’s
charactersevolve, question, and grow. Where Monimalikaremainstrapped
insymbolic stagi's, Pishimaevolves posthumoudy. The supernatura becomes
aninstrument of reclamation rather than punishment. They are not defined
solely by their relationshipswith men but by their moral choi ces, solidarity,
and courage. As Meenakshi Mukherjeewrites, “ The postcol onial feminist
must engage not only with inherited patriarchy but also with inherited texts’
(89). Sen'sfilmexemplifiesthisengagement—it critiques, reclams, and extends
Tagore'slegacy by re-visioning thejewel box asadynamic site of female
transformation.

195



indraprasth

Conclusion

Through the comparative study of “Monihara,” and Goynar Baksho, this
article hasdemonstrated how asingle motif—jewellery—can carry vastly
different meaningsacross contexts. The most significant structural difference
between thetwo worksliesin movement. In“Monihara,” jewellery moves
toward accumulation and fixation. In Goynar Baksho, jewellery movestoward
redistribution and release. Monimdikadiesclinging. Somalatalivesby letting
go. Thiscontrast disrupts cyclical tragedy and introduces linear feminist
progression. Thejewel box in Sen’sfilmisnot an endpoint but atransitiona
object. Itsvalueliesin circulation, not hoarding. Thus, the evolution of the
motif parallel stheevolution of feminist consciousness—from possession as
compensation to redi stribution asempowerment.

In Tagore' swork, it embodies psychologica entrapment and spiritual
decay, reinforcing thetragedy of fema edisempowerment inapatriarchd world.
Tagore subtly exposeshow patriarcha systemscan appear affectionatewhile
erasing consent. Monimalika sdiscomfortisnever directly articulated, butitis
repeatedly implied. Her interior unrest gestures toward a woman whose
emotional needsare neither recognised nor validated. Thiscomplicatesthe
reading of jewellery asmerevanity. If jewelsarethe only tangible asset she
possesses, then her attachment signa sadesirefor autonomy within congraint.
Thetragedy, therefore, isnot ssmply material obsess on—it isthe absence of
dternativemodesof sdf-assertion. Tagore sinitid interrogation of thearranged
marriage system, “and the entrapment and end avement of women aswives’ is
expounded upon moreviscerdly. Although caring “ husbands provide shelter,
security and sustenance” (Mondd, 2015), thewomenliveinlovelessmarriages
and, in someinstances, likeMoni’s, aredriven to extremestofill thevoid of
their lonesomeexistence.

In Sen’s feminist reimagining, the jewel box becomes alegacy of
resistance, asite of memory, and acatalyst for empowerment. Sen does not
merely modernise Tagore' stale; shetransformsitscore. Her Goynar Baksho
isnot just an adaptation but adialogue—areclamation of history through
humour, agency, and solidarity. By turning adornment into assertion, and
inheritanceinto empowerment, Sen offersacompelling feminist revisonthat
speaksto the past and thefuture.
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Behind Closed Door s: A Feminist Re-reading of
Classand Sexuality in Indian Anthology Cinema

SadiaAfreen

Abstract

Thisarticle examinesthe segmentsdirected by ZoyaAkhtar in Lust Sories
(2018) and Konkona Sen Sharmain Lust Sories 2 (2023), two anthology
filmsexploringtheir paralel portrayalsof desire, classdynamics, and power
relationsthrough employer-maid narratives. Both directorschalengehegemonic
constructions of femininity by centering female desire while navigating
intersections of gender, class, and sexuality in contemporary India. Akhtar’s
segment revolvesaround housemaid Sudhaand her employer Ajit, exposing
how rigid socid hierarchiesredefineidentity, desire, and agency acrossgender
and classdivides. Sharmas“TheMirror” focuseson maid Seema' s sexual
relationship with her husband, secretly watched by her employer Ishita, where
the power dynamic shiftswhen Seemadiscovers sheisbeing watched but
deliberately continues.

Thearticleinvestigates how these narratives subvert LauraMulvey’sconcept
of themale gaze by positioning femal e desire as subj ect rather than object.
Employing Foucault’ stheory of sexuality and Butler’ sgender performativity,
thestudy andyzeshow women negotiatethelr sexud agency withinhierarchica
congtraints. By analyzing theintersection of thesetheories, thisarticlereveas
aparadox: thesexud agency granted toworking-classwomenissmultaneoudy
enabled and constrained by thevery classstructuresthat produceit.

Keywords. Fema eidentity; Sexua agency; Gender; Class, Performativity

Introduction

While mainstream Indian movies for along period of time continued to
perpetuate male-centered narratives, only objectifying women, Lust Sories
and Lust Sories2 cameasabreath of fresh air, centering women and granting
them independent identities and sexual agency. Asthe name suggests, the
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movie centersaround the sexua identity and desire of different peoplefrom
varied backgrounds. Both Lust Soriesand Lust Sories2 werereleased on
the popular OTT platform, Netflix, in 2018 and 2023, respectively. Boththe
movies are anthology films directed by renowned Bollywood directors
centering onthethemesof love, sex, and desire. Thisarticlefocuseson Zoya
Akhtar’s segment from Lust Soriesand Konkona Sen Sharma's segment,
“TheMuirror” from Lust Sories2.

Eventhough maingtream I ndian cinemahasawaysreinforced patriarcha
sructures, positioning women assecondary characterswhoexis only inrelation
to male characters, functioning solely asobjects of desire, the directors of
thesetwo segments have subverted this narrative by questioning hegemonic
constructionsof femininity, and by portraying female protagonists, withsexua
autonomy. Both segmentscenter onfemaeidentity and desirewhilenavigating
theintersectionsof gender, class, and sexuality in contemporary India.

Thearticleinvestigates how these narratives subvert LauraMulvey’s
concept of themal e gaze by positioning women and femal e desire as subject
rather than object. Furthermore, employing Foucault’stheory of sexuality, it
analyzeshow power dynamicsand classdifferencesactually enablerather
than prevent sexua agency. In addition, drawing on Butler’ stheory of gender
performativity, the analysisexamines how both female protagonistsdisrupt
traditiona gender rolesand creste possibilitiesfor alternative gender identities
through the repeated assertion of their sexua desires. It further analyzeshow
the mise-en-scénein both films—particularly through framing, lighting, and
gpatiad composition—positionstheviewer indignment with theworking-class
protagonists perspective.

Critically, theintersection of thesetheoretical frameworksexposesa
fundamental paradox: the sexual agency granted to working-classwomenis
simultaneously enabled and constrained by the very class structures that
produceit. Thearticlefurther examineshow thisparadox operatesthrough
cinemaitself—the anthology format and OTT platform distribution that both
enable progressive content and restrict itsaccessto eiteaudiences. Thisarticle
thuspredominantly andyzeshow women negotiateautonomy andidentity within
hierarchical constraints. Both directors construct representations of female
sexuality that simultaneously challenge and acknowl edge existing power
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dynamics, contributing to evolving discourses on gender and class in
contemporary Indian cinema.

The Two Segmentsfrom Lust Storiesand Lust Stories 2

ZoyaAkhtar’s segment from Lust Sories appears second in the anthology
and centersaround the higher middle-classAjit and thelower-class Sudha's
relationship. Ajitistheemployer, while Sudhaisthemaid of Ajit'shouse. The
movieopenswith their passionate sexua encounter, establishing their sexual
relationship, and asthemovieunfolds, it exploresthethemesof classdisparity
and power dynamics. Themovi€ splot shiftsdramaticaly when Sudhaa most
immediately starts her maid duties after the sexual encounter. The detailed
diligencewithwhich Akhtar hasportrayed Sudha scharacter iscommendable.
A typica working-classmaid, Sudha, immediately after her sexua encounter,
isseen wearing her worn-out clothes and squatting and moping the floor—a
deliberatemi se-en-scene choicethat highlightsher classidentity. Sheprepares
Ajit'sbreakfast, serveshim hiscoffee, and doestherest of the choreslikea
typical house-help. Apart from the shower scene, inwhichthey playfully cal
each other “adirty bitch” and*anaked dog,” reinforcing their sexuality, there
areno other scenesinthefilmwherethey romantically engagewith each other
(Lust Sories00:36:33-00:36:39). Ajit denies Sudhaapublic recognition of
their relationship, reinforcing hisclasssuperiority. Yet, themoviecentersaround
Sudha semotionsand desires, whileAjit'scharacter becomesthe secondary
one. WhenA\jit'sparentscometo hishouseto fix hiswedding, Sudhasroleas
amaid becomesexclusively prominent. They seeher carrying their luggage,
preparing their food, cleaning thetailet, and doing their laundry. Akhtar’ sfocus
on SudhawashingAjit'sunderwear, himlifting hislegswhile she sweepsthe
floor, and hisordering her to keep the teacup asideto avoid touching each
other createsavisua boundary between them, establishing thelimitations of
ther intimacy—and Sudha ssilent acceptance of that redlity. Thesegmentis
particularly powerful because it portrays Sudha's sexual and emotional
negotiation. Chakraborty, in her article “ Empowered Women and SVOD
Fatformsinindia AnAnaysisof Lust Stories,” comments, “ Akhtar’ sportraya
of a working-class woman's right to transgress class barriers deserves
commendation” (84).
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KonkonaSen Sharma ssegment of Lust Sories2, titled“ TheMirror,”
isaso astory of aworking-classmaid, Seema, and her upper-classgraphic
designer employer, Ishita, wholivesdl doneinaluxuriousapartment. Seema,
who isan efficient maid, takes good care of I shita’s house. However, one
afternoon when Ishitaleaveswork early and returnshome, shewalksin on
Seemaand her husband having asexua encounter on her bed. Dismayed by
theentiresituation, Ishitarunsout of thehouseand waitsfor themtofinishand
leave. Later, she returns to the house, changes her bedsheet, and triesto
masturbate but endsup crying. Thisshows, eventhough quiterich, Ishitais
extremely lonely and has an emotional and sexua voidin her life. Thenext
day, Ishitaagain reacheshome early while Seemaand her husband areagain
engaged intheir sexua encounter. Ishitaredizesthisisaregular arrangement
and decidesto hide and watch them through amirror that isplaced inaway
that gives her just the perfect reflection of what ishappening in her bedroom.
Redlizing sheenjoysbeing avoyeur, Ishitanow regularly leaveswork early,
gtsquietlyinher house, andloosensher garmentsto touch hersdf whilewatching
them through themirror. Ishitalssexua void seemsto befulfilledtoacertain
extent, assheisseen masturbating successfully. However, oneday when I shita
quietly getsready to watch them, Seema spots her but decidesto continue
with her sexual counter. Doubtful whether shetill hasher job or not, Seema
decidesto skip it the next day, when I shitacalls her and tellsher to cometo
her place immediately. Since Ishita doesn't confront Seema, the latter
understandsthat | shitadoes not have aproblem with the Situation and continues
her workenthusiastically. Confident about not being confronted, Seema
continues her sexual encounter and | ets I shitawatch them secretly. Theway
Ishitarealizesthat she enjoysbeing avoyeur, Seemaal so realizesthat she
enjoys being watched. Both of them seem to derive pleasure from this
arrangement without confronting each other. However, oneafternoon, Ishita
seesalizard and screams, accidentally revealing herself. Forced to confront
each other, Ishitanow takes advantage of her employer privilege and her
socia classto accuse Seemaof misusing her house. Even though amaid,
Seemahas astrong voice and boldly protests against | shita's accusations
when sheishblamed. Shementionssheishaving sex with her husband, which
islegal, and not doing anything unacceptablelike I shita, who derives pleasure
by watching others. When I shitacdls Seema“ disgusting,” Seemagetsresentful
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andtellsishitathat sheissoworthlessthat she needs Seemaevento satisfy
her sexual drive (Lust Sories2 00:50:28-00:50:30).

Thingsget ugly between the employer-maid duo, and whilelshitafires
Seemaand threatensto ruin her reputation in the society, Seemathreatens
I shitaback, saying shewill dothe same. Thefollowing days, both thewomen
areseen to be unsatisfied, and as | shitakeeps changing her maid, Seematoo
keeps changing her job—both realizing that they were perfect for each other.
A few dayslater, both of them cross paths and apol ogizeto each other, each
sympathizing with the other’ ssituation. I shitahandsover thekeysto Seema,
and Seemaultimately agreestorgoin. Inthefina scene of themovie, asthe
clock strikes 3, thelift goesup, indicating that both Seemaand I shitamight
have goneback to their old arrangement.

Visual Elementsand Emotional Alignment: TheRoleof Mise-en-scene
Thedirectors choiceof mise-en-sceneinbothfilmsishighly significant, asitis
not just used to ornament the setting but rather to createemotiond affinity with
theaudience. Akhtar’sportrayd of Sudhawith her wornout, dull clothes, her
old pair of dippers, her typica working-classgesture of wrapping her dupatta
around her wai st or pulling up her pg amas before squatting to mop thefloor—
reinforces her identity asaworking-classwoman. Sheisalso denied any
central spaceinthefilm, and awaysappearsat the marginsof theframelike
kitchen cornersand doorways. Ajit, the upper-middle-classman, with his
ironed shirt and laptop, in contrast appearat the centreof theframemarking his
social hierarchy. Yet the camera srepeated focuson Sudha'sface, her silent
heartbreak and her sad smiles become prominent in the narrative and the
audiencedignswith her emotional world, instead of Ajit’sclassposition.

In Sharma’ s segment the audience’ semotions are divided between both
Ishitaand Seema. The most remarkable mise-en-scenein Sharma’'s segment
isthe placement of themirror onthewall of thecommon area, which directly
reflectsthe bed in the bedroom. By thismeticul ous placement, Sharmaturns
the bedroominto astage, where Seemaand her husband performwhilelshita
continuesto betheir audience, creating theidentities of aperformer and a
voyeur respectively. Asthetitle suggests, themirror isn't just aprop or an
aesthetic detail but avital cinematic device becauseit capturesthe desires of
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both women. Even though Seema suse of | shita sbedroom to have sex goes
against work ethics, the camera sfocuson thelack of spacein Seema’'sown
house, rendersan emotiona angletothesituation, and theviewersunderstand
the reason behind Seema’ s actions. Again, the camera’s close-up shots of
Ishita'sface, her eyesheavy with longing, makethe audiencefeel for her
despite her class privilege, and the audience feels ready to forgive her
voyeuristic attitude, especially after Seema’ s deliberate choiceto continue
having sex knowingly. UnlikeAkhtar, Sharmadoes't focusheavily onlabour
or clothes, rather usesthe spatia arrangement to portray the hel plessness of
both thewomen. However, the audience' semotional alignment shiftstoward
Seemaoncelshitausesher classprivilegetoinsult and sack her.

From Object to Subject: ChallengingMulvey'sVisual Pleasure Theory

LauraMulvey’sremarkableessay, “Visual Pleasureand Narrative Cinema,”

established afoundationd framework in understanding how conventiond cinema
reinforces patriarcha ideol ogiesby portraying men asthe subject whilewomen
arerepresented only asobjectsof visua pleasure. Mulvey arguesthat “ina
world ordered by sexud imbalance, pleasureinlooking hasbeen split between
activelmaeand passve/femae’ wherecinemaisused asatool of patriarchy,
fulfillingthedesiresof amaegaze (19). Mulvey further arguesthat withinthis
patriarchal structure, “the male figure cannot bear the burden of sexual

objectification” and thereforeisnot positioned asan object of visual pleasure
(20). Consequently, the spectator engagesin “ direct scopophilic contact with
thefemaleform displayed for hisenjoyment (connoting malefantasy)” (21).
Thisunderpinsthe concept of objectification and sexualization of womenin
maingtream films, positioning them as objectswithout any agency of their own.
Mulvey dates, “Intheir traditiond exhibitionist role, women ares multaneoudy
to belooked at and displayed, with their gppearance coded for strong visual

and eroticimpact so that they can be said to connote to-be-looked-at-ness’

(19). Although Mulvey’soriginal thesis centered on theidea of classical

Hollywood cinema, itsimplication can be extended in mainstream Bollywood
filmsaswell, sncefilmsin generd havetraditionaly displayed womenmainly
“aserotic objectsof desirefor the characterswithin the screen story and as
erotic objectsof desirefor the spectator within theauditorium” (19).
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However, both Akhtar and Sharma’s narratives challenge theidea of
women existing solely aspassiveimages“to belooked at” by portrayingthem
instead as active agentswho negotiate for and reclaim their emotional and
sexual autonomy (19). Both the segmentsfocuson the desire of thefemale
protagonists, who drivethe plot of thefilms, conscioudy excluding dominant
malecharactersand thetypical maegaze, which usudly controlsthenarrative
inmainstream cinema. In both segments, itisthewomenwho look, desire,
and take action—challenging and subverting Mulvey’ snotion of women as
passive objectsof malepleasure. Instead, thefilmsre nforcefema eautonomy
by asserting women’ssexua agency and redefining desirefrom adistinctly

femaeperspective.

Thisdynamic becomesevident inAkhtar’ssegment whenthe narrative
turnstoward hisimpending marriageto Aparna, agirl fromhisclass. During
thisperiod, Ajit happily participateswith hisfamily while banishing Sudha
fromhisintimategpace. Eventhough Sudhaissddinedinthestory, sheremains
the protagonist becauseit isher emotional turmoil that isfocused oninthe
movie. WhenAjit'smother orders Sudhato prepareteafor hiswould-bein-
laws, the camerafocuses on her emotional turmoil—the painin her eyesas
shelearnsabout the wedding date, her shaky handswith theteatray asshe
anticipatesseaingAjit and A parnatogether—meaking her the subject who drives
the narrative and reinforces her subjectivity. Thefinal sceneof themovieis
particularly effectivein capturing Sudha'sextreme emotional turmoil, asthe
next-door maid unknowingly comments on her seemingly “good day,”
prompting Sudhato sigh, smile, and nod—ironically confirming theopposite
(Lust Sories00:52:47-00:52:50). Even though Mulvey arguesthat women's
“visua presencetendsto work against the devel opment of astory ling” or “to
freezetheflow of actions’” Sudha scharacter, however, solely escalatesthe
narrative (19).

Sharma s segment pushesthissubversion further by removingthemale
figure atogether. With both the empl oyer and the mai d being women, Sharma
constructsaspace wherefemal e desire existsentirely outside the male gaze,
fundamentdly destabilizing Mulvey’ sframework.Since Seemalivesinasmal
house, where she does not have any privacy, she choosesto have her regular
sexual encounterswith her husband in her employer Ishita'sempty house.
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Like Sudha, Seemadoesn't hesitateto expressher sexua desiredespitebeing
doubly margindized by gender and dass, establishing her sexud agency through
her passionate rel ationship with her husband—portrayed through beach dates
and late-night intimate conversations. As seen earlier, despite being socialy
superior, Ishitalacksthe emotiona and sexual fulfillment that Seemahas—
her breakdown after watching Seema's sexual encounter makes this
clear.Sharmathus complicates classhierarchy by empowering working-class
Seema more than upper-class I shita. Ishita gains sexual agency through
voyeurism, and when both women sigh “ah” with pleasure at climax inthe
sameframe, their sexua agency acrossclassboundariesispowerfully affirmed
(Lust Sories200:42:33-00:42:39).

Sharma’ s segment, however, gets complicated once Seemalearnsthat
sheisbeing watched and yet choosesto continue her sexual encounterswith
her husband at | shita' shouse. Until Seemawas unaware of | shita' swatching,
| shitagained pleasurethrough something smilar towhat Mulvey wouldterma
mal e gaze. However, the observation of awoman subvertsMulvey’smale
gaze, establishing afemal e gazeinstead. Even though Seemaisobjectified
through I shital sgaze, themoviemovesforward, centering thewomen'sdesire
and pleasure, making it completely femal e-centered.

Neverthd ess, thisnarraivegetsfurther complicated through multiplelayers
of scopophilia 1shital svoyeuristic observation of Seemamirrorstheaudience's
voyeuristic consumption of cinema, where scopophilia, or secret watching,
provides pleasure. But when Seemabecomes aware of being watched and
startsto derive pleasurefromit, the power dynamic instantly shifts. Seema
transformsfrom Mulvey’s passive “to-be-looked-at” object into an active
participant who derives power from performance, reestablishing her sexual
agency (19). At thispoint, Sharmablursthe class difference between these
two women by giving power and agency to alower-classwoman over an
upper-classone. Sharma shrilliancy liesin thiscustomized setting where both
thewomen continueto satisfy their respective sexua needswithout disrupting
each other’sworld. The narrativetakesadramatic turn when they accidentaly
confront each other leading to accusations and mutual dismissal. Female
sexudity isfurther recognized when Seema shusband redlizesthat bothwomen
knew about the arrangement, while only heremained unaware. Inamoment
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