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Abstract

Cinema has long been one of India’s most
influential cultural exports, shaping perceptions of
the nation far beyond its borders. Bollywood has
evolved from the romance and spectacle of the
1960s to the content-driven and globally connected
narratives of the present. In the 21st century, cinema
has acquired an additional role: projecting India’s
image abroad as a form of soft power. While
scholars have examined Bollywood’s global appeal,
few have explicitly argued for a deliberate strategy
of multilingual narrative construction in English,
Spanish, French, Portuguese, and Arabic. This paper
situates Indian cinema within broader debates on
cultural politics and international relations, drawing
comparative insights from Hollywood, South
Korea’s Hallyu wave, and China’s state-backed
cinema. By analyzing contemporary Hindi films
such as Dhurandhar, Chhaava, Saiyaara, Tanhaji:
The Unsung Warrior, Shershaah, The Kashmir
Files, The Kerala Story, and Article 370 alongside
historical archetypes, the study highlights how
Bollywood offers a spectrum of narratives — from
heritage and military valor to political conflict,
social struggles, romance, and espionage. It further
proposes concrete strategies for narrative projection,
arguing that Indian cinema can position itself as a
cultural ambassador, showcasing India as a rising
middle power with aspirations of greater global
influence in the 21st century.

Keywords: Indian Cinema, Soft Power, National
Identity, Cultural Politics, Narrative Construction,
Bollywood, International Relations

I. Introduction

A key cultural export, Indian movies have
profoundly impacted international perceptions of the
nation. From the romance and grandeur of the
1960s, Bollywood has changed into today’s content-
focused, globally connected storytelling. Besides
providing entertainment, cinema has transformed
into a soft power instrument, exhibiting India’s
image internationally during the present century.
Joseph Nye’s seminal work on soft power
emphasizes the ability of nations to attract and

co-opt rather than coerce, highlighting culture as a
central pillar of influence [1].

While Hollywood has long been
recognized as a vehicle for American cultural
diplomacy — showcasing military strength, selling
the “American Dream,” and presenting the United
States as the protector of the free world [6] —
Indian cinema has only recently begun to be studied
in similar terms. Scholars such as Stephanie
Dennison and Rachel Dwyer argue that cinema can
configure both national and transnational identities
within geopolitical debates [2]. Sangjoon Lee’s
research on the cultural Cold War further
demonstrates how film networks were deliberately
mobilized to advance diplomatic agendas [3].

Within this broader scholarly landscape,
Indian cinema offers a wunique case. Despite
Bollywood’s global appeal, few studies have
explicitly argued for a deliberate strategy of
multilingual narrative construction — in English,
Spanish, French, Portuguese, and Arabic — that
could extend India’s reach beyond its diaspora
audiences. Latin America, in particular, has emerged
as a promising frontier, where Bollywood
screenings, festivals, and cultural events are
increasingly popular, and where dubbing into
Spanish and Portuguese could significantly expand
India’s soft power footprint. Recent studies of
India’s cultural diplomacy highlight Latin America
as a particularly promising region for such
expansion [14]. As Helen Fulton and colleagues
note, narratives are not neutral; they are constructed
and mediated through cultural forms that shape
collective identities [4]. The Routledge Companion
to World Cinema situates Bollywood within global
cinematic flows, but the question of how India can
strategically deploy cinema as a cultural ambassador
remains underexplored [5].

This paper addresses that gap by situating
Indian cinema within debates on cultural politics
and international relations. It draws comparative
insights from Hollywood, South Korea’s Hallyu
wave, and China’s state-backed cinema, while
analyzing contemporary Hindi films such as
Dhurandhar, Chhaava, Saiyaara, Tanhaji: The
Unsung Warrior, Shershaah, The Kashmir Files,
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The Kerala Story, and Article 370. By examining
these films alongside historical archetypes, the study
highlights how Bollywood offers a spectrum of
narratives — from heritage and military valor to
political conflict, social struggles, romance, and
espionage. This provides an opportunity for India to
better showcase itself, moving beyond the tendency
of global media to highlight the petty or sensational,
and instead foregrounding its achievements, cultural
legacy, and identity as a nation with much to offer
the world.

II.  Literature Review

The concept of soft power, first articulated
by Joseph Nye, emphasizes the ability of nations to
attract and persuade rather than coerce, with culture
serving as a central pillar of influence [1]. Cinema,
as one of the most globally consumed cultural
forms, has increasingly been recognized as a
strategic instrument of soft power. Scholars have
examined how film industries project national
identity, shape international perceptions, and
contribute to geopolitical narratives.

Stephanie Dennison and Rachel Dwyer
argue that cinema configures both national and
transnational identities within global politics,
underscoring its role in shaping cultural diplomacy
[2]. Sangjoon Lee’s study of the cultural Cold War
demonstrates how film networks were deliberately
mobilized to advance U.S. diplomatic agendas in
Asia, highlighting cinema’s capacity to operate as a
transnational political tool [3]. Similarly, Thomas J.
Cobb situates American cinema within cultural
diplomacy, showing how Hollywood’s fragmented
yet powerful narratives reinforce U.S. influence
abroad [6].

Theoretical ~ perspectives on  narrative
construction further enrich this discussion. Helen
Fulton and colleagues emphasize that narratives are
not neutral but are mediated through cultural forms
that shape collective identities and political
imaginaries [4]. This insight is particularly relevant
for cinema, which combines storytelling with mass
distribution to create persuasive cultural texts. The
Routledge Companion to World Cinema situates
Bollywood within global cinematic flows, noting its
increasing visibility but also the challenges of
positioning it strategically within international
cultural politics [5].

Scholarship on Hindi cinema has further
emphasized how nationalism and collective identity
are embedded in its narratives, showing that films
often function as ideological texts that reinforce or
contest national identity [8]. Despite this growing
body of scholarship, significant gaps remain. While

the global audience increasingly recognizes Indian
cinema’s cultural significance and soft power
potential, few studies explicitly recommend a
multilingual global narrative strategy that could
extend India’s reach beyond its diaspora audiences.
Latin America, for instance, has emerged as a
promising frontier where Bollywood screenings,
festivals, and cultural events are increasingly
popular, and where dubbing into Spanish and
Portuguese could significantly expand India’s soft
power footprint.

This paper seeks to fill that gap by situating
Indian cinema within broader debates on cultural
politics and international relations, while proposing
concrete strategies for narrative projection. By
bridging insights from soft power theory, cultural
diplomacy, and narrative studies, the study positions
Bollywood as a potential cultural ambassador
capable of showcasing India’s achievements,
resilience, and legacy to a global audience.

III. Methodology
This study adopts a qualitative and comparative
methodology, combining textual analysis of selected
films with a broader cultural and geopolitical lens.
The aim is not to provide detailed film criticism but
to examine how cinema functions as a medium of
narrative projection and soft power.
1. Textual and Narrative Analysis
. The paper analyzes a set of contemporary
Hindi films released between 2020 and 2025,
including Tanhaji: The Unsung Warrior, Shershaah,
The Kashmir Files, The Kerala Story, Article 370,
Dhurandhar, Chhaava, and Saiyaara.
. Each film is treated as a narrative anchor,
representing themes such as heritage, military valor,
political conflict, social struggles, romance, and
espionage.
. The analysis focuses on the narratives
conveyed, their symbolic resonance, and their
potential to project India’s identity globally. Studies
of Hindi cinema have shown how narrative
techniques preserve cultural heritage [8] and how
Bollywood often reflects broader socio-political
issues within its storytelling [9].
2. Comparative Lens

. To situate Indian cinema within global
debates, the study draws comparative insights from:
o Hollywood, which has historically

projected U.S. military strength, the “American
Dream,” and its role as protector of the free world.

o South Korea’s Hallyu wave,
which demonstrates how state support and cultural
industries can create global fandoms [10].
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o China’s state-backed cinema,
which illustrates how subsidies and policy
frameworks can amplify national narratives [11].

. These comparisons provide benchmarks for
understanding how India might strategically deploy
cinema as soft power.

3. Secondary Sources

. The study relies on a combination of
scholarly works, media reports, and industry data.
. Foundational texts include Nye’s Bound to

Lead on soft power [1], Dennison & Dwyer’s
Cinema and Soft Power [3], Fulton et al.’s Narrative
and Media [6], and The Routledge Companion to
World Cinema [5].

. Supplementary sources include box office
data from the List of Highest-Grossing Indian Films
[12], and Bollywood Hungama’s 2025 recap of
global collections [13] streaming platform reports,
and coverage from mainstream media outlets to
capture audience reception and global reach.

4. Scope and Limitations

. The focus is on Hindi cinema as a
representative of Indian soft power, though regional
cinema is acknowledged as an important parallel
development.

. The study emphasizes narrative
construction and projection rather than technical
aspects of filmmaking.

. While the analysis highlights Latin
America, Africa, and the Middle East as emerging
frontiers, the scope remains illustrative rather than
exhaustive.

IV.  Analysis and Case Studies
Evolution of Bollywood (1960s—2010s)
Indian cinema has undergone a remarkable
transformation over the past six decades, reflecting
shifts in society, politics, and global engagement.
Understanding this evolution is essential to situating
contemporary films within the broader narrative of
India’s soft power.
1960s—-1970s:
Nation-Building
. Films such as Mughal-e-Azam (1960) and
Guide (1965) combined grandeur with moral
storytelling, projecting India’s cultural richness.
. The 1970s introduced the “angry young
man” archetype through Amitabh Bachchan’s films
(Zanjeer, Deewaar), reflecting social unrest and
aspirations for justice.
. Cinema during this period functioned as
both entertainment and a mirror of national identity,
embedding themes of resilience and collective
struggle.

Romance, Spectacle, and

. Scholarly analyses of Hindi cinema have
emphasized how nationalism and collective identity
were embedded in cinematic narratives during this

era [8].

1980s—-1990s:  Globalization  and  Diaspora
Connections

. The 1980s saw a decline in quality and

coherence, but the 1990s marked a revival with
films like Dilwale Dulhania Le Jayenge (1995).

. These films catered to diaspora audiences,
projecting the “Indian family” as a cultural anchor
while embracing global aesthetics.

. Bollywood began to position itself as a
transnational cinema, balancing tradition with
modernity.

2000s: Commercial Expansion and Global Visibility
. The 2000s witnessed Bollywood’s entry
into global markets, with films like Lagaan (2001)
and Kabhi Khushi Kabhie Gham (2001) gaining
international recognition.

. Multiplex culture and overseas box office
revenues reshaped production strategies.
. Cinema increasingly became a vehicle for

projecting India’s modernity, diversity, and
aspirational narratives.

2010s: Content-Driven Narratives and Streaming
Platforms

. The 2010s marked a shift toward realism
and socially conscious storytelling, with films like
Queen (2014), Dangal (2016), and Article 15
(2019).

. Streaming platforms such as Netflix and
Amazon Prime expanded Bollywood’s reach,
making Indian films accessible to global audiences
beyond the diaspora.

. This period consolidated Bollywood’s role
as a cultural export, while also highlighting the need
for deliberate narrative strategies to maximize soft
power potential.

Contemporary Hindi Films (2020-2025)

The period from 2020 to 2025 marks a significant
phase in Bollywood’s evolution, where cinema
increasingly intersects with questions of national
identity, cultural diplomacy, and soft power. The
selected films illustrate diverse narrative strategies
that collectively project India’s image abroad.
Tanhaji: The Unsung Warrior (2020)

. Historical epic dramatizing the valor of
Maratha warrior Tanhaji Malusare.

. Projects themes of heritage, sacrifice, and
military courage.

. Functions as a cultural text that reinforces
India’s historical legacy and resilience.

Shershaah (2021)
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. Biographical war film based on Captain historical epics in shaping India’s cinematic identity
Vikram Batra, a hero of the Kargil War. [12][13].
. Highlights military valor and patriotism,

aligning with narratives of India as a defender of
sovereignty.

. Resonates with global audiences familiar
with war hero archetypes.

These films (Tanhaji and Shershaah) illustrate how
cinema reinforces national identity and patriotism,
themes consistently highlighted in studies of Indian
cinema’s ideological role [9].

The Kashmir Files (2022)

. Political drama portraying the exodus of
Kashmiri Pandits.

° Projects narratives of trauma, displacement,
and contested memory.

. Positions Indian cinema as a vehicle for
addressing overlooked historical injustices.

The Kerala Story (2023)

. Focuses on radicalization and the plight of
women in Kerala.

. Engages with themes of vulnerability,
exploitation, and resilience.

. Illustrates cinema’s role in shaping debates

on social conflict and identity.

Such films (The Kashmir Files and The Kerala
Story) underscore cinema’s ability to engage with
political conflict and social vulnerability, reflecting
broader debates on nationalism and identity in
Indian cinema [10].

Article 370 (2024)

. Political thriller centered on the abrogation
of Article 370 in Jammu & Kashmir.

. Projects India’s political assertiveness and
sovereignty.

. Functions as a cinematic articulation of

contemporary policy debates.

This film (Article 370) aligns with scholarship
noting cinema’s role in articulating contemporary
policy debates and projecting political assertiveness

[11].

Chhaava (2025)

. Historical drama on Chhatrapati Sambhaji
Maharaj.

. Extends the wvalor-heritage narrative,

emphasizing continuity of resistance and leadership.

. Projects India’s cultural depth and
historical pride.

Box office reports suggest that the film (Chhaava)
resonated strongly with audiences both domestically
and internationally, reinforcing the appeal of

Saiyaara (2025)

. Romantic drama with universal themes of
love and emotional struggle.

. Offers a softer, humanistic narrative that
complements political and military films.

. Demonstrates Bollywood’s ability to
connect with global audiences through universal
emotions.

. Audience reception studies highlight how
such films resonate internationally via streaming
platforms, reinforcing cinema’s role in reshaping
perceptions of India [15].

This film reflects the balance between hard power
narratives and softer humanistic storytelling, a
duality often noted in cultural analyses of
Bollywood [9].

Dhurandhar (2025)

. Spy thriller showcasing India’s intelligence
apparatus.

. Positions India within global narratives of
espionage and security.

. Reinforces the image of India as a capable

and vigilant state actor.

Box office reports indicate that spy thrillers and
political dramas have gained significant traction
globally, reinforcing India’s image as a capable
state actor [12][13].

Synthesis

Taken together, the films from 2020 to 2025
demonstrate the breadth of narratives Indian cinema
can project internationally. Historical epics such as
Tanhaji and Chhaava foreground heritage and valor,
while biographical and military films like Shershaah
emphasize patriotism and sacrifice. Political thrillers
such as Article 370 highlight sovereignty and
assertiveness, whereas socially charged dramas like
The Kashmir Files and The Kerala Story confront
trauma and contested identities. Spy thrillers
(Dhurandhar) and romances (Saiyaara) add further
dimensions, balancing hard power themes with
universal human emotions.

This diversity illustrates Bollywood’s capacity to
function as a cultural ambassador, offering a mosaic
of narratives that resonate across different
audiences. Importantly, these films show how India
can move beyond being showcased in global media
for the petty or sensational, instead foregrounding
its achievements, resilience, and cultural legacy. Yet,
without a deliberate multilingual strategy —
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particularly in English, Spanish, Portuguese, French,
and Arabic — these narratives risk remaining
confined to diaspora audiences. Recent studies on
India’s cultural diplomacy highlight Latin America
and Africa as emerging frontiers for such
multilingual outreach [14].

The synthesis of these case studies therefore
underscores both the potential and the limitations of
Indian cinema as soft power. It highlights the
opportunity for India to better showcase itself
through cinema, not only as entertainment but as a
strategic tool of cultural diplomacy. This sets the
stage for a comparative analysis with Hollywood,
South Korea’s Hallyu wave, and China’s

Rank ¢ Title B

—

Dangal
Dhurandhar *
Jawan

Pathaan

Animal

Bajrangi Bhaijaan
Stree 2

Secret Superstar

Chhaava

S|l | O | N OO N BRI N

—

PK

Worldwide gross

state-backed cinema, each of which offers lessons in
how narrative construction can be mobilized to
project national identity and influence globally.

Box office and streaming metrics confirm that these
Contemporary Hindi Films (2020-2025) achieved
significant traction globally, underscoring cinema’s
dual role as entertainment and cultural diplomacy
[12][13][15].

The commercial success of these films further
underscores cinema’s dual role as entertainment and
cultural diplomacy. Tables 1 and 2 below highlight
the highest-grossing Hindi films and recent box
office leaders, reinforcing the empirical strength of
India’s cinematic soft power.

¢ Year ¢

31,968.03-2,200 crore | 2016

%1,284.53 crore | 2025

31,148.32-1,159 crore | 2023
%1,050.30-1,052.50 crore

2023
3905-917.82 crore

%900.90-969.06 crore 2015

I874.58 crore | 2024
¥858-966 crore 2017
3797.34-809 crore 2025

X750.60-769.89 crore 2014

Table 1: Highest-Grossing Hindi Films (Source: [12])
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Rank Movie Name

1 Dhurandhar

2 Chhaava

3 Saiyaara

4 Mahavatar Narsimha

5 War 2

6 Kantara: Chapter 1 (Hindi)
7 Housefull 5

8 Raid 2

9 Sitaare Zameen Par

10 Thamma

India Total

(INRCF) Release Year
857.4 2025
615.39 2025
337.69 2025
247.96 2025
244.29 2025
224.53 2025
198.41 2025
179.3 2025
166.58 2025
157.04 2025

Table 2: Top Hindi Box Office Leaders, 2025 (Source: [18])

The box office figures highlight the commercial
success and mass appeal of Hindi cinema, but they
also underscore its ideological potential: when films
achieve widespread popularity, they become
powerful instruments for embedding and
disseminating narratives of heritage, sovereignty,
resilience, or romance. This dual capacity —
entertainment and ideological storytelling — sets
the stage for a comparative perspective with
Hollywood, South Korea, and China, each of which
has mobilized cinema strategically as soft power.

V. Comparative Lens

Cinema as soft power is not unique to India; other
nations have long mobilized film industries to
project identity and influence. A comparative
perspective highlights how Hollywood, South
Korea’s Hallyu wave, and China’s state-backed
cinema provide instructive models for India’s own
narrative projection.

1. Hollywood: Military Strength and the “American
Dream”

. Hollywood has historically functioned as a
cultural megaphone for U.S. power.
. Films such as Top Gun, American Sniper,

and Zero Dark Thirty glorify military technology
and valor, reinforcing the image of the United States
as a global protector.

° At the same time, narratives like The
Pursuit of Happyness and Rocky project the
“American Dream” — upward mobility, individual
freedom, and success through perseverance.

. Superhero franchises (Captain America,
Avengers) further embed the U.S. as defender of
democracy and the free world.

. Hollywood’s reach is amplified by its
dominance in global distribution networks, ensuring
that American narratives saturate international
markets.

2. South Korea: The Hallyu Wave

. South  Korea’s cultural  industries,
supported by deliberate state policy, have created a
global fandom known as the “Korean Wave”
(Hallyu).

. K-dramas, K-pop, and films like Parasite
(2019) showcase Korea’s modernity, creativity, and
social critique.

. Government investment in cultural exports,
coupled with strategic use of streaming platforms,
has extended Korea’s influence far beyond Asia.
Analyses of Hallyu emphasize its role as deliberate
cultural diplomacy, advancing Korea’s global
visibility and strategic relations [10].

. The Hallyu model demonstrates how
smaller nations can leverage cultural diplomacy to
achieve disproportionate global visibility.

3. China: State-Backed Cinema
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. China has invested heavily in cinema as
part of its soft power strategy.
. Subsidies, co-productions, and censorship
ensure that films align with national narratives.
. Historical epics and patriotic blockbusters

(Wolf Warrior 2, The Battle at Lake Changjin)
project China’s strength and resilience.

. At the same time, China has sought to
expand its influence through international film
festivals and co-financing arrangements with
Hollywood. Recent reports highlight how China and
South Korea continue to pursue structured cultural
exchanges, underscoring the geopolitical dimension
of cinema as soft power [11].

° While effective in scale, China’s model is
often critiqued for its overt state control, which can
limit global appeal.

4. India: Opportunities and Challenges

. Compared to these models, India’s cinema
is globally visible but lacks a deliberate multilingual
strategy.

. Bollywood’s narratives are rich and
diverse, but distribution remains heavily dependent
on diaspora audiences and English-speaking
markets.

. Latin America, Africa, and the Middle East
represent untapped frontiers where dubbing and
subtitling in Spanish, Portuguese, French, and
Arabic could significantly expand India’s reach.
Studies of India’s cultural diplomacy point to Latin
America as a particularly promising frontier for
expanding soft power through cinema [14].

. Unlike Hollywood’s dominance, Korea’s
state support, or China’s subsidies, India’s film
industry operates largely independently, which
offers creative freedom but limits strategic
coordination.

. This comparative lens underscores the need
for India to adopt a more deliberate approach to
narrative projection, learning from global models
while tailoring strategies to its own cultural
strengths.

VL Strategies for Narrative Projection
To maximize cinema’s role as soft power, India must
adopt deliberate strategies that combine creative
innovation,  multilingual  accessibility, = and
institutional support. The following dimensions
outline a comprehensive approach:

1. Multilingual Distribution

Expanding dubbing and subtitling into Spanish,
Portuguese, French, and Arabic is essential for
extending Bollywood’s reach beyond diaspora and
English-speaking audiences. Latin America, Africa,

and the Middle East represent promising frontiers
where multilingual accessibility can transform
Indian cinema into a truly global cultural force.
Recent studies of India’s cultural diplomacy
emphasize Latin America as a promising frontier for
multilingual outreach [14]. This deliberate strategy
would align Bollywood with the practices of
Hollywood and Hallyu, ensuring narratives resonate
across linguistic boundaries.

2. Streaming Platforms and OTT Reach

Streaming services such as Netflix, Amazon Prime,
and Disney+ Hotstar have become central to global
film circulation. India should leverage these
platforms  through  co-productions, exclusive
releases, and multilingual versions that highlight
culturally rich narratives. Partnerships with regional
OTT providers in Latin America and Africa could
further expand visibility, ensuring Indian cinema
reaches audiences who may not encounter it in
traditional theatres. Analyses of cinema’s global
perception highlight how streaming platforms are
reshaping India’s soft power potential [15].

3. Film Festivals and Cultural Diplomacy

Film festivals remain vital arenas for cultural
diplomacy, offering opportunities to showcase
Indian cinema to diverse audiences. Increased
participation in international festivals, particularly in
Latin America and Africa, would strengthen India’s
cultural presence. Embassies and cultural centers
can complement this by hosting curated screenings,
positioning cinema as a diplomatic tool that
communicates India’s heritage, resilience, and
creativity. Industry and policy reports note that
increased festival participation has already boosted
India’s cultural visibility abroad [16].

4. Government Incentives and Policy Support
Unlike South Korea’s Hallyu or China’s
state-backed cinema, Bollywood operates largely
independently. Policy support in the form of
subsidies, tax incentives, and cultural exchange
programs could enhance cinema’s role as soft
power. Institutional backing would help align
creative industries with national cultural diplomacy
goals, ensuring that films are not only commercially
viable but strategically positioned for global
influence. Policy commentaries argue that
institutional support is critical for aligning cinema
with national soft power goals [17].

5. Regional Cinema as National Narrative

While Bollywood dominates global visibility,
regional cinema contributes significantly to India’s
cultural mosaic. Tamil, Telugu, Malayalam, Bengali,
and Marathi films often explore themes of
resilience, identity, and social justice that resonate
internationally. Including regional cinema in cultural
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diplomacy initiatives would project India as a
diverse and plural nation, enriching the soft power
narrative without diluting Bollywood’s central role.
Box office data shows that regional films like RRR
and Baahubali have achieved global success,
reinforcing India’s plural cultural identity [12][13].
6. Diaspora Engagement

Diaspora communities remain vital promoters of
Indian cinema abroad, organizing festivals,
screenings, and cultural events. Their engagement
should be reframed as a bridge to wider audiences
rather than the primary target. By mobilizing
diaspora networks strategically, India can amplify
cinema’s visibility while simultaneously reaching
non-diaspora audiences.

7. Balancing Entertainment with Ideological
Storytelling

Bollywood’s strength lies in its ability to combine
spectacle with narrative depth. Films should balance
entertainment value with ideological storytelling,
projecting themes of heritage, sovereignty,
resilience, and universal human emotions. This
balance ensures India is not reduced to stereotypes
but showcased as a multifaceted nation with cultural
depth and global relevance.

8. Addressing Censorship and Bans

Political sensitivities and censorship often limit the
global circulation of Indian films. Transparent
guidelines and international collaboration can help
mitigate bans and ensure wider distribution.
Addressing censorship proactively strengthens
credibility and enhances cinema’s role as a reliable
instrument of soft power.

9. Audience Reception and Global Reach

Audience reception is critical to soft power
projection. Box office data, streaming metrics, and
social media engagement should be systematically
studied to understand how Indian films are
perceived globally. These feedback loops can inform
future narrative strategies, ensuring that films
resonate across cultures and adapt to evolving global
tastes. Systematic studies of audience reception
confirm that cinema can reshape global perceptions
of India [15].

As Antonio Gramsci reminds us in his Prison
Notebooks, [7] ideology endures when embedded in
everyday life. Indian cinema, by weaving narratives
of justice, heritage, and modernity into popular
culture, has the capacity to displace competing
hegemonies and project cultural legitimacy abroad.
In this sense, Bollywood and regional cinema
together function not merely as entertainment
industries but as cultural institutions capable of
shaping perceptions of India’s identity and
influence. This theoretical lens underscores the

importance of deliberate narrative construction,
situating cinema as a vital instrument of soft power
in the 21st century.

VIIL. Conclusion

Cinema has emerged as one of India’s most
powerful cultural exports, capable of shaping
perceptions far beyond its borders. From the
spectacle of the 1960s to the content-driven
narratives of the 2010s, Bollywood has evolved into
a global industry with increasing visibility. The case
studies from 2020 to 2025 illustrate how
contemporary films project diverse strands of
India’s identity — wvalor, heritage, sovereignty,
resilience, romance, and espionage — offering a
mosaic  of narratives that can resonate
internationally.

In recent years, Bollywood films have
demonstrated how cinema frames India’s
perspectives on terrorism, ideology, and resilience,
consolidating national identity while offering
narratives that could be projected globally. As
Antonio Gramsci reminds us in his Prison
Notebooks, ideology endures when embedded in
everyday life [19]. Indian cinema, by weaving
narratives of justice, heritage, and modernity into
popular culture, has the capacity to displace
competing hegemonies and project cultural
legitimacy abroad. Books such as Dennison and
Dwyer’s Cinema and Soft Power (2021) [2] and
Fulton et al.’s Narrative and Media (2005) [4]
emphasize that cinema, when strategically
mobilized, can embed ideological meaning and
project influence across borders. Recent analyses of
Indian cinema’s global perception reinforce this
potential,  highlighting how films reshape
international views of India [15].

For India, the challenge is twofold: to
deliberately craft multilingual narratives that extend
beyond diaspora audiences, and to ensure that these
films are screened internationally despite political
sensitivities. The comparative lens demonstrates that
while Hollywood, South Korea, and China have
mobilized cinema strategically, India’s approach
remains fragmented. To fully realize its potential,
Indian cinema must embrace multilingual
distribution, leverage streaming platforms, expand
cultural diplomacy through festivals, and integrate
regional cinema into the national narrative. Policy
support and diaspora engagement can further
amplify these efforts, ensuring that films reach
audiences across Latin America, Africa, and the
Middle East. Studies of India’s cultural diplomacy
underscore Latin America as a particularly
promising frontier for such expansion [14].
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Ultimately, cinema provides India with an
opportunity to better showcase itself — not merely
as a nation of spectacle or controversy, but as a
diverse, resilient, and culturally rich society with
much to contribute to global conversations. By
balancing entertainment with ideological
storytelling and addressing challenges of censorship
and reception, Indian cinema can position itself as a
cultural ambassador, projecting narratives that
endure and influence in the global arena. To achieve
this, India must institutionalize cinema as a
deliberate instrument of cultural diplomacy, learning
from Korea’s state support while retaining its
creative independence.
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