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ABSTRACT 
Media and society are interdependent entities that are suspended seamlessly in a state of blissful co-existence 
where one feeds the other and vice versa. More so, when it comes to gender issues, wherein, media’s narrative is 
shaped by societal norms and society imbibes a large part of its gender conversations from media. Media’s 
representation of the masculine has largely been dictated by inherent patriarchal norms and the classic hegemonic 
patterns dominant in media narratives. However, as R.W. Connell recognised, there exists a diverse range of 
masculinities and its own hierarchical structure which is also represented through media content. 
Over-the-top (OTT) platforms are gaining ground in India’s crowded media scene because of factors like 
accessibility, affordability and variety of content. Indian content on OTT platforms are targeted at the young, urban, 
upwardly-mobile Indian middle class and are largely slick productions with hard-hitting, original storylines and 
closer-to-reality characterizations. Paatal Lok is one such very popular crime drama that has a primarily masculine 
narrative. This study uses R.W. Connell’s three structures of gender relations: labour, power and cathexis to 
understand the representation of masculinities in Indian OTT media across class structures by identifying the 
hierarchies of masculinities in the Indian web series, Paatal Lok. The study uses qualitative techniques in the form 
of discourse analysis to gain further insight into the representation of different gradations of masculinities in 
contemporary Indian media. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Gender discourse, predominantly, revolves around a binary 
equation (Rushton et al., 2019). A binary that is purported by biological 
characteristics and reinforced by a socially constructed gender identity 
(Von Doellinger, 2018). This binary is considered the status quo in the 
mainstream but is found unacceptable among the marginalized 
minorities who consider gender to be a spectrum (Darwin, 2017). 

Within the realm of gender discourse rests the concept of 
hierarchies of gender (Miller, 1993). Patriarchy places one gender over 
the other wherein the men dominate and women are subordinate in a 
number of ways (Bhasin, 2006). This is a form of traditional discourse 
that is consistently questioned and opposed by all forms of feminism 
(Budig & Jones, 2008). Feminism purports social, political, economic 
and personal equality among the sexes. However, within gender, power 
equations vary. There are gradations inherent within gender that is not 
subtle. Within the masculine, there exists a model of multiple 
masculinities – a pluralistic set of gender practices. Masculinities refers 
to the hierarchy of males within genderism based on certain traits and 

characteristics that define their identity and standing in a social set-up 
(Pascoe, 2007).  

With the COVID-19 pandemic and the subsequent series of 
lockdowns in India, Indians have tuned into OTT (Over-The-Top) 
platforms for their dose of entertainment (Mathew, 2020). Paatal Lok is 
an intelligently written, fast-paced, and engrossing (Gupta, 2020) 
fictional crime thriller and a riveting tale that delves into the 
‘whydunnit’ of crime and is packaged as a perfect morality tale, 
interspersed with liberal references of Hindu mythology (Malik, 2020). 
Its neo-noir narrative is an intense, gritty and satirical sneakpeak into 
the world of mucky liaisons between media, police and politics in India. 
The show premiered on Amazon Prime Video (OTT) on May 15, 2020. 
Apart from focusing on many subaltern themes such as caste, religious 
and class divisions; issues related to social, religious and sexual 
minorities in India (Banerjee, 2020), the series has several male 
characters who are representative of different forms of masculinities in 
the country. This study uses R.W. Connell’s gender order theory to 
understand the hierarchies of masculinities in the Indian web series, 
Paatal Lok. In doing so, the study seeks to gain further insights into the 
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representation of different gradations of masculinities in Indian 
entertainment streaming media. 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

Gender theorists like Jill Mathews have stressed upon a hierarchical 
relationship in gender based on the struggles and power strategies and 
contradictions and unintended consequences of social groups and 
individuals (Mambrol, 2017). R.W. Connell has integrated gender 
order into social structures and discusses the concept of hierarchies 
within gender. The most common position within the order of 
masculinities is the identity of the dominant hegemonic masculinity; 
which in itself presents its own varied shades. R.W. Connell discusses 
three structures of gender relations: labour, power and cathexis. Labour 
refers to the division, segregation and discrimination in work. Power 
refers to authority and control and cathexis refers to ‘sexual social 
relationships’ (Connell, 1987). In this study, Indian streaming media’s 
representation of gender order within masculinities is studied using 
R.W. Connell’s three structures of gender relations: labour, power and 
cathexis. 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

While studying the construction of masculinity through images in 
lifestyle magazines in Croatia Loncar, Vucica, and Nigoevic (2016) 
found that these magazines represent a homogenized group of ideal 
men mostly white, muscular, and rich to represent success or prestige 
to the consumer. The portrayal of men’s images as muscular, good 
looking or successful signifies the need for a ‘good looking image’ of a 
man to conceptualise masculinity.  

Wong et al. (2010) while studying the content of the journal, 
Psychology of Men and Masculinity between the years 2000 and 2008 
identified men’s violence as one of the most problematic aspects of the 
male role. The top three most frequently addressed topics with regard 
to men and masculinity were mental health, relationships and violence. 
While discussing gender stereotypes in media, Devi (2018) emphasises 
on the age-old prevalence of hegemonic masculinity in Manipuri media. 
Men are represented as dominant, independent, intelligent and decisive 
whereas the women are shown as naive, dependent and less intelligent 
in Manipuri films, advertisements, print media and radio.  

Engstrom (2016) while examining how the NBC comedy series 
Parks and Recreation utilizes alternative forms of masculinity through 
its male characters to counter traditional hegemonic masculinity and 
purports a ‘new man’ who embraces feminism through osmosis; is 
androgynous or even genderless; emotional, kind, intellectually curious 
and compassionate. The ‘new man’ is a broad representation of R.W. 
Connell’s positive masculinity that moves into a new, more egalitarian 
version of masculinity. 

Susilo (2017), while critically reviewing masculinity discourse in 
media text related to violence on online news portals found that online 
news portals perpetuate masculine discourse. Online news portals and 
their acquired resources strengthen violence labelling as a part of 
masculine domination over the feminine. Trujillo (1991) while 
studying media representations of Nolan Ryan and American sports 
culture states that Ryan is represented as an embodiment of male 
athletic power in mediated sport. He is also represented as an ideal 

image of the capitalist worker, as a family patriarch, as a white rural 
cowboy, and as a phallic symbol in media and commodified as a symbol 
of hegemonic masculinity. Cutler (2007) while analysing masculinities 
in advertisements in seven popular men’s magazines uncovered seven 
dimensions of masculinities which vary in their levels of compliance to 
the hegemonic mould. The seven dimensions of masculinities identified 
are lover, athlete, military man, tough guy, sexy man, male model and 
pretty boy. This, according to Cutler (2007) could mean that society is 
becoming more accepting of diversity and men do not have to fit into 
the traditional hegemonic mould. 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

Statement of the Problem 

Indian web series are fresh, bold and tailored for the urban, tech-
savvy Indian youth. They showcase an eclectic range of characters who 
are urbane, whose depictions are very close to reality and whose 
language is a mix of Hindi and English (Verma, 2018). A study of the 
characters of Paatal Lok, a popular web series on the basis of their 
hierarchy in masculinities spectrum would identify Indian streaming 
media’s depiction of masculinities. Since media can be considered as a 
metaphorical mirror (McQuail, 2010), reflecting myriad events in a 
society, this study would shed light on societal view of masculinities in 
India.  

Objective of the study 

To understand the representation of masculinities, its varied 
hierarchies, based on socio-economic-political background, in the 
Indian streaming entertainment media. 

Research Design 

This study uses qualitative research techniques in the form of a 
discourse analysis to understand the hierarchies of masculinities in the 
season one of Paatal Lok. The study analyses seven biologically aligned 
male characters that are primary to the plot of Paatal Lok.  

This study uses a non-linear yet progressive data coding process 
using Neuman’s three-step coding process for the analysis. The coding 
process involves open coding of media text involving the seven 
characters across the nine episodes of season one, on three criteria: 
labour, power, and cathexis. Dialogues, tone of delivery, body language, 
costumes, exhibited personality traits for each of the seven characters 
were analysed within the framework of their socio-economic-political 
context in the web series.  

The second stage is the axial coding where connections between 
codes were identified to create a frame of meaning for each structure. 
In selective coding, connections between the three structures of gender 
relations for each character were identified to arrive at their hierarchical 
role in the masculine order. 

FINDINGS 

For the study, seven characters with male biological identities in 
Season One of the web series, Paatal Lok were analysed. The findings 
are discussed below. 

Hathi Ram Chaudhary, Inspector, Outer Jamuna Paar region 
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Hathi Ram Chaudhary is tough, self-critical, rebellious, impulsive, 
reckless and persevering. He seeks social recognition and is learning and 
evolving on a personal level as the series progresses. Hathi Ram 
Chaudhary tries to fight the system that undermines him and in doing 
so finds his purpose. With labour, Hathi Ram Chaudhary evolves into 
a seeker of truth. Hathi Ram Chaudhary gains power through 
understanding of self. A rough exterior entrenched in patriarchy with 
innate warmth and humaneness defines his cathexis.  

Hathi Ram Chaudhary is representative of Connell’s classic 
hegemonic male. However, Hathi Ram’s willingness to understand 
grow, adapt and evolve an emotional perspective in both his 
professional and personal life puts him on the borderlines between 
hegemonic and complicit masculinity – a type of hybrid that veers 
towards a more positive idea of masculinity. 

Sanjeev Mehra, Television Journalist (Editor, NBW News) 

Educated, elite, powerful, influential, shrewd, power-hungry, 
dominant and manipulative, Sanjeev Mehra fits into the classic ‘survival 
of the fittest’ mould. He discards his idealism for power and position, in 
order to survive and garner a strong position of power. Labour for him 
is a means to an end – acquisition of power. Narcissism and a patriarchal 
mindset define his cathexis.  

He is a classic representation of R.W. Connell’s hegemonic 
masculinity with all its characteristics of a dominant social role in terms 
of status, economic dominance, need for power and control, 
heterosexuality and a strong patriarchal dividend.  

Imran Ansari, IAS aspirant and Sub-Inspector, Outer Jamuna 

Paar 

Imran Ansari is an idealistic, play-by-the-rules, soft-spoken, urban 
male who is driven by values of hard work and friendship. He is low-
key, reliable, quietly ambitious and committed to his professional 
growth. He has limited powers due to his lower status on the 
professional front and due to undertones of religious discrimination. He 

remains stoic when disparaged and maintains the power status quo by 
not reacting to forces around him. He enjoys what Connell calls the 
patriarchal dividend and seeks to play by the rules in an inherently 
hegemonic masculine system in order to reap its physical, symbolic and 
material benefits. He is representative of R.W. Connell’s complicit 
masculinity. 

Tope Singh a.k.a. Chaaku, Small-time criminal  

Tope Singh is an aggressive, brash, foul-mouthed, gun-trotting 
macho guy with a penchant for living dangerously and who uses 
violence and bloodshed to fight caste-centric oppression and establish 
power. He has an obsessive personality in life, and in love. He revels in 
sexist slurs and has a strong patriarchal outlook. Caste discrimination 
and lack of social standing makes Tope Singh an ideal candidate for 
R.W. Connell’s marginalized masculinity. However, Tope Singh also 
represents a machismo-driven masculinity that refuses to adhere to 
societal norms but seeks power through violence. He represents 
resistant masculinity that rebels against his marginalized status and tries 
to create a space in the hegemonic masculine milieu. 

Vishal/Hathoda Tyagi, Hitman 

Vishal/Hathoda Tyagi is a dog-lover and an underdog who yields 
power through brutality and cold-blooded violence. He is silent, stoic, 
loyal and remorseless. Vishal/Hathoda Tyagi displays all the 
characteristics of a culturally hegemonic male in terms of the brute force 
that he uses to quell opposition; his patriarchal need to avenge his 
sisters’ assault, his callous gravitation towards extreme violence, his lack 
of fear or remorse and his emotionally supressed demeanour.  

He is also a classic representation of marginalized masculinity 
wherein he has a negatively charged social standing (as an accused in 45 
murders) which limits his upwardly climb, on the masculine gender 
order. He is representative of a deviant form of hegemonic masculinity 
wherein he is a hegemonic male with characteristic power, aggression 

 
Figure 1. Three-step coding process 
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and emotional suppression but falls short because his actions which are 
divergent and undesirable within societal boundaries.  

Mary Lyngdoh a.ka. Cheeni, Masseuse 

A transgender, Mary has had a hard abusive childhood in the streets 
but is trying to work her way up the social ladder. Her mission is to earn 
enough for sex change surgery. Mary is powerless and vulnerable. 
Mary’s lack of power has three causes: One, she is a transgender who 
seeks to be identified as a woman and hence by default is assumed to be 
a prostitute; two, there is Mary’s backstory of child sexual abuse and 
three, she is called a Nepali and Cheeni on account of her mongoloid 
features. Mary’s sexuality works to her disadvantage. She is subjected to 
male gaze, lewd gestures and transphobic comments. 

Mary Lyngdoh a.k.a Cheeni is a classic representation of R.W. 
Connell’s subordinated masculinity wherein her biological gender is 
taken into account by a society that denies her a right to choose her 
gender.  

Kabir M., Driver 

Kabir M is sensitive, creative, quiet and afraid. Kabir M. chooses to 
hide is religious identity and is a powerless victim of religious violence. 
Kabir M. is representative of marginalized masculinity that opts to hide 
rather than fight back. This is the prime difference between Tope Singh 
who is violent and rebels whereas Kabir M. meekly accepts, 
camouflages and tries to move on. He has reconciled with his stand in 
society and tries to blend in. He can be termed as representative of a 
reconciled or negotiated masculinity. 

Hierarchies of Masculinities in Paatal Lok 

In the web series, we have the dominant hegemonic male, the 
journalist, Sanjeev Mehra at the top of the hierarchy. Hath Ram 
Choudhary who exhibits traits that are partly dominant hegemonic and 
at times, complicit; along with the ability to evolve for the better 
embodies positive masculinity. This is followed by complicit and 
resistant masculinity which share the same space in the hierarchical 
order. Negotiated and sub-ordinated masculinity are at the lower rung 
in the hierarches of masculinities in Paatal Lok. 

 
Figure 2. Hierarchies of Masculinities in Paatal Lok 

RECOMMENDATIONS AND CONCLUSION 

While it is heartening to note that Indian streaming media 
showcases a variety of masculinities, it should also be noted that 
dominance of the powerful over the weak within masculinities; 
marginalization of the third gender and a strong patriarchal mind-set 
runs through the hierarchy and is reinforced through the show. It is 
recommended that Indian streaming media highlight positive 
masculinity through its shows. It is also recommended that patriarchal 
values and sexist slurs as an expression of manhood should be avoided. 
It would also help if the third gender is presented in a more empowered 
way. The show reinforces existing gender norms of violence and power 
as the prerogative of successful men. This can give way to a humane, 
gender equal approach to masculinities across the spectrum. 
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