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Abstract

Kiran Rao’s Laapataa Ladies (2023) is a poignant and satirical exploration of women’s invisibility within
the patriarchal fabric of rural India. Set against the backdrop of the early 2000s, the film opens with the
accidental switching of two newlywed brides during a train journey—a mix-up that soon unravels into a
nuanced commentary on gender, identity, and the oppressive social norms that dictate women's lives. While
the plot appears light-hearted on the surface, it subtly challenges the audience to question the deep-rooted
structures that normalize the marginalization of women, particularly in rural settings. This review positions
Laapataa Ladies within the broader framework of feminist film discourse, examining how the film subverts
conventional Bollywood tropes to foreground female subjectivity. Rao’s narrative resists the typical
resolution-driven structure and instead prioritizes the internal journeys of the two protagonists as they
navigate unexpected freedom, societal expectations, and self-discovery. The film’s portrayal of agency is
refreshingly understated; rather than overt rebellion, the characters express resistance through small,
meaningful acts that challenge the roles imposed upon them. Furthermore, the review engages with the
film’s use of rural sociolinguistic textures, where dialect, humor, and silence serve as powerful tools of
characterization and critique. Through authentic dialogues and situational irony, Laapataa Ladies crafts a
world that is both specific and universally resonant. In doing so, Kiran Rao offers not just a story of
misplaced brides, but a layered reflection on how women often find themselves lost within societal

frameworks—and how they might begin to reclaim that space.
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1. Introduction:

Produced by Aamir Khan and directed by Kiran Rao, Laapataa Ladies marks a significant
return to socially reflective cinema that treads the fine line between satire and social realism. Set
in a rural heartland that is at once specific and symbolic, the film follows the journey of two brides
who are inadvertently “lost” during a chaotic train ride—an allegorical premise that reveals much
about the systemic invisibility of women in traditional Indian society. Through its carefully crafted
characters and situational humour, the film not only critiques patriarchal norms but also celebrates

the quiet resilience and self-discovery of women navigating a world that often overlooks them.

2. Narrative Structure and Thematic Layers

The film is anchored by a deceptively simple plot: a case of mistaken identity between two
veiled brides. However, as the story unfolds, Laapataa Ladies reveals itself to be a deeper
commentary on freedom, domesticity, and resistance. Through the parallel journeys of Phool and
Pushpa Rani, the film explores how female identities are shaped, erased, or reclaimed within rigid
gendered institutions. The motif of the ghoonghat (veil) becomes both a literal and symbolic
device, concealing and eventually revealing layers of autonomy. The narrative cleverly oscillates
between humour and introspection, using everyday situations and rustic dialogues to question
societal expectations. As both women confront their new realities, the story subtly critiques the
cultural apparatus that renders women invisible, while also celebrating their inner strength and
adaptability. Rao uses non-linear storytelling and shifting points of view to complicate the notion
of a singular truth, suggesting that identity itself is both constructed and contested. The film’s
emotional arcs are grounded in realism, yet tinged with hope, making the journey of its

protagonists not only compelling but transformative.
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3. Cinematography and Aesthetic Choices

Set against the rustic textures of Madhya Pradesh, the visual palette of the film combines
realism with a touch of stylized minimalism. Cinematographer Vikash Nowlakha uses wide, quiet
frames to reflect the internal isolation of the characters. The mise-en-scene is carefully constructed
to reflect the monotony of village life, punctuated by moments of unexpected liberation and
humour. Muted earth tones dominate the visual landscape, grounding the story in a lived-in
authenticity, while subtle shifts in lighting and framing parallel the characters’ emotional journeys.
The camera often lingers on still moments—empty corridors, half-open doors, or the flutter of a
veil in the wind—inviting viewers to pause and reflect. Rao and Nowlakha also employ visual
metaphors throughout the film, such as fences, doorways, and mirrors, which subtly evoke themes
of confinement and self-discovery. The use of natural light enhances the intimacy of the narrative,
while the deliberate absence of overtly dramatic shots allows the characters and their silences to
speak volumes. Together, these aesthetic choices create a contemplative visual rhythm that aligns
seamlessly with the film’s thematic concerns, reinforcing its quiet yet powerful critique of

gendered spaces.

4. Language, Humour, and Subversion

One of the film’s strongest assets is its use of regional dialect and idiomatic humour, which
not only anchors it culturally but also serves as a tool of subversion. The dialogues, particularly
those of the female characters, carry an undercurrent of rebellion wrapped in wit. From a
sociolinguistic perspective, the film emphasises how women’s voices—often silenced or

disciplined—find subversive expression in everyday speech acts. Humour becomes a strategic
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device, allowing the characters to critique patriarchal norms without direct confrontation. The
banter between women, their sarcastic retorts, and even their moments of silence speak volumes,
revealing the emotional intelligence and social awareness they must cultivate to survive and resist.
The language is rooted in the rhythm and texture of rural Madhya Pradesh, making the characters
feel authentic and the satire more potent. By privileging local speech patterns and oral traditions,
the film also elevates vernacular culture, resisting homogenised cinematic representations of rural
India. Additionally, the film uses linguistic slips, double entendres, and irony to expose the
contradictions of gendered expectations, turning seemingly mundane interactions into acts of quiet

defiance. This layered use of language enriches the film’s feminist message, highlighting how even

within constraint, communication can be a site of power and resistance.

5. Feminist Discourse and Representation
5.1 Challenging the Male Gaze

Laapataa Ladies resonates deeply with feminist film theory, especially Laura Mulvey’s
(2013) concept of the male gaze. Rather than presenting women as passive objects for visual
pleasure or narrative advancement, the film subverts this cinematic tradition by centering
female subjectivity and lived experiences. Kiran Rao’s directorial lens consciously shifts the
narrative perspective to focus on women’s interior worlds—how they feel, respond, and grow
in circumstances that routinely attempt to diminish their agency. The framing, camera angles,
and pacing avoid sensationalism, instead offering an intimate and respectful portrayal of
women in rural India. This refusal to pander to patriarchal voyeurism places Laapataa Ladies
within the growing corpus of Indian feminist cinema that insists on looking with rather than

looking at women.
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5.2 Portraits of Agency and Self-Discovery

Pushpa’s gradual assertion of autonomy within a rigidly patriarchal household exemplifies

a quiet but powerful form of resistance. She does not rebel through dramatic gestures; rather,
her growing presence and confidence are revealed through her decisions, her silences, and her
subtle defiance of household norms. In contrast, Phool’s accidental detour from her expected
path turns into a transformative journey. Her unexpected exposure to alternative ways of living
gives her the opportunity to reimagine her role as a woman beyond the framework of wifehood.
These parallel arcs do not merely suggest that freedom is possible—they demonstrate the
different ways women reclaim control, sometimes deliberately, sometimes through chance, but
always with resilience.

Together, these character arcs articulate a vision of female empowerment rooted in realism,

not fantasy—where transformation is not immediate, but gradual, nuanced, and deeply human.

6. Cultural Resonance and Intergenerational Appeal

Laapataa Ladies is not merely a tale of two lost brides—it is a mirror held up to society,
reflecting the silent erasures and subtle resistances that shape the lives of women in both rural and
urban India. What makes the film particularly urgent and necessary is its universal accessibility.
The humor, emotional arcs, and grounded storytelling ensure that the message does not remain
confined to intellectual or academic circles; rather, it speaks to young girls discovering their voice,
boys learning to listen, and elders reconsidering entrenched norms.

For girls and women, the film affirms that their stories, aspirations, and decisions matter. For
boys and men, it quietly but powerfully encourages introspection—inviting them to become allies

rather than passive bystanders in patriarchal structures. For the elderly, particularly in rural
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contexts, it offers a gentle yet firm nudge to reimagine tradition with empathy and openness.

The beauty of Laapataa Ladies lies in its quiet subversion—achieved not through heavy-
handed sermonising but through characters, dialogue, and situations that feel lived-in and
believable. Its appeal cuts across educational levels and regional boundaries, making it a valuable
tool for dialogue on gender, autonomy, and respect in everyday life.

In many ways, the film extends the lineage of feminist storytelling in Indian cinema. It echoes
the gentle rebellion of Nil Battey Sannata (2015), the layered womanhood in English Vinglish
(2012), and the rural realism of Peepli Live (2010). It may also be seen in conversation with global
films like The Breadwinner (2017) or Persepolis (2007), which depict female agency within
oppressive systems.

In short, Laapataa Ladies is a film that needs to be seen—by everyone—not only for its

cinematic merits but also for the necessary conversations it prompts across generations, genders,

and geographies.

Conclusion

Laapataa Ladies succeeds in marrying humour with critique, offering a cinematic space
where questions of identity, autonomy, and rural womanhood are addressed with nuance. It does
not just tell the story of two missing brides—it challenges what it means to be “found” in a society
that routinely loses sight of its women. Through its layered narrative, restrained yet evocative
visuals, and sharp sociolinguistic commentary, the film emerges as both an artistic
accomplishment and a social document.

At a time when cinema often leans toward spectacle, Laapataa Ladies brings attention back

to storytelling rooted in lived realities. It makes a strong case for why the everyday lives of rural
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women—and their quiet acts of resistance—deserve space in our cultural imagination. The film’s
ability to speak across generations and social categories makes it an essential watch for girls and
boys, young and old, educated and uneducated alike. It does more than entertain; it initiates crucial
conversations about gender roles, familial expectations, and personal agency.

By situating its narrative within a rural milieu, the film not only disrupts the dominant
urban-centric feminist narratives in Indian cinema but also extends the thematic legacy of earlier
works such as Nil Battey Sannata, Peepli Live, and English Vinglish. It offers fertile ground for
engagement within disciplines like gender studies, rural sociology, sociolinguistics, and film
studies.

Special acknowledgement must be made of Sneha Desai’s fantastic screenplay and
dialogue writing, which strike a rare balance between humour, poignancy, and social commentary.
Likewise, the music by Ram Sampath, paired with evocative lyrics by Divyanidhi Sharma,
Prashant Pandey, and Swanand Kirkire enriches the film’s emotional texture and lends additional
depth to its storytelling.

Ultimately, Laapataa Ladies is a quiet yet powerful reminder of cinema’s potential—not

just to reflect society, but to gently reimagine it.
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