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Agency in English Vinglish, The Lunchbox, and Darlings
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Abstract

Food playsacrucid roleinformulating theculturd identity of agiven community,
gender, ethnicity, among others. Women cooking food in contextual Indian
cultura spaceslikekitchens, and itssubsequent consumption by meniscriticaly
represented in Bollywood films. The post-liberal, global capitalist economic
policies have redefined the concept of ‘new’ Indian woman on celluloid
promoting aprogressive depi ction of middle-class housewivesowing tothe
riseof feminist filmmakers. Thesefilmmakersdefy the prevalent gendered
normsby reimagining and redefining the mai nstream Indian womanidentity.
They represent the* new’ middle-classurban woman asan aspiringindividua
asserting herself to convey her choicesfor acquiring the deci S on-making power.
Sheisdepicted tranggressing her domiciliary intothe public sphereand navigeting
through sociopolitical spaces; negotiating cultural, economic, and gendered
identity (through her culinary currency: gastronomic prowess), acquiring agency,
and establishing unconventiond intimeacies. Subsequently, thetraditiona familia
hierarchy iseither dismantled or € sere-established on quas equitablegrounds
following liberal reformative approaches. In such negotiations, her culinary
currency becomesthe'languageof love cohesively binding thefamily together
by either jeopardising or facilitating her self-aufficiency. Theessay problematises
such sociopolitica discurgvitiescomprising food, identity, intimacy, and agency
throughtheportrayad of Indian middle-classurban housawivesin Gauri Shinde's
English Vinglish (2012), Ritesh Batra's The Lunchbox (2013) and Jasmeet
K. Reen'sDarlings(2022). Thetheoretical framework draws perspectives
fromfilmstudies, cultura studies, gender studies, and feminist food studies.
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Introduction
India, the largest film-producing country in the world is the epicentre of
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Bollywood, locatedin Mumbai. * Bollywood' becameapopular termto refer
totheHindi-filmindustry owing to thewidespread propagation by the English-
language pressinthelate 1970s(Ganti 12). The cinematic representation of
womenin celluloid has undergone adrastic transformation post the 1990s,

especidly inthelast decade. The' new woman’ figure now portrayed in Hindi

filmsisnot acultural monolith, but aculmination of modern femininities
contrasting the earlier formulaic depictions of the 1990s in response to
globalisation and economic liberalisation (Ghosh 197). Thefilms produced
after 2010 have commendably represented women characters assertively
opposing and nullifying patriarchal ideol ogiesand subverting socid ordersand
conditions (Senguptaand Ganjoo 23). Depicted as an emblem of the* new
India,” sheisalso smultaneoudy an addressee of the new heteropatriarchal

familia structuresthat constantly reinvent themselves (Anwer and Arora6).

Bollywood' sfascination with the new woman identity hasinaugurated many
experimental portrayals. One such instanceismanifested in theevolving
dynamicsof representation of Indian housewiveson cdluloid. Tulas Srinivas
inher seminal article, “* AsMother Madelt,”” assertsthat *“ theimage of a
good mother” isconceptualised asa** nurturing rel ationship between the mother
and the child, wherethisdyad isametaphor for relations of caretaking and
dependency’” (198). Shefurther opinesthat ** feeding the child and provisioning
thefamily arekey componentsof theroleof mother andwife” (198). However,
Bollywood isnow attempting to project the I ndian housewife, not necessarily
inaparadigmatic fashion confined to the kitchen performing thesoleroleof a
nourisher and acaregiver. Shemay continuesustaining familial dietary needs
through her culinary connections, but would dso smultaneoudy exploreexternd

or internal (mental |andscape) spaces.

Food hasbeenanintringc part of commerciad Hindi filmssinceitsorigin.
With the emergence of new Indian women, food's essential gendered
associations have been strategically interwoven into the narratives of
mainstream Hindi filmsto reflect modernised portrayals. Food isregarded as
acrucia medium of contact between humans, inaconstantly evolving society
and culture, depending upon regul ation and evol ution of such connections
[thereby indtituting familia relationshipsandintimacies]. Itisa sothefocusof
taxonomic and moral thought (Appadurai 495). Apart from establishing
connectionsbetween men and women, it al so promotesgendering, congtitution
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of hierarchiesand power relations (Counihan 2). Inthe Introductionto Food
and Gender: Identity and Power, Carol Counihan foregroundsthe sexual
divisonof labour: thedifferent rolesassumed by women and menin producing,
providing, distributing, and consuming food respectively asthe primemeasure
of their individua power. Shefurther emphas seswomen’ sgastronomic agency
inthe context of food productionin kitchens(2). The domiciliary authority
enhancesawoman’sidentity and dignity furthering her emancipation.

The essay underscores the portrayal of Indian middle-class urban
housewivesinthefilmsEnglish Vinglish (2012), The Lunchbox (2013), and
Darlings (2022) by employing culinary lens. Thefilmshave been selected
through apurposivesampling method for critical content and discourseanaysis.
Darlingsrepresentsagastronomic discourse surrounding Mudim housewives
hailing fromalower socia class, whereasthe other visual textsdepict Hindu
middle-class homemakers. The essay mapstheir culinary aspirations by
incorporating perspectivesfrom feminist food studies, cultural studies, and
gender studies. Theculinary currency of the protagoni stsencompassestheir
gastronomic knowledge, and cooking expertise. Theessay establishesitsusage
innegotiation of sociopalitica discursvitiesof identity, and agency, for forging
familiar (familia) and unfamiliar culinary networksof intimacy, friendship, and
solidarity. It also delineates how food personified asamajor character inthe
films, enablesor disables agency, self-sufficiency, and the decision-making
power of its protagonists. Overall, the essay explorestherole of culinary
currency in either appropriating conventional femininity or in subverting
heteropatriarchd hierarchies.

English Vinglish: The Labour of Love

English Vinglish, written and directed by Gauri Shinde, released in 2012. It
wasamagjor critical and commercial success. Thefilmisbased on Shinde's
mother who heral ded apickle businesslacking English speaking skillswhich
often subjected her toderision. Late Sridevi played therole of the protagoni<t,
Shashi Godbole, an upper-middieclass, ided Maharashtrian homemaker. The
filmrevolvesaround Shashi’ ssdlf-discovery, foregrounding culinary exchanges
inaforeignland based on her acquisition of conversationd English killsthrough
an English asa Second-L anguage (ESL ) coursethat sheenrolsfor whilein
New York.
166



Culinary Currency: Negotiating Identity, Intimacy, and Agency in English Vinglish,
The Lunchbox, and Darlings

Food playsasubgtantiverolein defining and redefining Shashi’ straditiona
and cosmopolitan, neolibera identity inthefilm, which otherwise centreson
linguigticinequitiesassociated with conversationd English. Accordingto Mayuk
Sen'sblog review, “ The Language of Ladoosin English Vinglish” for Goya:
food takeson thelanguage of currency to becomeatongueinwhich Shashi is
incomprehensibleby her family. It helpsher forge connections, intimacies, and
friendships, somefamilial, other unfamiliar, in the USA (United States of
America). Theopening sceneof thefilm through aclose shot portrays Shashi
waking up early in the morning to prepare four kinds of breakfast for four
different family membersdelaying her own coffeedrinking ritua (amotif) in
theprocessby prioritising their sustenance (Laskey 149). The sequenceaso
emphas sesher underva ued emotiona and reproductivelabour and carework
(Banerji and Desal 30). Inreturn, her husband, Satish (Adil Hussain) and her
teenage daughter Sapna(NavikaKotia) collectively gadight her by mocking
her disadvantaged English diction. Shashi managesasmall-timeventure of
making and selling ladoos. She smilingly deliversladoo boxesto clientsand
returnshomewith joyful earnings.

Appadurai opinesin® Gastro-PoliticsinHindu SouthAsa’ that thewife
cooksand serves, whilethe husband eats and criticises (501). In one of the
proceeding scenes, Satish while consuming thedinner prepared by Shashi at
thetablescape authoritatively asksher to relinquish her ladooinitiativeina
heteropatriarchal fashion, to retain monopoly over her cooking. Sheretdiates
by asserting that shewould not abandon her only passion. It marksone of the
firstinstancesinthefilm where Shashi defiespatriarchal ordersby taking a
stand for herself. Shashi’smother-in-law (late SulabhaDeshpande) and her 4
yearsold son, Sagar (Shivansh Kotia) form her domestic support-systems.
Yet, sheendsup feding dienated from thekitchen which becomesacage, not
atheatreasher immediatefamily membersfail to appreciate and acknowledge
her culinary labour, avalid form of her self-expressionandidentity (Sen).

Shashi hesitatingly travelsto the USA aoneto assist her sister Manu
(lateAnjai Ram) in making arrangementsfor her daughter Meera swedding.
Food becomesthe primefacilitator of culminating Shashi’ santicipated ‘ new
woman’ identity asshediscreetly enrolsfor an ESL coursethrough her secret
savingsprocured by selling ladoos. Inthefirst class, uponintroducing hersalf
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asacook, sheisimmediately identified asan * entrepreneur’ by her instructor,
signifying an empowering moment. She traverses her heteropatriarchal
domesticity into the public sphere befriending the empathetic French chef,
Laurent (Mehdi Nebbou), a classmate at her ESL course who harbours
romantic feelingsfor her. However, owing to her deeply internalised morality,
Shashi only establishesarather platonic, yet subtly intimatefriendship with
him. Thisunconventiond culinary friendshipandanunfamiliarintimacy ispivotd
for Shashi’semancipation, asit offersher asafe, sustaining spaceinspiring
internd growth. It asorekindlesher salf-confidenceand dignity enabling agency,
promoting self-love and salf-respect, the reason why she endearingly thanks
himat theend of thefilm. Sheisoverwhe med on being exposed to hisromantic
culinary metaphorsdirected at her in one of the classes and subsequently
confessesobliterating how it felt being appreciated. Laurent’ sbehaviour towards
Shashi dramaticaly contradictsthat of her family which never acknowledges
her culinary prowessand takesher emotiona and physical labour for granted
(Laskey 148).

Verbal interactions between Shashi and Laurent often comprise an
exchangeof fears, frudtrations, and anger, seamlesdy executedinther individud
languages (Hindi and French respectively). Neither of them can comprehend
ether’slinguistic grammar, but can decodethe associ ative spiritua meaning of
each other’ semotionally charged monologues. Thisishighly ironicas Shashi’s
family failsto understand her through her language of love—food, but aforeigner
empathetically doesthat, surpassing dl sociolinguistic barriers. During one of
their conversations, Shashi addressesLaurent asafood expert. Thesensible
chef inreturn hailsfood asan art form, following which Shashi deliversone of
themost impactful dialoguesof thefilm: * Mard khana banayetoh kala hai.
Aurat banaye toh uska farz hai!” [When a man cooks, it becomes art.
Whenawoman cooks, itisher duty!] (English Minglish 01:04:18-24) Shashi’s
gphoridtic utterance echoestheuniversaly gendered hypocrisy of glorification
of maechefsand trivialisation of women’sdomestic culinary labour. Laurent
subvertshegemonic masculinity by promptly hailing Shashi asanartist, leaving
her overjoyed. Thisfurther enhances her dignity, worth, and confidence.
Shashi’ sculinary currency prope san exchangeof homemadefoodwith Laurert,
assisting her in establishing aplatoni c gastronomic connection.
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Shashi discoversfamilia gastronomicintimacy and support in her sster,
Manu, who actsasafoil to her docile character, subconscioudly facilitating
her empowerment project. Manu'sdaughter, Radha (PriyaAnand) becomes
Shashi’sclosest confidant perceiving her personhood beyond her culinary
prowess. She even champions her awakening through consciousnessraising
sessions, and hel psher attend ESL classesdiscreetly. Radhaisalsotolerant to
the possibility of Shashi fostering fedingsfor Laurent. However, Shashi asserts
that al she seeksisrespect and not love. Shashi’sintricate network of unfamiliar
intimaciesisintringcaly established through food, especidly through ladoos
which aso help her forgefriendshipswith her classmatesat the ESL course.

Theladoomoatif playsasgnificant roleinfurtheringthefilm’sheartwarming
climax. Shashi recommendsthat guests attending M eera swedding should be
offered handmade ladoos as shagun, atoken gift in return. On thewedding
day, which also coincideswith thefinal exam of her ESL course, theladoos
endearingly prepared by Shashi are damaged in an accident. Thelong-close
shotsof ladoo pieceson thefl oor being swept away by thecleanerssymbolicaly
portray Shashi’s shattered dreams of gaining self-respect and acquiring a
cosmopolitan identity. Shashi decidesto makeladoosagain, by forgoing the
examination, clearing which would have hailed her asaprofessional ESL
pesker. Shecatharticaly excdamsto Radhathat shewould not achieveanything
by failing in the subject sheloved the most (making ladoos). The next few
highly evocativelong-shots pan over amelancholic Shashi silently making
ladoos, aestheticdly highlighting her poignant eyesbrimming with sharp agony.
Ispreparing ladoosindeed her favourite subject? Does she exercise absol ute
culinary agency intaking such adecisonor isit abyproduct of indoctrination
facilitated by the heteropatriarchal kinship? The answer isundoubtedly the
latter, but she does utilise absol ute agency by re ecting assistancein making
ladoos. Conveniently, Shashi succeedsoverall, culminating capability and
respect in her family asapart of the climactic plot trope adopted by Shindeto
servetheaudiencean anticipated happy ending. All her ESL course classmates
andtheingtructor David (Cory Hibbs) favourably attend theweddingtolisten
to her powerful climactic English speech, thereby enabling her fdicitationwith
the much-anti ci pated course clearance certificate.

Following her empowering address, Shashi distributesladoosto all her
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friends, expresses gratitude to L aurent, and servestwo ladoosto Satish (a
focussing shot). Shashi’ sassertive culinary act of offering two ladoos (and
only onetoadl, including Laurent) to avul nerable Satish reaffirmsher conjuga
love. Sherenounces Laurent’slove and departsto Indiaasan enlightened,
confident, cosmopolitan neoliberal feminist, fluent in basic conversational
English. This marks her symbolic reinitiation into her heteropatriarchal
domesticity with liberal reformations. By rejecting the English newspaper in
the absence of aHindi one on her return flight, sherelinquishes her newly
acquired agentia identity (fostered through culinary connections) to continue
serving her family and the nation, reassuming her origina subservient position.

Shashi’ s character exposes | ndian cinema’ s obsession with projecting
the woman as a bearer of society’s moral conscience and a preserver of
[culinary, conjugd, and national] traditions, no matter however modern she
becomesin her outlook and perspective (Sengupta and Ganjoo 23). She
never abandonsher mangalsutraand sareein New York (Ciolfi 299). Sridevi’s
Shashi emergesasthe* new woman” shaping her ““incipient feminismtoa
radica cosmopolitan politicsof intersectiond inclusiveness’ conveyed through
her pro-L GBTQI A+ stance as she empathiseswith David post hisbreakup
withaman (Laskey 153). Her ** capacity to harness old and new becomes
domesticated withinneoliberd feminismastheconjoining of traditionand mord,
but also local and global, modernand married” (Banerjeeand Desai 37-38).

ThelLunchbox: Covert Culinary Correspondences

Ritesh Batra's The Lunchbox (2013), an independent low-budget venture
may be perceived asaculinary text on awoman’s pursuit of identity and
independence by amaefilmmaker. Theinclusion of thefilmasacomparative
text anongs thoseby fema efilmmakerswoul d delinegtethe nuancesof feminist
solidarity through agastrofeminist lens. Thefilm’s narrative explicatesthe
systemsof feminineintimaciesby foregrounding culinary currency. It achieves
that by destabilising and deconstructing atraditional patriarcha social order
by deploying culinary imegery (Rahman 2). Thefilm essentidly revolvesaround
anintimate platonic rel ationship that brews between itsunhappy protagonists,
IlaSingh (Nimrat Kaur) and Sagjan Fernandes (late | rrfan Khan) nourished
by their covert culinary correspondencesthrough the medium of lunch boxes
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that ddliver gppetisng food and persond letters. Sagjan, amiddle-classChridtian
widower clerk onthevergeof voluntary superannuation, seekscompanionship
post hiswife' sdeath. Whereas|la, amiddle-classHindu homemaker ensnared
inalovelessmarriagefrantically attemptsto rekindle conjugdity through her
culinary currency. Their paths cross metaphorically in an unconventional
occurrence (oneinmillions), a** serendipitouserror” (Mannur 38), whenthe
dabbawalla endsup ddlivering the dabba intended for I1a shusband to Segjan
instead at adifferent workplace, initiating their epistolary correspondence.

MuznaRahman advocatesin her work “ Covert Communications” how
the protagonists mutually feed each other’sinternal hunger of intimacy and
connection “that takestheform of areturn to the comfortsand pleasures of
the domestic scene, aheteronormative nuclear family, rooted inthefamiliar
logic of culturaly-mandated food production and consumption” (14). Thisis
evident inthe scenewhere Sagjan receivesla stiffinfor thefirst timeat the
dining hdl of hisadminigrative, kafkaesqueoffice. LunchtimereflectsSagjan’'s
cherished personal temporal spacethat formsthe backdrop of hisintimate
associ ationwith Ilaas she navigates through this space with her homecooked
food, prepared in her domestic heterotopia: the kitchen. Inasocial-media
drivenworld, they become * the care-takers of each other’smemoriesand
stories’ by sharing persona anecdotes, life-learnings, traumatic musings, and
painful recollectionsthrough aseriesof noteslater transforminginto** epistles”
exchanged through the medium of the symboliclunch boxes (Mannur 38-43).
Whiletracing thelinks between food, gender and power, Counihan enunciates
how women regulate, moderate and control cooking by manipulating thestatus
and meaning systemsembodied infood to mediate power rel ations between
the sexes (Gender and Power 8). lla, initially dismayed at the lack of
appreciation for her ornately prepared lunch, decides to send Saagjan an
excessvely spicy lunchthefollowing day after hereturnsher firg noteexclaming
“Dear lla, thefood wasvery sdty today” (The Lunchbox 00:22:29-00:22:32).
If only Shashi could dso emulatethisstrategy. [laexercisesher culinary agency
and decidesto consciously prepare food with love and get it delivered to
Sagjan after thisinitia ice-breaking event.

Mrs. Deshpande (Bharati Achrekar), Ila sneighbour, fondly referred to
as‘auntie’ assistsllain cooking food for Sagjan, evident through her prompt
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suggestionsand constant supply of ingredientsfrom her kitchenwindow, thereby
enhancing her culinary currency. Through her disembodied presence and
“acousmatic voice’ inthefilm, shenourishesaculinary camaraderiewith lla
(Mannur 41). Auntieisthe prime caregiver of her comatose husband. lla’s
mother’scharacter (Lillete Dubey) mirrorsthat of Mrs. Deshpande. Her mother
isconfined by thearduoustask of caring for her ailing husband andisworried
about thedraining financesinvolving histreatment. Sheisso deeply engulfed
inthe processthat sheobliteratesher natural cravingslikethat of hunger. She
isevidently reminded of hunger only after her husband’ sdesth and complains
to Ilaabout the same. This unsettling scene reflectsthe poignant reality of
middle-aged Indian housewives' intense dedication to their husband’ swell-
being that they end up sabotaging their identity, worth, and desiresin the
cumbersome process. lla smother parallelsLouseMallardinKate Chopin's
“The Story of an Hour,” wherethe protagonit, initially distraught with her
husband’s passing away, later experiencesasense of relief over her freshly
acquired independencethat subsequently killsher upon thediscovery of her
husband being alive. Mrs. Deshpande and Il1a's mother’s characters are
visionary in nature, providing cautionary warning to llato act and save her
future by not restricting herself to the normativeidentity of amother, awife,
and acaregiver confined to aheteropatriarcha hierarchica framework.

Ilaundergoesaseriesof transformationsthroughout thefilm. Shefeels
empowered in utilising her culinary currency by cooking for Sagjan asher
“*[gastronomic] labour becomesvaued’ (Mannur 40-41). According to Rhea
Choudhury’s article, “Lunchbox Movie: Ila’'s Evolution and Material
Interactions’ in Feminismin India(Fl1), food also becomesameansof salf-
expressionfor Ila[like Shashi] reflecting her myriad emotionsand fedlings of
anxiety, uneasi ness, happiness, and sadnessby upending the** violent banality
of her everyday life’ (Mannur 37). Due to the flourishing culinary
correspondenceswith Sagjan, she even renounces her friendship with Mrs.
Deshpandeinthe pursuit of anewfound intimacy. Subsequently, relying upon
her old recipe book, she starts preparing lunch for Sagjan without auntie’s
intervention.

[, upon discovering her husband smaritd infidelity decidesto repudiate
her marriageunconventiondly, asshe contemplatesusing her savingstoemigrate
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to Bhutanwith her daughter, intrigued by their lower cost of living and* Gross
Domestic Happiness.” She even entertainstheideaof an anticipated future
with Sagjan by attempting to meet him at arestaurant. However, hehestatingly
observes her from adistance without showing up, owingtotheir evident age
gap. Consequently, thisnewfound gastronomic “ affectiveintimacy” enables
the protagonistsin abandoning their conventional lonesome existenceto
undertakean odyssey towardsindividud self-discovery, self-actualisation, and
sf-intimacy (Mannur 37).

lla’skitchenisdeliberately presented in an unorganised and cluttered
manner reflecting her inner turmoil and claustrophobic marriage. Thefilmrdies
ontheactor-protagonists body and facesinstead of prioritising * sexualized
aestheticsand sensory semioticsof food” to convey meaning indicating that
foodisundoubtedly crucid tothe narrative but only secondary totheir presence
(Rahman 18-19). lla'sculinary ‘‘labour isgiven aspaceto emergeand is
presented invisudly lush and thoughtful termsthroughout thefilm™ (Mannur
40). Amidst her domestic chores, llaisshown sipping teain aglassinstead of
acup enhancing arevised eva uation of anormative culinary discourse. This
act may be perceived as her personal respite amidst domestic drudgery,
complementing Sagjan’s occasional smoke breaksat hisworkplace. llais
more emancipated and venturesome as she decides to depart from her
heteropatriarchad domedticity to start afresh with her daughter asasinglemother,
awareof thechalengesand added responsibilities, unlike Shashi, who returns
to her problematic family with arenewed sense of identity, enlightened only to
reclaim her former submissivefamilial role. Batra'sdirectorial gazeisnot
androcentric and objectivist. It rather representsalayered, responsible, and
empathetic portraya of femal e charactersin thefilm redefining thedynamics
of women'srepresentation on celluloid by men. Hisportrayd of [ladestabilises
Bollywood's canonical androcentrism by not jeopardising gynocentric
representationsthrough aprejudiced counter narrative. It instead contributes
to theemerging discoursein compliance with asd f-reflexive standpoint of the
cisgendered mal e contributor of thisessay.

Darlings. Reclaiming I dentity through Revenge
Netflix’s production, Darlingsdirected by Jasmeet K. Reen, and co-written
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by Parveez Shaikhisthemost intrepid film under analysis. Itisadark comedy,
a'‘feminig revengenarative’ withintergenerationd trauma, domestic violence,
and aquest for self-identity and self-redlisation of alower middle-classMudim
protagonist Badrunissa Shaikh (AliaBhatt) and her feisty widowed mother
Shamshunissa(Shefdi Shah) againgt thea coholic abuser HamzaShelkh (Vijay
Verma) (Ajgaonkar 210; Oishee 163). Itisnot essentially afood filmunlike
theother two; however, culinary discoursearound thekitchenformsanintrinsic
component of thefilm’snarrative. Badru, *‘ acomplacent, devoted wife” is
intensely in love with her government employed husband who leaves no
opportunity to abuse and oppress her owing to hisalcoholism (Oishee 168).
Inoneof thesequences, Badru lovingly preparesBiryani for Hamzafor dinner,
only to be unassumingly tortured at the dining tablein the proceeding scene.
Shewakesup traumatised thefollowing day to prepare breakfast for Hamza
He cgjolesand pleadsto win her over, only to replicate theviciouscycle of
violenceintheevening. Thecycleof * perpetua abuse,” manipulationand
forgiving continuesasBadruignoresher mother’ spleasof ether leaving Hamza
or killing him, until one day she endsup having amiscarriage (Oishee 170).
Thisistheturning point of thefilm which makesher contemplatesuicide. Inan
epi phanic moment, she decidesto avenge herself in order to reclaim her lost
respectwith nointention to continueresi ding in the obnoxious heteronormeative
domiciliary. Sheextractsrevengeon himinsmilar waysthrough Shamshu and
Zulfi’'s(Mathew) assistance. Zulfi nurturesasoft corner for Shamshu. Shamshu
and Zulfi initiateafood delivery enterprisewith Badru'said, inversing kitchen
stereotypesaccording to the Film Companionreview by Rahul Desai. During
theordeal of extracting revengefrom Hamza, they smultaneously carry on
with their business, comically concealing their revenge mechanisms. At the
end, employing deusex machina, Hamza scharacter isconveniently killed,
leaving behind the mother and daughter independent, to start afreshwitha
renewedindividudity.

Shamshu devel opsan unconventiona culinary intimacy with Zulfi, who
isalmost half her age. He delivers dabbas, procures kitchen utensils and
essentia sat affordable prices, and hel psher acquire more clients. Shamshu
and Zulfi’sgastronomicintimacy, sensibly portrayed, ispolitical in nature,
surpassing theage gap, highlighting mutual respect and compatibility. Initialy,
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HamzaassumesBadru to beinanillicit relationship with Zulfi, until Zulfi
confessesinfront of the policethat he actually finds Khaala (aunt Shamshu)
‘cute.” Owing tothefrustration of being exposed and falsely framed by the
policeinthe proceeding scene, he burstsforth threatening Shamshu that he
would confessabout their ongoing revenge project, when Shamshu tactfully
kisses him, though out of genuinefeelingsfor him, initiating their culinary
romance.

In an unanticipated turn of events, through aflashback sequence, itis
revealed how in an act of self-defence, years ago, Shamshu had to kill her
husband, asadistic psychopath and abuser like Hamza, and fileamissing
person report to protect the infant Badru and herself. Shewas aided by a
butcher to restore normal cy post thistraumatic episode. Sheoverprotectively
raises Badru, ensuring that she does not encounter asimilar fate. However,
theinevitable hgppens. Shamshu believesthat all menarelikescorpionswhile
women arelike frogs. The frog and the scorpion fable servesasacrucial
cautionary emblem in thefilm representing thetraits of the protagonistsand
theantagonist. Badru decides not to kill Hamzaon moral groundsand works
towardsfostering self-respect.

“ Every act of eatingwith others, or alone, isaform of intimacy” (Mannur
9). Shamshu and Badru’smutual lovefor cooking and eating, demonstrating
their individual and collective culinary currency, facilitatestheir camaraderie
over cookery television shows and frequent culinary experiments. Food
empowersthem physicdly, emotiondly, and financidly. Thekitchen asasafe
femininespacefosterstheir consciousness-raising sessionsthereby heightening
their culinary agency. Theupfront mother, whilesharing life-learnings, congtantly
urges Badru to hold Hamzaaccountablefor hisviolence. Shea so attemptsto
persuade her toleave him during their culinary activities: cooking, eating, and
purchasi ng ingredientsfrom the market. Food nourishesthe mother-daughter
bonding and aidsadiscourse of solidarity, seasoned through trauma-induced
intimacy amongst the survivorsof intimate partner violence (I1PV).

Thekitchen and thetableat Badru’'shomeisa‘ vitd Stewherenormative
familiesreproducethemselves’ (Mannur 11), asit becomesacontested site
of propagation and perpetuation of androcentric conjugal violence.
Contrastingly, the oneat Shamshu’shome offers Badru an outlet and asafe
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space. They extract revenge from the oppressor only when thelegal system
failsthem. Inadesperate attempt to rectify and reform Hamza, Badruinitialy
mixesa cohol de-addiction pillsin Mutton Curry reflecting theuse of culinary
agency through the minuscule culinary power enjoyed by her inthefilm’s
beginning. Thekitchen, thedining table, and the surrounding areasat Badru's
domiciliary post episodic-violence, subsequently metamorphoseinto agential
spacesfor Badru and Shamshu facilitating ajourney of individua and collective
self-transformation. Reen’s characterisation effectively ““ foregroundsthe
experiencesof economicaly disadvantaged women from areligiousminority
inlndia, whoin mainstreamrepresentationsremaininthe periphery assubdtern
and margindizedindividuals’ (Oishee 166). Asan |PV survivor, Shamshu
dismantlesher toxic heteropatriarcha domiciliary. Badru followssuit and bresks
theviciouscycleof intergenerational traumaand abuse. Inthelast sceneof the
film, Badruisdepicted cel ebrating her new-found independenceand arenewed
individudity, asshewatchesafilm aoneinthethestre, contrasting theopening
sequencewhereshefranticaly waitsfor Hamzaouts dethethestre. By opting
to stay singleto assist her mother in her culinary enterprise, it becomes
imperativethat Badru would attain financial self-sufficiency and thereby
renegotiatelifeon her own termsdevoid of androcentricinterventions.

Conclusion

Miche Foucaultinhis1967 lecture Of Other Spaces’ introduces heterotopia
associety’sintring c componentin every cultureand civilisation asexisting real
placesformed inthe very founding of society (3). Contextually, the space
inhabited by womeninthekitchen, culturaly afeminine space of othering may
be construed through Foucaul dian heterotopic lens. Kitchenisatempord site
wheredisciplineand silent injusticeisstructurally imposed upon itssubjects.
Shashi’sprevailing aienationin the kitchen and the surrounding tabl escape,
llal sunsuccessful endeavoursat reingtituting culinary conjugdity inthekitchen,
and Badru’ sgastronomic performativity and subsequent assault inthekitchen
and onthetablescape condtitutetheir individua heterotopias. Shashi negotiates
anewer cosmopolitan neoliberal feminineidentity transgressing domestic
heterotopiato metamorphoseit into anon-placethrough her travelsandtravalls,
not necessarily restricting her identity in binaries (Auge 77-78). Through her
new woman identity, she advocatesa " radical reassessment of traditional
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womanhood” (Anwer and Arora7). An empowered Shashi returnsto her
heteropatriarcha domiciliary overlooking unconventiond intimacies, following
an emblematic liberalised bharatiyanari [Indian woman] trope (Anwer and
Arora6). [laadvancesfurther by sending across cooked food through her
heterotopiato astranger through an unorthodox flow of ** culinary messages’
viathe eponymouslunch boxes(Mannur 36). A platonic epistolary romance
with Sagjanfacilitates!la sagentid sdf-transformation enabling her toenvision
afutureasasinglemother with arenewedidentity in Bhutan. However, before
transgressing her domiciliary, she unsuccessfully seeksarevolutionary and an
intimated liance of equdity with Sagjan. Whether sheresumesher conventiond
positioninthefamilial framework or subvertsit, remainsambiguous, asthe
filmintentionaly denies* thenarrative satisfaction of providing [a] definitive
closuretotheir story’”” (Mannur 43). Consequently, Badru and Shamshu’s
upending of their respective heterotopias, and dismissal of emphasised femininity
isrevolutionary (Connell 183). Asan IPV survivor, Badru, inspired by her
mother, avenges herself, and reinstates her confidence, identity, and agency,
thereby discarding all heteronormative associationsto lead aself-partnered,
and suggestively, afinancialy independent life. Her journey iscomprehensive,
reflecting trauma, and survival; and her awakening, undeniably themost self-
sufficient, self-sustaining, and accomplishing.

Subsequently, al threefilmmakersastutdly portray disturbing sociopalitical
issuesthrough an unconventiond employment of feminist lens. However, Reen's
Darlingsstandsapart, notwithstanding itstrividisation of violenceagainst men
anditsendorsement asa[ counter] solutionfor violenceagainst women (Oishee
176). Theportraya of feminine domestic violenceisotherwise nuanced, and
satirical. All threefilmsrepresent women in their connotative gastronomic
heterotopiasechoing BarbaraParker’ swords, “ .. .weembody our relationships
with food and our food practices definewho weare. Food speaksto the core
of our identities and to our relationshipswith each other and to theworld
around us’ (**Introduction” 5). Shashi, Shamshu, and Badru successfully
monetisetheir culinary currency and passion, unlikella. Thefina outcome
differsmagorly, but someliberal reawakening and reformationisunanimoudy
attained by dl the protagonists. Anwer and Arora swords, thereby contextudise
the new woman dynamics.
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“Thenew woman’sself-fulfilment restsnot just in her taming (asyet
incomplete) and in the disavowal of her newness, but rather inthe
gradual shiftsin society that might open up new opportunitiesand
formsof romantic, sexud, emationa, and professiond self-actudization
areasyet inconceivablein the cinematic universe of thefilm[s].”
(“Introduction” Bollywood’'s New Woman 11-12).

Whiletheother filmsentertain possibilities, Darlingsnearly redisesthisradica
potential of envisioning an equitable feminist future for Badrunissa and
Shamshunissa. However, it doesnot depict restorativejusticefor either of the
protagonigts, digressng fromthequotidianredity of theaftermath of thesurvivors
of IPV.
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