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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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