
Masaan: A Mirror to India’s Social Realities
Neeraj Ghaywan’s Masaan (2015) is not just a film—it is a haunting reflection of the rigid social structures that continue to shape Indian lives. Set in Varanasi, a city that symbolizes both tradition and spiritual liberation, the film weaves together two narratives, each exposing the harsh realities of caste, gender discrimination, and economic struggles. Through a sociological lens, Masaan becomes a powerful commentary on the deep-rooted inequalities that persist despite India’s progress.
Caste: The Unseen Chains of Society
At the heart of the film is Deepak Kumar (Vicky Kaushal), a young man from the Dom caste, traditionally assigned to cremation work. Despite pursuing an engineering degree, his caste identity follows him like a shadow. His love for Shaalu, an upper-caste girl, ends in heartbreak, reinforcing the brutal truth that caste-based discrimination still dictates personal and social relationships. 
        Sociologist M.N. Srinivas’s concept of caste hierarchy helps explain why inter-caste relationships remain taboo. Even as Deepak aspires for a better future, his caste roots act as an invisible barrier—a reminder that upward mobility is not just about education but also about breaking centuries-old prejudices.
Moral Policing and the Policing of Women
While Deepak’s story highlights caste oppression, Devi Pathak (Richa Chadha) experiences the brutal policing of women’s choices. A moment of intimacy with her boyfriend turns into a nightmare when the police blackmail her, treating her as a criminal rather than a victim. Society’s obsession with controlling female sexuality is evident as even her father, a man bound by traditional values, struggles to accept her innocence
    It aligns with Louis Dumont’s purity and pollution theory, where a woman’s honor is linked to her family’s status. Devi’s struggle is not just personal—it is a representation of countless women silenced by moral policing and patriarchal expectations.
The Price of Poverty and the Myth of Social Mobility
In Masaan, class and caste intersect to create a complex picture of economic struggles. Vidyadhar Pathak, Devi’s father, is a Brahmin by birth but financially vulnerable. His status does not protect him from being exploited by the corrupt system, where a police officer extorts money from him under the guise of protecting his daughter’s honor. Pathak has cultural capital (Brahmin status), he lacks economic capital, leaving him powerless in the face of authority. On the other hand, Deepak tries to build economic capital through education, hoping it will free him from caste discrimination. However, his heartbreak shows that true social mobility is not just about financial progress but also about dismantling deep-seated biases.
Varanasi: A Symbol of Tradition and Liberation
The backdrop of Varanasi is more than just a setting; it is a metaphor for the paradox of Indian society. The Ganges, which represents both life and death, mirrors the struggles of the protagonists—torn between tradition and the hope for liberation.
        Sociologist Émile Durkheim’s concept of collective consciousness explains how cultural rituals, like cremation rites, bind society together. However, the film questions whether these traditions uplift or entrap individuals. The city that promises spiritual salvation also enforces rigid societal norms, making it difficult for people like Deepak and Devi to break free.
Hope in the Face of Oppression
Despite its tragic elements, Masaan ends on a note of quiet optimism. Deepak and Devi’s paths cross in the final scene, hinting at the possibility of new beginnings. Their resilience suggests that while societal barriers are real, they are not unbreakable.
        Masaan forces its audience to confront the uncomfortable truths of Indian society, making it one of the most socially relevant films of contemporary Indian cinema.
         As India progresses, Masaan serves as a stark reminder that true development is not just about economic growth but about dismantling the invisible walls of caste, gender bias, and moral policing. The film urges us to ask: Are we truly free, or are we still bound by the traditions that define us?
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