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This study employs an analysis of how women in the role of director impact the
representation of women in Bollywood films released during 1960-2026 with an
emphasis on the number of speaking female characters and the depth of their
characterization. Research assistants used a specialized film-coding technique
to acquire information from each speaking female character and recorded the
data using a Qualtrics survey containing certain criteria that relate to the
portrayal of each female character in each film. To preserve the integrity of
the data being collected, this coding method has been refined and updated
throughout the course of our research. Subsequently, each film and character
was coded by more than one research assistant, then peer-reviewed with the
mentor to ensure accuracy. Surveys are then updated and finalized.   

Following the critical analyses of numerous female-directed Bollywood films, the
data presented contradicts the assumption that female-directed films are more
likely to present females in a higher regard—thus aligning with long-standing
traditions and stagnating the possibility of upward social mobility. The ratio of male
speakers to female speakers throughout this study is 1.66:1; indicating there are
approximately two male-speaking characters for each female-speaking character on
set. Furthermore, this study yielded that 24.4% of female-speaking characters
received only secondary education and 39% were indecipherable; consequently, 49.3%
were portrayed as unemployed. These findings indicate that female directors may
still be operating within—or constrained by the perpetual male domination of the
film industry. Although these films may be female directed behind the scenes, the
representation of women on-screen is still associated with lower socio-economic
status—failing to produce the depth of characterization that is indicative of
upward social mobility.  

As the study continues, surveys used to code the female-speaking characters in each
film are refined to reflect any newfound knowledge that can apply to this research.
Naturally, this could lead to minor discrepancies between current and future data;
just as it could also provide greater insight into the myriad of nuances surrounding
character agency. To draft a point of comparison, in the future, this study may be
opened to coding male-directed films; thus, providing a well-rounded foundation to
ascertain and establish the true nature of the relationship between director
gender and the ratio of quantity to quality of female representation.  

In the Indian commercial film industry, the representation of women is a subject of
growing controversy as modern cinematic portrayals increasingly clash with long-
standing misogynist norms. Famously known as Bollywood, the role these media
productions take in the construction of a society that promotes inequality among
genders can be attributed to the ability of these productions to fairly and
accurately represent a specific gender and to promote the possibility of upward
social mobility. Among the plethora of factors that contribute to a lack of fair
representation, the most undiscovered field is rooted in the role the gender of the
film director plays in the representation of women. Therefore, this study explores
how female-directed films impact the representation of women in society through
(a) the number of speaking female characters and (b) the depth of their
characterization. Depth is operationalized as a composite index capturing
independent goals, occupational specificity, arc completion, decision-initiating
actions, and passing the Bechdel test. To effectively acquire data for this project,
research assistants are trained to accurately code the data from each female
speaking-character in each film into a Qualtrics survey that notes crucial factors
such as clothing, religion, relationships, education, and behavior. Each character
was completed by at least two research assistants and was then peer-reviewed by
each other with guidance from the mentor. While the project remains in early
stages of completion, the data extracted from the films to date yield highly
thought-provoking results regarding the depiction of women presented through
the director’s characterization. 

At first glance, Bollywood as an industry appears exceptionally superfluous in their
filmmaking. However, critical scrutiny reveals a rigid framework that guides its
construction—using more formulaic conventions to establish characterization and plot.
Central to these conventions is the concept of a moral universe surrounding a Hindu
ideology of gods, fate, cycles of life, death, and rebirth —describing the binary struggle
between ‘good vs evil’ and ‘hero vs villain’. Within this framework, the perennial trope is
enacted where the plight of the protagonist shakes this universe off balance, requiring a
restoration of order by the film’s conclusion. As the primary architect of this universe, the
director serves as the ultimate arbiter of character depth, holding the responsibility to
determine whether a character is granted the agency to drive the narrative or is relegated
to a peripheral role.  

Given that the director’s interpretation of a film shapes the depth of the characters, the
gender of the director emerges as a critical factor in changing how women are portrayed.
Historically, men were often propagated as the universal problem-solvers and saviors,
systemically denying women the right to contribute leading roles; in earlier eras, men even
played the roles of women, barring women from the industry altogether. As the industry
evolves, the question shifts from a perspective of quantity to quality of representation. This
study examines how female-directed films predict a departure from long-established
misogynist norms through film-coding to determine depth of characterization for each
female-speaking character.
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