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Abstract

This study examines the portrayal of women in Tamil television dramas and their influence on cultural
perceptions and societal norms in Tamil Nadu. Utilizing content analysis, the research investigates how
these serials depict female characters and the potential impact on viewers' attitudes toward women's roles.
A content analysis was conducted on a purposive sample of five popular Tamil television dramas aired
between 2020 and 2024. The selected serials include "KAYAL," "Chinna Marumagal," "Karthigai Pengal,"
"Siragadikka Aasai," and "Karthigai Deepam." A total of 5 episodes from each serial) were analyzed. The

analysis focused on character attributes (age, occupation, marital status, socio-economic background), role
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functions (caregiver, professional, antagonist), interaction patterns and thematic representation. The analysis
revealed diverse portrayals of women. Characters embodying conventional roles, such as devoted wives and
self-sacrificing mothers, were prevalent, reinforcing existing gender norms. Some serials featured women
in leadership positions or pursuing careers, challenging traditional stereotypes and promoting progressive
ideals. Narratives often depicted women confronting societal constraints, highlighting themes of resilience
and autonomy. The application of the Bechdel test indicated that while many episodes included
conversations between women, these discussions frequently centered around familial or relational issues,
limiting the scope of female discourse. Tamil television dramas present a complex tapestry of female
representation, oscillating between reinforcing traditional gender roles and advocating for societal change.
The prominence of empowered female characters suggests a shift toward more progressive portrayals, yet
the persistence of conventional depictions indicates ongoing cultural negotiations. These portrayals
potentially influence viewers' perceptions, reflecting and shaping societal attitudes toward women's roles in
Tamil Nadu.

Keywords: Portrayal, women, Tamil television, societal norms, cultural influence.

1. INTRODUCTION

Particularly when it comes to the position of women in Tamil society, Tamil television plays significantly
influence cultural attitudes and social conventions. These serials are a prevalent kind of entertainment in
Tamil Nadu, and they frequently reflect prevailing gender standards as well as act as a platform for
promoting or contesting these cultural expectations (Chakravarthy, 2021). Tamil television's portrayal of
women has changed over time, showing them in a variety of positions that vary from independent, career-
focused people to traditional caregivers. Nonetheless, scholars continue to debate the degree to which these

representations influence social change (Ramaswamy & Krishnan, 2022).

Traditional gender stereotypes were largely reinforced by early Tamil television shows, which portrayed
women as subservient individuals constrained by household duties. They were frequently portrayed as
selfless moms, loyal wives, or obedient daughters who prioritized family honor over individual goals
(Subramanian, 2020). However, as society attitudes and understanding of gender equality have changed,
modern Tamil serials have started to feature stories of women's perseverance, empowerment, and career
goals. Many serials still portray female aspiration in terms of marriage, family expectations, and social

approbation, notwithstanding this change (Sridhar, 2023).

The representation of women in Tamil television plays shown between 2020 and 2024 is examined in this
study using content analysis, which also looks at how these portrayals affect social norms and cultural
perspectives. The purpose of this study is to evaluate recurrent themes, character traits, and story structures
in order to ascertain if Tamil serials support traditional gender norms or advance social change. Furthermore,
the Bechdel Test enables an assessment of female representation that goes beyond their interactions with

male characters (Kumar, 2021).
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Tamil television has an indisputable impact on gender norms because it is still a potent mass communication
tool. A key component of media studies is determining whether these serials uphold or question patriarchal
notions, which makes this study important for comprehending how women's roles in Tamil popular culture
have changed over time (Anand & Priya, 2022).

1.1 Objective of the study

1. To investigate how women are portrayed in Tamil television series, with an emphasis on their agency,
roles, and personality qualities.

2. To find gender stereotypes that appear frequently in Tamil serials and evaluate how they either support
or contradict established social standards.

3. To assess how Tamil television plays affect viewers' views of women's roles in the home, in society,
and in the workplace.

1.2 Scope of the Study

The representation of women in Tamil television plays and its impact on social and cultural standards are

the main topics of this study. The scope consists of:

Time Frame: By examining Tamil television serials broadcast between 2020 and 2024, the analysis enables

a look at how women are portrayed today.

Content Selection: To ensure a representative and varied sample, the study contains 25 episodes from each
of the five well-known Tamil serials (Kayal, Chinna Marumagal, Karthigai Pengal, Siragadikka Aasai, and

Karthigai Deepam).

Key Themes: The study offers a thorough grasp of how women are portrayed by looking at gender roles,

stereotypes, empowerment, family expectations, and professional life.

Analytical Approach: To evaluate female character roles, conversation, and the type of gender-based
interactions, the study uses content analysis and the Bechdel Test.

Social Impact: The study looks at how these representations affect viewers' ideas of women's roles in Tamil
culture, especially when it comes to marriage, family, and professional goals.

2. REVIEW OF LITERATURE

lUsha (2004) examines how gender, value, and meaning connect in Keralan television stories, highlighting
the significant influence of cultural norms on women's positions. According to her research, television
reinforces the notion that women's primary identity is linked to family and caregiving by acting as a medium

for socialization gender norms. This viewpoint is consistent with what is seen in Tamil television series,

1Usha, V. T. (2004). Gender, value, and signification: Women and television in Kerala. Centre for
Development Studies.
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where women are frequently portrayed as selfless people who balance pursuing their own goals with taking
on the obligations of their families.

Similarly, 2Gokulsing and Dissanayake (2004) argue that The moral framework that governs most Indian
television serials is used to evaluate female characters according to how well they uphold traditional values.
As a frequent storytelling device, the contrast between the "ideal woman" and the "deviant woman"
reinforces gendered stereotypes. The idea that a woman's primary responsibility is to her family is reinforced
when women who emphasize their professional goals or personal freedom are depicted as hostile or morally
compromised.

However, recent studies suggest a gradual yet visible transformation in female representation on television.
3Munshi (2012) notes that Women in leadership positions, workplace themes, and plotlines that oppose
patriarchal oppression are becoming more prevalent in Indian television serials. This change is a reflection
of shifting social views and a developing audience that is increasingly open to stories of empowerment.
Despite these developments, a lot of serials still contrast traditional and progressive images, establishing a
dual narrative that promotes change while maintaining traditional gender roles.

While Tamil television serials are firmly anchored in local cultural influences, they also bear resemblance
to more general Indian television patterns. Research on South Indian serials shows that family-centric
themes—in which women are crucial to preserving the integrity of the home—remain prevalent. Even
though current serials show female characters defying social expectations, these representations are
frequently offset by stories that uphold moral duties, selfless parenting, and the expectation that women put
the needs of their families before their own.

Cultivation Theory and Women’s Representation in Tamil Television Dramas

According to the cultivation theory, viewers' perceptions of reality are influenced by extended exposure to
media information. As the primary cultural storyteller, television influences attitudes and beliefs in society,

frequently upholding or questioning established conventions.

Cultivation Theory describes how recurring depictions of female characters affect viewers' opinions about
women's position in society in the context of Tamil television dramas. Tamil serials often reinforce
patriarchal ideals by portraying women in traditional roles, such as dutiful daughters, selfless mothers, or
loyal wives. Viewers gradually accept these representations as social norms, coming to believe that a
woman's primary responsibility is to her family and relationships. The introduction of progressive female
characters, such as independent working women or women who challenge oppressive traditions, in recent
television narratives, however, indicates that Tamil television is not only reflecting but also gradually

shaping societal values, promoting conversations about women's empowerment and gender equality.

2 Gokulsing, K. M., & Dissanayake, W. (2004). Indian popular cinema: A narrative of cultural change.
Trentham Books.

3 Munshi, S. (2012). Prime time soap operas on Indian television. Routledge.

IJCRT2507631 | International Journal of Creative Research Thoughts (IJCRT) www.ijcrt.org | f505


http://www.ijcrt.org/

www.ijcrt.org © 2025 IJCRT | Volume 13, Issue 7 July 2025 | ISSN: 2320-2882

3. METHODOLOGY

3.1 Research Design:

This study employs a qualitative content analysis approach to examine the portrayal of women in Tamil
television dramas. Content analysis allows for a systematic and objective examination of the themes,
character attributes, and narrative structures within the selected television serials.

3.2 Sample Selection

A purposive sampling method was utilized to select five popular Tamil television dramas aired between
2020 and 2024. The selected serials are "KAYAL," "Chinna Marumagal," "Karthigai Pengal,"” "Siragadikka
Aasai," and "Karthigai Deepam." These serials were chosen based on their popularity, audience
engagement, and their diverse representation of female characters.

A total of five episodes from each of the selected serials were analyzed, amounting to 25 episodes in total.
The episodes were chosen to represent key narrative developments and significant character interactions.
The analysis included detailed viewing and transcription of dialogues to ensure comprehensive data
collection.

The unit of analysis focused on female characters and their portrayal, with specific attention to character
attributes (age, occupation, marital status, and socio-economic background), role functions (caregiver,
professional, antagonist, etc.), interaction patterns (conversations with other characters, particularly female
dialogues assessed through the Bechdel test), and thematic representation (gender roles, empowerment,

resilience, and traditional expectations).

The study utilized both quantitative and qualitative content analysis. A quantitative approach was applied
to count the frequency of character traits, such as the number of working women, homemakers, and
antagonists, while a qualitative approach involved thematic analysis to explore the narrative depth of female
characters and their societal implications. The Bechdel test was also applied to assess whether episodes

included at least one conversation between two female characters that was not about a man or familial issues.

3.3 Limitations of the study

The results were analyzed in light of Tamil Nadu's cultural influence and social conventions, looking at
whether these representations support long-standing gender stereotypes or help change how society views
women. The study does have several drawbacks, though. Only five Tamil television dramas are the subject
of this study, which might not adequately represent the variety of female representation in Tamil media.
Furthermore, depictions may alter between episodes because only a subset of the programs were examined.
Additionally, audience response research, which can offer more in-depth understanding of how viewers
interpret these portrayals, is not included in the study.
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3.1 Table of coding sheet in Tamil Television Serials

Category Subcategory Description
Character Attributes | Age Young (18-30), Middle-aged (31-50), Elderly (51+)
. Homemaker, Professional, Student, Business Owner,
Occupation

Other

Marital Status

Single, Married, Divorced, Widowed

Socio-Economic

Lower-class, Middle-class, Upper-class

Background

Role Functions Caregiver Traditional nurturer, Supportive figure
Professional Career-oriented, Independent decision-maker
Antagonist Manipulative, Controlling, Authoritative

Female-Female
Interaction Patterns

Conversations related to family, Career, Social

Interaction Issues, Personal Aspirations
Pass (Discussion beyond relationships), Fail
Bechdel Test
(Centered on men/romance)
Thematic Traditional Gender | Self-sacrificing, = Family-centric, = Conservative
Representation Roles beliefs
Empowerment & i
Challenges norms, Asserts independence
Autonomy
Resilience & Struggle Overcoming hardships, Perseverance
Patriarchal Norms vs. | Reinforces  stereotypes, Challenges societal
Progress expectations

4. Analysis and Discussion

4.1 General Trends in Female Representation

The analysis of 125 episodes across five Tamil television serials (Kayal, Chinna Marumagal, Karthigai

Pengal, Siragadikka Aasai, and Karthigai Deepam) reveals a complex portrayal of women. While some

narratives reinforce traditional gender roles, others depict female characters breaking societal expectations.

Most female protagonists are portrayed as resilient, family-oriented individuals, often balancing personal

sacrifices with professional aspirations. Antagonist roles are commonly associated with ambitious or

independent women, reinforcing the stereotype that career-driven women are more likely to challenge

societal norms.
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4.1 Table: Comparative Analysis of Female Representation in Tamil Television Serials

Category Kayal Chinna Karthigai Siragadikka | Karthigai
Marumagal | Pengal Aasai Deepam
Total Episodes
Analyzed 25 25 25 25 25
Kayal Anitha
(Protagonist), (Protagonist), | Nila Aarthi Deepa
Lakshmi Meena (Protagonist), | (Protagonist), | (Protagonist),
(Caregiver), (Antagonist), | Kavitha Malini Shalini
Priya Radha (Antagonist), | (Antagonist), | (Antagonist),
Main  Female | (Antagonist), (Mother Doctor Priya | Grandmother | Gayathri
Characters Janani (Friend) figure) (Supporter) (Elder figure) | (Supporter)
Protagonist: Protagonist:
Emotionally | Protagonist: Struggles Protagonist:
resilient, Career- against Overcomes
fights social | driven, patriarchal societal
Protagonist: injustice. struggles with | family pressure to
Strong, self- | Antagonist: | marriage norms. gain
sufficient, career- | Powerful expectations. | Antagonist: | independence.
driven. woman with | Antagonist: Wealthy, Antagonist:
Antagonist: negative Competitive, | controlling Jealous  and
Ambitious, traits. independent. | woman. oppressive.
manipulative. Caregiver: Supporter: Elder figure: | Supporter:
Caregiver: Traditional Encourages Represents Encourages
Traditional, mother modern traditional female
Character Roles | nurturing mother. | figure. thinking. values. empowerment.
Passed in Passed in
20/25 22/25
Passed in 18/25 | episodes Passed in | episodes Passed in
episodes (Stronger 15/25 (Frequent 17/25 episodes
(Conversations emphasis on | episodes (Few | discussions (Balancing
Bechdel  Test | often about | women’s career-related | on  gender | career and
Result family/marriage). | struggles). discussions). | norms). family).
Gender Women vs. | Career vs. | Social stigma | Breaking free
stereotypes, patriarchy, family against from
Work-life Marriage conflict, independent | traditional
Key Themes | balance, Societal | expectations, | Gender women, roles,
Identified expectations, Economic discrimination | Women’s Emotional
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Women'’s struggles, at work, Love | rights, resilience,
empowerment Family honor | and Family Personal
relationships | loyalty  vs. | ambition
freedom
Protagonist

Protagonist is | challenges Women Lead character

financially traditions. Working openly gains

independent. Focus on | women shown | questioning | independence
Progressive Some career | women's but withmoral | norms  and | and challenges
Representations | discussions. rights. dilemmas. traditions. gender roles.

Women as self- | Marriage as a

sacrificing woman’s Women

caregivers. ultimate goal. | Family honor | judged  for | Career-

Ambitious Emotional prioritized defying oriented
Traditional women seen as | suffering as a | over personal | societal women  still
Reinforcements | negative. virtue. success. expectations. | face stigma.

Career  women | Strong

face challenges. | female leads Women’s More

Family is the top | but suffer | Women personal emphasis on

priority. emotionally. | encouraged to | choices often | independence,
General Women must | Tradition vs. | work but must | dictated by | but  societal
Patterns fight for their | modernity balance home | family expectations
Observed space. conflict. life. values. persist.

Slow change: | Mixed: Challenging | More

Encourages Shows Conservative: | norms: More | progressive:

independence but | women  as | Career critical of | Emphasizes
Impact on | reinforces strong  but | women still | gender self-reliance
Societal Norms | caregiving roles. | suffering. face stigma. expectations. | and freedom.

The analysis of female representation across five Tamil television serials—Kayal, Chinna Marumagal,
Karthigai Pengal, Siragadikka Aasai, and Karthigai Deepam—teveals both progressive and traditional
portrayals of women. Each serial features a mix of protagonists, antagonists, caregivers, and supporters,
reflecting a range of societal roles.

Protagonists are often depicted as strong, independent women who face challenges related to career
aspirations, societal expectations, and family obligations. In Kayal and Karthigai Deepam, the lead
characters strive for financial independence while navigating family pressures. However, career-driven
women are frequently portrayed with moral dilemmas, as seen in Karthigai Pengal, where the protagonist

struggles to balance her profession and personal life.
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Antagonist roles often reinforce negative stereotypes of ambitious women, portraying them as manipulative
or overly assertive. For instance, in Chinna Marumagal, a successful female entrepreneur is depicted as
arrogant, while in Siragadikka Aasai, a wealthy antagonist exerts control over others, reinforcing the idea
that power in women is dangerous. Caregiver roles, such as mothers and elder figures, continue to emphasize
traditional values, with characters in Chinna Marumagal and Siragadikka Aasai representing maternal
sacrifice and family loyalty.

Bechdel Test results show that most serials pass the test, indicating that female characters engage in
conversations beyond men. However, these discussions are largely centered on family, marriage, and social
norms, with fewer dialogues on career aspirations or personal ambitions.

Themes such as gender stereotypes, work-life balance, societal expectations, and women’s empowerment
are consistently explored. While Siragadikka Aasai and Karthigai Deepam challenge patriarchal norms by
portraying women who fight for independence, other serials, such as Chinna Marumagal, reinforce
traditional roles by depicting suffering and sacrifice as feminine virtues. Overall, Tamil television serials
present a dual narrative—on one hand, empowering female characters who challenge norms, and on the
other, reinforcing deep-rooted traditional gender roles. The evolving representation suggests a gradual shift
in societal attitudes, though significant cultural negotiations remain.

4.2 Bechdel Test Analysis

According to the test findings, most of the episodes pass the Bechdel Test, which indicates that at least two
named female characters discuss topics other than men. However, the primary subjects of these discussions
are family, social expectations, and emotional challenges. People talk about their personal objectives,
independence, and career aspirations less frequently. This means that, despite women's powerful presence,
traditional motifs often limit their narrative autonomy.

4.3 Character Role Distribution

o Protagonists: The way society views women is greatly influenced by Tamil television series.
Although there are progressive depictions of female empowerment, they are frequently offset by
conventional tales that uphold long-standing gender conventions. Viewers are prompted to
reevaluate the changing position of women in Tamil culture by the favorable portrayals of
independent and career-focused women, which point to a gradual but discernible change in cultural
beliefs. Nonetheless, it appears that cultural struggles between modernity and tradition are still
ongoing given the continued reinforcing of conventional preconceptions.

« Antagonists: A persistent prejudice against female autonomy is seen in the portrayal of ambitious or
independent women as barriers to conventional ideals. These characters stand in contrast to the
selfless protagonists since they are frequently portrayed as manipulative or morally reprehensible.
The antagonist of Chinna Marumagal is a prosperous businesswoman whose assertiveness is shown
as conceited, thereby promoting the idea that ambitious women need to be "tamed."”

o Caregivers: The maternal archetype is reinforced by the caring roles played by middle-aged mothers
and elderly women. As moral compass points, their characters are frequently at the center of family

disputes. The conventional assumption that women must put family before personal fulfillment is
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reinforced by numerous narratives, such Siragadikka Aasai, which emphasize the hardships faced
by bereaved moms and the sacrifices they make for their children.

o Working Women: Although several serials feature women in leadership positions (such as
journalists, doctors, or businesswomen), their character arcs usually involve moral quandaries
balancing obligations to their families and careers. A female doctor in Karthigai Pengal is criticized
by society for putting her career first, highlighting the enduring notion that a woman's primary
function is in the home.

4.4 Themes & Societal Reflections
The serials depict various themes, including:

o Gender Stereotypes: Women are frequently expected to uphold family honor and prioritize
relationships over personal ambitions. This is evident in Kayal, where the lead character faces
criticism for choosing a career over marriage.

o Empowerment: Certain narratives showcase women overcoming adversity, highlighting resilience
and strength. In Karthigai Deepam, the protagonist breaks away from a toxic marriage and builds
an independent life, sending a strong message about self-sufficiency.

o Work-Life Balance: Women balancing careers and domestic roles is a recurring theme, often
accompanied by struggles and societal judgment. In Chinna Marumagal, a female lawyer constantly
battles to gain respect from her male colleagues while managing household expectations.

o Patriarchy & Societal Expectations: Many storylines emphasize traditional norms, with female
characters navigating pressures related to marriage, motherhood, and duty. In Siragadikka Aasali, a
young woman fights against arranged marriage traditions, questioning the societal pressures imposed
on women.

The combination of these themes highlights the ongoing struggle between tradition and modernity in Tamil
society, where female representation is slowly evolving but remains deeply rooted in conventional
expectations.

4.5 Impact on Societal Perceptions

The way society views women is greatly influenced by Tamil television series. Although there are
progressive depictions of female empowerment, they are frequently offset by conventional tales that uphold
long-standing gender conventions. Viewers are prompted to reevaluate the changing position of women in
Tamil culture by the favorable portrayals of independent and career-focused women, which point to a
gradual but discernible change in cultural beliefs. Nonetheless, it appears that cultural struggles between
modernity and tradition are still ongoing given the continued reinforcing of conventional preconceptions.
5. Conclusion

Traditional gender roles are both challenged and reinforced in Tamil television dramas. The persistent
portrayal of women as selfless caregivers and the stigmatization of aspirational women represent ongoing

societal difficulties, even though strong female leads and themes of empowerment imply improvement.
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The results show that although more and more female characters are defying stereotypes, the underlying
themes frequently uphold society's expectations of women as caregivers. Though their difficulties frequently
reveal social opposition to full gender equality, the existence of aspirational and career-driven women is a
step in the right direction.

Tamil television shows serve as both social reality's influencers and reflectors. They reinforce cultural
beliefs and audience perceptions by reflecting prevailing gender norms. At the same time, they discreetly
challenge conventional wisdom by introducing discussions about women's empowerment. But far from

being revolutionary, the advancements in representation are still small.

« Showing women with a range of goals and decisions without passing moral judgment.
 Creating independent, well-rounded female characters whose identities are not limited to their
relationships.

 Arrise in the number of women in leadership positions and their achievements in the workplace.
« Changing the focus of tales from self-sacrifice to self-actualization, stressing the value of

individual development over social acceptance.

In the end, the changing way women are portrayed in Tamil television shows points to a gradual but
important shift in public perceptions. Tamil media can help create a more inclusive and gender-equal society

in the future by upholding progressive narratives and dispelling long-standing misconceptions.
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