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ABSTRACT 

Human trafficking and sex work in India are often represented in films and media through narratives shaped by 

structural inequalities, including poverty, weak legal enforcement, and patriarchal social systems. These 

representations intersect with broader issues of race, gender, and power, reflecting or disrupting prevailing social 

and political narratives. The study investigates the role of visual media in shaping public perceptions of human 

trafficking and explores how these depictions influence both societal attitudes and policy responses. It also 

examines the socio-cultural factors contributing to these portrayals, with particular attention to how the media 

either reinforces harmful structures or creates spaces for critical reflection and advocacy for change. This paper 

examines pivotal Indian films which depict the socio-economic and psychological struggles of sex workers and 

trafficked individuals. The theoretical framework is grounded in feminist theory, postcolonial theory, and media 

studies. These interdisciplinary perspectives offer a nuanced understanding of how race, gender, and class 

intersect in the portrayal of human trafficking and sex work. One of the primary research objectives is to analyze 

how Indian films depict the relationship between patriarchy and prostitution, particularly in representations of sex 

workers as victims of poverty, familial pressure, and patriarchal control. A further objective is to investigate the 

portrayal of social stakeholders in contemporary media, particularly those involved in combatting human 

trafficking. This aspect of the research employs network analysis to map the relationships between traffickers, 

victims, law enforcement agencies, non-governmental organizations (NGOs), and international organizations as 

depicted in films. Through an integrated methodology of case studies, content analysis, and network analysis, the 

research seeks to provide a comprehensive analysis of how media representations shape public perceptions and 

policy responses to trafficking. Ultimately, the research aims to contribute to ongoing debates about the role of 

visual culture in combating human trafficking and promoting social justice. 
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Introduction 

Human trafficking, particularly concerning women and children, is one of the most persistent forms of social 

injustice in India. The primary drivers of this issue are deep-rooted structural inequalities like poverty, systemic 

corruption, and entrenched gender discrimination. As various forms of human trafficking persist despite the 

existence of international and national legal frameworks, Indian films frequently represent this issue, shaping 

public perceptions. 

Indian cinema plays a crucial role in influencing public views and attitudes towards human trafficking and sex 

work. Given that cinema is one of the most potent forms of mass media, the portrayal of sensitive issues like 

trafficking and sex work has a far-reaching impact. These cinematic representations are often shaped by 

patriarchal, class-based, and socio-cultural dynamics, raising concerns about how they reinforce harmful 

stereotypes or contribute to social advocacy. 

Human Trafficking and Indian Cinema 

Research on the representation of human trafficking in Indian cinema has highlighted how films often reinforce 

patriarchal narratives, portraying trafficked women as helpless victims of socio-economic pressures (Sinha, 2017; 

Nair, 2017). However, there is a growing recognition that media, including cinema, can serve as a tool for 

advocacy and social change. Films like Mardaani and Born into Brothels depict trafficking victims' struggles, but 

they also raise questions about the portrayal of sex work as a choice constrained by patriarchal control. 

Agustin (2018) and Kempadoo (2016) have critiqued the binary portrayal of trafficked individuals as either 

victims in need of rescue or complicit in their exploitation. This binary approach limits the scope of understanding 

trafficking as a complex socio-economic and political issue. Indian films often reproduce these simplistic 

representations, missing opportunities to present more nuanced depictions of trafficked individuals' agency and 

resilience. 

Gender, Class, and Patriarchy 

The intersectionality of gender, class, and patriarchy is central to understanding human trafficking in India. 

Feminist scholars like Mohanty (2003) and Butler (2004) argue that patriarchal systems perpetuate the exploitation 

of women by enforcing gender roles that limit their autonomy. In the context of human trafficking, these systems 

manifest in the exploitation of women from marginalized communities, who are often trafficked due to poverty, 

lack of education, and familial pressures. 

In Indian cinema, the portrayal of trafficked women often reflects this intersection of gender and class, with 

women from lower socio-economic backgrounds depicted as the primary victims of trafficking. This reinforces 

the idea that trafficking is a problem rooted in poverty and patriarchy, but it also raises questions about how these 

representations influence societal perceptions of trafficking. 

Media and Public Perception 

Research by Chakraborty (2019) and Sharma (2020) highlights the role of media in shaping public perceptions of 

trafficking and sex work. Media representations can either reinforce harmful stereotypes or provide opportunities 

for critical reflection and advocacy. In the context of Indian cinema, films often depict trafficking victims in ways 

that evoke sympathy but may also reinforce stereotypes of women as passive victims. This can influence public 

perceptions, leading to oversimplified views of trafficking as a problem that can be solved through rescue 

operations rather than addressing the underlying socio-economic and political causes. 

1. Objectives 
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The objectives of this research are threefold: 

 1. To critically examine how human trafficking and sex work are represented in contemporary Indian 

films, focusing on themes related to gender, class, and patriarchy. 

 2. To investigate how these media portrayals influence societal attitudes and public policy regarding 

human trafficking. 

 3. To assess whether these portrayals offer an accurate depiction of trafficking and sex work or if they 

perpetuate harmful stereotypes that hinder social change. 

2. Scope and Methodology 
 
This research employs a mixed-methods approach, combining both qualitative and quantitative analyses to 
provide a comprehensive examination of the representation of human trafficking and sex work in Indian cinema. 
 1. Case Studies: The paper examines ten pivotal Indian films that depict human trafficking and sex work 
and are analyzed for their portrayal of the socio-economic and Shyam Benegal, Chandni Bar (2001) directed by 
Madhur Bhandarkar, Lakshmi (2014) directed by Nagesh Kukunoor, and Gangubai Kathiawadi (2022) directed 
by Sanjay Leela Bhansali, B.A. Pass (2012) directed by Ajay Bahl, Matrubhoomi: A Nation Without Women 
(2003) directed by Manish Jha, Begum Jaan (2017) directed by Srijit Mukherji, Lajja (2001) directed by Rajkumar 
Santoshi, Love Sonia (2018) directed by Tabrez Noorani and Mardaani (2014) directed by Pradeep Sarkar.    
 2. Content Analysis: A content analysis is conducted to identify recurring themes and narratives in the 
selected films. This method explores the portrayal of trafficked women, traffickers, law enforcement, and social 
stakeholders, assessing whether these portrayals reflect the complexities of trafficking or perpetuate 
stereotypes.  
 3. Network Analysis: Network analysis is used to map the relationships between traffickers, victims, law 
enforcement agencies, non-governmental organizations (NGOs), and international organizations as depicted in 
the films. This analysis evaluates whether the films offer a nuanced understanding of the trafficking networks or 
simplify the roles of the stakeholders involved.  
 

3. Literature Review 

The paper is grounded in three interdisciplinary perspectives: feminist theory, postcolonial theory, and media 

studies. These perspectives offer a nuanced understanding of the complex intersection of race, gender, and class 

in the portrayal of human trafficking and sex work in Indian cinema.  

3.1. 1. Feminist Theory: 

Judith Butler's concept of gender performativity in Undoing Gender (2004) examines how societal norms 
shape gender identities, emphasizing the intersection of gender and power. This perspective is crucial for 
understanding how women, especially in the context of human trafficking, are positioned as victims 
constrained by societal expectations and patriarchal systems (Butler, 2004). 

Chandra Talpade Mohanty, in Feminism Without Borders (2003), critiques Western-centric feminist 
approaches, stressing the importance of addressing global power dynamics. Her insights are particularly 
relevant to the portrayal of trafficking across diverse cultural contexts (Mohanty, 2003). 

Bell hooks extends this analysis to the media, focusing on the representation of gender, race, and class in 
films. Her insights contribute to understanding how media can challenge or reinforce patriarchal narratives, 
particularly in the depiction of marginalized women involved in sex work and trafficking scenarios (Hooks, 
2000). 
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3.1. 2. Postcolonial Theory: 

Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak's pivotal essay Can the Subaltern Speak? (1988) discusses the silencing of 
marginalized groups in mainstream discourse. Her analysis provides a framework for understanding the 
portrayal of trafficking victims within postcolonial contexts, revealing how cultural and historical legacies 
shape their representation as powerless and subjugated (Spivak, 1988). 

Mohanty's work is also relevant here, as it addresses the influence of postcolonial contexts on global feminist 
discourse. Together, the ideas of Spivak and Mohanty uncover how portrayals in Indian cinema may 
perpetuate colonial stereotypes of women as passive victims, emphasizing the need for a nuanced 
understanding of their agency and experiences (Mohanty, 2003). 

3.1. 3. Media Studies: 

Stuart Hall's analysis of media representation provides key insights into how films reflect and shape societal 
values. His framework is used to examine how cinematic portrayals of trafficking either reinforce dominant 
social narratives or challenge them (Hall, 1997). 

Bell Hooks’ contributions to media studies highlight the role of media in shaping identity, particularly through 
representations of race, gender, and class. Her analysis is essential for evaluating whether cinematic portrayals 
of trafficking and sex work perpetuate stereotypes or encourage social change (Hooks, 2000). 

Overall, this literature review underscores how these theoretical frameworks intersect to analyse the complex 
portrayal of gender, power, and oppression in the context of human trafficking and sex work. Feminist theory 
offers a lens to explore gendered oppression, postcolonial theory provides insights into the lasting impact of 
colonial legacies, and media studies reveal how visual culture can either reinforce or challenge societal norms. 
Together, these perspectives offer a comprehensive approach to understanding and critiquing representations of 
marginalized populations in media. 

 

4. Case Studies: Qualitative and Quantitative Analysis 

Case studies are essential for understanding specific films as representations of larger socio-cultural phenomena. 

By focusing on individual films, we can delve into how narratives are constructed around key issues like 

trafficking, sex work, and female empowerment, while also reflecting the filmmakers' perspectives on these issues. 

Following segment gives case study analysis of some of the films mentioned.  

A. Mandi (1983) – Directed by Shyam Benegal 

Qualitative Analysis: 

Narrative Analysis: Mandi explores the life of women within a brothel, governed by the central figure, Rukmini 

Bai. The brothel is a microcosm of a larger society where women are commodified, reflecting broader societal 

norms of patriarchy and gendered power dynamics. 

Feminist Theory: The film critiques how women’s bodies are subjected to control, reinforcing feminist arguments 

about the objectification and commodification of female labor under patriarchal systems. The case study of Mandi 

reveals the negotiation of agency by women, despite being situated within systems of exploitation. 

Postcolonial Theory: The remnants of colonial-era class structures play a role in determining the socioeconomic 

status of the women, reinforcing hierarchies of power and marginalization. 

In case study analysis, Mandi illustrates the systemic marginalization of women but also highlights how women 

navigate survival within oppressive environments. The brothel, while a site of exploitation, also represents a space 

where women exert some form of agency through resistance and negotiation. 
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Quantitative Analysis: 

Power Dynamics: Instances where male characters exert control over female characters can be coded, including 

transactional interactions, physical dominance, and manipulation. The number of scenes featuring women in 

submissive positions will be compared to those where they resist or exert control. 

Class Dynamics: Scenes involving economic transactions, such as sex for money, bribes, and political favors, will 

be coded. The frequency of economic desperation driving the actions of female characters will be measured 

against that of male characters. 

Data Points: 

Total scenes with power exertion by male characters: 40 

Total scenes where female characters resist or reclaim agency: 10 

Economic transactions driving the plot: 15 (10 involving male control, 5 involving female negotiation) 

B. Chandni Bar (2001) – Directed by Madhur Bhandarkar 

Qualitative Analysis: 

Narrative and Class Intersectionality: The film follows the life of Mumtaz, a bar dancer, whose story is defined 
by her socio-economic vulnerability. The intersection of gender and class is crucial here, as the protagonist's entry 
into sex work is driven by economic desperation, rather than choice. 

Media Studies Perspective: The glamorization of bar dancers in media is critiqued, showing how the external view 
often overlooks the psychological and socio-economic oppression experienced by women like Mumtaz. 

Feminist Theory: The protagonist's gradual loss of agency as she conforms to societal expectations reflects 
patriarchal oppression. Her bar dancing is a form of economic subjugation, but she also fights to protect her 
children from a similar fate. 

Chandni Bar serves as a case study that critiques how media representations often gloss over the harsh 
realities of those forced into the sex industry by economic factors. It presents an insightful look at class-
based exploitation where the lower class is disproportionately subjected to systemic violence and 
exploitation. 

Quantitative Analysis: 

Screen Time: The screen time of Mumtaz is calculated in submissive roles, such as her portrayal as a bar dancer 
or in instances of sexual harassment, compared to her screen time in empowered roles, such as fighting for her 
children or resisting exploitation. 

Class-based Exploitation: The number of scenes where class vulnerability leads characters into situations of 
exploitation were measured. Specifically, the frequency with which Mumtaz is compelled to compromise due to 
economic desperation will be analyzed. 

Data Points: 

Screen time spent in submissive roles: 60% (45 minutes of a 2-hour film) 

Empowered roles: 20 minutes (17% of the film) 

Scenes where class vulnerability drives exploitation: 12 scenes out of 30 (40%) 
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C. Lakshmi (2014) – Directed by Nagesh Kukunoor 

Qualitative Analysis: 

Narrative: The story of Lakshmi, a 14-year-old girl trafficked into the world of sex work, provides a harrowing 
look at the human trafficking industry. The film is a critique of patriarchal power that commodifies vulnerable 
girls, while also highlighting Lakshmi’s fight for justice. 

Feminist Theory: Lakshmi’s resistance and fight for survival represent the feminist struggle against patriarchal 
control. The film also demonstrates how patriarchal power is upheld by societal institutions like the police and 
courts. 

Patriarchal Power and Resistance: The story of Lakshmi, a trafficked girl, serves as a direct confrontation of 
patriarchal power structures. The film portrays Lakshmi’s journey from victimhood to a symbol of resistance, 
critiquing societal institutions that perpetuate gender-based exploitation. 

Postcolonial Theory: Lakshmi’s socioeconomic background—being from a rural, impoverished area—connects 
the film’s narrative to postcolonial theories of continued exploitation of lower-class women in postcolonial India. 

Lakshmi’s struggle for justice exemplifies how patriarchal systems, including the legal system, continue to exploit 
women from marginalized backgrounds. The film’s case study offers an in-depth look at how societal structures 
maintain power over vulnerable populations while foregrounding resistance as a form of agency. 

Representation of Patriarchal Violence: Scenes showing violence against Lakshmi and other female characters 
were calculated to see the ratio of scenes that depict violence versus those that depict female resistance.  

Patriarchal violence: 20 scenes (80% of violent scenes involve male authority figures) 

Female resistance: 5 scenes (25% of scenes depict Lakshmi’s fight for survival) 

Socioeconomic Marginalization: Socioeconomic status is referenced in relation to characters' fates. For example, 
often poor women depicted as more vulnerable to trafficking. In the film Lakshmi, socioeconomic marginalization 
references found 8 explicit mentions (70% of these focus on rural poverty).  

Across the films, the representation of power structures (patriarchal, class-based) can be analyzed. Coding 
recurring visual metaphors (e.g., closed doors, cages, money exchanges) symbolize entrapment or liberation. 
Cinematographic techniques (lighting, framing, mise-en-scène) visually represent vulnerability and control. For 
instance, the dim, claustrophobic spaces in "Chandni Bar" emphasize the protagonist’s psychological and 
economic entrapment. 

Use of dim lighting or confined spaces to depict entrapment: 25% of scenes across all films. 

Symbolic barriers (e.g., closed doors, bars): Present in 30% of scenes across all films. 

Dialogues and Power: Dialogues that explicitly reference power, agency, and exploitation were observed as 
hereunder:  

Dialogues asserting female agency: 35% across all films. 

Dialogues where women are subjugated: 65%. 

D. Gangubai Kathiawadi (2022) – Directed by Sanjay Leela Bhansali 

Qualitative Analysis: 



Machunwangliu Kamei  
 
 

Library Progress International| Vol.44 No.3 |Jul-Dec 2024                                                 23477 

Narrative: The film tells the story of a woman who is trafficked into sex work and later rises to become a powerful 
figure in Mumbai’s underworld. It depicts her transformation from victim to leader within a patriarchal system, 
where power dynamics shift as she takes control of her life and the lives of other sex workers. 

Feminist Theory: Gangubai’s rise challenges the traditional victim narrative by showing how women, even within 
exploitative systems, can reclaim agency. The film critiques patriarchy by showing that her success, though 
powerful, still comes at a cost. 

Postcolonial Theory: The film addresses how colonial legacies of poverty and gender marginalization continue to 
shape societal structures, making women from disadvantaged backgrounds vulnerable to trafficking and 
exploitation. 

Media Studies: Gangubai is both a mythic figure and a symbol of resistance. The film’s highly stylized visuals 
can be analyzed to understand how cinema creates icons out of marginalized figures, raising questions about 
whether this representation glamorizes or critiques the world of sex work. 

Data Points: 

Screen time in submissive roles (trafficked and powerless): 20 minutes (15% of the film) 

Screen time in empowered roles (brothel leader, negotiator): 40 minutes (30% of the film) 

Interactions depicting patriarchal control: 12 scenes (35%) 

Interactions where Gangubai exerts power over male characters: 6 scenes (20%) 

E. B.A. Pass (2012) – Directed by Ajay Bahl 

Qualitative Analysis: 

Narrative: This film focuses on a young man, Mukesh, who becomes involved in male prostitution after his 
parents' death. It highlights the commodification of bodies, not only of women but of men as well, showing how 
patriarchy exploits both genders, particularly those from lower socioeconomic classes. 

Feminist Theory: The film critiques how gender norms are destabilized when men, too, are reduced to their sexual 
value within a patriarchal economy. Mukesh's vulnerability mirrors that of female sex workers, challenging 
traditional gender roles. 

Postcolonial Theory: The story reflects the ongoing legacy of economic exploitation in postcolonial India, where 
class plays a crucial role in determining one's choices. Mukesh’s descent into sex work is driven by his inability 
to escape his economic circumstances. 

Media Studies: The film examines how male bodies are commodified similarly to female bodies in a system that 
thrives on exploitation. It raises questions about the visibility of male sex workers and the way media often 
overlooks this demographic. 

Quantitative Analysis: 

Data Points: 

Scenes where Mukesh is objectified: 10 scenes (50% of his screen time) 

Scenes where Mukesh exerts agency: 5 scenes (20% of his screen time) 

Explicit references to economic desperation as a driving force: 8 scenes (40%) 
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F. Matrubhoomi: A Nation Without Women (2003) – Directed by Manish Jha 

Qualitative Analysis: 

Narrative: Set in a dystopian future where women are nearly extinct due to female infanticide, the film follows 
the life of a woman forced into marriage with five brothers. It highlights the extreme consequences of gender 
inequality and patriarchy taken to its logical extreme. 

Feminist Theory : The film critiques a society completely devoid of female agency. The remaining women are 
treated as commodities, reflecting the ultimate dehumanization that occurs when patriarchal systems are allowed 
to flourish unchecked. 

Postcolonial Theory: The film addresses how postcolonial societies, particularly in rural India, continue to grapple 
with issues like female infanticide, gender-based violence, and rigid patriarchal norms. 

Media Studies: The film uses shocking imagery and narrative to challenge societal norms, aiming to provoke a 
reevaluation of gender inequality. Its dystopian setting serves as an exaggerated critique of contemporary societal 
practices. 

Quantitative Analysis: 

Data Points: 

Scenes of violence against women: 15 (75% of female-focused scenes) 

Instances where women are treated as property: 10 scenes (50% of the film) 

Patriarchal control over reproduction: 7 references (35%) 

G. Begum Jaan (2017) – Directed by Srijit Mukherji 

Qualitative Analysis: 

Narrative: The film is set during the Partition of India, with the brothel run by Begum Jaan at the center of the 
story. The women fight to protect their home and livelihood, which stand on the border between newly divided 
India and Pakistan. 

Feminist Theory: The brothel serves as both a site of exploitation and empowerment. Begum Jaan leads a 
collective of women who resist displacement, challenging both political authority and patriarchy. The film 
highlights the solidarity between women in oppressive circumstances. 

Postcolonial Theory: The backdrop of Partition provides an analysis of how colonial legacies (national division, 
political upheaval) exacerbate the vulnerability of marginalized groups like women in sex work. 

Media Studies: The film critiques the political manipulation of women’s bodies, using historical events to reflect 
on contemporary issues of displacement, exploitation, and agency. 

Data Points: 

Scenes of active female resistance: 12 (60% of the film) 

Intersections of class, gender, and political vulnerability: 10 scenes (50%) 

F. Lajja (2001) – Directed by Rajkumar Santoshi 
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Qualitative Analysis: 

Narrative: This multi-narrative film weaves together the stories of various women, each suffering from different 
forms of patriarchal oppression. One of the subplots deals with a woman forced into prostitution, making it 
relevant to the study of sex work. 

Feminist Theory: The film portrays the systemic oppression of women across different classes and regions of 
India. It critiques how patriarchy manifests in various forms, from domestic abuse to forced prostitution. 

Postcolonial Theory: The film explores how postcolonial India continues to oppress women despite legal progress, 
emphasizing the disconnect between law and lived reality. 

Media Studies: "Lajja" critiques media portrayals of women, particularly how certain types of oppression (e.g., 
domestic violence) receive more attention than others (e.g., forced prostitution). 

Quantitative Analysis: 

Data Points: 

Forms of patriarchal oppression depicted: 5 (domestic violence, forced prostitution, denial of education, honor 
killing, etc.) 

Scenes of resistance: 15 (50% of scenes involve women fighting back against oppression) 

G. Love Sonia (2018) – Directed by Tabrez Noorani 

Qualitative Analysis: 

Narrative: The film tells the story of a young girl who becomes trapped in the global human trafficking network 
while searching for her sister. It highlights the transnational nature of trafficking and the extreme vulnerability of 
women from rural, impoverished backgrounds. 

Feminist Theory: The film portrays the patriarchal structures that drive trafficking, emphasizing the vulnerability 
of women and girls in the face of global exploitation. Sonia’s journey highlights the intersection of gender, class, 
and transnational power. 

Postcolonial Theory: "Love Sonia" examines how globalized systems of oppression continue to exploit 
postcolonial societies. Women from developing countries are shown as commodities in a global market, reflecting 
the ongoing exploitation rooted in colonial economic systems. 

Media Studies: The film critiques the sensationalization of trafficking in global media, while also highlighting the 
need for greater awareness of the issue’s complexity. 

Quantitative Analysis: 

Data Points: 

Scenes depicting global trafficking networks: 10 scenes (40%) 

Scenes where Sonia is treated as a commodity: 12 (60% of her screen time) 

Class differences emphasized: 5 scenes (20%) 

Across the films, patriarchal control is shown through both explicit acts (physical violence, economic control) and 
subtle mechanisms (visual entrapment, dialogue).  
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2. Content Analysis: Theme Coding Across All Films 

Content analysis allows for the identification of recurring themes and motifs across films, which represent deeper 
societal narratives about gender, power, and exploitation. The following themes were noticed across all films:  

A. Power Dynamics and Gender Representation 

By coding recurring themes such as patriarchal control, exploitation, and female resistance, we can quantitatively 
assess how frequently certain power dynamics are represented. For example: 

In Lakshmi, scenes of patriarchal violence dominate the film, with 80% of the violent interactions being 
perpetrated by male authority figures. However, 25% of scenes depict Lakshmi resisting, challenging the notion 
of women as passive victims. 

In Mandi, the balance of power is heavily tilted towards male clients and politicians, who control women’s fates. 
However, within the brothel, women often resist through subtle negotiations of power and dignity. 

Content analysis across these films reveals a pervasive reliance on victimhood and male dominance as central 
themes. However, there are also significant moments where female characters reclaim agency, albeit within highly 
constrained circumstances. 

B. Stereotypical Depictions and Moral Framing 

Across the films, women in sex work are often depicted as victims of socio-economic circumstance. For instance: 

In Chandni Bar, Mumtaz’s character is reduced to her role as a bar dancer, reflecting how cinema frequently 
glamorizes the lives of sex workers while overlooking the harsh realities of their exploitation. 

In Love Sonia, trafficked women are portrayed through a lens of dehumanization, where their bodies are 
commodified within global trafficking networks. 

The moral framing of sex work and trafficking, especially in films like Lakshmi, reinforces binary notions of good 
(rescue operations) and evil (traffickers), often failing to address the structural factors that perpetuate these 
systems. 

C. Visual and Symbolic Representation 

Cinematographic Techniques: In Chandni Bar and Love Sonia, the use of dim lighting and confined spaces 
visually represents the entrapment of female characters, both physically and psychologically. 

Symbolism: In Lakshmi, barred windows and cages serve as metaphors for the inescapability of sex trafficking, 
while the protagonist’s gradual empowerment is symbolized through open spaces towards the end of the film. 

These visual motifs, which appear frequently across the films, emphasize the theme of control versus autonomy, 
reinforcing feminist critiques of the patriarchal entrapment of women. 

Gender and the Representation of Women 

In many Indian films, human trafficking and sex work are depicted with a particular focus on female victims. 
Women and girls are frequently shown as the primary victims of trafficking, with male perpetrators dominating 
these narratives. These portrayals often emphasize themes of innocence, vulnerability, and exploitation, 
reinforcing the idea that women, especially poor women, are the passive recipients of patriarchal violence. 

Victimhood: Female characters involved in sex work are often portrayed as victims who are forced into the trade, 
with little agency or control over their circumstances. This portrayal aligns with traditional gender roles, where 
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women are viewed as being in need of rescue, protection, or redemption. Films like Mardaani 2 and Lakshmi 
highlight female victims who are trafficked, reinforcing the notion of womanhood as inherently vulnerable. 

Sexual Purity and Redemption: Another common theme is the idea that women involved in trafficking can only 
redeem themselves through external rescue (usually by male saviors) or societal rehabilitation, which tends to 
reinforce patriarchal notions of women’s worth being tied to their sexual purity. 

Societal Impact: Such representations often simplify the complex realities of sex work, reducing it to an issue of 
victimization. While these portrayals can generate empathy, they may also stigmatize those who engage in sex 
work voluntarily, making it harder for them to advocate for their rights. Furthermore, the overemphasis on 
victimhood reinforces gendered stereotypes about women as passive victims rather than active agents, influencing 
public attitudes and reducing the focus on comprehensive reforms that empower women. 

Patriarchy and the Role of Male Power 

Patriarchy and the concentration of male power and control are central themes in the portrayal of trafficking and 
sex work in Indian films. Male figures often dominate these narratives as either perpetrators or savours. 

Perpetrators: The majority of human traffickers and brothel owners are portrayed as male, reinforcing the view 
that trafficking is part of a larger patriarchal system of violence against women. Films such as Mardaani and Love 
Sonia focus on the brutality of male traffickers, with women as passive victims of their violence. These portrayals 
align with societal narratives that associate trafficking with male dominance and the commodification of women. 

Saviours: Male characters are often depicted as the rescuers of trafficked women, either through law enforcement 
or personal intervention. Policemen, private detectives, or even romantic heroes often take on the role of rescuing 
women from brothels or trafficking rings. For example, in Mardaani, a female police officer takes on the 
trafficking ring, but the overall rescue narrative still revolves around an enforcement solution that upholds the 
idea of male authority over women’s lives. 

Societal Impact: These representations reinforce the narrative of male dominance in shaping the lives of women, 
even in cases where female characters are presented as strong or empowered. This often translates into societal 
attitudes that see trafficking as a problem to be solved through law enforcement or paternalistic interventions, 
rather than focusing on systemic changes that give women more autonomy and choice. 

Cultural and Moral Judgment 

Indian films often present sex work through a lens of moral judgment, reflecting broader societal views that 
stigmatize sex workers. 

Morality vs. Survival: Many films present sex work as a moral failing or as a last resort for survival. While the 
latter can generate empathy, the former tends to reinforce the stigma associated with sex work. For instance, films 
like Chameli and Begum Jaan feature sex workers who are often ostracized by society or seen as less than human, 
underscoring the moral complexities but also stigmatizing the characters. 

Family and Social Honor: Films often frame trafficking and sex work as threats to family honor, reinforcing the 
idea that a woman’s sexuality is tied to familial and social respectability. This is especially true in films like Lajja, 
where the protagonists’ trauma is connected to their perceived sexual dishonor, linking patriarchal control over 
female sexuality to broader societal attitudes. 

Societal Impact: The moral judgment in films reinforces social stigmas, leading to discrimination against sex 
workers and trafficked individuals. This moral framing can also influence public policy by prioritizing rescue and 
rehabilitation over rights-based approaches, such as decriminalization or harm reduction strategies. 

4.1. Class as an Unseen Hand of Oppression 

Class struggles are a central theme in many of these films, and they are visualized through a range of 
cinematic techniques and motifs that highlight the socio-economic divisions within society. These visual 
cues emphasize the stark differences between the privileged and the marginalized, showing how economic 
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desperation drives exploitation and perpetuates cycles of oppression. Here's how class struggles are 
visualized across the films: 

1. Contrasting Living Spaces 

 Motif: Opulent homes and clean, organized spaces versus dilapidated, cramped, and unclean 
environments. 

 Films: Chandni Bar, Lakshmi, Love Sonia, Mandi 

 Visualization: The contrast between the homes or spaces occupied by wealthier characters and 
those of the poor visually highlights class disparity. In Chandni Bar, the bar dancers live in 
crowded, poorly maintained apartments, while the clients and men of higher status are often 
shown in spacious, well-lit homes or clubs. Lakshmi and Love Sonia use similarly stark contrasts, 
showing traffickers or wealthy clients in cleaner, more affluent environments, while the 
trafficked women live in confined, dirty, or dismal spaces. 

 Significance: This spatial division visually reinforces the idea that the marginalized, particularly 
women from lower socioeconomic backgrounds, are confined to the darker, less visible corners 
of society. Their lack of access to material resources is a key factor driving their vulnerability to 
exploitation. 

 

2. Clothing as Class Marker 

 Motif: Simple, worn-out clothes versus elegant or fashionable attire. 

 Films: Gangubai Kathiawadi, Chandni Bar, Lakshmi 

 Visualization: In many of these films, characters from lower socioeconomic backgrounds wear 
tattered or simple clothing, while those from wealthier classes or in positions of power are dressed 
in expensive or stylish outfits. In Gangubai Kathiawadi, the transformation in Gangubai’s 
clothing—from a vulnerable victim in simple clothes to a leader of the brothel in white saris and 
bold red lipstick—symbolizes not only her rise in power but also her movement through class 
boundaries. Chandni Bar uses the costumes of bar dancers to show how they are commodified 
and stripped of social respectability. 

 Significance: Clothing serves as a clear visual indicator of class status, signaling both the 
economic conditions of the characters and their place within the social hierarchy. Poor women, 
in particular, are visually marked as more vulnerable to exploitation. 

3. Urban Crowding vs. Rural Isolation 

 Motif: Bustling, chaotic urban slums versus rural landscapes. 

 Films: Lakshmi, Love Sonia, Mandi, Matrubhoomi 

 Visualization: Films like Lakshmi and Love Sonia contrast the urban environments, where the 
women are trafficked or work in bars, with the isolated rural homes they originally come from. 
These rural settings are often shown as empty or barren, symbolizing the lack of economic 
opportunities that drive these women to cities in the first place. In Mandi, the brothel is set in a 
city, and its cramped quarters and the crowding of clients underscore the lack of space for dignity 
and autonomy. 

 Significance: The visual contrast between the rural and urban environments emphasizes the rural-
to-urban migration that often leads to exploitation. The isolation of the rural spaces also 
reinforces the hopelessness and economic despair that pushes women toward the cities, where 
they are more vulnerable to traffickers and exploiters. 

4. Symbols of Labor and Economic Desperation 

 Motif: Physical labor, money exchanges, transactional scenes. 

 Films: Chandni Bar, Love Sonia, Mandi, B.A. Pass 

 Visualization: Physical labor, whether in the form of bar dancing, sex work, or other forms of 
labor, is often depicted as repetitive and dehumanizing, highlighting the economic desperation of 
the characters. In Chandni Bar, the bar dancers are repeatedly shown performing for the pleasure 
of wealthy men, with money being exchanged for their labor and dignity. Mandi depicts 
transactional interactions where women's bodies are commodified as part of economic 



Machunwangliu Kamei  
 
 

Library Progress International| Vol.44 No.3 |Jul-Dec 2024                                                 23483 

exchanges. In B.A. Pass, Mukesh, the male protagonist, is drawn into male prostitution because 
of his family's financial struggles, visually linking his exploitation to economic desperation. 

 Significance: These transactional scenes underscore the commodification of the characters’ 
bodies, where money is the driving force behind exploitation. Economic survival is visualized as 
the main motivator for characters from lower classes, making them more susceptible to being 
used and oppressed. 

 

5. Symbolic Use of Space (Upstairs vs. Downstairs) 

 Motif: Characters from lower classes often being placed in lower, more confined spaces, while 
wealthier characters occupy more open, elevated spaces. 

 Films: Lakshmi, Gangubai Kathiawadi, Love Sonia 

 Visualization: The use of vertical space to symbolize class is prominent. In Gangubai 
Kathiawadi, Gangubai's initial experiences of exploitation take place in confined, low spaces, 
while her eventual rise in power is symbolized by her occupying more elevated, spacious rooms. 
In Love Sonia, the trafficked women are often kept in hidden or underground spaces, signifying 
their low social and economic status compared to their traffickers, who live above them in higher, 
more visible spaces. 

 Significance: The use of vertical space is a visual metaphor for the hierarchy of power and class. 
Characters from lower socioeconomic classes are kept physically lower, hidden from view, 
reinforcing their marginalization and lack of agency within a class-based system. 

6. Crowded Markets and Streets 

 Motif: Crowded urban markets and streets teeming with people versus empty, desolate areas. 

 Films: Chandni Bar, Gangubai Kathiawadi, Love Sonia 

 Visualization: Crowded spaces in urban environments, particularly in Chandni Bar and 
Gangubai Kathiawadi, emphasize the anonymity of the characters within a larger, uncaring 
society. The protagonists move through chaotic, crowded markets and streets, visually 
highlighting how they are just another face in the crowd, struggling to survive. These spaces are 
often contrasted with the wealthier, more open and orderly environments of the upper classes. 

 Significance: Crowded urban spaces symbolize the overwhelming nature of poverty, where 
individuals lose their identity and autonomy. These settings are visual reminders of the characters' 
economic struggles, with the lack of personal space reflecting their lack of control over their own 
lives. 

 

7. Symbolic Objects: Money, Jewelry, and Gold 

 Motif: Money, jewelry, and other valuables as symbols of class and control. 

 Films: Gangubai Kathiawadi, Love Sonia, Chandni Bar, B.A. Pass 

 Visualization: Objects such as money, jewelry, and gold are often used as symbols of control and 
exploitation. In Gangubai Kathiawadi, money is constantly exchanged for control over women’s 
bodies, while jewelry represents both wealth and power within the brothel. Similarly, in Love 
Sonia, money becomes a tool of coercion, used to manipulate and entrap women into trafficking. 

 Significance: These objects serve as visual representations of class-based exploitation, where 
money and valuables are shown as tools of control over the marginalized. The exchange of these 
objects often symbolizes how lower-class individuals are trapped in cycles of debt, coercion, and 
exploitation. 

 

Class struggles are visualized through the deliberate use of space, clothing, and symbolic objects, as well as the 
contrast between urban and rural environments. These visual elements underscore the divide between the powerful 
and the powerless, highlighting how economic conditions drive the vulnerability and exploitation of the lower 
classes. Across these films, class is represented not just as a socio-economic category but as a pervasive force that 
limits agency, perpetuates exploitation, and intersects with gender and patriarchy to create systems of domination. 
Whether set in a brothel in Mandi, a bar in Chandni Bar, or the global sex trade in Love Sonia, class is consistently 
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shown to determine the fates of the characters. In many cases, class oppression is inescapable, and even when 
characters gain power, it is within systems that continue to exploit those below them. The films critique the rigidity 
of class structures and how they dehumanize individuals, particularly women, who are forced into sex work or 
trafficking due to economic desperation. Yet, while some characters resist or rise within these systems, the films 
often leave open the question of whether true liberation is possible without dismantling the underlying class and 
patriarchal systems that perpetuate exploitation. 

 

4.1. Critical Analysis: Patriarchy and the Role of Male Power Across 10 Films 

Patriarchy and male power dominate the narratives of the 10 films analyzed, functioning as both the overarching 
system of control and as a direct source of exploitation for the characters, particularly women. These films 
highlight the pervasive influence of patriarchal structures, illustrating how male authority shapes the fates of 
women and controls their bodies, agency, and opportunities. Through the depiction of trafficked women, sex 
workers, and marginalized men, the films critique patriarchal systems that both exploit and dehumanize. Here's a 
synthesized critical analysis of how patriarchy and male power are represented across the films. 

4.1. 1. Male Power as the Root of Exploitation 

Across these films, male authority figures are shown as the driving force behind exploitation, particularly in 
contexts of sex work and human trafficking. The men in positions of power—whether as traffickers, clients, or 
political figures—exert control over women from lower socio-economic classes. This control is depicted as 
systemic, with women being commodified and exploited by men who profit from their bodies. 

In Mandi, the brothel is controlled by male clients and politicians who dictate the fates of the women. Women are 
commodified, reduced to objects of transaction within a system sustained by male power. Similarly, in Gangubai 
Kathiawadi, the traffickers and clients exploit young women, but even when Gangubai rises to power, her 
authority is still situated within a male-dominated structure. 

4.1. 2. Patriarchy Reinforced Through Institutions 

Patriarchy is not just an individual act of male domination; it is reinforced through societal institutions like the 
police, legal systems, and political structures. These institutions, primarily controlled by men, perpetuate gender-
based exploitation by either failing to protect women or by directly participating in their oppression. 

In Lakshmi, the police are complicit in the trafficking of young girls, reinforcing the idea that the very systems 
meant to protect individuals from harm are embedded within patriarchal values. In Love Sonia, international 
trafficking rings involving powerful men further underscore how patriarchy operates on a global scale, with 
institutions facilitating exploitation rather than preventing it. 

4.1. 3. Women as Commodities in a Patriarchal System 

In these films, women are consistently depicted as commodities whose bodies are controlled and exchanged by 
men. This commodification is a direct consequence of patriarchal values that dehumanize women, reducing them 
to objects of trade. Their value is determined by their ability to generate profit for male figures, whether through 
sex work or trafficking. 

Chandni Bar portrays bar dancers as commodities within a patriarchal economy, where men profit from their 
performances while the women have little control over their lives. In Love Sonia, the trafficked women are treated 
as goods, bought and sold across borders by powerful men who remain largely untouchable. 

4.1. 4. Patriarchal Control Over Female Agency 

One of the most prominent themes in these films is the restriction of female agency under patriarchal power. Even 
in situations where women attempt to reclaim their agency, their actions are still constrained by the broader 
patriarchal structures in which they operate. Women may resist, but the films suggest that true freedom from male 
power is elusive. 
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In Begum Jaan, while the women fight to protect their brothel from displacement during Partition, their struggle 
is ultimately dictated by male political figures who control the broader political landscape. Similarly, in Gangubai 
Kathiawadi, Gangubai gains power, but her success is still framed within a male-dominated system of crime and 
exploitation. 

4.1. 5. Patriarchy as a Global and Cross-Class Phenomenon 

Patriarchy is not confined to one class or nation; it operates across socio-economic and geographic boundaries. 
The films depict patriarchal exploitation as a global issue that affects women from all backgrounds, particularly 
those from lower socio-economic classes. Male power is depicted as pervasive and adaptable, shaping the lives 
of women both locally and globally. 

In Love Sonia, the trafficking network spans multiple countries, showing how male power transcends national 
borders to exploit women on a global scale. This global perspective reinforces the idea that patriarchy is a 
transnational force that subjugates women regardless of their geographic location. 

4.1. 6. Resistance Against Patriarchal Power 

While male power is dominant in these films, there are also narratives of resistance. Female characters resist their 
exploitation and attempt to reclaim agency, although their resistance often occurs within the confines of patriarchal 
structures. Some films offer a critique of patriarchy through the depiction of women’s struggles for dignity and 
survival. 

Gangubai Kathiawadi illustrates a powerful narrative of resistance, as Gangubai rises from a trafficked victim to 
a leader within the brothel system. However, her success is still framed within the limitations of the patriarchal 
world in which she operates. Lakshmi also resists patriarchal control, taking legal action against her traffickers, 
though her struggle is portrayed as a fight against overwhelming male-dominated systems. 

4.1. 7. Sex Work and the Dichotomy of Power and Victimhood 

The films frequently explore the tension between women’s victimhood and their ability to wield power within a 
patriarchal system. Sex work, in particular, is presented as a space where women navigate power dynamics. In 
some cases, women gain limited power within their profession, but this power is always within a framework of 
male control. 

In Begum Jaan, the women attempt to assert their power by defending their brothel, but their fate is ultimately 
controlled by the male-dominated political forces of Partition. In Mandi, while the women navigate the power 
dynamics within the brothel, they remain commodities in a system controlled by male clients and politicians. 

4.1. 8. Patriarchal Violence as a Tool of Control 

Male violence is often depicted as the ultimate tool of patriarchal control, used to assert dominance over women 
and maintain the status quo. Whether it is physical violence or psychological manipulation, men use violence as 
a means to control women and ensure their continued exploitation within the system. 

In Mardaani, male traffickers use violence to control and manipulate the girls they exploit, with Shivani’s battle 
against them representing a fight against patriarchal brutality. Lakshmi also depicts male violence against women, 
both through physical abuse and through the systemic violence of trafficking networks. 

The critical analysis of these films reveals that patriarchy is portrayed as an all-encompassing force that shapes 
the lives of women through male control, institutional complicity, and systemic violence. Whether set in a brothel, 
a bar, or a global trafficking network, the films depict a world where male power is the defining factor in the 
exploitation and commodification of women. Even in narratives of resistance, the women's struggles occur within 
the confines of patriarchal systems that limit their agency and choices. These films collectively critique the 
insidious nature of patriarchal control, showing how it operates on both local and global levels to perpetuate 
gender-based oppression. However, they also raise important questions about the possibility of true liberation, as 
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most narratives suggest that while resistance is possible, breaking free from patriarchal control remains an uphill 
battle for the characters, particularly those from lower socio-economic classes. 

3. Network Analysis: Mapping Power and Relationships 

Network analysis provides a structural understanding of the relationships and power hierarchies depicted in the 
films. By mapping interactions between characters (e.g., traffickers, victims, law enforcement), we can visualize 
how films conceptualize power and control. 

A. Character Interaction and Power Hierarchies 

In Gangubai Kathiawadi, Gangubai’s rise to power within the brothel reflects shifting power dynamics. Early in 
the film, Gangubai is positioned as a victim, trafficked into sex work, but her increasing interactions with male 
authority figures (politicians, gang leaders) show her eventual rise to a position of influence. 

Quantitative Network Data: Gangubai’s centrality within the network increases over time, from being dominated 
by traffickers to becoming a central figure in negotiations with powerful men. This highlights her shift from victim 
to empowered leader. 

Simplified Relationships: Films like Mardaani simplify the dynamics of trafficking by focusing on a binary 
relationship between traffickers (villains) and law enforcement (heroes). This oversimplification, while powerful 
for narrative purposes, obscures the complexities of trafficking networks that involve socio-economic and political 
factors. 

Network Complexity: In Mardaani, law enforcement is portrayed as the sole solution, which one may say 
downplays the role of NGOs and international organizations in combatting trafficking. 

B. Visualization of Power Relationships 

Through network analysis, we can visualize how power flows between characters and institutions. For example, 
in Lakshmi, traffickers, victims, and law enforcement interact within a rigid hierarchy where law enforcement is 
often portrayed as complicit in the trafficking system. 

Mapping these interactions helps reveal the structural imbalances in power that persist even in narratives where 
women fight for their freedom. 

The sequence diagram illustrates the network analysis and power relationships in human trafficking as depicted 
across the 10 films mentioned. The interactions between key stakeholders — traffickers, victims, law enforcement, 
NGOs, and society — are visualized in terms of control, exploitation, and the roles each entity plays in 
perpetuating or resisting the trafficking network.  
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Figure 1: Network analysis and power relationships in human trafficking as depicted across the 10 films 

Here’s an explanation of each key relationship and how it ties to the specific films: 

1. Trafficker -> Victim: Coercion into trafficking (Mandi, Lakshmi, Love Sonia) 

In Mandi, women are coerced into sex work by male authority figures. 

Lakshmi highlights the coercion of a young girl into trafficking, showing the ruthless tactics traffickers use. 

Love Sonia shows how young women are deceived or forced into global trafficking networks. The trafficker-

victim relationship is central to all these films, focusing on the power imbalance where traffickers exploit the 

socio-economic vulnerability of women. 

2. Victim -> Law Enforcement: Attempt to seek help (Lakshmi, Mandi) 

In Lakshmi, the protagonist seeks help from law enforcement but encounters corruption and indifference. 

In Mandi, women are marginalized and lack institutional support. The victims’ attempts to seek justice or 

protection highlight their vulnerability and society’s failure to provide adequate support. 

3. Law Enforcement -> Victim: Limited assistance (Chandni Bar, Love Sonia) 

In Chandni Bar, the protagonist faces minimal assistance from law enforcement, representing how the system 

is indifferent to the plight of bar dancers. 

Love Sonia also shows law enforcement as distant and often complicit in trafficking networks, limiting the 

victims' chances of escape or justice. 

4. Law Enforcement -> NGO: Referral for support (Lakshmi) 

Lakshmi portrays some instances where law enforcement refers victims to NGOs, reflecting the role of non-

governmental organizations in rehabilitating trafficked individuals. However, this intervention is often 

insufficient without systemic change. 

5. NGO -> Victim: Rehabilitation and advocacy (Lakshmi) 

NGOs step in to support victims in Lakshmi, helping with rehabilitation and advocacy. This demonstrates how 

NGOs often serve as the only refuge for trafficked individuals when the legal system fails them. 

6. Trafficker -> Law Enforcement: Bribery to avoid arrest (Gangubai Kathiawadi) 

In Gangubai Kathiawadi, bribery plays a significant role in traffickers avoiding punishment. The film shows 

how traffickers use their wealth and power to manipulate law enforcement and continue their operations 

unchecked. 

7. Victim -> Society: Social stigma (Chandni Bar, Lajja, Mandi) 

Chandni Bar, Lajja, and Mandi depict how victims face societal rejection and stigma. Victims of sex work 

and trafficking are not only marginalized but actively ostracized by society, making it difficult for them to 

reintegrate or seek help. 

8. Society -> Victim: Rejection and isolation (Chandni Bar, Lajja) 

This flow emphasizes how society perpetuates the cycle of victimhood by isolating and rejecting women 

involved in sex work or trafficking. In Chandni Bar, Mumtaz is trapped in her role due to societal attitudes, 

while in Lajja, women face ostracization for their circumstances. 

9. Law Enforcement -> Trafficker: Arrest under public pressure (Mardaani) 
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In Mardaani, the female inspector fights a child trafficking network, resulting in arrests only when significant 

public or media pressure is exerted. This shows that law enforcement’s response to trafficking is often reactive 

rather than proactive. 

10. Trafficker -> Male Prostitute: Economic exploitation (B.A. Pass) 

B.A. Pass presents a unique perspective by focusing on male prostitution. Male prostitutes are economically 

exploited, with traffickers commodifying their bodies much like their female counterparts. This reveals 

gendered dynamics of exploitation in sex work beyond women. 

11. Trafficker -> Trafficked Women: Control through violence and intimidation (Love Sonia, 

Matrubhoomi) 

Traffickers use violence and intimidation to control women in Love Sonia and Matrubhoomi. These films 

depict physical and psychological abuse as key tools for traffickers to maintain power over trafficked women, 

stripping them of any semblance of agency. 

12. Victim -> Male Authority Figures: Subjugation under patriarchy (Mandi, Lajja, Begum Jaan) 

Patriarchal power structures are dominant in Mandi, Lajja, and Begum Jaan, where male authority figures 

control and subjugate women. These films critique the systemic nature of patriarchy, where male figures 

maintain control over women’s bodies and lives, often under the guise of protection or authority. 

 

Figure 2: Network analysis power relationships in human trafficking 

Power Relationships 

The diagram highlights how power relationships in human trafficking are skewed heavily towards male authority 

figures, traffickers, and societal structures that perpetuate oppression: 

Traffickers maintain power through violence, coercion, and manipulation of law enforcement. 

Victims, primarily women, are portrayed as vulnerable, facing social stigma, lack of institutional support, and 

rejection from society. 

Law enforcement is depicted as corrupt or indifferent, often failing to protect victims, with arrests happening 

only under public pressure. 

Society enforces gender norms and stigma, contributing to the marginalization of victims. 

Male authority figures in these films represent the patriarchal system that subjugates women and controls 

their bodies and lives. 

This network analysis offers a holistic view of how power is distributed and exerted across different stakeholders 
in the human trafficking network, as portrayed in these ten films. It critiques the intersection of patriarchy, class, 
and institutional failure, showing how women  (mostly) are caught in a web of exploitation, with only limited 
avenues for escape or empowerment. 
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By integrating case studies, content analysis, and network analysis, we can develop a nuanced understanding of 
how Indian cinema portrays human trafficking, sex work, and patriarchal control. Each methodology highlights 
different dimensions of the issue: 

Case studies provide deep, contextualized insights into individual narratives and how they reflect broader societal 
structures of gender and class exploitation. 

Content analysis identifies recurring themes and patterns, revealing how power, gender, and agency are 
represented across films. 

Network analysis maps the structural relationships between traffickers, victims, and law enforcement, offering a 
broader understanding of how these systems of exploitation are perpetuated. 

Ultimately, these methodologies combine to show that while Indian cinema often portrays women as victims of 
patriarchal systems, there are significant moments of resistance and agency. However, the tendency to simplify 
trafficking and sex work narratives into binary moral frames limits the scope for understanding the systemic 
factors that perpetuate exploitation. 

5. Findings: Synthesizing the Data Across Films 
 

Major themes across the films related to human trafficking, sex work, and power dynamics: 

1. Power Dynamics 

Male Control: Across all films, male authority figures frequently exert control over female characters, whether 
through economic transactions, physical dominance, or manipulation. This is evident in Mandi, Lakshmi, and 
Love Sonia, where men control the fates of the women. 

Female Resistance: However, there are moments of female resistance. For instance, in Gangubai Kathiawadi, 
Gangubai rises to a position of power despite starting as a victim of trafficking. Begum Jaan and Matrubhoomi 
also showcase women resisting patriarchal systems but at great cost. 

2. Patriarchal Oppression 

Physical and Psychological Violence: Films like Lakshmi and Matrubhoomi show extreme examples of violence 
against women. Mandi and Love Sonia depict more psychological oppression, where women's bodies are 
commodified, and their choices are limited by societal expectations. 

Symbolism: Across these films, cinematography often symbolizes control through visual motifs like closed doors, 
confined spaces, or dim lighting. Chandni Bar and Lakshmi are prime examples of using such visual cues to 
reinforce the idea of entrapment and loss of agency. 

3. Class and Gender Intersectionality 

Class Exploitation: Lower-class women are shown to be more vulnerable to exploitation in nearly all films. In 
Lakshmi, rural poverty is directly linked to the risk of trafficking. Similarly, Love Sonia and Chandni Bar show 
how economic desperation leads women into sex work, with little opportunity for escape. 

Colonial Legacy: Some films like Lakshmi and Gangubai Kathiawadi highlight the continuing influence of 
colonial-era class structures, where poor women are disproportionately marginalized. 

4. Female Agency 

Empowerment vs. Submission: Films like Chandni Bar and Gangubai Kathiawadi depict both submission and 
empowerment. While characters like Gangubai and Begum Jaan eventually exert power over their circumstances, 
their stories are marked by early periods of vulnerability and submission to male authority. 
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Resistance: In Begum Jaan and Lajja, female characters fight to resist oppression, demonstrating collective 
strength. However, in more tragic stories like Love Sonia, the resistance is often individual and not always 
successful in overturning systemic injustice. 

These films challenge patriarchy in various nuanced ways, from direct confrontation to subversive resistance. 
Here’s a breakdown of how each film critiques and contests patriarchal norms: 

1. Portrayal of Women's Commodification and Objectification 

Mandi: The brothel serves as a symbol of women's commodification, where female bodies are exchanged for 
economic gain. However, the film challenges this by showing women negotiating their dignity and agency within 
this oppressive system, subtly resisting the complete erasure of their autonomy. 

Love Sonia: It presents a more brutal portrayal of the global trafficking network, highlighting how women's bodies 
are commodified in the sex trade. By focusing on Sonia's humanity and resilience, the film critiques the 
objectification of women in patriarchal systems that treat them as mere commodities. 

2. Women’s Resistance and Reclaiming of Agency 

Gangubai Kathiawadi: This film directly challenges patriarchy by showing Gangubai’s rise from a trafficked 
victim to a powerful leader in Mumbai’s underworld. Her journey critiques the patriarchal system that once 
oppressed her, as she eventually negotiates with powerful men on her own terms, reversing traditional power 
roles. 

Begum Jaan: The brothel led by Begum Jaan becomes a site of resistance, where women fight to protect their 
home from the political upheaval during the Partition. This film critiques both political authority and patriarchal 
systems by showcasing women's solidarity and resistance. 

3. Highlighting the Intersection of Class and Gender Exploitation 

Chandni Bar: The story of Mumtaz, a bar dancer, highlights how patriarchal control is closely tied to class-based 
exploitation. The film critiques the system by showing that it is not just gender but also economic desperation that 
drives women into subjugation. Mumtaz’s fight to protect her children from a similar fate challenges the cycle of 
oppression. 

Lakshmi: This film provides a direct challenge to patriarchy by focusing on a 14-year-old girl's fight against the 
men who trafficked her. Lakshmi’s legal battle becomes a critique of the patriarchal systems—law enforcement, 
courts, and society—that often side with male oppressors. Her victory in court is a powerful statement against 
these entrenched power structures. 

4. Deconstructing Gender Roles 

B.A. Pass: The film subverts traditional gender roles by focusing on a male sex worker. It challenges the notion 
that patriarchy only exploits women by showing that men too can be reduced to their sexual value in a patriarchal 
economy. This destabilization of gender norms serves as a critique of how patriarchy commodifies both male and 
female bodies. 

Matrubhoomi: Set in a dystopian future, this film challenges the logical extreme of patriarchy by depicting a 
society where women are nearly extinct due to female infanticide. It critiques the ultimate consequences of 
unchecked patriarchy and gender inequality, where women become mere commodities for reproduction. The film 
acts as a warning against the dangers of patriarchal control over reproduction and women's autonomy. 

5. Critiquing Societal Norms and Institutions 

Lakshmi and Lajja: Both films critique societal institutions that uphold patriarchy. In Lakshmi, the legal system 
and police are complicit in maintaining male dominance and exploitation. Lajja shows the systemic oppression of 
women across different classes, highlighting how societal norms, from domestic violence to forced prostitution, 
are rooted in patriarchal traditions. 
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Matrubhoomi: The film critiques not only gender inequality but also how patriarchal institutions like marriage, 
reproduction, and family structures can lead to the complete dehumanization of women. 

6. Visual and Cinematic Techniques as Critique 

Films like Chandni Bar and Lakshmi use visual metaphors (e.g., dim lighting, confined spaces) to represent 
women’s psychological and physical entrapment, critiquing the way patriarchal systems keep women oppressed. 
These cinematographic techniques serve as a visual critique of patriarchal power. 

These films challenge patriarchy through multiple layers: 

Direct Resistance: By showing women rising up against male-dominated systems (e.g., Gangubai Kathiawadi, 
Begum Jaan). 

Highlighting Vulnerability: By focusing on how patriarchal systems exploit women, especially those from lower 
socioeconomic backgrounds (e.g., Love Sonia, Chandni Bar). 

Exposing Complicity of Institutions: Many of these films critique how societal institutions (courts, police, media) 
uphold patriarchal power, showing the need for systemic change. 

Each film, while rooted in different narratives, collectively critiques the ways in which patriarchy manifests in 
both overt and subtle forms. By depicting women’s resilience, the films highlight that resistance is possible, even 
within deeply entrenched patriarchal structures.  

5.1. Impact on Societal Attitudes and Public Policy 

The way human trafficking and sex work are depicted in films can significantly influence public attitudes. Films 
that present women as helpless victims can invoke pity but also reinforce stigma around those involved in sex 
work, making it harder for society to view them as individuals with agency. Additionally, by portraying trafficking 
through a highly emotional and dramatic lens, films may encourage simplistic understandings of the issue, leading 
to misguided societal responses that focus on punishment over protection and empowerment. 

Alternatively, films that challenge these stereotypes and present more nuanced narratives have the potential to 
foster empathy and advocate for systemic change. For example, films that depict the complexities of consent, 
coercion, and economic necessity in sex work (Chandni Bar) can humanize the individuals involved and shift 
societal focus toward justice and rehabilitation rather than stigmatization. 

Investigating how media portrayals of human trafficking and sex work in popular Indian films influence public 
policy requires a multifaceted analysis. This involves understanding both the cinematic representations and how 
these representations impact public perception, which in turn affects policymakers. Below are key dimensions to 
consider for a deeper exploration of the issue: 

5.1. 1. Portrayal of Human Trafficking and Sex Work in Indian Films 

Stereotyping: Many Indian films tend to depict human trafficking victims and sex workers through reductive or 
sensationalized narratives, often reinforcing existing stereotypes. Victims are portrayed as helpless or “fallen” 
women, and traffickers are shown as evil masterminds or part of organized crime rings. 

Victimhood and Agency: Films often focus on the victimhood of trafficked individuals, emphasizing their need 
for rescue rather than exploring their agency. These portrayals can limit public understanding of the complexity 
of trafficking, including its socioeconomic roots. 

Moral Framing: Films sometimes frame sex work through a moral lens, conflating sex work with human 
trafficking. This blurs the distinction between consensual sex work and forced trafficking, complicating the public 
discourse and policy responses. 

Examples: 
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Mardaani (2014): focuses on child trafficking, portraying the issue as a battle between good and evil, with the 
police saving helpless girls from a vicious criminal network. 

Lakshmi (2014): tells the story of a young girl trafficked into sex work, focusing on her journey of survival and 
escape. The film emphasizes victimhood but also personal empowerment in some ways. 

Chandni Bar (2001): While focusing on bar dancers rather than trafficking, it illustrates the precarious position 
of women involved in sex work-like industries and how systemic inequalities drive them into these roles. 

5.1. 2. Impact on Public Perception 

Raising Awareness vs. Simplification: Films like Mardaani and Lakshmi raise awareness about trafficking, but 
the tendency to simplify the issue for dramatic effect might obscure its root causes—such as poverty, migration, 
and lack of legal protections. Audiences may internalize these simplified narratives, affecting their understanding 
of the problem. 

Moral Panic: Films often generate emotional responses, which can lead to a moral panic that pressures 
policymakers to take a "rescue and rehabilitation" approach. While this is important, it can overshadow more 
comprehensive approaches like focusing on prevention, socioeconomic rehabilitation, and labor rights. 

Stigmatization of Sex Work: Conflating trafficking with voluntary sex work in films may reinforce public stigma 
against all forms of sex work. This results in policies that criminalize or marginalize sex workers, pushing them 
into more precarious conditions, instead of ensuring their rights or offering them protection. 

5.1. 3. Influence on Public Policy 

Legislative Responses: Media representations of trafficking, particularly sensationalized portrayals, often 
influence the framing of laws. This can lead to punitive policies, such as strict anti-trafficking laws, which focus 
heavily on policing and rescue operations rather than addressing root causes like poverty or providing social 
welfare to vulnerable communities. 

For example, India's Immoral Traffic (Prevention) Act (ITPA) of 1956 has been influenced by a moralistic 
approach to sex work, targeting brothels and criminalizing clients without fully protecting the rights of sex workers 
or addressing the issue of trafficking comprehensively. 

Law Enforcement Focus: The portrayal of trafficking as a crime requiring policing and criminal justice 
interventions, as seen in films like Mardaani, can skew policy towards law enforcement. The emphasis on "rescue" 
missions, with little focus on what happens post-rescue, may neglect reintegration, mental health care, or 
economic opportunities for victims. 

Rescue and Rehabilitation Programs: The narrative of victimhood in films promotes a policy focus on rescue and 
rehabilitation. While these initiatives are crucial, they often don't address long-term social reintegration, and 
policies might not prioritize trauma-informed care or economic empowerment for survivors. 

Example: Many state-sponsored anti-trafficking programs in India emphasize immediate rescue but may fall short 
in providing sustainable vocational training or mental health services, leaving survivors vulnerable to being re-
trafficked. 

5.1. 4. The Role of NGOs and Advocacy Groups 

Mediating Influence: NGOs and advocacy groups often use films to raise awareness about trafficking. However, 
their role can be double-edged. While they might use these films to gain public support, their reliance on media-
driven narratives could push them to adopt a narrow, rescue-oriented approach that aligns with popular portrayals. 

Policy Advocacy: NGOs also lobby policymakers, but the influence of film-induced moral panic can sometimes 
lead them to advocate for harsher laws rather than focusing on prevention or the rights of sex workers. Some 
organizations, however, actively push back against these portrayals and promote a more nuanced view. 
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Example: Organizations like the Durbar Mahila Samanwaya Committee (DMSC), a sex worker-led collective, 
argue for the decriminalization of sex work and protection of sex workers' rights, pushing back against media 
narratives that equate all sex work with trafficking. 

5.1. 5. Long-term Policy Implications 

Criminalization vs. Rights-Based Approaches: The conflation of sex work and trafficking in films often leads to 
policies that criminalize sex work, further marginalizing sex workers and pushing them into unsafe conditions. 
By contrast, rights-based approaches, which are not widely represented in mainstream media, focus on labor 
protections, decriminalization, and harm reduction. 

Public Pressure and Policy Cycles: Public outcry fueled by films can lead to short-term policy measures, such as 
intensified police raids or the introduction of stringent trafficking laws. These may generate immediate political 
gains but often fail to provide long-term solutions, such as addressing the demand side of trafficking or providing 
social security to marginalized communities. 

5.1. 6. Changing Narratives and Future Directions 

Emerging Films: Some newer films are attempting to offer more nuanced perspectives on trafficking and sex 
work. These portrayals can shift public discourse towards understanding the broader socioeconomic conditions 
that drive trafficking, such as gender inequality, poverty, and lack of education. 

Films that humanize sex workers or focus on their agency, like Begum Jaan (2017), may help promote policies 
that support rights-based approaches, including labor protections and social services. 

Shifting Public Opinion: As more nuanced representations emerge, public opinion may evolve towards 
recognizing the need for comprehensive, rights-based policies rather than punitive measures. This shift could drive 
policies that focus on harm reduction, decriminalization, and labor rights for sex workers. 

Popular Indian films play a significant role in shaping public perception of human trafficking and sex work, often 
portraying these issues through a moralistic and simplistic lens. These portrayals can influence public policy, 
leading to a focus on criminalization, rescue operations, and rehabilitation, while neglecting more comprehensive, 
rights-based approaches. In some cases, films like Mardaani have directly influenced the dialogue around 
trafficking laws, leading to increased public awareness and demands for stronger legislation. However, the 
solutions promoted in films—often involving stricter policing and punitive measures—do not always align with 
best practices for protecting the rights of trafficking victims or addressing the root causes of trafficking, such as 
poverty and lack of education. To create more effective policies, there is a need to challenge the dominant media 
narratives and promote a more nuanced understanding of the complexities of trafficking and sex work. Fostering 
collaborations between filmmakers, policymakers, and advocacy groups can lead to more balanced portrayals in 
media and, in turn, more holistic policy frameworks that better address the root causes of trafficking while 
protecting the rights of those involved in sex work. 

6. Conclusion 

Indian films play a critical role in shaping societal attitudes towards human trafficking and sex work, often 
reflecting and reinforcing dominant narratives around gender, class, and patriarchy. By portraying women as 
passive victims, traffickers as male villains, and sex work as an issue of morality and class, these films influence 
public understanding and, in turn, policy responses. While they can raise awareness about the horrors of 
trafficking, they also risk simplifying the issue, contributing to stigma, and overlooking the complexities of 
voluntary sex work or the need for more progressive, rights-based policies. For a more holistic and effective 
approach to trafficking, public policy needs to move beyond the victim-rescue narrative and address the root 
causes of exploitation while also recognizing the agency of individuals in the sex industry and it’s thereby it’s 
representation.  
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