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Abstract

The representation of transgender identities in Indian cinema has historically been shaped
through visual stereotypes, symbolic marginalization, and narrative simplifications. Although
cinematic portrayals of transgender persons have increasingly gained scholarly attention, the
role of language in constructing these identities remains relatively unexplored. This article
examines the linguistic representation of transgender characters in selected Malayalam and
Telugu films, focusing on how cinematic dialogue functions as a discursive site where gender,
identity, and power are negotiated. Employing Norman Fairclough’s Critical Discourse
Analysis (CDA) alongside insights from Queer Linguistics, the study undertakes a qualitative
comparative analysis of four films: Njan Marykutty and Chaand Pottu from Malayalam
cinema, and Super Deluxe (Telugu dubbed version) and Kanchana (Telugu dubbed version)
from Telugu cinema.

The analysis focuses on three major linguistic dimensions: naming and address practices,
discursive functions of dialogue, and agency in speech. Particular attention is paid to the use
of honorifics, slurs, euphemisms, ridicule, sympathy, moral judgement, and self-assertion. The
findings reveal contrasting regional tendencies in transgender representation. Malayalam
cinema increasingly demonstrates empathetic discourse and greater linguistic agency, enabling
transgender characters to articulate their own identities. Telugu cinema, while showing signs
of transformation, often continues to rely on comic exaggeration, marginalizing speech, and
contradictory discursive patterns. The study argues that cinematic discourse not only reflects
dominant social attitudes toward transgender communities but also actively contributes to
reinforcing or challenging normative understandings of gender. By foregrounding language as
a central component of cinematic representation, this article contributes to sociolinguistic,
discourse, and queer studies within Indian cinema.

Keywords: transgender representation, cinematic discourse, queer linguistics, critical
discourse analysis, Malayalam cinema, Telugu cinema, gender identity

1. Introduction

Cinema is one of the most influential cultural institutions in contemporary society, shaping
public attitudes, reinforcing ideologies, and influencing social understandings of identity. In
India, cinema occupies a particularly powerful position due to its extensive cultural reach and
emotional impact. Beyond serving as a source of entertainment, films function as social texts
through which communities negotiate meanings related to gender, caste, sexuality, morality,
and power. Among the various marginalized identities represented in Indian cinema,
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transgender individuals have often been portrayed through stereotypical and contradictory
frameworks. Historically, transgender characters have been depicted as comic figures, social
outcasts, supernatural beings, or threatening others, contributing to widespread prejudice and
misunderstanding.

While considerable scholarly attention has been devoted to visual and narrative representations
of transgender identities, the role of language in constructing these identities remains relatively
underexplored. Language is a crucial medium through which social reality is created and
maintained. Identity is not only visually represented but also linguistically produced through
naming practices, pronouns, forms of address, conversational authority, emotional tone, and
discursive positioning. Through dialogue, characters are granted or denied legitimacy, respect,
and agency. Thus, cinematic discourse becomes an important site where transgender identities
are negotiated, validated, or marginalized.

Theoretical perspectives on gender and language provide valuable insights into this process.
Judith Butler’s theory of gender performativity (1990) argues that gender is not a fixed
biological category but a social construct continually produced through repeated acts, speech,
and symbolic practices. Language plays a central role in this construction because recognition
and naming confer social legitimacy. Similarly, Queer Linguistics highlights the relationship
between language and identity formation, emphasizing that gendered speech and social
categories are socially constructed rather than natural. From this perspective, transgender
individuals often encounter linguistic practices that challenge, deny, or regulate their identities.
Norman Fairclough’s Critical Discourse Analysis (1995) further demonstrates how discourse
reflects and reproduces power relations within society. Language is never neutral; it is
embedded in ideological structures that shape social inclusion and exclusion. In cinema,
dialogue can reinforce dominant gender norms or challenge them by providing alternative
representations and voices. Therefore, analyzing cinematic discourse offers valuable insights
into broader social attitudes toward gender diversity.

This study focused on four movies of the two languages of the dravidian language family, those
are malayalam and telugu movies. Films such as Njan Marykutty present transgender
experiences through narratives of self-acceptance, identity affirmation, and social recognition.
At the same time, earlier films such as Chaand Pottu reveal tensions surrounding gender
nonconformity and often rely on humor and ridicule. Telugu cinema, particularly mainstream
commercial cinema, has traditionally employed exaggerated gender performances for comedy
and dramatic effect. However, recent films such as Super Deluxe and Kanchana indicate
evolving approaches by offering more complex and emotionally nuanced portrayals, despite
retaining certain stereotypes. The statement of this study is to investigate how cinematic
dialogue constructs gender identity and power relations, qualitative textual interpretation is
considered most appropriate.

Research Objectives

1. To analyze the linguistic representation of transgender characters in selected Malayalam
and Telugu films.

2. To examine how cinematic dialogue negotiates gender identity, social recognition, and
power relations.

3. To identify the discursive functions employed in the representation of transgender
characters, including ridicule, sympathy, moral judgment, and self-assertion.

Research Questions

1. How are transgender identities linguistically constructed through cinematic dialogue in
Malayalam and Telugu films?
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2. What discursive functions—such as ridicule, sympathy, moral judgment, and self-
assertion—shape the representation of transgender characters?

3. To what extent do transgender characters exercise agency through speech, and how often
are they represented through the voices of others?

2. Literature Review

Scholarly discussions on transgender representation in cinema have expanded significantly in
recent decades, particularly within gender studies, queer theory, cultural studies, and film
criticism. However, much of this scholarship has focused primarily on visual representation,
stereotypical characterization, and narrative positioning rather than the linguistic construction
of transgender identities. The present study addresses this gap by foregrounding language as a
crucial component of cinematic representation.

Early representations of transgender persons in Indian cinema frequently portrayed them
through stereotypical frameworks associated with comedy, fear, deviance, or marginality. Hijra
and transgender characters often appeared as comic interruptions, threatening figures, or
symbolic outsiders whose presence reinforced dominant gender norms. Such portrayals
reflected broader social stigma surrounding non-binary gender identities and normalized
exclusion through repetitive cinematic patterns.

Judith Butler’s concept of gender performativity provides a significant theoretical basis for
understanding transgender representation. Butler (1990) argues that gender is not biologically
determined but socially performed through repeated acts, gestures, and discursive practices.
Identity is continuously negotiated rather than naturally fixed. From this perspective, cinematic
dialogue becomes important because speech acts, naming practices, pronouns, and
conversational interactions contribute to the social production of gender identity. In
transgender representation, recognition through language becomes central to legitimacy and
belonging.

Queer Linguistics further expands this understanding by examining the relationship between
language, sexuality, and identity construction. Scholars such as Hall and Barrett (2012) argue
that gendered language practices are socially organized and ideologically regulated. Language
influences how identities are categorized, normalized, or marginalized. Misgendering,
derogatory labels, and exclusionary speech patterns often become mechanisms through which
transgender persons are denied social recognition. Conversely, affirming language and self-
identification function as forms of empowerment.

Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA), particularly Norman Fairclough’s (1995) framework,
emphasizes the relationship between language and power. According to Fairclough, discourse
both reflects and reproduces social structures and ideological systems. Language cannot be
understood as neutral because it operates within unequal relations of power. Cinematic
dialogue therefore becomes an ideological site where dominant assumptions regarding gender
are either reinforced or challenged. Through vocabulary, tone, interactional authority, and
narrative framing, films shape audience attitudes toward marginalized communities.

Studies concerning transgender representation in Indian cinema reveal gradual shifts in
portrayal. Earlier mainstream films often relied heavily on stereotypes, depicting transgender
individuals through exaggerated bodily expressions, comic exaggeration, or victimhood
narratives. However, contemporary films increasingly attempt nuanced portrayals emphasizing
humanity, dignity, and lived experience. Despite these developments, much of the scholarship
continues to focus on visual and narrative representation rather than discourse and language.
Research on regional cinema remains comparatively limited. Malayalam cinema has received
scholarly attention for socially conscious storytelling and realism, yet studies specifically
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addressing transgender linguistic representation remain scarce. Films such as Njan Marykutty
have been recognized for presenting transgender identity with empathy and emotional realism,
particularly through narratives of self-definition and social struggle. However, discourse-
centered analysis remains underdeveloped.
Similarly, Telugu cinema has often been critiqued for stereotypical gender portrayals and
exaggerated characterization. While films like Kanchana introduce sympathetic narratives
surrounding transgender suffering, critics have observed tensions between empathy and
sensationalism. More recent films such as Super Deluxe suggest changing representational
practices through emotionally grounded storytelling and greater psychological depth. Yet
systematic comparative linguistic analysis remains largely absent.
Research gap
Despite growing academic interest in transgender representation in Indian cinema, most
existing studies have primarily focused on visual representation, characterization, and narrative
structures. Comparatively little attention has been paid to the role of language in constructing
transgender identities on screen. Furthermore, comparative analyses across regional film
industries remain limited, particularly in the context of linguistic representation.
In particular, there is a notable lack of research examining how cinematic dialogue constructs
transgender identities in Malayalam and Telugu films. This gap is significant because
language functions not merely as a medium of communication but also as an ideological tool
that shapes social identities, power relations, and cultural perceptions.
Addressing these gaps, the present study undertakes a comparative discourse analysis of
selected Malayalam and Telugu films to investigate the linguistic construction of transgender
identities. By foregrounding cinematic dialogue rather than visual representation alone, the
study explores how discourse contributes to the production and negotiation of transgender
subjectivity.
Specifically, the study examines how linguistic choices, forms of address, narrative
conversations, and discursive strategies either validate transgender identities or reinforce
processes of marginalization and exclusion. In doing so, it contributes to the fields of
sociolinguistics, discourse studies, and queer film scholarship by offering insights into the
ways language participates in the representation and social positioning of transgender
individuals within regional Indian cinema.
Theoretical Framework
This study integrates Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) and Queer Linguistics to examine
the linguistic construction of transgender identities in Malayalam and Telugu cinema.
Fairclough’s Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) provides a framework for analyzing the
relationship between language, ideology, and social power. Since cinematic dialogue reflects
broader social attitudes, CDA is applied at three levels:
Textual Level: Examines linguistic features such as vocabulary, pronouns, naming
practices, forms of address, speech patterns, and emotional tone. The analysis focuses
on whether transgender characters are represented through respectful language,
stereotypes, slurs, or gendered labels.
Discursive Practice: Investigates how meaning is produced through interactions
between characters, including conversational control, voice, and representation. It
explores whether transgender characters are able to define their own identities or are
represented through cisgender perspectives.
Social Practice: Situates cinematic discourse within broader sociocultural contexts,
examining how language reflects, reinforces, or challenges dominant attitudes toward
transgender identities.
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Queer Linguistics complements CDA by focusing on how language constructs and
negotiates gender identity. It examines linguistic practices such as pronoun use, naming, self-
identification, and conversational legitimacy to understand how transgender identities are
validated, marginalized, or stereotyped.
3. Methodology
This study adopts a qualitative comparative discourse analysis approach to examine the
linguistic representation of transgender identities in selected Malayalam and Telugu films.
Selection of Sample
The study examines four films selected through purposive sampling based on relevance to
transgender representation and discursive analysis.
Malayalam Films
e Njan Marykutty (2018)
e Chaand Pottu (2005)
Telugu Films
e Super Deluxe (Telugu dubbed version, 2019)
e Kanchana (Telugu dubbed version, 2011)
These films were selected because they provide varied portrayals of transgender identities
across time periods and cinematic traditions. They also offer significant dialogue-centered
interactions that enable linguistic analysis.
4. Data analysis
Based on the theoretical framework, the analysis focuses on three key dimensions:
Naming and Address Practices — pronouns, honorifics, gendered labels,
euphemisms, and derogatory terms.
Discursive Functions of Dialogue — expressions of ridicule, sympathy, acceptance,
exclusion, moral judgment, and self-assertion.
Agency in Speech — the extent to which transgender characters can articulate their
own identities and experiences.
Additionally, this study considers shifts in register, emotional tone, and interactional power
across public and private conversational contexts.
4.1 Naming and Address Practices
Naming practices constitute one of the most powerful linguistic markers of identity. In
transgender representation, names, pronouns, honorifics, and terms of address function as
indicators of recognition or exclusion. Chosen names often symbolize identity affirmation,
whereas misgendering reflects social resistance.
In Njan Marykutty, naming serves as an important narrative and linguistic strategy. The
protagonist struggles to gain recognition as “Marykutty,” while others initially continue
addressing her through masculine identifiers associated with her assigned gender at birth. This
linguistic refusal reflects broader societal discomfort surrounding transgender identity. The
gradual shift from masculine labels toward feminine naming symbolizes increasing acceptance.
Language here functions as recognition rather than mere description. By calling the protagonist
“Marykutty,” characters linguistically acknowledge her gender identity.
The use of respectful language in Njan Marykutty also distinguishes the film from stereotypical
portrayals. Dialogues increasingly employ affirming and emotionally supportive speech,
especially in later scenes where social recognition becomes central to the protagonist’s
experience.
In contrast, Chaand Pottu presents naming practices through the lens of gender ambiguity and
ridicule. Although the protagonist is not explicitly transgender, effeminacy becomes
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linguistically stigmatized. Dialogues frequently frame feminine behavior in men as socially
abnormal. Terms of address often carry undertones of mockery, implying inadequacy in
conventional masculinity.

Similarly, Telugu films demonstrate conflicting approaches toward naming and address. In
Super Deluxe, Shilpa’s identity becomes a site of negotiation through family interactions.
Certain characters continue to struggle with her affirmed gender identity, resulting in moments
of linguistic tension and misrecognition. However, these moments are framed critically rather
than comically, allowing the audience to reflect on the emotional consequences of
misgendering.

Kanchana presents a contradictory pattern. On one hand, transgender characters are addressed
respectfully in emotionally serious contexts. On the other hand, stereotypical language and
exaggerated speech styles reinforce social distance. This oscillation between empathy and
spectacle reflects unresolved ideological tensions within mainstream Telugu cinema.

The comparative analysis suggests that naming practices are deeply ideological. Respectful
address legitimizes transgender identity, whereas ridicule and misgendering reproduce
marginalization.

4.2 Discursive Functions of Dialogue

Dialogues concerning transgender identities often perform specific social functions. These
functions include ridicule, moral judgement, sympathy, exclusion, acceptance, and self-
assertion, each shaping audience perception differently. Through cinematic interactions,
dialogue not only reflects prevailing social attitudes toward transgender communities but also
influences how audiences interpret identity, legitimacy, emotional belonging, and social
recognition within broader cultural contexts.

4.2.1 Ridicule and Mockery

Ridicule remains one of the most common discursive strategies employed in Indian cinema
regarding gender nonconformity. Humor frequently emerges from exaggerated bodily
behavior, speech style, or emotional expression.

In Chaand Pottu, gender nonconformity is repeatedly framed through comic dialogue.
Feminine behavior becomes a source of amusement, positioning masculinity as the norm
against which deviation is measured. Linguistic humor here functions as a mechanism of social
discipline by reinforcing conventional expectations regarding gender performance.

Similarly, Kanchana initially employs comic discomfort surrounding transgender-coded
presence. Speech patterns are dramatized for audience reaction, reflecting broader cultural
tendencies to treat transgender difference as spectacle.

However, ridicule is notably less prominent in Njan Marykutty and Super Deluxe. Both films
resist exaggerated speech stereotypes and instead foreground emotional realism. This shift
reflects changing cinematic attitudes toward transgender representation.

4.2.2 Moral Judgement

Moral judgement frequently appears in dialogues concerning transgender identity. Characters
often question legitimacy, morality, or family responsibility.

In Super Deluxe, family members initially perceive Shilpa’s transition through a framework of
betrayal and confusion. Questions surrounding parenthood, masculinity, and social
respectability emerge through emotionally charged conversations. Yet the film critiques these
assumptions by emphasizing empathy.

Njan Marykutty similarly depicts moral judgement in institutional and familial contexts.
Conversations involving employment, legal identity, and social acceptance reveal how
transgender persons must repeatedly justify their existence. Institutional discourse becomes a
mechanism through which gender legitimacy is regulated.
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4.2.3 Sympathy and Emotional Recognition

A significant development in contemporary cinema involves the movement from ridicule
toward sympathy. Emotional dialogue increasingly humanizes transgender experience.

Njan Marykutty consistently employs empathetic discourse. Dialogues concerning emotional
suffering, discrimination, and personal struggle encourage audience identification with the
protagonist. Rather than functioning as spectacle, transgender experience becomes emotionally
grounded.

Kanchana also introduces sympathy through tragic backstories involving violence and
injustice. Emotional monologues encourage viewers to recognize transgender suffering.
However, this sympathy is complicated by simultaneous stereotyping.

4.2.4 Self-Assertion

Self-assertion represents a crucial linguistic dimension of transgender agency. When
transgender characters define themselves through speech, they gain narrative and social
authority.

Marykutty frequently articulates her own identity, desires, and struggles. Instead of remaining
silent, she actively negotiates recognition. Similarly, Shilpa in Super Deluxe speaks with
emotional depth and confidence, resisting victimhood.

The presence of self-assertive dialogue marks a significant departure from earlier
representations where transgender individuals existed primarily as symbolic figures rather than
speaking subjects.

4.3 Agency in Speech

Agency in speech refers to the ability of characters to articulate their own experiences rather
than being represented through others’ interpretations.

Among the selected films, Njan Marykutty demonstrates the highest level of linguistic agency.
The protagonist narrates her own experience, explains her emotional struggles, and participates
actively in conversations concerning her identity. Her speech is central to the narrative.
Similarly, Super Deluxe provides Shilpa with considerable agency. The character participates
meaningfully in family conversations and directly confronts social assumptions regarding
gender identity.

In contrast, Chaand Pottu offers limited agency. Discussions surrounding gender ambiguity
frequently occur around the protagonist rather than with him. The character becomes an object
of social commentary instead of an active participant in identity negotiation.

Kanchana presents partial agency. While transgender suffering is acknowledged, interpretive
authority often remains with cisgender characters. The transgender experience is frequently
filtered through external emotional responses.

These differences reveal important ideological distinctions. Greater speech agency corresponds
with increased humanization and legitimacy.

4.4 Register, Tone, and Interactional Power

Language also operates through tone, register, and interactional authority. Respectful dialogue
creates inclusion, while ridicule reinforces exclusion.

Malayalam cinema, especially Njan Marykutty, employs conversational realism and emotional
subtlety. Dialogues feel grounded and intimate, avoiding melodramatic excess. Such linguistic
realism encourages audience empathy.

In contrast, Telugu mainstream cinema often employs heightened dramatic registers. Kanchana
particularly uses emotionally exaggerated speech patterns associated with commercial
storytelling. While emotionally effective, such dramatization sometimes reinforces
stereotypes.
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Interactional power further shapes representation. Transgender characters who interrupt,
question, or challenge authority possess greater narrative legitimacy. Those spoken over or
silenced remain marginalized.

5. Comparative Analysis of Malayalam and Telugu Cinema

The comparative analysis reveals important regional differences in linguistic representation.
Malayalam cinema demonstrates a gradual movement toward empathetic discourse and
linguistic realism. Njan Marykutty provides transgender identity with dignity through
respectful naming, emotional authenticity, and strong speech agency. However, Chaand Pottu
reveals earlier anxieties surrounding masculinity and gender ambiguity.

Telugu cinema presents a more contradictory pattern. Super Deluxe destabilizes traditional
gender norms by humanizing transgender identity and enabling self-expression. Yet Kanchana
combines progressive sympathy with sensationalism, creating ideological inconsistency.

The contrast reflects broader cinematic traditions. Malayalam cinema’s realism-oriented
storytelling often allows deeper psychological exploration. Telugu commercial cinema, shaped
by melodrama and spectacle, frequently oscillates between stereotype and empathy.

Despite these differences, both industries show signs of transformation. Contemporary films
increasingly recognize transgender characters as emotionally complex individuals rather than
merely comic or marginal figures.

6. Findings and Discussion

The findings indicate that cinematic dialogue plays a central role in constructing transgender
identity. Representation is not limited to visual appearance; rather, it is linguistically produced
through naming, speech, conversational authority, and emotional framing.

Malayalam cinema increasingly demonstrates empathetic discourse and stronger linguistic
agency. Respectful naming practices and opportunities for self-definition reflect progressive
shifts in representation.

Telugu cinema reveals contradictions between sympathy and stereotype. While films such as
Super Deluxe promote normalization and dignity, mainstream narratives such as Kanchana
continue to rely on dramatic exaggeration.

Fairclough’s Critical Discourse Analysis reveals how language reproduces power structures.
Misgendering, ridicule, and moral judgement reinforce dominant gender ideologies, while self-
assertion and recognition challenge them.

Queer Linguistics highlights how identity emerges through interaction rather than biology.
Gender legitimacy is negotiated through language, making cinematic dialogue a powerful site
of identity construction.

The study therefore argues that cinema functions as a discursive arena where transgender
subjectivity is continuously negotiated and contested.

7. Conclusion

This article examined the linguistic construction of transgender identities in selected
Malayalam and Telugu films through the frameworks of Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA)
and Queer Linguistics. By analyzing cinematic dialogue in Njan Marykutty, Chaand Pottu,
Super Deluxe, and Kanchana, the study explored how language functions as a site where
gender identity, legitimacy, and social belonging are negotiated. The findings demonstrate that
cinematic language significantly shapes public perceptions regarding transgender communities
and broader understandings of gender diversity.

The comparative analysis revealed notable regional differences in representation. Malayalam
cinema increasingly offers empathetic and linguistically empowering portrayals, particularly
in Njan Marykutty, where transgender identity is represented with emotional depth and
opportunities for self-expression. Although Chaand Pottu reflects anxieties surrounding gender
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nonconformity and masculinity, contemporary Malayalam cinema shows movement toward
more inclusive discourse. Telugu cinema, in contrast, presents comparatively contradictory
patterns. While Super Deluxe challenges stereotypes by humanizing transgender experience
and granting characters greater speech agency, Kanchana continues to combine sympathy with
stereotypical representation.

The study identifies naming practices, discursive functions, and speech agency as central
dimensions shaping transgender legitimacy within cinematic narratives. Respectful naming and
opportunities for self-definition contribute to identity validation, whereas ridicule,
misgendering, and marginalizing dialogue reinforce exclusion. The extent to which transgender
characters articulate their own experiences significantly influences audience perception.
Importantly, the findings suggest that transgender representation cannot be fully understood
through visual analysis alone. Language plays an equally crucial role in shaping identity,
recognition, and social belonging. Cinematic dialogue influences whether audiences respond
through acceptance, prejudice, or empathy. Thus, cinema functions not only as a visual medium
but also as a discursive space where gender norms are reinforced or challenged.

By foregrounding cinematic discourse, this article contributes to sociolinguistics, queer studies,
discourse analysis, and Indian film scholarship. Future research may include additional
regional cinemas and audience reception studies to better understand how cinematic language
shapes public attitudes toward transgender communities.
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