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Abstract 

The representation of women in contemporary Bollywood films has offered valuable insights into the discourse surrounding the 

feminine sphere. Within the patriarchal framework, critiques of femininity have emerged, advocating for positive depictions of 

‘strong females.’ This study delves into movies featuring empowered female characters, mainly focusing on the analysis of 

Khiladiyon ka Khiladi (1996), Fukrey (2013), Gulaab Gang (2014), and Begum Jaan (2017). Notably, this paper introduces the idea 

of toxic femininity in Bollywood cinema, contending that female characters exhibit similar ‘toxic’ features. This notion challenges 

the discourse critiquing hypermasculine traits and machismo, often addressed by feminist scholars, filmmakers, and female 

protagonists. The investigation centers on understanding the visual encoding of glorified masculine characteristics evident in on-

screen female characters. Additionally, the study explores how body language and choice of profession serve as sites for 'performed' 

protest by female characters. While such protests are generally viewed and applauded by both genders, the paper posits an alternative 

viewpoint, suggesting that they are a double-edged sword, undermining positive communication between the sexes. 
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Introduction 

The negative impact of cinematic glorification of criminals and hypermasculine 

characters on society has been studied astutely (Ferguson, 2019; Sonkar & Srivastava, 2023). 

The influence of these movies has led to several real-life criminal acts. Women have faced the 

brunt of the violence presented on-screen. Their characters are perceived through the patriarchal 

gaze as meek objects, marking their presence on the cinematic screen (Anujan et al., 2012). 

Therefore, countering this stereotype and presenting women’s struggles in various dimensions 

have been the focus of modern Indian films.  

Contemporary Indian movies have attained worldwide recognition and acclaim in recent 

years. A multitude of themes and genres have been traversed through these narratives. Stories 

dealing with the subaltern, feminist, and LGBTQ+ experiences have garnered commercial and 

critical success in the past decades (Pardiwalla, 2024). Therefore, their influence on Indian 

society cannot be underestimated. Especially in the case of women-centric films, they have 
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provided a platform for representing women's empowerment, self-expression, and a search for 

identity beyond the prescribed social codes. Films such as Queen, English Vinglish, 

Manikarnika, and Kahani have paved the way for women-led films. Historical figures such as 

Rani Lakshmi Bai's defiance of the British Raj are showcased as powerful tools for change in 

the movie Manikarnika. Similarly, Thappad and Mardaani contribute to the discourse on 

female agency by situating women’s resistance both in the domestic sphere, against patriarchal 

violence, and in the public sphere, where they confront systemic issues like human trafficking 

and prostitution.  The everyday struggles of single women and homemakers, and their need for 

experiences beyond their prescribed spheres, are presented in Queen and English Vinglish 

(Sharma, 2018; Chatterjee, 2016).  

The rationale for selecting these movies is that the films span two decades and diverse 

genres, offering contrasting portrayals of women as villains and leaders, thereby reflecting 

mainstream and feminist-marketed narratives of empowerment. Each film foregrounds female 

resistance but also reveals paradoxes in which authority is asserted by subjugating both men 

and women, making them ideal case studies for interrogating whether such portrayals genuinely 

challenge or reproduce patriarchy. Khiladiyon ka Khiladi (1996) and Fukrey (2013) encapsulate 

female criminal bosses who lead their organization with an iron hand. They coerce others and 
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are quite clear in their intentions. At the same time, Gulaab Gang (2014) paints the picture of 

‘Rajjo’ as an individual who uses righteous violence to help women. 

In contrast to her, Sumitra Devi stands as a political leader who seeks to maintain her 

power by hook or crook. Lastly, Begum Jaan (2017), furnishes the titular character as someone 

who engages in the criminal act of prostitution but only to help disenfranchised women. Thus, 

a plethora of characters emerge who run contrary to the traditional trope of Indian women in 

films. This paper centers on an analysis of the protagonists, their settings, and the contexts that 

shape their acts of rebellion. The study addresses these questions: Do the protagonists’ acts of 

rebellion genuinely challenge patriarchal structures, or do they paradoxically reproduce 

patriarchy by assuming its roles and subverting others? In what ways do the protagonists, both 

overtly and covertly, exert dominance by subduing men and women to secure authority? Here, 

power is examined in two dimensions: as a tangible force, often enacted by hypermasculine 

men, and as a symbolic construct, in which respect is demanded of those who are subdued. The 

study argues that the selected films, while appearing to challenge patriarchal norms, construct 

female protagonists whose resistance paradoxically involves the subjugation of both men and 

women. In doing so, they dilute the emancipatory promise of feminist cinema and complicate 

its broader project of women’s empowerment. 
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Recent scholarship on feminist representations in Indian cinema has illuminated the 

paradoxical nature of empowerment in women-centric films. While many contemporary 

Bollywood productions outwardly challenge patriarchal ideologies, their narratives often re-

inscribe gender hierarchies under the guise of female liberation. For instance, Chakraborty 

(2017) argues that the rise of the “quasi-empowered” heroine in post-2000 cinema reflects more 

cosmetic empowerment than actual agency. These female characters, though central to the plot, 

often embody aspirational modernity shaped by neoliberal values rather than authentic feminist 

autonomy. This symbolic empowerment serves commercial and ideological interests, 

maintaining the gendered power structures it ostensibly critiques. Similarly, Sharma (2018), in 

her analysis of Queen (2014), contends that even narratives celebrated for depicting women’s 

emancipation reproduce patriarchal nationalisms. Rani’s apparent liberation is situated within 

a transnational framework that continues to regulate women’s sexuality and independence. 

Thus, the protagonist’s self-discovery abroad becomes a cinematic strategy for reconstituting 

middle-class Indian morality rather than a genuine break from patriarchal norms. This reflects 

the broader trend where the female subject’s agency is circumscribed within acceptable 

sociocultural limits. Kaur and Sharma’s (2016) study on The Dirty Picture and Grand Masti 

similarly critiques Bollywood’s embrace of postfeminist “raunch culture,” arguing that sexual 

assertiveness is commodified as empowerment while reinforcing objectification and 
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heteronormative hierarchies. Such representations transform feminist resistance into another 

marketable aesthetic, echoing Rosalind Gill’s notion of “the resexualization of feminism.” 

Likewise, Irshad (2023) introduces the concept of hegemonic femininity in her comparative 

study of Fire (1996) and Shakuntala Devi (2020), noting that contemporary female leads often 

emulate masculine dominance or align with hegemonic masculinity rather than dismantle it. 

This imitation of masculine power perpetuates patriarchal binaries and marginalizes non-

conforming gender expressions. 

Taken together, these studies focus pointedly on the aberrant femininities and their 

discourses, which undermine patriarchal underpinnings, yet only their positive aspect is studied. 

Toxicity is still attributed to masculinity. Through these studies, a need arises for a study that 

understands the negative aspects of violence employed by women. Further, how does it silence 

both the men and the women in their employment, as well as those associated with them? 

Methodological Framework 

This study draws on bell hooks’ (1992) theory of the oppositional gaze and Misha 

Kavka’s (2002) concept of visual codes to explore how Indian cinema constructs female 

protagonists who appear to challenge patriarchal structures yet ultimately reproduce them 

through hypermasculine behavior, attire, and language. Hooks’ oppositional gaze resists 

patriarchal and colonial visual regimes by advocating a critical spectatorship that refuses 
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passive engagement with dominant cinematic narratives. Through this lens, women viewers—

and by extension, women characters—can reclaim agency by looking back, questioning the 

authority of representation, and disrupting hegemonic visual pleasure. Applied to contemporary 

Bollywood cinema, this theoretical frame enables an interrogation of how films that center 

women’s defiance—through aggression, assertiveness, or sexual autonomy—create visual and 

narrative forms that simultaneously celebrate and constrain female power. 

Building upon this, Kavka’s (2002) notion of visual code provides a framework for 

understanding how films speak to their audiences through visual and emotional cues, shaping 

identification, empathy, and ideology. The visual code of feminist or postfeminist cinema 

involves how the camera, mise-en-scène, and performance collectively construct a relational 

dynamic between the spectator and the protagonist. In the Indian context, the visual code often 

frames the strong woman as both an object of admiration and containment—her attire, gestures, 

and visual presentation invite identification while reinforcing gendered hierarchies of 

desirability and dominance. The protagonist’s bold fashion choices, commanding body 

language, and stylized aggression serve as visual signifiers of empowerment, yet are 

simultaneously mediated by patriarchal aesthetics. In this study, visual code is applied to 

analyze how the gaze, costume, framing, dialogue, and emotional tone of scenes invite 
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spectators to consume female resistance as spectacle, transforming feminist defiance into a 

visually palatable form of patriarchal negotiation. 

From a postfeminist perspective, this paradox aligns with Gill’s (2007) and McRobbie’s 

(2009) critiques that popular media commodifies feminism by translating empowerment into 

an individualized, aestheticized narrative of confidence, choice, and consumer freedom. 

Bollywood’s portrayal of the “New Woman” embodies this transformation: she is assertive, 

visually bold, and economically independent, yet her power is circumscribed within neoliberal 

and heteronormative ideals. Her defiance—whether through attire, language, or physical 

dominance—becomes a performance of agency rather than its authentic exercise, signaling how 

postfeminist cinema transforms collective liberation into a privatized display of strength. 

Connell’s (1987) concept of hegemonic masculinity and its feminist extension into 

hegemonic femininity suggest that men as a group hold power over men, often making this 

dominance seem natural or common sense. Irshad (2023) further elucidates how women’s 

resistance often replicates patriarchal logic. When women embody aggression, emotional 

detachment, or dominance, they enact what Irshad (2023) terms hypermasculine femininity—a 

form of resistance that mirrors rather than dismantles masculine authority. Such portrayals give 

rise to toxic femininity, where power is expressed through control and competition, not 
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solidarity or empathy. Ultimately, the intersection of hooks’ oppositional gaze and Kavka’s 

visual address reveals how Bollywood’s representation of strong women often recasts 

resistance as spectacle, thereby diluting the emancipatory potential of feminist cinema and 

reaffirming patriarchal systems under the guise of empowerment. 

In addition, forms of resistance enacted through a woman’s body are viewed positively 

in the cultural arena. Conversely, the adverse effects of this revolt are rarely noticed and 

analyzed. Susan Bordo considers a woman’s body space as having a ‘double-bind’ presence 

(Bordo 2018, 2095). Here, the performativity of revolt is perceived as endangering the body. 

Bordo studies women who have anorexia and reject food based on their revolt against meeting 

societal standards. On a similar note, this paper argues that this double bind arises to meet the 

societal expectation of presenting empowered female characters, yet, conversely, the female 

lead ends up exhibiting hypermasculine and toxic traits (Alonzo & Guerrero, 2009). Violence, 

both through language and bodies, defines this toxic trait. In a criminal world, hypermasculinity 

is required to make one’s name. Thus, hypermasculinity has come under scrutiny within the 

past century, but females’ utilization of these traits has rarely been studied. Furthermore, female 

and male hypermasculinity uses similar tools of suppression of the marginalized, but in the case 

of females, hypermasculinity is portrayed positively.  

Empowered Female Characters and Visual Codes 
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Female characters have been the focus of many traditional and modern films. However, 

traditional films display women’s struggles, lack of agency, and stereotypical portrayals. 

Contrarily, with the emergence of feminist discourse, stereotypical portrayals, women’s status 

as the Other, and the context surrounding these constructions are critically deconstructed. 

Moreover, the patriarchal outlook sees a woman’s being as contained within the ‘desire’ that 

reverberates from the masculine subject through ‘wonder’ (Irigaray, 1993, p. 73). Wonder 

idolizes the female subject, constructing an image of reverence. Any movement away from this 

image translates into trouble. Patriarchy uses ideological apparatus and sometimes repressive 

apparatus (Althusser, 2006), for example, physical confinement, domination, and violence, to 

govern and control the female body and sexuality. However, according to Foucault, discipline 

is exercised more frequently covertly, not through punishment (Sheridan, 1977). Discipling the 

body is pivotal in controlling the mental and physical spheres. The way women walk and talk, 

their attire, their readings, and their understanding of the world around them are controlled by 

this ‘discipline.’ Revolting against this system leads to the revocation of patriarchal protection. 

This act is considered to push a female body into a lawless world, where they lose their social 

standing and integrity. Modern parallels for this phenomenon have been the shaming of 

‘OnlyFans’ creators (Litan et al., 2022; Lippmann et al., 2023) and other online adult content 

creators. Herein lies the conundrum: a woman’s body is presented as a site of purity and, 
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conversely, also as the location of fulfillment of sexual desire.  

Female bodies (attire, gestures, and body movements), language, and sexuality, which are 

otherwise reasons for their oppression, are displayed as empowering agents for the female 

characters. Moreover, women’s control over their sexual prowess or the power of granting 

‘sexual’ fulfillment gives them power in the economic sphere (Gil et al., 2021; Srsic et al., 

2021). Women are portrayed as autonomous individuals, fully entitled to prioritize their careers 

and exert control over their professional domains. This choice of career is not merely a 

preference but a means of claiming these spaces to secure financial independence and authority, 

as shown in movies like Khiladiyon ka Khiladi and Begum Jaan. Maya is the head of a massive 

illegal wrestling and gambling syndicate, a domain almost always shown as controlled by men. 

Similarly, Begum Jaan asserts ownership and emotional investment in the premises, 

demonstrated in scenes where she defiantly refuses to vacate after being ordered by the Partition 

authorities. She asserts, “I will die like a queen and not a beggar,” referencing her refusal to 

surrender either her dignity or domain. With this control comes a newfound agency, allowing 

women to shape interactions between the sexes on their terms and assert power in traditionally 

male-dominated spheres. This shift challenges outdated gender roles, positioning women as 

active agents in their own empowerment. As argued in the previous section of this paper, female 
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leads who indulge in criminal activities adopt new names and avoid patronyms as a marker of 

their empowered selves and symbolic identity formation. They decode the politics of naming 

and either detach themselves from patronym, as in the case of Bholi Panjaban, Madam Maya, 

and Begum Jaan, or use their first names, for instance, Rajjo. 

In Bollywood films, characters who indulge in criminal activities are sometimes 

portrayed as Robin Hoods, bringing strength to the dispossessed. However, crime provides a 

platform for the female leads to assert their agency over other female characters and 

marginalized, perceived-as-effeminate male characters, thereby exerting dominance. The bleak 

world of crime legitimizes their actions and requires specific gestures and attire, hinting towards 

imitating hypermasculine features (Hussain & Hussein, 2021); for instance, in Figure 1, Bholi 

Panjaban and Miss Maya wear a leopard-printed dress, symbolizing the powerful position of 

the female in the world of crime, which aligns with Misha Kavka’s idea of visual codes. The 

leopard print, traditionally associated with wildness, dominance, and sexual agency, visually 

encodes both power and transgression, signifying autonomous power. Further, their physical 

power is enforced by burly men who sit around and protect them. In Khiladiyon ka Khiladi, 

these characters remain unnamed, and their only function is to effectuate Madam Maya’s power 

effectively. Miss Maya’s expressions rarely show emotions other than a bemused smile and 

anger. A similar link interconnects all the characters chosen for this study. Female leads’ 
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contours and postures convey their power and influence, serving as prominent visual codes. 

 

Similarly, long hair and femininity have been interlinked in Indian tradition, but here, 

Miss Maya adorns a scarf over her head to embody the power of the masculine world. 

Moreover, Mahie, in Gulaab Gang, who characterizes violence and aggression, wears a 

constable's dress, whereas all the other gang members wear pink saris, symbolizing their 

subordinated power and collectivity. In contrast, the sari is perceived as a symbol of femininity 

and weakness, e.g., in Gulaab Gang, Sumitra deploys her goons to kill Rajjo, but she brutally 

beats them. While talking to a goon, Pratima said, ‘Sari aap pahane the ki wo? Wo pahani thi 

na, aur katta aapke hath me tha’ (Whether you wore the sari or she? She wore the sari, right? 

And the pistol was in your hand). However, when traditional female virtues are highlighted in 

Figure 1: Khiladiyon Ka Khiladi (1996); A leopard headgear and scarf adorned by Miss Maya and 

her expressionless face. 
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the movies, Miss Maya and Rajjo appear wearing saris. Even Begum Jaan appears in traditional 

attire twice before Raja Sahab (the King). Otherwise, she does not follow the traditional dress 

code throughout her screen presence, hinting at her powerful and authoritative personality, 

reflected in her attire, language, and gestures.  

Another tool filmmakers employ to show the empowered self is the body movements and 

gestures of the female leads. It includes their way of walking and sitting, even in the presence 

of men, which is otherwise proscribed for women. Women defy the stereotypical way of 

walking and sitting. For instance, Begum Jaan, appearing with a naked back and getting a 

massage from a brothel inmate, resembles the male characters who are in power and 

economically strong. In Figure 2, she sits open-legged, smoking a hookah, showing complete 

authority and dominance inside her brothel in front of the powerful government officers. 

Similarly, Rajjo sits in the same posture when Pawan Babu, a local politician, asks her to 

support his party. Rajjo in Gulaab Gang serves as the purveyor of the group's ideology, the 

justice. She serves as the central frame of reference, and in Figure 3, we can see how this is 

enacted. Here, Rajjo sits opposite a political leader who wishes for her support in the upcoming 

elections. The political leader sits beside his group of goons and is clad in all-white, symbolizing 

a clean image, but the garb here is adorned rather than actual. The reflection of power dynamics 

is evident in the visual framing of both characters: the politician is surrounded by his enforcers, 








































