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Abstract: 

 Domestic violence is defined as violence or fighting in domestic settings such as marriages, cohabitation, or intimate 

relationships. This article evaluates the representation of domestic violence in Bollywood films as a major influence 

on its global audiences. This study explores how Indian cinema has portrayed the concept of patriarchy which has 

many layers of violence. The article closely examines the textual and conceptual features of current women-focused 

movies like English Vinglish (2012), Highway (2014), and Darlings (2022) and It analyses the structural pattern of 

domestic violence in the lives of Shashi, Veera, and Badru; shows their resistance to it.  
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 Introduction:  

Films, as a big form of mass Media, have a big effect on changing identities, social norms and behaviors, reality 

formation, and the overall attitude of the viewers. With time, there has been a drastic change in the overall projection 

that the media has done on women, and hence society. From time immemorial, there is a big difference in every aspect 

of how women are portrayed on the screens. The portrayal includes their overall behavior, family background, area of 

stay, and how they survive in a society where they are seen as mere objects and epitomes of tolerance and sacrifice. 

The Bollywood films off-late have been indulging too much in the varied representations of women in different forms 

of dressing/ looks/ thoughts and attitudes. This has its effect not only on the women but on the men too. Overall if we 

see, this adds to the crime rate in the society that indeed has no one to be blamed for but just the mere impact the films 

get on the audience. The theme of domestic violence and physical abuse has been shown on the silver screen through 

Hindi and other regional movies in the past but as the new millennium has dawned upon the Hindi cinema, the thematic 

structure and the treatment of the story has drastically changed. The reason for such a change can be the entry of a 

batch of fresh directors who wanted to show something different to the viewers and also can be credited to the mindset 

of the new generation who knew how to read between the lines through symbolic scenes. This research paper will 

discuss some of the unseen violence and its effects on relationships as shown in some of the contemporary Hindi 

movies. The paper will talk about three such Hindi films and how domestic violence is shown without giving any 

glimpse of physical violence in the movies. 

 Defining Domestic Violence: 

 According to the feminist perspective, domestic violence in heterosexual relationships is rooted into patriarchy, an 

entrenched social system where men hold dominance over women, subjecting them to oppression and exploitation 

(Dobash and Dobash, 2017). The root cause of this violence lies in men's pursuit of power and control over their 

female partners, a behavior that is sanctioned and rationalized within the patriarchal framework. Moreover, the 

pervasive patriarchal structures and institutions perpetuate unequal power dynamics between men and women by 

reinforcing traditional gender roles linked to domestic violence.  

Domestic violence is not a new phenomenon in human society regardless of race, culture, and ethnicity where 

patriarchy is the prime factor to establish the male's control over women in the households. The concept of patriarchy 
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refers to a set of ideas and beliefs that justify male control over women (Dobash and Dobash, 1979). Patriarchal beliefs 

function by granting men the authority to exercise power within their families, thereby perpetuating and strengthening 

the unequal distribution of power between males and females. This system is further reinforced by social structures 

that bestow additional privileges upon men. Domestic violence includes a broad spectrum of violent and abusive 

behaviors committed by a family member against another. This form of violence encompasses various types of 

violence, including child abuse, elder abuse, domestic abuse, and intimate partner violence. Over a few decades, 

Bollywood has portrayed women’s lives and experiences which show the subordination in their everyday life. Films 

represent the most highly influential medium of entertainment for the majority of the Indian population. This is called 

“Cinema Effect” i.e. reinforcement through popular culture by Ashish Rajadhyaksha which refers to the vast influence 

and exposure of the cinema and cultural industry that influences, defines, and redefines many facets of life. 

Consequently, movies have emerged as a vital platform for conveying social insights and portraying various situations, 

all the while remaining a significant source of entertainment for the general public. 

 English Vinglish (2012) 

 Gauri Shinde’s movie depicted the powerful role of a middle-class female who was married, and had two 

kids, but was still suffering from low self-esteem and had no self- confidence. Not in a single scene any act of physical 

violence is shown in the movie still the character of Shashi can be said to have been facing domestic violence within 

her home. Although she was seen as having a very understanding mother-in-law, her husband was always teasing her 

for being illiterate along with their elder daughter who was embarrassed of her mother because she did not know the 

English language. The movie showed Shashi being an entrepreneur as she makes and delivers homemade sweets 

(laddoos), still, her efforts were never appreciated or even acknowledged by her husband. In one of the scenes in the 

movie, her husband even teased her in front of some guests by saying "She is born to make Laddoos.” He wanted to 

degrade her position in front of everyone by firstly, calling her just a useless person who can do nothing else than 

make laddoos, and secondly, by speaking in a language she did not understand to make her feel inferior. Such 

incidences when happening in a house where one person is made to feel insecure and inferior on purpose can be easily 

said to hurt the mental well-being of the person. The psychological effects of such incidences can be long-term and 

harmful for the person. Hence, the domestic violence here cannot be physically seen but only psychologically 

understood and felt.  

 

Highway (2014)  

This movie by Imtiaz Ali was not only a commercial success but also critically acclaimed. Many would easily say that 

the movie depicted a condition of Stockholm syndrome by the main character. Whereas the condition; here was more 
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complex and twisted than just having a syndrome. Veera, being a pampered girl of a rich business tycoon, knew 

nothing about the outside world and has been living in a gold-plated society where everything looks shiny from the 

outside but has a dark interior. Veera had experienced sexual abuse in her childhood but her distress and pain were 

suppressed by her mother whom grew inside her in the form of a regressed trauma that was invisible and unexplained. 

This domestic violence that Veera had experienced made a permanent bruise on her personality. This was the main 

reason why she wanted to run away from the fake society she was living in and wanted to be with the people she could 

be herself. It was not any kind of a syndrome she was suffering from, it was her childhood that wanted to jump into 

the puddle, run into the wild, and cry at the top of her voice, whenever she wanted. She had always been tamed in the 

name of sophistication and her physical and emotional needs were always neglected, therefore, she wanted to leave a 

place filled with hypocrites and lives with those who were genuine.  

 

Darlings (2022)  

Darlings, Jasmeet K. Reen's first directed film, revolve around three main characters. There's an abusive husband, a 

wife who holds onto hope despite the mistreatment, and the wife's less forgiving mother. The husband, who tends to 

resort to violence, fails to acknowledge the gravity of his actions and believes they can be forgiven. The wife, who 

suffers from domestic violence, appears to have accepted her situation. However, the mother, being experienced in 

such harmful relationships, strongly believes that the husband must be taught a lesson. The clashes between the mother 

and daughter's viewpoints create a subtle drama. When they plan and carry out revenge, it's done unconventionally. 

The film revolves around a young woman named Badrunnissa Shaikh, who finds herself trapped in a marriage with 

no prospects for the future. However, the movie goes beyond the boundaries of one household and explores broader 

themes. It sheds light on toxic masculinity, gender inequality within marriage, and the domestic violence faced by 

middle-class housewives. The main character, Badrunnissa Shaikh, clings to her fading dreams and endures the abuse 

from her violent, alcoholic husband, Hamza (played by Vijay Varma). She suffers in silence because her dreams, 

evident from the notes next to her dressing table and her desire for a bigger house, mean more to her than protecting 

herself from her husband's beatings. In a tumultuous love marriage, Hamza Shaikh struggles with alcoholism and 

abuses his wife, Badrunissa "Badru" Shaikh, for three agonizing years.  

Despite enduring nightly violence, Badru desperately seeks ways to make him quit drinking. One idea is to 

insist on starting a family, hoping it may bring positive change to their relationship. Simultaneously, Hamza finds 

himself at odds with other members of the community regarding the renovation of the chawl they live in. One day, 

against Hamza's wishes, Badru attends a crucial meeting concerning the chawl's renovation. Her decision to go results 

in yet another brutal beating. A concerned friend, Zulfi, who witnesses Badru's suffering, takes action and reports 
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Hamza's physical abuse to the authorities. Hamza is arrested but manages to convince Badru that he will change his 

ways after his release, especially if they have a child together. Once released, Hamza pretends to quit drinking, but 

the truth is that he has stopped due to severe cirrhosis of the liver. Despite this, Badru discovers she is pregnant with 

their child, which adds another layer of complexity to their already troubled relationship. Hamza remains fixated on 

discovering who has reported him to the police and eventually learns it was Zulfi, a frequent visitor to Badru and her 

mother, Shamshunissa "Shamshu" Ansari. Driven by suspicion and jealousy, Hamza continues to abuse Badru, even 

going so far as to accuse her of having an affair with Zulfi and questioning the paternity of the child.  

His paranoia and cruelty escalate to a devastating point where he violently attacks Badru, leading to her 

miscarriage after he pushes her down a flight of stairs. It becomes evident that Hamza's abusive nature has transcended 

his alcohol addiction, revealing a true demon within him. After the heartbreaking loss of her child and hospitalization, 

Badru vows to retaliate and treat Hamza the same way he has treated her. The cycle of abuse has to be broken, and 

Badru is determined to find her strength and reclaim her life from the clutches of this abusive relationship. Upon 

returning home, she administers sleeping pills to him, securing his hands and feet before subjecting him to the same 

torment he once inflicted on her. Meanwhile, at Hamza's workplace, his boss shows concern and decides to visit his 

home to check on him. In an attempt to cover for his absence, Badru and Shamshu fabricate a story about Hamza 

going to the village due to his father's passing. However, their deception unravels when they fail to convincingly 

maintain the facade and instead claim that Hamza is unwell. Taking advantage of the situation, Badru begins 

administering injections to Hamza, supplied by her mother with Kasim's assistance. During this ordeal, Hamza seizes 

an opportunity to deceive Zulfi while the women are out shopping, enabling his escape. Upon returning home, Badru 

and Shamshu are astonished to find him gone. As events unfold, the police arrive to investigate Hamza's 

disappearance, considering his status as a government  employee. They harbor suspicions of an affair between Zulfi 

and Badru, leading to potential arrest threats. However, Zulfi surprises everyone by declaring his love for Shamshu 

instead. This revelation leaves the police puzzled, prompting them to summon all parties involved to the police station. 

At the station, Shamshu confirms her affection for Zulfi through a kiss, solidifying her desire. It's at this moment that 

Hamza arrives to reveal the truth to the police - that Badru and her mother have been subjecting him to torture. The 

police don't believe his story since he looks drunk. Badru, Shamshu, and Zulfi arrive at the police station to bring him 

back home. Shamshu and Zulfi suggest they tie Hamza to a railway track to kill him. Badru records a video of Hamza 

where he mentions he is running away (to indicate he has committed suicide). They tie him to the railway track when 

Badru realizes that she is turning out to be just like Hamza and unties him just before a train passes by. Hamza now 

released vows to take revenge on Badru, when he is run over by a train. 

 On the way back home, Shamshu comes clean to Badru that her father also brutally abused the former, even 

after Badru was born. Shamshu one day too killed Badru's father and took Kasim's help in disposing of the body. She 

then filed a missing complaint about her husband but the police could never find him. Shamshu assures Badru that she 

made the correct decision of leaving him for good before he died. Badru also believes that this is the consequence of 

Hamza's actions. A few days later, they hold a funeral for Hamza. Badru smiles and roams around the city 

independently happy that she is free now, hoping for a better future. Darlings is a dark comedy portraying the cruelties 

of domestic violence where the heroine finally makes her way to freedom after struggling and deconstructing the ideas 

of being subtle, forgiving nature of Indian women. This movie confirms that there is no right time to resist or raise 

your voice against violence when you have been traumatized every day because of the man's toxic behaviors in 

relationships. 
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 Conclusion:  

All these three movies were just a few examples of such unseen domestic violence that is prevalent in our society. 

Movies, however, can be said to have been a reflection of the society or the community to which they belong. In this 

case, Hindi movies tell a lot about our Indian society and how sometimes to fake a healthy relationship we forget to 

understand the meaning of being happy and making others happy. The results of this study show that violence has 

increased in society and Indian films during the seventy-five years sampled, but that the increase is curvilinear rather 

than linear. The very fact reflects that the impact of media messages on society is rather slow, gradual, and subtle, 

unlike the outcomes proposed by the 'hypodermic needle' or 'magic bullet theories' of yesteryear. Besides, there is a 

broad observation that strikingly popular Indian films (which fill the cinematic vacuum in the absence of sufficient 

quality local films) play a major role in transmitting patterns of conduct and defining role models in Indian society. 

Above all the desensitization effect of excessive violence in movies on mass audiences is also identified widely  
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