
The woman neither tradition nor 
rebellion prepared for

She has spent her life 
being told how a ‘good 
woman’ should be. 

Dutiful daughter, devoted 
wife, selfless mother: these 
are the ideals she inherited, 
often before she was old 
enough to examine them. 
And yet, on the one day set 
aside in her name, we rarely 
ask the question that mat-
ters most: good by whose 
standard, and at what cost 
to herself?

On 8th March every year, 
International Women’s Day 
is observed, speeches are 
made, and achievements 
are listed. But the woman 
sitting quietly behind all of 
it, the one who has given 
and adjusted and accom-
modated her way through 
an entire life, she is not wait-
ing for a celebration. She is 
waiting, perhaps without 
knowing it, for permission 
to ask who she actually is 
beneath everything she was 
told to be.

That permission does not 
need to come from outside. 
That is what we must un-
derstand today.

So the incapacity some 
women feel is not a ques-
tion of ability. The centuries 
have settled that. Every field 
once declared off-limits has 
been entered and excelled 
in, often under conditions 
of resistance that would 
have probably broken most 
men entirely. The question 
that remains unasked, and 
therefore unanswered, is 
not whether she can. It 
is why, in the presence of 
all that evidence, she still 
reaches for permission 
before she reaches for the 
door.

A Borrowed Centre
No girl is born believing her 

ambitions are pretension, 
her opinions disruption, 
her body the primary locus 
of her value. These are not 
innate beliefs. They are in-
stalled, over years, through 
family, ritual, story, cloth-
ing, approval, and the with-
drawal of approval, so thor-
oughly and so early that by 
the time she reaches adult-
hood, the installation feels 
like personality. She does 
not experience it as condi-
tioning; she experiences it 
as herself.

And because she has 
never been encouraged to 
know herself from within, 
she gathers her identity 
from without. She does not 
know, through direct and 
honest seeing, what she 
values, what she wants, or 
even who is doing all this 
wanting. So she turns out-
ward. She measures her-
self through others’ eyes 
so habitually and so con-
tinuously that she mistakes 
the habit for nature. This is 
where the real damage is 
done: once your worth is 
measured by others, they 
already hold the scale by 
which you judge yourself. 
They did not have to seize it. 
It was yielded in a thousand 
small acts of fear, imitation, 
and dependence, repeated 
until surrender began to 
feel like personality.

Every culture that has di-
minished women has often 
also glorified them in sym-
bol. This is not contradic-
tion; it is the same mecha-
nism operating at the level 
of civilisation. In India, the 
Durga Saptashati is precise: 
the assembled gods cannot 
defeat Mahishasura and 
they approach the goddess 
not with condescension but 
supplication, acknowledg-
ing that what they cannot 
do, she must do. She stands 
ten-armed, carrying weap-
ons and wisdom simulta-
neously, answerable to no 
one. This is the woman the 
tradition placed at its apex. 
And then this same tradi-
tion produced the house-
hold ideal in which the ac-
tual woman is instructed 

to regard her husband as 
her god regardless of his 
character, and to under-
stand her highest calling 
as the management of his 
comfort. One hand lights 
incense before the goddess 
who defeated what the gods 
could not, and the other 
keeps the living woman in-
doors.

Those most thoroughly 
shaped by the arrange-
ment often become its 
fiercest defenders. Moth-
ers teach daughters to be 
modest and accommodat-
ing. Older women shame 
younger ones for question-
ing. The family meeting in 
which important decisions 
are made has five men and 
no women, not because 
the door was barred, but 
because conditioning had 
gone so deep that entering 
probably never arose even 
as a possibility. The system 
perpetuates itself through 
the very people it has most 
comprehensively dimin-
ished.

She knows this not as 
theory but as memory. The 
voice that told her to sit 
quietly at the table was not 
a man’s. The hand that ad-
justed her clothing before 

she stepped outside was not 
hostile; it was tender. The 
woman who first taught her 
that smallness was safety 
claimed to love her com-
pletely. That is what makes 
it so difficult to name, and 
so difficult to leave.

And yet the most unset-
tling part of this arrange-
ment is not that the cage was 
built, but that the woman 
often builds it herself, and 
builds it eagerly. In many 
cases, women themselves 
internalise the timelines of 
marriage, home, and family 
long before those expecta-
tions are consciously exam-
ined.

And when liberation 
finally came, it largely re-
peated the same error in a 
different register: where the 
first woman had organised 
her life around her body 
as object of devotion and 
restraint, the second organ-
ised hers around her body 
as object of display and as-
sertion. The veil came off; 
the body remained central. 
The movement remained 
body-bound and mistook 
that shift for freedom. It was 
not freedom. The address 
had changed, the landlord 
had not.

The Two Women, 
and the Third
Modern history produced 
a rebellion against this ar-
rangement, and the rebel-
lion was necessary and 
real and costly. The second 
woman demanded educa-
tion, employment, legal 
rights, reproductive au-
tonomy, and won many of 
these at great cost and with 
real courage. But something 
went wrong that the rebel-
lion itself could not see, 
because the blindspot was 
inside it.

In defining herself against 
man, the second woman 
still kept man at the centre, 
no longer as master per-
haps, but still as reference. 
She measured progress by 
his standards, competed 
on his terms, and adopted 
his metrics of success. She 
wore his armour and called 
it freedom. Reaction hard-
ened into imitation, rebel-
lion became mimicry.

The pattern, once seen, 
cannot be unseen. The first 
woman organised her en-
tire inner life around the 
question: am I acceptable 
to him? The second woman 
organised hers around: am 
I equal to him? Both ques-

tions still place the man at 
the centre. The dependence 
has merely changed vo-
cabulary. The ego that once 
sought validation through 
compliance now seeks it 
through defiance, but it is 
still measuring itself against 
an external reference, still 
unable to answer the far 
more unsettling question: 
who are you when he is not 
in the room at all?

This is the question that 
neither the tradition nor 
the rebellion has been will-
ing to sit with, because it 
dissolves both. It cannot be 
answered by performing 
a role better, whether the 
role is dutiful wife or liber-
ated professional. It cannot 
be answered by winning 
more rights or occupying 
more positions. It can only 
be answered by the kind of 
inward turning that most 
people spend their entire 
lives avoiding, because what 
it requires is not strength 
in the conventional sense 
but the willingness to face, 
without consolation, the 
falseness of the centre from 
which she has been living, a 
centre assembled from fear, 
memory, culture, and bor-
rowed approval.

The Upanishadic tradi-
tion understood this with 
a clarity that later religios-
ity buried. Gargi debated 
Yajnavalkya before the full 
court at Janaka’s palace; 
the text does not pause to 
consider her clothing or 
her compliance. Maitreyi, 
offered half her husband’s 
wealth, refused it and asked 
instead for the knowledge 
by which she might know 
everything worth know-
ing. They are presented not 
as exceptions to femininity, 
but as serious human be-
ings doing what serious-
ness demands: turning 
inquiry inward without 
apology. At its highest, the 
tradition had no need to 
grant women permission 
for inquiry, because inquiry 
belongs neither to man nor 
to woman.

What Gargi and Maitreyi 
demonstrate is not that 
women can equal men in 
inquiry. They demonstrate 
something far more unset-
tling: that the inquiry itself 
has nothing to do with be-
ing a woman or a man at 
all. The ego is what takes on 
gender, borrowing it from 
the body, then from culture, 
then from every room that 
ever told her what she was. 
What the inquiry reaches 
beneath that construction 
carries none of those mark-
ings. The question “Who 
am I?” dissolves the catego-
ries before it answers them.

What emerged from that 
inquiry was not a woman 
who had won her rights. 
It was a woman who had 
stopped needing permis-
sion.

She is not a type but a 
direction, not an identity 
achieved but a quality of 
ongoing attention. Her aim 
is not equality with men 
but the dissolution of the 
very structure of borrowed 
identity that has confined 
both men and women, in 
different ways, since the be-
ginning of recorded history. 
She is not defined by what 
she submits to or what she 
opposes. She has moved 
the question past the po-

litical, past the biological, to 
the one that underlies both: 
who is this “I” that sub-
mits, opposes, performs, 
and seeks approval? She 
watches conditioning as 
conditioning, and in that 
very seeing becomes less 
its prisoner. She does not 
mistake fear for devotion, 
compliance for strength, or 
the performance of rebel-
lion for freedom. She is not 
the woman of tradition and 
she is not the woman of re-
action.

Most structures are not 
built to recognise her. Re-
ligious structures built on 
female obedience find her 
disorienting. Family sys-
tems built on female silence 
find her threatening. Even 
other women, still deeply 
identified with condition-
ing, may experience her 
presence as accusation, be-
cause she embodies a possi-
bility they have not chosen. 
She is called difficult, ar-
rogant, cold. These are the 
accusations of a system that 
requires her legibility. She 
has become illegible to it.

The cage may have been 
built from outside. What 
makes it hold is the belief 
installed within.

Others may point to the 
door, but the step across 
belongs to no one but her. 
Most will not take it, be-
cause the prison eventu-
ally learns to call itself 
protection. And those who 
do take it will not arrive at 
some final condition called 
freedom. They will discov-
er something subtler: that 
freedom lives only in atten-
tion, only in honest seeing, 
only in the refusal to once 
again become what fear 
has taught them to be. The 
ego returns, yes. But each 
return will be thinner than 
the last, and the woman 
who knows this does not 
need a day to celebrate. 
She has something better: 
the next moment of seeing 
clearly.
* Acharya Prashant is a teach-
er and author whose work cen-
tres on self-inquiry and its ap-
plication to contemporary life.

Acharya Prashant 

International Women’s Day invites a deeper inquiry into identity, freedom, and borrowed expectations.

Ben Stiller slams White House over ‘Tropic Thunder’ footage

Actor and filmmaker Ben 
Stiller has criticised the 
White House after a clip 
from his 2008 satirical ac-
tion-comedy Tropic Thun-
der was used in a pro-mili-
tary montage video shared 
online. Stiller said neither 
he nor the film’s creators 
had granted permission 
for the footage to be used 
and demanded that it be re-
moved.

Responding to the video 
on the social media plat-
form X, Stiller wrote: “Hey 
White House, please re-
move the Tropic Thunder 
clip. We never gave you 
permission and have no in-
terest in being a part of your 
propaganda machine. War 
is not a movie.” His remarks 
quickly gained traction on-
line, drawing attention to 
the use of entertainment 
imagery in a video celebrat-
ing recent military opera-
tions.

The 42-second montage, 
posted by the White House, 
combines drone footage of 
recent military strikes con-

ducted by the United States 
and Israel against Iran with 
scenes drawn from popu-
lar films, television pro-
grammes and video games. 
The video concludes with 
branding associated with 
the administration of Don-
ald Trump alongside the 
caption “JUSTICE THE 
AMERICAN WAY.”

Among the clips included 
are several featuring Tom 
Cruise. The sequence be-
gins with a scene from the 
science-fiction thriller Mi-
nority Report before transi-
tioning to footage from the 
blockbuster aviation drama 
Top Gun: Maverick. The 
montage also briefly fea-
tures Cruise’s flamboyant 
studio executive character, 
Less Grossman, dancing 
during the closing moments 
of Tropic Thunder — a mo-
ment originally intended as 
satire.

Other brief excerpts ap-
pear to have been taken 
from a range of widely 
recognised entertainment 
franchises and titles. These 
include imagery reminis-
cent of the space opera saga 
Star Wars, the acclaimed 

television drama Break-
ing Bad, and historical ep-
ics such as Gladiator and 
Braveheart. Action se-
quences from John Wick, 
superhero imagery linked 
to Superman, and scenes 
from blockbuster franchis-
es such as Transformers 
and Deadpool also appear 
in the video.

The montage further in-
corporates visuals associat-
ed with the popular science-
fiction video game franchise 
Halo. These elements are 
intercut with aerial footage 
of military operations and 
explosions, creating a fast-
paced sequence that re-

sembles a cinematic trailer 
rather than a conventional 
government communica-
tion.

The White House has 
not publicly commented 
on Stiller’s objection or ad-
dressed questions about 
whether permission had 
been obtained for the use 
of the film clips. However, 
the video has sparked de-
bate on social media about 
the ethics and legality of 
incorporating copyrighted 
entertainment content into 
political messaging, par-
ticularly when the creators 
involved have not endorsed 
the message.

The controversy comes 
amid heightened geopo-
litical tensions in West Asia 
following a joint United 
States-Israel military strike 
on Iranian territory carried 
out on 28 February. The op-
eration resulted in the death 
of Ali Khamenei along with 
several other senior Ira-
nian figures, according to 
officials familiar with the 
developments. The strike 
triggered retaliatory missile 
and drone attacks launched 
by Tehran across multiple 
countries in the region, 
significantly escalating the 
already volatile security 
situation.

Military officials say the 
ongoing campaign has be-
come one of the most exten-
sive operations in the region 
in recent years. According 
to the United States Central 
Command, the campaign 
involves more than 50,000 
troops, approximately 200 
fighter aircraft and two air-
craft carriers deployed in 
strategic locations.

US defence officials state 
that the primary objective 
of the operation is to dis-
mantle Iran’s ballistic mis-

sile capabilities and degrade 
its military infrastructure. 
The campaign has included 
targeted air strikes, surveil-
lance missions and coordi-
nated operations with allied 
forces.

Speaking during a round-
table discussion on col-
legiate sports at the White 
House, President Donald 
Trump praised the military 
campaign and described the 
operation as a decisive suc-
cess. He claimed that Iran’s 
military infrastructure had 
been significantly weak-
ened and commended the 
performance of US forces 
involved in the mission.

“Our military is doing 
phenomenally,” Trump 
said, adding that the strikes 
had severely damaged 
Iran’s ability to launch fur-
ther missile attacks. He 
maintained that the opera-
tion was necessary to pro-
tect regional stability and 
American interests.

Despite the administra-
tion’s assertions, the cam-
paign has drawn interna-
tional scrutiny and concern 
about the potential for fur-
ther escalation across West 

Asia. Analysts warn that 
retaliatory actions by Iran 
and its allies could widen 
the conflict and destabilise 
several countries in the re-
gion.

Within this broader geo-
political context, the White 
House video has been inter-
preted by some critics as an 
attempt to frame military 
action through the lens of 
popular culture and cin-
ematic spectacle. Observers 
note that the juxtaposition 
of real-world combat foot-
age with scenes from Hol-
lywood films and video 
games risks blurring the 
line between entertainment 
and armed conflict.

Stiller’s criticism reflects a 
broader discomfort among 
some artists and filmmak-
ers about the use of their 
work in political messag-
ing. Tropic Thunder itself 
was originally conceived as 
a satire of Hollywood’s por-
trayal of war and the excess-
es of the film industry. The 
inclusion of a comedic scene 
from the film in a video cel-
ebrating military strikes has 
therefore struck some view-
ers as particularly ironic.

Legal experts say the is-
sue may ultimately hinge 
on questions of copyright 
and fair use. Government 
agencies occasionally rely 
on fair-use provisions when 
incorporating brief excerpts 
from copyrighted works 
into commentary or news-
related content. However, 
the application of those 
provisions to promotional 
or political messaging is of-
ten contested.

For now, the debate con-
tinues to unfold online, 
with supporters of Stiller 
praising his stance and oth-
ers defending the video as 
patriotic messaging during 
a time of conflict. Whether 
the White House will re-
move the clip or respond 
formally to the actor’s re-
quest remains unclear.

What is certain is that 
the episode has once again 
highlighted the increas-
ingly blurred boundaries 
between politics, media and 
entertainment in the digital 
age. As Stiller put it in his 
post, the distinction be-
tween cinema and conflict 
should remain clear: “War 
is not a movie.”
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