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Abstract:

The landscape of Hindi cinema has undergone a marked transformation, with an increasing number of
narratives foregrounding women as complex, self-directed protagonists. This study examines the evolution
of female-centric storytelling in new-age Bollywood movies. While traditional narratives have long
reinforced patriarchal norms, recent films indicate a growing willingness within the industry to question
established hierarchies and portray women as independent, complex individuals. Female-centric narratives
demonstrate a deliberate departure from earlier portrayals that confined women to domesticity, sacrifice,
and moral rigidity. These films centre women’s agency, aspirations, and emotional depth, signalling a
broader transformation in cinematic storytelling. Simultaneously, films like Thappad and Piku foreground
issues of consent, autonomy, and societal complicity in normalizing gender-based violence. By challenging
long-held assumptions about marriage, respectability, and victim-blaming, such narratives foster critical

public reflection on patriarchal structures.
Keywords: Bollywood, Gender, Female, Gender Stereotypes, Storytelling
1. Introduction:

The belief that everything will work out in the end is a result of human conditioning, and practically all
Bollywood films portray this phenomenon. Positive protagonists usually have a happy ending, regardless
of how challenging and demanding their path may be. This manipulates people’s thinking and leads them
to assume that everything will work out in the end. In the same way, there are a number of areas in people’s
life strive to intimate the characters in movies because they think they can duplicate the events in such films.

People often identify themselves with the characters in movies, which is the reason behind this. Women in
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Hindi cinema to the bold, independent performance essayed by modern actress such as Vidya Balan, the
evolution of female representation in Bollywood has been both deep and transformative. Landmark movies
like Mother India (1957) presented audiences with a glimpse of the sacrificing yet strong Indian mother,
representing endurances and moral resilience in post-independence India. Alternatively, unconventional and
assertive movies like Lipstick Under My Burkha (2016) explore the inner conflicts, repressed desires, and
daring aspirations of women in a traditional society, thereby exposing issues long hidden under social taboos
(Bhushan, 2017). These on-screen portrayals are not merely fictional figures, these are reflections of real -
life struggles, changing identities, and the changing roles of women in Indian society. Hindi cinema across
decades has presented the various dimensions of womanhood from obedient daughters and loyal wives to
working individuals and fearless revolutionaries. Movies such as Queen, Piku, Kahaani, and Thappad have
also given a louder voice to women, showing them as the lead characters who not only challenge injustice
but also take back the reins of their lives and stories. Through these women, Bollywood has slowly begun
to shift away from objectifying women or relegating them to mere decorative roles, and has instead begun
to show them as multidimensional, independent beings with aspirations, problems, and grit. This increasing
trend testifies to the strength of film as a force for social critique and change. Whether it be through classic
expressions of resilience on screen in Mother India, or recent subversion of gender roles in Lipstick Under
My Burkha, Bollywood has increasingly engaged with stories of women empowerment and stimulating

dialogue regarding gender equality.

According to Abbas & Zohra (2013); Itoo & Nagar, (2017), movies are the most powerful medium for
communication, and they teach society a lot (Ghosal, 2018). The architecture, music, dance, and customs of
many Indian areas are shown in films, along with the intricate processes of nationalism, modernization,
globalization, and other significant concepts that are hardly understood by the general public due to their
technical nature. Taking into account Indian cinema, the filmmakers have advocated for Westernization,
women’s liberation, caste-related issues, minority rights, and above all the interfaith and inter-Muslim
friendship. In Indian society, even things like fashion and lifestyle have been crucial in raising awareness

and influencing public views on topics like violence and drugs (Balabantaray, 2022).

India’s most effective popular communication medium has been the cinema from its debut in 1913 with the
release of “Raja Harish Chandra”. Cinema has the rare ability to combine entertainment with the spread of
knowledge. A broad spectrum of people may find it appealing and it definitely works better than other media
in generating such an attraction. There are a lot of ignorantly based customs and practices in our society that
have hindered progress. The strictness of the dowry, purdah, untouchability, and caste systems has had a
significant negative impact on our culture. The battle against these evils can be greatly aided by movies,
because they may be used to support prohibition, inter caste marriages, family planning, national integration,
and the eradication of illiteracy, among other things (Mohanty et al., 2023). These kinds of subjects can
contribute to the transformation of our society. The film may be used to help people get over their
obscurantism and point them in the right way. It might contribute to the elimination of ignorance in our

society. Additionally, a number of urgently needed social reforms might be started and carried out through
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the movie theatre. There are several perspectives on the influence of film, for funders and producers it is a
profitable and alluring career. Actors and actresses may use it to earn money and gain notoriety. It is
considered an artistic creation by the filmmaker, composer, cinematographer, and narrative. Some claim that
it is an audiovisual translation of literature with a message. However, the government may also be a source

of employment and income.

Cinema portrays the society in which it is produced, along with the aspirations, objectives, annoyances, and
conflicts that are present in any particular social structure. In the present day, small-screen technology is
replacing cinema. Television shows and serials are taking the place of the preoccupation. Film telecasts have
thus, emerged as a source of extra income for the trade and industry. Cinema has developed into a system
that offers more than just pleasure; it offers a number of advantages (Balabantaray, 2022). It is extremely
valuable to society in terms of education and knowledge. Children make up the bulk of the audience, and
educational films may be great way to teach them. As a result, by movies to educate a variety of subjects,
the theatre may help to expand education. Moral obligations, responsibilities, the need for cleanliness, good

manners, respects for women, and other subjects can all be communicated through the picturization effect.

Movies and tales have a significant impact on people’s beliefs and actions. It may be used as a vehicle for
change bringing to light societal evils including poverty, social exclusion, corruption, domestic violence,
human trafficking, and other forms of discrimination. Actors and films have shaped people’s ideas and
behaviour; they are the vehicles for creating new trends that have an impact on people’s social lives (Singh,
2017). Indian film has progressively promoted violence, nudity, racial prejudice, injustice, and inequality,
among other things, in order to depict the harsh reality. Action films have a negative and insensitive impact
on young people’s mind and usually contain a lot of violence. Members of the same group become estranged
from one another when stereotyped religious practices, conventional beliefs, gender norms, and other
aspects are exaggerated (Radhakrishnan, et al., 2014). A particular tribe or community may be subjected to

abuse in certain media settings.

The commercialization of film has led to a decline in values and informativity. Indian artists and filmmakers
view the film industry as a source of income, thus they don’t try to boarden the content and are just focused
on making a profit. Viewing fascinating topics on a large screen is always enjoyable and well-groomed.
They have a very positive and enduring effect on viewers’ thoughts, but low quality and inexpensive films
have a very negative effect. Many people think that all of today’s crimes are the product of special effects
in movies. Apart from subjects that are open and demonstrative, contaminated mail is tossed. They have a
devastating effect on our society and culture. Children’s health is harmed by television and movies
(Balabantaray, 2022). Not dismissing films or TV series too soon is the aim. It will be preferable to choose
programs carefully and selectively. Good movies should be shown to students. There should be stringent
cap on the quantity of films and television shows that may be viewed at any one time. In the area of

educational growth, it has the potential to yield outstanding outcomes. The study here analyses the rise of
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female-led narratives in Bollywood and assess how films contribute to redefining female agency and

interiority in mainstream cinema.

2. Literature Review:

Recent cinematic developments indicate that Bollywood is gradually moving toward more equitable and
multidimensional representations of women, reflecting broader social conversations around gender justice
in India. Gender bias, societal prejudice, and representation in Bollywood and Hollywood were examined
by Khadilkar et al., (2022). The results show that although famous movie lines from Bollywood and
Hollywood have generally portrayed women better over time, gender prejudice is still evident in
contemporary films and equal representation between the genders has not yet been attained. Additionally,
the researchers found that Bollywood material continuously favored pale skin tones, a bias that persisted

throughout all time periods taken into account.

From an intersectional standpoint, Shewade, (2022), studied 20 Bollywood item songs, concentrating on
aural affordances that characterize violent behaviours an oppressive gender roles. The item girl identity,
drug abuse, gang culture, hyper-sexualization, and female sexual freedom are among the themes. Due to
oppressive cultural standards, crime against women is very common in India. Siddiqi, (2020), made an effort
to investigate patriarchal ideals. The findings show that by normalizing objectification, misogyny, stalking,
and gender stereotypes, as well as by establishing a power imbalance between the sexes, sexist lyrics may
help audiences become more tolerant of sexism, A society’s socio cultural makeup at a particular moment
is reflected in its music. Shah, (2020) sought to examine how women’s identities are molded and how they
are portrayed in Bollywood films. Three distinct Bollywood films covering a 30-year span from 1990 to
2016 were chosen in order to ascertain the representation of women in these films. Manjunatha &
Premavathi, (2019), investigated how sexual minorities were portrayed in Bollywood films, if there was any
prejudice, and how much significance or relevance was placed on these characters. In addition to presenting
a conservative worldview by objectifying the feminine and exalting the male, narrative film is rife with
dominating representations of women that are controlled by masculine standards of accomplishment, such
as physical violence and muscularity. Globalization reflected the interests of free markets for all people at

the close of the 20th century.
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3. Emerging Shifts and Progressive Narratives:

In the past few years, Bollywood has seen a notable shift away from its traditional portrayal of gender
stereotypes and roles that characterized its mass narratives in the past. While previously the presentation of
women used to be reduced to obedient daughters, devoted wives, and sacrificial mothers revolving around
a central male protagonist, now there has appeared a rich, dynamic presentation of female characters as
independent, robust, and multidimensional beings. These representations are not only indicative of a
profound cultural change but also react to wider societal changes relating to gender awareness and fairness.
They are evidence of a changing consciousness in Indian cinema one that is slowly beginning to see
diversity, individuality, and woman’s independence. Whilst regressive stereotypes and patriarchal structures
have by no means been eradicated, the emergence of progressive narratives marks a substantial, if
incremental, change in the treatment of gender within the industry. Although patriarchal norms continue to
influence mainstream narratives, the rise of women-centric films, challenges to gender-based violence, and
portrayals that question traditional family structures signal meaningful, though incremental, change. Films
such as Kahaani, Queen, and Raazi redefine narrative agency by placing women at the center of their own
journeys (Chakraborty & Chaudhuri, 2024; Ojha, 2022). Likewise, work such as Pink challenge normalized
forms of male dominance and foreground the significance of consent and bodily autonomy (Ghosh, 2018).
Cinematic explorations of gender-role reversals and structural inequalities, seen in Ki & Ka and Gunjan
Saxena, broaden public engagement with the complexities of gender identity and institutional discrimination

(Naveena, 2022).

While progress remains uneven, these shifts indicate that Bollywood is increasingly willing to critique
entrenched power structures and portray women as complex individuals rather than symbolic extensions of
patriarchal ideals. The emergence of intersectional narratives further expands the scope of representation,
offering a more holistic understanding of contemporary womanhood (Thomas, 2020). Collectively, these

developments suggest a slow but significant transformation in the industry’s engagement with gender.

4, Female-Centric Films:

One of the most glaring indications of transformation in Bollywood has been the emergence of woman-
centric films, especially post 2010. The films put the women at the forefront of the story, not as an accessory
to the hero, but as a hero in her own terms. Movies like Kahaani (2012), Queen (2014), Piku (2015), Tumhari
Sulu (2017), Raazi (2018), and Gangubai Kathiawadi (2022) highlight this phenomenon. In Kahaani, Vidya
Bagchi (performed by Vidya Balan) negotiates the strife of Kolkata in an engaging mystery and quest of
self-discovery, revealing embedded layers of her identity and agency. She is not a damsel in distress and
does not wait for male characters to drive the plot. Success of the film proved that the audiences were willing
to accept complicated, smart female protagonists. In the same way, Queen features Rani Mehra (Kangana
Ranaut), a Delhi girl who, following a cancelled wedding, takes a honeymoon to Europe by herself. Her

physical and psychological journey is one of self-discovery, of learning to endure, and personal
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transformation. Rani doesn’t take comfort in another man or go back to the old ways; se takes care of herself.
In Piku, the story delves into the complexity of a woman’s life balancing professional duties with caring for
elderly father. It is a film full of quotidian realism, presenting Piku as a confident, flawed, and believable
woman. These films are meaningfully contributing to a richer portrayal of women in Indian cinema. They
place the interiority of women, their thoughts, feelings, challenges, and successes above the need for male
approval. This is a significant move away from previous portrayals, where female characters were usually

defined in relation to male protagonists.

S. Questioning Patriarchy:

Another important shift has been Bollywood’s growing willingness to challenge patriarchal institutions and
values, and to tackle issues like martial oppression, gender violence, and societal pressure mounted on
women. Thappad (2020), which is directed by Anubhab Sinha, is a milestone film that critiques the process
of domestic violence becoming normalized. The protagonist, Amrita (played by Taapsee Pannu), chooses to
divorce her husband when he assaults her at a party. Though the event may appear trivial to others, the
movie forcefully emphasizes the fact that even a single violent act particularly when society carelessly
brushes it off is symptomatic of underlying, structural gender disparities. Thappad then becomes an extended
reflection on consent, self-respect, and the prevailing culture that justifies male aggression within marriage.
Similarly, Pink (2016) featuring Amitabh Bachchan and Taapsee Pannu, addressed the question of sexual

consent directly.

The film tells the story of three independent women in Delhi who are harassed and criminalized after
declining the overtures of powerful men. The powerful message of the film “No means no” was a cultural
moment, pushing back against long-held notions of female mortality, dress, night out, and victim-blaming.
Pink redirected the conversation from “respectable” vs “immoral” women to one of simple human rights
and respect. These films not only bring attention to gender-based injustice but also highlight the courage
and strength it requires for women to overcome societal expectations. They provoke discussions about

patriarchal conditioning and encourage people to reflect on the power dynamics in their own lives.

6. Highlighting Gender-Based Violence and Inequality:

Besides highlighting individual empowerment, Bollywood has also begun to address gender violence and
institutional inequality. Two such examples in recent times are Chhapaak (2020) and Gunjan Saxena: The
Kargil Girl (2020). Chhapaak inspired by the life of acid attack survivor Laxmi Agarwal, brings to light one
of the most gruesome manifestations of gendered violence. The film not only highlights the physical
violence but also the emotional, legal, and social hurdles that the survivor as well as critiquing the absence
of strict legal responses and social support mechanisms. Contrarily, Gunjan Saxena introduces us to the

narrative of India’s first female combat pilot during the Kargil War. Regardless of her skills and grit, Gunjan
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has to contend with deep sexism and marginalization within the patriarchal Indian Air Force. The movie
unapologetically captures how systemic prejudices, instead of individual ill will generate obstacles for
women in the workplace. At the same time, however, it celebrates excellence and determination as ways to
breach such limitations. These films serve as the key to establishing public awareness regarding institutional
gender discrimination. They shatter the silence surrounding actual difficulties women endure at the

workplace and in the public arena, giving motivation while basing the story on realism.

7. Reversal of Gender Roles:

Movies such as Ki & Ka (2016) provided audiences with innovative, if sometimes unnecessarily simplistic,
switches of standard gender roles. Arjun Kapoor stars as Kabir, the happy homemaker man, and Kareena
Kapoor Khan as Kia, the hard-driven woman scaling corporate heights. The movie tries to defy conventional
gender roles by implying that domestic work can bring fulfilment to a man, while a woman can be successful
professionally and ambitious. Though Ki & Ka has been criticized for wholly engaging with the emotional
nuances and social implications of role reversal, it still poses significant questions regarding gender norms.
The movie puts domestic work in the limelight and critiques gendered valuation of work within and outside

the home.

Other films like English Vinglish (2012) also explore this theme, where Shashi, a housewife who is
undervalued by her family for lacking English, achieves personal change through a process of self-esteem
and skill acquisition. While not a strict gender role reversal, the movie emphasizes the devaluation of the
traditional female roles and how respect in society is inevitably tied to external (and frequently male-

hierarchical) measures of success.

8. Widening the Reach: Intersectionality and Contemporary Feminine Identity

Recent movies have begun adopting intersectional points of view as well, although this is a space that
continues to be underexplored. Films such as Lipstick Under My Burkha (2016) break new ground by not
only focusing on gender, but also on class, religion, and age-related concerns. The movie delves into the
personal lives of four women from varying social backgrounds in a conservative town who each try to take
command of her body and desires. It addresses issues of female sexuality, repression and individual freedom
in a frank, unapologetic way. Likewise, The Great Indian Kitchen (2021), while not a Bollywood film but
pertinent to the Indian film context, has also shaped discussions regarding gender work, silence, and
obedience in marriage. These movies expose how gender roles converge with cultural, economic, and

generational aspects, providing a richer, fuller understanding of women's lives.
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9. Conclusion:

The evolving landscape of Bollywood cinema reflects a gradual but meaningful shift in the representation
of gender roles. While traditional narratives have long reinforced patriarchal norms, recent films indicate a
growing willingness within the industry to question established hierarchies and portray women as
independent, complex individuals. Female-centric narratives demonstrate a deliberate departure from earlier
portrayals that confined women to domesticity, sacrifice, and moral rigidity. These films centre women’s
agency, aspirations, and emotional depth, signalling a broader transformation in cinematic storytelling.
Simultaneously, films like Thappad and Piku foreground issues of consent, autonomy, and societal
complicity in normalizing gender-based violence. By challenging long-held assumptions about marriage,
respectability, and victim-blaming, such narratives foster critical public reflection on patriarchal structures.
Additionally works like Ki & Ka, Chhapaak, and Gunjan Saxena address gender-role reversals, systemic
discrimination, and resilience, further expanding the discourse around gender justice. Although these
developments do not fully dismantle entrenched stereotypes, they mark a significant shift towards more
inclusive and progressive representations. The emergence of intersectional and socially grounded stories
suggests that Bollywood is slowly embracing a more nuances understanding womanhood, offering space

for diverse identities and experiences to be acknowledged and valued.
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