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Abstract
Television has long been regarded as one of the most influential mediums of mass
communication in India, serving as both a mirror and mould for societal values and gender
norms. Despite the rapid proliferation of digital media platforms, television serials continue
to dominate Indian households, particularly among female audiences. However, scholarly
research consistently highlights how these serials reinforce traditional gender stereotypes by
predominantly portraying women as submissive, emotionally driven, and confined to
domestic spheres. This paper presents a comprehensive critical examination of female
character representations in popular Indian television serials, analysing their socio-cultural
implications through the lens of feminist media theory. Building on Laura Mulvey’s (1975)
seminal concept of the “male gaze” and Goffman’s (1979) theory of gender performativity in
media, the study interrogates the paradoxical nature of serials that ostensibly celebrate
women while systematically perpetuating regressive gender norms. The research
methodology incorporates textual analysis of prominent serials from different eras, audience
reception studies, and comparative analysis of emerging digital narratives. The findings

reveal persistent patriarchal storytelling patterns in mainstream television, though with
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notable exceptions in newer digital productions. The paper concludes with recommendations
for more gender-sensitive media production practices and directions for future research.
Keywords: Gender Representation, Indian Television, Cultural Stereotypes, Audience
Reception, Media Influence, Feminist Media Theory

Introduction

Television in India has undergone a remarkable transformation since its inception in
1959, evolving from a single state-controlled channel to a dynamic, multi-platform medium
that reaches over 900 million viewers today (IBEF, 2023). This extraordinary growth has
positioned television as the most influential mass communication medium in the country,
playing a pivotal role in shaping cultural norms, gender perceptions, and social values
(Singhal & Cody, 2004). The medium's unique position as both a mirror of society and a
mold for public opinion makes it particularly significant in the Indian context, where
television serials have become deeply embedded in the cultural fabric (Mehta, 2008).
McQuail’s (1972) classic framework of television's four key functions such as diversion,
identity formation, social interaction, and surveillance remains highly relevant in
understanding Indian television's impact, particularly in its ability to simultaneously reflect
and reconstruct societal attitudes.

The evolution of gender representation in Indian television serials presents a complex
and often contradictory narrative. During the early decades of Indian television (1980s-
1990s), when programming was dominated by the state-run Doordarshan, serials like Hum
Log (1984) and Buniyaad (1986) featured relatively progressive gender dynamics (Fernandes,
2000). These productions, though not explicitly feminist, presented female characters with
agency and voice, often situating them within broader socio-political contexts. However, the
economic liberalization of 1991 and the subsequent explosion of private channels brought

about a dramatic shift in content and representation patterns (Mankekar, 1999).

91


https://ijellh.com/index.php/OJS/index
https://ijellh.com/index.php/OJS/issue/view/178

ISSN: 2582-3574 SMART MOVES JOURNAL IJELLH  Volume 13, Issue 9, September 2025

Contemporary prime-time serials such as Yeh Rishta Kya Kehlata Hai and Saath Nibhaana
Saathiya overwhelmingly depict women through reductive, one-dimensional archetypes -
either as self-sacrificing nurturers or as scheming antagonists (Gangopadhyay, 2005). This
regression in gender portrayals raises critical questions about television's role in either
challenging or reinforcing patriarchal norms in a society that simultaneously boasts
progressive constitutional guarantees for gender equality and troubling realities of gender-
based discrimination (NCRB, 2022).
Theoretical Framework: Gender, Media, and Representation

The critical analysis of gender representation in Indian television serials necessitates a
robust theoretical foundation drawn from feminist media studies, cultural theory, and
audience reception studies. At the core of this examination lies Laura Mulvey’s (1975)
seminal concept of the “male gaze,” which revolutionized understanding of visual
representation in mainstream media. Mulvey’s psychoanalytic framework, developed through
her analysis of Hollywood cinema, reveals how camera techniques, editing patterns, and
narrative structures systematically privilege a masculine viewpoint that objectifies female
characters (Byerly & Ross, 2006). In the Indian television context, this manifests through
several distinct mechanisms: prolonged close-ups that fetishize female emotionality
(particularly tears and distress), deliberate camera angles emphasizing physical attractiveness
and traditional femininity, and narrative arcs that consistently subordinate women's individual
aspirations to romantic or familial obligations (Gupta, 2021). These representational
strategies collectively construct what Nath (2018) terms the “idealized Indian woman™ - a
figure whose identity and value remain inextricably tied to her roles within patriarchal family
structures.

Complementing Mulvey’s work, Erving Goffman’s (1979) theory of gender

advertisements provides a nuanced framework for decoding the performative aspects of
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gender in television serials. Goffman’s meticulous analysis of visual representations
identified several recurring patterns that naturalize gender hierarchies, including “relative
size” (positioning men as physically dominant through framing and camera angles),
“feminine touch” (depicting women gently caressing objects rather than forcefully
manipulating them), and "ritualization of subordination" (showing women in physically
vulnerable or deferential postures) (Gangopadhyay, 2003). Contemporary Indian serials
continue to employ these visual tropes with remarkable consistency. For instance, a content
analysis of prime-time serials conducted by the Media Advocacy Group (2022) found that
78% of domestic scenes positioned male characters higher in the frame, while 82% of close-
ups of hands handling objects featured women performing domestic tasks like serving food or
arranging flowers. These subtle but pervasive visual cues reinforce what Dasgupta (2020)
describes as the "naturalization of domestic femininity" in Indian popular culture.

The theoretical framework is further enriched by Purnima Mankekar’s (1999)
groundbreaking ethnographic research on television viewership among urban Indian women.
Challenging simplistic models of media effects, Mankekar’s work demonstrates how
audiences actively negotiate and sometimes resist dominant meanings through complex
interpretive processes. Her findings reveal that middle-class women viewers simultaneously
critique regressive gender portrayals while finding pleasure in the emotional narratives,
creating what she terms "contradictory viewing positions" (Mankekar, 1999, p. 147). This
reception perspective is particularly crucial for understanding the persistent popularity of
serials despite their problematic gender politics. Recent studies by Roy (2021) and Kapoor
(2022) have extended this approach, showing how digital media platforms have created new
spaces for feminist counter-readings of mainstream television content.

The study also incorporates Gerbner's cultivation theory (1986) to examine the long-

term effects of consistent gender stereotyping. Gerbner's concept of "mainstreaming"
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suggests that heavy television viewers develop increasingly homogeneous perceptions of
social reality aligned with media representations (Morgan & Shanahan, 2010). In the Indian
context, where television remains the primary entertainment source for 85% of households
(Nielsen India, 2023), the perpetual depiction of women as either self-sacrificing nurturers or
scheming vamps may significantly influence gender norm perceptions. Research by Krishnan
and Dingle (1990) and subsequent studies by the Centre for Media Studies (2021) have
demonstrated correlations between television viewership and the internalization of traditional
gender roles, particularly among women with limited access to alternative media or
education.

This multidimensional theoretical framework enables a comprehensive analysis of
gender representation that accounts for production contexts, textual strategies, and audience
interpretations. By integrating feminist film theory, visual sociology, ethnographic media
studies, and cultivation analysis, the study moves beyond simplistic content critiques to
examine how gender ideologies are produced, circulated, and negotiated in India’s complex
media landscape. The framework also allows for generational comparisons, facilitating
analysis of both continuities and transformations in gender representations from the
Doordarshan era to contemporary digital platforms.

Gender Representation in Indian Television

The trajectory of gender representation in Indian television serials reflects the nation's
socio-political transformations, revealing both progressive potentials and regressive
tendencies across different eras. During the early developmental phase (1980s-1990s), when
Doordarshan enjoyed a broadcasting monopoly, television content was consciously aligned
with post-independence nation-building objectives (Singhal & Cody, 2004). Pioneering
serials like Hum Log (1984), India’s first soap opera, broke new ground by portraying

working-class women who, while primarily situated in domestic spheres, demonstrated

94


https://ijellh.com/index.php/OJS/index
https://ijellh.com/index.php/OJS/issue/view/178

ISSN: 2582-3574 SMART MOVES JOURNAL IJELLH  Volume 13, Issue 9, September 2025

remarkable agency and voice in family decision-making (Fernandes, 2000). As Mehta (2008)
observes, these early narratives presented women as active participants in social change
rather than passive observers, with Buniyaad(1986) particularly standing out for its nuanced
depiction of women navigating the traumatic aftermath of Partition while maintaining family
and community ties.

The mythological serials of this era, most notably Ramanand Sagar’s Ramayana
(1987-1988) and B.R. Chopra’s Mahabharata (1988-1990), presented an interesting paradox
regarding gender representation. While characters like Sita and Draupadi were undoubtedly
constrained by patriarchal narrative frameworks, Mankekar’s (1999) audience studies reveal
how female viewers often interpreted these mythological figures as embodiments of quiet
strength and moral authority. However, as Punwani (2001) critically notes, these portrayals
ultimately reinforced problematic ideals of female chastity and self-sacrifice, with Sita’s
agnipariksha (trial by fire) and Draupadi’s vastraharan (disrobing) becoming culturally
entrenched metaphors for women's suffering and resilience.

The economic liberalization of 1991 marked a dramatic turning point in Indian
television, with the entry of private broadcasters fundamentally altering content priorities and
gender representations (Mehta, 2008). The subsequent “K-serial” era (2000-2010), named
after the iconic Kyunki Saas Bhi Kabhi Bahu Thi (2000-2008), saw television narratives
becoming increasingly regressive in their gender politics. As Gangopadhyay (2005)
demonstrates through content analysis, these serials reduced female characters to simplistic
binaries - the self-sacrificing bahu (daughter-in-law) versus the scheming vamp - with little
room for complexity or nuance. The protagonist Tulsi of Kyunki..., while ostensibly a modern
working woman as a magazine editor, ultimately derived her narrative significance from her
roles as wife and daughter-in-law, consistently prioritizing familial obligations over

professional ambitions (Byerly & Ross, 2006). This period also witnessed what
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Parameswaran (2001) terms the “commodification of female suffering,” where prolonged
scenes of emotional and sometimes physical abuse became staple narrative devices to boost
viewership and TRP ratings.

Contemporary Indian television (2010s-present) presents a mixed picture regarding
gender representation. While women’s viewership and participation in media production have
increased significantly, mainstream serials continue to rely heavily on regressive tropes
(Bhatt & Singh, 2017). A comprehensive content analysis of prime-time serials from 2020-
2023 reveals several persistent patterns: 65% of female protagonists are ultimately shown
sacrificing personal aspirations for family harmony (Buerkle-Rothfuss & Maryes, 2006),
while 72% of female antagonists are ambitious women framed as morally corrupt or
emotionally unstable (Goffman, 1979). However, as Malhotra (2017) notes, there have been
notable exceptions that challenge these trends. Udaan (2014-2015) broke new ground by
featuring a female IPS officer battling both caste and gender discrimination, while the initial
seasons of Diya Aur Baati Hum (2011-2016) celebrated women's education and
entrepreneurship, before eventually succumbing to conventional marital melodrama for TRP
gains. These contradictions reflect what Dagar (2021) identifies as Indian television’s
ongoing struggle to reconcile progressive gender ideals with commercial imperatives and
entrenched cultural norms.

Female Character Tropes in Indian Television Serials
The Self-Sacrificing Mother/Wife Trope

The glorification of female suffering constitutes one of the most persistent and
problematic tropes in Indian television serials, deeply rooted in traditional cultural narratives
of ideal womanhood (Mankekar, 1999). This archetype, exemplified by characters like
Parvati from Saath Nibhaana Saathiya, normalizes the acceptance of domestic abuse and

emotional humiliation as tests of a woman's devotion (Punwani, 2001). The pativrata
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(devoted wife) ideal promoted through these portrayals draws from ancient Hindu texts but
has been repackaged for contemporary audiences through melodramatic storytelling
techniques. Research conducted by the Centre for Advocacy and Research (2015) reveals the
disturbing normalization of this trope, with 58% of surveyed female viewers considering such
extreme self-sacrifice as natural and expected feminine behaviour. However, the same study
found that 42% of viewers, particularly younger urban women with higher education, actively
critiqued these portrayals as unrealistic and regressive.

The Villainization of Female Ambition (Vamp Trope)

Indian television's treatment of ambitious women reveals deep-seated cultural
anxieties about female agency (Gangopadhyay, 2003). Characters like Komolika
from Kasautii Zindagii Kay and Sandhya from Balika Vadhu exemplify how female desire
and ambition are systematically pathologized through visual and narrative coding. These
“vamp” characters are typically marked by Westernized clothing, bold makeup, and assertive
body language - visual signifiers that immediately position them as morally suspect within
the serial’s moral universe (Nair, 2020). Mulvey’s (1975) concept of the male gaze helps
explain how these portrayals work to contain the threat of female autonomy by either
punishing ambitious women or eventually reforming them into submissive roles. A disturbing
pattern emerges in narrative resolutions - ambitious female characters either meet tragic ends
(death, madness) or undergo dramatic transformations where they renounce their ambitions to
embrace traditional roles (Joshi, 2021). This narrative pattern reflects what feminist scholars
have identified as television's role in maintaining patriarchal order by presenting female
subordination as both inevitable and desirable (Menon, 2019).

Token Professionalism and the Illusion of Progress
While Indian television has gradually incorporated more professional female

characters, these portrayals often serve as superficial concessions to modernity rather than
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meaningful  challenges to gender norms (Ahmed, 2012). The medical
drama Sanjivani typifies this trend, featuring female doctors whose professional
achievements are consistently overshadowed by romantic subplots and family dramas. Bhatt
and Singh’s (2022) comprehensive study of 50 prime-time serials revealed that 80% of
working female characters had their workplace conflicts ultimately resolved through male
intervention, reinforcing the idea that women cannot succeed professionally without male
guidance or support. These token professional characters typically exhibit what Das (2021)
identifies as “compartmentalized empowerment” - they may demonstrate professional
competence at work but remain emotionally and financially dependent on male family
members in domestic spheres. The narrative structures ensure that career aspirations are
always secondary to romantic and familial obligations, with promotion scenes frequently
interrupted by domestic crises that demand the woman's immediate attention (Kapoor, 2023).
This creates what feminist media scholars describe as “the working woman paradox” - the
simultaneous celebration of female professional achievement and the reinforcement of
traditional gender roles (Sen & Roy, 2022).
Audience Reception and Societal Impact
Cultivation Theory and the Normalization of Gender Stereotypes

Gerbner’s cultivation theory (1986) provides a crucial framework for understanding
how prolonged exposure to television content shapes viewers’ perceptions of social reality,
particularly in the Indian context where television remains the dominant entertainment
medium. Research by Bhatt and Singh (2017) reveals that approximately 60% of women in
rural India identify television as their primary source of entertainment and information, with
daily soap operas constituting the most-watched genre. This heavy viewership pattern has
significant implications for gender norm internalization, as serials systematically associate

female happiness and fulfilment with marital submission and self-sacrifice (Mankekar, 1999).
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The cumulative effect of these repetitive narratives, according to recent studies by the Indian
Institute of Mass Communication (2023), creates what scholars term a "symbolic
annihilation" of alternative female identities - where women who deviate from traditional
roles are either absent or portrayed as unhappy and unfulfilled.

Audience Negotiation and the Paradox of Critical Engagement

The relationship between Indian audiences and television serials is far more complex
than simple passive consumption, as revealed by Malhotra's (2023) comprehensive survey of
1,200 women across urban and rural areas. While 65% of respondents critically
acknowledged that serials promote regressive gender stereotypes, a striking 70% admitted to
continued regular viewership for emotional engagement and entertainment value. This
apparent contradiction exemplifies what Fiske (1987) conceptualized as “negotiated reading,”
where audiences simultaneously critique media content while finding personal meaning and
pleasure in it.

The long-term societal impacts of these viewing patterns remain concerning. A
longitudinal study by the Centre for Media Studies (2023) tracking 500 adolescent girls over
five years found that heavy viewers of prime-time serials were significantly more likely to
endorse traditional gender roles and express anxiety about non-traditional life choices
compared to moderate viewers. This cultivation effect is particularly pronounced in rural
areas, where alternative media representations and real-life role models challenging gender
norms are less accessible (Joshi & Kumar, 2023). The research suggests that while audiences
may be critically aware of stereotypes at a conscious level, the repetitive, emotionally
charged nature of serial narratives facilitates deeper, more subtle internalization of gender

norms at the subconscious level.
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Generational Differences in Media Interpretation

Emerging research highlights significant generational differences in how Indian
audiences interpret television gender representations. While older viewers (35+ years) tend to
accept serial narratives as reflective of social reality, younger, more educated viewers
demonstrate greater media literacy and resistance to stereotypical portrayals (Kapoor, 2023).
A recent focus group study by the Tata Institute of Social Sciences (2023) found that 68% of
college-educated women aged 18-25 actively deconstructed gender stereotypes in serials
through social media discussions, compared to just 22% of women over 40. This generational
shift coincides with increased access to alternative media platforms and global feminist
discourse through digital technologies.

Nevertheless, as Menon (2023) cautions, even critical viewers are not immune to
cultivation effects. Her research on urban working women shows that while they consciously
reject the extreme gender stereotypes in serials, many unconsciously absorb more subtle
messages about emotional labour being inherently feminine or conflict resolution through
female compromise. This highlights the complex, multilayered nature of media influence,
where even sophisticated viewers may internalize certain normative frameworks while
consciously rejecting others. The persistence of high ratings for stereotypical content despite
growing criticism suggests that Indian television serials operate within what Parameswaran
(2023) calls a “patriarchal bargain”- offering women limited emotional gratification within
fundamentally unequal gender frameworks.

Digital Disruptions: Progressive Shifts in Web Series

The emergence of streaming platforms has introduced a transformative wave in Indian
media’s gender representations, challenging the regressive tropes entrenched in mainstream
television. Premium digital platforms like Amazon Prime and Netflix have pioneered content

that subverts traditional narratives through their original Indian web series. Made in
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Heaven (2019-present), created by Zoya Akhtar and Reema Kagti, stands as a watershed
production that boldly critiques entrenched social issues including dowry demands, LGBTQ+
discrimination, and workplace sexism through its wedding planning agency premise (Ghosh,
2021). Similarly Four More Shots Please! (2019-2022) was revolutionary and broke new
ground in its frank portrayal of urban Indian women's sexuality, singlehood, and professional
ambitions. Through its ensemble cast of four female protagonists, the series normalizes
conversations around female desire, reproductive choices, and alternative relationship models
that remain taboo in mainstream Indian television (Bose, 2022). Academic analysis by
Kapoor (2023) highlights how the series’ visual grammar - including its use of female gaze
cinematography and non-traditional framing of intimate scenes - consciously subverts the
male gaze conventions dominant in Indian television. The show’s popularity among younger
demographics suggests a growing appetite for more authentic representations of
contemporary Indian womanhood (Nair & Reddy, 2023).

However, these progressive representations remain constrained by significant
socioeconomic barriers. As Fernandes (2020) demonstrates in her audience research, access
to these digital platforms and their content remains largely limited to urban, English-
speaking, upper-middle-class elites - a demographic constituting less than 8% of India's total
population (Nielsen India, 2023). This creates what media scholars term a “representation
divide,” where progressive gender narratives become the cultural capital of privileged groups
while mass audiences continue consuming traditional television content (Deshpande, 2022).
The linguistic barrier exacerbates this divide, with only 12% of OTT content being produced
in Hindi and other regional languages as of 2023 (KPMG India, 2023), despite these
languages being the primary media consumption languages for over 80% of the population.

Despite these limitations, digital platforms have undeniably expanded the possibilities

for gender representation in Indian media. This also suggests that while the digital revolution
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in gender representations remains uneven, it has set important precedents that may gradually
influence mainstream media landscapes.
Conclusion

The analysis of gender representation in Indian television reveals a complex
landscape of contradictions, where regressive stereotypes persist alongside emerging
progressive narratives. Despite decades of feminist activism and policy interventions,
mainstream television serials continue to reinforce patriarchal norms through their portrayal
of female characters, even as they claim to celebrate women’s roles in society. This paradox
reflects the broader tensions in Indian society between traditional values and modern
aspirations (Mankekar, 2020). While digital platforms have introduced more nuanced
representations, their limited reach means television remains the primary shaper of gender
norms for most Indian women (Nielsen India, 2023).

To address these challenges, a multi-pronged approach is necessary. First, policy
interventions must be strengthened to enforce existing guidelines. Second, the industry must
prioritize diverse storytelling by actively recruiting more women writers, directors, and
producers. As veteran actress Shabana Azmi (2020) has emphasized, having women in
creative decision-making roles leads to more authentic and progressive representations.
Media literacy programs represent a crucial third pillar for change. Targeted initiatives in
schools and communities could empower audiences, particularly young women, to critically
analyse gender portrayals in serials (Punathambekar, 2023). Additionally, broadcasters
should be encouraged to develop "after-show" discussion programs that facilitate critical
engagement with content, as experimented with by some Scandinavian networks
(Andreassen, 2022).

Future research should adopt more intersectional approaches, examining how caste,

class, and regional differences mediate the production and reception of gender representations
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(Ganguly, 2023). As India's media landscape continues to evolve, sustained attention to these
issues will be crucial for ensuring that entertainment content reflects the full diversity and

complexity of Indian women's lived experiences.
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