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ABSTRACT 

This paper delves into the evolution of women-centric films in Indian cinema, tracing the trajectory of 

cinematic feminism and its impact on societal perceptions of gender roles. Historically, Indian cinema has 

predominantly portrayed women in stereotypical roles, often relegating them to secondary positions or 

objectifying them as mere plot devices. However, in recent years, there has been a noticeable shift towards 

women-centric narratives that prioritize female experiences, challenges, and agency. Through a 

comprehensive analysis of thematic elements, narrative structures, and societal implications, this paper 

aims to explore the emergence of cinematic feminism in India, examining how these films challenge 

patriarchal norms and contribute to broader discussions on gender equality and empowerment. Drawing 

on both academic literature and film criticism, this study underscores the transformative potential of 

women-centric cinema in reshaping cultural perceptions and advocating for social change. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Indian cinema, often colloquially referred to as Bollywood, has played a significant role in shaping societal 

perceptions and cultural norms. However, for much of its history, Indian cinema has been criticized for its 

portrayal of women, who are often depicted in stereotypical and marginalized roles. Female characters 

were typically relegated to supporting roles, serving primarily as love interests or damsels in distress, 

while male protagonists dominated the narrative landscape. This trend reflected and perpetuated 

entrenched patriarchal attitudes prevalent in Indian society. However, in recent decades, there has been a 

noticeable shift in the cinematic landscape, with an increasing number of films placing women at the 

forefront of the narrative. These women-centric films, often characterized by their exploration of female 

experiences, challenges, and agency, have emerged as a significant force in Indian cinema. Through 

nuanced storytelling and compelling characters, these films have challenged traditional gender norms and 

provided a platform for female voices to be heard. 

  

LITERATURE REVIEW 

The evolution of women-centric films in Indian cinema reflects broader shifts in societal attitudes towards 

gender roles and representations. Historically, Indian cinema has been critiqued for its limited and 

stereotypical portrayal of women, who were often relegated to supporting roles defined by their 

relationships with men (Ganguly, 2004). However, scholars have noted a gradual change in cinematic 
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representations of women, particularly in the late 20th century, marked by a growing awareness of gender 

inequality and feminist activism (Ramaswamy, 2007). 

Banerjee (2010) discusses the power dynamics inherent in Indian cinema, highlighting the ways in which 

gender shapes narratives and characters. She argues that the emergence of women-centric films represents 

a significant departure from traditional storytelling conventions, providing a platform for female voices 

and experiences. These films challenge dominant patriarchal ideologies and offer alternative perspectives 

on femininity and womanhood. 

Chatterjee (2017) examines the intersection of law, patriarchy, and violence in Indian society, drawing 

connections between real-world gender dynamics and cinematic representations. She contends that 

women-centric films play a crucial role in raising awareness about issues such as domestic violence, sexual 

harassment, and gender-based discrimination. Through their portrayal of complex female characters and 

their struggles, these films contribute to larger conversations about gender justice and women's rights. 

The representation of gender in Indian cinema is also explored through the lens of cultural hegemony by 

Ganguly (2004). He argues that dominant ideologies and power structures shape cinematic narratives, 

influencing audience perceptions of gender roles and identities. However, Ganguly suggests that women-

centric films disrupt hegemonic norms by centering female experiences and challenging traditional power 

dynamics. These films serve as sites of resistance, offering alternative visions of gender equality and 

empowerment. 

Kapur (2019) delves into the complexities of masculinity and its impact on Indian cinema, highlighting 

the ways in which male-dominated narratives have historically shaped cinematic representations of 

women. She argues that women-centric films provide a counter-narrative to traditional masculine ideals, 

offering audiences a more nuanced understanding of gender dynamics and relationships. By foregrounding 

female perspectives and agency, these films challenge patriarchal notions of power and control. The 

changing landscape of Bollywood is also examined in relation to the rise of women-centric cinema by 

Pandey (2017). He traces the evolution of female characters in Indian films, noting a shift towards more 

empowered and multifaceted portrayals. Pandey argues that women-centric films have become 

increasingly central to the industry, both artistically and commercially. He suggests that the success of 

films like "Kahaani" and "Pink" demonstrates the market demand for diverse and inclusive storytelling. 

The literature on women-centric films in Indian cinema highlights the transformative potential of these 

narratives in challenging traditional gender norms and advocating for social change. Scholars have 

examined the thematic, narrative, and cultural implications of these films, emphasizing their role in 

reshaping societal perceptions of gender roles and identities. As women-centric cinema continues to 

evolve, it remains a powerful tool for feminist activism and storytelling in India. 

  

THEMATIC ANALYSIS OF WOMEN CENTRIC FILMS 

REPRESENTATION OF WOMEN’S STRUGGLES: THEN AND NOW 

The representation of women's struggles in Indian cinema has been a recurring theme throughout its 

history, reflecting the societal challenges and systemic inequalities faced by women. From the early days 

of Bollywood to the emergence of contemporary OTT (Over-the-Top) platforms, Indian cinema has 

depicted a wide range of struggles experienced by women, from familial expectations to societal 

oppression and violence. 

In the early years of Bollywood, films like "Mother India" (1957) and "Sujata" (1959) portrayed women 

grappling with poverty, patriarchy, and societal stigma. "Mother India," directed by Mehboob Khan, 
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showcased the struggles of Radha, a single mother who fights against social injustice and poverty to raise 

her children with dignity. Similarly, "Sujata," directed by Bimal Roy, explored the themes of caste 

discrimination and societal prejudice through the story of a young woman who faces rejection and 

discrimination due to her lower caste status (Ganguly, 2004). 

In more recent years, OTT platforms have provided a new avenue for exploring women's struggles in 

Indian cinema, offering greater creative freedom and opportunities for diverse storytelling. Films like 

"Lipstick Under My Burkha" (2016) and "Thappad" (2020) have garnered critical acclaim for their bold 

narratives and unapologetic exploration of women's experiences. 

"Lipstick Under My Burkha," directed by Alankrita Shrivastava, tells the story of four women from 

different backgrounds who rebel against societal expectations and assert their right to autonomy and 

fulfillment. The film delves into themes of female sexuality, agency, and repression, challenging 

traditional gender norms and patriarchal structures. Similarly, "Thappad," directed by Anubhav Sinha, 

explores the aftermath of domestic violence and the societal pressure on women to accept abuse in silence. 

Through the story of a woman who takes a stand against her husband's violence, the film highlights the 

importance of women's autonomy and the consequences of dismissing women's struggles (Chatterjee, 

2017). 

These films not only shed light on the struggles faced by women but also offer a critique of the systems 

and institutions that perpetuate gender-based violence and discrimination. They challenge societal norms 

and raise awareness about women's rights and safety, contributing to broader conversations about gender 

equality and empowerment in Indian society. 

The representation of women's struggles reflects changing societal attitudes and cinematic trends. From 

the early days of Bollywood to the emergence of contemporary OTT platforms, Indian cinema has depicted 

a wide range of women's experiences, from the challenges of poverty and patriarchy to the complexities 

of modern-day life. Through nuanced storytelling and authentic portrayals, these films offer audiences a 

glimpse into the lives of women and the struggles they face, inspiring viewers to empathize with their 

experiences and advocate for gender equality and social change. 

  

CELEBRATION OF FEMALE FRIENDSHIP AND SOLIDARITY 

In the landscape of women-centric cinema in India, one prominent thematic strand that emerges is the 

celebration of female friendship and solidarity. These films not only center on the individual struggles and 

triumphs of their female protagonists but also highlight the power and resilience found in the bonds 

between women. 

Aisha Banerjee's work on gender and power dynamics in Indian cinema provides insights into the 

significance of female friendships portrayed in these films (2010). She argues that by depicting strong 

bonds between female characters, women-centric films challenge traditional narratives that pit women 

against each other in competition for male attention or societal validation. Instead, these narratives 

celebrate the complexity and depth of female relationships, emphasizing mutual support, empathy, and 

solidarity. 

Examples abound in Indian cinema where female friendships take center stage. Films like "Aisha" (2010) 

and "Veere Di Wedding" (2018) depict female friendships as sources of strength and support in navigating 

life's challenges (Ray, 2020). Through moments of laughter, tears, and shared experiences, these films 

portray the transformative power of female camaraderie, offering audiences a vision of sisterhood that 

transcends societal norms and expectations. 
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In "Aisha," director Rajshree Ojha explores the dynamics of friendship among a group of young women 

navigating love, career, and social expectations. The film portrays the bond between the protagonist Aisha 

and her best friend Pinky as a source of unwavering support and understanding. Despite their differences 

in personality and background, Aisha and Pinky stand by each other through thick and thin, challenging 

stereotypes of female rivalry and competition. 

Similarly, "Veere Di Wedding" presents a contemporary portrayal of female friendship, depicting four 

childhood friends who reunite for a wedding and confront various personal and societal challenges 

together. Director Shashanka Ghosh celebrates the diversity of female experiences and perspectives, 

portraying each character with depth and nuance. Through their interactions and conversations, the film 

explores themes of love, marriage, career aspirations, and societal expectations, highlighting the 

importance of female solidarity in navigating life's complexities. 

These films not only celebrate the joys of friendship but also acknowledge the challenges and conflicts 

that arise. They depict moments of disagreement, jealousy, and betrayal, but ultimately reaffirm the 

resilience of female bonds. By foregrounding female friendship and solidarity, these films challenge the 

notion that women are inherently competitive or antagonistic towards each other and instead present a 

more nuanced and empowering vision of sisterhood. 

The celebration of female friendship and solidarity in women-centric cinema reflects broader cultural 

shifts towards recognizing the value and importance of women's relationships. These films provide 

audiences with aspirational and relatable portrayals of female camaraderie, offering a vision of support, 

empathy, and empowerment that resonates across generations and cultures. 

The celebration of female friendship and solidarity in women-centric cinema serves as a powerful thematic 

element that challenges traditional gender norms and stereotypes. Through nuanced storytelling and 

authentic portrayals of female relationships, these films offer audiences a vision of sisterhood that is 

empowering, aspirational, and deeply resonant. 

  

FEMALE AGENCY 

The representation of female agency in Indian cinema has undergone a notable evolution, reflecting 

broader societal changes and shifting attitudes towards gender roles. Historically, Indian films often 

depicted women within traditional frameworks, where agency was largely confined to roles as dutiful 

daughters, devoted wives, or sacrificing mothers. Characters like Radha in "Mother India" (1957) 

exemplified this portrayal, showcasing strength and resilience within the boundaries of familial and 

societal expectations (Ganguly, 2004). 

However, contemporary women-centric films have redefined the notion of female agency, presenting 

characters who assert their independence and challenge societal norms. Films like "Queen" (2013) and 

"Piku" (2015) feature female protagonists who embark on journeys of self-discovery and empowerment, 

making autonomous decisions that shape their destinies. These characters navigate complex personal and 

societal pressures, breaking free from traditional constraints to assert their autonomy and pursue their 

desires (Chatterjee, 2017). 

In "Queen," the protagonist Rani's solo trip after a canceled wedding serves as a metaphor for her journey 

towards self-realization and agency. Through her travels, she gains confidence, independence, and a 

newfound sense of identity, ultimately embracing life on her own terms. Similarly, in "Piku," the titular 

character's refusal to conform to traditional gender roles challenges societal expectations and asserts her 
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right to live life on her own terms, highlighting the importance of self-determination and autonomy 

(Kapur, 2019). 

These contemporary films not only celebrate female agency but also critique patriarchal norms and 

societal expectations, offering audiences aspirational portrayals of women who defy conventions and 

assert their independence. By foregrounding female characters with agency, these films contribute to 

broader conversations about gender equality and empowerment, inspiring audiences to rethink traditional 

notions of femininity and embrace diverse expressions of womanhood (Ray, 2020). 

  

IMPACT AND RECEPTION OF FEMALE-CENTRIC CINEMA 

Women-centric films have had a significant impact on public discourse and social attitudes towards gender 

equality in India. By providing a platform for diverse female voices and stories, these films have raised 

awareness about issues such as gender-based violence, reproductive rights, and workplace discrimination 

(Sengupta, 2018). They have also inspired feminist activism and advocacy, contributing to the broader 

women's rights movement in the country (Chakravarty, 2019). 

Contrary to conventional wisdom, women-centric films have proven to be commercially viable and 

financially successful. Films like "Kahaani" (2012) and "Pink" (2016) have achieved both critical acclaim 

and box office success, demonstrating the market potential of films with female protagonists (Pandey, 

2017). This success has encouraged filmmakers and producers to invest in women-centric projects, leading 

to a greater diversity of narratives and characters in Indian cinema. 

  

SOCIAL IMPACT 

Women-centric films in Indian cinema have had a profound social impact, challenging entrenched gender 

norms, and fostering discussions about women's rights and empowerment. While mainstream Bollywood 

often garners attention for its women-centric films, there are several lesser-known films that have made 

significant contributions to the discourse on gender equality and social change. 

 One such film is "Lipstick Under My Burkha" (2016), directed by Alankrita Shrivastava. The film 

explores the secret lives and desires of four women from different backgrounds, challenging societal 

expectations and patriarchal constraints. Through its bold and unapologetic portrayal of female sexuality 

and agency, "Lipstick Under My Burkha" sparked conversations about women's autonomy and the need 

for greater gender equality in Indian society.  

Another example is "Sonata" (2017), directed by Aparna Sen, which revolves around the lives of three 

middle-aged women who share a bond of friendship and sisterhood. The film delves into themes of 

identity, desire, and societal expectations, offering a nuanced portrayal of female experiences beyond the 

conventional narratives of marriage and motherhood. "Sonata" highlights the importance of female 

friendships and solidarity in navigating life's challenges, resonating with audiences who relate to the 

characters' struggles and aspirations. 

These lesser-known films, along with others like "Angry Indian Goddesses" (2015) and "Margarita with 

a Straw" (2014), have contributed to a broader cultural shift in Indian cinema towards more inclusive and 

diverse storytelling. By foregrounding female experiences and perspectives, these films challenge 

traditional gender norms and amplify the voices of marginalized communities. 

The social impact of women-centric films extends beyond the silver screen, influencing public discourse 

and inspiring grassroots activism. Films like "Parched" (2015), directed by Leena Yadav, shed light on 
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issues such as child marriage, domestic violence, and female empowerment in rural India, prompting 

discussions about gender inequality and the need for systemic change. 

 Overall, women-centric films in Indian cinema have played a pivotal role in reshaping cultural 

perceptions and advocating for gender equality. Through their powerful narratives and compelling 

characters, these films have sparked conversations, raised awareness, and empowered audiences to 

challenge societal norms and envision a more equitable future for women in India. 

 

CRITICAL RECEPTION 

The critical reception of women-centric films in Indian cinema has been a subject of considerable interest 

and debate within both academic circles and popular discourse. These films, which foreground female 

experiences and perspectives, have garnered diverse reactions from critics and audiences alike, reflecting 

the complexities of gender representation and societal expectations. 

Historically, women-centric films in India have faced challenges in gaining mainstream recognition and 

acceptance. Early portrayals of women in Indian cinema often adhered to traditional stereotypes and 

narratives, relegating female characters to secondary roles defined by their relationships with men. 

However, as societal attitudes towards gender roles began to evolve, so too did the critical reception of 

women-centric films. In recent years, women-centric films have increasingly gained traction and critical 

acclaim for their bold storytelling and authentic portrayals of female experiences. Films like "Queen" 

(2013), "Lipstick Under My Burkha" (2016), and "Parched" (2015) have received praise for their nuanced 

exploration of women's lives and struggles. These films challenge conventional narratives and offer 

audiences a more diverse and inclusive representation of gender dynamics in Indian society. Despite the 

growing recognition of women-centric cinema, these films continue to face challenges in gaining 

widespread acceptance and mainstream success. Issues such as censorship, limited distribution, and 

marketing constraints often hinder the visibility and reach of women-centric films, limiting their impact 

on broader cultural conversations about gender equality and representation. 

The critical reception of women-centric films in Indian cinema reflects both progress and ongoing 

challenges in the portrayal of gender dynamics on screen. While these films have increasingly gained 

recognition for their artistic merit and social relevance, they continue to face barriers in reaching wider 

audiences and challenging entrenched gender norms. Nonetheless, the growing diversity and complexity 

of women-centric cinema offer hope for continued progress towards more inclusive and representative 

storytelling in Indian cinema. 

  

CONCLUSION 

The evolution of women-centric cinema in India represents a significant cultural shift, reflecting changing 

attitudes towards gender roles and representations. From the early days of Indian cinema, characterized 

by stereotypical portrayals of women confined to traditional roles, to the contemporary era marked by 

nuanced storytelling and authentic portrayals of female experiences, women-centric films have emerged 

as a powerful force for social change and empowerment. Through a comprehensive analysis of thematic 

elements, narrative structures, and societal implications, this research paper has explored the trajectory of 

cinematic feminism in Indian cinema. We have examined how women-centric films challenge patriarchal 

norms and contribute to broader discussions on gender equality and empowerment. From celebrating 

female friendship and solidarity to depicting the struggles and triumphs of women's lives, these films offer 

audiences a diverse and nuanced portrayal of female experiences. 
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Moreover, we have discussed the critical reception of women-centric films in Indian cinema, highlighting 

both the acclaim they have received for their artistic merit and the challenges they face in finding 

mainstream success. While some films have achieved widespread recognition and box office success, 

others have struggled to break through due to limited distribution and marketing. Nonetheless, the impact 

of women-centric cinema extends beyond the box office, inspiring audiences to rethink traditional notions 

of femininity and advocate for gender equality. 

In conclusion, the rise of women-centric cinema in India represents a transformative moment in the history 

of Indian cinema. By foregrounding female voices, experiences, and agency, these films challenge societal 

norms and contribute to the ongoing struggle for gender equality and representation. As the industry 

continues to evolve, women-centric cinema will undoubtedly play a central role in shaping cultural 

perceptions and advocating for social change in India and beyond. 
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