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CINEMA AS A MIRROR OF SOCIETY: REPRESENTATION, IDENTITY, 

AND SOCIAL CHANGE IN CONTEMPORARY INDIAN CINEMA 
Priyambada Shah* 

ABSTRACT 

Contemporary Indian cinema, particularly Bollywood and regional film industries, plays a pivotal role in 

reflecting and shaping societal norms, identities, and transformations. This research explores the dynamic 

relationship between cinema and society, focusing on three key dimensions: representation, identity, and social 

change. Cinema in India, with its diverse narratives, increasingly engages with themes such as gender equality, 

caste discrimination, religious pluralism, and LGBTQ+ rights, reflecting both progressive shifts and persistent 

challenges in society. Films like Pink (2016), Article 15 (2019), and Pad Man (2018) are central in addressing 

social issues such as consent, caste-based oppression, and menstrual hygiene, thereby sparking public 

discourse and promoting social change. The study examines the evolution of representation in Indian cinema, 

noting a shift from stereotypical portrayals to more inclusive and realistic depictions of marginalized 

communities, particularly women, Dalits, and religious minorities. It also delves into how cinema contributes 

to identity formation, mediating between national, regional, and diasporic identities in a globalizing world. 

Furthermore, the research highlights cinema’s role as an agent of social change, with films mobilizing public 

opinion on issues like domestic violence and LGBTQ+ rights. Using a qualitative research design that employs 

critical discourse analysis and textual analysis, this study examines select contemporary Indian films to explore 

how they reflect societal contradictions and help reshape public consciousness. The findings reveal that Indian 

cinema serves not only as a mirror of society but also as a mover, influencing and inspiring activism and social 

transformation. By synthesizing these insights, the study underscores the evolving role of cinema as a powerful 

tool in negotiating social change in modern India. 
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1. INTRODUCTION  

Cinema has long been recognized as a powerful medium that reflects, critiques, and influences societal 

norms, values, and transformations. As a cultural artifact, it not only entertains but also serves as a lens 

through which social realities, identities, and collective aspirations are projected and negotiated 

(Bordwell & Thompson, 2013). In the Indian context, cinema—particularly Bollywood and regional 

film industries—plays a pivotal role in shaping and mirroring the nation's socio-political and cultural 

dynamics (Ganti, 2012). This research paper explores the intricate relationship between contemporary 

Indian cinema and society, focusing on three key dimensions: representation, identity, and social 

change. Indian cinema, with its vast diversity in languages, genres, and narratives, offers a rich tapestry 

of stories that capture the complexities of a postcolonial, globalizing society (Vasudevan, 2011). Over 

the past few decades, filmmakers have increasingly engaged with themes such as gender equality, caste 

discrimination, religious pluralism, urbanization, and LGBTQ+ rights, reflecting both progressive 

shifts and persistent challenges (Dwyer, 2014). For instance, movies like Pink (2016) address issues 

of consent and patriarchal structures, while Article 15 (2019) confronts caste-based oppression, 

demonstrating cinema’s role as a catalyst for social discourse (Mehta, 2020). 

The concept of representation in Indian cinema is crucial, as it influences public perception and 

reinforces or challenges stereotypes (Nandy, 1998). Historically, mainstream Bollywood has been 

criticized for its skewed portrayals of marginalized communities, women, and religious minorities 

(Kabir, 2017). However, the emergence of new-wave cinema and digital platforms has enabled more 

nuanced and inclusive storytelling, as seen in films like The Lunchbox (2013) and Soni (2019), which 

offer realistic depictions of urban loneliness and gender-based violence, respectively (Bhatia, 2021). 

Identity formation through cinema is another critical area of inquiry. Indian films often negotiate 

national, regional, and individual identities, especially in an era of globalization where traditional 

values intersect with modern aspirations (Desai, 2004). The portrayal of diasporic experiences in films 

such as Dilwale Dulhania Le Jayenge (1995) and The Namesake (2006) highlights the tensions 

between cultural preservation and assimilation (Mishra, 2002). Similarly, regional cinemas—such as 

Tamil, Malayalam, and Bengali films—provide alternative narratives that contest homogenized 

Bollywood representations (Pillai, 2016). 
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Furthermore, cinema acts as an agent of social change, mobilizing public opinion and inspiring 

activism (Athique, 2012). Films like Pad Man (2018) and Thappad (2020) have sparked nationwide 

conversations on menstrual hygiene and domestic violence, respectively, illustrating the medium’s 

potential to drive societal transformation (Kaur & Sinha, 2021). The rise of feminist cinema, Dalit 

narratives, and queer storytelling marks a significant departure from conventional tropes, signaling a 

more inclusive cinematic landscape (Gopal, 2020). This study employs a qualitative and critical 

discourse analysis of select contemporary Indian films to examine how they engage with social issues, 

construct identities, and contribute to public consciousness. By analyzing cinematic texts alongside 

audience reception and critical reviews, the paper seeks to uncover the evolving role of Indian cinema 

as both a mirror and a mover of society (Sarkar, 2009). 

2. REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

Cinema, as a sociocultural institution, functions as both a reflection and an influencer of societal norms, 

identities, and transformations. Scholars such as Bordwell and Thompson (2013) argue that films serve 

as a medium through which collective consciousness is articulated, contested, and reshaped. In India, 

cinema—spanning Bollywood and regional industries—occupies a central role in mediating socio-

political discourses, given its mass appeal and cultural penetration (Ganti, 2012). The representation 

of social issues in Indian cinema has evolved significantly, with contemporary films increasingly 

engaging with themes such as gender justice, caste oppression, and LGBTQ+ rights, thereby acting as 

a barometer of societal change (Dwyer, 2014). For instance, Pink (2016) and Article 15 (2019) 

exemplify how mainstream cinema has transitioned from escapist narratives to socially conscious 

storytelling, challenging patriarchal and casteist structures (Mehta, 2020). The politics of 

representation in Indian cinema has been widely debated, with early critiques highlighting its tendency 

to marginalize women, Dalits, and religious minorities (Nandy, 1998; Kabir, 2017). However, the 

advent of parallel and new-wave cinema has introduced more nuanced portrayals, as seen in films 

like The Lunchbox (2013) and Soni (2019), which depict urban alienation and gendered violence with 

greater authenticity (Bhatia, 2021). This shift aligns with global movements toward inclusive media 

representation, though tensions persist between commercial imperatives and progressive storytelling 

(Gopal, 2020). Identity construction in Indian cinema is another critical area of scholarly inquiry. Films 

often mediate between tradition and modernity, negotiating national and regional identities in a 

globalizing world (Desai, 2004). Diasporic narratives, as in Dilwale Dulhania Le Jayenge (1995) 

and The Namesake (2006), explore the complexities of cultural hybridity and belonging (Mishra, 

2002). Meanwhile, regional cinemas—such as Malayalam and Tamil films—offer counter-narratives 

to Bollywood’s dominant representations, emphasizing subaltern voices and localized realities (Pillai, 

2016). Beyond representation, cinema functions as a catalyst for social change, mobilizing public 

discourse on issues like menstrual health (Pad Man, 2018) and domestic abuse (Thappad, 2020) (Kaur 

& Sinha, 2021). Athique (2012) posits that films operate within a ‘social circuit’ in which production, 

reception, and activism intersect to shape collective consciousness. The emergence of Dalit and queer 

cinema further underscores this transformative potential, challenging historical erasures and normative 

frameworks (Sarkar, 2009). This literature review situates contemporary Indian cinema within broader 

sociological and media studies debates, highlighting its dual role as a mirror of societal contradictions 

and an agent of change. Future research could further explore audience reception studies and the impact 

of digital platforms on cinematic activism. 

3. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

The theoretical foundation of this study is anchored in critical media studies, cultural theory, and 

postcolonial cinema scholarship, which collectively illuminate the dynamic interplay between cinema, 

society, and power structures. Drawing on Bordwell and Thompson’s (2013) framework of film as a 

cultural practice, this research positions Indian cinema as a site of ideological negotiation where 

dominant and marginalized discourses intersect. The analysis is further informed by Stuart Hall’s 

(1997) theory of representation, which posits that media constructs rather than merely reflect social 

realities, reinforcing or contesting hegemonic narratives. In the Indian context, cinema functions as a 



Cinema as a Mirror of Society: Representation, Identity, and Social Change in Contemporary Indian Cinema 

WE - A Multidisciplinary and Multilingual Peer-Reviewed Research Journal Page | 132  

contested space where caste, gender, religion, and class identities are continually renegotiated 

(Vasudevan, 2011; Nandy, 1998). 

The study also engages with the concept of ‘cinema as social text,’ as proposed by Ganti (2012), which 

underscores how films both shape and are shaped by historical and socio-political contexts. This aligns 

with Athique’s (2012) assertion that Indian cinema operates as a public sphere, facilitating democratic 

discourse on pressing issues such as gender justice (Pink, 2016), caste oppression (Article 15, 2019), 

and urban alienation (The Lunchbox, 2013). The evolving nature of representation in Indian cinema—

from stereotypical portrayals to more inclusive narratives—echoes Laura Mulvey’s (1975) critique of 

gendered spectatorship while also accounting for regional and subaltern perspectives (Pillai, 2016; 

Gopal, 2020). Identity construction in Indian cinema is examined through the lens of postcolonial 

hybridity (Bhabha, 1994), where films mediate between tradition and modernity, local and global 

influences. Works like Dilwale Dulhania Le Jayenge (1995) and The Namesake (2006) exemplify this 

tension, reflecting diasporic identity struggles (Mishra, 2002). Additionally, Appadurai’s (1996) theory 

of ‘mediascapes’ elucidates how cinema circulates cultural imaginaries, influencing collective memory 

and national identity (Desai, 2004). Finally, the research employs critical discourse analysis 

(Fairclough, 1995) to decode cinematic narratives, examining how films such as Pad Man (2018) 

and Thappad (2020) function as instruments of social change (Kaur & Sinha, 2021). By synthesizing 

these theoretical perspectives, the study aims to reveal how contemporary Indian cinema both mirrors 

societal transformations and actively reshapes public consciousness (Sarkar, 2009). 

4. METHODOLOGY 

This study employs a qualitative research design, integrating critical discourse analysis 

(CDA) and textual analysis to examine how contemporary Indian cinema reflects and influences 

societal norms, identity construction, and social change. The methodology is grounded in sociological 

film studies and media representation theories, drawing on scholars such as Fairclough (1995) for 

discourse analysis and Hall (1997) for representation theory. The research follows an interpretive 

paradigm, allowing for an in-depth exploration of cinematic narratives and their sociocultural 

implications (Neuman, 2014). A purposive sampling technique was used to select films based on their 

thematic relevance to representation, identity, and social change (Patton, 2002). The sample 

includes mainstream Bollywood, regional (Malayalam, Tamil), and diasporic films released between 

2010 and 2022, ensuring a diverse yet focused dataset. Films such as Pink (2016), Article 15 

(2019), Kumbalangi Nights (2019), and Shubh Mangal Zyada Saavdhan (2020) were chosen for their 

explicit engagement with discourses of gender, caste, sexuality, and regional identity. Primary data was 

derived from film narratives, dialogues, cinematography, and character portrayals, while secondary 

data included audience reviews, media critiques, and policy discussions spurred by these films 

(Silverman, 2016). Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) was applied to decode ideological 

underpinnings in cinematic texts, examining how power relations and social hierarchies are reinforced 

or subverted (Wodak & Meyer, 2016). Textual analysis further dissected visual and narrative elements 

to assess shifts in representation (Bordwell & Thompson, 2013). Since the study analyzes publicly 

available films and media discourse, ethical concerns were minimal. However, sensitive themes (e.g., 

caste, gender violence) were handled with contextual nuance to avoid misrepresentation. 

5. FINDINGS AND RESULTS  

This study examines the role of contemporary Indian cinema as a mirror of society, focusing on 

representation, identity construction, and social change. Through critical discourse analysis and textual 

examination of selected films, the findings reveal how Indian cinema both reflects and shapes societal 

norms, challenges stereotypes, and fosters progressive discourse. 

5.1 Representation in Indian Cinema 

The analysis highlights a shift from traditional, stereotypical portrayals to more inclusive and nuanced 

representations of marginalized communities. Historically, mainstream Bollywood films have 

perpetuated gender, caste, and religious stereotypes (Kabir, 2017). However, recent films 

like Pink (2016) and Thappad (2020) challenge patriarchal structures by centering women’s agency 
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and consent (Mehta, 2020; Kaur & Sinha, 2021). Similarly, Article 15 (2019) starkly critiques caste 

oppression, marking a departure from caste-neutral narratives (Gopal, 2020). 

Table 1: Evolution of Representation in Select Indian Films 

Film Theme Representation Shift Societal Impact 

The 

Lunchbox (2013) 
Urban loneliness 

Depicts middle-class alienation 

realistically 

Highlighted urban emotional 

disconnection 

Pink (2016) Gender, Consent 
Challenges victim-blaming; 

emphasizes legal justice 

Sparked debates on sexual 

assault laws 

Article 15 (2019) 
Caste 

discrimination 
Exposes systemic caste violence 

Increased discourse on Dalit 

rights 

Soni (2019) 
Gendered 

violence 

Realistic portrayal of policewomen’s 

struggles 
Critiqued institutional sexism 

Source: Compiled through Analysis 

These films demonstrate a growing trend of socially conscious cinema that moves beyond 

entertainment to engage with pressing issues (Bhatia, 2021). 

5.2 Identity Construction in Indian Cinema 

Indian cinema negotiates multiple identities—national, regional, and diasporic—reflecting the 

tensions between tradition and modernity. Bollywood has historically promoted a homogenized Indian 

identity (Desai, 2004), but regional films like Kumbalangi Nights (2019, Malayalam) 

and Kaala (2018, Tamil) offer subaltern perspectives (Pillai, 2016). Diasporic films such as The 

Namesake (2006) explore cultural hybridity, depicting the struggles of Indian immigrants (Mishra, 

2002). 

Table 2: Identity Negotiation in Indian Cinema 

Film Identity Theme Cinematic Approach Sociological Implication 

Dilwale Dulhania le 

Jayenge  (1995) 

Diasporic Indian 

identity 

Romanticizes cultural roots in 

a global setting 

Reinforced NRI nostalgia for 

Indian traditions 

The Namesake (2006) 
Immigrant 

assimilation 

Explores generational cultural 

clashes 

Highlighted diaspora identity 

crises 

Kumbalangi Nights (2019) 
Regional 

masculinity 

Deconstructs toxic masculinity 

in Kerala 

Offered alternative male role 

models 
Source: Compiled through analysis 

The findings suggest that cinema serves as a battleground for identity politics, where dominant 

narratives are both reinforced and contested. 

5.3 Cinema as a Catalyst for Social Change 

Several films have directly influenced public discourse and policy. Pad Man (2018) normalized 

conversations on menstrual hygiene, leading to increased awareness (Kaur & Sinha, 2021). 

Similarly, Shubh Mangal Zyada Saavdhan (2020) contributed to LGBTQ+ visibility amid India’s 

evolving queer rights movement. 

Table 3: Films Driving Social Change 

Film Social Issue Impact 

Pad Man (2018) Menstrual hygiene Spurred government initiatives on sanitation 

Thappad (2020) Domestic violence Revived debates on marital abuse laws  

Shubh Mangal Zyada Saavdhan (2020) LGBTQ+ representation Mainstreamed queer narratives in Bollywood 
Source: Compiled through analysis 

5.4 Audience Reception and Digital Influence 

With the rise of OTT platforms, films like Soni (2019) and Axone (2020) have reached broader 

audiences, allowing marginalized stories to gain traction. Social media discussions around these films 

indicate a growing demand for inclusive storytelling (Bhatia, 2021). Contemporary Indian cinema 

serves as both a mirror and a mover of society, reflecting social realities while actively shaping 

discourse. The findings illustrate a gradual but significant shift toward progressive representation, 

identity renegotiation, and cinematic activism. While challenges remain—such as commercial 

pressures diluting radical narratives—the increasing diversity in storytelling signals a transformative 

phase in Indian cinema. 
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6.  CONCLUSION 

Indian cinema, as this study demonstrates, operates at the intersection of cultural representation, 

identity formation, and social transformation, reinforcing its role as both a reflector and an active 

shaper of societal norms (Bordwell & Thompson, 2013; Ganti, 2012). While contemporary films have 

increasingly challenged regressive stereotypes—particularly in gender, caste, and religious 

representation—their impact remains contingent on commercial constraints, audience reception, and 

institutional barriers (Gopal, 2020; Mehta, 2020). The emergence of new-wave cinema, exemplified 

by films like Pink (2016) and Article 15 (2019), signifies a shift towards socially engaged storytelling, 

yet mainstream Bollywood continues to grapple with tokenism and diluted radicalism (Kaur & Sinha, 

2021; Bhatia, 2021). The negotiation of identity in Indian cinema—whether national, regional, or 

diasporic—reveals the tensions between tradition and modernity (Desai, 2004; Mishra, 2002). While 

Bollywood has historically propagated a homogenized Hindu identity, regional and independent films 

such as Kumbalangi Nights (2019) and Kaala (2018) offer subaltern perspectives, thereby disrupting 

dominant narratives (Pillai, 2016). 

However, Bollywood's commercial dominance often marginalizes these alternative voices, raising 

questions about equitable representation in the industry. Cinema’s potential as a catalyst for social 

change is evident in films like Pad Man (2018) and Shubh Mangal Zyada Saavdhan (2020), which 

have influenced public discourse on menstrual hygiene and LGBTQ+ rights (Athique, 2012; Kaur & 

Sinha, 2021). However, as Habermas (1991) notes, the public sphere mediated by cinema is not 

inherently progressive—market forces, political ideologies, and audience biases shape it. The rise of 

digital platforms has democratized access to alternative narratives, but their long-term impact on 

structural change remains uncertain (Bhatia, 2021). Future research should explore audience reception 

studies to assess how different demographics interpret these evolving narratives, as well as the role of 

policy frameworks in amplifying or stifling cinematic activism. While Indian cinema has undoubtedly 

become a more reflexive and socially conscious medium, its ability to drive substantive change 

depends on sustained critical engagement, industry accountability, and broader socio-political 

mobilization (Sarkar, 2009; Gopal, 2020). Ultimately, as India navigates globalization and socio-

cultural upheavals, cinema will remain a vital site for contesting power structures and reimagining 

collective identities.  
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