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Abstract 

This study examines the transformation of gender representation in contemporary Malayalam cinema, 

focusing on femininity, masculinity, and everyday lived experiences of women. Drawing on feminist 

film theory and cultural studies, the paper analyses how recent films challenge traditional stereotypes 

and reconstruct women’s agency and subjectivity. The study engages with the concept of the male gaze 

and representation theory to understand ideological shifts in cinematic narratives. Through qualitative 

textual analysis of selected films, the paper argues that Malayalam cinema has moved from portraying 

women as passive subjects to active agents, while also redefining masculinity. The findings suggest that 

cinema plays a significant role in reshaping social attitudes and contributing to gender discourse in 

contemporary society. 
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1. Introduction 

In recent years, Malayalam cinema has undergone a significant transformation, distinguishing itself from 

other Indian film industries through its nuanced engagement with gender representation. This 

transformation is particularly evident in the way women are portrayed—not merely as supporting 

characters but as central figures with agency, emotional depth, and narrative significance. 

Historically, cinema has functioned as both a reflection of societal values and a medium that shapes 

those values. In the context of Malayalam cinema, earlier representations often reinforced patriarchal 

norms, positioning women within limited roles such as mothers, wives, or romantic interests. However, 

contemporary films challenge these representations, offering alternative narratives that foreground 

women’s lived experiences and subjectivity. 

This study explores how Malayalam cinema reconfigures femininity and masculinity by engaging with 

feminist film theory and cultural studies. It examines the shift from objectification to agency and 

analyses how cinema contributes to broader social transformations. 

 

2. Literature Review 

Scholarly discussions on gender representation in cinema have largely been shaped by feminist film 

theory, which critically examines how women are portrayed and how visual narratives reinforce power 

structures. Early foundational work by Laura Mulvey (1975) introduced the concept of the male gaze, 

arguing that mainstream cinema positions women as objects of visual pleasure. This perspective has 

influenced subsequent studies on representation, spectatorship, and gender politics in film. 
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Building on this, Simone de Beauvoir (1949) conceptualized women as the “Other,” highlighting how 

femininity is socially constructed in opposition to masculinity. This idea is crucial in understanding how 

cinema historically defined female identity through male-centered narratives. Similarly, Judith Butler’s 

(1990) theory of gender performativity suggests that gender is not a fixed identity but is repeatedly 

constructed through performance, making it a useful framework for analyzing changing representations 

in contemporary films. 

In the field of cultural studies, Stuart Hall (1997) emphasizes that representation is not merely reflective 

but constitutive of reality. Media texts actively produce meaning and shape cultural ideologies. 

Malayalam cinema, therefore, can be understood as a site where gender identities are negotiated and 

redefined. 

In the Indian context, much of the existing research focuses on Bollywood, often overlooking regional 

cinemas. However, Malayalam cinema has gained attention for its realism and socially relevant 

narratives. Recent scholarship has begun to explore its engagement with gender, but there remains a gap 

in analyzing how contemporary films reconstruct femininity and masculinity simultaneously. This study 

addresses this gap by focusing on both everyday femininity and shifting masculine identities. 

 

3. Theoretical Framework 

This study is grounded in feminist film theory, cultural studies, and gender theory. The concept of the 

male gaze explains how traditional cinema positions women as objects of visual pleasure. In contrast, 

contemporary films disrupt this gaze by presenting women as subjects with agency. 

Representation theory provides a framework for understanding how media constructs meaning. Cinema 

does not merely reflect reality but actively shapes it by producing and circulating ideas about gender. 

The concept of hegemonic masculinity is also central to this study. It explains how dominant forms of 

masculinity maintain gender hierarchies. Contemporary films challenge this by presenting alternative 

masculinities based on equality and emotional openness. 

 

4. Methodology 

This study adopts a qualitative research approach based on textual analysis. Selected Malayalam films 

are analyzed to understand how gender representation has evolved over time. The analysis focuses on 

character construction, narrative structure, and thematic elements related to femininity and masculinity. 

Films are selected based on their relevance to gender discourse and their impact on audiences. The study 

examines both earlier films and contemporary works to identify shifts in representation. 

 

5. Historical Representation of Women in Malayalam Cinema 

In earlier phases of Malayalam cinema, women were predominantly portrayed as secondary characters. 

Their identities were defined in relation to male protagonists, and they were often confined to domestic 

roles. These representations reflected broader societal norms that emphasized female dependency and 

obedience. 

Female characters often lacked narrative depth and were rarely given independent storylines. In many 

cases, they were objectified or reduced to symbolic roles. Such portrayals reinforced patriarchal 

ideologies and limited the scope of female representation. 

However, certain filmmakers challenged these norms by presenting more complex female characters. 

These representations, although progressive, were not always widely accepted by audiences. 

http://www.ijfmr.com/


 

International Journal for Multidisciplinary Research (IJFMR) 
 

E-ISSN: 2582-2160   ●   Website: www.ijfmr.com       ●   Email: editor@ijfmr.com 

 

IJFMR260483878 Volume 8, Issue 4, July-August 2026 3 

 

6. Transformation in Contemporary Cinema 

Contemporary Malayalam cinema has witnessed a significant shift in the portrayal of women. Female 

characters are now depicted as independent individuals with their own desires, struggles, and identities. 

This shift reflects broader social changes and a growing awareness of gender equality. 

Films increasingly focus on women’s experiences and perspectives, challenging traditional stereotypes. 

These narratives highlight issues such as domestic labor, autonomy, and self-realization. 

 

7. Femininity in Everyday Life 

The representation of femininity in everyday life is closely tied to domestic labor, emotional work, and 

lived experiences that often remain invisible. Contemporary Malayalam cinema has increasingly fore 

grounded these aspects, bringing attention to the repetitive and unrecognized labor performed by 

women. 

Films like The Great Indian Kitchen present domestic space as a site of oppression, where routine tasks 

such as cooking and cleaning become symbols of gender inequality. The film uses repetition and visual 

detail to emphasize the physical and emotional exhaustion of the female protagonist. This aligns with 

feminist critiques of unpaid domestic labour, which argue that such work is systematically undervalued 

despite being essential to social functioning. 

Similarly, Veruthe Oru Bharya highlights the everyday struggles of a housewife, focusing on her lack of 

recognition within the family structure. While the film presents a critical perspective, its reception 

reflects the societal mindset of its time, where domestic responsibilities were normalized as women’s 

duty. 

From the perspective of representation theory, these films do not merely depict reality but actively 

participate in reshaping it. By making invisible labour visible, they challenge audiences to reconsider 

established norms and contribute to changing attitudes toward gender roles 

 

8. Femininity and Masculinity 

Femininity and masculinity are socially constructed and vary across time and culture. Earlier 

representations reinforced rigid gender roles, with men portrayed as dominant and women as 

submissive. 

Contemporary films challenge these constructions by presenting more fluid and dynamic identities. 

Women are portrayed as independent and assertive, while men are shown as supportive and emotionally 

expressive. 

 

9. Case Study Analysis 

To further understand the transformation of gender representation, this study examines selected 

contemporary films as case studies. 

The Great Indian Kitchen presents a powerful critique of patriarchy through its focus on domestic 

labour. The absence of dramatic narrative devices shifts attention to the everyday, emphasizing how 

oppression operates through routine practices. The film rejects the traditional male gaze by centering the 

female experience and denying voyeuristic pleasure. 

Jaya Jaya Jaya Jaya Hey explores the transformation of a submissive woman into an assertive individual. 

The narrative arc reflects Judith Butler’s concept of performativity, as the protagonist gradually 
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reconstructs her identity through resistance. The film also redefines masculinity by exposing toxic 

behavior and encouraging change. 

Ullozhukku offers a nuanced portrayal of emotional complexity, focusing on relationships between 

women and their capacity for decision-making. The film moves beyond binary representations of good 

and bad, presenting characters with depth and ambiguity. 

These films collectively demonstrate a shift from objectification to subjectivity, highlighting the 

evolving nature of gender representation in Malayalam cinema. 

 

10. Discussion 

The transformation of gender representation in Malayalam cinema reflects broader socio-cultural 

changes. The shift from passive female characters to active agents indicates a growing awareness of 

gender equality. 

Cinema functions as both a reflective and transformative medium. By presenting alternative narratives, it 

challenges dominant ideologies and encourages audiences to rethink established norms. The redefinition 

of masculinity further contributes to this shift, promoting more inclusive and equitable relationships. 

 

11. Conclusion 

In conclusion, contemporary Malayalam cinema has significantly redefined femininity and masculinity. 

By challenging traditional stereotypes and presenting complex characters, these films contribute to a 

more inclusive understanding of gender. 

The shift from dependency to autonomy highlights the evolving role of cinema in shaping social 

consciousness. 
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