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4.2 Abstract

Chetan Bhagat’s Half Girlfriend (2014) and its 2017 cinematic adaptation directed by Mohit Suri
represent an intriguing intersection of literature and cinema in contemporary India. The novel, told in
Bhagat’s signature accessible language, examines themes of love, aspiration, class divide, and linguistic
anxiety in post-globalized India. The film adaptation reinterprets these same ideas through visual
narrative, music, and character condensation. This paper conducts a comparative analysis of both
versions, examining how the core narrative, character portrayal, and thematic emphasis shift across
mediums. The study highlights the transformation of Madhav Jha and Riya Somani’s characters,
explores the representation of gender and social hierarchy, and critiques the adaptation’s treatment of
Bhagat’s linguistic realism. By juxtaposing the literary and cinematic texts, the paper investigates
whether the film enriches or simplifies the novel’s exploration of social and emotional boundaries.
Ultimately, it argues that while the novel offers a broader socio-linguistic commentary on class and
identity, the film prioritizes emotional appeal and visual romanticism, thereby redefining Bhagat’s
narrative for mass audiences.
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4.4 Introduction

Chetan Bhagat has emerged as one of the most influential voices in post-millennial Indian English
fiction. His works bridge the gap between serious literature and popular fiction by capturing the
aspirations and anxieties of India’s middle-class youth. Half Girlfriend (2014), one of his most
commercially successful novels, tells the story of Madhav Jha, a small-town boy from Bihar, and Riya
Somani, a sophisticated Delhi girl, who navigate love, class differences, and linguistic barriers in
modern India. The narrative, told through Bhagat’s accessible prose and bilingual texture, encapsulates
a distinctly Indian sensibility — one that blends ambition, emotional vulnerability, and linguistic
insecurity. When adapted into film by Mohit Suri in 2017, Half Girlfriend underwent significant
transformation. The cinematic medium reinterpreted Bhagat’s story with an emphasis on visual
spectacle, music, and melodrama — elements characteristic of Bollywood’s storytelling tradition.
While the novel’s first-person narrative offered psychological depth and social critique, the film’s third-
person presentation prioritized emotional immediacy and romantic tension. This shift from textual
introspection to visual dramatization raises questions about fidelity, creative liberty, and the
interpretative flexibility of adaptation. This paper undertakes a comparative analysis of Half Girlfriend
as a novel and as a film adaptation, exploring their treatment of themes such as love, class disparity,
gender representation, and linguistic struggle. It also evaluates how medium-specific techniques —
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narrative voice in literature versus cinematography in film — shape audience perception. The study
draws on adaptation theory, particularly Linda Hutcheon’s concept of adaptation as “repetition without
replication,” to argue that Mohit Suri’s film neither replicates nor entirely diverges from Bhagat’s novel
but reimagines it within the cinematic economy of emotion and visuality.

4.5 Theoretical Framework: Adaptation as Transformation

Adaptation studies view the process of translating literature into film not merely as a matter of fidelity
but as a creative dialogue between two mediums. Linda Hutcheon, in A Theory of Adaptation (2006),
suggests that adaptations are “re-interpretations across media” that transform narratives through
different modes of engagement. Robert Stam further argues that adaptation involves “intertextual
dialogism,” wherein meaning is reshaped by cinematic form, audience expectations, and cultural
context. Applying this framework, Half Girlfriend exemplifies the transformation of a textual narrative
into a visual narrative. The novel’s interior monologues and linguistic anxieties are expressed in the
film through camera techniques, music, and mise-en-scéne. Rather than viewing the film as an inferior
copy, it can be understood as an intertextual re-imagining that translates Bhagat’s written emotions into
cinematic experience.

4.6 Plot and Structural Comparison

Bhagat’s Half Girlfriend is structured as a framed narrative. The story begins with the author meeting
Madhav Jha, who narrates his past through Riya’s diary. This structure allows readers to engage with
multiple layers of narration, memory, and subjectivity. The film, however, eliminates the frame
narrative and streamlines the plot for cinematic efficiency. It presents the story chronologically,
focusing primarily on the romantic arc. By doing so, the film sacrifices some of the novel’s introspection
but gains in pace and emotional immediacy.

4.7 Characterization and Gender Dynamics

One of the central differences between the novel and its film adaptation lies in the portrayal of the
protagonists, Madhav and Riya. In Bhagat’s novel, Madhav is presented as insecure, ambitious, and
linguistically challenged. His inability to speak English fluently becomes a metaphor for his marginal
social position. The film, however, softens these insecurities and portrays Madhav as more confident.
Riya Somani’s character also undergoes transformation. In the novel, she is portrayed as a complex
figure — emotionally distant yet compassionate. The film simplifies Riya into a more conventional
romantic heroine, emphasizing beauty and emotional fragility rather than independence.

4.8 Themes: Love, Language, and Class Divide

Both the novel and the film revolve around incomplete love — the idea of a relationship that resists
easy definition. Language functions as a marker of class and privilege in the novel. Madhav’s struggle
to speak English fluently isolates him within the elite environment of St. Stephen’s College. In the film,
this linguistic conflict is downplayed. The novel portrays class difference as a structural reality —
Madhav’s rural background and Riya’s urban affluence symbolize two Indias. The film converts it into
aesthetic contrast.

4.9 Narrative Techniques: Text versus Cinema

In the novel, Bhagat’s use of first-person narration allows readers to experience Madhav’s emotional
and psychological journey. The film externalizes this interiority through visual symbols and music.
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Thus, the novel “tells” while the film “shows.” Each medium generates meaning through its distinct
language — verbal versus visual.

4.10 Cultural Context and Audience Reception

Bhagat’s novel appealed to India’s English-speaking youth who identified with themes of aspiration
and linguistic insecurity. The film adaptation targeted a broader mass audience, appealing to
Bollywood’s emotional and musical sensibilities. Critical reception diverged sharply: the novel was
appreciated for addressing linguistic marginality, while the film received mixed reviews.

4.11 Cinematic Liberties and Symbolism

Mohit Suri’s adaptation introduces cinematic liberties — extended flashbacks, musical montages, and
heightened emotional scenes. Rain is used as a recurring motif symbolizing emotional release and
reconciliation. These visual motifs reinterpret Bhagat’s textual imagery into cinematic language.

412 Conclusion

The comparative study of Chetan Bhagat’s Half Girlfriend and its film adaptation illustrates how stories
evolve across mediums. The novel critiques social hierarchies and emotional indecision in modern
India. The film transforms this introspective narrative into a visually charged love story. Together, they
demonstrate the fluid relationship between literature and cinema, showing that adaptation is not
imitation but transformation.
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