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Abstract

Ray’s Charulata (1964) has erroneous recognition duly for capturing a woman’s mental and
emotional existence within colonised Bengal. The location of the film situates it only with the
period of the Indian nationalist movement, a time soaked in the scandal of colonialism for
almost a century. | found that Charulata offers a mixed story that effectively captures its context
to explore femininity, liminality, and confinement. Through an interdisciplinary approach
combining feminist theory and digital humanities, this article seeks to provide a pristine
understanding of Ray’s aesthetic preferences, his subversion of the “male gaze,” and the unique
cinematic rhythm that emulates Charulata’s combat with the self. Using scene-based analysis
and computational narratology, it delves into Ray’s techniques in framing and pacing to decode
Charulata’s psychological alienation and autonomy. By framing Ray’s cinematic techniques in
modern critical disquisition, it enshrines Charulata as a canonical feminist text with continued
persistence. This article identifies a research gap in existing scholarship, navigating a
discursive reconfiguration that underscores Ray’s feminist undertones and his nuanced critique
of imperial patriarchy.
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Introduction

Satyajit Ray’s Charulata serves as one of the most poignant explorations of female autonomy
and subjugation in Indian cinema. situated within the context of colonial Bengal, the film
follows Charu, a woman stymied by her marriage and social expectations, epitomises what
Simone de Beauvoir (1949) delineates as the “Other”—a woman subjected to dependency and
emotional abandonment. As her husband, Bhupati, becomes deeply engrossed in his nationalist
newspaper The Sentinel, Charulata fosters a cognitive relationship with Amal, her husband’s
cousin. This affective affiliation, though ephemeral, significantly transforms Charu’s internal
conflicts, her intellectual ambitions, and her pursuit of self-identity with autonomy.

This article investigates Charulata through the integrated frameworks of feminist scholarship
and digital humanities, divulging Ray’ stratified visual language. Ray’s treatment and depiction
of Charu’s character as a disenfranchised yet contemplative personage, his dissent of the
traditional male gaze, and his use of visual metaphors contribute to a perennial feminist
diegesis. While Charulata has been widely accepted and appreciated for its aesthetic
representation and narrative construction, meagre scholarship critically engages with Ray's

Paper ID: SP1JSH24119 www.shodhpatra.org 39



SHODHPATRA: INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF SCIENCE AND HUMANITIES
E-ISSN: 3048-6041 | Volume-1, Issue-11 | November 2024

nuanced subversion of the male gaze and explores the feminist implications of Charu's
intellectual yearning as a mode of resistance.

However, by identifying this research gap, this study adds to the critical discussion of Ray’s
work and places Charulata not only as a film classic but also as a crucial feminist film that
contributes to the transformation of the gendered perspective and the way in which, following
the exegesis of representation explicated in more academic terms, representation is discussed.

Literature Review

Scholars such as Gopal and Sen (2007) have critically engaged with Ray’s oeuvre, entrenching
it within the ontological structure of colonialism and modernity, evincing his sensitive and
susceptible reification of woman circumscribed by cultural paradigms and expectations.
Beauvoir’s (1949) concept of the “Other” provides a scaffold for critical engagement with
Charulata’s marginalisation within the pervasive patriarchal order, While Homi Bhabha’s
(1994) hybridity theory contextualizes her as a subject navigating the dialectical tensions
between tradition and modernity, as well as between domesticity and intellectual autonomy.
Bhabha’s concept of “third space,” which “enables other positions to emerge,” is particularly
salient to Charu’s character as she reconciles colonial domesticity with her modern aspirations.

Additionally, Laura Mulvey’s (1975) “male gaze” theory is instrumental in analyzing how Ray
both employs and subverts traditional visual storytelling. Mulvey asserts that “the male gaze
projects its fantasy onto the female figure, which is styled accordingly,” indicating how women
in cinema are often constructed as objects of male desire. This perspective suggests that women
stand as “signifiers for the male other, bound by a symbolic order in which man can live out
his fantasies” (Mulvey, 1975).

However, Ray grants Charulata moments of agency as an observer, effectively inverting these
dynamics. While critics such as Chaudhuri (2005) have presented Charulata as a protest against
patriarchal domination, very little work examines how Ray's framing and visual techniques
reflect a feminist aspect of his film. Mulvey critiques the conventions of narrative film, stating,
“Unchallenged, mainstream film coded the erotic into the language of the dominant patriarchal
order” (Mulvey, 1975). In contrast, Ray’s approach allows Charulata to navigate her emotional
and intellectual isolation, challenging the traditional representation of women.

Furthermore, Gayatri Spivak’s (1988) subaltern studies help contextualize Charulata's
voicelessness within the framework of nationalism. Spivak famously argues that “the subaltern
cannot speak,” highlighting the systemic silencing of marginalized voices. This framework
helps us understand why Charulata assimilates her voicelessness within nationalism and seeks
intellectual recognition, as she grapples with the tensions between her domesticity and her
aspirations for autonomy.

Research Gap

Charulata is often appreciated for its visual appeal and the complexity of the plot; nevertheless,
its female subject or the author’s pragmatics of violating the rules of filmmaking are
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underestimated. This article fills this gap by discussing the following: how Ray’s framing
choices constructs Charulata’s confined feminine self, and her desire for freedom;. Thus, by
using the tools of digital humanities, this research analyses the film’s storytelling technique
and tempo — a perspective that may remain unnoticed in most film discussions. This innovative
reading thus reveals this aspect of Ray’s film as heterodox in that it recognises Charulata as a
text that fully embodies feminist, if not liberal, humanist principles.

Methodology

This work uses scene based approach and computational narratology to analyse Ray’s
cinematic style. While emphasising Charulata’s positioning within frames, this study also
demystifies Ray’s utilisation of physical windows and mirrors as symbolic of isolation. In this
section, employing principles of digital humanities, we codify the movie’s temporal structure
and discuss how Ray’s visualisation of narrative corresponds to Charulata’s larger trains. The
methodology combines feminist theory—guided by Beauvoir’s (1949) conception of woman
as “Other” and Mulvey’s (1975) critique of the “male gaze”—to interpret Charulata’s symbolic
gestures, dialogues, and relationships. Scholars from different backgrounds should study the
various subtexts simultaneously, which gives insight into Ray’s comment on gendered
repression.

Analysis and Discussion
Feminist Analysis: Charu’s Constrained Identity

In the centre of focus in Charulata is the fight for freedom from the deeply entrenched societal
norms particularly gender based within the marital institution. Despite her privileged status,
Charulata’s desires remain unacknowledged, positioning her as the “Other” that Beauvoir
(1949) delineates in her works. Charu is an emotionally starved woman living in a state of
feeling dependent on everyone, a situation that Ray fetches home by placing her character
behind windows or mirrors, a method that shows she is trapped.

When Amal joins her, Charulata gains a companion who is her intellectual equal, and she
begins to come to life creatively. ‘Write a story for me. Just for me,” she says to Amal,
emphasizing that she desires education solely for her own sake. However, as Spivak (1988)
argues, ‘the subaltern cannot speak,” which resonates with Charu’s experience when Amal’s
eventual departure leaves her bereft, illustrating the consequences of her limited autonomy and
muted voice. Through Charulata’s character, Ray deconstructs the institution of colonial
matrimony and the deprivation of knowledge that colonial women experienced.

Digital Humanities and Camera Techniques

Digital humanities provide a framework to decode Ray’s visual and narrative preferences,
revealing Charulata’s complex interiority. Repeated scenes of Her framed through windows or
watching the world outside underscore her isolation, her internalized gaze upon herself. These
visual motifs highlight her longing for freedom beyond the home’s confines. Additionally, by
examining the film’s pacing, we see how Ray uses long, meditative shots to reflect Charulata’s
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stasis, contrasted with faster cuts during her moments with Amal to signify her brief sense of
liberation.

Ray’s subversion of the male gaze is evident in scenes where Charulata is the observer rather
than the observed. In a scene where she uses opera glasses to watch Amal, Ray reverses
traditional voyeuristic dynamics, giving Charulata the power of observation and subjectivity.
Here, Her gaze becomes the active one, suggesting her fleeting sense of autonomy. This
analysis showcases how Ray’s narrative rhythm and visual metaphors allow viewers to
experience Charulata's constrained world, underscoring her inner screams for intellectual
freedom.

Cultural Analysis: Nationalism and Domesticity

The film mirrors the problems of the Indian nationalist movement while Bhupati
enthusiastically supports the movement, he remains oblivious to Charulata’s gradual self-
liberation. He is committed to The Sentinel representing the socio-political wakefulness of
contemporary India but relatively insensitive to Charulata’s intellectual requirements. Spivak
(1988) contends, “The subaltern cannot speak,” a notion reflected in Charulata’s intellectual
aspirations, which go unrecognized within her own household.

Ray uses the character of Charulata to lampoon a freedom fighting colonial movement that
aimed at freeing the nation only to forget to free women from confinements. Charulata’s
character who has unequal status in the family as well as in the academic world reflects a
cultural hybridity which is described by Bhabha (1994). She occupies “a third space which
enables other positions to emerge,” bridging her cultural background with a modern,
intellectual identity that remains socially suppressed.

Conclusion

This paper provides a historico-grammatical analysis of Charulata, which validates its status as
one of the earliest works of feminism. Enduring Ray’s multi-tiered treatment of the framing of
Charulata in his explicit desexualised subjective cinematography, his annulment of the male
gaze, and his cultural signification, Charulata is constructed as an active and self-knowing
subject in the film. What digital humanities help us unravel is that through certain stylistic
choices Ray reveals Charulata’s emotional loneliness and becomes a compelling critique of
gendered repression. Desi’s passive mannered defiance against her traditional role modelled
over three millennia is a timeless cry for woman rights, individuality, and learning.
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