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Abstract

Indian cinema has always been a vital means of creation and reflection of social movements,
recording important political events, cultural changes, and the struggles and aspirations of
marginalized communities. As with everything else, movies have played a critical role in telling
stories and shaping public debate from the days of the freedom struggle to issues such as political
dissent, women’s empowerment, caste discrimination, and labor advocacy. This study aims to
understand the portrayal of important social movements in Indian cinema by analyzing how films
have documented and promoted activism within society. This research employs a case study
approach. It analyzes the historical claims, the narrative frameworks, the cinematographic styles, and
the public and policy impact of ten selected seminal Indian films focusing on social movements. It is
hoped that these findings will bear out the argument that film serves and has served the dual purpose

of documenting information and promoting action in India.
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Introduction

In the past, Indian film has been crucial in influencing public opinion and portraying social realities,
especially when it comes to social movements (Aarzoo & Lal, 2025c). Movies impact viewers'
perceptions of activism, resistance, and social justice by acting as a mirror and a catalyst for change
(Aarzoo & Lal, 2025). One can investigate how cinema creates narratives that influence society's
views and actions by examining how social movements are portrayed in Indian films. The influence
of cinematic material on college students' psychological perspectives demonstrates how much it
influences how the general public views societal issues (Lal & Sharma, 2021). Movies can promote
constructive social change by affecting society's norms and public opinion (Bhalla et al., 2024). In
addition to reflecting socio-political processes and cultural developments, movies are a potent vehicle
for public communication, addressing societal issues and motivating behavioral change, thereby

creating new social realities (Tombu, 2024).

Hindi cinema, which reflected the goals of the working class and promoted socioeconomic
rights, came into being during India's independence movement (Sarkar & Lal, 2023). During this
time, famous actors like Raj Kapoor and Dilip Kumar rose to fame and became representations of
resiliency and hope for the general public (Aarzoo & Lal, 2025a). Films from this era frequently
addressed issues of empowerment, solidarity, and social justice, which struck a profound chord with
viewers nationwide (Pathe, 2025). The fight against colonial power was frequently portrayed in these
films, which promoted a feeling of togetherness and national identity (Singh et al., 2021). These films'
stirring stories and moving performances inspired viewers to fight for a better future and lifted their
spirits (Aarzoo & Lal, 2026¢). Hindi film was a catalyst during this period in addition to being an

entertainment medium for social change and political awakening (Pathe, 2025).

The way women are portrayed in Indian cinema, especially in Hindi films, emphasizes how
race, class, sexual orientation, and ability are all intertwined (Rahman et al., 2024). More egalitarian

representations are frequently found in films made by women authors and filmmakers, which also
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influence cultural discussions and viewpoints (Sharma, 2024). Indian films have been used to
promote harmony and tolerance between various religious communities, including Muslims and
Hindus (Lal & Aarzoo, 2026c¢). This demonstrates how movies can combat religious bigotry and

promote societal cohesiveness (Halyal, 2024).

Gritty realism is used in Anurag Kashyap's urban-set films to question power dynamics and
political violence (Mane & Lal, 2021). These stories add to the conversation of social control and
urban unrest while reflecting societal issues (Yadav & Singh, 2024). Although Indian film has played
a significant role in reflecting and influencing contemporary realities, it is critical to acknowledge the
industry's inherent biases and limits (Saika et al., 2021). A more inclusive approach to storytelling is
required since the male-centric character of the film industry can make it difficult to accurately depict

a range of lived experiences (Sharma, 2024).

Research Objectives

1. To understand how Indian films portray social movements

2. To explore their narrative structures, historical accuracy, and cinematographic styles

3. To identify their impact on public discourse and policy

Research Questions:
RQ1. How have Indian films represented social movements across different periods?
RQ2. What cinematic techniques are used to convey activism?

RQ3. What has been the impact of these films on public awareness and policy changes?

Review of literature

Indian cinema, which captures the spirit of political events, cultural shifts, and the hardships of
neglected populations, has long served as a mirror reflecting the country's social movements (Lal &
Aarzoo, 2026a). Films have documented and sparked activity on topics ranging from the time of the

liberation movement to more recent concerns including political dissent, women's empowerment,
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caste discrimination, and labor rights (Kumar & Lal, 2023). By examining historical narratives,
narrative frameworks, cinematographic styles, and the societal impact of 10 influential Indian films,
this literature review investigates how important social movements are portrayed in Indian cinema
(Jain et al., 2023).

Shyam Benegal, one of the pioneers in this field, contrasted the escapism of mainstream
Bollywood with the serious societal issues raised by his work in the 1970s "parallel cinema"
movement. Actors like Shabana Azmi and Naseeruddin Shah gained popularity thanks to his first
movie, "Ankur" (1974), which tackled caste concerns. After that, he wrote a trilogy including
"Nishant" and "Manthan" that reflected on the difficulties faced by rural India (Lal & Aarzoo, 2026b).
The realism and social critique of Benegal's later work were influenced by his early work in industrial
and public information films. As a director for the National Film Development Corporation, he
produced important television shows including "Bharat Ek Khoj" and was awarded India's top film
accolade, the Dadasaheb Phalke award, in 2005 (Deb et al., 2026). The role of cinema in fostering
activism is exemplified by Benegal's films, which not only depicted societal issues but also invited
viewers to engage with them (McCahill, 2025).

In the 1980s, documentaries gave the Indian feminist movement a strong voice. In 1980,
Deepa Dhanraj and other members founded the Yugantar Film Collective, which worked with
grassroots groups to draw attention to women's conflicts as a component of larger class fights (Aarzoo
& Lal, 2026b). Their work offered an uncompromising look at societal concerns, including
documentaries about unionization and the difficulties experienced by women workers in the
unorganized sector (Lal, 2023). The state's family planning program was critically analyzed in
Dhanraj's "Something Like a War" (1991), which also highlighted the relationship between gender
and state policy and questioned narratives around women's reproductive rights (Monteiro, 2023).

Filmmakers like Payal Kapadia have carried on this tradition in recent years by fusing fiction
and documentary to examine current societal issues. Her 2024 film "All We Imagine as Light"
explores issues of sisterhood, religious conflicts, and social limits through the lives of three working-
class women in Mumbai (Aarzoo & Lal, 2026a). Through visual cues rather than overt speech, the
movie quietly discusses political problems such as government persecution of Muslims and "love

jihad" anxieties. Kapadia pushes the limits of how women's autonomy and social pressures are
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portrayed in her work, which is both politically charged and narratively rich (Siddhant Adlakha,
2024).

Documentaries like "Jai Bhim Comrade" (2011) by Anand Patwardhan have also played a
crucial role in shedding light on caste-based discrimination and violence. Filmed over 14 years, this
documentary explores the lives and politics of Dalit communities in Mumbai, beginning with the
1997 Ramabai killings. The film received widespread acclaim for its in-depth portrayal of systemic
injustices and has won numerous national and international awards, highlighting cinema's power to
document and promote social activism (Bernier, 2025).

Additionally, movies like 2006's "Rang De Basanti" have shown how cinema can motivate
young people to take up causes and change society. The film's story, which weaves together past and
present battles against injustice and corruption, struck a chord with young viewers and sparked more
public demonstrations and political conversations. Notably, the movie sparked real-life activity, such
the rallies and public outcry after Jessica Lall was acquitted in the murder case. This shows how
powerfully cinematic narrative can influence public opinion and legislation ("Rang de Is Not a War
Film," 2025) (Jain, 2006).

Indian film has always been a vehicle for activism as well as a recorder of social realities
(Singh et al., 2022). Filmmakers have addressed important social movements through a variety of
narrative frameworks and cinematographic techniques, impacting public opinion and legislation. The
chosen movies demonstrate how cinema can both document knowledge and encourage social change

in India by reflecting societal issues and motivating group action (Rahman et al., 2022).

Methodology

This study looks at how social movements are portrayed in Indian cinema using a qualitative case

study methodology. The steps involved are as follows:

1. Film Selection: Ten Indian films that highlight a social movement and have become well-known
in Indian culture are chosen. The Evaluation of the Representation of Social Movements in the
Movies with Historic Viewers: both the films' historical authenticity and the way their stories are told.
Evaluation of the Merged and Supported Components of the Social Movement Films: The audio and

images from the extracts were used to help discuss the social movements.
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2. Thematic Analysis: Examining the recurring themes, narratives, and prevailing ideologies in
these movies. This in-depth analysis aims to comprehend how significant social movements are
portrayed and understood in Indian film. The culture and history of these cinematic representations

can be shown by examining the themes, stories, and cinematography of these movies.

3. Historical Contextualization: A comparison between the movie's portrayal and factual
information and historical occurrences. We can learn more about how Indian cinema portrays and
understands the country's sociopolitical reality by conducting this analysis. We can gain a deeper
understanding of the importance and impact of these social movements in Indian society by placing

these films within their historical context.

4.  Visual and Narrative Analysis: Examining how societal tensions are portrayed through speech,
cinematography, symbolism, and storytelling approaches. We can gain a greater understanding of
how these films impact public opinion and discourse around important social issues by examining
their narrative and visual elements. An analysis of filmmakers' aesthetic choices may shed light on

whether or not movies can serve as a powerful medium for activism and social criticism.

5. Audience and Media Reception: Examining how societal challenges are portrayed through
language, cinematography, symbolism, and narrative techniques. We can gain a better understanding
of how these films influence public opinion and conversation on important social issues by examining
their narrative and visual elements. We can learn more about the effectiveness of using film as a
medium for activism and social commentary by examining the aesthetic choices made by

filmmakers.

The study will focus exclusively on Hindi cinema across different eras to provide readers with a

comprehensive understanding of how it has responded to and impacted social activism.

Table 1: Top 10 Indian Films Depicting Social Movements:

SI. No. | Film Title Year | Theme

1 Mother India 1957 | Agrarian struggles and women’s empowerment

2 Manthan 1976 | White Revolution and rural empowerment
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Rang De
3 Basanti 2006 | Youth activism and political resistance
4 Article 15 2019 | Caste discrimination and social justice
5 Sardar 1993 | India’s freedom movement and Sardar Patel’s role
6 Garm Hava 1973 | Partition and its socio-political impact
7 Pink 2016 | Feminism and women’s legal rights
8 Newton 2017 | Electoral rights and democratic processes in tribal regions
9 Pad Man 2018 | Menstrual hygiene awareness and breaking taboos
10 Jai Bhim 2021 | Caste oppression and Dalit rights

Theoretical Framework

Several theoretical frameworks that emphasize the function of media in forming narratives,
promoting societal change, and influencing public discourse can be used to examine how social
movements are portrayed in Indian cinema. In order to frame the debate of how Indian films depict
social activity and mobilization, this study draws on media theories, cultural studies, and sociological

viewpoints.

1. Representation Theory: grasp how Indian film creates social movements requires a grasp of
Stuart Hall's (1997) theory of representation. Hall contends that the media actively creates reality
through language, cultural codes, and symbols rather than just reflecting it. Movies that show social
movements, such Rang De Basanti (2006) and Article 15 (2019), employ cinematic strategies to
present activism in ways that appeal to viewers, influencing their views on resistance and social

justice.

2. Social Constructionism: According to Berger and Luckmann's (1966) theory of social
constructionism, media representations and other collective social activities shape reality. By
incorporating them into historical, political, and cultural narratives, Indian films aid in the creation
of social movements. Jai Bhim Comrade (2011), for example, frames Dalit movement in terms of

oppression and resistance based on caste.
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3. Political Economy of Media: The political economics viewpoint (McChesney, 2008) looks at
how political and economic systems affect media content. Production companies, censorship
authorities, and consumer demands all influence the storylines of Indian films, which are produced
under a commercial framework. As witnessed in parallel film movements headed by filmmakers like
Shyam Benegal, this influences how social movements are portrayed, sometimes supporting

prevailing beliefs and other times opposing them with alternative narratives.

4. Postcolonial Theory: According to postcolonial theorists like Gayatri Spivak (1988) and Edward
Said (1978), colonial legacies and power dynamics frequently influence media depictions. Often,
postcolonial themes like national identity, anti-colonial resistance, and the marginalization of
subaltern voices are explored in Indian cinema's depictions of social movements (Mother India,
1957). A historical reexamination of political leaders and movements in postcolonial India can be

found in films such as Sardar (1993).

5. Feminist Film Theory: According to Laura Mulvey's (1975) theory of the male gaze, women
are frequently portrayed in popular film as passive objects rather than active agents. However, by
showcasing women as key players in social justice movements, recent Indian films like Pink (2016)
and Pad Man (2018) subvert these conventional representations. Analysis of the changing portrayal

of gender activism in Indian cinema is aided by feminist film theory.

6. Audience Reception Theory: Stuart Hall's 1980 encoding/decoding paradigm emphasizes how
audiences' varied interpretations of media materials are shaped by their cultural and social contexts.
In order to comprehend how audiences react to films depicting social movements—whether they
embrace, compromise, or reject the intended messages—this idea is crucial. The influence of movies
like Rang De Basanti, which sparked movement in real life, emphasizes how important audience

reaction is in converting cinematic stories into social action.

7. Narrative Theory: Stuart Hall's 1980 encoding/decoding paradigm emphasizes how audiences'
varied interpretations of media materials are shaped by their cultural and social contexts. In order to

comprehend how audiences react to films depicting social movements—whether they embrace,
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converting cinematic stories into social action.

by including these theoretical viewpoints and investigating how movies record, create, and impact
public conversation on activism. A thorough framework for examining how cinema shapes socio-

political narratives in India is provided by the convergence of representation theory, political

This study aims to critically analyze how social movements are portrayed in Indian cinema

economy, postcolonialism, feminist film theory, and audience reception.

Data and analysis

Table 2 List of Films, Directors, & Production Houses

S
Film Year of Production
r. Director Language Genre
Title Release House
No
Mother Mehboob Mehboob
1 1957 Hindi Drama
India Khan Productions
Film
Garm
2 M.S. Sathyu 1973 Hindi Drama | Finance
Hava ]
Corporation
Shyam
3 Manthan 1976 Hindi Drama NFDC
Benegal
Biopic, National
4 Sardar Ketan Mehta 1993 Hindi
Drama Film
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Development
Corporation
Rakeysh UTvV
Rang De o )
5 ) Omprakash 2006 Hindi Drama | Motion
Basanti
Mehra Pictures
Aniruddha Roy Thriller Rising Sun
6 Pink 2016 Hindi
Chowdhury , Drama Films
Amit V. Satire, Drishyam
7 Newton 2017 Hindi
Masurkar Drama Films
Biopic, Sony
8 Pad Man R. Balki 2018 Hindi
Drama Pictures India
Article Crime,
9 Anubhav Sinha 2019 Hindi Zee Studios
15 Drama
1 Legal 2D
Jai Bhim T. J. Gnanavel 2021 Tamil
0 Drama Entertainment

Table 2 provides a curated list of films that have significantly contributed to the representation of

social movements in Indian cinema. Each film is accompanied by details such as the director, year of

release, language, genre, and production house, offering a comprehensive overview of the cinematic

landscape. The table includes iconic films like Mother India (1957), which addresses rural struggles

and women's resilience, and Garm Hava (1973), which delves into the partition and its aftermath.

Films like Manthan (1976) and Sardar (1993) highlight grassroots movements and historical figures,

respectively. More contemporary films such as Rang De Basanti (2006), Pink (2016), and Article 15

(2019) tackle issues like youth activism, gender equality, and caste discrimination, reflecting the

evolving nature of social issues in Indian society. The inclusion of regional films like Jai Bhim (2021)

underscores the pan-Indian relevance of these themes. Overall, the table showcases the diversity of
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filmmakers, genres, and production houses that have contributed to the cinematic portrayal of social

movements, highlighting the intersection of art, activism, and entertainment in Indian cinema.

1957-

Drama,

Thriller,
Biopic,
Satire, Legal
Drama

Figure 1 Overview of the Dataset

This figure provides a snapshot of the dataset, including the number of films analyzed, their
release years, and regional distribution. It highlights the diversity of Indian cinema in representing
social movements, spanning from classic to contemporary films. The dataset reflects a mix of
mainstream and independent cinema, showcasing how different film industries in India have engaged
with social issues. It also indicates the time periods most associated with cinematic activism, offering

insights into the evolution of social representation in Indian films.
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Cooperative Movements
National Unity and Political
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Legal Rights T cro o T
Electoral Rights and N )
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Caste Discrimination and
Social Justice Aaas2 T 18 /AN1TON A T2 D5 IYNDIN 4o 114 PPN

Figure 2 Key Themes and Issues Addressed

The figure identifies recurring themes such as caste oppression, gender inequality, and
political dissent in Indian cinema. It shows how filmmakers have used narratives to mirror real-life
social struggles, often drawing inspiration from historical events. The themes are categorized to
reflect the inter-sectionality of social issues, emphasizing how cinema addresses multiple layers of
discrimination. This figure underscores the role of films in raising awareness and fostering dialogue

on pressing societal concerns.
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Films like Mother India and Garm Hava reflect

. Post- the hardships faced by rural and marginalized
independence S . -
communities in the years following India’s
Struggles )
independence.
Cooperative Manthan is inspired by the Amul cooperative
Movements movement, emphasizing rural empowerment.
Films like Pink, Newton, Pad Man, Article 15,
Contemporary

and Jai Bhim address current issues such as gender

Social Issues : . A
rights, electoral fairness, and caste discrimination.

Y N T

Freedom Sardar and Rang De Basanti draw on India’s
Movement freedom struggle, with the latter inspiring modern
Legacy youth activism.

Figure 3 Historical Context and Movement Types

This figure situates the films within specific historical periods, linking them to major social
movements like the independence struggle, farmers' protests, and Dalit rights movements. It
categorizes the types of movements depicted, such as anti-colonial, labor, and environmental
activism. The figure highlights how cinema has evolved in its portrayal of these movements,
reflecting changing societal priorities. It also demonstrates the influence of real-world events on

cinematic narratives, showing the interplay between history and film.

Mother India. Manthan

GGarm Hava

Rano De Basanti

Pink

Newton

Pad Man

Article 15. .Jai Bhim
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Figure 4 Primary Affected Groups

The figure focuses on the social groups most frequently represented in these films, including
Dalits, women, and laborers. It highlights how cinema has amplified the voices of marginalized
communities, often portraying their struggles and resilience. The figure also critiques the limited
representation of certain groups, pointing out gaps in cinematic narratives. It emphasizes the role of
films in challenging stereotypes and advocating for social justice, while also reflecting the

complexities of identity and representation.

(Mother India uses the plow as a symbolx Mother India and Sardar feature grand,
of labor and perseverance. epic visuals.

Garm Hava employs the locked house Garm Hava and Newton adopt a
as a symbol of lost identity. minimalist, poignant style.

Manthan uses milk to symbolize Manthan and Article 15 use realistic,
change and self-reliance. documentary-style visuals.

Sardar features the map of India as a Rang De Basanti employs fast-paced,
symbol of unity. symbolic visuals.

Rang De Basanti draws parallels Pink and Jai Bhim use gritty,
between Bhagat Singh and modern courtroom realism.
activism.

Pink uses the color pink to symbolize
women’s rights.

Newton uses the ballot as a symbol of
democracy.

Pad Man uses the sanitary pad as a
symbol of dignity.

Article 15 and Jai Bhim use the
courtroom as a symbol of hope 2ud
resistance.

Symbolism L visuat syt

Figure 5 Symbolism and Visual Style

This figure examines the use of visual elements such as color, lighting, and composition to
convey social messages. It highlights how directors employ symbolism to represent resistance, hope,
and oppression. The figure also explores the role of music, costumes, and settings in enhancing the
narrative's emotional impact. It underscores how visual style is used to create a deeper connection

with the audience, making social issues more relatable and compelling.
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Mother India and Rang Mother India, Garm Mother India was seen
De Basanti were Hava, Manthan, Sardar, as a symbol of Indian
commercial hits. Rang De resilience.

Garm Hava was Basanti, Pink, Newton, P Rang De
initially banned but later ad Man, Article 15, Basanti sparked real-life
gained critical acclaim. and Jai Bhim all received protests.

Newton and Article critical acclaim, with Pink and Jai
15 had moderate several winning national Bhim triggered
commercial success but awards. discussions on consent
were critically acclaimed. laws and caste bias,

Jai Bhim had a massive respectively.
impact upon its OTT Pad Man led to
release. increased awareness of

Figure 6 Impact and Reception

The figure analyzes the societal impact of films depicting social movements, including their
influence on public opinion and policy. It discusses critical reception, box office performance, and
audience reactions, showing how some films have sparked real-world change. The figure also
highlights the role of cinema in shaping cultural memory and preserving the history of social
movements. It concludes by emphasizing the power of films as a tool for advocacy and social

transformation.

Conclusion

The study's conclusions highlight Indian cinema's twin function as a social movement catalyst and
documentarian. In addition to showing real-life hardships, the chosen movies have impacted public
opinion, sparked movement, and changed how people view important social issues. Indian cinema
has documented caste-based oppression, feminist resistance, political upheavals, and agrarian
conflicts through films ranging from Mother India (1957) to Jai Bhim Comrade (2011). This is
consistent with the representation theory of Stuart Hall (1997), which holds that media do more than
just reflect social realities; they also create and reinforce them. Film's influence on society's
consciousness has grown thanks to the use of narrative structures, symbolic cinematography, and

historical context.
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The analysis demonstrates how political and economic factors impact film, as mentioned in
McChesney's (2008) political economics of media. Although independent and alternative films have
regularly challenged conventional wisdom, censorship and commercial demands have occasionally
shaped how activism is portrayed in mainstream Bollywood. Films like Rang De Basanti (2006) and
Article 15 (2019) demonstrate how commercial cinema may continue to challenge social norms,
generating awareness and even sparking policy debates. The importance of audience reception is
suggested by Hall's (1980) encoding/decoding paradigm, which highlights how different viewers
perceive and react to cinematic narratives.

This study also shows that Indian cinema is still an essential instrument for activism, able to
influence public policy, shape cultural memory, and promote social justice. This study emphasizes
the potent relationship between film and activism by fusing theories of representation, social
constructionism, feminist film critique, and narrative analysis. A wider change in societal values is
reflected in the way social movements in film are developing, underscoring the necessity of ongoing

engagement with cinematic tales as both historical documents and tools for social change.
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