A\

ITIJELS

International Journal of English Literature and Social Sciences
Vol-10, Issue-6; Nov-Dec, 2025

G Peer-Reviewed Journal P
Journal Home Page Available: https://ijels.com/ >
Journal DOI: 10.22161/ijels -

1

j\u‘

Media’s Transformation in the Post-Nirbhaya Era:
Reimagining Gender and Nation in Contemporary Hindi

Cinema
Elia Mahmood

Advance Centre of women'’s studies
Email: emahmood090@gmail.com

Received: 17 Oct 2025; Received in revised form: 15 Nov 2025; Accepted: 20 Nov 2025; Available online: 25 Nov 2025
©2025 The Author(s). Published by Infogain Publication. This is an open-access article under the CC BY license

(https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).

Abstract— The 2012 Nirbhaya case marked a watershed moment in India’s gender discourse, triggering a E.;"*;!';»!;E
" H

paradigm shift in both journalistic and cinematic narratives. This study explores how the post-Nirbhaya
decade (2011-2020) transformed the representation of gender and nation across Indian media,
particularly Hindi cinema. Drawing upon feminist media theory and postcolonial gender perspectives, the
paper investigates how public outrage and social media activism reshaped the narrative frameworks of

mainstream entertainment and news. Through textual analysis of selected films—including Kahaani
(2012), Queen (2014), Piku (2015), Raazi (2018), and Thappad (2020)—the study highlights the
emergence of women-centric narratives that challenge patriarchal norms and foreground female

subjectivity. Concurrently, evolving portrayals of masculinity reflect a gradual move toward emotional
sensitivity and gender equality. The findings suggest that post-2011 media discourses signify a
transformative shift: from sensationalized victimhood to empowered agency, and from gendered

nationalism to inclusive citizenship. By situating these transformations within the broader socio-political
context of digital activism and neoliberal reform, the paper argues that the post-Nirbhaya era represents a

crucial cultural reorientation in India’s media ecosystem.

Keywords— Nirbhaya Case, Gender Representation, Feminist Media, Hindi Cinema, Masculinity, OTT

Platforms, Digital Feminism

L. INTRODUCTION

The 2012 Delhi gang rape, widely known as the Nirbhaya
case, catalyzed an unprecedented public reckoning in
India’s social consciousness. It not only exposed the deep-
rooted gender violence within society but also compelled
media institutions—both news and entertainment—to
reevaluate their representational practices. The case ignited
nationwide protests, intensified debates on women’s
safety, and brought the politics of gender, justice, and
representation to the forefront of public discourse. The
magnitude of the event and its emotional resonance led to
significant changes in media ethics, narrative framing, and
cultural production, inaugurating what may be termed the
“post-Nirbhaya era” in Indian media.

In the immediate aftermath, both print and electronic
media faced criticism for sensationalizing sexual violence
and objectifying survivors. However, public backlash and
the rise of digital activism prompted a gradual shift toward
more sensitive and responsible reportage. The language of
victimhood gave way to discourses of empowerment and
resistance. Survivors, activists, and scholars increasingly
occupied visible media spaces, reframing narratives of
gendered violence through empathy and accountability.
This transformation extended beyond the news domain
into entertainment media, where Bollywood’s mainstream
narratives began to mirror evolving feminist sensibilities.

During the 2010s, Indian cinema experienced a noticeable
departure from formulaic, patriarchal storytelling. Films
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such as The Dirty Picture (2011), Kahaani (2012), Queen
(2014), and Piku (2015) foregrounded female protagonists
who displayed independence, self-reflection, and moral
complexity. This narrative turn corresponded with larger
societal movements, including the MeToo campaign and
#HappyToBleed, which amplified women’s voices through
social media. These new cultural articulations collectively
contributed to dismantling the binary of the “ideal Indian
woman” versus the “modern woman,” instead portraying
women as multidimensional individuals negotiating
agency within and beyond patriarchal frameworks.

Simultaneously, this period witnessed the emergence of
new masculinities. The archetype of the aggressive,
dominating male hero gave way to more introspective
portrayals. Male characters began to display emotional
vulnerability and supportive behavior, as seen in films
such as Pink (2016), Ki and Ka (2016), and Badhaai Ho
(2018). These shifts signify a growing public readiness to
accept alternative masculinities aligned with empathy and
gender parity.

Technological transformations further accelerated these
narrative evolutions. The proliferation of smartphones,
social media, and over-the-top (OTT) streaming platforms
democratized access to both content and commentary. The
online environment enabled diverse audiences—especially
younger viewers and women—to engage with feminist
discourses and challenge regressive media portrayals. OTT
platforms such as Netflix, Amazon Prime, and Hotstar
introduced new genres and creators, allowing for the
emergence of women filmmakers and gender-sensitive
storytelling. Consequently, the intersection of digital
technology and feminist activism has redefined the media
landscape, creating new spaces for inclusive representation
and public debate.

This paper seeks to analyze how the post-Nirbhaya period
reconfigured the intertwined narratives of gender and
nation in Hindi cinema. It examines how shifting social
realities, feminist interventions, and technological
advancements collectively shaped cinematic storytelling.
The central argument posits that the Nirbhaya incident
acted as a socio-cultural catalyst, transforming media from
a site of patriarchal reproduction into a potential
instrument of empowerment. By employing feminist
media theory and textual analysis, the study situates post-
2011 Hindi films within the larger framework of nation-
building, neoliberal modernity, and digital activism.
Ultimately, this paper underscores that the post-Nirbhaya
media transformation represents not merely a change in
representation but a rearticulation of cultural values,
signaling a gradual yet profound reimagining of gendered
citizenship in contemporary India.

Media’s Transformation in the Post-Nirbhaya Era: Reimagining Gender and Nation in Contemporary

II. RESEARCH OBJECTIVES

1. To analyze the transformation of media discourse and
cinematic representation of gender in India following
the 2012 Nirbhaya case.

2. To examine how post-2011 Hindi cinema reconstructs
the relationship between gender and the nation
through women-centric narratives and redefined
masculinities.

3. To explore the role of digital media and social
activism in shaping new feminist discourses and
public engagement with gender justice.

4. To interpret how cinematic narratives reflect broader
socio-political and cultural changes in post-Nirbhaya
India.

I11. RESEARCH QUESTION

1. How did the Nirbhaya case act as a catalyst for
change in media ethics, narrative practices, and
gender representation in India?

2.  In what ways do post-Nirbhaya Hindi films portray
female agency and reconfigure notions of
nationalism and citizenship?

3. How are masculinities negotiated and redefined
within the gendered narratives of post-2011
Bollywood cinema?

4.  What is the role of digital media platforms and
feminist movements in influencing cinematic
storytelling and public reception of gender
narratives?

Iv. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

The analysis in this paper is grounded in feminist media
theory, postcolonial gender studies, and theories of nation
and representation. These frameworks collectively
illuminate how cinema, as both an ideological apparatus
and cultural text, participates in shaping and contesting
gendered constructions of national identity.

Laura Mulvey’s (1975) foundational essay “Visual
Pleasure and Narrative Cinema” introduced the concept of
the male gaze, asserting that mainstream cinema privileges
male spectatorship and objectifies women as passive
subjects of visual pleasure. This perspective remains
pertinent to Bollywood, where female characters have
historically been portrayed through patriarchal and
heteronormative  lenses. = However,  contemporary
scholarship extends Mulvey’s analysis by exploring the
female gaze—a mode of representation that centers
women’s perspectives, experiences, and emotional
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subjectivity. The female gaze reorients spectatorship,
transforming women from aesthetic objects into narrative
agents.

In the context of postcolonial India, feminist scholars such
as Nira Yuval-Davis (1997), Partha Chatterjee (1989), and
Rajeswari Sunder Rajan (2003) have argued that women
occupy a symbolic position in the nationalist
imagination—as bearers of tradition, purity, and morality.
Within this paradigm, women’s bodies and behaviors
become metaphors for the nation’s honor. Hindi cinema, as
a cultural institution, has historically reinforced these
associations, producing images of women as embodiments
of the “ideal Indian woman” (the Bharatiya nari) or as
moral anchors for the patriarchal family. However, the
post-Nirbhaya period disrupts this continuity by
reimagining women as autonomous individuals rather than
symbolic extensions of the nation-state.

Postcolonial feminist theory also foregrounds the
intersectionality of gender, class, and nation. Chandra
Talpade Mohanty (2003) critiques Western feminist
universalism and emphasizes the need to analyze local
gender formations within specific historical and cultural
contexts. The “new woman” of post-2011 Bollywood
embodies this intersectional complexity: she is urban,
educated, mobile, and transnational, negotiating multiple
layers of identity and power. Films like Queen (2014),
Raazi (2018), and Thappad (2020) articulate such hybrid
subjectivities, illustrating how feminist discourse in Indian
cinema is entangled with globalization, neoliberalism, and
cultural modernity.

Simultaneously, theories of the nation and nationalism,
particularly those of Benedict Anderson (1983) and Ernest
Gellner (1983), provide an important backdrop.
Anderson’s notion of the nation as an “imagined
community” is especially relevant to media and cinema, as
both function as instruments that enable citizens to
imagine a shared identity. In the post-Nirbhaya era, this
imagined community undergoes reconfiguration—no
longer centered solely on patriarchal ideals, but
increasingly informed by discourses of justice, gender
equality, and digital activism. Cinema thus becomes a site
where the narrative of the nation is continually negotiated,
contested, and rearticulated through gendered lenses.

Together, these theoretical approaches—feminist media
theory, postcolonial feminism, and nationalism studies—
enable a nuanced understanding of how Hindi cinema
participates in the cultural reconstruction of gender and
nation in the digital, post-Nirbhaya context.

Media’s Transformation in the Post-Nirbhaya Era: Reimagining Gender and Nation in Contemporary

V. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

This study employs qualitative textual analysis as its
primary methodological tool, a well-established approach
in media and film studies for interpreting meanings
embedded within visual and narrative texts. Textual
analysis allows for a critical reading of filmic elements
such as plot, character development, dialogue, mise-en-
sceéne, and cinematic aesthetics to uncover how gender and
national identities are constructed, deconstructed, or
negotiated.

The period of analysis (2011-2020) was chosen
deliberately to capture the decade following the Nirbhaya
case, during which both social activism and digital
transformation profoundly influenced Indian media
production and consumption. The films selected for
analysis—Kahaani (2012), Queen (2014), Piku (2015),
Raazi (2018), Thappad (2020), and Chhapaak (2020)—
were identified based on three key criteria:

e Thematic relevance: Each film engages directly
with gender, power, and social change.

e  Cultural impact: These films received significant
critical or popular attention for their portrayal of
women’s agency.

e Chronological representation: Together, they span
the decade of socio-political transformation that
defines the post-Nirbhaya era.

The analysis involves both narrative interpretation and
discourse analysis. Narrative interpretation focuses on how
stories are told—what perspectives dominate, whose
voices are heard or silenced, and how cinematic structure
reflects shifting gender politics. Discourse analysis situates
these narratives within broader cultural and ideological
contexts, examining how cinematic language interacts with
media debates, feminist movements, and nationalist
discourses circulating in society.

In addition, the study acknowledges the influence of
digital media ecologies—the emergence of OTT platforms,
social media dialogues, and online feminist campaigns—as
crucial contexts that shape both production and reception.
Audience engagement, particularly through online
platforms, has become a critical site where meanings of
gender and justice are negotiated in real time.

This methodology does not seek to produce statistical
generalizations but to generate interpretive insights into
how cinema mirrors and mediates India’s evolving gender
politics. By reading these films as cultural texts situated
within the socio-political aftermath of the Nirbhaya case,
the paper illuminates how Bollywood contributes to the
ongoing redefinition of gendered citizenship, public
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morality, and national imagination in twenty-first-century
India.

VI ANALYSIS: MEDIA AND CINEMATIC SHIFTS

AFTER NIRBHAYA
The Post-Nirbhaya Media Ecosystem

The Nirbhaya case of 2012 marked a profound rupture in
India’s media landscape, redefining both the ethics of
journalism and the grammar of popular storytelling. Prior
to this incident, mainstream coverage of gender-based
violence often relied on sensationalism, victim-blaming,
and voyeuristic framing. In the wake of nationwide
protests and unprecedented public outrage, however, news
media faced increasing pressure to shift towards
sensitivity, empathy, and accountability. This shift
signified more than a moral adjustment—it reflected an
epistemological reorientation in how gendered violence
was represented and discussed within the public sphere.

Television and print journalism began incorporating
survivor voices, expert analyses, and feminist perspectives.
Campaigns such as Stop Acid Sale, #HappyToBleed, and
the #MeToo movement subsequently expanded these
conversations, revealing how  digital networks
reconstituted publics around gender justice. Social media
platforms, particularly Twitter and Facebook, enabled
participatory discourse, transforming previously silenced
experiences into collective calls for reform.

The intersection of digital activism and mainstream media
coverage generated what scholars describe as “networked
feminism”—a hybrid public sphere that transcended
institutional gatekeeping (Banet-Weiser, 2018). Within
this space, the language of outrage evolved into the
language of rights. Women were no longer positioned
merely as passive victims of violence but as agents
demanding justice, dignity, and representation. This
discursive evolution directly influenced India’s cinematic
landscape, where the narrative of the nation increasingly
intersected with the politics of gender.

Women-Centric Narratives and the Redefinition of the
Nation

Bollywood’s engagement with gendered nationalism
underwent a significant transformation in the post-
Nirbhaya decade. Earlier portrayals frequently equated
women’s virtue with the nation’s moral integrity, as seen
in classical depictions of the Bharatiya nari. The new
cinematic order, however, began to dismantle this
equation. Films such as Kahaani (2012), Queen (2014),
Piku (2015), Raazi (2018), Thappad (2020), and Chhapaak
(2020) offered female protagonists who are not symbols of

Media’s Transformation in the Post-Nirbhaya Era: Reimagining Gender and Nation in Contemporary

national purity but active participants in shaping India’s
cultural modernity.

In Kahaani, Vidya Bagchi’s journey through Kolkata as a
pregnant woman searching for her missing husband defies
both gender and genre conventions. Her pregnancy,
typically associated with vulnerability, becomes a source
of agency and deception, subverting patriarchal
expectations. Similarly, Queen portrays Rani’s self-
discovery across transnational spaces, where she learns
autonomy and emotional strength outside domestic
boundaries. The film critiques traditional Indian femininity
while embracing cosmopolitan womanhood, suggesting
that empowerment need not entail a rejection of cultural
identity.

In Piku (2015), the eponymous protagonist balances
familial duty with professional independence. Her refusal
to conform to romantic closure—choosing instead to
nurture her relationship with her father—redefines love
and responsibility through an ethical feminist lens. Raazi
(2018) extends this narrative into the geopolitical sphere,
depicting Sehmat as a spy whose patriotic duty and moral
conflict blur the boundaries between loyalty, agency, and
emotional intelligence. Her
nationalism by infusing it with compassion rather than
aggression, contrasting sharply with the masculine
militarism of earlier war films.

character humanizes

Thappad (2020) provides perhaps the most explicit critique
of patriarchal normalization. Centering on a single act of
domestic violence, the film articulates the politics of
everyday sexism. Its protagonist, Amrita, challenges
societal complacency by rejecting the cultural tolerance of
“minor” violence within marriage. In doing so, the film
redefines self-respect as a political act. Chhapaak (2020),
inspired by the life of acid-attack survivor Laxmi Agarwal,
extends this argument by framing resilience and advocacy
as forms of feminist citizenship. Both films situate
personal trauma within collective struggle, illustrating how
cinematic narratives increasingly merge the personal and
political in post-Nirbhaya India.

Collectively, these representations demonstrate a decisive
shift from objectification to subjectivity, from spectacle to
introspection. Female characters now drive the plot rather
than orbit around male protagonists. Their struggles and
triumphs articulate new configurations of national
identity—where the nation is not a patriarchal protector
but a democratic space negotiated through gendered
agency and justice.

Reconfiguring Masculinity: From Dominance to
Empathy

The transformation in women’s portrayals has been
paralleled by an equally significant reimagining of
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masculinity. The aggressive, hypermasculine hero
archetype—epitomized by earlier figures like Vijay in
Deewar or Kabir Singh in more recent years—faces
increasing contestation. Instead, films such as Pink (2016),
Ki and Ka (2016), and Badhaai Ho (2018) depict male
characters who support women’s autonomy and reject
patriarchal entitlement.

In Pink, Amitabh Bachchan’s lawyer articulates a new
moral vocabulary for gender relations through his now-
iconic assertion, “No means no.” His role as an ally, rather
than savior, underscores the need for men to participate in
dismantling misogyny. Similarly, Ki and Ka reverses
traditional gender roles, presenting a male homemaker and
a career-oriented wife as partners in mutual respect.
Badhaai Ho challenges  generational
conservatism and reframes male sensitivity as strength

humorously

rather than weakness.

The rise of actors like Ayushmann Khurrana has been
particularly  instrumental in redefining cinematic
masculinity. His characters in Vicky Donor (2012), Shubh
Mangal Saavdhan (2017), and Bala (2019) openly confront
taboo subjects—fertility, sexuality, and body image—
thereby normalizing male vulnerability. These portrayals
represent what scholars term “inclusive masculinity”
(Anderson, 2009), emphasizing empathy, partnership, and
self-reflection. Such narratives align with the broader
societal shift towards egalitarian gender politics catalyzed
by post-Nirbhaya activism.

The Digital Turn and Changing Viewership

The proliferation of smartphones and Over-the-Top (OTT)
platforms has further democratized access to feminist
narratives. Digital spaces have eroded the monopoly of
traditional  gatekeepers, enabling diverse voices—
particularly directors and  independent
filmmakers—to produce alternative representations.
Platforms like Netflix, Amazon Prime, and Zee5 now host
women-centric series such as Made in Heaven and Four

women

More Shots Please, where female characters navigate
complex moral landscapes.

This digital environment not only diversifies content but
also transforms spectatorship. Viewers engage in dialogic
participation through reviews, social media debates, and
online campaigns, creating a participatory public sphere
around cinematic texts. The audience no longer consumes
passively; it co-constructs meaning. As such, media
transformation in the post-Nirbhaya era must be
understood as both a production and reception
phenomenon, facilitated by new technologies and
empowered audiences.

6.5 Synthesis: Gender, Nation, and Cultural Citizenship

Media’s Transformation in the Post-Nirbhaya Era: Reimagining Gender and Nation in Contemporary

The cumulative impact of these shifts—ethical journalism,
feminist filmmaking, inclusive masculinity, and digital
democratization—signals a profound transformation in the
relationship between gender and nation in Indian media.
Post-Nirbhaya cinema rearticulates the nation not as a
patriarchal guardian but as a plural, inclusive, and
emotionally intelligent community. Female protagonists
emerge as moral and intellectual agents of change, while
male characters learn empathy and accountability.

This evolution represents a new mode of cultural
citizenship—one that recognizes justice, equality, and
respect as central to the idea of nationhood. While
challenges of tokenism and patriarchal backlash persist,
the post-Nirbhaya decade undeniably marks a reawakening
in Indian popular culture. Media, once complicit in
perpetuating gender stereotypes, now increasingly operates
as a site of resistance and renewal—where stories of
courage, autonomy, and solidarity redefine what it means
to be both a woman and a citizen in contemporary India.

VIIL DISCUSSION

The post-Nirbhaya decade represents a decisive cultural
inflection point in India’s media ecology, where the
intertwined discourses of gender, nation, and citizenship
underwent visible recalibration. The transformations
observed in both journalism and cinema exemplify what
Nancy Fraser (1990) describes as the emergence of
“subaltern counter-publics” — alternative spaces of debate
that contest dominant patriarchal narratives. These
counter-publics, enabled by digital media, feminist
activism, and changing audience sensibilities, have
reoriented the ideological center of Indian popular culture
from a patriarchal consensus toward pluralistic and
inclusive engagement.

Cinematically, the decade after 2011 demonstrates that
representation is not merely a matter of image but of
ideology. Films like Thappad, Raazi, and Chhapaak reveal
that the grammar of mainstream Hindi cinema can
internalize feminist critique without abandoning mass
appeal. This convergence of commerce and consciousness
challenges the long-standing divide between “art cinema”
and “popular cinema.” Female protagonists no longer exist
to preserve the nation’s moral fabric; they embody an
evolving national consciousness shaped by justice,
equality, and empathy. In this sense, post-Nirbhaya cinema
reframes the nation as an affective and ethical community
rather than a gendered moral order.

The redefinition of masculinity further reinforces this
ideological shift. Earlier Bollywood heroes often
symbolized the patriarchal state — protective, aggressive,
and paternalistic. In contrast, the emergent male figures of
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the 2010s exhibit emotional literacy and moral reflexivity.
Their transformation mirrors broader social currents that
demand accountability from men and encourage relational
ethics. The dynamic between men and women in
contemporary narratives thus evolves from one of
domination and dependence to one of partnership and
mutual respect.

Another crucial dimension is the digital transformation of
media practices. The diffusion of OTT platforms and
social-networked publics has dissolved traditional
hierarchies of production and reception. Digital audiences
curate, critique, and circulate meaning across transnational
spaces, giving rise to participatory spectatorship. Feminist
film criticism, once confined to academia, now thrives in
blogs, podcasts, and online forums, democratizing
theoretical discourse. This participatory turn repositions
audiences as cultural interlocutors rather than passive
consumers, expanding the notion of citizenship into the
realm of media engagement.

From a theoretical perspective, these transformations
validate the premise that media serves as both a mirror and
maker of social change. Post-Nirbhaya India witnesses
what scholars like Rosalind Gill (2016) term “mediated
intimacy” — a cultural condition in which feminist ideas
circulate across news, film, and digital platforms,
producing new vocabularies of empathy, justice, and
rights. The convergence of activism and artistry
underscores the porous boundaries between public
discourse and creative expression. Cinema, long a site of
patriarchal reinforcement, has increasingly become a
medium of feminist negotiation.

VIIIL. CHALLENGES & LIMITATION

Despite these progressive shifts, structural impediments
persist. Representation remains uneven: women directors
and writers constitute a small fraction of Bollywood’s
creative workforce, and commercial imperatives often
dilute feminist messages to ensure market viability.
Moreover, the empowerment portrayed on screen
frequently reflects the experiences of urban, upper-middle-
class women, marginalizing intersections of caste, class,
and rural identity. This selective visibility risks
reproducing what Gayatri Spivak (1988) calls the
“silencing of the subaltern.”

Further, neoliberal consumerism occasionally co-opts
feminist imagery to sell aspirational lifestyles rather than
dismantle patriarchal norms. Films celebrating women’s
agency can simultaneously valorize consumer choice,
conflating liberation with purchasing  power.
Consequently, the post-Nirbhaya transformation, while
symbolically potent, remains an ongoing process that

Media’s Transformation in the Post-Nirbhaya Era: Reimagining Gender and Nation in Contemporary

requires vigilance against commodified feminism and
superficial inclusivity.

Conclusion

The transformations in Indian media following the
Nirbhaya case underscore the power of collective outrage,
digital activism, and creative intervention in reshaping
public consciousness. The shift from sensationalized
coverage to empathetic storytelling marks a deeper cultural
awakening—a recognition that gender justice is central to
the moral legitimacy of the nation.

Bollywood’s  evolving  narratives  illustrate  this
reorientation vividly. The female protagonist, once
confined to domestic or decorative roles, now inhabits
public, political, and professional spaces. She negotiates
her autonomy without necessarily rejecting tradition,
embodying a hybrid modernity reflective of India’s
globalized yet culturally rooted identity. Male characters,
meanwhile, learn to redefine strength through compassion,

signaling an emergent model of egalitarian masculinity.

These developments collectively constitute what can be
termed a “post-Nirbhaya consciousness” — a sensibility
that integrates feminist ethics into the everyday grammar
of Indian media. It is a consciousness simultaneously
mediated by technology, sustained by activism, and
articulated through art. The convergence of these forces
challenges patriarchal hegemony while envisioning an
inclusive national community grounded in equality,
dignity, and empathy.

In conclusion, the post-Nirbhaya transformation of Indian
media is not a singular event but a continuum—a dialogue
between trauma and reform, representation and
responsibility. As India’s digital and cinematic landscapes
continue to evolve, sustaining this momentum will depend
on institutional reforms, gender-sensitive education, and
the empowerment of women within creative industries.
Only through sustained engagement between policy,
pedagogy, and production can media fully realize its
potential as an instrument of social justice. The journey
initiated by Nirbhaya’s cry for justice thus endures—
echoing across screens, stories, and social movements—as
a testament to the enduring power of media to imagine a
more equitable nation.
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