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Abstract

Terrorism is a prominent issue in Indian public discourse, reflecting the tormented experience
of a society that has been heavily exposed to violent insurgencies. While Bollywood has long
explored terrorism as a favourite theme, a more recent trend in Hindi popular cinema sees
terrorism as a recurring metaphor for violence against women. The films in question sometimes
cast female resistance to such violence as a form of counterterrorism. In general terms, there is
good reason to follow feminist critics like Rachel Pain in understanding gender-based violence
as ‘everyday terrorism’ rooted in patriarchy (2014). However, Bollywood’s recent attempts at
constructing violence against women as analogous to terrorism are fraught with ideological
pitfalls. Considering the cases of Neerja (2016), Tiger Zinda Hai (2017), and Simmba (2018),
this chapter argues that the use of terrorist discourse in this particular cultural and aesthetic
context mystifies female experience along the lines of the ‘Mother India’ narrative, exalting
female suffering to mythical dimensions. Additionally, terrorists in these films are often
depicted as male, foreign, and Muslim, and such stereotypes project gender-based violence
onto a cultural and religious other, thus failing to examine the ways in which this problem is
entrenched in the patriarchal structures and traditions of Indian society. When it comes to
representing female resistance as counterterrorism, female agency is either reduced to a mere
imitation of the hyper-masculine action hero or requires authorisation by male networks
overriding the rule of law — an especially problematic tendency in the wake of the precarious
state of Indian democratic and legal frameworks, whose weakening undermines women’s
rights and keeps patriarchy in place.
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