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Abstract  

 
This research explores how Bollywood film plays a role in how women negotiate their 

diasporic identities in London. Interaction processes are examined whereby diasporic 

individuals assert, modify, challenge, or support societal and cultural values/attitudes using 

Bollywood movies released between 2000-2019. To do this, a critical analysis is first 

undertaken of representations of women and ‘liberal’ values in film, along with an exploration 

into how these have developed over time by completing a comparative textual analysis of six 

contemporary films in-depth.  

 

Following this, an investigation into how young Indian diasporic Punjabi and Gujarati women 

aged 18-30 and living in London manage and negotiate their identities is undertaken, producing 

new knowledge about these women regarding values, behaviour, and real-life experiences in a 

globalising world. In doing so, the work offers an in-depth understanding of the relationship 

between Bollywood texts and audiences whilst considering the multi-layered cultural 

experiences obtained directly from audiences, therefore extending the interpretations of 

mediated values and ideologies beyond an analysis of film.  

 

Overall, this thesis illustrates the enduringly central role played by Bollywood cinema within 

the diaspora, demonstrating that some audiences relate to and appreciate its more contemporary 

representations of women. However, others do not and seek more responsibility from on-screen 

from film makers in portrayals of women and patriarchy as well as the ways in which stars 

portray themselves in the media, especially social media. This indicates that identity 

negotiation in relation to Bollywood is limited not just to film itself, but also incorporates star 

persona, background, and personal activities.  
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Introduction  

Bollywood cinema is currently one of the largest film industries in the world in terms of output 

and produces over 1,000 films per year, double the production rate of Hollywood (Diwanji, 

2020). There has been growing scholarly interest since around 2016 in Bollywood cinema 

regarding its appeal and cultural impact in non-South Asian cultures, particularly as it has 

expanded beyond its traditional South Asian territories, having established a profitable market 

in the West since around the 1990s, and, more recently, the fact that it is currently experiencing 

popularity and demand in China (Hong, 2021). The cinema is strongly associated with 

colourful visuals, dance routines, singing, and dramatic narratives, and is often dismissed as an 

over-the-top, less-serious form of cinema than British, and even Hollywood cinemas. However, 

crucially for the purposes of this thesis, Bollywood movies are also considered to be an 

essential part of popular culture both ‘at home’ in India, and amongst the global Indian diaspora 

(Kavoori and Punathambekar, 2013, 28; Athique, 2011, 3-4). Hence, Indian diasporic 

audiences remain a pivotal area of investigation, especially in a globalising world characterised 

by digital and social media.  

Hong (2021, 346) argues that cinema has an important cultural role, in the sense that “the power 

of Bollywood is driving India as a ‘soft power’ that is not only promoting Indian culture, its 

songs, dances, values and beliefs, but is also drawing huge revenues into the country”. This 

includes the upholding of Indian traditions such as the importance of marriage and the dignity 

of women, as well as family values such as respect for elders and sacrifice for the sake of others 

(Virdi, 2003, in Ayob and Keuris, 2017, 40). In line with this argument, Therwath (2010, 3) 

asserts in relation to Indian cinema that “Cinema, more than other media like television, mobile 

phones, or the Internet, constitutes a medium for the enacting, teaching and dissemination of 

[nationalist] discourse heralding the combined virtues of consumerism and devotion and of 

cosmopolitanism and roots”. Additionally, Dwyer (2014, 4-5) adds nuance to this argument by 

proclaiming that Bollywood cinema does not just reflect society, but also imagines it, thus 

playing a significant role in creating an ‘image’ of how Indian society should be. Thus, film may 

also play a constructive role in society. It is this argument that forms the foundation of this thesis.  

 

This research looks at the consumption and response to Bollywood film within an Indian 

London diasporic setting, in which individuals live with influences of both Indian and Western 

cultures and make for a popular and profitable audience. Curtin (2007, 3) found that 
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“Bollywood has increasingly emerged as a significant competitor of Hollywood in the size and 

enthusiasm of its audiences”, and according to Vohra (2018, CNBC.com), “Revenue earned by 

Indian movies overseas nearly tripled in 2017, with box office collections outside of India 

growing to $367 million”. Diasporic groups, it is argued by scholars including Hall (2003) and 

Dudrah (2006), tend to gain a sense of belonging through media representations and maintain 

their diasporic consciousness by acquiring ‘updated’, more complex images of the ‘homeland’. 

Bollywood’s strong presence on global streaming sites including Netflix and Amazon Prime 

Video emphasises the demand for it outside of India. Due to the popularity of Bollywood films 

outside of India and the complexity of diasporic identity, it is important to therefore understand 

how diasporic audiences negotiate their identities and if, and how, their consumption of 

Bollywood contributes to this process. Factors that motivated my research are the underlying 

idea that diaspora identity is not fixed and can shift over time because of technological and 

societal changes, including the rise in the use of social media. This makes for a clear argument 

that an exploration of lived experiences of the diaspora, is worth undertaking, and updating. This 

thesis illustrates the role of Bollywood cinema within the diaspora, demonstrating that some 

audiences relate to and appreciate its more contemporary representations of women. However, 

at the same time, others do not, and seek more responsibility from filmmakers regarding on-

screen portrayals of women and patriarchy as well as the ways in which stars portray 

themselves in the media, especially social media as well as off-screen. It is this nuanced 

argument that makes a new contribution to the fields of film, identity, and diaspora studies. 

This more complex understanding of the young Indian female diaspora is necessary because 

the rise of social and digital media has led to the prominence of cancel culture and the 

challenging of tenets of Indian and (the wider) South Asian culture, encouraging women to 

‘fight the patriarchy’, making feminism amongst the South Asian diasporic community more 

powerful. The intersections of both ethnicity and gender are addressed online. For instance, 

pages on Instagram that are popular include @BrownGirlGang (161k followers), and 

@The_Indian_Feminist (310k followers), and these are well-received within various South 

Asian diasporas in the West, including in the UK and US. These pages have encouraged 

cultural dialogue and the challenging of issues in South Asian society amongst the Western 

diasporas. For example, the birth of girls being considered less fortunate than those of boys, 

the stigma of unmarried women in their late 20s and 30s as well as divorced women, and inter-

generational conflict.  
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With the encouragement of feminist ideals in recent years, it is of paramount importance to 

explore how Bollywood film plays a role in the negotiation of young female diasporic identities 

in London. Specifically, I examine the interaction processes whereby diasporic individuals 

assert, modify, challenge, or support societal and cultural values/attitudes using Bollywood 

movies released in the period 2000-2019. To do this, I undertake a critical analysis of 

representations of women and ‘liberal’ values in Bollywood, along with an exploration into 

how these have developed over time by completing a comparative textual analysis of six 

contemporary films in-depth. For reasons I elaborate below, the film themes that this thesis 

focus on are women and sports, pre-marital relationships, and marriage and divorce. Following 

this, an investigation into how young Indian diasporic women aged 18-30 and living in London 

manage and negotiate their identities will be presented. By doing this, my work constructs an 

in-depth understanding of the relationship between Bollywood text and audiences whilst 

considering the multi-layered cultural experiences of the viewers and therefore, extending the 

interpretations of mediated values and ideologies beyond the textual analysis of films. 

Furthermore, importantly, it produces new knowledge of how the young Indian female diaspora 

in London regarding values, behaviour, and real-life experiences in a globalising world in 

which social media has provided individuals with a platform to engage in feminist dialogue.  

 

As for the themes selected for the film analyses, women and sports were chosen because sports 

films can bring communities together’ including religious and gender divides under the tenets 

of Indian nationalism due to the competitive nature of sport. When studying gender 

representations, sports films are also crucial to explore as sport is generally seen as a masculine 

activity, particularly within an Indian, patriarchal context. The themes of sex and pre-

marital/live-in relationships in films was selected because they continue to be a stigma in Indian 

society, despite the concept of love marriages increasing. This clash of attitudes is important 

to explore through a comparative analysis of films released years apart from each other. It 

allows one to trace shifting movements over time. Finally, the representations of marriage and 

divorce were chosen because marriage is viewed amongst many Indian communities as an 

important stage of life, and accordingly, divorce is highly discouraged amongst conservative 

societies. However, this is now changing as the issue of divorce is slowly becoming de-

stigmatised in contemporary Indian society and rates are increasing. Hence, it is key to examine 

how the concept of marriage and the issue of divorce is represented on-screen, looking at 

whether it is reflective and/or potentially constructive of Indian society.  
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For the purposes of this thesis, the term ‘Old Bollywood’ will be used and is defined here as 

Bollywood films released pre-2010 and includes post-colonial Bollywood and post-

liberalisation Bollywood when films started to feature NRIs (Non-Resident Indians) in Western 

locations (Kavoori and Punathambekar, 2010). The term ‘New Bollywood’ on the other hand 

refers to films released post-2010, which “has seen an upsurge in the way the female has been 

portrayed on screen” (Manzar and Aravind, 2019). Furthermore, this research defines modernity 

using Vinod’s approach (2016, 58) as the constant renewal of society through the re-creation of 

institutional ideological structures. In this sense, the gradual acceptance (and social practicing) 

of more ‘liberal’ values such as gender equality, pre-marital relationships, divorce, and the 

freedom for women to make their own life decisions, constitutes a form of modernity.  

 

Theoretical framework: a brief outline  

Extant scholarship has demonstrated that in the past, women in Bollywood tended to be 

represented in an identifiably delimited traditional manner. For instance, women tended to be 

portrayed as homemakers under a patriarchal structure or represented in a more traditional 

manner as the ‘ideal’ Indian woman, which included them serving the interests of men under a 

patriarchal society or being ‘tamed’ to suit notions of Indianness. Existing literature in the field 

(Agarwal, 2014; Dudrah, 2012) suggests that contemporary Bollywood has changed the ways 

in which its films represent ‘modern’ values that involve women and that it instead increasingly 

addresses social taboos such as pre-marital relationships and divorce. However, it is not the 

case that the industry has only just recently begun to address social taboos, as Bollywood 

cinema has been doing this since its conception. According to Agarwal (2014, 117), there has 

been a significant change over time regarding a shift in the portrayal of feminist values on-

screen. Thus, in a dual-pronged approach, this thesis investigates how women construct and 

negotiate their Indian diasporic identities in London both through audience research, via 

interviews with members of the community, as well as an analysis of Bollywood’s 

representations. Its central aim is to gain new insights into the young Indian female diaspora’s 

relationship with Bollywood film. As such, it is interdisciplinary in nature, involving film and 

media studies, sociology, and theorizations from multiple cross-disciplinary research fields, 

including diaspora, globalisation, identity, gender, and Indian culture. Furthermore, the period 

of 2000-2019 was selected as the focus of the study since this commences just after Bollywood 

received official industry status in 1998, which meant that the Indian government recognised 

filmmaking as an important activity that is “central to the project of defining national culture” 

(Kavoori, A, and Punathambekar, A, 2008, 1). I argue that the medium has changed in 
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accordance with the rise of the acceptance of liberal values and social practices in India during 

this period (as will be outlined further in the social context chapter).  

 

The concepts of both diaspora and identity are employed and researched across various 

disciplines, because of which multiple, differently inflected definitions exist. Most generally 

and historically, diaspora refers to the “dispersal throughout the world of people with the same 

territorial origin” (Dufoix, 2008). Adamson (2016, 292) argues that the more contemporary 

definition of ‘diaspora’ has taken on a broader meaning, as opposed to simply referring to the 

migration of communities. This is because transnational groups maintain a sense of “national 

or ethnic collective identity by cultivating strong ties with each other and with their real or 

imagined homeland”. Defining ‘identity negotiation’, Ting-Toomey (2015) outlines that the 

term refers to individuals multi-faceted identities, based on self-reflection and other social 

construction processes. They posit that the concept of negotiation refers to the exchange of 

messages between multiple communicators (in this case, Bollywood film and the diaspora) in 

consolidating or threatening personal-based identity images (Ting-Toomey, 2015, 418).  

 

Another theoretical concept at the basis of this thesis is Brosius’ argument that India has recently 

been experiencing a plethora of neoliberal shifts, and the rapid rise of the middle class in India is 

significant to the ‘modernisation’ of the nation. It is assumed that those in India aspiring to be a 

part of this growing class must adhere to a range of so called ‘modern’, ‘Western’ values. These 

include the acceptance of love marriages, freedom for individuals to make their own decisions 

regarding life choices, and the prospect of divorce. Dudrah (2006), in relation to film and its 

constructive role in society, asserts that Bollywood cinema simultaneously offers its audiences 

ideologies along with new understandings and ‘becomings’. He expands on this by also arguing 

that representations portray an illusion of ‘reality’ that can be used in the formation of their 

social selves. The theoretical frameworks outlined by these scholars invite further investigation 

into how the young Indian female diaspora’s readings of Bollywood texts can affect real, 

everyday life regarding behaviour and identity in typically conservative Indian communities. 

It invites further examination because young women in the diaspora may find it difficult to 

negotiate a more ‘modern’ outlook in traditional contexts hence this thesis looks at how 

Bollywood represents the dichotomy between traditional and liberal values. The literature review 

will interrogate these ideas in more detail.  
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The concept of stardom too, contributes to the theoretical framework of this thesis due to its 

dominant yet complex presence within the scopes of India and Bollywood. Dudrah et al (2015) 

in their work on SRK’s global stardom, argue that the star is a key part of a globalised mediascape 

that has made him an icon for India that is directly connected to the accelerated global popularity 

of Bollywood itself. This thesis focuses on the stardom of other Bollywood stars and their 

transnational appeal amongst young female diasporic audiences.  

 

Mitra (2020, 3) claims that “With the Hindi star functioning as the focal point of the cinematic 

experience and revered as a divine entity, the fan’s response is inevitably that of devotion and 

adulation”, thus emphasising that the central position of Hindi stardom within Indian 

communities around the world is worth further investigation. This is because it is fascinating to 

explore how Hindi film stars and their personal views are incorporated within the lives of 

diasporic individuals (particularly women) who do not reside in India, hence virtually 

maintaining a cultural link between two nations.  

 

The notion of celebrity today, in an age defined by digital culture and social media has meant 

that global popular culture consumption has changed, becoming more complex. Mitra (2020) 

also asserts that social media has allowed Indian film audiences to actively participate to online 

discourse whilst engaging and interacting with stars, which includes online trolling- something 

that Mitra views as a “fundamental reworking of the relationship between star and fan”. Whilst 

this thesis does not focus on a discourse analysis of social media content itself like Mitra does, 

these arguments warrant further scholarly examination into how the young female Indian 

diaspora perceive and respond to Bollywood stars, including their presence and activity on 

social media and how this may affect their overall consumption habits. This research 

contributes new knowledge alongside these arguments as it finds that audiences of Bollywood 

cinema need to feel personally connected and aligned with its stars to enjoy their work and 

express preferability to them, whilst also illustrating that social media has become a key space 

for diasporic audiences to find out about stars’ personal and political views and engage with 

them, whether in agreement or contestation.  

 

Rationale/significance of the research  

India is home to multiple regional film industries including Hindi (Bollywood), Punjabi, 

Marathi, and Tamilian cinemas (Hafeez and Ara, 2019) which each produce films in their 

respective regional languages. Radhakrishnan (2021, 162) claims that:  
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“In the Indian context, ‘regional cinema’ is used as a marker of difference from Hindi 

cinema; the plural, ‘regional cinemas’ indicate diversity of national cinema. In the tra- 

dition of ‘national’ cinemas, ‘regional’ cinemas denote non-Hindi language cinemas, 

following models of nation formation, with language as the marker of difference.”  

Rather than being regionally differentiated, Hindi cinema lays claim to a national territory in 

India (Radhakrishnan, 2021, 163). Whilst regional cinemas are growing in terms of industrial 

investment and film output, preference for Hindi cinema remains strong. The reason as to why 

Bollywood cinema is the focus of this thesis is because it is currently the biggest, and most 

popular film industry in India, with an expanding global reach (The Economist, 2017). 

Bollywood films are made in Hindi (including English) and my participants come from 

backgrounds where either Gujarati or Punjabi is their ancestral language. However, Hindi films 

are widely consumed across different Indian regions because I argue that most Indians and 

diasporic Indians are familiar with the Hindi language regardless of their regional background 

or ancestral language because of the global dominance of Hindi cinema.  

The rationale for this research is both personal and scholarly. In terms of the personal 

reasoning, growing up in a UK diasporic setting whilst regularly consuming Bollywood in the 

1990s and early 2000s allowed me to acquire knowledge about India and its culture as well as 

feel a connection to my family’s homeland culture. I enjoyed the dancing scenes and the fact 

that the women in late-1990s Bollywood were brown with long hair like me, living with their 

families, and had dreams of a bright future (including finding love, and wanting to travel the 

world). I stopped watching Bollywood films in 2009 as I felt (for a few years that) they were 

not the same as the films I grew up consuming regarding traditional culture and storylines and 

was irked by the ways in which women and societal issues were represented on-screen. For 

instance, I felt that women’s roles were masked as ‘progressive’; if they were illustrated as 

bolder and ‘feistier’, they were either students or in careers typically associated as ‘appropriate’ 

for women- for example, secretaries. If women characters had their own businesses or a life 

goal, it would be a failing one or one that required the assistance (financial and/or emotional) 

of a male counterpart. I felt that post-2010 Bollywood improved its representations of women, 

and therefore this is labelled as ‘New’ Bollywood in this thesis.  

 

The initial withdrawal from Bollywood cinema was not entirely intentional and was not a fully 

conscious decision. For me, Bollywood films tended to be watched together as a family, and 



  

 15 

upon reflection, most films released in the late 2000s were not. When my parents watched 

Kabhi Alvida Naa Kehna (2006: dir. Karan Johar: transl. Never Say Goodbye abbrev. KANK), 

they did not want a 16-year-old me to watch it because it was about divorce and infidelity, a 

topic very different to those that SRK (Shah Rukh Khan) and Rani previously starred in both 

together and respectively. To my parents, the film was ‘not good’ and looking back now, I 

realise this was perhaps because SRK and Rani’s characters were both unfaithful to their 

married partners and did not ‘try hard enough’ to save their dysfunctional marriages, which 

was also concerning for women who I spoke to in informal conversations about my research. 

When I finally saw KANK as a young adult, it was a film ahead of its time, emphasising the 

importance of love in relationships and stating that romantic feelings fluctuate, and that couples 

should not have to forsake their happiness and stay together if they do not want to. It was 

completely different to other Bollywood films at the time that ended with marriage being 

marked as the ‘happy ever after’. This film began with marriage and explored the journey from 

then. But it was a film defined by infidelity; SRK and Rani cheated on their spouses, and I do 

not feel this aspect of the narrative was helpful in persuading conservative communities that 

anyone should be able to leave a loveless marriage, and that divorce should be acceptable. This 

film is analysed in more detail in Chapter Five.  

 

As for other films at the time, and as teenager growing up in an Indian diasporic setting, I felt 

that films were becoming too Westernised. It felt odd for me to see my favourite Indian stars 

such as Saif Ali Khan and Preity Zinta engaging in a live-in relationship in Salaam Namaste, 

and Vidya Balan getting pregnant after a one-night stand in Heyy Babyy (2007, dir. Sajid 

Khan). If I had watched KANK as a teenager, I may not have understood its message explained 

earlier. Perhaps it is also the case that my teenage self could not relate to these representations 

as it is generally expected for Indian girls to not have boyfriends, not have sex before marriage, 

or divorce, and for Indian stars to do the complete opposite on-screen, made me feel 

uncomfortable. The films did not feel ‘Indian’ as the representations of these liberal values 

were a little ‘overt’ to me.  

 

However, my interest in the changing nature of Bollywood came about in my adult life when 

I saw the film Dil Dhadakne Do in 2015 (2015, dir. Zoya Akhtar, transl. Let The Heart Beat). 

To me, the film included the portrayal of the clash of traditional Indian and the more ‘liberal’ 
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values which tend to exist in diasporic settings.1 This made me curious and hopeful for the 

future of Bollywood’s representations of women, as the film felt more realistic to the issues I 

have experienced as a young adult diasporic Indian woman here in the UK, along with my 

diasporic female friends and family. These include inter-generational conflict, misogynism, 

and gender inequality in the Indian diasporic community. I remember having a conversation 

with a senior male relative and whilst he agreed DDD was a funny film, he immediately said 

to me ‘You can never get divorced though. It’s wrong. No way’, to which I laughed because I 

thought he was joking and replied, ‘Even if my husband’s abusive?’. He said ‘Still, no. You 

have to work through your problems in a marriage. Divorce is a white people’s thing’. I vividly 

remember myself looking down at the floor in disappointment despite not even being married, 

let alone wanting a divorce! Although I am an academic, and an independent woman with a 

supportive family, who regularly and openly challenges notions of gender inequality, I felt 

exactly like Priyanka Chopra’s character in the film did; bound by traditional, cultural 

expectations. My ‘modern’ outlook in life was made to feel inappropriate and wrong because 

it was different to the traditional Indian values my relatives align with. If I did not adopt them, 

I was ‘spoilt’, ‘Westernised’, ‘lost’. I felt uneasy to even continue defending myself to this 

relative. This PhD thesis has been written to give a voice to the young women who also find it 

difficult to navigate a ‘modern’ outlook within a diasporic setting. For the women who want to 

be both ‘Indian’ and ‘liberal’, without being judged for being ‘too Westernised’ or ‘lost in their 

ways’. For those who wish to see more multi-faceted representations of themselves, Indian 

women, and their realities in a global form of media. Further, it must be emphasised that this 

research does not argue that diasporic individuals are trapped between two different cultures, 

and instead argues that diaspora identity is fluid, in multiple forms, and complex and should 

not be treated homogenously. The literature review covers the theoretical framework for this.   

 

In a globalising world, it is important and pressing to understand how diasporic individuals 

manage and negotiate their identities and how the media helps them to do so. It can be argued 

that contemporary Bollywood help young female diasporic Indians living in the UK to 

negotiate their identities differently from their parents who may hold an image of conservative 

India and social practices. It is clearly essential to further explore contemporary Bollywood 

film and its potential impact on diasporic individuals. It is assumed that many values of young 

 
1 (This film is analysed in detail in Chapter Five as it is compared with a similar film in terms of topic from the 

mid-2000s). 
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liberal Indians residing in India and amongst the diaspora may differ from the conservative 

attitudes of their parents and older relatives, who may have held onto values that defined much 

of Indian culture during the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s, when the Indian emigration to the UK 

peaked (Ram, 1987).  

 

In terms of scholarly justification for the undertaking of this research, the main absence in the 

literature that forms the foundational base for this research is that since around 2013, there has 

been a lack of scholarly work on Bollywood and its representations of topics such as 

relationships, marriage, and divorce, as well as women’s representations in general. Recent 

scholarly work on Bollywood has shifted its focus to its popularity and consumption in non-

South Asian territories such as China, representations of Dalits and the LGBTQ community. 

Additionally, there is less ethnographic work on Bollywood in relation to South Asian diasporas. 

Bollywood has changed a lot since 2010 in the sense that more and more films now portray 

women on-screen differently to depictions in the 1990s and early/mid 2000s, and challenge 

previous notions of patriarchy in Indian society as well as disapproval of divorce. Another gap 

in literature that this research aims to address is that most of the scholarly work from the early 

and mid-2000s argues or finds that diasporic audiences tend to appreciate and relate to the 

representations offered in Bollywood film (Banaji 2006, Dudrah 2006). However, my research 

with the respondents I interviewed found that this is no longer the case as many individuals felt 

that contemporary Bollywood was ‘too modern’ for them to relate to. As well as attending this 

gap in providing up-to-date knowledge of identity negotiation within the Indian female 

diaspora living in London, this research also examines the differences between Punjabi and 

Gujarati communities in terms of receiving and responding to on-screen representations. These 

two regional communities were chosen for participant selection over others because they are 

two of the largest diasporic Indian groups residing in the UK (Chanda R and Ghosh S, 2013, 

4). There are subtle yet vital differences between the two communities, the first one including 

that Punjabi diasporic identity tends to be distinguished from Indian national identity, 

identifying themselves as Punjabi as opposed to Indian, since India is a predominantly Hindu 

country. It is important to address the complex nature of diasporic groups and the fact that “no 

diaspora is homogenous” (Feron and Lefort, 2019, 37). The focus and differentiation between 

Punjabi and Gujarati communities does this by adding a more nuanced understanding of 

diasporic communities.  
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In addition, new audience research is required regarding a key theoretical paradigm shift here: 

namely, the move away from the long-standing two (homogenous) cultures in tension 

framework, to one that acknowledges the complexity, heterogeneity, and fluidity of diaspora 

identities (Georgiou, 2010; Alexander, 2010; Athique, 2017; Feron and Lefort, 2019). Building 

on these recent interventions, I have thus contributed to advancing conceptualisations of 

diaspora identity whilst exploring how the consumption of Bollywood film makes an impact 

on the identities of young Indian diasporic women in London- particularly about issues which 

are said to be considered as sensitive by many in both traditional Indian, and Indian diasporic 

society. As noted above, this includes the Gujarati and Punjabi communities from which my 

research participants originate (see introduction to Part II of this thesis for further explanation). 

These issues include gender inequality, the prospect of love marriages, divorce, and expression 

of female sexuality. Whilst the textual analysis aspect of my research does not focus on 

diaspora, investigating the internal complexity of participants in the audience studies has 

gained insights into newer perspectives. This is a departure from previous work undertaken 

within the field of Bollywood and diaspora studies that (as stated earlier) has tended to perceive 

diasporic communities as being fragmented. Finally, there is more extant literature focusing on 

representations in Bollywood in comparison to audience studies, thus justifying the need for 

an intervention in knowledge of Bollywood and diaspora audiences in relation to 

representations of women on-screen.  

 

Braziel and Manmur (2008, 9) argue that diaspora studies need to move beyond theorizing how 

identities are constructed and consolidated and must also investigate how these are practiced, 

lived, and experienced. This thesis addresses this call through audience studies, by exploring 

how the young Indian female diaspora’s readings of Bollywood texts can affect real, everyday 

life regarding social practices and values in typically conservative communities. In what 

follows, the literature review chapter will cement in detail the significance of the research and 

expand on what is outlined here.  

 

Research objectives  

This thesis is guided by four research objectives that are split between the two methodological 

approaches. To investigate how Bollywood film plays a role in the negotiation of young female 

diasporic identities in London, this thesis addresses the following research questions: how are 

‘modern’ and ‘traditional’ values concerning gender, sex, and relationships represented in 

Bollywood film between 2000-2019?; are there any notable changes in this period? And, if so, 
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what accounts for these changes?; Does the portrayal of social values and ideologies in 

Bollywood films contribute to the negotiation of viewers’ identities, and if so, how?; how 

significant is the consumption of Bollywood film in the construction and negotiation of the 

Indian female diasporic individual’s identity, belonging, and reflection of the self and 

community?  

 

Methodological outline  

In terms of the selected research methodology, this research has utilised a combination of a 

textual analysis of six mainstream Bollywood texts alongside one-to-one and repeat interviews 

with young Indian diasporic women living in London. Regarding the textual analysis aspect of 

the project, the rationale for choosing the texts that form the corpus is that they are mainstream 

in terms of distribution and production, aim to portray ‘apparently modern’ values, and are 

commercially successful.  

 

A total of 18 participants were interviewed, with 7 taking part in follow-up interviews. The 

sample age of my participants is 18-30 as this is the group where individuals have become of 

adult age and is an arguably crucial time for them to engage in first experiences with 

professional working environments, serious personal relationships, and co-habitation. Banaji 

(2006) discussed a selection of Bollywood films with both male and female audiences aged 

16-25 in Mumbai and London respectively. I argue that it is now of significant interest for 

scholarship to specifically investigate Indian diasporic adult women in the era of post-2010 

Bollywood when more contemporary Bollywood films have focused on feminist issues and 

have been critically acclaimed in both the Indian and Western media, such as Dangal (Nitesh 

Tiwari, India, 2016).  

 

The combination of textual analysis and audience study in this thesis offers a more rounded view 

of the representation/diasporic consumption paradigm (how on-screen representations in 

Bollywood are used by young female diasporic Indians to negotiate their identities). Most of the 

literature that currently exists in the field of Bollywood and diaspora focuses on one or the other 

as its methodology, particularly work published post-2010 (Takhar et al, 2012, Dudrah 2012). 

The combination of textual analysis of Bollywood film and audience studies is beneficial in 

approaching the project’s research objectives as both methods allow one to understand the 

Bollywood text itself and its audiences respectively, as well as inter-relatedly.  
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Thesis outline  

Following the literature review (Chapter One), the body of this thesis is divided into two sub-

sections; the textual analysis of films, followed by the audience study discussions. The aim of 

the literature review is to outline existing research in the fields of diaspora, globalisation, 

gender, and identity in an Indian context. It demonstrates how my research fits into this body 

of work, and how it contributes new knowledge and critical nuance to it.  

 

Before the film and audience study analysis is undertaken, the contextual foundation must be 

explored. As the thesis’ contextual chapter, Chapter Two adopts a necessarily descriptive form 

in part, to outline the contextual background of the cultural history of Indian society as well as 

Bollywood’s representations of women and societal issues over time. Importantly, it examines 

the influence and impact of colonialism on Indian society and attitudes towards ‘Western’ 

values and women since the beginning of the 20th Century, and gender equality in Indian 

society and how these have developed until today. It also offers a cultural overview and 

contextual insight into the history of Bollywood, which is necessary to help explicate the 

critical analysis and audience study that forms the main part of this thesis. Whilst the context 

chapter explores Bollywood’s representations of women and social issues in general, it is the 

role of the individual textual analysis chapters to outline the context of how Bollywood has 

represented its respective focal topics (such as divorce) in the past. Then the audience studies 

chapters explore Bollywood and its contribution to diasporic identity negotiation in detail, 

unpacking specific aspects of participant responses to acquire a wider understanding of 

diasporic consumption and reception. The film analysis chapters pursue my primary argument 

that Bollywood narratives have fluctuated over time by becoming very modern and ‘liberal’ 

during the 2000s and then began to integrate traditional Indian values within ‘apparent’ liberal 

storylines post-2010 (Manzar and Aravind, 2019).  

 

Chapter Three focused on gender equality in Bollywood, specifically representations of women 

in sports films. It offers a comparative textual analysis of two mainstream Bollywood films 

released nine years apart, a method employed in all the textual analysis chapters to explore if 

are there any notable changes across this period, and what contextual factors may have 

accounted for them. Chak De India (2007, dir. Shimit Amin, transl. Let’s Go! India) and 

Dangal (2016, dir. Nitesh Tiwari, transl. Wrestling Match). Both are mainstream films that 

address the issues surrounding women’s roles in society and women and sport by including 

leading female characters who successfully embark on sport as a career. The chapter also 
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examines the changes in their portrayals of women, patriarchy, and gender roles in their 

respective historical contexts. It argues that the sense of patriarchy and defence of traditional 

‘Indian values’ that arose from the colonial era still exists on-screen despite the women being 

depicted as strong and bold. So, whilst women are depicted as being successful in embarking 

on sports careers, this is only made possible through the intervention of male assistance along 

with the ambition that is underlined by Indian nationalism.  

 

Chapter Four aims to examine the developments in the portrayals of women, pre-marital/live-

in relationships, and intimacy in their respective historical contexts in two films released 

fourteen years apart from each other; Salaam Namaste (2005, dir. Nikhil Advani, transl. Hi, 

Hello), and Luka Chuppi (2019, dir. Laxman Utekar, transl. Hide and Seek). Although love 

marriages in the past decade have become more common in urban parts of India (Rathor, 2011, 

15; Bhandari, 2017), in some parts of conservative Indian society love marriages are still 

considered taboo. This chapter argues that the more recent film, Luka Chuppi, portrays the 

topic of pre-marital relationships and live-in relationships in a more traditional manner, 

emphasising the importance of family values. In comparison, Salaam Namaste portrays and 

perhaps encourages liberal attitudes towards such issues that are considered sensitive in many 

parts of Indian society.  

 

Chapter Five takes the form of a comparative textual analysis of two mainstream films released 

ten years apart and examines the developments in their portrayals of women, marriage and 

divorce in their respective historical contexts. These are: KANK, and Dil Dhadakne Do. 

Divorce is a stigma in India and Indian society, however Kumari (2016) asserts that the 

formerly low rate of divorce in India is now changing as the idea of divorce is slowly becoming 

de-stigmatised in contemporary Indian society. This chapter argues that Bollywood has 

developed regarding its portrayal of unhappy marriages and divorce to reflect a part of Indian 

society that is changing and becoming more accepting of apparent liberal values. The 

comparative analysis undertaken conveys that the representation of female characters between 

KANK and DDD has changed over time in the sense that the tensions between the ‘traditional’ 

and ‘liberal’ values circulating around divorce are dealt with more prominently in DDD. While 

the audiences are guided to sympathise with all the main characters in KANK whether they 

wish to work on their marriage or divorce their partners, the audience sympathy for DDD is 

clearly directed towards those characters who adhere to ‘liberal’ values such as inter-faith 

relationships and divorce.  
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Chapter Six is the first chapter out of three that discuss the findings garnered from the audience 

studies and looks at Bollywood cinema and the relatability of it amongst diasporic audiences in 

London. The term ‘relatability’ refers to the idea that audiences identify and feel a connection 

between what they view on-screen and their real lives and experiences. As noted above, most 

of the existing scholarship maintains that diasporic audiences tend to appreciate and relate to the 

representations offered in Bollywood film (Banaji, 2006; Therwath, 2010; Dawson, 2006; 

Dudrah, 2006). Whilst my work with my respondents confirmed this to some extent, it also 

offered new insights. Some of the participants recruited for this study found that contemporary 

Bollywood is relatable and representative of real life. However, the research undertaken here 

suggests this may no longer universally be the case for most of their demographic. Rather many 

respondents also felt that contemporary Bollywood was ‘too modern’ for them to relate to. This 

chapter argues that the more recent films show audiences that Indian society is becoming more 

progressive, allowing participants to feel closer to India and its developing culture towards one 

that is more accepting of liberal values.  

 

Chapter Seven expands on the question of diasporic relatability of Bollywood cinema whilst 

exploring the differences between the responses from the Punjabi and Gujarati participants. 

My audience research found that most Punjabi participants did not consider themselves to be 

‘Indian’ in terms of their identity and expressed the desire for Bollywood’s representations of 

the Punjabi community to be less stereotypical. The Gujarati participants, on the other hand, 

widely considered themselves as ‘Indian’ and acknowledged the lack of Gujarati representation 

in film but did not find this to be concerning. This is because they were still able to relate to 

other aspects of Indian culture. The new findings I uncover in this chapter along with work 

preceding it contributes new knowledge about diasporic communities through an exploration 

of the differences amongst participants of their perceptions of Bollywood’s representations, 

specifically regarding their regional Indian background.  

 

The final chapter (Eight) explores the complexity of diasporic audience reception of Bollywood 

film by examining how the off-screen actions of celebrities can affect the choice and reception 

of film. It explores in detail how stars with familial connections with other established stars are 

perceived and how this impacts audiences’ consumption of them, the reception of the 

characters they play and of film itself.  
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The chapter will then move on to an analysis of participants’ thoughts on the social media 

activism and political stance of Bollywood stars and the effect of these on star preference and 

film consumption. It was found that if the political or social views of celebrities that were 

expressed on social media did not align with audiences’, this directly impacted on their 

perceptions of the characters the stars played in films. These new cultural discoveries 

contribute to existing scholarship on celebrity studies and film stardom, particularly as they 

illustrate the notion that audience and star alignment is still of paramount importance. This is 

alongside the audience’s desire to truly ‘know’ the star, in both film consumption habits and 

reception, as was originally argued by Dyer in 1979. Additionally, the chapter ventures into 

the significance of social media which has made inevitable changes to the way that audiences 

connect with stars, as my findings here show that social media makes for a key space where 

audiences acquire information on Bollywood celebrities’ views. This space is used to 

determine the path of audiences’ own media consumption choices and habits.  

 

Concluding remarks  

Overall, this work brings much-needed critical nuance to claims made about individuals in 

diasporic settings. The analysis of both cultural artefacts (in this case, film) and the direct 

voices of young individuals through interviews brings a rich roundedness to the scholarly field 

of diaspora and film by charting a course through the originally monolithic claims about 

diasporic identity in a globalising world, whilst also creating new knowledge about lived 

experience. But before the main analysis begins of both films and its diasporic audiences, it is 

first of paramount importance to establish the theoretical framework of the thesis through a 

review of the relevant literature, outlining in detail the gaps in academic research that this work 

aims to address.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



  

 24 

Chapter One: Literature Review and Theoretical Framework  

This research aims to gain new insights into the young Indian female diaspora’s relationship 

with Bollywood film. As such it is interdisciplinary in nature, involving film and media studies, 

sociology and anthropology, and theorizations from multiple cross-disciplinary research fields, 

including diaspora studies, globalisation, identity, gender, and Indian culture. The aim of this 

chapter is to outline existing research in these fields and to demonstrate how my research fits 

into this body of work, and how it will contribute new knowledge to it in terms of research 

findings and theoretical arguments.  

 

This chapter will begin with an overview of globalisation processes and its impact on India by 

emphasising that globalisation has allowed Bollywood to reach larger global audiences through 

more efficient distribution and audience access, whilst adapting local cultures, identities, and 

film as opposed to dominating them. A discussion of gender, identity and Bollywood will then 

follow in which I aim to offer an outline of literature that analysed representations of women 

in the 1990s as well as shifting notions of masculinity in Bollywood cinema. Doing this will 

set the foundation for this thesis which will determine whether the arguments made in literature 

focusing on women in Bollywood in the 1990s are still persuasive in relation to contemporary 

films, and if so to what extent. This chapter will then end with a section focused on diaspora 

identities and how scholarly approaches have developed from diasporas being perceived as 

fragmented and homogenous to assertive ‘new becomings’ and complex. A discussion of 

diasporic identity specifically in relation to Bollywood will come thereafter and will emphasise 

that this thesis does not agree or disagree with past academic literature which argued that 

Bollywood film was appreciated by diaspora audiences as they took pleasure in viewing them. 

The research also accounts that diaspora audiences find contemporary Bollywood to be ‘too 

modern’ to relate to.  

 

The intention of this chapter’s structure is to move from context (globalisation and Bollywood) 

to exploring scholarly work on gender representations and their changes in Bollywood as well 

as NRI representations, to diaspora audiences and how they negotiate identity. In doing so, this 

will set the foundation for the analysis sections of the thesis as it demonstrates how this research 

makes an intervention in existing research on Bollywood through the discussion of findings 

from textual analysis of a selection of films and audience study.  
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SECTION ONE: Globalisation, society, cultural identity  

Globalisation and cultural studies are another two key research fields that this research falls 

into as Bollywood is attracting global audiences (Kavoori and Punathambekar, 2013), and its 

films are now much more accessible online since the rise of the internet and digital media. It is 

worth highlighting that Bollywood is not just said by scholars including Dudrah (2006) and 

Banaji (2006) to be a key part in constructing its audiences’ identities (and this is true for 

Indians in India as well as diaspora Indians), but that Bollywood also reflects society and 

culture. It is of course important to determine what is meant by the term ‘culture’. Raymond 

Williams (1983) has emphasised that the term ‘culture’ is one of the most difficult words in 

the English language as definitions of it are so widely varied. Athique (2016, 21) adds that its 

everyday usage tends to refer to artistic endeavours, social behaviours as well as linguistic, 

racial, and religious identities, whilst mass media and consumerism have massively expanded 

the usage of the term. This is because audience and digital cultures exist today in multiplicities. 

Baron and Byrne (2003) define the term as a system of shared values and perceptions held by 

individuals whilst Varnum and Grossman (2017, 957) refer to culture as “a set of ideas, beliefs, 

norms, and behaviours shared by or common to a group inhabiting a geographic location”.  For 

this study, these definitions will be explored to determine how women are represented on-

screen in Bollywood and how young Indian female diasporic individuals may use these 

representations to negotiate their own identities. As Athique (2016, 23) puts it: “The way in 

which culture is defined in theories of nationalism becomes absolutely central to our 

understanding of the linkages between media and nation”.  

Boas (in Boas and Bunzel, 1986), a renowned anthropologist, argues that humans are 

constantly evolving and that cultures are a result of such evolution. Because societies tend to 

have subcultures or various sets of behaviour and beliefs, the qualities that determine a 

subculture should not be assumed to be the same as society’s main culture. Culture is also 

learned, shared and integral to an individual or group sense of identity (Hall and Du Gay, 1996). 

The discussion regarding why cultures change has also dominated sociology and cultural 

studies. Varmun and Grossman (2017, 957) define cultural change as developments in ideas, 

norms and behaviours of a group of people over time, typically decades or centuries.  

In addition to this, cultural globalisation is core to debates about Bollywood as more and more 

scholars have argued that Bollywood has changed significantly since the 1990s, particularly 

with regard to the representation of society as well as women (Sharma and Namban, 2016; 
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Manzar and Aravind, 2019; and Agarwal, 2014, 117) and the addressing of taboo topics 

including homosexuality (Dudrah, 2012). A growing number of scholars including Virdi 

(2003), Prasad (1998) and Alessandrini (2001) contend that there is a strong influential link 

between Indian cinema and the political and social status quo, as well as the history of India. 

This is because Bollywood is considered to be concurrent with Indian society. Being concurrent 

does not necessarily have to be conservative but adapting to cultural and societal change.  

It is also argued by Dudrah (2006) that Bollywood cinema is reflective of society, whilst Dwyer 

(2014) approaches this with more nuance in contending that it is also constructive of an ‘ideal’ 

society. Here, there is more sophisticated grasp of the argument which is cautious of suggesting 

that film is ever only merely a ‘reflection’ of society and requires complexifying- as Dwyer 

states. Through the textual analysis of both contemporary films and those released in the 2000s, 

this thesis considers the balance between Bollywood film reflecting and constructing social 

change by exploring how these texts reflect public opinion. This includes investigating whether 

opinions towards marriage, pre-marital relationships, and divorce rates, actually drive such 

change in Bollywood; or whether films otherwise distract viewers from the slow rate of societal 

change in India.  

It is equally as important to consider the pressing question of what globalisation is, due to the 

wide varied definitions and perceptions of the term in the field. Thus, it is key that the leading 

scholarly definitions of the term are considered before it is discussed in further detail about 

Bollywood and cultural identity. Steger (2017, 15), who has published a short introduction to 

globalisation, defines the term ‘globalisation’ as the “expansion and intensification of social 

relations and consciousness across world time and space”, as well as “growing worldwide 

interconnectivity”. Additionally, Held et al (1999) state that the concept of globalisation 

reflects the idea that the world is rapidly changing and constantly being moulded into an inter-

linked space through economic and technological forces. An examination into the changes that 

Bollywood may have experienced between 2000-2020 whilst also considering pre-2000s 

Bollywood, contributes towards the understanding of how globalisation may have affected 

Indian cinema in terms of its cinematic representations and narratives involving gender and 

social issues. The term globalisation is also notoriously known in academia to be polarised as 

it is often characterised largely as either a positive or negative of the two forces, although more 

recent scholarly work argues in a more nuanced way as I will next explore. It must also be 

noted that identity negotiation and changes to Bollywood cinema are different issues that are 
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each affected by globalisation respectively through the changing of cultural values as well as 

wider film distribution and accessibility.  

Globalisation: a pessimistic approach  

The notion that (real) globalisation processes are changing the world and that they impact both 

Bollywood production and distribution as well as diasporic identity is a key debate that this 

thesis addresses. In the past, scholars tended to view globalisation in a negative light, linking 

the concept to imperialism and constructing it as almost another form of colonialism. Scholte 

(2005, 57) for example, views globalisation as a “process of dispersing various objects and 

experiences to people at all inhabited parts of the earth” and draws on scholars who link 

globalisation to homogenisation due to “worldwide cultural, economic, legal and political 

convergence”. This is in the sense that Western culture is dominating global and local cultures. 

Beltran (1978) refers to cultural imperialism as a “veritable process of social influence by 

which a nation imposes on other countries its sets of beliefs, values, knowledge, and 

behavioural norms”. Schiller (2010) is another who argues in line with the cultural imperialism 

thesis and contends that “imperialism, understood as a system of exploitative control of people 

and resources, is alive and well” (Schiller, 2010, 250).  

In relation to Indian culture, these scholarly positions on globalisation argue that Western 

culture is influential on both Indian culture and its society, which is something Miller (2015) 

has also noted. That the impact of globalisation on India and its culture matter to this thesis 

was apparent to me even prior to undertaking the audience studies that follows, since in my 

informal conversations with the young Indian diaspora in London I have consistently found 

that many find contemporary Bollywood to be ‘too modern’ for their own media and narrative 

preferences. Matusitz and Payano (2011, 134) have also stated that Bollywood movies have 

been influenced by Hollywood and Western productions, although they emphasise that 

globalisation does not automatically lead to cultural Westernisation. This will be explored 

further in the audience study chapter.  

Scholars including Jindal (2013) argue that globalising forces can be detrimental to Indian 

national culture in the sense that Western ideals and their polarisation have resulted in the 

transformation of lifestyles and values. Bhoje (2015, 59-60) states that alongside capitalism, 

one of the major developments in Indian society involves changing family and marriage values. 

For instance, the concept of a joint family is declining in terms of practice, and divorce is 
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becoming more and more common due to Western influences. As proposed by Jindal (2013, 

69) these are seemingly detrimental effects of globalisation on Indian culture. Although 

Bhoje’s (2015) position on globalisation and its effects on Indian culture and society is 

ambivalent as she does not view this as either positive or negative, her claims offer substance 

to the cultural imperialism narrative in relation to India. Jindal’s position on globalisation and 

its effects on Indian culture, on the other hand, is primarily negative, particularly as he states 

that the traditional units of immediate and extended families are eroding due to Western 

influence. It is vital to determine whether such changes are represented in contemporary 

cinema, how these portrayals may have changed over time, and if these sceptical attitudes may 

also be present amongst the young Indian female diaspora living in London.  

All these scholars argue that globalisation exercises homogenising power, therefore potentially 

damaging, or destroying local, international cultures as it is another form of colonialism in 

which Western culture is the dominant. As noted, this is also argued by scholars as the case 

regarding Indian culture. Although the aim of this thesis- particularly the film analysis 

chapters- is to examine the representations of gender and liberal values within a typically 

conservative society both presented on-screen and its existence in real life in Indian 

communities, the underlying argument that globalising forces have changed the world, thus 

making culture more complex and connected, will form the foundation of this study. My 

interviews with young Indian women will help determine whether individuals view the changes 

in Bollywood’s portrayal of Indian society and culture to be positive or negative, or positioned 

somewhere in-between the two with nuance. But for now, the opposing arguments for the 

globalisation and cultural imperialism thesis will be discussed.  

Contradictions to cultural imperialism and its pessimistic paradigm  

Despite many scholars taking up a pessimistic view of globalisation and its effects, more 

scholars adopt a more nuanced, optimistic view. Although the debate surrounding cultural 

imperialism is not the focus of my thesis, the components of its arguments are convincing- for 

example, references to growing complexity, diversity and more interconnectedness between 

communities. This is especially the case when exploring how these notions impact both 

Bollywood production and distribution, as well as identity.  

Bollywood films are consumed not only in India, but also in the rest of South Asia, the Middle 

East and China. For instance, the film Dangal (which I analyse in Chapter Three), proved to 
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be popular amongst audiences in China, and led to a demand for Bollywood markets from 

Chinese distributors (BBC, 2017). This was partly since some tenets of Indian and Chinese 

cultures are quite similar, especially when it comes to conservative, traditional values. 

Therefore, in China, there is an appetite for films that focus on cultural issues and achieving 

progress in society according to more liberal values including gender equality and 

individualism. Due to what Appadurai calls ‘Mediascapes’, the films are not exclusive to the 

Indian territory. Athique (2016, 5) outlines that in the past, the international tastes of the global 

elite have been seen as potentially damaging to culture and society and emphasises that it would 

be wrong to assume that this is truly the case. This is due to the idea that globalisation is seen 

by scholars such as Dalglish (2006) and Friedman (1999) to connect global communities, 

inviting individuals to become part of other communities therefore enriching cultures and 

individual minds and experiences. Therefore, there is growing complexity in regard of the 

scholarship when it comes to the concepts of Bollywood narratives, representations, and the 

identities of individuals and communities. This is in the sense that contemporary Bollywood 

narratives and representations have become more aligned to ‘liberal’ values, hence causing 

complexities when it comes to diasporic identity negotiation.  

Glocalisation/adaptation of local cultures as opposed to dominating  

As a key globalisation scholar, Straubhaar (2010) notes that although he is rather optimistic 

about globalisation, he- at the same time- agrees that cultural imperialism does exist and is at 

variance with scholars such as Beltran (1978) who take a pessimistic approach to globalisation, 

particularly in relation to the media. What Straubhaar does is suggest an alternative idea and 

therefore contends that the creation of commercial media genres and their success in the 

“national, regional, and even world marketplaces represent a step beyond traditional 

dependence into an (admittedly commercialised) interdependence within the capitalist world 

system” (2010, 270). He also emphasises the idea that glocalisation of media, ideas, and 

societal norms is key to prevent the homogenisation that is arguably inflicted through 

globalising forces. Glocalisation, as Friedman (1999) defines, it is referred to as “the ability of 

a culture, when it encounters other strong cultures, to absorb influences that naturally fit into 

and can enrich the culture, to resist those things that are truly alien, and to compartmentualize 

those things that, while different, can nevertheless be enjoyed and celebrated as different”. In 

other words, the concept of glocalisation adds to the diversity of society and culture without 

completely changing it and not being able to recognise it. This process thus involves the 
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adaptation of Western cultures (Straubhaar specifically talks about US culture) according to 

the core values of the local/international culture, creating a new hybridised culture. This 

emphasises the fact that instead of encouraging the negative aspects that are considered to come 

under cultural imperialism, Bollywood movies represent diversity in terms of society and 

culture. This is in the sense that both Western and Indian cultures are intertwined in narratives, 

thus also appealing to global audiences.  

As well as Glocalisation and the diversification of cultures, another concept that argues against 

the idea of the existence of cultural imperialism, is the notion that the inter-flow of cultures 

between nations is a two-way process. A further scholar who adopts a more optimistic outlook 

on globalisation in line with this train of thought is Naficy (2010) who counter-argues the 

cultural imperialist narrative by stating that the flow of influence is simply not in one direction. 

For instance, Indian culture can also offer factors that influence Western culture just as Western 

culture influences Indian culture. The underlying argument that drives this study- particularly 

the textual analysis chapters- is that Bollywood narratives have fluctuated over time by 

becoming very modern and ‘liberal’ during the 2000s and then beginning to integrate 

traditional Indian values and conservative attitudes within ‘apparent’ liberal storylines post-

2010 (Manzar and Aravind, 2019). Hence, it is my hypothesis that Bollywood cinema has, like 

Indian culture, also been undergoing processes of Glocalisation after being very modern in the 

mid-2000s.  

Transnationalism and a new ‘global’ culture 

As a strand of Globalisation, Transnationalism started to become prominent in academic 

literature in the 2000s. The concept of Transnationalism suggests a weakening of the concept 

of the ‘nation-state’ and its control over its borders, inhabitants and territory due to globalising 

forces. As the world becomes increasingly interconnected due to technology and the moving 

of people and things across distances (Appadurai, 1996) identity has become more complex. 

Scholars therefore need to emphasise how the media raise or erase boundaries between 

communities. Transnationalism also affects society as it is not only considered to weaken the 

national ‘we-feeling’ but also opens possibilities for new communities of belonging.  

In line with these arguments, Dalglish (2006) argues that the process of globalisation is a 

positive force that unifies widely different societies, integrating them into a “global village”, 

and enriching audiences regarding knowledge, attitudes, and values in the process. This 
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argument contests the cultural imperialism narrative as it suggests that rather than Western 

culture dominating international cultures and causing them to deteriorate, globalisation allows 

communities to join and share values and experiences from their respective cultures, thus 

creating a new global culture. For this study, cultures that involve a mix of both Indian and 

Western cultures will be explored through the textual analysis of films and the interviews with 

young diasporic women. The ‘global village’ is linked to the concept of ‘Transnationalism’, 

which is defined by Schiller et al (2007) as the “processes by which immigrants build social 

fields that link together their country of origin and their country of residence”. Vertovec (2011, 

576) has stated that transnationalism has taken on broader meanings to cover migrants, 

diaspora, and tourists, and is increasingly being referred to as interactions and cultural flows 

between nations. The so-called concept of the ‘global village’ links to transnationalisation, as 

the idea of transnationalism refers to the notion that national borders are not obstacles to 

information and experiences due to the global inter-flow of communities and media products, 

therefore leading to ‘transnational’ citizenship. Vertovec (in Athique, 2011, 5) states that 

transnationalism refers to the linking of people and institutions across the border of nation 

states.  

Vertovec (2001) also claims that transnational popular cultures influence personal identity 

(Athique, 2011, 5). This is because he claims the experiences and knowledge from multiple 

cultures and sites influence the construction of identity, as it represents various factors 

including cultural differences and class (Vertovec, 2001, 578). The arguments of these 

academics all lead to a critical position that cultural flows are not geographically bound, and 

constantly change its territories and national structures, which is something Athique (2011, 4) 

has also pointed out. Relating these arguments to this thesis, Bollywood cinema crosses borders 

to reach a wider, global audience, including the appeal to the Indian diaspora, allowing 

individuals to ‘immerse’ themselves in Indian culture and values. Therefore, Bollywood 

cinema is known to unify global audiences.  

Scholars have also engaged in research which contradicts the belief- as explored earlier- that 

globalisation and transnationalism have had a detrimental effect on culture and society, 

including India. The alternatives to this argument are important when exploring whether the 

young female Indian diaspora living in London believes that the change in Bollywood cinema 

is positive or not. One scholar who critiques the idea that globalisation has a detrimental effect 

on society is Appadurai (1996, 52). He argues that due to transnational cultural flows including 



  

 32 

those associated with the mass media, tourism and migration, individuals now can consider “a 

wider set of possible lives than they ever did before”. Rather than arguing in line with scholars 

who are pessimistic about globalisation and transnationalism, Appadurai instead emphasises 

that these wider sets of possibilities and opportunities provide an arena for “conscious choice, 

justification, and representation” (in Derne, 2005, 35). Derne (2005, 39) has expanded on this 

theoretical point in his research on the effects of globalisation. From the findings in his 

interviews with young middle-class men in India, he asserts that whilst they were aware of a 

“wider set of possible lives”, cultural globalisation “has only increased their vigorous defense 

of local family lives and gender culture” (2005, 39), whilst affluent Indians embraced 

alternative cultural ideas enhanced by globalisation (2005, 46).  

Another scholar who has undertaken research on gender and culture in a ‘new’ transnational 

class in modern India, is Radhakrishnan (2011) who states that this class is full of 

contradictions including the enhancing of Indian development but holding onto the tradition of 

family importance. Specifically, in relation to gender, she confirms from the data obtained from 

interviews with young working Indians that women are encouraged to be empowered in terms 

of freedom of speech and career, but limitations exist at the same time (including marital 

pressures) due to the enforcing of traditional Indian culture. Regarding my own research, 

studying the effects of changes in Indian culture and society regarding globalisation and 

representation in Bollywood film, offers an opportunity to consider how media consumption 

shapes an individual’s identity, including behaviour, values, and social life amongst women in 

the young Indian diaspora.  

Reflexive modernisation, globalisation, and identity  

The concepts of liberalism and modernity are of paramount importance to lay the foundation for 

this research. It takes a careful approach not to conflate the concepts of liberalism and modernity 

as they carry different meanings, despite the misconception that they are somewhat 

interchangeable as they are often linked together. A key scholar in modernisation theory is Weber 

(in: Turner, 1993) who famously argued that modernity involved replacing the traditional 

worldview with rationality, which was first developed in Western and Central Europe (see 

Eisenstadt, 2000, 3). By tradition, Weber referred to generational values that are passed down to 

maintain stability, which tends to be favoured due to the strong attachment that communities 

have for sentimental and long-established ways of life, primarily due to the belief that these have 

been successful thus far. Weber also states that traditional ways of thinking can prevent change 
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and innovation, and that modern societies tended to prefer rationality. This is because it is seen 

as more efficient in comparison to tradition since sentimental ties to the past interrupt the rational 

worldview and prevent future change. Weber, as well as other key sociological scholars including 

Marx and Durkheim all assumed that modernity would ultimately prevail throughout the world, 

although perhaps not completely, just as it developed in modern Europe.  

Eisenstadt draws upon the work of these scholars and offers an alternative theory through the 

coining of the term ‘multiple modernities’ (2000) and argues that modernity should not be 

conflated with Westernisation. Instead, the expansion of civilisation and modernity did not 

necessarily lead to homogenisation and the formation of a unified civilisation, but alternative 

interpretations of modernity. He further states that countries develop their own distinctive 

patterns of modernity as globalising processes contribute to the reconstruction of many 

traditional components in society. This argument is useful to consider when exploring what 

multiple factors account for changes that may have occurred in Bollywood cinema between 

2000-2020 as this study will be examining how values have developed during this period in 

accordance with globalisation, and whether this is received positively by the London female 

diaspora. Kaarsholm (2007) makes the case as to why engaging in such research is important as 

he asserts that film makes a crucial arena for negotiating control of modern culture.  

In terms of recent scholars who have written about the concept of modernity, Vinod (2016, 58) 

defines modernity as the constant renewal of society through the re-creation of institutional 

ideological structures. Relating this to Indian culture, Radhakrishnan (2011, 56) also claims that 

the notion of ‘Indianness’ is often considered contradictory to the ‘global’. The term ‘Indianness’ 

involves the wearing of traditional Indian attire, and family values such as respect for elders and 

sacrifice (Virdi, 2003, in Ayob and Keuris, 2017, 40). This is contradictory to the global because 

the concept of the ‘global’ encourages maintaining an ‘Indian’ core but also adopting a global 

persona purely for the purposes of advancement. As this ‘global’ culture is often labelled as 

‘liberal’, it can be contended that over time, contemporary Indian society is undergoing gradual 

change towards the acceptance of liberal values in more urban areas, although there is still a 

strong sense of conservatism and traditional values that persist from nationalist sentiments that 

arose during the colonial era (Virdi, 2003). This idea aligns with Vinod’s (2016, 58) definition 

of modernity as the constant renewal of society due to the changes that Indian society has 

experienced since it was granted Independence in 1947.  
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The idea that India has recently been experiencing a plethora of liberal shifts is something that 

Brosius (2010) argues for, while she also further emphasises that the rapid rise of the middle 

class in India is significant to the ‘modernisation’ of the nation. It is assumed that those in India 

aspiring to be a part of this growing class must adhere to a range of so called ‘modern’, 

‘Western’ values, which includes consumerism and individualism. Other values include the 

acceptance of love marriages, and freedom for individuals to make their own decisions 

regarding life choices. This work is useful in the sense that Brosius has found that urban spaces 

are restructured to cater for the ‘new elites’ including consumer culture and industries such as 

wedding and beauty businesses. This argument forms a key part of the theoretical framework 

of this study as it aims to determine whether this also applies to representations of values and 

women in Bollywood cinema. In terms of one of the limitations of Brosius’ work is that she 

does not go beyond an analysis of media images. Examining the changes and anxieties over a 

new urban culture in India, would have offered greater insight into the fields of cultural and 

societal change had it explored the relationship between the media and social practices and 

behaviour. This could have been through further data on social practices such as marriage and 

divorce, or even ethnographic studies with Indians. Doing this would have enhanced the 

research by offering an analysis of how the media plays a role in the re-invention of Indian 

tradition and culture, as well as identity negotiation. Dwyer (2014) has argued that Bollywood 

cinema does not just reflect society, but also imagines it, thus playing a significant role in creating 

an ‘image’ of how Indian society should or could be. This makes it clear that researching changes 

over time in Bollywood cinema regarding its representations and narratives is worth undertaking 

to examine what exactly has changed in relation to societal developments and to explore why, if 

it has. As Therwath (2010, 2) puts it:  

Studying popular film is studying Indian modernity at its rawest, its crudities laid bare 

by the fate of traditions in contemporary life and arts. Above all, it is studying 

caricatures of ourselves’ (Nandy 1998: 7). These distorted reflections, one might add, 

not only exaggerate features but also paradoxically dictate patterns of normality. In this 

sense, they shape and impose exemplarity by broadcasting role models, figures of 

idealization and identification at once. Popular cinema is thus a major actor of social 

engineering.  

Leading globalisation scholar Appadurai (1996) also coins the term ‘Mediascape’, as already 

invoked above, as one of the five dimensions of globalisation. According to Appadurai, 
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‘Mediascapes’ are the global flow of media information, narrative, and images, thus allowing 

audiences to live in ‘imagined worlds’. This adds to Anderson’s (1991) notion of ‘Imagined 

Communities’ in which he argues that the media are crucial in the construction of an ‘Imagined 

Community’ for the masses, enabling them to understand the communities around them, and 

feel a part of it. Even though individuals will never know all their compatriots, there is 

something that connects them together. In the case of this research, this connection is the sense 

of diasporic belonging within Indian culture and society that Bollywood is key in representing. 

In Anderson’s own words:  

“It [the space] is imagined because the members of even the smallest nation will never 

know most of their fellow-members, meet them, or even hear of them, yet in the minds 

of each lives the image of their communion…” (1991, 6).  

Appadurai’s dimension of ‘mediascapes’ in reference to the concept of imagined communities, 

therefore, links Bollywood and globalisation together. Appadurai further states that the 

widespread availability of digital media along with increased flows of global migration in an 

era when the traditional boundaries of the nation-state are being torn, contribute to the creation 

of diasporic public spheres, thus allowing individuals and communities to construct imagined 

worlds that influence their identities. Ganti (2004) contends that in a globalising world, media 

texts have become an important symbol of the nation and cultural identity in India. This, 

therefore, makes it clear that examining contemporary Bollywood film and its potential impact 

on diasporic identity and culture is crucial for understanding the relationship between media 

consumption and its effect on values and behaviour. This is particularly the case as Appadurai 

also contends that globalisation is the primary driver of modernity due to the concept having 

the power to develop identity formation, the nation-state, and patterns of consumption.  

SECTION TWO: Gender, identity and Bollywood  

Gender studies is another core research field that this research belongs to, especially as one of 

its main aims is to explore how women are portrayed in contemporary Bollywood cinema, and 

how this may have developed since the 1990s. The main scholars whose work will be discussed 

in this sub-chapter, include Banaji (2006), Agarwal (2014), and Virdi (2003). As discussed in 

the context chapter, the values that arose in retaliation to British rule still form a core part of 

traditional Indian society today. Whilst India is experiencing a change where more women are 

opting to pursue careers outside of the home and have financial freedom to an extent (Biswas, 
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2016), this change has been gradual and mainly applies to more urban areas of India. Studying 

gender representation on-screen, particularly women in Bollywood, is important because 

gender inequality still exists in Indian society, and it will be influential in cultural studies to 

gain an insight into how films depict these inequalities that were discussed in this thesis’ 

context chapter. The growing feminist movement in India is another factor that forms a 

pressing context of the rationale for studying the portrayal of women in Bollywood cinema, 

further highlighting the need for it to be the subject of further research. Such feminist 

movements include the rising prominence of the #MeTooIndia movement which encourages 

women to speak out about experiences of sexual abuse and harassment (See Chapter Two). 

This next section will commence with a discussion of key features of patriarchy in Indian 

society and Bollywood, which will then be followed with an overview of the literature that is 

focused on the theoretical paradigm that dominated Bollywood studies and female 

representations prior to the mid-2000s. It is important to explore patriarchy before women’s 

roles and representations both in society and Bollywood because India is defined by patriarchal 

structures (Khurana, 2018). However, it is also noted by scholars that patriarchal structures and 

notions of masculinity both in India and Bollywood cinema are shifting within a context of a 

new, neo-liberal India (Mitra, 2020; Akgul, 2016).  

Representations of men and patriarchy in Bollywood  

Whilst this thesis focuses on the representations of women, female ‘empowerment’ and gender 

equality, the representation of male characters on-screen must also be discussed, particularly 

when investigating patriarchal structures both on-screen and in Indian society. Analysing the 

representations of male characters allows us to investigate the messages and social statements 

regarding ‘liberal’ values in India whilst complexifying its construction and mediation. This 

thesis does not merely suggest that films communicate messages in code and the aim is to find 

out what this is but implies that there is something far more complex occurring here between 

the reflections and constructions of society via the screen. Whilst the context chapter discussed 

patriarchy within Indian society in more general, this section will focus on literature examining 

men’s roles and patriarchy in on-screen representations in Bollywood film.  

It is, of course, of paramount importance to define the concept of ‘patriarchy’. Facio (2013) 

refers to a definition of the term as “A primitive social organization in which authority is 

exercised by a male head of the family, extending this power even to distant relatives of the 
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same lineage”. According to Gull (2014), patriarchy forms a core part of Indian society as it 

arose during the British Raj in retaliation towards colonial rule, as raised in the context chapter.  

Many scholars have undertaken textual analyses of Bollywood films, including Chatterji 

(1998), Mathur, (2002), Vishwanath (2002) and Nair (2002), who have all claimed that 

Bollywood tended to portray and support patriarchal structures. According to Sen (2001, 149), 

it was significant in 1990s Bollywood films to feature a strong father figure acting as the 

“carrier of ‘tradition’”, whilst Roy (2006, 125) proclaims that a key feature of Indian patriarchy 

is that there is no further discussion once the main patriarch decides on something. These 

assertions are vital to my research as I test this against representations of male characters in 

both the 2000s and 2010s. The notable intervention that this research intends to make in relation 

to notions of patriarchy is to offer insight into how Bollywood’s portrayals of gender have 

changed over time and whether this correlates to cultural developments in Indian society.  

MacKinnon (in Finklea, 2014) states that masculinities undergo constant change to maintain 

their hegemony by adapting to their object of subjugation. This is an argument that I will take 

up in the textual analysis chapters to illuminate how change has occurred since the 1990s in 

the way Bollywood represents gender roles in line with cultural change in India. Ram (2014) 

and Mitra (2020) have contended that there have been shifts since the 1990s in representations 

of masculinity on-screen in Bollywood. One important case study here is Amitabh Bachchan, 

who according to Mitra (2020), marked a significant change to representations of masculinity 

through the reinvention of his star persona from an ‘angry young man’ to ‘Benevolent 

Patriarch’. Mitra outlines that Amitabh Bachchan’s on-screen characters went from usually 

being a strict, angry patriarch to an ‘upholder of tradition’ patriarch who eventually learns his 

lesson/accepts defeat/changes his mindset, and then becomes a benevolent patriarch who 

imparts “wisdom and life lessons to the millennial Indian youth” whilst still continuing to 

“reinforce dominant hegemonic norms, thus ensuring the continuity of conservative values and 

traditions” (Mitra, 2020, 67). Mitra (2020) further contends that the notion of the ‘benevolent 

patriarch’ imparts wisdom and life lessons to the millennial Indian youth whilst reinforcing 

dominant hegemonic values to maintain Indian tradition.  

Amitabh Bachchan is not the only Bollywood actor to have undergone changes in his star 

persona over time. The stardom of Shah Rukh Khan (SRK), according to Ram (2014) also 

encouraged shifts in portrayals of masculinity through his creation of a “hero who is less 

aggressive and more focused on courtship” (Ram, 2014, 132-4). In relation to SRK’s star 
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persona, Gopinath (2018) argues that he “incarnates not only an economic shift within India, 

but also an affective shift within the dominant image of the male star in Hindi cinema” (2018, 

308) as he is the embodiment of emotion, soliciting a sentimental response from audiences.  

Referencing Hollywood cinema in the 1980s, Jeffords (1994, 136) asserts that there are strong 

differences between these two types of masculinities; whilst traditional portrayals tended to 

place emphasis on physical strength and anger, the ‘new’ portrayals depicted men who can 

express emotion and engage in friendship and romance. It is key to discuss the stardoms of 

Amitabh Bachchan and SRK when talking about patriarchy as they are both considered to be 

the biggest global Bollywood stars and key leading figures in the industry (Singh, Forbes, 

2015). The changes in masculinity as driven by these two stars in the 1990s and 2000s marked 

a notable change from the previous notions of the ‘hero’ on-screen. Male characters from this 

period including those played by SRK and Akshay Kumar expressed their emotion through 

tears and kindness, and through their respect for women and their communities.  

Relating Mitra and Ram’s arguments regarding shifts in masculinity to the selection of films 

that form the textual analyses of this thesis, most of the films’ main characters and protagonists 

are depicted with less aggressive traits. These include SRK in KANK and Kabir in DDD. 

Notably, although Ram’s work was written in 2014, her field research was undertaken around 

2006 and Bollywood has changed significantly since then, including Bollywood’s stardom. 

SRK has taken up more of a ‘benevolent patriarchal’ figure since Ram’s research, as has Aamir 

Khan, another Bollywood megastar who was also known for his romantic roles in the 1980s 

and 1990s. My own research will address the ways in which patriarchal figures and structures 

are illustrated on-screen in contemporary Bollywood.  

It is argued by Akgul (2016) that patriarchy can also be endorsed in the form of a woman, for 

example, a mother-in-law oppressing a bride, therefore complicating the idea that patriarchy is 

propagated simply in relation to men overpowering women. Akgul further adds that this 

example involves the bride and mother-in-law defining themselves within a relationship to a 

male subject whilst they compete, which points to the idea that patriarchy is not just a concept 

that defines the differences between women and men, but elders and the young. It does not 

simply involve men’s oppression of women but can come in many forms due to cultural change 

over time, as well as the idea that female patriarchs (matriarchs) tend to be villain characters 

and not celebrated or liked as much as male patriarchal characters.  
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These alternative paradigms (benevolent patriarch, and female patriarch) are essential to this 

research as the various definitions of patriarchy enrich this research by being open to further 

insights into how patriarchy operates as opposed to simply considering it only as angry 

oppression, and only men’s dominance over women. They will also be adopted in the textual 

analysis chapters when exploring representations of men in Bollywood film. An overview of 

the literature concerning the representations of women in Bollywood prior to the 2000s will 

now be offered to explore how previous work has approached this topic regarding theoretical 

framework, as well as what has been found that is convincing for this study and pinpoint the 

intervention this research is making in scholarly work.  

Representations of women in Bollywood: pre-2000s  

Work on representations of women in Bollywood film prior to the 2000s conforms to the 

argument that women tended to be represented stereotypically as domestic homemakers, 

serving the interests of men under a patriarchal society. Dasgupta (1996) has argued that Indian 

women have subordinate and restricted roles in society that mainly involve domestic duty 

according to Indian tradition. According to Agarwal (2014, 127), this is reflected in 1990s 

Bollywood as she states that many films post-liberalisation that were released in the 1990s 

showed a desire for a traditional way of life in which women were represented as homemakers 

whilst men were responsible for the family’s finances. Ram (2002) states that images of purity 

are constructed through the depiction of female characters as chaste and confined within 

marriage.  

 

Gargan (1993) claims that the ‘good’ and ‘ideal’ woman in Bollywood tends to be portrayed 

as long-suffering and submissive whilst Dasgupta and Hedge expand on this by contending 

that this ‘ideal’ woman is family oriented, makes sacrifices for others- especially men - and is 

juxtaposed to the ‘bad’ woman who is represented as ‘Westernised’, individualistic, and 

sexually driven. Dasgupta and Hedge (1998) have also argued that Bollywood film emphasises 

the idea of the ‘ideal’ woman, and this view is also adopted by many Bollywood scholars 

including Virdi (2003) and Agarwal (2014).  

 

The scholarly arguments made above all make a similar point; that women during the 1990s 

were primarily represented as submissive, tolerant, homemakers whose duty it was to look after 

the home through domestic duty, bearing children, and looking after the male family members. 

In terms of this thesis’ original contribution to the fields of film, gender, and cultural studies, 
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one of the insights it provides is a comparative discussion of the representation offered of 

women in two separate decades. Hence it in part determines whether the arguments made in 

the literature focusing on women in Bollywood in the 1990s are still persuasive in relation to 

contemporary films, and if so to what extent. Doing this will offer a more nuanced, 

complexified insight into contemporary representations of women and ‘liberal’ values towards 

Bollywood studies. Now, the more contemporary paradigms of studying Bollywood in relation 

to gender will be discussed. Then, an examination of how both paradigms is essential to my 

research due to the complexity of contemporary Bollywood and the changes of its on-screen 

narratives and representations over time will be offered.  

 

Bollywood and gender studies: contemporary representations 

While the arguments outlined above posit that women in Bollywood tended to be represented 

as submissive under patriarchal traditions in 1990s Bollywood, it is also noted in scholarship 

that representations of women in Bollywood cinema are changing. Sharma and Namban (2016) 

and Agarwal (2014, 117) contend that contemporary film tends to portray women as more 

independent, confident, and career oriented. This is therefore in contrast to previous 

representations of women as Agarwal states that the roles of women in Bollywood have 

changed over time, from female characters being dependent on their male counterparts to being 

independent and able to carry the story forward themselves.  

 

From a film studies perspective, Mulvey (1975) famously asserts how film depicts dominant 

and sexist ideologies through a ‘male gaze’ and contends that Hollywood film encourages 

audiences to look at female characters displayed for the male spectator’s pleasure, therefore 

bolstering a patriarchal system. According to landmark scholar, Mulvey, whilst the female 

persona makes for a key visual presence, the character does not contribute anything significant 

to the film’s narrative (Mulvey, 1975, 9). However, this argument is now being contested and 

complexified through literature that argues that Bollywood’s female characters are now being 

represented as independent, both in terms of their lifestyle and their role in its narratives 

(Agarwal, 2014). Whilst the arguments of Agarwal are valuable to this research particularly as 

she examines changes from the 1950s to the 2010s, she simply focuses on brief discussions of 

female characters. This thesis offers more depth and insight into the changes over time as 

opposed to an overview. One of the original contributions of this work is that it provides a 

comparison between two different decades (2000s and 2010s) of the representations of women 
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through in-depth textual analysis, and in doing so, it offers updated knowledge as to how 

Bollywood cinema in line with its national culture works together to develop over time.  

Ganti (2004) has contended that for Bollywood cinema to meet the demands of a competitive, 

global market, it should reflect various dichotomies in its narratives and characters, such as 

‘traditional and modern’ and ‘global and local’. Although this makes for a viable argument as 

representations of women became more liberal in the mid-2000s, I argue here that the balance 

between these so-called dichotomies is in fact much more stable in films released post-2010.  

The above paradigms concerning the representation of women are equally fitting to this 

research. Both the argument that women tend to be depicted in a traditional manner, and women 

now tend to be portrayed as more independent may apply to contemporary representations and 

forms an essential foundation for the textual analysis of films.  

 

Gender representations and audiences 

Researching Bollywood audiences with a focus on gender, Ram (2014 and 2010) aimed to 

“locate how Indian cinema mediates the constitution of gendered identities in the diaspora” 

(2010, 25) and how Indian immigrant women living in the West interpret gendered 

representations in Bollywood cinema. She found that Bollywood consumption contributed to 

the re-imagination and reconstitution of notions of gender, home and nation within 

transnational contexts (2014, 48). Through interviews with Indian immigrant women, Ram 

discovered that they expressed a preference for “gendered representations that communicate 

some degree of chastity and maternal deification” (2014, 122). Some of the women she 

interviewed also complained about the new representations of ‘Westernised’ women that 

started to arise in the 1990s as they felt that they were ‘defying’ Indian tradition. This offers 

good insight into the representations of gender in Bollywood cinema and the consumption of 

these because it allows diasporic individuals to develop a sense of national pride, belonging 

whilst immersing themselves in ‘Indian-ness’. However, as these interviews were carried out 

in the 1990s, the films and representations discussed are from films released during and prior 

to this period. Although this does not necessarily invalidate the work or make it outdated, it 

emphasises the need to contribute new research on gender, identity and Bollywood in relation 

to more contemporary texts, both at a time where film is more accessible than ever before due 

to technological changes and given that Indian society has undergone change since Ram was 

undertaking research (Brosius, 2010).  
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Reflecting on her experiences when interviewing young Bollywood audiences, Banaji (2013) 

has also undertaken work on Bollywood regarding gender. From their responses, she rejects 

the idea of fixed and rational identities in favour of more nuanced ones about gender and the 

media as she asserts that viewers are flexible in their readings of gender. She specifically states 

that although several unmarried female viewers residing in both Asian and Western cities took 

pleasure in consuming narratives stressing the importance of female chastity, sacrifice and 

respect for parents, these women themselves were engaged in sexual relationships (Banaji, 

2006). This suggests that the concept of identity is complex, and the fact that Banaji’s 

interviews were undertaken over ten years before this research was published, implies that the 

films that were discussed were 1990s films, as with Ram’s (2014) work. My own research also 

considers the possibility (that initially arose in the planning stages) that diaspora audiences 

now find Bollywood to be less relatable for them, thus not being as enjoyable as Banaji finds 

in her audience studies. This is one of the original contributions of this thesis as it makes a 

convincing intervention to literature that predominantly argues that Bollywood representations 

and narratives are appreciated by diaspora audiences (Ram, 2014) as they are able to immerse 

themselves in Indian culture and consume media that offer them a sense of belonging. My 

interviews with young female Indian diasporic women confirmed that whilst many of them 

appreciated 1990s Bollywood and welcomed the more ‘modern’ representations of women in 

contemporary film, they did not necessarily relate to them. The findings illustrate the 

complexity of diasporic consumption and do not agree with either side of the polarising views 

as to whether diaspora audiences appreciate or relate to contemporary Bollywood. It is the role 

of Chapters Seven and Eight to make this nuanced intervention, which will explore the findings 

in more detail.  

 

SECTION THREE: Diaspora, identity and Bollywood  

The concepts of both diaspora and identity are used and researched across various disciplines, 

and therefore multiple definitions exist. Most generally and historically, diaspora refers to the 

“dispersal throughout the world of people with the same territorial origin” (Dufoix, 2008). 

Adamson (2016, 292) argues that the more contemporary definition of ‘diaspora’ has taken on 

a broader meaning, as opposed to simply referring to the migration of communities. This is 

pertaining to the idea that transnational groups maintain a sense of “national or ethnic collective 

identity by cultivating strong ties with each other and with their real or imagined homeland”. 

It is well noted in contemporary academic literature that media texts- including film- allow 
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audiences to construct both their individual and community identities. In fact, the most seminal 

scholar in the field, Benedict Anderson (1991), as already noted, argues that the media are 

crucial in the construction of an ‘Imagined Community’ for the masses, enabling them to know 

about and understand their own community and to feel a part of it, making it possible for 

individuals and communities to imagine themselves and relate themselves to others.  

 

Diasporic groups, it is argued by scholars including Hall (2003) and Dudrah (2006), tend to 

gain a sense of belonging through media representations and maintain their diasporic 

consciousness by acquiring ‘updated’ images of the ‘homeland’. Hall (2003) also coined the 

term ‘new ethnicities’ to describe the combining of different cultural references that create new 

cultural forms and identities. The term ‘new ethnicities’ relates to that of the diaspora as these 

newly formed identities re-interpret the meaning of the ‘nation’ from the perspectives of the 

diaspora (Hall, 1996). Appadurai (1996) contends that global citizens use media 

representations and images to imagine their lives in more complex ways, whereby the media 

offer “strips of reality” that allow the diaspora to understand themselves and other cultures and 

communities.  

 

Past diasporic research has tended to conceptualise diaspora identities as being ‘torn’ in a ‘two-

cultures paradigm’, including between India and the West (Desai, 2004, 49) with tensions 

caused by differences between the two (Brinkerhoff, 2008, 244). This idea here is that the 

diaspora is viewed by residents of the homeland as ‘outsiders’, having been influenced by 

Western culture, and are, thus, considered by local Indian people to be unable to truly 

understand their struggles when it comes to political, social and cultural issues. This view has 

also been reflected in Bollywood. According to Kumar, (2011), prior to the late 1990s, 

Bollywood represented NRIs as betrayers of the nation having left their motherland for those 

who had previously ruled them under the British Raj and were widely seen to have ‘lost’ their 

path in maintaining their ‘Indianness’ due to immersing themselves in Western life and values.  

 

Returning to diasporic identity, Gilroy (1997, 334) claims that diaspora studies put “emphasis 

on contingency, indeterminacy, and conflict”, and that diasporic identity must be understood 

by academics as an identity that has emerged from tensions across various points of cultural 

difference from both the homeland and host nation. In other words, diasporic identity should 

be approached as fractured, as not having a true sense of belonging in either individuals’ home 

or host culture.  
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The ‘cultural space’ owned by diasporic communities, as Cunningham (2001) argues, is a site 

where individuals and communities “struggle for survival, identity and assertion” (2001, 136). 

The term ‘survival’ is meant to metaphorically refer to the idea of assimilation amongst the 

diasporic community and its individuals gaining a sense of belonging within both homeland 

and host cultures, whilst identity and its assertion covers the notion of interaction processes 

whereby diasporic individuals engage in order to assert, modify, challenge, or support 

respective societal and cultural values/attitudes. This study incorporates the idea of these 

interaction processes amongst the diaspora and how Bollywood contributes to the negotiation 

of individual identity or changes these processes in terms of behaviour and voice. Overall, the 

work of all these scholars argues a similar point; diasporic identity is generally perceived to be 

fragmented, and ‘trapped’ between two cultures in a globalising world (Adamson, 2016, 292).  

 

However, it is also noted in academia that the theoretical paradigm and our understanding of 

diaspora culture identity is now changing following nuanced viewpoints of the concept being 

too simplistic and generalised.  Athique (2011, 3), like Anderson (2016), is critical of seeing 

diasporas as homogenous groups being torn between two cultures. He states that most of the 

literature argues that diasporic media audiences can “either be considered to be engaged 

primarily with the maintenance of a global ethnic culture or beset by the challenges of 

combining different cultural streams”.  

 

This criticism and change form a key direction to my research. I argue that complex sets of 

shifting social referents hint at the fact that both Indian and Western cultures are slowly 

merging by becoming similar under globalisation, whilst both are also progressing and 

changing respectively. In respect of two cultures somewhat merging under processes of 

globalisation, Castells- in his theory of the Global Network Society- states that global cities are 

becoming increasingly inter-connected as they are joined together by dense flows of 

information (Athique, 2016, 4). Athique’s more nuanced position on diasporic communities in 

comparison to the two-cultures in tension argument, is justified by his reframing of diasporic 

identity as “hybridities” as opposed to minorities as their “inhabiting and interpreting of 

multiple cultures can engender cultural fusion and dialogue” (Lee, 2018).  This is useful for 

my own research as I explore how the Indian diaspora living in London respond to the 

developments in Bollywood regarding narrative and representations over time. There are also 
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other criticisms of viewing the diaspora as homogenous in scholarly literature, which will now 

be discussed.  

 

Scholarly criticisms of work on diaspora as fragmented: theoretical and conceptual 

weaknesses 

Concerning criticism of the concept of cultural identity amongst diasporic communities being 

treated as homogenous in literature, academics whose work departs from previous notions of 

diaspora include Adamson (2016) and Gsir and Mescoli (2015) who argue that a diasporic 

individual’s sense of belonging is subjective and can shift over time and across space, thus 

complicating diaspora studies and the inability to clearly define diaspora identity (Adamson, 

2016, 292). As Gsir and Mescoli argue, not every diasporic individual holds the same 

sentiments towards their ‘homeland’, as some may maintain a strong connection to it whilst 

others may not. This is because some may view either their ‘homeland’ or resident country as 

the dominant in terms of culture, as this is dependent on their individual upbringing and life 

experiences, including whether they have been encouraged to maintain strong cultural ties to 

their homeland by family and community, and whether they are exposed to a ‘dominant’ 

culture in their everyday life (2015, 12).  

 

In addition to these criticisms, scholars have also contested the idea that all diaspora people 

struggle with their identity. For example, Hall (1990, 1993) argued that imagined identities are 

reinvented through dislocated cultural practices. Diasporic identity is the subject of re-shaping, 

and this argument suggests an alternative to the two cultures paradigm as ‘dislocated practices’ 

and ‘reinvention’ does not connote to being ‘torn’. Hall also criticises scholarly treatment of 

the diaspora as a homogenous group.  

 

There are also contradictions in academic literature of the idea unpacked earlier that diasporic 

identity is ‘torn’ between two concrete cultures (in other words, they are fixed and 

geographically bound). It is also contended by Adamson (2016) that diasporic identity can shift 

over time due to technological and social changes as well as geographic ones. Such changes 

include advances in digital technology and wide usage of social media, as suggested by 

Georgiou (2013, 80) who argues that “minorities either turn away or against the nation through 

their own distinct uses of digital platforms” and Mansell (2010) who suggests that new 

technology can change cultural and political life whilst impacting the identity and citizenship 

of an individual. The advancement of digital technology therefore allows more and faster 
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global communication between societies, whether this agrees or is in contestation of ideas and 

values. In terms of Adamson’s statement that diasporic identity can depend on geographical 

factors, these include political and cultural change such as the move to more liberal values in 

a growing part of Indian society, as outlined by Brosius and Butcher (1999, 103) and Vinod 

(2016). As a criticism of the argument that all diaspora people struggle with their identity, 

Appadurai (1990) emphasises that diasporic identity is becoming increasingly part of a 

renewed global identity and cosmopolitanism as opposed to fractured identities displaced from 

the homeland culture. It is important to clarify that the reference here to ‘global 

cosmopolitanism’ does not only refer to migrants amongst the diaspora, as it also applies to 

Indians living in India. This is because whilst the media and mediascapes allows the diaspora 

to stay connected to their homeland and counterparts globally, at the same time, most can adopt 

a cosmopolitan stance. The greater interconnectedness between the diaspora and India can be 

a development regarding cultural identity as it can be argued that the Indian diaspora and local 

Indians are more able to relate to each other due to higher and faster levels of communication. 

Kao and Rozario (2008, 315) claim that this is evident in Bollywood’s inclusion of scenes 

involving Western practices such as nightlife scenes involving club culture (Kao and Rozario, 

2008, 315). It is noted by scholars (see also: Mishra, 2002; Kao and Rozario, 2008, 315) that 

“while the diaspora utilises Bollywood in constructing its identity, the diaspora likewise 

informs Bollywood’s imagined spaces”. This, along with changing perceptions of the diaspora 

in literature, means that the ‘space’ owned by diasporic communities regarding film, where 

identity is contested, warrants ongoing research.  

 

After evaluating the diaspora theories above, the more recent and more nuanced 

conceptualisations, which highlight the heterogeneity and fluidity of diaspora identity, are 

more helpful to this study and will form the foundation for the theoretical framework of 

discussions. The main factors that cause this heterogeneity are the existence of many regional 

descents, different religious backgrounds and different individual experiences of migration, the 

greater connectivity of migrants globally because of new technologies and modes of transport 

and the fluidity of identity more generally. In specific relation to this study and the fact that the 

audience studies are only focused on Gujarati and Punjabi diasporas, Vertovec (2000, 89) notes 

that in addition to religious, language and geographical differences, differences between these 

two groups are also cultural including values and social practices. The contribution this thesis 

makes particularly to diaspora studies focusing on its complexity, is an understanding of issues 

which are said to be considered sensitive in Gujarati and Punjabi communities respectively 
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(Part II of this thesis). For instance, I consider Punjabi diaspora perspectives and social activism 

in relation to the concern of religious and regional divisions in contemporary India.  

 

Before tackling this, it is worth foregrounding that scholars such as Takhar et al (2012) argue 

that academics need to recognise the significance of Indian cinema in diasporic society 

regarding belonging and identity. This is in the sense that Indian film “attempts to speak to the 

diaspora by conveying a new sense of ‘Indian-ness’, one that is less about citizenship and more 

about imagined identity and community” (Takhar et al, 2012, 1). The construction of an 

imagined community through cinematic representation is very important to any diaspora, 

according to Hall (2003, 223). Bollywood film is key for diasporic Indians to access and 

consume representations of Indian society and culture that may not be as prevalent in Western 

media and so it is important to explore whether- and if so, how- its consumption contributes to 

a shift in behaviour and values amongst diasporic audiences.  

 

Diasporic representation in Bollywood film 

Therwath (2010) argues that the NRI became the epitome of Indianness in 1990s Bollywood 

cinema to cater for the new profitable overseas market whilst being represented as an 

instrument of modernity in India. Therwath (2010) has claimed that although Bollywood has 

changed over a period between the 1960s/1990s regarding its portrayal of women, NRIs, and 

‘apparent’ liberal/Western values, it still attempts today to maintain a certain depiction of 

Indian nationalist discourse on-screen. Therwath’s (2010) persistent argument that the young 

Indian diaspora are now able to ‘connect’ with a ‘new’ India due to this ‘modernisation’ is key 

to this thesis regarding assessing developments in Bollywood over time. She asserts that 

Bollywood films were known to represent NRIs as ‘Others’ prior to the 21st Century, which 

then transitioned into idols of ‘desire’ and aspiration for local Indian audiences during the 

2000s due to the rise and prominence of the middle class in India. My study in part determines 

whether this is also the case with post-2010 Bollywood, which I define as ‘contemporary’ or 

‘new’ Bollywood, since I have found through the interviews with the young female diaspora 

that many noticed a shift in Bollywood in around 2011 regarding its portrayal of women and 

‘liberal’ values as well as its addressing of taboo topics.   

 

In a globalising world, it is important and pressing to understand how diasporic individuals 

manage and negotiate their identities and how the media helps them to do so. It can be argued 

that contemporary Bollywood texts help young female diasporic Indians living in the UK to 
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negotiate their identities differently from their parents who may hold an image of conservative 

India and social practices, a discovery Shenoy and A. Kulkarni (2013, 28) made in their work 

on parenting in intercultural contexts. This makes it even more clear that contemporary 

Bollywood film and its potential impact on diasporic identity and culture is essential to explore 

further.   

 

A key scholar who has contributed work to the field of Bollywood film itself concerning 

diasporic society is Dudrah (2006); whom my research also aims to expand on, and who studies 

what the messages and ideologies in the film Pardes (which is focused on NRI characters and 

an NRI location) are representing. Through qualitative interviews and textual analysis of the 

film, he finds that messages portrayed in Bollywood film are “reinterpreted and translated in 

the light of the actual diasporic contexts in which Bollywood audiences find themselves” and 

that film tends to offer “select possibilities in the formation of their subjectivities” (Dudrah, 

2006, 83). Dudrah’s work is a valuable contribution to film and diaspora studies as he attempts 

to merge sociology and film studies and weaves in the work of key sociologists such as Lacan 

and Denzin. Bollywood cinema, according to Dudrah requires further scholarly study: an 

exploration into the relationship between cinema and society through both audience study and 

textual analysis, and his research is illuminating in offering such endorsements of the methods. 

Dudrah argues that the South Asian diaspora are not passive viewers of Bollywood films, but 

in fact utilise the texts in their daily lives as films help towards the construction of their social 

selves (2006, 95).  

 

Dudrah also contends that Bollywood film is reflective of society, and this is tested in my 

audience studies to see if young Indian diasporic women living in London relate to 

contemporary representations of women on-screen. My pilot and audience studies have 

suggested that this may not be the case, in stark contrast to from previous scholarly work. This 

will be discussed later when outlining the wider gaps that this study aims to fulfil in the field 

of Bollywood and diaspora studies.  

 

Despite this, Dudrah’s research does not deepen the understanding of diasporic responses to 

Bollywood film in terms of identity construction or behaviour. This is because he simply 

focuses on how audiences read on-screen representations and narratives but does not venture 

further into how their readings may affect their behaviour in turn, contributing to the 

negotiation of their identity. This limitation of Dudrah’s work is also something that Miller 
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(2017, 35) points out in his work on the globalisation paradigm in Bollywood when discussing 

the value of Dudrah’s work to globalisation studies. It must be stressed, however, that this work 

of Dudrah’s is only one chapter in his book Sociology Goes to the Movies. It is possible that 

constraints may have meant that identity negotiation was not ventured into in more detail. 

Therwath (2010) contends that popular cinema is a major actor of social engineering in the 

sense that film tends to exaggerate reality whilst shaping role models and conveying ideologies 

at the same time. Dudrah himself states that: “South Asians are not just simple audiences of 

and for Bollywood media texts, but by using these texts in the daily and partial formation of 

their lives they are social actors too” (Dudrah, 2006, 170). However interesting this statement 

may be, it simply remains curiosity-invoking as Dudrah does not engage in further 

investigation into whether- and if so, how- these so-called formations contribute to the 

negotiation of identity or affect the behaviour of diasporic individuals. Dudrah’s analysis 

remains limited to what the film (Pardes) is representing and how diasporic individuals read 

these portrayals, as opposed to also exploring how the text may affect them and their 

communities, perhaps even leading to changes in social attitudes and practices. Hence, 

Dudrah’s work is arguably incomplete in his exploration of the relationship between cinema 

and society because he makes the claim that Bollywood film is key to identity negotiation 

without showing how concretely this works and is the case.  

 

To ensure that this research illuminates whether diasporic audiences use Bollywood to 

negotiate their identities, I specifically asked questions in the interviews that focus on identity 

and behaviour. Further, my follow-up interviews also allowed me a chance to reflect on the 

respondents’ original answers. This is to attempt to confirm that my research does not make 

claims without producing the evidence that Bollywood may be used for identity negotiation 

(even if it results in the rejection of modern Bollywood portrayals of India).  

 

Defining ‘identity negotiation’, Ting-Toomey (2015) outlines that the term refers to an 

individual’s multi-faceted identities, based on self-reflection and other social construction 

processes. In particular, according to Ting-Toomey, the concept of negotiation refers to the 

exchange of messages between multiple communicators (in this case, Bollywood film and the 

diaspora) in consolidating or threatening personal values, ideals, and behaviours (Ting-

Toomey, 2015, 418). Dudrah’s analysis remains limited to what the film is representing and 

how diasporic individuals read these portrayals in an immediate manner. Therefore, the 

complexity of identity construction is missing in Dudrah’s work, something that Alexander 
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(2010) and Feron and Lefort (2019) argue is important to advance conceptualisations of 

diasporic identity, as discussed earlier.  

 

His research is effective in contending that the consumption of Bollywood film is crucial to 

diasporic understanding of Indian culture through on-screen portrayals. However, there is a 

need for further scholarly understanding of diasporic culture by investigating whether 

Bollywood film allows the diaspora to gain a critical sense of self and belonging for the 

diaspora, whilst it creates a ‘space’ seen as an interconnected area of contestation regarding 

values, and cultural and identity politics (Georgiou, 2010, 31). My research adopts Ting-

Toomey’s definition as the theoretical foundation when undertaking the audience studies to 

acquire an insight into how young Indian diasporic females use Bollywood film to negotiate 

their own identities through their agreement, modification, and contestation of on-screen 

representations. By doing this, the research expands on Dudrah’s, Hall’s and Georgiou’s 

findings. What now follows is a discussion of literature that has utilised audience studies when 

exploring identity negotiation and Bollywood.  

 

Bollywood film and identity negotiation through audience studies 

Engaging in audience studies when researching Bollywood allows for direct insight into viewer 

consumptions and perspective, especially when exploring identity negotiation. Various 

scholars have undertaken audience research on Bollywood cinema from a diaspora perspective, 

including Banaji (2006), Durham (2006), and Ram (2014). Banaji’s (2006) work focusing on 

the audience’s relationship with Bollywood film has some focus on identity construction. She 

analyses 1990s globalised Bollywood films, and how male and female audiences both at home 

in India (Mumbai) and amongst the diaspora in London respond to representations of gender, 

sexuality, and ethnicity on-screen. Her research found that viewers tend to respond to 

fragments of texts- as opposed to the overall message- (Banaji, 2006, 156) in light of attitudes 

that have already been acquired in real life (Banaji, 2006, 117). She concludes that audiences 

tend to produce critical readings of films- concerning family structures and patriarchy (Banaji, 

2006, 27) in the sense that many of her respondents questioned the notion of certain portrayals 

of masculinity and femininity. One of the notable differences she found between her Mumbai 

respondents and London diaspora respondents, was that audiences in Mumbai tended to feel 

excluded by the display of affluence and intimacy on-screen, whilst audiences in London did 

not (Banaji, 2006, 176). Moreover, Banaji’s research showed that the identities of audiences in 

Mumbai were no more stable than their British counterparts in the sense that both groups 
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struggled with their identities in a changing, globalising world whilst Indian tradition still 

formed a key part of their lives.  

 

Overall, Banaji focuses on how the viewing of a text may alter or reinforce personal responses 

because of consuming films but in terms of limitations, the research does not go into detail as 

to how these responses may affect identity in the longer term or behaviour. Scholars have 

emphasised for the need to engage in these concepts. For example, Braziel and Manmur (2008, 

9) argue that diaspora studies need to move beyond theorizing how diasporic identities are 

constructed and consolidated and must also investigate how these diasporic identities are 

practiced, lived and experienced. My research explores how the young Indian female 

diaspora’s readings of Bollywood texts can affect real, everyday life regarding social practices 

and values in typically conservative communities through audience studies.  

 

Using interviews in her research on Bollywood regarding the female diaspora, Ram (2014) 

finds that the consumption of Bollywood films by young Indian diasporic women helps to 

consolidate ideas and images of India and Indian culture. She adds that Bollywood film also 

constructs a dichotomy between India and the diaspora’s host culture (the two-cultures 

paradigm) as it helps to engage in traditional Indian culture, which includes fashion, values, 

and language. This sense of belonging thus allows the diaspora to not feel isolated from Indian 

culture. The results of Ram’s study are a valuable contribution as it offers illustrative 

understanding of how the media affect the construction of a transnational identity within the 

Indian diaspora. This information is useful because she has outlined that Bollywood in fact 

does construct a transnational identity, which my study intends to explore further the analysis 

of more contemporary films, and recent interviews with diasporic women. It is, therefore, 

important to offer clarity as to how the concept of transnational identity is to be understood, in 

opposition to the diaspora being ‘torn’ between two cultures.  

 

Agreeing with Appadurai’s concept of ‘Mediascapes’, Athique (2011) in his work on 

transnational audiences and cultural experiences, further argues that the media have become 

active not only in negating space but also in bridging temporal divides between global cultures. 

Athique also asserts that transnational communication brings distant societies into sensory 

proximity and that this is key to the ways in which we define ourselves and the world around 

us. This is important to my audience research as it aims to find out whether diasporic audiences 

living in London feel more connected to India through their consumption of Bollywood 
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movies. I will be using Athique’s work when analysing the findings from the audience study, 

especially as he stresses the need for scholarly exploration of non-resident consumption of 

media texts which understands the “dynamics of the social imaginaries by which audiences 

situate themselves within a world of media flows”. In other words, to truly explore the notion 

of transnationalism properly, we need to examine how audiences consume and respond to 

media texts that do not originate from their resident location. My research responds to this 

scholarly call as it intends to do this through an empirical exploration of diasporic consumption 

of Bollywood films.  

 

Undertaking research in Indian popular culture and its relationship with diaspora concerning 

identity negotiation and social practices, Durham (2006) highlights the importance of film and 

television consumption in the lives of teenaged female second-generation Americans. 

Although her work explores the US diaspora (whilst mine focuses on the diaspora in London), 

her research still adds illustrative value to the fields of media and diaspora studies as it conveys 

the difficulties faced by the young diaspora, which includes the existence of inter-generational 

conflict between the participants and their older relatives who tend to hold conservative views. 

In terms of values and behaviour, Durham’s work claims that some of her participants 

consumed American media to be able to integrate into non-Indian communities but viewed its 

stereotypes as deterrents towards their own behaviour. These participants also expressed that 

there is a lack of realism in both South Asian and Western media representations in the sense 

that they are unable to relate to them, with South Asian texts being too traditional and Western 

texts being too liberal and far from the reality of their own lives. Durham (2006, 155) therefore 

concludes that her participants recognised the need to assert a new identity position that 

rejected both Indian and American texts.  

 

In terms of limitations, Durham’s research does not focus on Bollywood in particular, but South 

Asian and Western media in general, including film, television, and music. Bollywood was 

mentioned during Durham’s discussions with her participants, therefore emphasising its 

importance amongst the diaspora. The focus of my thesis is specifically on Bollywood as it is 

(arguably) the most accessible and popular form of cinema amongst multiple diasporas 

(including Indian) with its increasingly global reach, as claimed by Punathambekar (2013, 28). 

Durham’s research conveys the difficulties faced by the young diaspora (such as inter-

generational conflict and lack of realism in both South Asian and Western media 

representations), and therefore underlines some of what is required concerning further research 
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in the field by looking at how diasporic individuals utilise Bollywood in particular to negotiate 

their identities.  

 

It must be noted that Dawson’s, Dudrah’s, Banaji’s and Durham’s research were all published 

in 2006, and focus on texts from the 1990s. This does not make their work any less significant, 

but it underlines the need to engage in research that will offer updated, more nuanced academic 

knowledge in the fields of both Bollywood and diaspora, particularly as both Bollywood and 

Indian society have undergone significant changes since 2010, as well as Indian society. Since 

around 2010, more and more films now portray women on-screen differently in the sense that 

it challenges previous notions of Indian patriarchy.  

 

In addition, new audience research is required within the theoretical paradigm shift: away from 

the long-standing two (homogenous) cultures in tension framework to one that acknowledges 

the complexity and fluidity of diaspora identities (Georgiou, 2010; Alexander, 2010; Athique, 

2017; Feron and Lefort, 2019). All the above scholars have worked with this framework. 

Building on these recent interventions, I thus aim to contribute to advancing conceptualisations 

of diaspora identity whilst exploring how the consumption of Bollywood may potentially affect 

the identities of young Indian diasporic women in London- particularly about issues which are 

said to be considered as sensitive by many in both traditional Indian, and Indian diasporic 

society. This includes the Gujarati and Punjabi communities from which my research 

participants originate. These issues include gender inequality, the prospect of love marriages, 

divorce, and expression of female sexuality. Whilst the textual analysis aspect of my research 

will not be focusing on diaspora, investigating the internal complexity of participants in the 

audience studies will offer newer insights. This will be a departure from previous work 

undertaken within the field of Bollywood and diaspora studies that (as stated earlier) tend to 

perceive diasporic communities as being homogenous and fragmented. Finally, there is more 

literature focusing on representations in Bollywood in comparison to audience studies, thus 

justifying the need for an intervention in knowledge of Bollywood and diaspora audiences in 

relation to representations of women on-screen. Now, an in-depth insight will be offered 

outlining the development of Indian society and culture, and Bollywood over time since the 

British Raj in the form of the thesis’ context chapter.  
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Chapter Two: A historical insight into the development of Indian society 

and culture, and Bollywood since the British Raj  

 

Bollywood movies are considered an essential part of popular culture both ‘at home’ in India, 

and amongst the global Indian diaspora. Whilst this chapter adopts a descriptive form in part 

to trace this cultural landscape, importantly it examines the influence and impact of colonialism 

on Indian society and attitudes towards ‘Western’ values and women since the beginning of 

the 20th Century, as well as gender equality in Indian society, and how these have developed 

until today. It also offers a cultural overview and contextual insight into Bollywood’s industrial 

history, which is necessary here to help explicate the critical analysis of film and audience 

study that follows. Offering this sets up the foundation for one of the aims of this thesis: how 

‘modern’ and ‘traditional’ values concerning gender, sex, and relationships are represented in 

Bollywood film between 2000-2019, as it will place the work within wider historical and 

cultural context. An overview of how Bollywood represents notions such as patriarchy, and 

women as well as taboos, is important to this thesis is because the aim of the work is to adopt 

the stance that Bollywood films reflect society whilst also being constructive of it.  

 

The second half of this chapter looks specifically at the history of pre-marital relationships in 

Indian society, as well as changing attitudes towards marriage, and divorce. It is important to 

explore this history as it sets one of the foundations for the textual analysis chapters in which 

the portrayals of certain values pertaining to marriage are analysed in-depth. By considering 

historical factors and changes, this chapter assembles a framework outlining key instances of 

what has changed over time, providing some explanations as to the nature of Indian society, 

values, and culture today. This in turn, feeds the portrayal of Indian society on-screen in 

Bollywood cinema. As Chaudhuri (2012, 283) states, “any attempt to fully comprehend the 

making of the dominant discourse of the ‘modern’ and ‘traditional’ women will have to 

return… to the past”. This chapter’s aim of understanding the history of Indian culture and 

society facilitates the upcoming analysis chapters, as the contextual insight garnered acts as the 

foundation for their arguments regarding Bollywood’s representations and how some of these 

have changed over time.  

 

The nature of colonial and post-colonial India: The impact of the British Raj on Indian 

society  
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Beginning with a contextual insight into the nature of colonial India, it is important to 

emphasise how the impact of the British Raj played a key role in changing attitudes in Indian 

society over time. The British Raj refers to the period of direct rule that Britain had over India 

(including Pakistan and Bangladesh as they are now) from 1858 until decolonisation in 1947. 

According to Gull (2014), during this period, conservative attitudes towards society and 

patriarchy became prominent as anti-colonial sentiments grew stronger during the British Raj’s 

existence in India. Walsh (2004, 52) states that Indians felt the need to protect women from 

‘modernising’ and colonial forces, thus creating their own cultural identity as a form of 

nationalism (Chatterjee, 1993, 120). It was implied by many Indians that British forces in India 

meant that Indian men were considered not to be ‘capable of taking care of their own women’ 

(Chitnis and Wright, 2007, 1318), thus depriving them of their ‘masculine’, protective role in 

society. Virdi asserts that this renewed cultural identity involved the construction of the 

imagined nation and promoted specific ideas about family, patriarchal regimes, notions of 

“ideal” subservient women and loyalty to ancient traditions (Virdi (2003), in Ayob and Keuris, 

(2017, 40)).  

Although the discontent of the British Raj played a key role in the changing of Indian societal 

norms in the 19th and 20th Centuries, this is not to say that this led to the introduction of the 

ideals that formed the foundations of Indian nationalist femininity, such as duty, chastity, and 

dignity. India’s history is too rich to make such a sweeping statement. In fact, prior to the 

British colonising India, it had been ruled for centuries (between 1526-1761) by the Mughals 

who imposed Islamic laws. It is emphasised in historical scholarship that the Mughals had 

constructed notions of elite masculinity which underlined ideals of self-discipline and sexual 

restraint (Kalb, 2021, 6). In Kalb’s own words:  

“While elite women in the Mughal period were often described as chaste 

(‘iffat and ‘ismat),41 elite men were crucially characterized in terms of sexual 

temperance (pāk-dāmanī) or the lack thereof.42 Within this context, the arena of sexual 

relations functioned as a prime location for articulating narratives about normative 

masculinity, hierarchical status and social order” (Kalb, 2021, 6).  

 

It would be over-ambitious here to explore in detail, the changes that both the Mughal and 

British Empires made in India and its culture and society because of its rich history involving 

multiple rules, regions, and religions. But what has been outlined so far explains why Indian 

https://compass.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/hic3.12691#hic312691-note-0041
https://compass.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/hic3.12691#hic312691-note-0042
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culture has developed over centuries from being one that produced the Kama Sutra, an ancient 

text on sexuality and eroticism, to another with typically repressive cultural traditions. Despite 

being a Hindu nation, India has historically been shaped by Islamic notions. The ideologies 

surrounding women’s dignity and role in society that exist today in India have been shaped by 

both empires; these elite Mughal standards were (covertly) preferred and emphasised by 

Indians to challenge British rule.  

Srivinas (in Allendorf, (2013, 456)) suggests that the adoption of developmental idealism that 

was encouraged by the British to ‘modernise’ India was “paradoxically intertwined with the 

adoption of high caste culture that runs counter to it”. This is because traditional family 

practices and values that tended to define high castes did not align with the values of 

developmental idealism, which includes beliefs that help “establish the importance of freedom 

and equality as human rights in both the public and private spheres” (Thornton and Philipov, 

2009, 1). These values are: gender egalitarianism to some extent, as well as late and self-choice 

marriage; traditional values formed the core of Indian nationalism. This argument explains at 

least in part why the nature of contemporary Indian culture and society today is so complex 

and paradoxical, particularly about the tensions between traditional and modernising forces in 

India.  

It is also noted by scholars including Sen (2009, 145) that nationalism was in the making for 

decades as the rise of Hindu nationalism alongside the processes of economic liberalisation 

post-1991 drastically transformed the national public sphere and nation state as well as India’s 

socio-economic and political arenas. This transformation refers to the introduction of reduced 

import tariffs and the deregulation of markets, leading to an increase in economic growth and 

foreign investment post-1991. Ideologically, this led to Hollywood cinema being quickly 

distributed to India which consequently influenced the narratives of Bollywood film, changing 

the landscape of Indian entertainment which became more commercialised, as in the US.  

Sen (2009, 147) asserts that the two processes of Hindu nationalism and liberalisation meant 

that there is an existence of a ‘curious’ paradox in India. She notes that economic liberalisation 

did not necessarily mean that global brands became prominent in the Indian market, it simply 

ensured that such brands were ‘invisible’ yet valuable in society. This means that the ‘global’ 

became a part of wider aspirations and desires in Indian society. In a similar vein, Hindu 

nationalism, as Sen states, did not just affirm a certain kind of religiosity, but rather encouraged 

the notion of the Hindu feudal family. The idea of the Feudal Indian family refers to the 
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emphasis of patriarchy in society as well as other traditional Indian values including respect 

for parents and elders, and the importance of family. Like Pugsley and Khorana’s (2011) 

argument that Bollywood cinema constructed a post-colonial identity that rejected Western 

values by portraying them negatively, Sen (2009, 148) also asserts that the mix of Hindu 

nationalism and liberalisation proved to be influential on Indian cinema. Anti-colonial 

sentiments that reinforced a ‘nationalist’ ideal were still strong in Indian society after India had 

been granted independence in 1947, and this has been present in Bollywood cinema for 

decades, including in more contemporary narratives.  

Before exploring this, and to help situate the discussion that follows, it is worth clarifying how 

Bollywood history has been widely characterised according to certain historical eras (though 

such classifications often elude neat boundaries). Key theorists including Hafeez and Ara 

(2016) have provided influential periodisations. the 1950s - 60s was known as the ‘golden age’ 

of Indian cinema, because the 1950s offered commercial movies of a romantic genre that 

addressed social themes, produced by popular directors including Raj Kapoor and Guru Dutt 

(Hafeez and Ara, 2016, 65). Hafeez and Ara (2016, 65) also claim that the success of movies 

in the 1950s “paved the way for Indian neorealism and the Indian New Wave” in the same 

decade. By contrast, Bollywood in the 1970s and 80s was defined by a shift away from romance 

films, as had been key in the 1950s and 60s, as instead more action films involving violence 

dominated this era. Finally, in the late 1980s and 1990s, Bollywood witnessed a switch to back 

romantic musicals and family-oriented films. 2000s Bollywood then saw the rise of Indian 

cinema globally.  

 

Regarding the discussion of the ‘national’ on-screen and reflecting on the cinema that emerged 

in the 1950s, Pugsley and Khorana (2011, 360) claim that Bollywood played a key role in 

defining the nationalist ‘ideal’ during the immediate post-independence era in 1947 with many 

cinematic representations portraying the ongoing struggles with India’s post-colonial identity. 

This struggle meant that the West was often depicted negatively on-screen in films to preserve 

Indian nationalist discourses (Punathambekar, 2013, 25-20, and Rao, 2007), and ‘being 

westernised [was considered] a mark of social contamination’ (John, 2004, 53). The 

importance of sacrifice and family in Indian society (Habib, 2017) was emphasised in post-

colonial Bollywood, and the rejection of ‘Western’ values such as pre-marital relationships 

was prominent (Virdi, 2003). Shree 420 (1955, dir. Raj Kapoor), for example, tells the story of 

Raj, a poor but educated orphan who wishes to succeed in the city of Bombay. He is lured into 
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engaging in unethical business practices by a dishonest businessman, Sonachand. Raj becomes 

successful and wealthy but realises he has only done so immorally. As a result, he seeks to 

rectify his deeds. Values such as honesty and community spirit are conveyed in the film, and 

it can be contended that Sonachand is a caricature of the British Raj in India, signifying its 

greed, control, and criminal activities. Shree 420 proved to be a very popular film.  

Regarding more contemporary Indian cinema, scholars including Therwath (2010) have argued 

that although Bollywood changed between the 1990s and the 2010s regarding its portrayal of 

women, contemporary society, and ‘apparent’ liberal/Western values, it still attempts today to 

maintain a certain depiction of Indian nationalist discourse (within which the importance of 

marriage and rejection of divorce is still a vital part) on-screen.  

Bollywood in the 1970s and 80s  

In the late 1960s-1980s when emigration to the West was at its peak (Ram, 1987), Bollywood 

represented NRIs as betrayers of the nation having left their motherland for those who had 

previously ruled them under the British Raj who were widely seen to have ‘lost’ their path in 

maintaining their ‘Indianness’ due to immersing themselves in Western life and values 

(Therwath, 2010; Malhotra and Alagh, 2004; Holtzman, 2010). Post-colonial Bollywood films 

also tended to portray a nationalist ideal through depictions of Westernised female characters 

negatively characterised as ‘vamps’. A film that showcases both types of characters is Purab 

Aur Paschim (1970, dir. Manoj Kumar, transl. East and West), which tells the story of Bharat 

(and fittingly translates as ‘India’) who travels to London to study. Upon his arrival, he realises 

that the majority of NRIs living there shun India and its culture, preferring to adopt Western 

values instead. One of these characters is Priti, who is depicted negatively as a ‘vamp’; she has 

blonde hair, regularly drinks, smokes, and wears revealing, Western clothing. Rao outlines that 

vamps “…personified the urban and modern tastes of society and ‘‘the temptations and 

corruptions of anti-Indianess where being Indian meant identifying with, and committing to, 

constructions of tradition and virtue’’ (Wilkinson-Weber, 2005, p. 138)” (Rao, 2010, 7). 

Bollywood’s portrayal of ‘vamp’-like characters and NRIs in a negative light underlined the 

ideal of Indian nationalism thus challenging Western culture.  

 

Another key characteristic of post-colonial Bollywood was the influence of Raj Kapoor on the 

industry. As a director, he also played a major impact on the industry about popular narratives 

and representation. Kapoor’s films were known to address social taboos in India that defined 
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society during the 70s and 80s and were thought to encourage cultural dialogue to recognise 

these. Dwyer (2013, 10) states that his films “created a language for the expression of emotion, 

set against a backdrop of modern, independent India and its contemporary social concerns”.  

 

Bobby (1973, dir. Raj Kapoor) is an illustrative example of one of Kapoor’s films that 

addressed multiple social taboos in Indian society at the time of its release. The film tells the 

story of Raja, who comes from a rich Hindu family who falls in love with Bobby, a Catholic 

girl from a poor family. Despite their families attempting to separate them from one another, 

they strive to stay together. The film deals with the social taboos of inter-faith relationships 

and class differences in Indian society. The class and caste system became a “central issue of 

cinematic exploration in India post 1930s” (Gokulsing and Dissanayake, 2004, 10). Regarding 

inter-faith relationships, India has legal provisions for individuals to marry outside of their faith 

or communities- such as the Special Marriage Act in 1954 which allows them to opt for a civil 

marriage as opposed to a religious one (Verma and Sukhramani, 2017, 21). Despite this, 

interfaith and inter-community relationships are sensitive issues in Indian society, including at 

the time Bobby was released in the 1970s. It is popularly held that individuals who engage in 

an interfaith relationship are ‘immoral’ as their actions are based on lust (Mody, 2008), 

particularly women. Bobby addresses this issue by portraying the nature of conservative Indian 

society and its attitudes towards interfaith relationships, whilst challenging them by 

emphasising the importance of love. Interfaith relationships are still considered taboo in 

contemporary Indian society, in which “many couples crossing boundaries of faith have faced 

stiff resistance that has demanded intervention on the part of the highest judicial body with the 

Supreme Court seeking protection for such couples (Dasgupta 2007)” (Verma and Sukhramani, 

2017, 17). This theme will be discussed further in the analysis of Dil Dhadakne Do in Chapter 

Five.  

 

Kapoor’s 1982 film, Prem Rog, provides another fascinating example of one of Kapoor’s films, 

that addresses social issues in Indian society. The film tells the story of Devdhar (Rishi Kapoor) 

who loves his childhood friend, Manorama (Padmini Kolhapure). However, he suppresses his 

feelings due to her belonging to an affluent family and therefore having a higher status than 

him. When she becomes widowed, she is treated as a burden by her own family as well as her 

in-laws. She is confined to a spare room, is not allowed to leave the house without permission, 

and cannot eat or spend time with the rest of the family. It is Devdhar who challenges the way 

she is treated by encouraging her to leave the house and have fun. Prem Rog addresses issues 
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such as widowed women being regarded as an encumbrance in Indian society and challenges 

the idea that widows cannot re-marry. Manorama is represented as trapped by societal ideals. 

At the same time, in essence, she is saved from her ordeal by her male love interest, Devdhar, 

even though he is from a lower status family, thus conforming to the patriarchal narrative that 

women must be ‘saved’ by a man.  

 

Nevertheless, Prem Rog was considered a gamble and ahead of its time as the re-marriage of 

widowed women was a strong stigma in Indian society. Chen (2000) notes that traditional 

Indian culture discourages widows from remarriage. One of the most infamous practices 

involving widows in India, which was made illegal by the British Raj, is sati- self-immolation 

on the widow’s husband’s funeral pyre. Although this practice is not common in India today, 

according to traditional Hindu values widowed women must continue to serve her in-laws, not 

engage in any enjoyable activities, or take part in rituals or festivals as anyone else would. For 

example, a widowed woman according to traditional Hindu values cannot participate in a 

Mehndi (henna ceremony) in someone’s pre-nuptial celebrations. Widowed women are 

enduringly often seen as burdens in society as the in-laws must continue providing for her, 

while it is common for them not to be allowed to return to the family home.  

 

Thus, both Bobby and Prem Rog can be considered as social commentary films. This is through 

their addressing of social issues that were sensitive at the time of each’s release (and which 

continue to be), both portraying the “tradition/modernity dichotomy through its elaboration of 

a nationalist aesthetic that was simultaneously western and Indian’.” (Kavoori, 2004, 34: in 

Dwyer, 26). Gupta (2018) claims that after the 1960s, Bollywood became primarily ‘male’, 

and films would represent women as tolerant and submissive whilst being confined to the 

expectation of domestic duties. Despite the challenging of taboos, both Bobby and Manorama 

are represented as confined by the values and attitudes of traditional Indian culture, arguably 

confirming Gokulsing and Dissanayake’s (2004, 13) argument that films have played a key 

role in the building of nationhood. In the two films, both female characters are ‘saved’ by a 

male romantic lead, hence emphasising the need for a patriarchal society. As noted, there is a 

tension within the narratives of both Bobby and Prem Rog between progressively addressing 

issues such as interfaith marriages and the re-marriage of widows, while still endorsing 

patriarchy as a key feature of Indian society. Therefore, whilst both films are culturally critical 

of traditional Indian society, they by no means challenge it in every respect.  
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At the same time, Bollywood in the 1960s and 70s, also offered representations of women that 

challenged aspects of the idea of the ‘traditional’ Indian woman who tended to be submissive, 

tolerant, and confined to domestic life. For instance, the character of Basanti in Sholay (1975) 

is representative of the ‘modern’ woman at the time. In the film, Basanti is immediately 

portrayed as someone who is independent and feisty. According to Indian nationalist standards, 

domestic roles were seen as important for women to adopt to be respected in society (Mathur, 

2008). The character of Basanti challenges this as she drives a horse-cart for a living. Here, 

Sholay is portraying an imaginary India that is more accepting of women’s roles not being 

restricted to domestic activities. This is particularly the case as Sholay is set in a local village 

as opposed to an urban city, therefore illustrating the application of ‘liberal’ values in an area 

that is more likely to be traditional.  

 

Dasgupta and Hedge (1988) state that the ‘ideal’ Indian woman in Bollywood film is based on 

the patience she holds and presents towards men. However, the character of Basanti does not 

adhere to this notion. In the aam (mango) scene, Basanti yells at Veeru for flirting with her and 

trying to romance her (see Figure 1). In anger, she pushes him away when he cheekily embraces 

her and points her finger at him, letting him know that she is not a fool and understands his 

intentions very well, thus portraying her authority. When Veeru defends himself by saying “I 

was simply teaching you how to shoot a gun. You’re misunderstanding me”, Basanti responds 

by shouting “I’m not misunderstood. I understand very well!” and bids him goodbye.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

However, at the same time as being independent, Basanti is in some ways also depicted as the 

‘ideal’ Indian woman according to nationalist standards (Virdi, 2003, in Ayob and Keuris, 

Figure 1: Veeru tries to romance Basanti in Sholay which she is unhappy about 
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2017, 40). She sacrifices her dignity by dancing to entertain the bandits who have captured 

Veeru; this is emphasised by the fact that when Gabbar Singh smashes a glass on the floor near 

Basanti, she continues to dance over the broken pieces, causing her feet to bleed. Despite her 

being visibly wounded, she accepts the pain for her lover to be freed. It is important to note 

that although Basanti is defying Veeru’s demand to not “dance in front of these dogs!”, thus 

portraying her as non-submissive and someone who made her own decision to do so, the 

purpose of her dancing was to entertain the bandits to free Veeru from capture. She also accepts 

degrading comments and continues to dance. Here, Basanti is doing so for the sake of a male 

love interest, which according to traditional Indian values, is a key trait of the ‘ideal’ woman.  

 

Post-colonial Bollywood in the 1970s and 1980s also tended to emphasise the need for women 

to make sacrifices to adhere to ‘Indian values’, which involve the sanctity of marriage and 

upholding family honour (Qamar, 2015, 4; Palmer et al, 2013, 564; Habib, 2017). The character 

of Basanti adheres to this notion. First, Basanti’s goal is to get married, and in the end she does 

so. She even acknowledges that she requires permission from her Mausi to marry Veeru, 

depending on if she accepts him. Kameo (2011, 47) notes that marriage in Indian society is one 

of the most significant events in a woman’s life and that it holds greater importance for women 

in comparison to men. Therefore, the multi-faceted depiction of Basanti as being ‘modern’ in 

the sense that she’s feisty and outspoken, also aligns with the idea of the ‘traditional’ Indian 

woman who is self-sacrificing for the sake of her male counterparts. This illustrates the 

argument that Bollywood in the period 1960s-1980s began to question cultural norms such as 

gender equality whilst still maintaining the idea of Indian nationalism through the emphasis on 

traditional values in narratives and character representations. This, however, began to change 

in the 1990s- a period defined by globalisation, and India’s embracing of global modernity.  

 

1990s and early 2000s Bollywood  

India underwent economic liberalisation in 1991 which impacted the funding of and 

distribution of Bollywood film. It meant the introduction of reduced import tariffs and 

deregulating markets, leading to an increase in economic growth and foreign investment post-

1991. This therefore led to Hollywood cinema being quickly distributed to India which 

influenced the narratives of Bollywood film, changing the landscape of Indian entertainment 

which became more commercialised like the US, in ways it was not before.  
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Bollywood then received official industry status in 1998, which meant that the Indian 

government recognised filmmaking as an important activity that is “central to the project of 

defining national culture” (Kavoori and Punathambekar, 2008, 1). With its new industrial and 

cultural status, Bollywood was granted the same concessions as radio and television in India, 

which included the ‘corporatization’ of the film industry, where it was known to have 

previously involved funding from the mafia/underworld. Kavoori and Punathambekar (2008, 

1) note that “Punitive taxation, licensing, and censorship codes defined the state’s approach to 

cinema for nearly five decades”, meaning that the less sanctions the film industry had placed 

on it, the more global growth was facilitated.  

 

Kavoori and Punathambekar (2013, 25) in their work on Bollywood and the making of a global 

media industry argue that before the 1980s, diasporic Indians were initially considered as 

‘betrayers’ of the nation. Later, when many of them became re-accepted into Indian society 

upon return to India in the 1990s, it was realised that NRIs had a major impact on the economy 

due to NRI investments (Shafeela, 2015, 234). The diaspora became a key target audience for 

Bollywood film producers as it began to be seen as a profitable market for the industry. Prior 

to this, the Bollywood industry was experiencing poor box office ratings at home in India in 

the early 1990s. Dudrah (2012, 9) states that targeting the diaspora was an attempt for 

Bollywood to secure major box office returns and become a key player in the global market. 

Films were more easily distributed overseas, therefore allowing audiences to have easier access 

to them in the form of VCRs/DVDs and mainstream cinema showings.  

 

Through extra funding, Bollywood cinema was able to create a different form of cinema that 

attracted worldwide audiences, which included the casting of popular stars such as SRK, 

shooting in global locations including London and Switzerland, and depicting affluence and 

wealth on-screen. Some of the main films that were successful and popular amongst the 

diaspora in this period include Pardes (1997, dir. Subhash Ghai, transl. Foreigner) and Hum 

Aapke Hain Kaun (1995, dir. Sooraj Barjatya, transl. Who Am I To You?). To target the global 

diaspora regarding narrative, films in the 1990s also depicted stories of nostalgia for the 

homeland, which catered to those who left India, and told stories of the struggles of NRI life 

in the West. At the same time, these films highlighted the importance of traditional Indian 

values such as respect for elders, and family.  
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One of these films was Dilwale Dulhania Le Jayenge (DDLJ, 1995, dir. Aditya Chopra, The 

Brave Heart Will Take the Bride Away). It tells the story of a young woman, Simran, who lives 

with her family in London. Her father has set up an arranged marriage for her and reluctantly 

allows Simran to go travelling around Europe with her friends before she gets married. During 

this trip, she meets Raj (SRK) and they fall in love. However, on her return, her father takes 

Simran along with the family to India for her arranged marriage. She agrees but Raj too ends 

up in India to follow his heart and marry Simran.  

 

DDLJ deals with the concept of self-choice and love marriages and illustrates a strong sense of 

patriarchy within diasporic families and communities residing in the West. Simran is 

represented as a young woman who obeys the strict instructions and wishes of her father but 

has a desire to find love. DDLJ is one of Bollywood’s most successful films, breaking world 

records for being the longest running film in cinemas (Panchal, 2020). This film remains very 

popular amongst the global diasporas, striking a chord due to the lasting crystallisation of key 

tensions grappled with by the diaspora. It is argued by Uberoi (1998) that DDLJ somewhat 

renewed the popularity of Bollywood outside of India. Uberoi (1998) contends further that 

Indian cinema became an “important site for engagement with the problems resulting from 

middle class diaspora, and for articulation of Indian identity in a globalised world”.  

 

One of the main themes of 1990s Bollywood was the emphasis on family values including 

respect for elders and adhering to tradition. In DDLJ, this is illustrated through the fact that 

Simran would have obeyed her father’s wishes for her to undergo an arranged marriage had he 

not eventually allowed her to go with Raj. Many scholars including Habib (2017) and Therwath 

(2010) have argued that 1990s Bollywood experienced a shift in the way that women as well 

as liberal and Indian values were portrayed through character representations, narratives, and 

ideologies. This is in the sense that notions of ‘Indianness’ and nationalism were further 

emphasised and encouraged on-screen, and in new ways. For example, whilst NRIs were 

depicted as ‘betrayers’ of the nation during and before the 1980s, they became the epitome of 

‘Indianness’ in Bollywood cinema to maintain a certain level of Indian nationalist discourse as 

well as inclusivity to keep NRI audiences loyal and engaged. This was seen not just in 

burgeoning emphasis on and encouragement of traditional values, but also a change in direction 

as NRI characters began to be represented as ‘outsiders’ yet truly ‘Indian at heart’. At the same 

time, NRIs were represented as idols of progression, desire and aspiration as India began to 
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embrace global modernity in the 1990s. This is also when the ‘ideal’ Indian woman was 

depicted on-screen according to Indian nationalist standards.  

Dasgupta (1996) is one of many scholars who have argued that Indian women have subordinate 

and restricted roles in society that mainly involve domestic duty according to Indian nationalist 

tradition although this is not a solitary position. Regarding women’s roles, Habib (2017, 71) 

argues that it was very common in 1990s Bollywood for women to be portrayed as 

“repositories, upholding traditional values of culture and traditions” within a patriarchal 

society. For instance, in Hum Aapke Hain Kaun (1994, dir. Sooraj Barjatya, transl. Who Am I 

To You? HAHK), Nisha agrees to marry her late-sister’s husband whilst sacrificing her own 

love (who is his brother) to respect her late-sister and family. Agarwal (2014, 127), states that 

many films post-liberalisation in the 1990s portrayed a desire for a traditional way of life in 

which women were represented as homemakers whilst men were responsible for the family’s 

finances. Most of the female characters in HAHK do not actively participate in the decisions, 

nor do they play a protagonist role in the film; these characters simply undertake domestic 

duties and offer emotional support to their husbands and elder male relatives. This links to the 

concept of gender equality in India and how it has progressed over time. Before discussing this, 

a consideration of gender equality in the West must be offered first, as it is more advanced and 

as India has been undergoing change through Western influences under globalisation 

particularly in the past two decades.  

Gender equality in the West and Indian society  

Whilst some increased level of equality exists today in the West in comparison to other regions 

such as the Middle East and Asia, it would be wrong to assume that it has entirely achieved 

gender equality. For example, in terms of greater female representation in politics, issues of 

gender equality are still very much fought for in the West. Furthermore, equal pay for women, 

gender discrimination in the workplace, stigma around women’s sexual activity, and the 

sexualisation of women, remain key issues in the contemporary fourth wave of feminism. One 

of the key recent developments in gender equality can be found in the #MeToo movement, a 

feminist movement primarily organised on social media against sexual abuse and harassment 

which involves the publicising of related allegations (Philipose, 2019), including the exposure 

of powerful men. This extended to India where a separate strand of the movement was formed- 

#MeTooIndia.  

 



  

 66 

The issue of gender inequality is still prevalent today in Indian and diasporic Indian society 

and is in most ways so to a greater extent in comparison to the West. According to traditional 

Indian culture, women are expected to take up domestic, home-making roles including cooking 

and cleaning, and are defined by their bodily functions of providing sexual satisfaction to men 

and bearing them children (Mathur, 2008). This is as men are expected to earn money, and act 

as a key decision-maker of the family and are obliged to take care of their elderly parents 

(Kadoya and Khan, 2017).  

 

Indian society has, at the same time, also experienced drastic societal and cultural change since 

the 2000s alongside vast technological changes that importantly have improved global 

communications. Women have experienced greater freedom regarding careers outside of the 

home, leading to the opportunity for them to become financially independent (Vincent and 

D’Mello, 2013; Biswas, BBC News, 2016). Another cultural change that has occurred in India 

is the fact that values aligned with individualism are becoming more prominent, as opposed to 

simply collectivism. (Mitra, 2020, 64). This means that individuals tend to put their own needs 

and desires first, instead of sacrificing them for their family or community (Toth and 

Kemmelmeier, 2009, 281), which may include long-standing traditional values. Examples of 

individualist values include self-choice when it comes to career and marriage (including 

partners). At the same time, Ramesh et al (2020) proclaim that despite this, Indian society is 

still highly collectivist, in terms of family and community values, therefore complexifying the 

issue.  

 

Like the West (as noted above), India also has its own ‘Me Too’ movement: #MeTooIndia. It 

too was significant as it “encouraged millions of ordinary women to share their stories, 

engendered debates on consent and due process, made gender-based violence and toxic 

masculinity household discussion topics, and exposed some powerful men as predators (Brown 

2018: Thorpe: 2017)” (in: Pegu, 2019, 151). Today, whilst more women in India are becoming 

independent by having their own careers (particularly amongst the middle class and in urban 

cities such as Mumbai and Delhi), many still feel pressured by traditional Indian culture to 

settle down in marriage and make sure their role in the “domestic sphere [remains] intact” 

(Virdi, 2003, 65). This causes tension in that while India may be modernising and gradually 

achieving some degree of gender equality, strong conservatism at the same time complicates 

India’s social structures. In essence, there is tension between traditional and modernising forces 
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as a conflict between the interests of an individual and those of their family and community 

may lead to a mix of individualist and collectivist values and behaviour.  

 

Contemporary Indian society is still significantly traditional in nature despite gradual change 

towards the acceptance of liberal values in more urban areas including Mumbai and Delhi as 

noted above. I would also contend that whilst gender inequality may be more prevalent in India 

and Indian communities, both India and the West are still pushing for further change 

respectively. Crucially, it must be stressed too that India and its society should not be 

homogenised, not only because it consists of multiple regions, religions, and classes, thus 

forming various identities and values, but because of its convoluted nature due to the tensions 

between traditional and modernising forces. One of the ways in which there are tensions 

between customary and more ‘contemporary’, ‘liberal’ values is through the rise of pre-marital 

relationships as a social practice in Indian society. As Chapter Four focuses on Bollywood’s 

portrayal of pre-marital relationships (including love marriages as well as casual and live-in 

relationships), a discussion of this will now follow in relation to its social and political context 

in India.  

 

In terms of representations of women in Bollywood cinema during the ‘socially conscious’ 

1950s and 60s, Gupta (BBC News, 2018) states that Bollywood heroines were “being counted” 

and have key roles as characters. Although women-centric films in Bollywood had existed 

prior to the 1950s, they were not common.  Mother India (dir. Mehboob Khan, 1957) is a famed 

example of a film that is considered a significant turning point for representations of women 

on-screen as more films began to revolve around female characters. The main character in 

Mother India, Radha (played by Nargis), is the ‘mother’ of the village and shoots her rebellious 

son as he tries to kidnap a woman. Radha is represented as a determined woman who fought to 

provide for her sons alone whilst upholding moral values such as care for the other villagers. 

As Mother India illustrates, post-1950s, heroines became strong-headed and were key drivers 

of film narratives.  

 

Over the course of the decades since the 1950s, Bollywood has reflected social change in India 

including the attitudes towards pre-marital and live-in relationships, love marriages, and 

divorce in narratives involving female characters. While the textual analysis chapters will 

explore this in detail, it is important to first outline how such attitudes in Indian society have 

changed over time.  
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SECTION TWO: Pre-marital relationships, love marriages, and attitudes to divorce in Indian 

society  

Pre-marital relationships in Indian society  

It is considered common knowledge, and widely recognised in existing academic literature, 

that the concepts of pre-marital relationships and co-habitation are taboo topics in traditional 

parts of Indian society, even while becoming more common today. The term ‘co-habitation’ 

refers to the arrangement whereby heterosexual romantic couples live together without being 

married. This section will explore and determine why this remains a taboo issue by exploring 

the history of how pre-marital and live-in relationships have been historically perceived whilst 

looking at how they are perceived today in somewhat paradoxical contemporary Indian society.  

It is a startling contrast however, that whilst these repressive cultural traditions exist in Indian 

culture as noted, the same culture produced the Kama Sutra. The aim of the Kama Sutra was 

to outline how to live a happy and fulfilling life, both emotionally and sexually. Whilst the text 

is not a scripture, as a cultural import it was popular and influential, and outlines the importance 

of sex and relationships in society, encouraging individuals to practice self-care and grooming, 

and engage in intimate relationships. Despite the existence of Kama Sutra and its Indian origin, 

the issue of sex and relationships is considered sensitive in many parts of Indian communities 

today. Pre-marital relationships remain a key stigma, particularly by individuals who align 

themselves towards conservativism. According to traditional Indian culture, individuals are 

expected to wait until marriage to engage in intimacy and live with each other (this is not 

outlined in Kama Sutra, although marriage is an aim according to its key principles).  

Whilst marriage has always been sacred in Indian culture, particularly in Islam and Hinduism, 

the existence of the Raj changed the society it once held power over. As outlined earlier, 

Indians tended to construct their own nationalist values that differed from Victorian standards, 

which included emphasising the importance of marriage, and patriarchal structures in society. 

It would be a sweeping statement to say that attitudes imposed by the British completely 

changed pre-colonial understandings of sexuality and social practices. A more persuasive 

analysis would be that Indian society at the time of colonial rule encouraged pre-existing 

nationalist portrayals of India to contest British rule and create a unified national identity. Such 

actions included the emphasis on patriarchy and the challenging of values that were considered 

Western, including pre-marital relationships.  



  

 69 

Love marriages  

The concept of a ‘love’ marriage is meant to refer to a marriage that is solely driven by the 

couple as opposed to being arranged by family. Despite the name, the relationship does not 

have to be defined by love, but can also refer to mutual affection, companionship, and attraction 

(physical or emotional) between a couple. Although love marriages in the past decade have 

become more common in urban parts of India (Rathor, 2011, 15; Bhandari, 2017), in some 

parts of conservative Indian society love marriages are still considered taboo as it is commonly 

perceived as a practice detrimental to traditional Indian culture, including family values 

However, this is not to suggest a simple binarism between arranged and love marriages, as the 

two can overlap at times. For example, a couple may be introduced to each other through their 

parents as an option for marriage and may only proceed if they fall in love, become attracted 

to each other, or develop an affection for one another. In essence, love marriages are defined 

by self-choice which, according to Allendorf (2013, 455), under developmental idealism, is 

classified as ‘modern’.  

Allendorf further asserts that the concept of the arranged marriage clashes with developmental 

idealism as they “violate the value of consent” (2013, 455), and that industrialisation, 

urbanisation, and educational expansion were seen to produce demand for self-choice 

marriages based on affection (2013, 455). This led to a rise in love marriages in India, 

particularly in urban areas. But it is difficult to measure how there has been a rise in pre-marital, 

love marriages, and live-in relationships in India as these are not officially recorded. As a result, 

there are no statistics for them as there are for marriage and divorce. For this chapter and thesis, 

then, the contextual information in this regard will be derived from ethnographic and 

sociological studies that explore attitudes towards pre-marital and love marriages.  

Rubio (2014) has undertaken research on the practice of arranged marriages around the world 

during the past century and found it was in decline due to “increases in education, formal 

employment, urbanization, and declines in agriculture” (2014, 2). Although India has seen a 

rise in the acceptance of love marriages (as implied through ethnographic research), arranged 

marriages are still widely practiced (Allendorf, 2013, 454), particularly in rural areas which 

tend to be more defined by traditional values. Rubio (2014) found that whilst there was a large 

decline in arranged marriages in several countries in Asia and Africa in recent decades, India 

is amongst a few that has not experienced such decline, as arranged marriages still represent at 

least 95% of all marriages (Rubio, 2014, 2) despite the availability of new technology and a 
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transition away from agriculture (2014, 4). She further examined how urban areas in India are 

slowly experiencing an increase in the practicing of love marriages, increasing from 5% to 10% 

(2014, 8). This paradox of arranged marriages being in decline yet still widely practiced can 

be accounted for by several factors. One of them is that families may use the marriage of their 

children to create alliances and strengthen their social ties within their community (Rubio, 

2014, 5). Additionally, Mattausch (2007, 157) states that despite the concept of arranged 

marriages being seen as ‘outdated’, the concept of marriage itself is important within British 

Indian and Hindu communities as a means of maintaining ‘ethnic boundaries’. This emphasises 

the complexity of Indian society as the developments that have occurred over time are not fully 

in tandem with the West. Marriage is still considered important, and a ‘love’ marriage is still 

attached to cultural terms, including in the sense that they still require parental permission in 

most cases.  

In the past, Bollywood has produced narratives involving love marriages but tended to 

emphasise the need to sacrifice or adhere to ‘Indian values’, which involve the sanctity of 

marriage and upholding family honour (Qamar, 2015). Bollywood post-liberalisation after 

1991 (Gopal, 2011) saw the idea and storyline of love between the protagonists being narrated 

and ending “with a wedding in accordance with the will of the respective families” (Acciari, 

2013). For example, Rahul in Kabhi Khushi Kabhi Gham (dir. Karan Johar, 2002) is 

dramatically banished from the family home as he married someone of ‘lower status’ than him. 

His wife, Anjali sacrifices her beloved ‘motherland’, culture, and friends, as they move to 

London to make a new life for themselves. The film portrays an estranged Rahul and Anjali as 

miserable without the blessing of Rahul’s parents, particularly his father, and the film’s ‘happy 

ever after’ is reached when they eventually re-unite after the death of Rahul’s grandmother.  

Love marriages can also be a result of a live-in relationship which is also a common theme in 

contemporary Bollywood as it has become more socially practiced in India today. Before 

offering an insight into attitudes towards live-in relationships in Indian society, it is important 

to first outline when, how and why the concept of live-in relationships initially started to gain 

momentum in the West. This is because, as Allendorf (2013) notes, under developmental 

idealism, self-choice is classified as modern whereas arranged marriages which tended to be 

practiced outside of Europe were seen as traditional. Therefore, it is the case that India has 

become more ‘modern’ over the past few decades, although not in the same manner or pattern 

as the West.  
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Live-in relationships in the West  

Whilst the concept of marriage in the West was also seen as having both cultural and religious 

significance, it was not until the late 1960s and early 1970s that attitudes towards the 

importance of marriage began to change. This period is when more couples began to live with 

each other outside of marriage whilst values, attitudes about sex, and gender roles in society 

changed dramatically (Perelli-Harris and Gansen, 2012, 437). This is due to a range of factors 

including the Sexual Revolution movement in the US that challenged and demanded change 

around the traditional norms of women’s sexuality and relationships to make practices such as 

casual sex less taboo. The import of the Sexual Revolution meant that women in the West 

began to challenge traditional gender roles and led to the decline of marriage being seen as a 

life-step that is ‘important’. Another factor is second-wave feminism which led to a stronger 

sense of independence amongst (some) women which in turn, raised their expectations of and 

demands for equality in society and marriage through activism. Though, it is important to note 

here that what were considered as second wave feminist values are now widely situated to have 

been devoid of intersectional awareness. In contemporary India, feminist issues such as gender 

equality, sexual harassment and the stigma surrounding menstruation, have acquired wider 

attention. Moreover, the rise in Western individualism meant that an individual’s personal 

goals and desires tended to be prioritised more widely over societal and cultural norms, in this 

case- marriage.  

Prior to this period, the most prevalent form of cohabitation in Europe was post-marital and 

marriage tended to be “youthful and almost universal” (Kiernan, 2001, 2). After the 1960s, 

marriage rates declined, and Kiernan (2001) adds that a growing rate of cohabitation came 

about leading to the average age of marriage increasing. This trend escalated during the 1980s 

and 1990s which saw young people living together “as a prelude to, or as an alternative to 

marriage” (2001, 3). Perelli-Harris and Gassen (2012, 435) state that the increase in 

cohabitation in Europe in the past few decades has been one of the most striking changes in the 

notion of the family.  

Today, marriage in the West is still in decline. According to The Economist (Anon, 2017), the 

marriage rate in England and Wales is just 21% per 1000 single women per year and it is 

suggested that that “marriage is no longer thought essential, even for raising children”. At the 

same time, it is also noted in journalistic work and academia that marriage, despite its declining 

rates, is still idealised in the West in the sense that it is situated as showing the achievement of 
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happiness, romance (Dowd and Pallotta, 2020) and economic stability. This is underscored by 

many portrayals of marriage and romance in popular culture including film (Dowd, 2020), as 

romance is one of the most enduring genres, even where modern romantic relationships are 

shown as complex.  

Live-in relationships in India  

The concept of live-in relationships is not new in Indian society. According to Malatesh and 

Dhanasree (2018, 120), a similar form existed in Ancient India which was known as ‘Maitri-

Karar’ (friendship agreement) in which “a written agreement was made between the people of 

two opposite sex that they would live together as friends and look after each other” outside of 

a marriage. Unlike the West’s decline in attitudes towards the importance of marriage, the 

defense of patriarchal and traditional ‘Indian values’ that arose from the colonial era still exists 

in many parts of Indian society today as marriage is still viewed amongst many Indian 

communities as an important stage of life. Whilst this is the case for heterosexual relationships, 

homosexuality in Indian society is still very much frowned upon today. Despite the Indian 

Supreme Court’s decision to make gay sex legal, there are still regressive attitudes towards 

homosexuality and the LGBT community (Pandey, 2018).  

Titzmann (2017) asserts that although attitudes in India are changing in the sense that pre-

marital dating is now becoming increasingly acceptable among the urban middle and upper 

classes, the practicing of live-in relationships in particular, “pose a far bigger threat [to society] 

because they undermine the sanctity of the bond of matrimony” (Titzmann, 2017, 1). The idea 

here is that the concept of live-in relationships contests traditional Indian values (Qamar, 2015). 

In 2010, the Indian Supreme Court ruled that women in live-in relationships should have the 

same rights as married women (Yadav and Yadav, 2011). Despite this, the stigma towards pre-

marital and live-in relationships implies that there is an “obvious contradiction between the 

legal framework and its social acceptance” (Titzmann, 2017, 1).  

Significantly, since around 2010, there has been an increasing number of films that include 

pre-marital/live-in relationships- for example, Pyaar Ka Punchnama (2011, dir. Luv Ranjan) 

and Aashiqui 2 (2013, dir. Mohit Suri). The Economist (Anon, 2017) reported that marriage in 

India is becoming less traditional in the sense that more time is being spent amongst couples 

to get to know each other, and there is less parental involvement in marital decisions in 

comparison to arranged marriages. As part of his research on pre-marital relationships, 
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Bhandari (2017, 5) interviewed young Indians living in India. From the findings of this 

fieldwork, she argues that Bollywood cinema has “enabled a greater public discourse on pre-

marital relationships, so much so that the terms “boyfriends” and “girlfriends” appear more 

candidly in intergenerational interactions”. Therefore, it may be that Bollywood can play a key 

role in conveying evolving ideologies for viewers to consume and reflect upon, including the 

issues revolving around pre-marital relationships.  

It is pertinent to note too that the practice of live-in relationships is rising alongside 

individualism which also is increasing globally, including in India, thus connecting to neo-

liberalism, which can be defined as a reversal of anti-globalisation and anti-market attitudes 

(Das, 2015, 715) and an emphasis on self-actualisation. The rise in individualism as encouraged 

by neo-liberalism, leads to live-in relationships becoming more of a common practice in India 

because it speaks to one prioritising one’s own personal needs and desires above those of others 

for the sake of tradition and community. This has also led to a rise in divorce rates in India, 

which will now be contextualised.  

Attitudes towards divorce in Indian society  

As a cultural product, changing divorce rates are seen as a result of social and cultural 

transformation (Inglehart, 1997). Outlined earlier, divorce still tends to be disapproved in 

Indian society today, especially regarding women; compared to the divorce rates in Western 

countries such as the UK and US, the rate in India is very low. Whilst the US figure at around 

50% in 2018, it was around 11% in India (Vincent and D’Mello, 2018, 154); the Indian 

government takes pride in the fact that it has one of the lowest divorce rates in the world 

(Kumari, 2016, 236). According to a recent article in The Economic Times (Bhatt, 2019), 

‘Divorces are riddled with stigma in India’. The individualist approach to marriage, according 

to Toth and Kemmelmeier (2009, 281), is in stark contrast to that of collectivist societies as 

there tends to be greater adherence to traditional social conventions in the latter, for instance- 

respect for elders and the importance of family. In relation to Indian society and marriage, 

Ramesh et al (2020, 15) state that: “Indian society is a highly collectivist society and family is 

an apex social institution… The concept of husband, wife and family is still given utmost 

importance in the country” (Ramesh et al, 2020, 15).  

Situating this point in a historical context, when the Indian Divorce Act was introduced by the 

British in 1869, “disparities between Hindu and English family law were highlighted” (Chitnis 
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and Wright, 2007, 1323) such as a specific idea of family being less important to the English; 

namely the idea being that sacrifice and collectivism are required to maintain the importance 

of family. This then led to a ‘battleground to remould Indian family law within a Western 

model’ in the late 19th century (ibid). In Indian communities, divorce is seen as a last resort for 

marital issues, and divorced women are very likely to be shunned and viewed as wanting a 

divorce based on trivial grounds, or worse, being the sole cause of the breakdown of their 

marriage (Palmer et al, 2013, 562). Vincent and D’Mello (2018, 155) undertook an 

ethnographic study into contemporary patterns of divorce in Indian society. They state that 

“ending a marriage is often not just about a couple going their separate ways but of two 

families, sometimes with business or political ties, disentangling themselves” (2018, 155), 

therefore further stigmatising divorce. Whilst this may seem acceptable as it offers stronger 

closure for the end of a marriage, in traditional Indian society (although not exclusive to), the 

ending of social, business, or political ties is considered to have a negative impact especially 

as the choice of marriage partner tends to be determined by the match’s potential in the forming 

and maintaining of social and business relations.  

Rise in divorce rates in India  

Despite the stigma of divorce in India and Indian society, as noted divorce rates are rising in 

India (Vincent and D’Mello, 2018), and women are now challenging the perception of divorce 

as stigma and pushing for change (Bhatt, 2019). This change in attitudes towards marriage and 

divorce is primarily because more Indian women have access to and are choosing to take up 

professional jobs as opposed to domestic roles, and are, therefore, more financially independent 

than they were before the millennium (Biswas, BBC News, 2016). This bears similarities to the 

women’s revolution in the West during the 1960s and 1970s. It is not to say that India is 

‘behind’ the West, but rather that individualism and the focus on personal desire and happiness 

is becoming more common as opposed to making decisions based on societal norms and 

traditions. In Vincent and D’Mello’s (2013, 157) words: “In a modern society, dissolution of 

marriage derives from the idea that living an independent life is better than keeping marriages 

in terms of personal welfare”. During the period that this thesis focuses on (2000-2019) societal 

change have occurred in India. Robert Emery (2013, 561) notes that the decline in marriage 

rates is due to Western influence and the rise of the Indian middle class, as previously outlined.  

According to Quayson and Daswani (2013), themes of adultery and divorce were not 

uncommon in post-colonial Bollywood; one of the first Bollywood films to address the issues 
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surrounding divorce was Talaq (1958: dir. Mahesh Kaul: transl. Divorce). Hence, the 2006 

film, KANK was not the first to address the sensitivity of divorce in Indian society as part of 

the main narrative, but KANK was ahead of its time as it was one of the first mainstream films 

to exclusively deal with divorce. Divorce was very rarely mediated by Bollywood prior to the 

release of KANK and has since become more prominent on screen. Prior to the early 2000s, 

single mothers or widowed women in Bollywood films were not permitted to remarry. They 

were represented as a ‘burden’ in society, as for example, Radha in Sholay (1975: dir. Ramesh 

Sippy: transl. Embers) who is a widow who continues to live with her father-in-law. When the 

protagonist, Jai expresses his affections to her, she returns them in secret. However, when he 

dies, the film ends with Radha ending up alone again. Sholay’s narrative does not provide 

Radha with the happy ending that Bollywood is known to provide for romantic storylines.  

In the past, Bollywood has produced films that include narratives involving unhappy marriages 

but tended to emphasise the need for women to make sacrifices to adhere to ‘Indian values’, 

which involve the sanctity of marriage and upholding family honour (Qamar, 2015, 4, Palmer 

et al, 2013, 564). An example of this is Anjali in Dhadkan (2000: dir. Dharmesh Darshan: 

transl. Heartbeat), who is forced by her parents to marry a wealthy suitor called Ram, despite 

being in love with someone else who is poor. Anjali informs Ram that she cannot love him, 

but still performs domestic household duties. However, as the film progresses, she eventually 

falls in love with him. Anjali sacrificed her own happiness to uphold her parents’ reputation in 

society, and the Indian value of sacrifice worked in her favour. Divorced women in Indian 

society are today, still often viewed as ‘damaged’. They are expected to return to their parental 

homes, something that is considered shameful in Indian society (Bhalerao, 2019), particularly 

as they may be a financial burden (Palmer et al, 2013, 564).  

In essence, Indian attitudes towards marriage and relationships are increasingly following that 

of the West’s, although not as quickly due to traditional sentiments and the patriarchal nature 

of many tenets of traditional Indian society. There is growing individualism in India, 

particularly in urban areas where the younger generation tend to be more accepting of divorce, 

thus leading to intergenerational conflict as these attitudes contrast with the less open attitudes 

widely found among the older generations (Ramesh et al, 2020, 17). Divorce rates are rising in 

India, but these figures are still very low in comparison to those of Western countries. One of 

the questions this thesis explores is whether Bollywood film (in particular, KANK and DDD, 

the two films chosen to analyse in relation to marriage and divorce), drives change in society 
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when it comes to divorce or perhaps consciously distracts viewers (and therefore wider society) 

from its slow rate in comparison to the countries of the West.  

Conclusion  

This chapter explored the ways in which Indian society has developed over time since the 

British Raj whilst demonstrating how representations of women and social issues have 

developed in Bollywood between the 1950s and the 1990s. The British Raj impacted Indian 

society in the sense that patriarchy was enforced as part of anti-colonial sentiments (although 

they were not the only ones who influenced Indian culture as the Mughal Empire too, shaped 

it). The exploration of India’s history in this chapter is instructive to the project at stake in this 

thesis because since then, attitudes to social practices such as love marriages, pre-marital sex 

and live-in relationships in Indian society remain stigmatised, even though in the past decade, 

there has been some very gradual acceptance of them.  

In terms of Bollywood post-independence, the 1950s and 1960s was known as a ‘socially 

conscious’ period and the ‘golden age’ of Bollywood cinema; it was a time which was defined 

by women-centric films, female characters being depicted as strong, independent, and 

determined, and with an emphasis on Indian values that challenged Western values as part of 

anti-colonial sentiments. The textual analysis will argue that elements of this still exists in 

contemporary Bollywood despite portraying ‘modern’ narratives.   

Representations of women began to change in the 1970s and 1980s as it was common for 

female characters to be depicted as tolerant and submissive under a patriarchal society, 

although superficially, they may seem empowered and outspoken. At the same time, films 

during this era began to challenge taboo topics in society such as re-marriage for widows, and 

interfaith and class relationships, and gender equality (particularly relating to the notion of the 

working woman). Contemporary Bollywood still addresses many of these key issues in Indian 

society, as demonstrated by the comparative textual analysis that follows.  

1990s Bollywood also experienced a shift in the way that both liberal and Indian values were 

portrayed, as women were represented in a more traditional manner, and ‘Indianness’ was 

further emphasised and encouraged on-screen, and in new ways. The acknowledgement of this 

change as demonstrated in this chapter is important to the thesis because it offers prerequisite 

context for the analysis of Bollywood in the next two decades. Academic literature that focuses 
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on Bollywood and representation is limited to films released in the late 1990s, and so it is 

important that there is a contribution to literature that address this and update existing academic 

knowledge.  

This chapter set up the foundation for the main discussion of this thesis which focuses on 

representations of women and social issues in 2000s and 2010s Bollywood cinema. In doing 

so, it has provided some explanations as to the nature of Indian society, values, and culture 

today and in turn how these are represented in Bollywood cinema. The following chapters of 

this thesis consist of a comparative analysis of six films which will be discussed in relation to 

women in sport, pre-marital relationships, and divorce, investigating the changes in the ways 

in which ‘modern’ and ‘traditional’ values are represented in film. It will interpret the processes 

of the construction of the social world and societal structures on-screen and discover the 

notable changes between this period and explore what accounts for these changes.  
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Part I  

An analysis of Bollywood’s representation of women and ‘liberal values 

through textual analysis  

 

This part of the thesis is dedicated to a textual analysis of six Bollywood films (three films 

released between 2005-2007, and three from 2010-2018). In particular, the representations of 

gender equality and liberal values within a conservative society both presented on-screen and 

its existence in real life in Indian communities, are investigated. Specifically, the analysis looks 

at the texts regarding the representations of women and social issues through the construction 

of diegesis, dialogue, cinematography, and character. 

 

According to Fairclough (in Janks, 1997, 329), an interconnected approach should be utilised 

to research media/text effects on culture and society: The analysis of the text itself, an insight 

into the processes of consumption and reception by audiences/human subjects, and an 

understanding of the socio-cultural contexts that govern these processes. A combination of 

textual analysis of Bollywood film and audience studies is beneficial in approaching the 

project’s research objectives as both methods allow me to understand certain aspects of 

messages and ideologies conveyed in Bollywood text, and how members of the young female 

Indian diasporic audiences respond to these. Both work hand-in-hand to investigate the 

relationship between the two regarding identity negotiation. Scholarly understanding of the 

relationship between Bollywood text and audiences must consider the multi-layered cultural 

experiences of the viewers and therefore, interpretations of texts must extend beyond the 

textual analysis of films (Dudrah, 2006). Whilst it was not the intention of the audience studies 

to solely discuss the films selected for analysis as the interviews were designed to allow 

participants to talk about other films they have watched. Opening the discussions to focus on 

other films allowed me to gain an in-depth insight into the viewing habits and preferences of 

participants and did not limit my findings to six films. Although, many of the films analysed 

in the upcoming textual analysis chapters were mentioned by my participants.  

 

Textual analysis is the most appropriate and efficient methodology to investigate the changes 

in the ways in which ‘modern’ and ‘traditional’ values in the areas of gender, sex, and 

relationships are represented in Bollywood film in 2000-2019. Fairclough (2003, 30) argues 

that texts have the power to form and change society regarding attitudes, behaviour and realities 
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through mediated ideologies and constructions. Hence, this method is the best way of 

interpreting the processes of the construction of the social world and societal structures on-

screen (Bauer, Bicquelet and Suerden, 2014). This will now begin with an exploration into how 

women in sports films are represented in Bollywood.  
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Chapter Three: Bollywood’s portrayal of women and gender roles in sports 

films: A comparative analysis of Chak De! India (2007) And Dangal (2016)  

 

As explored, the issue of gender inequality remains highly prevalent in India and diasporic 

Indian society. Today, whilst more women are becoming independent (particularly amongst 

the middle class and in urban cities such as Mumbai and Delhi) by having their own careers, 

many still feel pressured by traditional Indian culture to settle down in marriage and make sure 

their role in the “domestic sphere [remains] intact” (Virdi, 2003, 65). Concerning sport, the 

patriarchal culture in India contributes to the fact that women often feel unwelcomed in the 

sports workplace (Rowe et al, 2018, 82).  

 

This chapter will start with a contextualisation of women and sports in India and in Bollywood, 

and then offer a comparative textual analysis of two mainstream Bollywood films released nine 

years apart: Chak De! India, and Dangal. Both are mainstream films that address the issues 

surrounding women’s roles in society and women and sport by including leading female 

characters who embark on sport as a career. The chapter also examines the changes in their 

portrayals of women, patriarchy, and gender roles in their respective historical contexts. I argue 

here that sports films can invoke feelings of togetherness, particularly under the tenets of Indian 

nationalism. This is because they tend to strengthen the idea of nationalism and national 

identity due to their portrayals of competitive sport between nations. Looking at the ways in 

which women are represented taking part in sport, which is considered a ‘masculine’ activity 

(Baker, 1998), adds another dimension to this thesis’ aim to explore Bollywood’s 

representations of gender.  

 

The ways in which “modern” and “traditional” values regarding gender roles and women in 

society have developed between the two chosen texts, will be investigated, as well as how 

women playing sports are represented. Additionally, the chapter will look at how the concept 

of nationalism in both films intersect with ideologies surrounding gender equality. This chapter 

will demonstrate and argue that the encouragement for gender equality is strong in both films, 

but the portrayal of more traditional, conservative values regarding gender roles are more 

significant in the later-released Dangal in the sense that the film has a clearer, more powerful 

message that women are capable in roles outside of the home. The latter challenging gender 

roles in a conservative Indian society on-screen (which I argue is the film’s message) makes 

the film more reflective of contemporary Indian society which is still significantly traditional 
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in nature despite gradual change towards the acceptance of liberal values in more urban areas. 

Despite portraying more conservative views, Dangal does not share them; instead, it challenges 

them.  

 

Context: a historical overview of gender roles and patriarchy in Bollywood’s sports films  

Due to the expectations of Indian women’s domestic roles (see context chapter), it is generally 

discouraged within conservative Indian society for women to participate in sports. This starts 

at an early age- whether this is for pleasure or as a career. A BBC research report found that 

less than 30% of women in India participate in sport, and outlined the main reasons that 

respondents gave: it is not safe for women to play sports, women are not strong enough to play, 

and women are not able to play sports during all times of the month (BBC Media Centre, 2020). 

It was also claimed that their research showed that “attitudes towards women and women’s 

sports in India are complex, contradictory and counterintuitive” (BBC Media Centre, 2020), 

particularly as it also found that most respondents (85%) believe that men and women should 

receive equal pay.  

From this research project as well as the work of scholars such as Majumdar (2004) and Rowe 

et al (2018), sport is approached as being constructed as a masculine activity and a distraction 

to women’s expected roles in the household that align with traditional Indian values. Lindner 

(2011, 322) argues that physical-contact sports tend to be considered as masculine/male 

appropriate sports in general, so is therefore not an issue that is respective of only India. 

Concerning Indian society, Majumdar (2004, 94) states that a continuing issue that affects the 

development of women’s sports in India is the lack of financial support due to the common 

ideology that women’s sports are unimportant especially in comparison to men’s sports. The 

patriarchal culture of sport in India contributes to the fact that women are left feeling 

unsupported in the sports workplace (Rowe et al, 2018, 82) as women tend to be absent from 

sports participation as they are expected to focus on their studies and support the household.  

Sports films have always been a part of Bollywood cinema; the sense of community through 

nationalism tends to make such films popular, including Lagaan which was India’s first official 

entry to the Oscars. Set in 1893, this film includes the team playing cricket against the British 

being formed of men only, whilst the women support them through emotional encouragement 

and providing them with food. Although one of the supporting characters, Elizabeth teaches 

the villagers the game and assists them in their practice, she does not actively partake in the 
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sport or even demonstrate any movements or exercises for them. She simply helps them 

through her dialogue- in fact, we never see her lift the ball or bat, thus suggesting that the 

stigma surrounding women playing sports had also existed in Western culture in the past but 

is now stronger in patriarchal societies including India and China. Sports films before Lagaan 

include Awwal Number (1990, dir. Dev Anand) and All Rounder (1984, dir. Mohan Kumar). 

Like Lagaan, gender roles in these two films were traditional in the sense that the women did 

not partake in sport and were simply provided emotional support to their male counterparts. 

Other examples since the release of Lagaan include Dil Bole Hadippa! (2009, dir. Anurag 

Singh, transl. Heart Say Hurray!), Mary Kom (2014, dir. Omung Kumar), and Sultan (2016, 

dir. Ali Abbas, transl. King). Each of these three films include main female characters as 

professional sports players but are not analysed in this thesis as they were not as critically 

acclaimed as CDI and Dangal in the sense that both were hailed for their addressing of social 

stigmas surrounding gender. To examine whether gender portrayals surrounding sport have 

changed between 2007-2016, an analysis of CDI will first be conducted and subsequently be 

contrasted with that of Dangal.   

 

    CDI  

Rationale and synopsis  

CDI was the first mainstream Bollywood film involving women participating in professional 

sport. The film stars one of Bollywood’s biggest actors as the main protagonist, SRK, and the 

film performed well at Box Office, earning over 21 crores (£2m) (boxofficeindia.com, 2007) 

in its first weekend. Critics also praised the film for its portrayal of taboos surrounding women 

playing sports (Rajesh, 2007).  

 

Unable to play hockey professionally for India after being disgraced after losing a match 

against Pakistan, Kabir wants to coach a team of female hockey players to salvage his 

reputation. At first, the head of India’s hockey association, Tripathi is sceptical, but Kabir 

manages to convince him. Kabir is then in charge of sixteen young women who are initially 

divided by their regional differences and are thus competitive against each other despite being 

part of Team India. He realises that the team can only win the World Cup if he helps them 

overcome their differences.  
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Some of the girls defy Kabir’s instructions and sabotage the practice, which leads him to resign. 

However, he then agrees to remain as their coach after seeing more potential amongst the 

players. As the main protagonist, Kabir continues to train the now- united team and they are 

sent to Australia for the World Cup, where they win a string of matches. Team India are 

victorious against Australia and when the team return to India, they receive greater respect 

from their families and attract media attention. Kabir’s honour is restored, and he returns to his 

home village with his mother.  

 

Societal setting  

The two focal concepts of CDI are nationalism and gender equality. These intersect with each 

other (the latter will be looked at later), but nationalism takes precedence through the film’s 

emphasising to win for India as opposed to a women’s team. Nationalism is an ideology that a 

‘nation’ is the fundamental unit for human social life and should take precedence over any 

other social and political principles. The concept is an aspiration for social groups to defend, 

create or maintain the ‘nation’ through the consolidation of unity and identity (Smith, 2010). 

In the film, the notion of Indian nationalism is central throughout the film, and this is 

constructed from the very start. CDI’s first scene shows the intense end of an international 

hockey match between India and Pakistan. The competitiveness between both nations is 

conveyed through scenes of cheering fans waving the Indian flag and shots of the scoreboard 

showing that Pakistan is currently on course to win the game at 1-0, thus making this scene 

tense as India need to score within the last twenty seconds. It should also be noted that the film 

was released in 2007; India’s 60th year of being an independent nation following its 

decolonisation under the British Raj, a context emphasising the importance of nationalism as a 

concept in the film. In these opening scenes, the viewer is encouraged to feel emotionally 

invested in the Indian team. Indian nationalism and patriotism are important in terms of the 

film’s portrayal of progressive gender roles in Indian society because the former can (and are 

used to) unite national communities. In other words, if communities can be united through 

nationalist discourse (despite a history of tensions), so can the communities of men and women, 

as the film suggests. The importance of Indian national unity is highlighted with the fact that 

the match is against Pakistan, a nation formed after Partition in 1947, thus making the match 

seem more ‘important’ for Indian nationalism. Therefore, audiences are encouraged to take a 

patriotic stance to the narrative from the very start of the film, especially as Kabir is a Muslim 

who is playing for the Indian team.  
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The appeal to nationalism in the film is also strengthened when Kabir becomes the head coach 

of the women’s team by the disapproval of regional differences that the female players take 

pride in, and which drive their individual competitiveness when joining the team. When Kabir 

asks the team to introduce themselves, each of them steps up, states their name and their 

regional district in response to which he stresses the importance of teamwork and the fact that 

they will playing for India. He makes it his mission to extinguish the competitiveness borne of  

their regional identities and sternly encourages them instead to come together as Indians for 

the sake of nationalism. It is nationalism that sets the foundation for the advocation of gender 

equality and is given more importance; this will be discussed later when exploring the portrayal 

of Kabir as the patriarch. But for now, the film’s representations of women will be analysed.  

 

Representation of the female players as strong yet misguided  

The women who form Team India are immediately represented positively as very ambitious, 

strong-willed, and motivated. This links to ‘Fearless Nadia’, one of the most successful 

actresses in the 1930s who performed her own stunts. Between the 1930s and 2000s, there have 

been developments in the representation of women; literature on Bollywood cinema prior to 

2007 has claimed that the ideal woman in Bollywood is submissive, tolerant, and bound by 

tradition to maintain the household (Virdi, 2003). CDI is representative of fluctuating change 

in Indian cinema in terms of gender representation as the women’s team are physically and 

mentally stronger like Fearless Nadia, particularly in comparison to women in Bollywood 

cinema between the post-colonial period and during/prior to the 1990s who tended to be 

submissive.  

 

The women’s physical and mental strength is evident in CDI when we are first introduced to 

Balbir; she is seen arguing with a male rickshaw driver over the price of her journey fare, 

threatening to beat him up. Later, when Molly and Mary walk towards the training camp for 

the trials, they walk past two men on the street who gaze at them in a sexual manner whilst 

grunting. In retaliation, Molly turns around and slaps one of them. These examples represent 

the women as having a mixture of personal qualities, including being strong, ambitious, 

motivated, and at the same time, argumentative and potentially violent. These scenes of the 

women suggest that it is unclear in the beginning how the women should be viewed by the 

audience. Sympathies are not yet clearly directed. For Plantinga (2009, 31), “sympathy 

provides a moral and ideological compass for the viewer”. But here, the ambiguous 
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representations mean that viewers are left to decide for themselves whether to side with the 

women or not.  

 

Even though viewers must determine whom to side with at the start of the film, we as an 

audience are invited (as opposed to expected) to be open-minded to the idea that the women 

want to engage professionally in an activity that is typically considered to be masculine whilst 

being the subject of condescending attitudes in a conservative community. Whilst this is the 

case, viewers are also encouraged to side with Kabir as he is helping the team to do this, hence 

challenging traditional notions of gender. As well as their bold personalities, the women’s 

physical strength is also portrayed in the film. It becomes decisive for example, through the 

scene half-way through the film where they become involved in a mass brawl against a group 

of men who made sexual comments about one of their team players. This fight begins with an 

immediate retaliation from Balbir as she gets up to slap one of the men, causing him to fall. He 

responds by pushing her onto a table and she attacks back, causing the rest of the women’s 

team to get involved by beating the two men up. During this scene, one of the women rips off 

a man’s belt and then begins to beat him with it, thus presenting the women as uncowed as they 

are able to defeat them as well as other men who join in to fight against the women, without 

any assistance from Kabir who continues to sit at the table, looking over the women in awe, 

and stopping his staff from getting involved to stop them from fighting (see figure 2). He does 

this because he wants to determine the strength and unity of the women, as prior to this fight 

he only saw them as a dysfunctional team. The only time Kabir gets involved is to prevent a 

man from attacking them with a cricket bat. As Kabir looks over the women in awe when 

fighting as he finally sees them unite, it can be assumed that the viewer is also supposed to 

share his view of them as inspiring when they work together. The viewer is also encouraged to 

side with the women as opposed to the men who they are fighting as Kabir clearly does as he 

can now visibly see the women’s potential to work together, directing the audience’s 

sympathies to chime with Kabir’s gaze.   
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Although the female players are portrayed as being a mixture of both negatively argumentative, 

and admirably ambitious and strong, they are at the same time depicted as trapped under the 

pressure and condescending attitudes from their family, particularly the men. It is only after 

the introductory scenes of the female players that audiences are encouraged to sympathise with 

the situation of some of them. Mishra (2002, 69) argues that men are responsible for making 

the family decisions in a patriarchy Indian society, and this is prevalent in the CDI. Audiences 

are encouraged to sympathise with some of the female players through scenes involving them 

returning home for visits or communicating with their families whilst they are away for 

training. One scene illustrates one of the players, Preeti visiting her fiancé, Abhimanyu who is 

the captain of the men’s Indian hockey team. He emotionally blackmails her by accusing her 

of not putting their relationship first and informs her that he and her father have already set 

their wedding date without her knowledge. She responds to this with disbelief as she was not 

involved in the discussions. This scene once more highlights the expectation of women in 

traditional Indian society to settle down, emphasising the significance of marriage (Mathur, 

2008, 55).  

 

Despite Abhimanyu being the captain of the men’s Indian hockey team, the fact that he still 

labels Preeti’s wish to also have a career in hockey as ‘silly’ shows that even he is dismissive 

towards the idea of women engaging in sports. As stated earlier, hockey is a relatively 

‘acceptable’ women’s sport as it is less ‘physical’ in comparison to others such as wrestling 

and football. It could also be the case that Abhimanyu is intimidated by Preeti’s success as a 

female hockey player. Whilst Preeti (along with the rest of the women’s team) is depicted as a 

Figure 2: Kabir watches the mass brawl in McDonald’s 
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figure of change and female empowerment, Abhimanyu is representative of conservative 

values towards gender equality and women embarking on careers away from domestic duties. 

Therefore, this constructed binary shows that whilst Preeti is ambitious and attempts to break 

gender stereotypes of women playing sport professionally, she is still made to feel isolated due 

to the lack of support from the men in her life and decisions about her marriage being made 

without her. The relationship between Preeti and her fiancé highlights the struggles that women 

may experience regarding balancing their careers and adhering to traditional values such as 

marriage and respecting the men in their lives despite some modernisation and gradual 

acceptance of liberal values- as outlined by Brosius and Butcher (1999, 103) and Vinod (2016). 

Preeti’s refusal to marry him at the end of the film supports the argument made by Sharma and 

Narban (2016, 491) that women in ‘modern’ films are represented as more independent and 

career-oriented, a change from “total dependency on their male counterparts”.  

 

Representation of patriarchy through Kabir  

Whilst this chapter focuses on the representations of female empowerment and gender equality, 

the representation of the male characters must also be discussed, particularly when 

investigating patriarchal structures both on-screen and throughout Indian society. Doing so 

allows us to seek out the underlying messages and social statements regarding ‘liberal’ values 

in India. Scholars have re-iterated similar arguments that Bollywood film tends to represent 

male characters in line with patriarchal values, including more contemporary films (Habib, 

2017, 70; Shendurnikar Tere, 2012; Mishra, 2002, 69). These values include men being the 

breadwinners and decision makers of the household, and men having more say and power over 

women.  

 

Kabir is portrayed as a tough coach who makes the team undergo disciplined training regimes, 

affirming scholarly arguments that men in Bollywood cinema tend to be represented as being 

strict and assertive in personality, their ways of life, and their decisions. Kabir’s rigorous 

regimes are done for the sake of nationalism, getting the women’s team to win for India would 

allow him to regain his own honour. This is since he would have achieved something 

substantial for the nation, which he was unable to do as the captain of the men’s team. Hence, 

he is made to be a likeable character to liberal audiences as he is not depicted as simply an 

oppressive patriarch. At the same time, Kabir is, in some respects, a benevolent patriarch with 

some traits that are in line with traditional forms of patriarchy alongside liberal, progressive 

ideas (in this sense, gender equality). The notion of the benevolent patriarch (Mitra, 2020) is 
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defined as a role model for the new, modernised India in the sense that they utilise their male 

privilege to drive social change whilst still maintaining core traditional values, as outlined in 

the literature review. All in all, the women only come together and win the World Cup because 

of the assistance of a man.  

 

Although Kabir is the ‘benevolent’ patriarch, there are some aspects of his character that also 

align with notions of traditional patriarchy which includes mental and physical strength 

(Lampel et al, 2017). After being accused of sympathising with the Pakistani team, Kabir is 

forced to leave his suburb along with his mother. In this emotional scene, Kabir locks his house 

door and is seen comforting his mother as she holds on to him. In a birds-eye-view angle (see 

Figure 3), they are seen walking through a crowd of people who are watching them leave; after 

transitioning to a wide-angle shot, his mother is upset and Kabir tries hard to hold back his 

tears. This scene suggests that Kabir may not be the strict ‘patriarchal’ figure that has been a 

key component of Bollywood narratives historically as he tolerates taunts accusing him of 

being a traitor and leaves the suburb. Regarding this notion constituted of patriarchy, it is 

equated with Kabir being tough/ ‘manly’ by holding back his tears. Gopinath (2018) argues 

that although ‘affective’ masculinity has been central to male stardom in Indian cinema, as a 

star, SRK shifted the focus of the male hero from anger to “vulnerability, sensitivity, and the 

ability to feel and endure pain” (2018, 307), something which Kabir does as he feels hurt whilst 

being thrown out of his hometown.  

 

 

Figure 3: Kabir and his mother are forced to leave their hometown after he was accused 

of being a traitor  
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It must also be noted that Kabir is portrayed as the ‘fallen hero’ and eventually restores his 

honour through hard work and perseverance as at the end of the film, he feels comfortable 

enough to return to his home which he was forced to leave. Overall, Kabir is represented as a 

patriarchal figure but not as a father or elder relative as would be the norm in Bollywood film 

(Banaji, 2013, 494). As the team’s coach, he is making the female players undergo strict 

training regimes, and to regain his honour from the nation, his patriarchal self is key to make 

them successful for the sake of nationalism. Thus, whilst the film depicts that women should 

be allowed to play sports professionally, and can do so well, it also endorses the existence and 

importance of patriarchy, particularly as the women’s team may not have achieved success 

were it not for Kabir. Another important theme is how issues of nationalism and gender 

intersect with each other. It is my argument that nationalism is given more prominence in 

comparison to gender equality as the film not only emphasises the importance of women being 

able to thrive in sports, but also includes them being represented as misguidedly competitive 

communities who realise in the end that they are better off together whilst achieving success 

for the nation. Nationalism was used as a method to unify tensions amongst the women, and 

so the film’s portrayals of gender equality is not as progressive as it seems. In contrast, Dangal 

is different as I will argue next; both concepts of nationalism and gender are given equal 

prominence, but nationalism is also used to persuade ideals of women’s empowerment, as I 

will now analyse.  

 

Dangal  

Despite attitudes towards women that emphasise the importance of their domestic roles 

remaining significant in conservative parts of Indian society today, Dangal performed well at 

the Box Office. In its first three weeks, it made more than £41m, and was named the top 

grossing Bollywood movie of all time (BBC News, 2017). Dangal was also critically 

acclaimed for challenging patriarchy and gender inequality through its strong messages about 

female empowerment. In a review for the Times of India, Iyer found the movie to be a positive 

change, and wrote that the “messages on our obsession with the male child (prevalent since the 

dark ages), myopic stand on upbringing daughters and the administration’s pathetic disposition 

towards sports, are loud and clear” (timesofindia.com, 2016). This analysis sets out to explore 

the film’s depictions of gender equality and how it intersects with nationalism.  
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Dangal tells the story of Mahavir Singh Phogat (Aamir Khan), a failed professional wrestler 

whose wish is for his son to fulfil his dream of winning Gold for India at the National 

Championships. However, he does not have a son, but two daughters, Geeta (Fatima Sana 

Shaikh) and Babita (Sanya Malhotra). His wife, Daya (Sakshi Tanwar) gives birth to two more 

girls; although disappointed, Mahavir assures his guilty wife it is not her fault, and finally gives 

up on his dream of winning Gold for India. The villagers taunt Mahavir for not being ‘blessed 

with a son’. As young teenagers, Geeta and Babita beat up a pair of boys who bully them and 

seeing this makes Mahavir realise their potential and strength. He decides that they should 

become wrestlers and win gold and so begins to train them both.  

 

At first, Geeta and Babita detest the intense training but then realise it is for their own benefit 

and participate willingly. After winning some local matches, Geeta enrols in a wrestling 

academy where she begins to experience a different life. She is taught different training 

methods than the ones her father taught her and begins to disregard his disciplinary teachings. 

During a visit home, Geeta mocks her father and beats him in a mini wrestling fight. She returns 

to the academy and loses a string of wrestling matches. Babita joins her at the academy but 

makes it clear that Geeta should respect Mahavir and encourages her to make amends with 

him. Geeta does so, and Mahavir re-trains her.  

 

After Geeta’s academy coach finds out about this he informs the dean. The dean reprimands 

an apologetic Mahavir and informs him that Geeta can continue in the academy, but he must 

not enter the premises, nor is Geeta able to leave. However, they secretly continue to train 

together over video call. At Geeta’s final wrestling match, the coach becomes jealous of 

Geeta’s bond with her father, and spitefully locks Mahavir in a janitor’s cupboard without the 

knowledge of anyone else. Trapped in the cupboard, Mahavir suddenly hears the Indian anthem 

playing, which means that Geeta has won Gold for India. As he is released from the cupboard 

by a janitor, a tearful Mahavir runs back to re-unite with his daughters.  

 

Setting the scene: the portrayal of conservatism and patriarchal values  

Dangal constructs a traditional, conservative setting right from the beginning when Mahavir is 

ordered by his father to give up wrestling for a more stable career. Without the film having 

gone past five minutes of screen time, a pervasive sense of patriarchy is immediately 

constructed. Mahavir is forced to live a miserable life after giving up his wrestling dream for 
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the sake of his father, therefore emphasising the traditional Indian value of sacrifice for elders, 

particularly the male patriarch- in this case, Mahavir’s own father.  

 

The film also highlights the fact that according to traditional Indian culture under patriarchy, 

having sons is more desirable than daughters. Boys are an ‘asset’ to the family as a future 

breadwinner who will look after parents in their old age, whereas girls are widely seen as a 

burden, particularly as parents are often pressured to marry their daughters off and pay dowries 

to the families of their husbands (Gaudin, 2009, 9). This reality is reflected in the opening 

scenes of the film when Daya is pregnant and many villagers offer her unconventional ideas to 

ensure she will give birth to a son, including rituals such as feeding a cow every morning during 

her pregnancy. After she gives birth to a girl, there is no distribution of sweets as would have 

been done had it been a boy, and a group of male villagers laugh about Mahavir being careless 

as he should have only tried to conceive on Sundays. Whilst Dangal portrays the patriarchal 

belief that the birth of a son is more desirable than a daughter through these scenes, the film 

does not share it, especially as Geeta and Babita become successful wrestlers. Although it must 

be noted that after all, Mahavir is doing this to fulfil his own dream and that working towards 

this dream is also good for his daughters and is somewhat a side effect. This now leads to the 

analysis of Mahavir as the ‘new’ patriarch.  

 

Aamir Khan as Mahavir Singh Phogat: the ‘new’ patriarch?  

Despite Mahavir leading an unhappy life due to his father ordering him to give up wrestling 

for a financially stable career, Mahavir is the patriarch of his own family and exercises his 

authority over his daughters and their wrestling training. Whilst Kabir in CDI a metaphorical 

father figure, Dangal represents Mahavir as a strong father figure. According to Sen (2001, 

149), it was significant in Bollywood films during the 1990s to feature a strong father figure 

that acts as the “carrier of ‘tradition’”, and this is also present in Dangal. He forces them into 

his working for his own dream without even asking them if they wish to do so, thus eliciting a 

strong sense of patriarchal authority. The scene which shows Mahavir cutting Geeta and 

Babita’s hair short despite them crying and begging him not to do so, demonstrates his strict 

authority over them. However, the director is implying here that Mahavir’s authority over his 

daughters is in the form of ‘tough love’ (as opposed to abuse) and was necessary because Geeta 

and Babita become world wrestling champions despite receiving taunts from the villagers, 

which otherwise may not have happened if it were not for Mahavir. Like Kabir in CDI, Mahavir 
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as the patriarch is not depicted in a negative manner. In terms of the overall argument, both 

characters are in the form of the ‘benevolent patriarch’, meaning that while they are patriarchal 

figures, they use their privilege to help women succeed in society. Therefore, it seems that the 

notion of the benevolent patriarch is still necessary in Bollywood film to idealise notions of 

gender equality and female empowerment.  

 

The depiction of Mahavir as a benevolent patriarch also differs in other respects from the 

typical representations available in Indian cinema outlined above. Most importantly, he quite 

explicitly suggests the need to break down the traditional gender roles that exist in Indian 

society, and he views his daughters as no less important than sons. When he realises that Geeta 

and Babita could become professional wrestlers after beating up two of their male classmates, 

Mahavir states: “All along, I wanted a son so he could win gold for the country. But what didn’t 

occur to me is that gold is gold. Whether a boy wins it, or a girl”. Additionally, in response to 

Daya expressing her worries about who will marry the girls if they become wrestlers, Mahavir 

cheerfully exclaims “I will make our girls so capable that boys will not choose them, they will 

Figure 4: Mahavir commands his daughters to continue their intense training 
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choose boys!”. From this, the film’s message that women can be successful in sport is driven 

by both ideas of gender equality and nationalism with equal prominence.  

As well as pushing for gender equality for his daughters, Mahavir respects his wife, rarely 

raises his voice at her, and does not mistreat her. After giving birth to her third and fourth 

daughters, Daya feels guilty for not providing Mahavir with a son, but he insists it is not her 

fault and never uses it against her. He also does not go against her when she refuses to allow 

him to cook meat in ‘her’ kitchen’ to increase their protein intake. From this, it is assumed that 

she, Geeta and Babita are vegetarian for religious reasons. Instead, he orders his nephew to 

learn how to cook, and as a family they all cook and eat the meat outside except Daya who 

only provides them with the utensils and spices before going back inside. Nonetheless, Mahavir 

had the final say over whether they should be eating meat, and this shows on Daya’s face 

nervously looking over as Geeta and Babita begin to eat the food he has prepared for them. 

Roy (2006, 125) proclaims that a key feature of Indian patriarchy is that there is no further 

discussion within the family once the main patriarch has decided. Whilst Mahavir respects his 

wife, he still makes the family decisions as the patriarchal figure of the family. In terms of the 

overall argument of this chapter, despite Dangal portraying ‘liberal’ ideas about gender 

equality as it depicts that idea that women have the mental and physical ability to become 

wrestlers, but at the same time, the men still know what is best for the family and society (which 

is also the case in CDI).  

An important question to consider, is whether Mahavir is really pushing for gender equality for 

his daughters, or if he is simply doing so for the sake of nationalism and to achieve his own 

dream to win Gold for India. This echoes Kabir in CDI who wanted to redeem himself as a 

fallen hero. To address this question, it is important to consider the idea of nationalism when 

challenging social norms that are part of traditional values such as gender roles. This is partly 

since nationalism can bring communities together under a sense of shared belonging 

(Kecmanovic, 1996), a theme which was present in CDI. Regarding Dangal, upon winning 

Gold for India at the Commonwealth Games, Mahavir hands Geeta back her medal after she 

gives it to him. He believes this achievement belongs to her only and that his dream of winning 

Gold had come true through a family member. He is truly proud of his daughters and tearfully 

embraces them both after Geeta’s win; in fact, this is the first time the audience sees an 

expression of such love and pride for them. Therefore, whilst nationalism is important for 

Mahavir, gender equality for his daughters is equally important. This chapter contends that the 
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film uses nationalism and ambition to achieve gold for India when promoting the need for 

gender equality. In contrast, CDI is not so much about women in sports, but includes women 

being represented as misguidedly fighting communities who realise by the end of the film that 

they are better off together. In Dangal, Geeta and Babita can become successful wrestlers, but 

only for the nation as opposed to a hobby or individualist sport. But the fact that the anxieties 

surrounding the idea of women becoming wrestlers in the traditional community are being 

represented suggests that the film is also encouraging greater acceptance of gender equality. 

This is through the portrayal of the idea that women can achieve significant sporting success 

for their nation, just as men have done. Nationalism driving the promotion of gender equality 

makes Dangal more palatable for conservative audiences, whilst highlighting the need for unity 

between genders to achieve greatness for the nation.  

The contrasting representations of Geeta ‘aur’ Babita, and their mother Daya  

For a film that attempts to contest traditional Indian norms and gender narratives, it is crucial 

to study the representations of the two female protagonists, Geeta and Babita, as well as that 

of their mother, Daya. In the context chapter, I discussed how women in traditional Indian 

culture are mostly expected to maintain the home through the undertaking of domestic duties 

and that sport is not considered an appropriate activity for women to engage in. Consequently, 

Sonawat (2001, 183) contends that in traditional Indian society, parents tend to limit the activity 

and play of young girls. In reaction to Mahavir allowing his daughters to wrestle, one of the 

villagers says that “Girls should only be used in the kitchen, not for wrestling”, thus directly 

highlighting the inequality that women in India tend to experience.  

Geeta and Babita eventually end up becoming strong wrestlers under the guidance of their 

father, winning local wrestling matches. Agarwal (2014, 118) states that women’s roles in 

Bollywood have changed over time “from being dependent on their male counterparts to very 

independently carrying the storyline forward”. Dangal adds nuance to this argument; although 

Geeta and Babita are depicted as being able to defend themselves from condescending attitudes 

towards their wrestling, they still appear to be restricted under the control of their father. They 

appear to have no social life as they only concentrate on practising and participating in matches. 

This aspect of the narrative echoes another common argument in scholarly literature that 

women in Indian society are typically under the control of the decisions made by their male 

family members (Sonawat, 2001), regardless of whether it offers happiness or not. However, 
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Dangal re-frames these decisions made for Geeta and Babita as ‘tough love’ from Mahavir as 

they can benefit success from it.  

 

In fact, as well as Geeta and Babita being represented as strong- both physically and mentally- 

Geeta can experience more “freedom” when she moves into the wrestling academy. Geeta 

being to feel free as she is no longer under the restrictions and instructions of her father. She 

grows her hair and starts to take pleasure in watching films with her new friends and regularly 

going out- activities she was unable to do whilst living in the family home. This differs from 

CDI! as the women appear to dislike the intensity and strict nature of their training and the lack 

of freedom in the academy, whereas Geeta feels emancipated despite the training being just as 

intense. At the same time, I want to argue that while more female characters are being 

represented as more independent and stronger in contemporary film, this does not necessarily 

mean that women are no longer depicted as powerless or having lack of freedom. In Dangal, 

this applies to the representations of Geeta and Babita.  

 

It must be noted that Geeta’s freedom comes at a price as she begins to lose a string of matches. 

The film does not explicitly relate her freedom to the losses, but it also does not offer any other 

readings that explain otherwise. The film implies that Geeta’s unsuccessful matches are 

because she began to disrespect her father, his values and coaching (especially as she would 

not be at the wrestling academy if were not for him), and distances herself from her family. 

This aspect of the film’s narrative stresses that despite the need for wider Indian society to 

embrace the idea of gender equality, it is important that some traditional Indian values are 

maintained to achieve personal success. These values include respect for parents and elders, 

and the significance of family unity (Mahavir, Geeta, Babita and Omkar all joined together to 

ensure Geeta’s success). Dangal implies that Geeta would not have won Gold at the 

Commonwealth Games if it were not for her ‘return’ to be a ‘good’ Indian who adheres to such 

values, paralleling the suggestion that Team India would not have won in CDI if they did not 

come together for the sake of nationalism as opposed to regionalism. The ‘return’ to be a ‘good 

Indian’, Pugsley and Khorana (2011, 367) note, is a feature of asserting nationalism in a 

globalised world in Indian cinema because it idealises Indian culture and values in the form of 

redemption.  

 

The fact that Geeta can strengthen her wrestling performance only after reconciling with her 

father and paying heed to his coaching is very similar to Kabir’s strict regimes and demands 
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for the team to work in unity in CDI. Chatterji (1998, 49) argues that in Bollywood film, it is 

common for the ‘inner strength’ of a woman (when they have it) to mainly be derived from a 

male relative. In the case of Dangal, Geeta’s strength is derived from Mahavir’s values and 

coaching, and is emphasised by the fact that she improves her wrestling after being taught by 

him again. This affirms the film’s setting up of Mahavir’s disciplinary regimes and ideas as 

‘tough love’, and it is evident that the patriarchal structure regarding family and Indian 

nationalism is being re-worked here in Dangal to pave the way for social reform in Indian 

society. Hence, whilst Geeta and Babita can become successful wrestlers, the film idealises 

that at the same time they must not lose their Indian values including respect for elder male 

family members.  

 

Whilst the film aims to challenge India’s conservative societal structures, the representation of 

Daya also adds significance to the narrative as she is represented differently to her daughters. 

Despite the characters of Geeta and Babita defying stereotypes of women regarding gender 

roles and sports, their mother conforms to representations of women as homemakers, without 

a voice, and subordinate to their male counterparts which was common prior to and during the 

1990s (Habib, 2017, 71; Virdi, 2003; Shendurnikar Tere, 2012; Singh, 2017). Spivak (1988) 

posits that historically, women are unable to speak due to having been conditioned by a 

patriarchal society into maintaining silence for the sake of men. This is applicable to the 

representation of Daya. Not only is she confined to domestic life (see Figure 5), but she is also 

made to feel guilty by fellow villagers for not giving birth to sons. Additionally, although she 

is worried that there will be no marital suitors for her daughters as they have taken up wrestling, 

she cannot convince Mahavir fully of these concerns. When Geeta and Babita beg their mother 

to save them from their father’s strict training regime, she responds with “for now, forget that 

you even have a mother”. Therefore, this illustrates that Daya is a ‘subaltern’ woman within a 

male-dominated society in the sense that she is unable to make any key decisions in the family, 

other than the ones that directly affect her own religious beliefs and domestic duties.  

 

However, this depiction of Daya does not mean that Dangal is not as progressive as CDI 

regarding gender equality in general. In fact, Mahavir being the actual father of Geeta and 

Babita as opposed to Kabir being a metaphorical father of the women’s team, may be more 

“powerful” in invigorating a response from audiences in the sense that the idea of gender 

equality is taken more seriously. The fact he is adamant that his daughters can and should take 

up a male-dominated profession, is illustrative of a stronger stance siding with women’s 
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position outside of the domestic sphere, especially as the Indian father figure is known to be 

the decision maker of the family. The representation of Daya as having no say in the matter 

despite her reservations in comparison to Geeta and Babita portrays a stark inter-generational 

‘gap’ in terms of female empowerment in Indian society and is representative of societal 

change in India where more young women are- today- more likely to have their own careers 

outside of domestic duties (Biswas, BBC News, 2016). However, the intergenerational 

differences here between Daya and her daughters are not binary because Geeta and Babita too, 

had no say over their career in wrestling at first, which shows that patriarchal structures are 

still in place in Indian society although they succeed in their careers.  

 

 

Figure 5: Daya produces sports clothing for Geeta and Babita to wear during wrestling 

training  

Conclusion  

After the release of Lagaan, Bollywood films focusing on sports narratives became more 

common, especially regarding women playing sports professionally. Despite these 

developments over time in Bollywood, the sense of patriarchy and defence of traditional 

‘Indian values’ that arose from the colonial era still exists in many parts of Indian society today, 

and this is reflective from the analysis this chapter has undertaken of both CDI and Dangal. 

Further, the depictions of patriarchy in the films are quite similar in the sense that both Kabir 

and Mahavir wish to prove themselves to the community, and guide women to become 
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successful in activities that are considered masculine in traditional society to push societal 

boundaries. Women in CDI are represented as strong with bold personalities but are subject to 

gender inequality in their homes. In Dangal, Geeta and Babita are also depicted as strong and 

ambitious. However, their lives at home and training are still under the control of Mahavir and 

this is re-framed as his ‘tough love’ for the benefit and success of his daughters. The 

representation of their mother Daya as the ‘subaltern’ woman, as defined by Spivak (1988) 

also emphasises the argument that although Indian society is changing regarding gender 

inequality in the sense that is becoming more recognised, conservatism still exists, highlighting 

the requirement to encourage change in society.  

Although Dangal illustrates a more conservative setting on-screen including values such as the 

birth of boys being seen as more desirable than girls, and that women should be confined to 

domestic duty, the film does not share them. Instead, it challenges these traditional values by 

emphasising that women are not burdens in society and can achieve success in a male-

dominated sport. The way in which this is done is especially impressionable as Mahavir is the 

actual father of Geeta and Babita as opposed to SRK being a metaphorical one in CDI. 

Additionally, nationalism and gender equality both drive the narrative of Dangal as Mahavir 

presses for his daughters to prove the sceptical villagers wrong and do well for themselves, 

whilst he also works to achieve his dream to win Gold for India, but through them instead. By 

challenging conservative values through its narrative and giving both nationalism and female 

empowerment equal prominence, Dangal is more progressive than CDI in terms of 

highlighting the need and persuasion for gender equality in Indian society. CDI on the other 

hand, sets up nationalism as the focus for the film and is the main aim for the women to win 

the World Cup; it is argued that this is done to make issue of gender equality more palatable to 

more conservative audiences.  

The aim of this chapter has been to determine if and how representations of gender and women 

engaging in sports professionally have developed over time. It perseveres that films can inspire 

wider cultural dialogue surrounding this, particularly in terms of the awareness and possible 

acceptance of “more liberal” values. My audience studies aim to explore this further through 

initiating discussion of their perceptions of and the meanings they see as implicit in the 

Bollywood films they watch. But for now, Bollywood’s portrayals of pre-marital relationships 

will be analysed.  
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Chapter Four: Bollywood’s portrayal of pre-marital relationships: A 

comparative analysis of Salaam Namaste (2005) and Luka Chuppi (2019)  

 

Despite the Kama Sutra originating from India, sex continues to be a strong stigma in many 

tenets of Indian society (Chakraborty and Thakurata, 2013) along with pre-marital 

relationships. According to traditional Indian culture, individuals are expected to wait until 

marriage to engage in intimacy and live with each other, and that married couples should live 

with the male’s family. Furthermore, emphasising the importance of family (Habib, 2017, 71) 

is the expectation that parents should guide their children when choosing a life partner (Bhakat, 

2015, 178) as they will essentially become a part of the family. Various factors aim to form 

this decision, including the class, societal reputation, and career of the individual as well as 

their family members. In many parts of conservative Indian society, love marriages remain 

taboo, despite them becoming more common in urban parts of India (Rathor, 2011; Bhandari, 

2017).  

 

Following on from the context chapter, this chapter takes the form of a comparative textual 

analysis of two mainstream Bollywood films released fourteen years apart. It aims to examine 

the developments in their portrayals of women, pre-marital/live-in relationships, and intimacy 

in their respective historical contexts. The first text is Salaam Namaste, and the second is Luka 

Chuppi. Both are mainstream films that address the issues surrounding pre-marital 

relationships by including leading characters who engage in a live-in relationship and 

experience difficulties in doing so.  

 

This chapter will investigate how “modern” and “traditional” values have developed regarding 

pre-marital relationships and intimacy between the two films as well as how its depictions of 

women in Bollywood changed. It also looks at the cultural factors that have potentially led to 

these changes. I will argue that the more recent film, Luka Chuppi, portrays the topic of pre-

marital relationships and live-in relationships in a challenging manner as it emphasises the 

importance of Indian values such as family unity and respect for elders. In comparison, Salaam 

Namaste portrays and encourages liberal attitudes towards such issues that are considered 

sensitive in many parts of Indian society. This analysis has been written to pursue my 

underlying argument that Bollywood narratives have fluctuated over time by being very 

modern and ‘liberal’ during the 2000s and then beginning to integrate traditional Indian values 



  

 100 

and conservative attitudes within ‘apparent’ liberal storylines post-2010 (Manzar and Aravind, 

2019).  

Salaam Namaste  

Salaam Namaste (2005) tells the story of two young Indians, Nick (Saif Ali Khan), a chef, and 

Ambar (Preity Zinta), a medical student who works part time as a radio disc jockey, who have 

both respectively moved to Australia to make a life of their own. Nick moves to Melbourne to 

become an architect but pursues his passion to become a chef after graduating. Ambar left India 

after having rejected many marriage proposals and was therefore disowned by her parents.  

 

Nick is scheduled to do an interview for Ambar’s radio show but fails to turn up as he 

oversleeps. In frustration, Ambar bad-mouths him live on air. After meeting at a mutual 

friend’s wedding, Nick and Ambar start dating and engage in a live-in relationship to get to 

know each other better. Despite their differences, they get along well and begin to fall in love, 

until Ambar discovers she is pregnant, much to the dismay of Nick. He wants Ambar to have 

an abortion. However, she cannot go through with it, causing them to break up although they 

still live together. During a hospital check-up, Nick finds out that Ambar is carrying twins and 

decides to fully commit to her, after he leaves due to a misunderstanding that Nick has slept 

with another woman. Nick finds Ambar, apologises, and then proposes to her after she gives 

birth to twins.  

Representation of Ambar as independent yet ‘Indian’  

When we are introduced to Ambar, she is presenting her radio show. The scene conveys her 

‘feisty’ nature as she bad-mouths Nick live on air because he failed to turn up for his scheduled 

interview. The narrator then informs the viewer that she has been disowned by her parents in 

India for moving to Australia and not having an arranged marriage, as per their wishes. From 

this, she is an independent woman; her character is freer in comparison to her historical 

counterparts (Sathian, 2010). Rather than obliging her parents’ wishes to marry, she leaves to 

make a life of her own. Despite being independent and no longer remaining in contact with her 

parents or visiting the ‘homeland’ since she left, Ambar is also portrayed as wanting to keep in 

touch with Indian culture- for example, she often tells Nick off about how he should identify 

more with it himself.  

Although she is portrayed differently to the predominant women characters in Bollywood up 

until around 2010 (Manzar and Aravind, 2019), Ambar is not represented negatively by the 
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director. Rather, the narrative is constructed in such a way that it encourages allegiance with 

Ambar (Smith, 1995) as viewers are encouraged to sympathise with Ambar when she discovers 

she is pregnant, decides to keep the baby and plans to raise the child by herself. This is achieved 

through the portrayal of Ambar’s ‘inner’ strength when she is treated badly by Nick after she 

discovers she is pregnant and refuses to go through with an abortion. Ambar wants her and 

Nick to marry so that they can together bring up their child, but Nick is adamant that he does 

not want to get married and does not want Ambar to have the baby. When he finds out an 

emotional Ambar is pregnant, he does little to console her, blames her for not using 

contraception ‘properly’, and tells her to ‘kill’ the baby through a point-of-view shot from 

Ambar who is sitting down while Nick is standing up. The use of a point-of-view shot showing 

Nick standing above Ambar and telling her off, encourages viewers to sympathise with her as 

he is bullying her. However, in contrast to the ‘ideal’, tolerant, and obedient female Bollywood 

character historically (Mathur, 2008, 55), Ambar persists that she will keep the baby.  

Despite being depicted as autonomous and able to make her own decisions that oppose those 

of Nick, the fact that Ambar must support herself during her pregnancy still implies that she is 

vulnerable and unable to turn to her own family for help. Ambar is portrayed as having both  

the traditional characteristics of women in Bollywood, and the ‘new, modern’ Indian woman. 

As Agarwal (2014, 128) contends, women in 1990s/2000s Bollywood tended to include women 

as decorations and homemakers who had no identity of their own. For example, most female 

characters in Hum Aapke Hain Kaun are only known as the ‘wives’ of the men in the household. 

They do not actively participate in the decisions, nor do they play a key role in the film; these 

characters simply undertake domestic duties and offer emotional support to their husbands and 

elder male relatives. Whilst Ambar may not be submissive towards Nick which was the norm 

in 1990s and early 2000s Bollywood (Agarwal, 2014, 127), she is still portrayed as vulnerable 

and alone (until Nick realises that he still has romantic feelings for her). Overall, this implies 

that family is still important, as per traditional Indian culture, particularly as strong elements 

of conservatism from family members are not present- which will be discussed in the following 

section.  

Representing pre-marital relationships and intimacy on-screen  

Salaam Namaste sets the scene of Nick and Ambar’s relationship, in detail regarding how they 

met and their decision of moving in together, initially as friends. The narrative outlines that 

they co-habited out of convenience and then develop feelings for each other after a short while. 
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The film attempts to gradually introduce the idea of live-in relationships to conservative 

audiences by focusing on the chemistry between them in the first half of the film. The focus on 

Nick and Ambar’s growing relationship arguably encourages audiences to wish for them to 

become a couple and agree with their decision to engage in a live-in relationship particularly 

as they are both estranged from their respective families. This ‘slow build’ is perhaps less likely 

to deter conservative audiences from continuing to watch the film and consider its message, 

who might regard its themes as radical.  

After Nick and Ambar develop feelings for each other, we are shown various scenes of 

intimacy between the two in the second half of the film (once viewers have come to like them) 

and wish that they become a happy couple. It is also key to note that there are no intimate 

scenes involving them until an hour into the film, which included a close-up shot of them 

passionately kissing in the shower. The inclusion of intimacy in Salaam Namaste marks a 

change in the way romance and chemistry were previously depicted on-screen in Bollywood, 

especially as kissing on-screen in 1990s Bollywood was taboo (Szurlej, 2017, 120). Intimate 

scenes in Bollywood film are a sign of a ‘modern’ outlook (Prasad, 1998), thus it can be 

asserted that the inclusion of such scenes in Salaam Namaste creates an imaginary cultural 

space within the diaspora where a growing part of an urbanised Indian society (Brosius, 2010) 

both in India and amongst the diaspora is portrayed.  

In addition to this depiction of a community away from the ‘homeland’ in Salaam Namaste 

(the film is set in Melbourne), there is no sense of family or traditional, conservative values in 

the film that directly inflict upon the main characters and their life decisions. Desai (2004, 49) 

contends that ‘desi’ [Indian] identity is ‘caught’ between two cultures; the conservative Indian 

culture, and the ‘modern’ Western culture’, and many young women do not wish to estrange 

themselves from their families for being ‘too Western’. In the film, we are shown a scene of 

Ambar’s father hanging up the phone on a tearful Ambar in anger when she tells him she 

intends to live in Melbourne before he disowns her. After that there is no involvement from 

her or Nick’s parents, none when they move in with each other and none when Ambar finds 

out she is pregnant. Upon finding out about Ambar’s pregnancy, it is Nick who tells her to have 

an abortion- not because it goes against the ‘Indian’ values regarding family and relationships, 

but because he does not want a child and their live-in relationship is already going well. The 

minimal sense of family or traditional, Indian values in the film does not overtly convey 

tensions that exist between conservative values and the more liberal ones towards pre-marital 
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relationships. So it is my argument that the film constructs a potential ‘future’ of a more liberal 

society that represents a small part of a changing Indian society in 2005 that is more urban.  

Luka Chuppi  

Luka Chuppi tells the story of Rashmi (Kriti Sanon) and Guddu (Kartik Aaryan), two television 

reporters who are working on a story about the stigma towards live-in relationships in Indian 

society as the public in the village where the film is set are angry over the fact that the local 

mayor is living with his girlfriend. As they both spend time with each other, Guddu suddenly 

proposes to Rashmi who immediately refuses as she says although she likes him, they do not 

know each other well enough to marry. Instead, she suggests they have a live-in relationship 

to test their relationship and see if they are right for each other. A hesitant Guddu eventually 

agrees. They rent an apartment in another village but must pretend to be a married couple to 

not raise suspicion amongst their traditional landlady and the local villagers whom they fear 

would throw them out if they found out the truth.  

 

Guddu’s family are devastated that he has ‘married’ without their permission. Unable to admit 

that they have been in a live-in relationship, Rashmi then goes to live with Guddu and his 

family as his ‘wife’. She detests the fact that they are both lying to their families. The couple 

eventually marry in a communal ceremony where other couples are getting married within the 

same venue in a traditional Hindu ceremony. Both families turn up as they were suspicious of 

Guddu and Rashmi who eventually admit they are not married. Guddu explains to Rashmi’s 

father (a political party leader) that he keeps losing in the elections as his policies do not cater 

to the younger generation who are more accepting of modern values and social practices, thus 

failing to gather support from them. Rashmi’s father promises to act on it. Guddu and Rashmi 

finally get married in a traditional, Hindu ceremony with their families present.  

As opposed to the film being set in a Western location, Luka Chuppi is set in a small 

village/town. In this town, the community is defined by conservative, traditional values. Kartik 

Aaryan who plays Guddu- is well known to play characters in films with ‘modern’ storylines- 

for example, Sonu Ke Titu Ki Sweety (2018, dir. Luv Ranjan)- a film about two bachelors in a 

string of pre-marital relationships. Kartik Aaryan having previously starred in such movies 

conveys that as an actor, he may be a ‘figure’ for audiences that represents a ‘modern’ India 

where more liberal and ‘Westernised’. Interestingly, the film was not well-received by critics 

as it was widely condemned for lacking a strong storyline and failing to challenge the stigma 
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surrounding live-in relationships seriously (Deccanchronicle.com, 2019). This analysis aims to 

investigate this.  

Opening scenes: narrative perspectives  

A film’s opening “makes us aware of the point of view: who is telling the story” (Insdorf 2017, 

1), and Luka Chuppi’s opening scenes immerse the audience directly into a depiction of conflict 

between liberal and conservative attitudes towards live-in relationships. The scene shows a 

fictional movie star, Nazeem Khan being harassed and interrogated by the public and 

journalists about his (extra-marital) live-in relationship. One journalist accuses him of not 

being a true ‘Indian’ and labels his behaviour as ‘anti-national’, to which Nazeem responds 

that he is a proud Indian and that it should not matter to anyone else as to what personal life 

decisions he makes. In this scene involving clashing social attitudes, the underlying ideology 

of the movie is immediately conveyed to audiences; that it is a personal choice to engage in a 

live-in relationship and if an individual chooses to do so, it does not mean they are not a ‘true 

Indian’. The viewer is encouraged to share Nazeem’s point of view. Additionally, a mob tear 

down and vandalise Nazeem’s movie promotional posters, and vow to ban his screenings in 

the entire village, thus emphasising that the issue is considered unacceptable in (at least) parts 

of India.  

The following scene shows Guddu, Abbas and Rashmi undertaking a news assignment where 

they are investigating the public’s attitudes towards live-in relationships. Through the report 

and vox-pop interviews of the locals, we are shown many reasons and opinions towards live in 

relationships, both negative and positive. One vox-pop shows a policeman exclaim that “live-

in is just an excuse for sex!”, and another admits to having been in a live-in relationship but is 

then attacked by other members of the public upon hearing this.   

Furthermore, the opinions of those who view live-in relationships as de-moralising and 

detrimental to society, is juxtaposed with the words of the local priest who is also interviewed. 

The priest also refers to the two Hindu idols, Radha and Krishna who were not married to each 

other yet loved each other, yet Hindus seem to worship them. The words of the priest portray 

an underlying message of the film- if love exists, anything is chaste. This encourages the 

audience to question the stigma towards pre-marital and live-in relationships in India- 

particularly as he is someone of religious standing whom viewers (including those who may 

adhere to traditional values), may trust or in whose message they may find some wisdom. This 
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is especially the case when considering the mise-en-scene of this scene; as the priest offers his 

opinion regarding live-in relationships, he, Rashmi, Guddu and Abbas (the other reporter) are 

all sitting down on the floor cross-legged, almost as if a lesson or class is taking place. As an 

audience, we are encouraged to adopt the views that support the idea of pre-marital and live-in 

relationships. By including this element of dialogue by the priest in the first few scenes of the 

film, the director is inviting audiences to be open-minded towards the messages and ideologies 

that will be conveyed in the rest of the film.  

The film also portrays and endorses a strong sense of conservatism aside from the attitudes 

towards pre-marital and live-in relationships. In the news office scene where we are introduced 

to Rashmi and her father, he is about to shake the hand of the chief reporter, until he finds out 

his Muslim name ‘Abbas’ and immediately pulls his hands away to greet him according to a 

Hindu tradition ‘Radhe Radhe’. This highlights the existence of religious tensions in India, 

particularly between the Hindu and Muslim communities (Khan, 2019) which has been the 

case for centuries. Portraying this tension alongside the struggle between liberal and traditional 

attitudes towards pre-marital relationships, shows that while some parts of Indian society may 

be becoming more accepting of such liberal values, significant tensions still exist as 

conservatism is still prominent in many aspects of life in India.  

Representations of women through the portrayal of Rashmi: moving towards 

independence, but still ‘Indian at heart’  

Whilst Ambar in Salaam Namaste is represented as Westernised regarding her lifestyle and 

dress, Rashmi in Luka Chuppi is portrayed in a different manner. Like Ambar, she is also a 

working woman but adopts a more traditional style of dress by wearing Salwar Kameez. When 

Guddu unexpectedly proposes to Rashmi, she rejects it and insists that they should engage in 

a live-in relationship to get to know each other better (see Figure 6). Even after Guddu is 

hesitant, she is firm in conveying her reasons to do so until he eventually agrees. The fact that 

Rashmi chooses a live-in relationship as opposed to marriage, portrays a ‘new’ Indian woman 

in Bollywood who is more actively involved in the decisions that directly affect her life. More 
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female characters in Bollywood are starting to ‘rebel against India’s patriarchal system by 

choosing their own lifestyles.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

While bold in some respects, Rashmi is also fearful of her politician father who holds 

conservative values and makes them a key foundation of his party’s policies. For instance, she 

is fearful of him finding out that she is in a live-in relationship as it would ruin his reputation 

as a political party leader. When her father does find out that she ‘secretly married Guddu in a 

family meeting involving Rashmi, Guddu and their families to discuss this, she simply stands 

directly in front of him and contributes little to the discussion. As he proclaims that at least 

they are married and did not have a live-in relationship like ‘that scoundrel Nazeem Khan’, she 

remains silent, feeling guilty that she has in fact, been living in one. Her guilt is constructed 

through specific shots of Rashmi looking down at the floor as her father speaks, and 

occasionally glares at Guddu helplessly insinuating that he should say something. Her fear and 

inability to speak up about her personal life, highlights that although more women in India are 

becoming more independent and actively involved in their own life decisions, many still 

experience difficulties within a traditional/modernity dichotomy in voicing and acting upon 

their issues remain whilst patriarchal consent is still significant (Mishra, 2002, 69; Sibal, 2018). 

Additionally, Dasgupta and Hedge (1988) state that the ‘ideal’ Indian woman in Bollywood 

film is based on the tolerance she holds and presents towards men, regardless of whether she 

is treated unjustly by them. Despite Dasgupta and Hedge’s work being written in 1988, it is 

still relevant when analysing Bollywood films released up until today. Although Ambar in 

Salaam Namaste was portrayed as vulnerable during her pregnancy, she was able to live a life 

Figure 6: Rashmi is taken aback by Guddu's proposal 
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away from her family, and Rashmi in Luka Chuppi does not seem to want to disappoint her 

father even though she does not agree with his strongly conservative opinions. In this sense, 

there have been small shifts over time in the ways in which women are represented in 

Bollywood.  

The depiction of Rashmi’s father’s conservative attitudes towards live-in relationships are 

reflective of strong conservative attitudes in Indian society. Luka Chuppi’s modern theme pre-

marital and live-in relationships in Indian society is ‘hybridised’ of the traditional and modern 

values and attitudes in India. This is because her father is constructed as the ‘patriarch’; Sen 

(2001, 149) argues that it was significant in Bollywood films during the 1990s to feature a 

strong father figure that acts as the “carrier of ‘tradition”. An example of this is the character 

of Arti’s father in Raja Hindustani (1996, dir. The Indian, transl. Dharmesh Darshan), a 

wealthy man who loves his daughter Arti, until she secretly marries a taxi driver of low-

standing, after which he disowns her and bans her from visiting the family home. The fact that 

his love for Arti quickly turned to shame as she did not ask his permission nor did she choose 

a wealthy life partner of similar standing to them, shows he acted out of tradition and as a 

patriarch of the family. Contemporary portrayals on-screen in films (including Luka Chuppi) 

released post-2010 that weave conservative values in liberal storylines (or vice-versa) convey 

the notion that whilst attitudes may be becoming more liberal, there is still an existence of 

strong conservatism that many individuals in both India and amongst the diaspora may be 

dealing with in their daily lives.  

 Figure 7: Guddu's parents find out about his and Rashmi's 'marriage' 
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Luka Chuppi shows Rashmi struggling with her guilt as she is lying to her in-laws and insists 

that she and Guddu get married in secret. This desire is a contrast to the uncertainty she felt 

when he proposed to her; her guilt comes from ‘betraying’ her in-laws, and therefore intersects 

with the notion of the ‘new’ Indian woman (Chauduri, 2002; Fernandes, 2000). According to 

Titzmann (2017, 6), women are now being portrayed as being able to combine tradition with 

modernity whilst remaining ‘Indian at heart’. Whilst feeling guilty, Rashmi also becomes very 

emotional when Guddu’s family is being nice to her, and even agrees to help her mother-in-

law with domestic chores despite her mother-in-law insisting she need not. This shows a 

change to her independent self that was portrayed in the beginning of the film when she voiced 

her desire to work for a national news platform. Rashmi adhering to traditional values 

concerning marriage and respect for elders (Virdi, 2003, in Ayob and Keuris, 2017, 40), is a 

contrast to Salaam Namaste’s Ambar who did not tell her parents that she is pregnant and did 

not manage to make amends with them. In Luka Chuppi, this highlights the importance of 

family. At the same time, it encourages the adoption of Indian values. At the same time, 

audiences are being encouraged not to be judgemental towards those who do engage in live-in 

relationships.  

Pre-marital relationships and intimacy as stigma  

Unlike Salaam Namaste in which Ambar and Nick are friends when they decide to move in 

together out of convenience, and then develop feelings, Rashmi and Guddu in Luka Chuppi 

decide to have a live-in relationship after not knowing each other well within the first half an 

hour of the film. It is also important to note that Rashmi’s justification for doing so, is because 

she was warned by a local female villager during the news report interviews to never marry 

someone until she knows the person well due to her discovering after marriage that her late 

husband was an alcoholic. This reason may encourage the viewers to sympathise with Rashmi 

and her decision to move in with Guddu as opposed to simply accept his marriage proposal. 

However, the fact that Rashmi and Guddu have a traditional Hindu wedding at the film’s 

climax shows that they have adopted traditional Indian values (or the film wants audiences to 

think so) and are thus Indians ‘at heart’ despite having engaged in liberal, ‘Western’ practices. 

Rashmi and Guddu’s decision to live together before marriage is being portrayed as ‘rash’, 

especially as they feel bad for doing so, and eventually realise their mistake.  

Whilst Salaam Namaste ended with Nick proposing to Ambar, in Luka Chuppi we see Rashmi 

and Guddu get married in the ceremony scenes, thus suggesting that they have achieved 
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redemption from audiences through their return to the moral high ground of Indian tradition 

(Pugsley and Khorana, 2011, 367). This encourages audiences to become more open to 

accepting the portrayal of ‘liberal’ values on-screen because the importance of marriage as per 

traditional Indian values is highlighted through Rashmi and Guddu’s happiness as well as their 

families at the end of the film. In Luka Chuppi, respect for family is emphasised more, and it 

must be noted that the couple’s happiness is not sacrificed; they want to be together, but also 

want to make their families happy.  

If we compare the construction of intimacy on-screen, it is interesting to note again that Salaam 

Namaste includes several intimate scenes, but Luka Chuppi does not. In fact, Rashmi and 

Guddu do not even kiss on the lips on-screen. To depict the fact that Guddu and Rashmi engage 

in a physical, intimate relationship, there is a scene which quickly cuts to scenes portraying 

events of the next day as they go underneath the duvet on their first night having moved in 

together. The visual elements that represent intimacy such as kissing on-screen are not as 

apparent in Luka Chuppi as they are in Salaam Namaste. According to Prasad (1998) there was 

a ban on kissing which may have been due to nationalist politics of culture as it was seen as a 

Western convention that should be practiced privately, and therefore somewhat detrimental to 

Indian culture. It was not until the late 1980s where some kissing scenes were shown in film, 

but this was rare (Prasad, 1998, 89). Hence, I argue that the later-released film is more localised 

and ‘in-line’ with contemporary Indian culture (that consists of a mix of both liberal and 

traditional values). It can be assumed that the milder tone of intimacy constructed in the later-

released Luka Chuppi is because the film is set in India and thus acts as a precautionary measure 

to ensure the portrayal of issues that are sensitive in Indian society are not assertive or offensive 

towards conservative audiences. As Salaam Namaste is fourteen years older than Luka Chuppi, 

it must be highlighted that cultural change is slow but is progressing.  

Conclusion  

Post-colonial Bollywood from 1950s-1980s as well as 1990s Bollywood which saw the release 

of many NRI films, tended to highlight tensions between Western and Indian values by 

constructing the West as the ‘other’ in a negative manner, including the idea of pre-marital 

relationships. Since around 2010, there has been an increasing number of Bollywood films that 

include pre-marital/live-in relationships. Despite these developments over time, the sense of 

patriarchy and defence of traditional ‘Indian values’ that arose from the colonial era still exists 
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in many parts of Indian society today and Bollywood, and this is evident from the analysis this 

chapter has undertaken of both Salaam Namaste and Luka Chuppi.  

Regarding the representations of Ambar in Salaam Namaste and Rashmi in Luka Chuppi, 

whilst there are similarities due to the films aiming to portray issues considered sensitive and 

taboo in Indian society, there are also key differences. In Salaam Namaste, although Ambar is 

a working woman who may not be submissive towards Nick’s taunts or demands as scholarly 

literature would suggest was the norm in 1990s and early 2000s Bollywood, she is still 

portrayed as vulnerable and alone during her pregnancy.  

Rashmi in Luka Chuppi is also depicted as a working woman who at first, appears to be more 

actively involved in decisions that affect her life, as Rashmi rejects Guddu’s proposal and 

insists they engage in a live-in relationship instead. Her hesitance to allowing her father to find 

out, highlights that although more women in Indian society are becoming more independent, 

many still experience difficulties within a traditional/modernity dichotomy in voicing and 

acting upon their issues remain whilst patriarchal consent is still significant. When exploring 

how both films represent pre-marital relationships on-screen, this chapter found that there are 

differences between them. In Salaam Namaste, the focus on Nick and Ambar’s growing 

relationship encourages audiences to sympathise with them and their decision to engage in a 

live-in relationship, particularly as they are both estranged from their respective families. On 

the other hand, Luka Chuppi does portray a strong sense of traditional values.  

It is concluded that there have been small shifts over time regarding Bollywood’s portrayals of 

pre-marital relationships and co-habitation. While marriage is still seen as a key life-step in 

both films, Luka Chuppi highlights the importance of love and getting to know a romantic 

suitor properly (therefore encouraging audiences not to be judgemental of liberal social 

practices), but at the same time- respect for the family and the sanctity of marriage is even more 

important. Although this may not necessarily ‘fit in’ with the ‘progress’ narrative of this thesis 

that Indian cinema is becoming more liberal, Luka Chuppi is localising modern narratives to 

suit local cultures that might typically adhere to traditional values. It will now be explored 

whether this is the same for Bollywood’s portrayals of marriage and divorce.  
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Chapter Five: Bollywood’s Portrayals of Marriage and Divorce: A 

Comparative Analysis of Kabhi Alvida Naa Kehna (2006) and Dil Dhadakne 

Do (2015)  

In Indian communities, divorce is seen as a last resort for marital issues, and divorced women 

are very likely to be shunned and viewed as wanting a divorce based on trivial grounds or being 

the sole cause of the breakdown of their marriage (Palmer et al, 2013, 562). Marriage in India 

and across South Asia “continues to be nearly universal and relatively early, and divorce 

believed to be relatively uncommon (Dommaraju, 2016, 2). However, Kumari (2016) posits 

that this is starting to change as the issue of divorce is slowly becoming de-stigmatised in 

contemporary Indian society because of the increasing rates. This will be explored in the first 

section, which aims to provide some contextual background on India’s attitudes to women, 

marriage and divorce and their historical representation in Bollywood.  

This chapter takes the form of a comparative textual analysis of two mainstream films released 

ten years apart and aims to examine the developments in their portrayals of women, marriage, 

and divorce in their respective historical contexts. The first text is KANK and the second is 

DDD. These films have been selected for analysis as both include leading characters who are 

unhappy in their marriages, represent a typically conservative Indian society and each portrays 

the struggle of individuals wishing to divorce their partners. This chapter explores how 

“modern” and “traditional” values have developed regarding marriage and divorce between the 

two texts, whilst examining the changes in the representations of women. It also investigates 

the factors that could have potentially led to these changes, and to what extent DDD represents 

a “modern” Indian society as opposed to KANK.  

I argue that both films attempt to portray liberal values regarding marriage and divorce in 

Indian society, according to the characteristics of society at the time of each release. I am 

positing that as time has developed, so has Bollywood in its portrayals of women and unhappy 

marriages that lead to divorce to reflect a part of India and Indian society that is changing and 

becoming more accepting of apparently liberal values, potentially leading to a more liberal 

Indian society. But, as Banaji (2006, 12) contends, Hindi films also act as a ‘cultural and 

ideological force’, which ‘do not merely reflect social reality, but also construct it’. Whilst I 

will be following this line of argument, I also argue, however, that the discourse of ‘ideal’ 

Indian femininity that came about in retaliation to Western forces during colonial rule, is still 

prevalent in Bollywood today. In doing so, I pursue the argument that Bollywood narratives 
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were very modern and ‘liberal’ (at times) during the 2000s and then began to integrate 

traditional Indian values and conservative attitudes within ‘apparent’ liberal storylines post-

2010.  

Rationale for the selection of films  

Both KANK and DDD include a multi-star cast, consisting of Bollywood’s most popular actors. 

Whilst Amitabh Bachchan and SRK in KANK are two of Bollywood’s biggest stars, DDD’s 

Ranveer Singh and Priyanka Chopra are also globally known actors. Representations mediated 

in star-studded films may reach a larger audience and are, therefore, likely to be more 

influential concerning the introduction of ‘modern’ values to conservative audiences in 

comparison to smaller-budget, niche films. Or at the very least, do more to make these matters 

cultural talking points on the social agenda.  

Additionally, KANK addressing a sensitive topic, raised concerns in wider society due to the 

anxiety surrounding divorce as a theme in mainstream film (Williams-Oberg, 2008, 2). 

Williams-Oberg (2008) discussed the film with young participants in New Delhi when 

researching the ‘paradox’ of being young in India in relation to Bollywood film and found that 

many responded negatively to KANK as they saw adultery and divorce as immoral (Williams-

Oberg, 2008, 18). This suggested the unpopularity of Karan Johar’s long-awaited film in India.  

Johar is one of Bollywood’s most prominent film directors, and KANK is his lowest grossing 

film in India (boxofficeindia.com). However, it did well in the US and the UK (McPhail, 2010, 

320), implying popularity amongst the diasporas. Between the releases of KANK and DDD, 

Deakin and Bhugra (2012, 169) wrote that “Films related to divorce do appear from time to 

time, but often fail at the box office”. This highlights the sensitivity of the topic in Indian 

society, as described earlier. However, in comparison to KANK, DDD was received well by 

audiences both in India and the UK (Khuranaa, 2015), and film critics considered it to be 

positive concerning the challenging of traditional attitudes towards relationships in Indian 

society (India Times, 2016). I am arguing that both films portray ‘modern’ values to certain 

degrees and will first discuss this in relation to KANK.  

KANK  
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In KANK, Maya (Rani Mukherji) is to marry Rishi (Abhishek Bachchan). She was raised by 

Rishi’s father Sam (Amitabh Bachchan) after her parents died. Dev (SRK) is a football player 

who, after winning one of his biggest games, signs a five-million-dollar contract. He is married 

to Rhea (Preity Zinta), and lives with her, their son and his mother (Kirron Kher). Maya meets 

Dev moments before she is to marry Rishi. Although Dev and Maya are strangers, they connect 

instantly and just after Maya goes off to marry Rishi and they part ways, Dev gets into a car 

accident and permanently injures his leg. He is unable to play football again. The film then cuts 

to four years later. Rhea is successful in her career and is the main breadwinner of the 

household, which makes Dev feel inferior. Maya is deeply unhappy in her marriage. By 

coincidence, Dev and Maya meet again and decide to help each other ‘save’ their marriages. 

In doing so, they find themselves falling in love with each other.  

As tensions rise in both marriages, Rhea accuses Dev of becoming jealous of her success whilst 

Rishi becomes frustrated at the lack of intimacy from Maya. Dev and Maya then express their 

love for each other and engage in an affair. Rishi’s father finds out and suffers a heart attack, 

and on his deathbed, advises Maya to leave Rishi as she is stopping herself and Rishi from 

being truly happy. The two couples separate; however, Dev and Maya lie and tell each other 

that their spouses forgave them. Thus, they both live in isolation for years without knowing 

about each other’s situation. At Rishi’s wedding, he and Rhea both inform Maya that Dev is 

leaving for Toronto and must go and ‘chase her love’. Maya and Dev reconcile.  

Narrative structures and perspectives  

KANK consists of sophisticated filmic methods in guiding audiences to view the film in a 

particular way. Plantinga (2013, 106) argues that viewers’ attitudes towards characters is 

central to their response to the text. As KANK focuses on sensitive issues, a certain degree of 

sympathy is expected towards certain characters (Oatley, 2013, 282). KANK uses its opening 

scenes to direct sympathy towards all four main characters: Dev, Maya, Rishi and Rhea. As an 

audience, we are directed to start viewing the film with an open mind as we are shown and 

invited to take the perspectives of each character.  

Firstly, we are introduced to Dev, who is seen winning a football match, and then shares this 

news with his wife Rhea who had a job interview. He sarcastically accuses her of putting her 

career before him, and jokingly asks if she is jealous that he has won a five-million-dollar 

contract. Although Dev is portrayed as rude and jealous of his wife, audiences still give his 
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character the benefit of the doubt as he consoles Maya on the bench as she contemplates her 

decision to marry Rishi. Dev’s friendliness to Maya suggests there may be a reason as to why 

he is mean to other people about their happiness or success, including his wife; from a narrative 

point of view, the assessment of his character thus remains open.  

In addition to the ambiguous opening scenes, there are occasionally short, voice-overs from 

Dev that provide audiences with some context to certain scenes in which he is present, allowing 

us to understand his perspectives. For example, Dev’s voiceover accompanies the image of 

him lying on the ground injured after being hit by a car: “They say time heals all wounds. But 

in some relationships, some wounds only get deeper with time”, after which the film cuts to 

four years later. Here, audiences are explicitly told that Dev is deeply unhappy. The film thus 

provides audiences with an opportunity to understand Dev’s position through voiced-over 

scenes, encouraging them to ally with him as he is elevated as ‘truthful’. This is important as 

he is otherwise portrayed as bitter through on-screen visuals and in-scene dialogues. Eder 

(2010, 23) asserts that as an audience, “our perception of characters is different from the 

perception of real persons. When we are watching films, we activate media knowledge and 

communication rules”. It can be assumed that KANK’s audience, based on their previous screen 

experiences, understand Johar’s ‘reading instructions’. By directing some sympathy towards 

Dev through his occasional voice-overs, it can be assumed that the director, Johar is inviting 

audiences to withold strong judgement towards certain characters.  

Rhea, in the opening scenes is seen reassuring her interviewer that her life as a mother will not 

affect her career and is immediately depicted as ambitious. Audiences are invited to sympathise 

with her when Dev accuses her of not having enough time for him and their family, but much 

to his surprise- she reminds him that he has forgotten about their wedding anniversary. Here, 

we are shown that she may not be the ‘uncaring’ wife that Dev claims her to be. She is simply 

a mother who wishes to succeed in her career and is thus ‘caught’ between traditional and 

modern ideals regarding women’s roles in both Indian and Western society (Desai, 2004). Like 

Dev, this makes her an ambiguous character while at least some conservative audience 

members can be expected to dislike Rhea for prioritising her career.  

In contrast to Rhea’s introduction as ‘modern’, Maya is introduced to us sitting in front of a 

mirror, wearing traditional Indian bridal attire on the morning of her wedding day. In this close-

up shot scene, she is seen looking concerned about a dusty mirror, wipes it clean and looks 

deeply into her reflection. From this, we realise that Maya has doubts about marrying Rishi. 
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We are then told from the arrival scenes of Rishi and Sam into the wedding venue that it took 

Maya three years to agree to Rishi’s marriage proposal, strengthening viewers’ suspicion that 

she may not want to marry him. The audience then learns more details as to why this is and is 

encouraged to sympathise with Maya in the garden scene, where she confides in Dev; the two 

connect instantly. The fact that she confides in a stranger, moments before her wedding 

emphasises her unhappiness as it shows she feels the need to talk to someone about her 

dilemma, and thus encourages the audience to sympathise with her, particularly as she is 

upholding typical Indian values including sacrifice for elders. By going through with the 

marriage, Maya is depicted as the ‘ideal’ Indian woman according to nationalist standards 

(Virdi, 2003, in Ayob and Keuris, 2017, 40), however there is also a strong indication that this 

sacrifice leads to unhappiness.  

Meanwhile, regarding audience sympathy for her husband Rishi, we are encouraged to 

sympathise with him through Maya expressing to Dev that he is kind and loving. Rishi is 

introduced as having woken up late on the morning of his wedding and scolds his father about 

his regular affairs with escorts, suggesting that he will be a loyal husband.   

Tellingly, just as the opening credits roll after Dev and Maya part ways, Dev gets into a car 

accident at the same time Rishi applies ‘sindoor’ (holy vermilion powder) on to Maya’s 

forehead during the wedding ceremony (figure 8). ‘Sindoor’ signifies the sanctity of marriage 

in Hindu culture and is red in colour- just like the blood that we are shown dripping from Dev’s 

face because of the accident, seen in a high-angle shot (see figure 9). These two scenes intersect 

Figure 8: Rishi applies ‘sindoor’ onto Maya's forehead as part of the traditional Hindu 

wedding ceremony. This is juxtaposed with Dev's car accident.  



  

 116 

with each other on-screen, and through the mise-en-scene of these juxtaposing scenes that are 

occurring at the same time within the film’s narrative, Johar conveys that Maya is making a 

mistake and will regret renouncing her happiness by marrying Rishi. Further, it indicates that 

both Dev’s and Maya’s lives will remain intertwined and that both will remain unhappy. This 

dramatic end to the opening sequence signifies the impending doom in both her and Dev’s 

respective marriages, and effectively sets the scene for a movie that intends to convey a 

potentially powerful social message regarding relationships and marriage.  

  

Figure 9: In this high angle shot, Dev is seen lying on the floor after being hit by a car 

Representation of Indian women through Maya  

Despite KANK’s New York setting, the film depicts a typically conservative Indian community 

on-screen, in the sense that Maya feels ‘trapped’ in her marriage and is unable to voice her 

opinions due to the expectations of marriage in Indian culture (Palmer et al, 2013), and thus 

feels guilty. It was Maya’s idea to save her own and Dev’s marriage as she does not see divorce 

as an option. In fact, when Dev jokes sarcastically about leaving their partners as a wedding 

anniversary gift, Maya smiles awkwardly. Maya desperately feels the need for her and Rishi to 

remain together, despite being unhappy. It should also be noted that the attraction between 

Maya and Dev is clear to audiences, but they do not wish to admit this to themselves or to each 

other. Their suitability for each other is so clear that they seem to be the ‘natural couple’, 

whereas the partnerships with their spouses feel forced. Although Maya claims that her 

decision to stay with Rishi is because she feels that she ‘owes’ her father-in-law, it can also be 

assumed that she believes that marriage is a woman’s duty to maintain because at the time this 
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was typically expected of Indian women, including NRIs. This ideology is depicted in KANK 

as Maya is clearly more invested in the idea of ‘saving’ her marriage in comparison to Dev; 

she agrees to make more sexual advances towards Rishi, whilst Dev reluctantly agrees to 

pamper Rhea more. The representation of Maya in KANK is a clear depiction of the ‘subaltern’ 

woman as she is willing to sacrifice her happiness out of respect for her husband and father-in-

law. Spivak (1988) posits that a defining characteristic of Indian women is that historically 

they are unable to speak the same ‘language’ as the ‘master’ due to having been conditioned 

by a patriarchal society into maintaining silence for the sake of respect for men.  This is evident 

in KANK from the beginning when Maya has strong doubts on her wedding day but goes 

through with it regardless.  

As Spivak (1988) contends, the ‘subaltern’ woman is suppressed under the ideological 

construction of the dominant male. This ideology works in an understated manner in KANK as 

neither Maya’s husband nor her father-in-law are portrayed as being overtly dominant or 

oppressive, although Sam is a womaniser and Rishi is sometimes condescending towards her. 

Rishi would rather spend the night partying as opposed to Maya’s preference to stay at home, 

and often patronises her about this whilst labelling her as boring. In fact, Maya herself almost 

chooses to behave according to the notion of the ‘subaltern’ woman as she only agrees to marry 

Rishi as an act of gratitude, encouraging her to suppress her unhappiness. Maya even begins to 

doubt her own ability of being a ‘good’ wife which according to Mathur (2008, 55), involves 

being obedient and sacrificing one’s own happiness to uphold the honour of the family. 

However, it must be highlighted that the film illustrates that her sacrifice does not make anyone 

happy, including Rishi and Sam.  

Attitudes towards marriage and relationships  

In a press interview, Johar stated that Indian audiences did not understand why Maya cheated 

on her husband as he was illustrated as kind (Saxena, Vagabomb, 2017). KANK portrays Maya 

as being deeply unhappy in her marriage despite her husband being represented as ‘perfect’ 

from the very start of the movie. Rishi is kind and tenderly consoles Maya when she is upset, 

and despite knowing that he and Maya have completely different interests, he does not 

encourage or force her to change. Moreover, he does not blame her for not being able to have 

children. Still, Maya falls in love with someone who has (in Bollywood and in archetypal films) 

the opposite traits of the ‘perfect’ man. Dev regularly taunts his son Arjun for not being good 

at football and for preferring to play the violin. Maya constantly feels there is something wrong 
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with her as she cannot truly love her husband. The character of Rishi is portrayed as the 

‘perfect’ husband according to the typical standards of romantic film from the very start of the 

movie, but not a strong ‘patriarch’. This portrays the complexities surrounding relationships; 

mismatched couples on-screen are quite common in Bollywood, but unlike other Bollywood 

storylines in the 1990s/early 2000s, in which the mismatch is realised by the characters before 

marriage, in KANK it is ‘too late’. The film acknowledges that a marriage may not be happy 

even when no partner is identifiably at fault.  

During this period (1990s/early 2000s), SRK is well known in Bollywood for roles in romantic 

films- for example, Aman in Kal Ho Na Ho (2003: dir. Karan Johar: transl. Tomorrow May 

Never Come) who sacrifices his love for Naina as he is secretly suffering from a terminal 

illness. Scholars including Ram (2014) and Dudrah (2015) proclaim that SRK is an interesting 

Bollywood figure as he played a key role in attracting large diasporic audiences, through his 

creation of a “hero who is less aggressive and more focused on courtship” (Ram, 2014, 132-

4). Taking Ram’s observations into account, the fact that SRK plays a rude snappy man (Dev) 

in KANK subverts the idea of ‘typical Bollywood’ romance. In fact, KANK is the first film in 

which he plays a character that is involved in an extra-marital affair (Somaaya, 2008, 111). It 

is interesting that we do not actually see Dev’s romantic side that is typically expressed by 

SRK’s previous roles until he falls in love with Maya. Dev not aggressively pursuing the 

woman he loves and respecting her wish to save her marriage, explores the complexities of 

romance, thus creating a certain degree of meaningful continuity concerning SRK’s role in 

1990s Bollywood. This contrasts with ideas that Bollywood or popular cinema generally 

simplify ‘romance’. Despite Dev being portrayed as resentful, Johar can develop his character 

as Dev is eventually able to express positive emotion and romantic feelings with (and after 

meeting) Maya. When he is with her, we see another, softer side to Dev’s personality; he is 

seen laughing genuinely as opposed to sarcastically as he did in the earlier scenes in the film. 

SRK’s known romantic persona coming through in the film strengthens and encourages the 

idea to audiences that Dev should be with Maya.  

The film thus attempts to liberate both Maya and Dev from their loveless marriages, whilst 

depicting the difficulties many Indians and diasporic Indians may face in similar situations. For 

instance, after Maya and Dev meet secretly, they both return home to their partners out of guilt. 

They are both clearly painfully conscious of the importance of marriage in Indian society, 

without strong interference from parents or relatives. This becomes particularly clear in 
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comparison to Rhea, who is encouraged by Dev’s mother to make more effort in her marriage. 

Although Dev’s mother does not state that her career is the cause of their marriage problems, 

Rhea is still made to feel guilty as she puts her career first in a culture where women are 

‘responsible’ for making a marriage work. On the contrary, Maya’s father-in-law shows more 

compassion for Maya; he was aware of her unhappiness for some time but remained silent as 

he felt that she and Rishi could solve their problems through communication. It is only when 

he is on his deathbed that he suggests that Maya leave her loveless marriage and allow herself 

and Rishi to be truly happy. This highlights the foundation of patriarchal structures in Indian 

communities (Mishra, 2002, 69); Maya feels upset, yet free once her father-in-law grants her 

permission. As Banaji (2013, 494) argues, female characters in Bollywood may seem liberated 

on the surface, but upon looking at the deeper structures of film narratives, their ‘inner 

strength’, values, and actions are derived from a male counterpart. Dasgupta and Hedge (1988) 

state that the ‘ideal’ Indian woman is characterised on the tolerance she holds towards men, 

regardless of whether she is treated unjustly by them. I am arguing that it is still reflective of 

Indian society to an extent and is applicable to KANK. Despite Maya not being treated badly 

by her husband or father-in-law, she demonstrates this tolerance through the sacrifice of her 

own happiness. This is evident when she and Rishi are supposed to be having sex, but she just 

lies there motionless in a ‘birds-eye’ camera angle as she looks at the ceiling, expressing 

numbness. Despite this sense of patriarchy, as demonstrated through Maya’s endurance, Sam 

advising Maya to leave Rishi to be happy does not represent strong conservative values 

regarding marriage, which is a consistent theme throughout the film. This lack of a strong 

endorsement of patriarchy in KANK is not reflected in the later-released DDD in which a more 

conservative setting is portrayed on-screen as will now be discussed.  

DDD  

Film summary  

DDD tells the story of the Mehras, a dysfunctional family, who go on a cruise with their friends 

to celebrate the wedding anniversary of Kamal (Anil Kapoor) and Neelam (Shefali Shah). Their 

daughter, Ayesha (Priyanka Chopra) is a successful businesswoman, and their son Kabir 

(Ranveer Singh) works for the family business and is expected to take over despite not being 

interested in it. Ayesha is unhappy being married to her controlling husband, Manav (Rahul 

Bose). Kamal and Neelam are also living in a loveless marriage. They plan to introduce Kabir 
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to the daughter of another businessman in the hope that he will invest in their failing company. 

The film is narrated by the family dog, Pluto (voiced by Aamir Khan).  

On the cruise, Ayesha confides about her failing relationship in her mother who sternly tells 

her to concentrate on her marriage. Kabir meets Farah (Anushka Sharma)- a Muslim dancer 

and falls in love with her. During a family meeting, Kamal and Neelam blackmail Kabir into 

agreeing to marry Noori, causing Ayesha to accidentally reveal in retaliation that she wants a 

divorce. Ayesha then informs Manav of her intention to divorce, leading to family meetings 

involving the Mehras along with Manav and his mother taking place to discuss this. Ayesha is 

told by her father that he will never allow her to divorce. In the final family meeting, Manav 

demands that Ayesha leave the cruise with him. Kamal retaliates and threatens Manav to stay 

away from her.  

Angry with Kabir upon finding out he agreed to marry Noori, Farah leaves the ship and Kabir 

jumps into the sea and swims towards land to find her. Ayesha, Kamal and Neelam steal a 

lifeboat and follow him to help, whilst Ayesha and Sunny finally declare their love to each 

other.  

Narrative structure and perspectives  

In contrast to KANK, which encourages audiences to keep an open mind concerning which 

characters they should sympathise with or from whose perspective to view the film (through 

its opening scenes amongst other things), in DDD, audiences are guided much more strongly 

to read the film and its characters in a particular way through the film’s narrator, Pluto. Pluto 

takes a philosophical and moral approach to the narrative as he expresses criticism towards 

conservatism and the hypocritical nature of Indian society. At one point during the film, Pluto 

criticises how Indian parents typically think they know what is best for their children, even if 

they lead unhappy lives themselves. The intended affinity from audiences is clearly directed 

towards the younger generation in the film- particularly those characters who adhere to 

‘modern’, liberal values including Ayesha and Kabir, as opposed to those who adopt more 

traditional ones, i.e., Manav. Introducing Ayesha, Pluto narrates with the following nondiegetic 

dialogue:  

“Ayesha Mehra. Kamal and Neelam’s first born. But her name is not on the invite 

alongside her brother’s. Why would it be? The tradition of our nation is that after 
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marriage, the daughter belongs to another family. The son could have umpteen 

marriages, but he will always remain our own”.  

As per the film’s trivia, the name ‘Pluto’ is associated with the Greek philosopher, Plato 

(Consolaro, 2017, 4). The extract of dialogue above when introducing Ayesha shows the 

‘knowledgeable’, respectable Pluto criticising Indian society by claiming that the older 

generation is holding onto ‘mindless’ values. Pluto expresses his philosophical voice as he 

questions the typical tenets of Indian culture; he condemns the attitude that women should be 

treated as less important than male family members which is the norm in Indian society. Here, 

the narrator directly guides audiences in their reception, aiming to make them critically reflect 

on everyday occurrences within Indian settings.  

Kabir’s introductory scenes begin with a tracking-shot of him walking into a business meeting, 

clearly unhappy. Pluto narrates this scene with the following voice-over: “… The apple of his 

mother’s eye and the sole heir to his father’s empire. So, we have a prince and a throne. But is 

that enough?”. Pluto’s dialogue here highlights how young men in Indian society are often 

pressured to become financially successful and are often denied opportunities to seek happiness 

and satisfaction in life, despite being ‘favoured’ over female family members.  

According to Mieke Bal (2009), the narrative perception in film depends on the perceiving 

perception that is determined by the narrator. Thus, from Pluto’s dialogue when introducing 

both Ayesha and Kabir respectively, the director is clearly suggesting that cultural change and 

understanding amongst inter-generational groups in Indian society is necessary to develop 

society. Pluto as the ‘moral’, philosophical voice, appeals for audiences to trust his judgement 

(which may also be the film’s director or screenwriter) and follow it through the rest of the 

narrative. This is especially the case as Pluto’s comments are addressed directly to audiences 

through nondiegetic voice-over; he only converses with the other characters through the odd 

bark. It is common in film that dogs are portrayed as observers of human behaviour (Consolaro, 

2017, 4) and emotionally tend to pick up on things that humans may not immediately see. Dogs 

are often portrayed as intelligent, and the voice of reason.  

Another important point is that Pluto is voiced over by Aamir Khan, one of the biggest actors 

in Bollywood, who “enjoys the reputation of being a thoughtful actor” and is well known to 

act in and produce films with a strong social message (Nagy, 2002). For example, Dangal 

which was analysed in Chapter Three. According to the Times of India (Iyer, 2017), DDD was 
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the first Bollywood film with a dog character that was voiced by a superstar. Aamir Khan could 

be seen as offering a unique, recognisable voice that audiences are likely to trust, particularly 

when Pluto criticises traditional Indian culture. As DDD deals with divorce and inter-faith 

relationships, gaining trust from audiences to deal with these issues thoughtfully is important. 

This is because the trust gained encourages new perspectives in line with the de-stigmatising 

and acceptance of divorce.  

Female empowerment, and further directions of sympathy  

In DDD, audience sympathy is directed towards Ayesha through the film’s narrative alongside 

Pluto’s narration; she is depicted as a successful woman who at the same time, feels 

emotionally trapped in her marriage. Whilst constantly being on the receiving end of her 

conservative mother-in-law’s comments regarding her career-focused lifestyle, when Ayesha 

expresses unhappiness to her mother, she is sternly told to ‘deal with it’; and when she 

announces she wants a divorce, family meetings are held in which she is interrogated by her 

parents and mother-in-law. Everyone (Ayesha’s husband, father, mother, and mother-in-law), 

except her brother, view her wish for a divorce as something she is ‘doing’ to them (see Figure 

10). This could be interpreted as Ayesha ‘sabotaging’ their upstanding reputation in society, as 

well as the embarrassment of them having brought up Ayesha who is now – for them – 

unreasonably ‘rebellious’.  

 

 

Figure 10: Ayesha's parents in DDD are confused and angry at her divorce request 

Whilst Ayesha does not seem affected by the fact that her father threatens to not financially 

support her if she were to pursue the divorce, she becomes deeply upset when he does not allow 
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her to return to the family home. In this scene, Ayesha looks at her father visibly upset. It is 

contended that the (supposedly) ‘modern’ Indian woman (who may well have the freedom to 

pursue her own career), still finds it difficult to obtain emotional support from her family when 

making a decision that does not adhere to traditional Indian values. This is something that 

young Indians and diasporic Indians have experienced with their families (Banaji. 2006), thus, 

this aspect of the plot is relatable to those who hold ‘liberal’ values. Eder (2010, 17) states that 

movie characters are considered as imaginary human beings, and their development is key in 

the emotional participation of viewers (2010, 30), thus eliciting feelings to certain characters 

(Eder, 2010, 34; Smith, 1995). My audience research explores the personal thoughts and 

experiences of the diaspora regarding Bollywood film’s contributing role to the negotiation of 

their identities in a globalised world.  

Regarding the notion that financial independence still does not bring true empowerment to 

Indian women, the representation of Ayesha depicts the space amongst the Indian and Indian 

diasporic community in which women are striving for their own independence whilst 

preventing disapproval from their family out of respect. Ayesha is fully aware that her 

unhappiness is because her husband is not right for her, and she informs him and her parents 

of her intentions to divorce him. Indian culture idealises the notion that elders have wisdom, 

and thus their opinion is valued by younger adults (Palmer et al, 2013, 564), and this is evident 

in DDD as Ayesha agreed to a marriage set up by her parents. However, women in 

contemporary Bollywood are more actively involved in the decisions that directly affect their 

lives, and that more female characters were starting to ‘revolt’ against India’s patriarchal 

system by choosing their own desired lifestyles. This is also evident in DDD (and more so in 

comparison to KANK) as Ayesha is insistent on divorcing for her own happiness, despite the 

backlash she faces from her family. Regarding this aspect of female empowerment alongside 

Ayesha’s respect for her parents and tolerance towards their complacent decisions, Dudrah 

(2006) notes that the heroine in recent Bollywood film is constructed in a complex way that 

addresses the dual sensibilities of being both Indian and Western, thus portraying an India that 

is becoming more ‘liberal’ through modernising processes (Brosius, 2010).  

Like KANK, Spivak’s notion of the ‘subaltern’ woman is present in the representation of 

Ayesha, although not as strongly in comparison to Maya’s in KANK. Ayesha remains silent but 

can eventually speak up and say that she wants a divorce. This difference between Maya and 

Ayesha could represent a shift in the social landscape of India; in 2009, Nayak and Mahanta 
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(2009) claimed that contemporary Bollywood is representing women as less submissive and 

tolerant towards patriarchy in Indian society. Despite this, it is important to acknowledge that 

viewers’ acceptance of Ayesha’s decision is helped by her brother’s view on her marriage, as 

well as in the end when her parents finally realise that their children’s happiness is more 

important than what society thinks of them. Thus, it is made clear through the representation 

of Ayesha that the struggles women face within a traditional/modernity dichotomy in voicing 

and acting upon their issues remain whilst patriarchal consent is still significant.    

It must also be noted that Ayesha’s mother is deeply unhappy in her own marriage but cannot 

leave her husband as she has ‘nowhere else to go’. She is financially dependent on her husband. 

This is a strong message that is mediated in the film and highlights the hypocrisy of Ayesha’s 

parents as they are aware that they themselves are in unhappy marriages and expect Ayesha to 

remain in hers. Additionally, the look of anger and embarrassment on Neelam’s face due to the 

realisation that Kabir’s words are true to her circumstances emphasises the differences between 

the two generations regarding women’s roles in society and financial independence. This 

difference is representative of societal change in India where India’s divorce rates are rising, 

and the practice is becoming less stigmatised. Biswas (BBC News, 2016) claims that this 

development is partly since ‘… more and more women are going to work or setting up their 

own businesses.’, thus being more financially secure. The difference between Ayesha and her 

mother’s marital circumstances portrays a stark inter-generational ‘gap’ in terms of female 

empowerment in Indian society. Ayesha considers a divorce despite not being allowed back 

into the Mehra family home as she is financially independent. However, her own mother cannot 

leave Kamal as she is heavily dependent on her husband and his income.  

Conservative attitudes towards love and marriage, and the re-working of traditional 

Indian values  

Whilst KANK does not represent strong conservative attitudes towards marriage, DDD depicts 

scenes of ‘direct’ intergenerational conflict on-screen when the family discusses Ayesha’s 

situation. Ayesha’s parents and in-laws see her marital concerns as trivial issues that can be 

sorted immediately. When Ayesha claims that although she and Manav may share some 

hobbies, they are both different people with contrasting life goals, her mother interrupts and 

says, ‘Manav is your husband. Not your twin brother’. In the meeting, Ayesha’s father becomes 

visibly angry with her shouting ‘There has never been a divorce in this family, and there never 
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will be. Now you get that straight!”. Kamal’s anger towards Ayesha’s divorce request is a stark 

contrast to the minimal interference of the older generation in KANK.  

Brosius (1999, 103) argues in relation to contemporary Bollywood that ‘Rather than breaking 

with the past, that is, with tradition, the Indian version of modernity is often a reinterpretation 

of tradition and the effort to appropriate “modernity” into the Indian value system’ thus leading 

to the creation of a ‘new’ Bollywood. Kamal’s anger is reflective of conservative Indian 

attitudes towards divorce. DDD’s modern theme involving divorce is a showcase of the 

traditional and modern values in India that exist alongside each other. This leads to the 

requirement to discuss the notion of the struggle between the modern and traditional in Indian 

society, particularly as India’s government has been of right-wing nature under Narendra Modi 

and his nationalist BJP party (Hall, Chatham House, 2017 and Kaul, 2017), causing tensions 

amongst the middle-class youth and the minorities (particularly non-Hindu) in India. Sanghvi 

(2019) finds that a key proportion of the Indian youth tend to hold anti-BJP sentiments towards 

the party’s religious and caste polarisation as part of their manifesto (Kaul, 529, 2017). Thus, 

Modi is seen as one of the most polarising political figures in India (Hafeez, 62), elevating 

tensions between generations. The integration of conservative values regarding marriage in 

DDD, depicts the cultural, inter-generational struggle as well as the shifts in attitudes in Indian 

society.  

Carmona (2017, 14) notes that “a film narrative can evoke abstract dimensions of human 

experience”. These representations often coax the Indian diaspora to question their identities 

and their place in the new worlds that they have adopted as their own. Smith (1995) includes 

the element of ‘allegiance’ in films’ structure of sympathy and refers to it as a process where 

spectators “construct moral structures, in which characters are organized and ranked in a 

system of preference” (2004, 84). The fact that Pluto clearly sides with Ayesha and Kabir gives 

a strong indication that the more liberal values are preferable by the director to the values of 

the older generation, although this is done in a manner that is not offensive to them. It is only 

until the final family meeting that Kamal realises Ayesha’s unhappiness and pins Manav up 

against the wall when Manav uses violent means to make Ayesha leave with him. It is also 

telling that Ayesha has a ‘good’ reason to divorce; Manav’s psychological and physical abuse 

is needed to excuse her decision to leave him whilst in KANK, Maya and Dev both not being 

attracted to their partners is not as acceptable in Indian society. One must assume that this 
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makes the overall message of DDD more palatable for those who may be sceptical about the 

idea of divorce.   

Interestingly, DDD emphasises the importance of family but in a different way; rather than 

forcing Ayesha to remain unhappily married for the sake of family honour (which has always 

been the norm in Bollywood narratives, including today), her father decides to put his own 

family first by considering his daughter’s own happiness. Habib’s (2017, 71) reminder that the 

family is important in Indian society and that it was a significant social unit in 1990s 

Bollywood, can also be applied to the film’s outcome as the Mehra family are united. This is 

particularly emphasised by the film’s closing scenes when we are shown a wide-angle shot of 

them in the lifeboat happily making their way to land (see figure 11). What is significant is that 

by stealing a lifeboat and using it to find Kabir, the Mehras are all breaking the law at the film’s 

climax, therefore emphasising the significance of the family as a social unit. It also is a bid of 

retreat to ‘safety’ in the form of a ‘regular’ life, and the return to land symbolises this.  

It is evident that the patriarchal structure concerning family and Indian nationalism is being re-

worked in DDD to pave the way for social reform in Indian society. Eder (2010, 33) proclaims 

“characters can trigger processes of learning, can contribute to enlightenment, to the 

development of worldviews and images of humanity, or to the affirmation of the societal status 

Figure 11: The Mehra family sail towards land in happiness and unity  
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quo”. In fact, Dwyer (2014, 4–5) argues that Bollywood cinema does not just reflect society, 

but imagines it, and thus plays a significant role in creating an ‘image’ of how Indian society 

should be. This argument/hypothesis will be examined further in the discussion of the findings 

obtained from the audience study.  

Conclusion  

Bollywood has developed regarding its portrayal of independent women, unhappy marriages, 

and divorce to reflect a part of Indian society that is changing and becoming more accepting of 

apparent liberal values. This comparative analysis conveyed that the representation of female 

characters between KANK and DDD has changed over time in the sense that the tensions 

between the ‘traditional’ and ‘liberal’ values circulating divorce are dealt with more 

prominently in DDD. While the audiences are guided to take the perspective of and sympathise 

with all the main characters in KANK, the audience sympathy for DDD is clearly directed 

towards those characters who adhere to ‘liberal’ values.  

However, this analysis also revealed that an ‘ideal’ discourse of Indian femininity is still 

prevalent in Bollywood today. In KANK, despite Maya having her own career, she still feels 

obliged to stay in her unhappy marriage, suffering in silence. Ayesha in DDD is financially 

independent but despite this, her need for emotional support, when her father threatens to not 

allow her to return to the family home, shows that although women may now more empowered 

in terms of career, significant tensions still exist in Indian society regarding the upholding of 

traditional Indian values. This is alongside the fear of ostracism that comes with challenging 

them.   

Such tensions exist within the narrative of KANK as Maya’s decision to solve her marital issues 

conveys the importance of sustaining her marriage, even if it involves sacrificing her own 

happiness and romantic feelings for Dev. However, Ayesha, in DDD, believes that she should 

be allowed to choose her own life partner based on romantic connection. As Dwyer and Patel 

(2002, 84) note; in patriarchal societies, the parents or elder members of the family decide on 

the individual’s marriage partner.  It can be argued from this that, over time, the desire and 

likelihood for individuals to choose their own life partners is becoming preferable in some parts 

of Indian society, and this is being mediated through contemporary Bollywood texts as DDD 

is imagining a new ‘image’ of India (Dwyer, 2014) which is more accepting of love marriages 

(Biswas, BBC News, 2016).  
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Ayesha’s struggle to obtain her parents’ approval through scenes of intense discussion, 

emotion, and even violence suggests that although attitudes may have become more liberal 

over time, there is still a stigma attached to divorce in India. It must also be noted that Ayesha 

being abused by Manav in front of her parents gives her a ‘good’ reason to divorce him while 

Maya and Dev in KANK not being attracted to their partners is not enough. Thus, the 

encouragement of the acceptance of divorce is more palatable in DDD. This still shows that 

India is modernising.  

Contemporary representations of a ‘modernising’ India in Bollywood films allows young 

liberal Indians residing in India and amongst the diaspora to defend their own values that differ 

from the conservative attitudes of their parents and older relatives, who may have held onto 

values that defined much of Indian culture during the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s, when the Indian 

emigration to the UK peaked (Ram, 1987). This is because young members of the diaspora 

who may have ‘liberal’ values emotionally engage with liberal characters on-screen. In the case 

of DDD, different values are portrayed and evaluated positively by people in one’s own 

community (in a fictional manner), thus giving more liberal audiences the chance to experience 

an ‘approved’ alternative world which they desire. Such portrayals show audiences that beliefs, 

values and norms are changing (or can change), and that what they may desire can eventually 

start to become accepted by their elders. It is now the role of the audience studies (which I 

conducted) to determine how and why this is the case through investigating how young women 

in the Indian diaspora living in London read and respond to portrayals of women and societal 

values in Bollywood cinema.  
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Part II  

An investigation into diasporic consumption and reception of Bollywood 

through interviews  

 

So far, it has been found that the more contemporary films are more reflective than those in the 

2000s as they depict an Indian society that is representative of a growing part that is undergoing 

cultural change that includes the acceptance of liberal values and is potentially constructive of 

more conservative parts. It was also discovered that Bollywood’s representations of women 

have changed over time in the sense that they are illustrated as more ambitious and bolder than 

their historical counterparts, whilst also adhering to Indian values in the more recent films. For 

this thesis, an audience study (consisting of interviews, and repeat interviews) was undertaken 

alongside the textual analysis to find out how young female diasporic audiences feel about the 

contemporary representations of women and societal values in Bollywood cinema, as well as 

how they read and respond to them. It is examined whether participants felt the more 

contemporary portrayals reflect their identities, values, and lifestyles, lived or aspired to them. 

Talking to audiences in-depth allowed me to gain a unique insight into this.  

 

Regarding the philosophical stance of the research, I have used certain elements of 

epistemology as well as critical reflections arising from philosophical enquiries into 

epistemology to underpin my research and methodology. Following anti-positivist criticism, I 

reject the idea that human research on humans can generate objective results on the grounds 

that researchers cannot help but bring their own values and beliefs into the research. In other 

words, researchers cannot be objective in their exploration of the social world. Adopting the 

interpretivist stance (as an alternative to the positivist stance) means that my ‘focus of enquiry’ 

is to ‘find the meaning of the subjective experiences of individuals’ through exploring how 

young Indian diasporic women take meaning from Bollywood film. In terms of methodological 

choices, I have thus opted for in-depth qualitative research whilst immersing myself in their 

social context to describe the processes of media consumption/ reception within the diaspora. 

This is especially important due to the complex nature of diasporic groups and the fact that “no 

diaspora is homogenous, to the point that it appears often misleading to designate them as ‘a’ 

group” (Feron and Lefort, 2019, 37).  

 

Relating this to my own audience research I considered any contradicting views of participants 

in their responses- it was the intention that all respondents were seen as individuals as the world 
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is ‘subjectively created’ (Halperin and Heath, 2012, 42). Due to the complex nature of diasporic 

identity, employing an interpretivist approach to this research is even more necessary, as I 

argue that all respondents should be seen as individuals as the world is subjectively created but 

that diasporic people are even more complex and therefore an interpretivist view is even more 

necessary (Feron and Lefort, 2019, 37).  

 

Scholars who are critical of using positivist approaches in diaspora studies include Alexander 

(2010) and Feron and Lefort (2019, 37) who now argue for the need to emphasise the 

complexities of diasporic groups and to address these in academic literature. For example, 

Alexander (2010) posits that scholars in South Asian popular culture studies should take a non-

homogenous approach in analysis. The need for an interpretivist approach to understanding the 

complexities and experiences of the diaspora, calls for qualitative in-depth audience research 

and an exploration of how individuals create meaning.  

 

For my research, I conducted 18 interviews with young Indian diasporic women living in 

London, as well as 7 repeat interviews with selected participants. A full list of the participants 

who took part can be found in the Appendix section, and the criteria for the selection process 

were as follows:  

  Aged 18-30.  

 Lives in London, or has done so for the past five years.  

 Fair knowledge of Bollywood film (not necessarily measured but this would be claimed by 

participants).  

 Of Gujarati or Punjabi descent.  

The chosen sample age was 18-30 as this is the age group that defines a crucial time for them 

to engage in first experiences with serious relationships, co-habitation, and sex. Banaji (2006) 

interviewed participants to determine how these viewers respond to on-screen representations 

in Bollywood cinema, however as opposed to focusing solely on diasporic audiences, she 

focused on male and female audiences comprising of both Indians and diasporic Indians. There 

is a need for further and up-to-date scholarship that engages in research specifically on Indian 

diasporic adult women as Banaji talked to such a wide range of people in terms of gender and 
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living situation, not enough is known about the young female Indian diaspora. Also, she 

discussed films that were released in the late 1990s such as Hum Aapke Hain Kaun, which are 

very different in their portrayals of women and ideologies to the ones that my textual analyses 

focus on and a part of the term ‘contemporary Bollywood’ that I have adopted for this research. 

This is since the more contemporary Bollywood films have focused on issues concerning 

women and liberal values in a traditional society. Therefore, such changes portray a ‘new’ 

liberalised India in Bollywood film that may lead to emerging tensions, particularly about inter-

generational social structures within Indian and Indian diasporic society.  

 

London was chosen as the site in which to conduct my audience studies as it is a cosmopolitan 

city that has a substantial Indian diasporic population (Shah, 2017, 120). It has been chosen 

over alternative UK cities as London consists of both very mixed ethnic areas, and ethnically 

fairly homogenous ones. For example, Brent and Harrow are London boroughs with a high 

Indian population (London Datastore). My decision to select participants of Gujarati or Punjabi 

descent as opposed to those of other Indian regional backgrounds was made as they are two of 

the largest diasporic Indian groups residing in the UK (Chanda R and Ghosh S, 2013, 4). There 

are subtle yet vital differences, when it comes to the topics I wish to discuss with my 

participants, that are rarely discussed in detail within academic literature. Vertovec (2000, 89) 

notes that in addition to religious, language and geographical differences, differences between 

these two groups have been  

 

“characterised in stereotypes that Punjabis and Gujaratis each have of themselves and 

each other (such as, that Punjabis are more prone to drinking and smoking openly in 

pubs, eating meat, having less regard for certain religious observance, Gujaratis being 

associated with the opposite of these behaviours).” 

 

Moreover, Chundawat (2014, 2) found in his study of the Gujarati diaspora in England and 

Canada that rather than regional identity, affirmations towards a wider national Indian identity 

were significant. Mattausch (2001, 68) also talks about British Gujarati communities, and how 

it was common for Gujarati migrants to have settled in the UK after having worked and/or 

resided in East Africa post-1950. He further states that from 1967, these migrants from East 

Africa “share a contested or non-existent political citizenship. The idea of twice-migration here 

of the first-generation Indian diaspora may offer a reason as to why Gujarati communities tend 

to strongly identify themselves as Indian.  
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Whilst this may be the case, Kaur Nagra (2011, 161) contends that Punjabi diasporic identity 

tends to be distinguished from Indian national identity, identifying themselves as Punjabi as 

opposed to Indian. Social and political factors that have led to this include the fact that India is 

a predominantly Hindu country. What has intensified these tensions between the Punjabi Sikh 

diaspora and Indian identity is Narendra Modi being in power as India’s Prime Minister. Modi 

is a political figure who presses upon Hindu nationalism through his policies (Hall, Chatham 

House, 2017 and Kaul, 2017), which is noted in academia and journalism as causing injustice 

to Sikh communities residing in India (Jhutti-Johal and Hundal, 2019). Although this may only 

apply to Punjabi Sikhs and not to Punjabi Hindus- for my choice of participants, this means 

that I could expect to see some form of differentiation between the two groups (Punjabi and 

Gujarati participants) about values and attitudes, particularly ‘Indian identity’ and Indian 

nationalism. I decided to make a regional distinction here as opposed to a religious one between 

Indian Hindus and Indian Sikhs because the Punjabi national identity is also known to be taken 

up by members of the Punjabi Hindu community too. As indicated earlier, there are an 

increasing number of calls in academic literature that more care needs to be taken to 

acknowledge plurality and complexity among diasporic groups (Alexander, 2010; Feron and 

Lefort, 2019).  

 

The focus on Punjabi and Gujarati diasporic women in London raises the question as to why 

other Indian regional cinemas such as Panjwood (Punjabi cinema) are not being included in 

this project alongside Bollywood. This is because Hindi (i.e. Bollywood) cinema is currently 

the main, and most popular film industry in India, with an expanding global reach (The 

Economist, 2017). Bollywood films are made in Hindi and my participants come from 

backgrounds where either Gujarati or Punjabi is their ancestral language. However, this would 

not be an issue regarding translation issues, as Bollywood films are consumed by audiences 

from most Indian regions. It is my argument that most Indians and diasporic Indians are 

familiar with the Hindi language because of the global dominance of Hindi cinema. Bollywood 

films are also widely available as subtitled text and are increasingly being made in Hinglish- a 

mix of Hindi, English and Urban American slang (Dudrah, 2006, 90). English is increasingly 

being used in Bollywood film due to the globalising pressure that has seen the worldwide 

dominance of the language, which is actively used in Indian government and is actively taught 

in schools (Si, 2010, 390).  
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Participant recruitment  

Participants were mainly recruited via social media. I initially contacted Indian university 

societies but did not receive a response from any- which included the Roehampton Hindu 

Society, King’s College London Bollywood society, and Middlesex University’s Bollywood 

society. Therefore, I spread the word about my research via social media and hopefully recruit 

more participants; I sent a message to Instagram pages that focused on Bollywood and/or 

Indian culture, including meme pages such as @PunjabiHangover and @GujuMemes. I 

realised that my adopting of a more informal tone when contacting these pages, worked better 

as opposed to when I sent a formal message. For example, I used contractions, said ‘hi’ instead 

of ‘dear’ and used an emoji. The more informal tone perhaps felt more welcoming to potential 

participants and allowed them to feel comfortable to take part in the research. I received a total 

of 62 replies to my callouts (although many did not confirm they would take part in an interview 

nearer to the time).  

 

I developed some preliminary contact with interested participants by inviting them to follow 

my Twitter and Instagram accounts, and then exchanging messages about Bollywood. 

Developing contact before the audience studies hopefully reassured potential participants of 

my integrity as a researcher and develop trust in me to have open discussions during the 

audience studies. Participants were also able to ask me any questions they had, for instance- 

whether they could take part even if they were born in India, or if their sister/friend could also 

be interviewed.  

 

The participants who took part in the research did not receive any financial benefit, however 

refreshments were provided for the pilot focus group, and the in-person individual interviews. 

It was expected and hoped, however, that they would benefit indirectly, by being given the 

chance to discuss the representation of women and issues that concern them with other women, 

who may or may not be in similar circumstances.  

 

 

Rationale and outline of selected methods: Focus groups, interviews and repeat 

interviews  

To truly understand the relationship between Bollywood film and its audiences, it is of 

paramount importance to study audiences directly through ethnographic means, as we cannot 

make assumptions or interpretations simply through the analysis of text itself (Dudrah, 2006).  
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For the interviews, I made use of a semi-structured framework, allowing flexibility so the 

discussion was expanded by talking about Bollywood in general (including celebrity culture 

and social media which is the focus of Chapter Eight). Henderson and Bialeschki (2002) argue 

that a semi-structured interview framework is important as it allows participants to elaborate 

on their thoughts, thus enriching the data. Within the intended framework, many of the 

questions were open-ended for participants to express their opinions and perspectives in their 

own way, and from their own contextual view and experiences, without restriction. By asking 

open-ended questions in his research on audience perception of Bollywood, Dudrah (2006) 

was able to allow his respondents to express their opinions and perspectives in their own way, 

without restriction, thus serving his study well.  

 

Initial plan to utilise focus groups, pilot study, and methodological re-design  

When designing the research, the original intention was to undertake three focus groups 

consisting of 5-6 participants before conducting one-to-one interviews. In the focus groups, I 

had planned to ask participants a series of pre-determined questions about their consumption 

of Bollywood (about representations of women, diasporic community, and identity) to initiate 

a discussion, and additional questions depending on participant responses. The initial decision 

to undertake focus groups alongside individual interviews was made based on the idea of 

interaction between participants. Kitzinger (1994) points out that the concept of interaction 

between focus group participants is of paramount importance as it allows the researcher to gain 

an insight into the shared perspectives of the topic of discussion whilst engaging in debate- 

whether in agreement or disagreement.  

 

To test the interview questions that I had planned (see appendices for focus group template) 

and to identify any possible misunderstandings, I undertook a short 50-minute pilot focus 

group. Pilot studies help to establish the feasibility of both the sampling frame and technique 

(Van Teijlingen and Hundley, 2002). They can allow researchers to identify any logistical 

issues which might occur using the proposed methods through assessing interview technique 

(wording/format/misunderstandings) and obtaining feedback from pilot participants. The pilot 

study involved four young women; two were Gujarati and two were Punjabi. This took place 

in a coffee shop in King’s Cross, London on a quiet Bank Holiday Monday morning. I looked 

at how participants interpreted my questions and asked them after the focus group on how the 

process could be improved regarding the wording of my questions and making the participants 
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feel at ease (Van Teijlingen and Hundley, 2002). It was important for me to adapt academic 

terms into questions participants would be able to understand without major need for 

clarification, although this improved as more interviews were undertaken.  

 

My participants informed me that they understood the questions well and did not require any 

further clarifications. However, one participant informed me that she would most like to do a 

one-to-one interview with me as there was some information she left out on purpose, due to 

fear/embarrassment of unveiling details of her personal life in a group setting. She also felt the 

need to alter her answers and that she would rectify these in the follow-up interview. Another 

participant told me that she would not be surprised if she had mutual friends or relations with 

the other participants. Even with the use of an ‘alias’, she was nervous about discussing her 

private life with others, particularly as she felt that there is a strong sense of judgement in the 

Indian community, including amongst the youth. The pilot focus group thus led to me decide 

that if some of the women were not comfortable enough to speak up in the focus groups, it 

would be better to drop the intended focus groups and only undertake one-to-one interviews 

and follow-ups.  

 

One of the interesting findings that arose from the pilot focus group that subsequently informed 

my audience research, was that participants expressed that they were aware of significant 

changes between 1990s and contemporary Bollywood. The significance of nepotism in the 

Bollywood industry was also a key feature of the discussions, as participants all agreed that 

they had ambivalent feelings about actors and actresses who are star children or who are 

popular due to their family’s high profile in the industry. Participants tended to favour actors 

and actresses who were ‘outsiders’ as they are seen as ‘more genuine’. Although this may not 

directly answer any of this thesis’ research questions, it provided an insight into how members 

of the diasporic audiences view Bollywood as an industry. It also underlined how working 

with living subjects is always highly prone to taking research into unanticipated directions.  

 

One-to-one interviews  

After deciding to only utilise interviews and repeat interviews, I arranged individual interviews 

(lasting around 60-90 minutes each) to discuss Bollywood and identity. Most of these 

interviews took place remotely via Zoom due to the Covid pandemic in 2020, but the first few 

took place in public spaces including the British Library and (when agreed by participants) 
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coffee shops during quiet periods. These coffee shops were either near their place of work if 

they worked in central London or based neutrally between where we lived.  

 

What matters about the selection of one-to-one interviews as a methodology choice is the 

contextual information that I expect to gain from participants. Individual interviews allowed 

me to gain further in-depth insight into diaspora women’s thoughts on Bollywood’s on-screen 

representations, whilst I encouraged participants to elaborate on or clarify any points they have 

made as each interview focuses on one individual. The fact that the interviews were one-to-

one, allowed me to obtain views about private issues such as relationships and intimacy that 

individuals may be more hesitant to express in focus groups (as indicated from the pilot study). 

Additionally, individual face-to-face interviews provided me with body language cues- which 

can be difficult to take note of in focus groups where there are multiple participants involved 

(Dialsingh, 2008). I made brief notes on body language during the interviews. Overall, 

individual interviews provided a useful, contextual understanding of the participant answers 

given during the focus groups. As my study focuses on complex and on potentially sensitive 

issues, the need for an in-depth understanding led to the justification of using follow-up 

interviews for this research.  

 

Follow-up interviews  

After the first interviews had taken place, I invited a selection of participants to attend a follow-

up interview within six months where I asked further questions once I transcribed the data from 

the initial interview to look for any developments in opinion and address any aspects that 

required further clarification. The participants chosen for these repeat interviews were not 

necessarily based under a criterion, but rather if I found their responses to be worth following 

up on. I went into the follow-up interviews with a very short semi-structured interview template 

(which can be found in the appendices), but each participant was asked different questions 

which were composed from the data obtained from the first interview. For example, some of 

the questions asked that referred to their original interview included: “In your first interview, 

you told me that you preferred contemporary Bollywood to 1990s Bollywood? Is this still the 

case?”, and “You told me last time that Bollywood was too sexual for your liking. Can you 

expand on this? What did you mean? And is this still true now?”. I went into these interviews 

with less questions than the first ones as I noticed that most of the participants were talkative 

and did not need prompts, and that the interviews required me to ask questions that delved 

deeper into the participants’ responses. I also kept notes with me that were written when 
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listening to and transcribing their initial interviews in case I needed to refresh my memory of 

their original interview.  

 

In addition, these follow-up interviews provided me with an opportunity to investigate whether 

their views stayed the same in comparison to when they attended the initial focus 

groups/interviews, and how their relationship with Bollywood may have developed after 

having reflected on these issues during and maybe after the interviews, and in light of having 

seen more films since (Vincent, 2013, 345). This is crucial when aiming to gain an insight into 

whether the responses of the young Indian female diaspora suggest that representations in 

Bollywood film contribute to the negotiation of their identities. Additionally, a repeat interview 

allowed a relationship of trust to develop between myself as a researcher and the participants 

(Hesse-Biber, 2006), which is important when discussing private issues. I found that the repeat 

interviews were more natural in the sense that participants spoke more without prompt. One of 

the criticisms of audience research is that its participants are only used to acquire information 

from and are then somewhat discarded. I intend to act on this criticism by sharing my completed 

work and findings about Bollywood cinema with my participants.  

 

The impact of Coronavirus to the research design 

In March 2020, the UK went into lockdown due to the Coronavirus outbreak, and thus implemented 

a policy of social distancing. This therefore inevitably caused the design of my audience studies 

research to change as I had to conduct the second half of the interviews and most repeat interviews 

via FaceTime. Whilst the move to online video-call platforms was welcome as I was able to 

conduct the interviews without many difficulties as I could see and hear participants, there was 

significant participant drop-out due to the situation surrounding Coronavirus. I found that some of 

the participants whom I had already recruited, dropped out as they were facing personal difficulties 

during this unprecedented situation, including job losses and anxiety. I expressed my empathy with 

these participants and made attempts to recruit new participants by issuing more callouts by 

contacting Instagram pages that focus on Gujarati/Punjabi memes to ask them to publicise my call-

out on their Stories, which some agreed to do.  

Ethical issues in the undertaking of audience studies  

As is now common with all research involving interviewees, a consent form was signed by all 

participants to begin the audience studies (BERA, 2018). The consent form informed 
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participants of the guaranteed anonymity, as well as their right to withdraw from the research 

process at any time, without providing a reason as to why they wish to do so. My contact details 

(mobile number and e-mail address) were provided to all participants if they wished to inform 

me of their withdrawal, more information about the research, or whether they had any concerns 

regarding the audience research.  

 

Moreover, due to the potentially sensitive nature of the research project, as I explored themes 

that in Indian society can still be seen as social stigmas, such as pre-marital relationships, 

anonymity was required, and this was ensured by giving participants the opportunity not to 

have their real names used throughout the research process (including during the focus 

groups/interviews and in the written thesis itself) and this guaranteed that their contribution to 

the study can be both confidential and hopefully, honest (Kvale, 2007, 24). Participants were 

referred to only using an alias name of their choice when writing up my findings. Some 

participants were insistent that their real names were used but due to ethical issues relating to 

the publication of this thesis, I implemented a blanket rule which changed all names. The name 

used for each individual participant was consistent throughout the research process (including 

the pilot focus group) and thus anonymity is secure in written work. This made sure that no 

direct link can be made between statements and the participants (whose real names are on the 

consent forms only).  

 

Audience studies: transcription and data analysis  

The data recorded from the audience studies was transcribed by a software called Trint, and 

then was edited and proof-read by me (as many excerpts were misread by the software) as 

opposed to using a professional transcription service. The reason I chose to do so is not only 

since it was cost-efficient but undertaking this task myself also allowed me to familiarise 

myself with the data intensively as I listened to the audio-recordings multiple times whilst 

producing it in written-form.  

 

To analyse the data obtained from the audience studies, thematic discourse analysis was 

utilised. Thematic analysis is a method for identifying and analysing interesting patterns within 

collected data in detail whilst it is organised into themes (Maguire and Delahunt, 2017, 3353). 

This approach involves the researcher familiarising themselves with the data and generating 

themes. The use of thematic analysis aimed to provide answers to the project’s research 

questions by gaining an in-depth insight of individual experiences, social practices, and the 
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reasons why individuals feel or act in a particular way whilst discovering whether there were 

similarities or patterns amongst my sample.  

The strengths of using thematic discourse analysis as an approach include the fact that it is a 

flexible method that allowed me to efficiently organise the data from the audience studies and 

then select exemplifying extracts when backing up arguments composed in the written stages 

of research. Thematic analysis was the most appropriate method to interpret the data collected 

from audience studies as it “provides a flexible and useful research tool, which can potentially 

provide a rich and detailed, yet complex account of data’ (Braun & Clarke, 2006, 78).  

The audience study analysis was guided using the six-stage process outlined by Braun and 

Clarke (2006), as follows:  

 Familiarisation with the data. This step involved engaging actively with the data post-

transcription through reading it multiple times, whilst making notes on initial thoughts and 

reflection. This was also done during the interviews.  

 Coding- A code is a label that captures parts of the data that is interesting or shows relevance 

to the project’s research questions. The codes found were labelled accordingly under a theme. 

Examples of codes were: relatability, celebrity, Punjabi culture, Gujarati culture, belonging, 

and unreliable.  

 Generating themes- This stage involved coming up with themes to group a set of codes to 

organise them.  

 Reviewing themes- As the stages of thematic analysis can be flexible in nature, the themes 

were reviewed to determine whether they fit the codes that they group. This ensured that the 

data from the audience studies is organised in a clear, systematic manner.  

 Defining themes- At this stage, it was considered what each theme signifies and its 

importance when answering the research questions. These themes were determined as: 

audience relatability, differences between Punjabi and Gujarati participants, and celebrity 

culture (the focus of the three audience study chapters- six, seven and eight).  

 Writing up of data. The data from the audience studies has been presented through an in-

depth discussion of the themes. Three separate chapters will now be presented that investigate 
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these themes, the first being an exploration into the relatability of Bollywood film amongst 

Indian diasporic women.   
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Chapter Six: Bollywood cinema and relatability amongst diasporic 

audiences in London  

 

The diaspora became a key target audience for Bollywood film producers in the 1990s as it 

began to be seen as a profitable market for the industry after experiencing poor box office 

ratings at home in India, thus making it a key player in the global market. Bollywood films 

then became a key cultural product both in India and globally amongst the global diasporas. 

This chapter investigates the factors of relatability towards Bollywood cinema amongst the 

London diaspora, particularly concerning contemporary narratives. The term relatability refers 

to the idea that audiences identify and feel a connection between what they view on-screen and 

their real lives and experiences. In other words, the idea that individuals feel represented fairly 

and accurately to an extent in Bollywood film.  

 

This chapter aims to investigate whether the portrayal of social values and ideologies in 

Bollywood film contribute to the negotiation of diasporic Indian women’s identities, At the 

same time, it explores the significance of their consumption of Bollywood film in the 

construction and reflection of the self and the community. This chapter conveys the 

complexity, heterogeneity, and fluidity of diaspora identities within a globalising era. Most 

scholarly work argues or finds that diasporic audiences tend to enjoy and relate to the 

representations offered in Bollywood film (Banaji, 2006; Therwath, 2010; Dawson, 2006; 

Dudrah, 2006). Whilst my audience study confirmed this to some extent, it also complexified the 

argument. This chapter explores the fact that some of the participants recruited for this study 

found that contemporary Bollywood is relatable and representative of their real lives in the UK. 

However, whilst this is the case, the overall research suggests this is no longer be the case for 

most of their demograph. Rather many respondents also felt that contemporary Bollywood was 

‘too modern’ for them to relate to. Participants also expressed their thought that films should be 

escapist and do not necessarily need to reflect reality of both their own lives and Indian society, 

although modern, positive representations of women were welcome as it exposed their 

conservative relatives to new ideas of Indian society. These paradoxical findings allow both 

society and diaspora studies to benefit from an advanced understanding of the identities of 2nd 

and 3rd generation Indian immigrants in London specifically and the role that the consumption 

of Bollywood plays in their lives regarding values and behaviour. This is because before the 

completion of this audience research, there was little knowledge of how young Indian women 

used Bollywood film specifically to navigate their adult lives within a British diasporic setting. 
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A discussion of the audience study findings will now be offered, starting with an exploration 

into how some participants found contemporary Bollywood to be representative of their lives.  

 

Contemporary Bollywood is more relatable and representative of real life as it is more 

‘realistic’  

Whilst the idea that diasporic audiences relate to Bollywood’s representations was confirmed in 

my research, it was not expressed universally amongst the participants as only 30% of them felt 

that contemporary Bollywood is more relatable for them and is representative of real life, but 

it is an important one to note and explore in depth. This is being explored first because it 

confirms previous foundations in scholarly literature that Bollywood is relatable for the 

diaspora, whilst the opposing argument that participants are not able to relate to contemporary 

narratives is a nuanced intervention within this previous work.  

 

Portrayal of sex and relationships on-screen  

In the interviews, I asked participants about their thoughts on Bollywood’s portrayals of sex 

and relationships on-screen and whether they noticed any changes over time. One participant, 

Malika, a copywriter living in London, expressed that she prefers Bollywood to Western film 

as she likes the new ‘modern’ storylines that are more in touch with her daily life. As a 25-

year-old who is in a live-in relationship with her Iranian boyfriend, she appreciated the overt 

displays of sexuality and the addressing of social stigmas. When giving an example of a film 

that depicts sex and relationships in a way she appreciated, Malika said:  

“I watched a movie that just recently came out on Netflix that’s called Jai Mummy Di. 

Within like 10 minutes, they're snogging each other. And I was like, finally, you know, 

because I still remember growing up with all the films, like, chimneys will come up 

when they're kissing or they show nature scenes when it's implied that they kiss. And I 

was like, they are full on going for it finally. I'm just really happy when I see it. I'm just 

like, thank God, some representation because, you know, for people our age, even in 

India. That's exactly what they're getting up to. So let's just be honest. Let's not lie to 

ourselves and lie to the rest of society. Everyone's kissing, everyone's dancing. 

Everyone's going out and having a good time. Come on!”  

In this extract, Malika is referring to the film, Jai Mummy Di (2020, dir. Navjot Gulati, transl. 

All Hail the Mother!) which tells the story of Puneet and Saanjh who are secretly together in a 
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romantic relationship despite their respective mothers hating each other. The first time the 

viewer finds out that Puneet and Saanjh are secretly together, is when they have sex in a college 

classroom. She added that this scene being shown only 15 minutes into the movie, impressed 

her as an example of Bollywood ‘getting it right’ as Malika expressed that coyness regarding 

physical intimacy is not realistic amongst the young generation. It appears that modern 

narratives that involve sex and relationships give Malika more hope for the future of Indian 

society as they show that she is not alone in the Indian community in agreeing with and 

engaging in liberal social practices. Malika’s view here appears to stem from the fact that she 

was brought up in a traditional diasporic environment. She currently lives with her boyfriend 

(her father is not aware of this) and claims to have adopted more Western values hence the 

reason as to why she prefers the more modern Bollywood narratives that include liberal social 

practices such as casual sex and live-in relationships. Her traditional upbringing is not 

necessarily a universal environment as it is different for everyone, but Malika describes it as 

the following:  

“My dad is very patriarchal. He would have preferred me to have a Punjabi guy from 

India and raise us in a proper traditional way. He wanted my brother to grow up with a 

turban and my mom said, no. You know, my mom has been the one that's always 

advocated for us to have like a Western kind of liberal lifestyle. Whereas my dad's 

always been like, oh, you should be like this. You should be like this. I don't wear Indian 

suits when I go to weddings and he's like you’re shaming me in front of everyone else. 

And it's just like, oh, they're uncomfortable and I want to get on the dance floor, you 

know, I just don't find them comfortable. I'd rather wear a dress kind of thing. So he's 

definitely the strict parent. He does have an idea. For example, it was fine for my brother 

to go out and lose his virginity as a teenager, but it was not acceptable for me to do the 

same.”  

Here, Malika clearly has different values to her traditional parents and her experience conveys 

the common difficulties faced by the young diaspora, which includes the existence of inter-

generational conflict between the participants and their older relatives who tend to hold 

conservative views defined by generational values. The term generational values refers to 

beliefs and practices that are passed down to younger generations to maintain stability, which 

tends to be favoured due to the strong attachment that communities have for sentimental and 
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long-established ways of life, primarily due to the belief that these are considered to have been 

successful for them thus far.  

It has been acknowledged in academic discourse that migrants tend to preserve the culture of 

their country of emigration in the country they have moved to (Naujoks, 2010, 8; Martin et al, 

2006). Naujoks (2010, 8) further contends that while this re-produced culture amongst the 

diaspora is “somewhat fossilized in the diaspora, the culture in the home country can, and 

indeed is likely to change over one decade, let alone a century” (Naujoks, 2010, 8). This is 

what is meant by the differing of values across generations in a diasporic setting which involves 

the younger generation keeping their relationships secret.  

Many other participants also admitted that they were in relationships that are kept secret from 

their parents either due to them potentially not approving of their partner or because dating is 

still a stigma amongst those who hold traditional views. One of these participants was Simran, 

a Punjabi Sikh 26-year-old corporate lawyer living in Ilford, who has been in a relationship 

with her boyfriend for 2 years without the knowledge of her parents who she claims, will not 

approve of her partner due to him being Punjabi Hindu. One film that Simran claims means 

something to her is 2 States (2014, dir. Abhishek Verman) which tells the story of Krish and 

Ananya who both come from two different cultural backgrounds (Krish is Punjabi and Ananya 

is Tamilian) and must convince their parents to permit them to get married. The film inspired 

her to tell her Mum about her boyfriend and claims that she will eventually tell her Dad. When 

telling me about this, Simran said:  

“It’s not like I ran from the TV after watching the film to tell them. It just kinda 

encouraged me to go for it. That love is amazing and worth fighting for. Doesn’t matter 

who you’re with. I’m not ashamed of Karan (her boyfriend). But I just felt shameful for 

hiding him from my parents like that. His parents are chilled so that side of it was fine.”  

 

Simran claims the film comforted her and emphasised that love is important and when resilient, 

is strong enough to encourage others for approval. She states that her parents are similar to 

Krish’s mum in the film in the sense that they have always expected her to marry a Punjabi 

man, constantly ask her about marriage and potential partners, and are likely to encourage her 

to change her mind about her current partner. Here, Simran has used a Bollywood narrative 

that is reflective of her own situation (being in a relationship with someone of another religion) 

and felt inspired by the fact that the characters persuaded their respective parents of their love 
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without eloping and with persistence and communication. As she openly claims she told her 

mother about her secret relationship as a result of watching the film, this suggests that 

Bollywood has a direct influence on her life decisions as it played an inspirational role in this 

situation.  

Regional and religious tensions in Indian society tend to be prominent as cultures are very 

different from one another, including Punjabi and Gujarati cultures, with many other 

participants admitting that their parents and families would be hesitant in approving a partner 

of another regional Indian descent or religion. Bollywood films that include narratives based 

on inter-faith or inter-racial/regional relationships are on the rise, with other contemporary 

examples including Dil Dhadakne Do and Kedarnath (2018, dir. Abhishek Kapoor). The 

participants claimed that marrying into another religion or regional culture affects their 

relationship with their parents, and their family reputation within their own communities. 

Simran stated that one of the reasons as to why her family and relatives would be concerned 

about Punjabis marrying into the Gujarati community is because aside from the differences in 

language, they perceive it to be different to their own. For instance, Simran outlines that her 

parents see the Gujarati community as money-minded, and right-wing in terms of politics. The 

differences found in the interviews between the Gujarati and Punjabi participants will be 

explored in more detail in the next chapter.  

The appreciation of the portrayal of secret relationships in recent Bollywood films was shared 

by other participants, including Reshma, a Gujarati 24-year-old business development assistant 

living in Highgate, North London. Although she is certain that her parents would approve of 

her boyfriend who is also Gujarati (as well as financially stable and kind), she told me that her 

parents are quite traditional in the sense that they would not approve of her having dated her 

boyfriend for three years and that they would only find out once they are ready for marriage. 

She claims that whilst they will accept him, she does not want to prematurely introduce him or 

tell her that she has been dating in case the relationship fails and that they will start asking 

personal questions about her relationship that she will feel uncomfortable answering. At the 

same time, she is also wary that her boyfriend is not from the same part of Gujarat:  

“I’ve never had a conversation with my parents about who I should or shouldn’t marry. 

It’s too awkward so I just assumed he has to be Gujarati. But they probably won’t accept 

him because he’s from Kutch and my family’s from Surat. They’ll probably make it 

into a big thing I’m not gonna lie. Kind of angers me.”  
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Reshma’s concerns here about whether her parents will approve of her partner are based on 

assumption as she has never had a conversation about potential partners with them. But she 

believes an expectation of her to pick a partner from the same part of Gujarat as her family, 

still exists. Hence, she has chosen to keep her relationship a secret from her parents for now to 

prevent any tension between them and until she decides on the best time to tell them.  Whilst 

it is common for young teenagers in general to hide their relationships from their parents, in 

Indian society, the secrecy tends to continue into adult life, and my discussions with 

participants confirmed this. In traditional parts of Indian society, there is anxiety around the 

prospect of dating due to the importance placed upon marriage and family, whereas dating is 

seen as individualistic as it tends to be driven by self-choice, especially if they have dated 

multiple partners. Kapadia (1998) has claimed that pre-marital relationships tend to only be 

acceptable within an Indian context if it eventually leads to marriage, and if the potential 

partner is from an appropriate class and religion. These pressures still exist for young diasporic 

Indian women. It is clear from these participant responses that whilst diasporic individuals tend 

to have different perceptions of dating, relationships, and marriage, they still feel the need to 

gain parental approval. This confirms Mattausch’s argument that:  

“important though the dilemmas of British Gujarati Hindu parents and their children 

may be at a personal and family level, the significance of the marriage system lies not 

so much with how the marriages are arranged, but with who is selected.” (2001, 71) 

Interestingly, Reshma also states that although her parents claim they had an arranged marriage 

as it was agreed by their parents, the way they describe meeting each other, developing feelings 

for each other, and asking their parents to set up the marriage, sounds like a love marriage. This 

portrays the generational differences in the attitudes towards relationships and marriage as love 

marriages as a social practice are on the rise amongst the youth in India and Indian society 

(Bhandari, 2017). The refusal of her parents to even call their marriage one based on ‘love’ 

seems to have set the foundation for expectations of Reshma to pick a partner who they would 

approve of whilst taking marriage seriously.  

It is not the case amongst my participants that diasporic individuals are ‘torn’ between the 

culture of their ‘homeland’ (India) and the one in which they reside in (London). In fact, it is 

clear here that participants instead experience tensions between their own values and life 

choices (which tend to be more liberal) to those of their traditional parents and elder relatives. 

This links to the notion of intergenerational conflict which is not exclusive to the diaspora as 
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the tensions between traditional and modernising forces are also existent in India, particularly 

in its urban areas. Indian society is complex and paradoxical in nature due to the rise in 

urbanisation and social practices such as pre-marital relationships and the advocation of gender 

equality.  

Durham (2004) found that the young viewers tended to reject ideologies and messages offered 

by both American and Indian movies and that “their rejection was borne not of a dismissal of 

these texts as ‘just entertainment’ but of an acute recognition of the cultural differences and 

distances that separated their lives from the media portrayals”. (Durham, 2004, 156). This 

appears to not be the case with the above participants as they perceive ‘new’ Bollywood 

narratives (in films released post-2010) to be reflective of their own life experiences as well as 

inter-generational conflict. These participants clearly have different values to their parents and 

relatives, but still choose to go ahead and live their lives the way they wish to. Georgiou (2010) 

argues that diasporic media allows the diaspora to create a ‘space’ seen as an interconnected 

area of contestation regarding values, and cultural and identity politics (Georgiou, 2010, 31). 

The experiences of these participants highlight how diasporic individuals use new Bollywood 

narratives to feel part of a wider community that is more aligned with their own ‘liberal’ 

perspectives when it comes to dating, relationships, and marriage.  

Representations of women and social issues on-screen 

When interviewing participants, I also asked them about their thoughts on representations of 

women in contemporary Bollywood and whether they noticed any developments since the 

1990s. One participant who expressed favour for the more ‘modern’ representations of women 

and social issues in Bollywood was Nim, a 20-year-old Politics student of a Gujarati Hindu 

background. She offered the example of Dangal and claimed that the journey of the two female 

wrestlers surrounded by characters who saw them as controversial, was a power statement for 

gender equality. Nim acknowledged the fact that her nostalgia for 1990s films stemmed from 

good memories of her watching them as a child with her family but felt that the more 

contemporary addressing of social issues and representations of women hold potential for the 

progression of Indian society. According to her, this is the main reason as to why she prefers 

contemporary Bollywood films that address issues such as gender inequality. She claimed that 

some of her relatives back in India who hold more traditional values, have previously expressed 

concern about her as a young woman choosing to go to study at university as opposed to settling 

down by getting married. Nim then added that the portrayal of more independent and career-
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focused women in the more recent Bollywood films is important in exposing liberal ideas to 

conservative audiences. Bollywood’s inclusion of narratives that focus on tackling mental 

health as a stigma was also a particular change that Nim greatly appreciated, especially as the 

issue is not openly discussed in Asian communities. When asked about why the addressing of 

mental health issues in Bollywood film is important to her, Nim responded:  

“It's very important as everyone experiences mental health issues, some severe and 

some less severe. But it's a good sort of representation to show everyone in India that, 

you know, mental health is fine, everyone deals with it and is poised to get over it. I 

think 3 Idiots is a good example because in a way it’s comedic, yet it shows mental 

health issues and taboo issues. And, you know, when you're watching a movie like that, 

you don't really want to be stressed or sort of anxious. And watching comedy, you feel, 

you know, a lot more happiness. It’s a light comedy associated with mental health. And 

in that way, it makes a nice correlation”  

Here, Nim is referring to the fact that mental health issues are stigmatised in India. Although 

this is not exclusive to gender, it is important to discuss. Gaiha et al (2020) reported that in 

India, only 7.3% of its 365 million youth report mental health problems due to the stigma 

attached to it. Additionally, in their study of young people, one-third displayed “poor 

knowledge of mental health problems and negative attitudes towards people with 

mental health problems and one in five had actual/intended stigmatizing behavior” 

(Gaiha et al, 2020, 1). The stigma associated with mental health issues in India arise from the 

idea that they are a consequence of a lack of self-discipline and willpower of the individual 

suffering from them (Bernadine, ideasforIndia.in, 2021). Nim feels that addressing mental 

health issues in film is important as it normalises its existence in society without judgement. 

She mentions the film Dear Zindagi (2016, dir. Gauri Shinde, transl. Dear Life), but talks about 

3 Idiots (2009, dir. Rajkumar Hirani) in more detail. 3 Idiots addressing mental health issues 

as a comedy-drama film (without making light of the issue itself) makes it enjoyable for those 

with mental health issues to watch without feeling uncomfortable or judged. 3 Idiots tells the 

story of three friends in college; one of them is Rancho (played by Aamir Khan). After a fellow 

student commits suicide after failing, he openly confronts the education system by highlighting 

the fact that students are pressured to get high grades without acquiring any knowledge that is 

beneficial for real-life. Rancho constantly insists that there is no point in an individual 

pressuring themselves to excel in education if it costs them their happiness or mental health, 
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and that individuals should study what they want to. This includes inspiring his friend whose 

family forced him to study engineering to pursue his passion in photography instead. Nim notes 

that there is often societal pressure to do well both academically and financially in Indian 

society, and that she took comfort in the fact that this was illustrated and challenged in a 

wholesome way in the film.  

Alongside mental health, portrayals of women in narratives involving divorce were greatly 

appreciated by participants who preferred ‘new’ Bollywood (films released post-2010). One of 

them was Malika who talked about how the film DDD (discussed in Chapter Five) related to 

her ‘personal world” as her own parents are not divorced despite her mother wanting one. When 

asked how she felt about the film’s portrayals of marriage and divorce, Malika replied:  

“I think it's good that we're seeing that on the screen, that actually women, guess what? 

You don't have to tolerate shit. You know, just leave, divorce. You know, divorce is 

not the end of the world. I think it's the fact that we're getting movies that now normalise 

it. I think that's empowering a lot of women to just say, actually, why am I still here? 

What am I getting out of this? You know, I'm not getting anything out of this. I'm not 

happy. I'm just going to leave. So, I think it's I think it's empowering a lot of women 

and showing them that there is life after divorce. And actually, you could be a lot 

happier afterwards. It's always been portrayed as, oh, my God, she's divorced, that is 

the worst thing that could happen. But actually, this is showing that women are more 

empowered and I think that's great because so many women stay silent for so long. Like 

I said to you, my mum, I think she wishes she could get a divorce. But whenever my 

dad plays up where she just keeps quite quiet to keep the peace. So it's quite close to 

home because I know my mom wants a divorce, but she can't get one. So the fact that 

she says now, oh, well, I'm in my 50s, I'm too old to do it. So perhaps, you know, this 

is showing younger women that you can move away. You can still be happy. Yeah, I 

think it's showing women of a younger age that they don't settle for less than you 

deserve. Don't stay in an unhappy marriage”  

In this response, Malika talks about how the film DDD offers hope to women as it portrays the 

message that divorced women can be empowered and should not be stigmatised. Malika claims 

that contemporary portrayals of divorced women as ‘positive’ in comparison to previous 

representations of divorced women as “the worst thing that can happen” is progressive for 

Indian society and attitudes towards divorce. She specifically mentions how Bollywood’s 
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recent films tend to portray women as not having to remain unhappy in their marriages and that 

this can inspire other women to follow their own happiness as opposed to sacrifice it for the 

sake of society.  

Maya, a 24-year-old archival research assistant of a Gujarati background, was another 

participant who appreciated the representations of female characters who are bold, free-spirited 

and challenge notions of tradition in India. She referred to the character of Bitti (played by 

Kriti Sanon) in Bareilly Ki Barfi (2017, dir. Ashwiny Iyer Tiwari, transl. Bareilly’s Barfi) 

which tells the story of Bitti, a rebellious girl living in Bareilly who runs away from home after 

a failed arrange marriage attempt by her parents. While waiting for the train, she comes across 

a book in which the main character sounds just like her, leading her to go on a search to find 

its author. Maya talks about how she particularly appreciated the scene in which a prospective 

groom asks Bittu if she is a virgin, to which she replies, ‘Are you?’. In relation to this scene, 

Maya said:  

“You know, you've now got this ideal, like the protagonists tend to be good girls, but 

they tend to be more forthright and more independent in their character. So you are 

seeing that model of what a protagonist should be, changing, which I appreciate and 

respect. And you start to see a bit more of that. Yes, that is how I would react in that 

situation. Yeah, I feel like that's an accurate representation of how a normal being would 

react. You know, like in the film Bareilly Ki Barfi, when that guy goes to Kriti ‘are you 

a virgin?’ and she's like ‘why are you?’ And I'm like, damn straight. That should be the 

response to that question. Not saying that I think she should have shied away, you're 

seeing those sorts of changes, which I think are appropriate for the making more those 

sorts of comments and questions. They're trying to normalise situations. That’s 

all caused by making them more prevalent, which I think is useful and helpful, and it 

makes it sound slightly more enjoyable because they stay with me. I remember that 

night because we were watching it together where I live and everyone said to me ‘Oh, 

you're going to love this because she’s just like you!’. I'm like, yeah- but that's the right 

response”  

Here, Maya saw herself in Kriti’s character in Bareilly Ki Barfi (2017, dir. Ashwiny Iyer 

Tiwari, transl. Bareilly’s Barfi), as she openly challenges misogynistic views including men’s 

preference for women to be virgins. She also adds that portrayals of bold young women in 

Bollywood films ‘stay with’ her as these characters tend to be like her in terms of personality, 
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making them more memorable. Maya also claims that had she watched the film with her 

parents, they would have labelled the character of Bittu to be ‘mouthy’ whereas she perceives 

her to be rebellious and outspoken in a positive way. This is because there are differing 

perceptions between Maya and her parents as to what a ‘good’ woman is, thereby conveying 

the inter-generational differences within Indian diasporic society.  

The participants’ responses overall show that whilst these depictions are welcomed, they also 

expressed uncertainty towards the representations of patriarchy and women living in 

patriarchal settings, especially those part of the same films as the ‘modern’ Indian woman. 

Concerning diasporic identity, this shows that Bollywood’s representations are complex 

because two very different depictions of women are being portrayed on-screen. Participants 

also conveyed that Bollywood’s representation of women required further change to illustrate 

more facets of the ‘modern’ Indian woman. This includes Malika who stated that more films 

written and directed by women are needed to combat traditional, conservative opinions towards 

gender in Indian society:  

“I do want to see more feminist movies. I think that is happening now. But I think it 

needs to be more you know, these stories need to be told by women, for women about 

the, you know, the pressures to get married, the pressure to have kids and that kind of 

stuff., Because I as an Indian woman, even here in our community, hey, I faced 

discrimination because I don't want children. I'm, you know, in my mid 20s and I'm 

unmarried, but it's just like back off. It's so much more than getting married and have 

kids, you know? So if we could go away from that narrative, that would be great. I 

actually really liked Veere Di Wedding. I don't know what it was. I know it's about 

weddings, but at the same time, they showed women is multifaceted, smoking, 

drinking, swearing, having sex. You know, I thought that was really mind blowing. So 

I never thought I'd see that in my life in Bollywood”  

The film Veere Di Wedding (2018, dir. Shashanka Ghosh, transl. Friend’s Wedding) tells the 

story of four friends who are modern women; Kalindi and Avni have commitment phobia when 

it comes to marriage, Sakshi is married but wants a divorce, and Meera is estranged from her 

family as her husband is a White American. In the extract above, Malika talks about how she 

related to the representations of women in the film, Veere Di Wedding as it showed its 

characters as having fun whilst experiencing societal pressures from relatives to settle down. 

As someone who does not want children herself and has faced societal judgement towards this 
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decision, Malika felt ‘seen’. This is especially the case as the three out of four of the women’s 

attitudes in the film are sceptical about marriage, whilst Malika finds the societal concern of 

her being in her mid-20s and unmarried as annoying and intrusive. She believes that other 

Bollywood films should adopt similar narratives that represent women as non-traditional when 

it comes to marriage and having children. This is because it de-stigmatises the idea of the 

unmarried woman as problematic due to more positive portrayals of them on-screen.  

Maya, another participant, also stated that the idea of the male saviour of women in ‘modern’ 

narratives is hindering progress in Bollywood and offered the example of Dear Zindagi, a film 

about a young woman (played by Alia Bhatt) who seeks the help of a professional therapist 

(SRK) to help her with her mental health struggles. She found that the fact that the female 

character was ‘saved’ by a male therapist whom she eventually developed romantic feelings 

for, was problematic as it emphasised the need for patriarchy in society and the idea that women 

‘need saving’. The responses above point to the idea that participants thought that despite 

Bollywood improving its representations of women, this does not necessarily equate to a lot of 

societal progress in their opinion. This is because they imply that Bollywood needs further 

improvement of representations of women in terms of both the quantity of more liberal 

depictions as well as those that still exist within on-screen patriarchal structures.  

Audience preference for contemporary Bollywood over 1990s Bollywood, despite it being 

unrelatable  

Another key finding from the audience studies is that some participants who preferred the more 

‘liberal’ narratives and ideals of contemporary Bollywood, expressed that they were still unable 

to relate to them. The more ‘liberal’ aspects of film that were mentioned include women 

characters being more independent and having their own careers, love marriages, the discussing 

of mental health issues, and the acceptance of divorce. The perspective that contemporary 

Bollywood is too modern to relate to initially came about during informal conversations with 

young diasporic Indian women when searching for potential participants to recruit for the 

project’s audience study and was confirmed at the same time as other participants claiming that 

contemporary Bollywood is relatable to their identity and personal lives. This conveys the 

complex and non-homogenous nature of the diaspora, such that this project makes a vital 

addition to academic literature that is a response to calls that diasporic identity should be 

studied with more complexity due to its constantly re-shaping due to technological advances 

(Georgiou, 2013; Kao and Rozario, 2008; Adamson, 2016). In relation to this, the findings 
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from the audience study point to the argument that Bollywood is key to ‘bridging’ a sense of 

belonging between India and the West regardless of whether participants personally relate to 

its films.  

 

One participant, Reshma, stated that she ‘drifted’ away from Bollywood as she felt it was too 

traditional and she preferred Hollywood movies and American/British TV shows, but she had 

started to watch contemporary Bollywood films three years ago and began to enjoy its more 

‘modern’ narratives. She felt that 1990s Bollywood had basic and over-the-top romantic 

storylines whereas contemporary storylines are ‘realistic’ to their own lives in an Indian 

diasporic setting and added that 1990s Bollywood was too censored and tended to reinforce 

topics such as patriarchal abuse and women as only being housewives. Reshma stated that 

although these still pertain in recent Bollywood films, they are not as prominent as they were 

in the 1990s, and the modern representations of women are powerful in the sense that they act 

as advocates of change in a typical conservative society. She emphasised that Bollywood as a 

global industry allows for new, progressive ideas concerning feminist issues including 

challenging the stigma surrounding women’s unhappiness in marriages, to be exposed and thus 

possibly leading to ‘normalisation’ in society.  

Agreeing with Appadurai’s seminal work on ‘Mediascapes’, Athique (2011) in his work on 

transnational audiences and cultural experiences further argues that the media has become 

active not only in negating space but also in bridging temporal divides. Athique asserts that 

transnational communication brings distant societies into sensory proximity and that this is key 

to the ways in which we define ourselves and the world around us. It is clear here that the 

participants who identify more with ‘new’ Bollywood’, feel more connected to India and Indian 

society through their consumption of contemporary Bollywood narratives. This is because the 

depictions of a ‘changing’, more progressive India are more aligned to their own lifestyles and 

liberal values.  

Another participant, Jaya (a 26-year-old postgraduate student of Gujarati descent), said that 

despite being unable to relate to contemporary Bollywood due to her ‘romantic’ outlook and 

desire to get married in the future, it is refreshing to see a multi-faceted view of India on-screen, 

as opposed to simply a traditional one.  

“I saw a film called Love Per Square Foot the other week and it just seemed liked I was 

watching an American movie! The typical office romance and the live-in relationship. 
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It’s just not me. I don’t have a problem with it, and I did enjoy the film. It was cute. But 

I don’t relate to it if that makes sense? For me- I’d have to date a guy for a couple years 

and then think about marriage. I wouldn’t live with them until I marry them. My parents 

would kill me if they found out I lived with my boyfriend and would be disappointed. 

But that idea wasn’t forced on me either. I just see marriage as something I’ve always 

wanted to have. That strong level of commitment and if I live with a guy, they may 

never marry me because we’re basically together but not officially.”  

 

Jaya’s response shows that she could not relate to the film Love Per Square Foot (2018, dir. 

Anand Tiwari), which tells the story of two colleagues who apply for a joint housing scheme 

to buy a home, but as an unmarried couple. The reason why Jaya could not relate to the film is 

because she would not live with a partner before marriage. While she claims to understand the 

reasons as to why others opt to do so, it is not something she would do herself. She defines a 

live-in relationship as living with a partner permanently outside of marriage but admits that she 

was exclusively dating a man and was always staying over at his flat. Jaya claims to be an 

open-minded, liberal woman, but this paradox is worth unpacking. She will happily engage in 

‘liberal’ social dating practices (including staying over at her partner’s house overnight) but is 

against moving in with them. This appears to be because her parents would be disappointed in 

her if she did so, but she also mentions her fear that a live-in partner will not marry her as he 

would not have a reason to commit to her fully. It is clear here that the traditional Indian context 

is still at play here as marriage is important to Jaya and this belief is what is preventing her 

from engaging in a live-in relationship, something that is considered a ‘liberal’ practice.  

 

Despite modern narratives involving live-in relationships not aligning with Jaya’s own 

personal preferences of dating and romance, she still expresses appreciation for them. This is 

because depictions of a changing, more liberal India allow Jaya to feel part of a wider 

community and re-assure her that she is not alone within the dichotomy of the ‘modern vs 

traditional’ society that is existent within the Indian diaspora too. In particular, she takes 

comfort in the fact that India is appearing to become more open-minded and liberal when it 

comes to social practices. This is especially the case for her as she mentions that most of her 

cousins in India have opted for love marriages, with some of them also in live-in relationships, 

which to Jaya, means that contemporary Bollywood offers a more authentic view of India that 

considers both tradition and modernity in comparison to 1990s. Appadurai (1996) contends 
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that global citizens use media representations and images to imagine their lives in more 

complex ways, whereby the media offer “strips of reality” that allow the diaspora to understand 

themselves and other cultures and communities. These so-called “strips of reality” in relation 

to the findings of my audience study includes depictions of a changing Indian society on-

screen.  

This perspective was also shared by those who prefer contemporary Bollywood but still find it 

very different to the reality of their own personal lives. One participant, Karina, a 23-year-old 

personal trainer living in Hounslow, London, referred to the BBC soap, Eastenders (BBC, 

1985-present) and claimed that its Asian families (such as the Masoods in 2008 and the 

Panesars in 2019) are a true (and better) representation of the diaspora in London in comparison 

to Bollywood. Karina states that Eastenders’ addressing of social issues in the Asian 

community such as judgement, pre-marital relationships, and dysfunctional families in a UK 

setting is more relatable for her not only due to the existence of characters of other ethnicities 

but because they depict the realities of diasporic life without it being ‘too modern’.  However, 

most participants highlighted that films do not necessarily have to be realistic to Indian or 

diasporic life, just escapist. Alongside participants who prefer contemporary Bollywood but 

cannot personally relate to it, are those who prefer 1990s Bollywood instead as they perceive 

‘new’ Bollywood to be too modern to relate to.  

Audience preference for 1990s Bollywood, whilst contemporary Bollywood is too modern 

to relate to  

Preference for the romantic-focused 1990s Bollywood 

As noted, my audience research also found that participants preferred 1990s Bollywood as 

contemporary Bollywood is too modern to relate to.  From the responses in the interviews, the 

term ‘too modern’ refers to the idea that Bollywood is ‘Westernised’ and similar to Hollywood 

films. Participants expressed specific enjoyment for 1990s romance films, despite them being 

traditional and perceiving them as unrealistic in comparison to how they experience or have 

experienced dating, romance, and affection in their own personal lives.  

Dwyer (2002) states that “The Hindi film of the 1990s marked the dominance of the musical 

romance”, and Dudrah (2006) argues that Bollywood narratives allow ideals of love and 

marriage to form and spread within communities. The pleasure in consuming romantic 
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Bollywood narratives is one of the main reasons as to why participants expressed preference 

for 1990s Bollywood over ‘new’ Bollywood. This is in part because Bollywood played a key 

role in defining the concept of love and romance to participants (although they do this 

uncritically), and many believe that their consumption of romantic narratives in the 1990s and 

2000s allowed them to become better at communicating their feelings. Jodie, for example 

admitted that today, she still prefers 1990s Bollywood as it provided her with a sense of comfort 

and escapism that contemporary Bollywood does not offer- nostalgia. When asked why she 

felt Bollywood was ‘comforting’ to her, Jodie, a 25-year-old policy analyst living in Crouch 

End, said:  

“I think when living in the West… It's like you don't always relate to watching movies, 

and I don't relate completely to Bollywood movies either, but [1990s Bollywood 

movies] is something that I can relate to that because I grew up with it. Okay yeah, as 

well as it's made me a massive romantic. So when I was watching, I, like, made my 

friends watch it with me and I say to them, do you see why I'm a massive romantic 

now? I was like, look at this movie that I was watching. Like, I'm a massive melt. I'm 

a massive romantic person because I've been watching this genre which idealises and 

romanticised and fantasises romance in a way, you know. And I feel like the Western 

dramas, don't. You don't really get that.”  

 

In Jodie’s response, she admits that her expectations of romance have been influenced by 

watching 1990s Bollywood films and that she uses the consumption of them to explain why 

she is a ‘romantic’ person. Jodie appreciates the fantasy-like portrayals of romance that she 

claims is not as prominent in Western screen media because it offers hope when it comes to 

experiencing love and romance. This confirms previous audience research into Bollywood that 

was undertaken by Banaji (2006) who found that young audiences tend to appreciate romantic 

sequences in film and effectively allowed them to form favourable opinions of romance, 

including the desire to have a love marriage as opposed to an arranged one. However, the 

findings of my audience study offer nuance to Banaji’s work as my participants (including 

Jodie) were aware that 1990s Bollywood films offered them unrealistic representations of love 

that are different from their own recent experiences of dating in the UK, finding a partner and 

being in a relationship. Guilluy (2021) in her work on rom-coms, critiques the idea of simplistic 

audiences absorbing cinematic versions of romance as ‘real’ and found through audience study 

that her participants distanced themselves from what they perceived as a typical female rom-
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com viewer (gullible and overly emotional). It is evident that my own participants also felt the 

same way as they were able to differentiate (which cinematic portrayals were relatable or not 

to their own life experiences). In other words, they knew that on-screen portrayals of romance 

were often exaggerations and did not typically occur in real life (such as a couple dancing in 

the street to profess their love for each other). Most of my participants then admitted that the 

narratives of ‘new’ Bollywood were representative of today’s ‘dating game’ through the 

depictions of intimacy, dating app culture and casual relationships but argued that these were 

often ‘too modern’ as it focused more on ‘hook up’ culture rather than using dating apps to 

find romantic partners. These participants still prefer consuming traditionally romantic films 

as a pastime, especially as it offers them hope when it comes to their own experiences of 

romance.  

 

Participants also claimed that whilst 1990s films are unrealistic in terms of the grand displays 

of romance, watching Bollywood romance films is comforting for them, especially when going 

through a difficult time, and that the contemporary displays of sex and intimacy were not. One 

of these participants was Jodie:  

Susmi: Do you have a specific example of something from a film that you believe has 

broken boundaries in Bollywood in the past five or ten years?  

Jodie: I think when it came out, maybe the film Turning 30. Yeah, I just I didn't like it 

either. It was so wrong.  

Susmi: Okay. Why did you think it was wrong?   

Jodie: Well, I don't know. I just thought it was quite vulgar.  

Susmi: Okay, why was it vulgar?  

Jodie: It was so specifically sexual. I'm just not used to Bollywood movies being like 

that. Like, you know, socially normative and like, you know, openly talking about sex 

and openly talking about things. I just wouldn't normally be watching that and I 

probably wouldn't even be talking about that stuff. So, yeah, a sudden change like that. 

I really didn’t like that. 



  

 158 

Jodie’s statements here are aligned with the emphasis that participants placed on the fact that 

films do not necessarily have to reflect reality as films are a means of escapism and 

entertainment purposes. This is fascinating as it seems to sit contradictorily with participants 

also wanting their family members to learn from newer Bollywood representations that are 

inclusive of more liberal values such as pre-marital relationships. 1990s romance films were 

still preferred by participants, but this can be explained by the fact that there is still a strong 

element of nostalgia attached to the films they grew up watching. Additionally, it appears to 

be the case that they perceive Bollywood cinema to be playing a potentially educating role for 

those with more traditional, conservative values. But to some participants who already hold 

liberal values, there is still a preference for more traditional depictions of Indian culture, 

including romance.  

Dowd and Pallotta (2000) undertook an analysis of romantic Hollywood films between 1930 

and 2000 and found that there was a decline in consumption of the romantic drama genre due 

to “significant social and cultural change” in Western society, which include the rise of divorce 

rates, individualism, and the “search for personal fulfilment” (Dowd and Pallotta, 2000, 550). 

This does not appear to be the case in Bollywood cinema as romantic dramas still perform well 

at the box office as well as rom coms. ‘New’ Bollywood’s films of a romantic drama genre 

that have achieved success include: Yeh Jawaani Hai Deewani (2013, dir. Ayan Mukerji, 

transl. This Youth is Crazy), Ae Dil Hai Mushkil (2016, dir. Karan Johar, transl. Oh Heart, it is 

Difficult), and Luka Chuppi (2019). Participants in my study acknowledged that although they 

enjoy watching the latest Bollywood romance films and they tend to include more elements of 

realism as opposed to the overly utopian 1990s films, they do prefer the more overt depictions 

of love and romance. Most participants stated a specific liking to SRK in the 1990s and 2000s 

as he is a figure who is communicative of his romantic feelings and outlines the meaning and 

importance of love and affection through his character portrayals. This now leads to discussion 

concerning Bollywood no longer being a ‘family-friendly’ genre.  

 

Contemporary Bollywood as not ‘cultural’ or ‘family-friendly’ 

One of the main findings from participants who found that contemporary Bollywood is too 

modern, is that some of the participants felt that Bollywood is no longer considered to be 

‘family friendly’. Priya, a 20-year-old baking entrepreneur, claimed that the 1990s were more 

comedy and romance focused and were similar to the experiences of her parents as these films 

touched upon narratives involving migration whereas she now finds them to be nostalgic of her 
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childhood. Whilst she tends to watch 1990s films with her family, she states it is likely she 

would not watch a contemporary film with them but will watch them with her brother and 

sister. Jodie, expressed a similar line of thought as she felt that she is not used to Bollywood 

films that display overt levels of sexuality despite describing herself as someone who regularly 

engages in casual sex. Kissing on-screen and sexual scenes in contemporary films were overall 

seen as a concern by most participants. Some viewed such scenes as ‘embarrassing’ and 

emphasised that they do not like it as it is different from the norms of films that they grew up 

watching (which many of them felt nostalgia for). The embarrassment that participants 

experienced during kissing and sex scenes seem to be a result of typical expectations of 

traditional Indian culture which involves the abstaining of public affection and physical 

intimacy. For instance, one participant, Maya talked about feeling awkward during the civil 

weddings of Indian couples when they are asked to kiss as part of the ceremony. She jokingly 

claims to ‘look around’ to see the reactions of her parents and Indian relatives and even 

questions whether she herself must ‘look away’ just to portray how awkward she feels (despite 

Maya stating that kissing is acceptable).  

 

Additionally, the term nostalgia refers to the idea defined by Sedikides and Wildschut (2018, 

48) as “sentimental longing for one’s past… a self-relevant, albeit deeply social, and an 

ambivalent, albeit more positive than negative, emotion”. Whilst participants thought they 

could not relate to these films either due to their traditional nature, it is the nostalgia for this 

tradition and the escapist storylines that connects them to these films and Indian culture and 

society in general. Many participants included the enjoyment of viewing traditional dress, 

dancing, romantic storylines, and the portrayal of family values on-screen as key components 

of 1990s Bollywood which feeds their nostalgia for this era. Takhar et al (2012) claim that 

Indian film “attempts to speak to the diaspora by conveying a new sense of ‘Indian-ness’, one 

that is less about citizenship and more about imagined identity and community” (Takhar et al, 

2012, 1). This is especially the case as participants strongly expressed that this ‘Indian-ness’ 

was and is still not present in Western TV or film.  

 

In relation to this depiction of a sense of ‘Indian-ness’ on-screen that is conveyed to the 

diaspora, most participants argued that they do not necessarily relate to or agree with either the 

traditional Indian illustrations of social practices such as generational life-steps, large multi-

generational households, arranged marriages and the idea that couples should live with the 

male partner’s family. Neither is this the case regarding the ‘modern’ values that have been 
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prominent in Bollywood cinema since around 2010, such as live-in relationships. Instead, these 

participants tend to relate to the more cultural aspects of narratives. For example, the Indian 

tradition that emphasises respect for elders which includes the idea that couples should acquire 

the permission of their parents and families before getting married; cultural and religious rituals 

such as homecomings, blessing a new house or car, and wedding traditions. This is because 

participants either engage in these customs as part of their family lives, or they grew up 

partaking in them, and thus their enjoyment in consuming culturally traditional aspects, stems 

from nostalgia. When asked whether she relates to the content of Bollywood films, Jodie 

replied:  

“Half and half. Like the cultural relatability to it [yes], but not an actual relatability to 

social practices. Yeah, OK, so in terms of the things they do in, like, you know, certain 

things that will go on these movies, you know, if that happens, like when they're going 

to a wedding or that happens in my culture, I can relate to that.”  

Jodie appears to differentiate cultural practices and social practices; the former being 

ceremonial rituals and customs during times of celebration and other important events, and the 

latter being traditional life decisions considered a key part of traditional Indian culture. These 

typically include arranged marriages, women being homemakers, and a couple living with 

parents after marriage. Jodie states that she can understand (as she has experienced) and enjoys 

the more cultural aspects of films such as wedding ritual scenes, as opposed to narratives that 

involve traditional social practices such as arranged marriages. Whilst participants who 

claimed they can relate to new Bollywood said that contemporary films make them want to 

visit a ‘changing’, modernising India, participants who prefer 1990s and early 2000s 

Bollywood stated that these films made them want to embrace Indian culture, not necessarily 

just want to visit India itself.  

Views towards traditional representations of women in Bollywood 

It has so far been established that many participants found it difficult to relate to contemporary 

Bollywood narratives, and another reason as to why is due to their concern that Bollywood still 

frequently consists of representations of oppressed women. Interestingly, whilst the 

participants felt that they could relate more to contemporary Bollywood in comparison to films 

from the 1990s, they also agreed that this is an issue that hinders progression in both Bollywood 

and Indian society.  
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As someone who passionately argued that she could not relate to contemporary Bollywood, 

Jodie stated that representations of women who do not rebel against oppression under 

patriarchy encouraged her to speak up more regarding the need for feminism and shared that 

she actively uses her private Instagram account to post about Indian feminism. Once was as a 

direct result of watching the film, Padman (2018, dir. R. Balki) which tells the story of 

Laxmikant (Akshay Kumar) who becomes concerned when his wife uses an unhygienic cloth 

as a sanitary pad during her menstrual cycle. In a conservative village, he attempts to de-

stigmatise female menstruation by raising awareness of this. When asked in general whether 

there are any representations of women that influenced her personally, Jodie replied that the 

character of Gayatri (Laxmikant’s wife) in Padman annoyed her. She then explained that 

Gayatri’s display of anger towards her husband when attempting to raise social awareness of 

female menstruation due to Gayatri being embarrassed about what fellow villagers would 

think. This made Jodie feel as if Gayatri is passively accepting patriarchal values and misogyny 

and is thus reflective of a problem regarding women not wanting to speak up in Indian society 

in general. Jodie claims:  

“…I think the main issue with, like Indian culture is that women are the worst because 

they encourage this anti-feminist behaviour. Does that makes sense? They're the ones 

imposing these ridiculous rules of ‘you can't go there on your period’. You can't be 

men. The men don't know about it, like what do they know about it? You know, they 

are the ones telling me that I can't do this. You hardly get women sticking together and 

say, ‘just don't tell anyone’ [when women are on their period]. But I always like that 

my mum wasn’t like that. She's not one of those nuts. Everyone else’s like ‘you’re on 

your period, so, you can't come’. Yeah. She was like, ‘just don't tell anyone’. Like she 

wasn't extra about it. So she's not like, ‘oh, you can't go in the kitchen because you're 

in your period’. Like I see now when I was in my auntie's when she couldn’t cook for 

five days because she's on her period. So it was ridiculous and that in that movie 

(Padman) she's the same like her husband tries to do it, she leaves him. You’re leaving 

him because you're so indoctrinated with tradition. It annoyed me. It pissed me off that 

women don’t the have some courage to agree with your husband and see that what is 

going on is wrong. And they're so indoctrinated that they're blind to their own 

oppression.”  
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Here, Jodie refers to her own experiences growing up when she saw her relatives not being 

allowed to cook or socialise when menstruating, and states that representations of women who 

uphold patriarchal structures such as Gayatri in Padman is problematic. This is in the sense 

that the character reminded her of similar stigmatised attitudes that her relatives had towards 

women who are menstruating. Jodie further stressed that Bollywood has a problem with placing 

the blame of issues on women (such as Gayatri in Padman) as opposed to addressing feminist 

issues fairly. This realisation made her “more of a feminist” as it annoyed her, and she added 

that after watching the film, she used her Instagram and Twitter accounts to voice her opinions 

on the stigma of menstruation in Indian society whilst also re-posting content from Indian 

feminist accounts with large followings:  

“…it just made me realise that it's such a big issue for people like us that I can’t just be 

told to be quiet. I'm going to voice myself. ‘Women need to hide that and whatever’. I 

will not be doing any of that. I'm on my period. I don't care.”  

It is clear here that Jodie’s consumption of Bollywood is contributing to her identity negotiation 

processes. Defining ‘identity negotiation’, Ting-Toomey (2015) outlines that the term refers to 

an individual’s multi-faceted nature of identities, based on self-reflection and other social 

construction processes. In particular, the concept of negotiation - according to Ting-Toomey- 

refers to the exchange of messages between multiple communicators (in this case, Bollywood 

film and the diaspora) in consolidating or threatening personal-based identity images (Ting-

Toomey, 2015, 418).  

The representation of Gayatri in Padman shows that despite India undergoing change 

concerning gender equality, it is rather slow due to the existence of conservative attitudes, 

including those amongst women. Although Gayatri is not a ‘silenced’ woman due to her being 

able to express her disagreement with her husband’s attempts to de-stigmatise menstruation, 

she still appears to ‘carry’ the issue as a taboo, almost as if she is encouraging and accepting 

it. Despite Jodie not being to identify with contemporary Bollywood narratives, she still rejects 

the more traditional portrayals of values and characters as she used the representation of 

Gayatri to challenge conservative perceptions of menstruation.  

Many scholars have claimed that Bollywood films tended to portray and support patriarchal 

structures (Chatterji, 1998; Mathur, 2002; Vishwanath, 2002; Nair, 2002). It is argued by Akgul 

(2016) that patriarchy can also be endorsed in the form of a woman who propagates patriarchal 
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structures and ideologies (like Gayatri in Padman), therefore complicating the idea that 

patriarchy is propagated simply in relation to men overpowering women. In her audience 

research of both Mumbai and London audiences, Banaji (2006) concludes that audiences tend 

to produce critical readings of films- concerning family structures and patriarchy (Banaji, 2006, 

27) in the sense that many of her respondents questioned the notion of certain portrayals of 

masculinity and femininity. This was also the case amongst my participants as whilst Jodie was 

not inspired by the character of Gayatri, her consumption of Bollywood here is adapting her 

behaviour to actively disagree with her beliefs and attitudes, extending it to refer to traditional 

notions of Indian society and patriarchy in general.  

The view that the representations of oppressed women are hindering the extent of progression 

in Bollywood cinema, and in turn wider Indian society, was not limited to those who felt they 

could not relate to the more contemporary narratives. In fact, most participants who could relate 

to recent films and preferred them compared to those from the 1990s, also expressed this 

opinion. Therefore, it is one that was in unison amongst participants. Another participant, Kriti, 

a 24-year-old medical student living in Southall for instance, stated that the representations of 

women in Bollywood cinema who are oppressed by traditional Indian culture and patriarchal 

structures offer ‘solace’ to the more conservative minded viewers, and that feels that this is a 

problem for wider Indian society.  

Kriti further emphasises that although the representations of traditional women may be 

necessary to illustrate a realistic version of India, this is not something she can personally relate 

to (in terms of her own personality and views) and agree with. However, such depictions 

remind her of her strict upbringing in a Punjabi setting where she was not allowed to speak to 

boys, went to an all-girls school, and was expected to eventually marry a suitor of her parents’ 

choice. She adds that the inclusion of conservative perspectives in narratives almost acts as a 

voice for patriarchy and tradition, thus limiting the extent of societal progress including more 

freedom for young women when it comes to career and relationships. This illustrates the 

complexity of diasporic consumption and insinuates that it may not be common for a viewer 

to either relate or not to contemporary Bollywood or a particular film. In fact, this conforms to 

Banaji’s (2006) finding that audiences tend to respond to segments or representations of texts 

as opposed to them in its entirety.  

Conclusion  
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This chapter found that whilst most of the participants recruited for this study found that 

contemporary Bollywood is relatable and representative of real life as they perceived it to be 

more realistic than 1990s Bollywood, the overall research suggests this is not universal, or not 

the whole story, for most of their demograph as many respondents also felt that contemporary 

Bollywood was ‘too modern’ for most of them to relate to and did not represent Indian diasporic 

life. The representations of the ‘modern’ Indian woman in Bollywood were generally 

appreciated and received well, but participants were aware that these tended to have limitations, 

for example, these characters may be bound by patriarchal values or figures or cast alongside 

oppressed female characters. They further expressed that films should be escapist and do not 

necessarily need to reflect reality, although modern, positive representations of women were 

welcome as it exposed their conservative relatives to new ideas of Indian society.  

 

When looking at how significant the consumption of Bollywood film is in the construction and 

negotiation of the Indian female diasporic individual’s identity and reflection of the self and 

community, it can be concluded that the more contemporary Indian films show diasporic 

audiences that Indian society is changing and becoming more ‘progressive’. Overall, the 

interviews with young female Indian diasporic women confirmed that many of them 

appreciated 1990s Bollywood and welcomed the more ‘modern’ representations of women in 

contemporary film. At the same time, this thesis argues that participants did relate to and feel 

represented but stressed that serious adjustments were required in Bollywood’s representations 

of women and social issues. The next chapter expands on this and focuses on the fact that most 

participants expressed that there is a need for Bollywood cinema to change to truly reflect 

diasporic life and Indian society. Importantly, however, what emerged were significant and 

revealing differences, between Gujarati and Punjabi participants, the reasons for and 

ramifications of which I will examine in what follows.  
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Chapter Seven: Bollywood cinema and the differing perceptions and 

identity negotiations of diasporic Punjabi and Gujarati participants  

 

In academic discourse, as outlined previously in this thesis, diasporic identity is generally 

perceived to be fragmented, and ‘trapped’ between two cultures in a globalising world 

(Adamson, 2016, 292). However, it is also noted in academia that the theoretical paradigm and 

our understanding of diasporic cultural identity is now changing following criticisms of the 

concept being too simplistic and generalised. Athique (2011), similar to Anderson (2016), is 

critical of seeing diasporas as homogenous groups being torn between two cultures. Athique’s 

more nuanced position on diasporic communities in comparison to the ‘two-cultures in tension’ 

argument, is justified by his reframing of diasporic identity as ‘hybridities’ as opposed to 

minorities. This is due to their “inhabiting and interpreting of multiple cultures can engender 

cultural fusion and dialogue” (Lee, 2018). This chapter aims to engage with and extend this 

scholarly development by exploring the complexity of both the Gujarati and Punjabi diaspora, 

and not simply through comparative means, but by examining the responses of individuals. 

This is as opposed to homogenising Indian culture as well as the regional community they are 

part of. Whilst the previous chapter looked at diasporic relatability to Bollywood narratives 

and characters, this chapter focuses on diasporic identity itself, particularly regarding life in 

the UK and regional identity.  

 

The previous chapter outlined that many of my participants proclaimed that Bollywood cinema 

needed to change to truly reflect diasporic life and ‘Indian’ society as they saw it. In other 

words, a simple reflection of identity that is ‘true’ for all of the diaspora is impossible. Although 

participants observed that wholly ‘accurate’ representations were not required (and indeed it is 

worth noting here that neither are they possible) as they understood cinema to be essentially 

for entertainment purposes, it was widely thought that the films’ more ‘modern’ depictions of 

liberal values and social practices were unrelatable to diasporic life in London. This is while 

some participants did find them to be relatable.  

 

This chapter explores the differences between the responses from the Punjabi and Gujarati 

participants, which found that most Punjabi participants did not consider themselves to be 

‘Indian’ in terms of their identity and expressed the desire for Bollywood’s representations of 

the Punjabi community to be less stereotypical. The Gujarati participants on the other hand, 

widely considered themselves as ‘Indian’ and felt the need for Bollywood to be more 
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representative of the Gujarati community, especially as they claimed that Punjabi (which 

consists of Sikh representation), and what is referred to as ‘Mumbai culture’ (which typically 

consists of a metropolitan, fast-paced culture) tends to be the norm in films.  

 

The new findings I have uncovered here are valuable within the theoretical paradigm shift in 

diaspora studies: away from the long-standing two (homogenous) cultures in tension 

framework to one that acknowledges the complexity, heterogeneity, and fluidity of diaspora 

identities (Georgiou, 2010; Alexander, 2010; Athique, 2017; Feron and Lefort, 2019). This 

chapter will offer critical nuance to claims made about diasporic communities, beginning with 

an exploration of the differences amongst participants of their perceptions of Bollywood’s 

representations, specifically regarding their regional background. This will then be followed 

by an examination of the idea that Bollywood needs to change for it to better reflect the lived 

experiences of Indian diasporic individuals living in London as they see it.  

 

Differences between Gujarati and Punjabi participants  

In sum, the Punjabi participants that took part in this study expressed concern regarding the 

lack of representation of their culture; as in how they view the representation of Punjabi culture 

itself as well as the lack of Punjabi stars in Bollywood. It is important to acknowledge that 

Punjabi and Gujarati cultures are different in terms of their rituals and customs. These are two 

of the largest diasporic Indian groups residing in the UK (Chanda and Ghosh, 2013, 4), and 

whilst Punjabis originated from North India and are either Sikh or Hindu, Gujaratis come from 

West India and tend to be Hindu. Therefore, it is of paramount importance to explore the 

differences and complexities that may exist amongst these two groups, as opposed to 

homogenising Indian diasporic society. As Feron and Lefort write, in relation to diaspora:  

“Ultimately, complexity lies at the heart of the notion of diaspora. This complexity 

refers at the same time to the distinction between various forms of spatial dispersions 

and trans-national communities, but also to the pluralism prevailing in each of them, 

i.e. their internal complexity.” (2019, 37) 

 

Regarding the notable differences between the Gujarati and Punjabi participants of this study, 

the main finding was that the Punjabi participants identified themselves as Punjabi as opposed 

to Indian, whereas the Gujarati participants proudly identified themselves as Indian. This topic 

was not initially part of the interview template for this study, but I was prompted to ask about 

participants’ national identity allegiances when an interested participant (who is Punjabi Sikh) 
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mentioned to me in an informal chat before being interviewed that they would rather identify 

themselves as Punjabi than Indian as she felt that Sikhs are ‘forgotten’ within an Indian context. 

This was fascinating to note, and so the topic was incorporated into the interview template. To 

the other participants, the question was framed as, “Do you identify yourself as Indian?” and 

if a follow-up or prompt was required, “Would you say you identify yourself more as 

Punjabi/Gujarati or Indian?”. The topic of national identity was not one that was widely 

expressed by participants unless asked or prompted about. It was a difficult task to encourage 

them to talk about their national and or heritage identities and I made sure I did not further 

prompt them on this topic as it would have been leading the data. As a researcher considering 

the overall data collection process, I did not want participants to feel the need to pick a certain 

identity for the sake of answering the question as this could lead to biased or inauthentic 

findings. It would only work if the participant was willing to talk about this or had some 

investment in their national/regional allegiances. Furthermore, national identity amongst the 

diaspora is not the focus of this study, and so it held less importance during the interviews.  

 

With prior knowledge of the Indian community from current affairs and academic literature, I 

had some existing awareness of the political tensions within the Punjabi community, having 

grown up in an Indian diasporic setting myself. However, I was not expecting to see this relate 

to participants’ perceptions of Bollywood and representation, primarily because Bollywood is 

an entertainment format and the connection between entertainment and politics was surprising, 

particularly as participants were quite vocal about this. This confirms arguments already made 

in academic literature; Chundawat (2014, 2), for example, found in his study of the Gujarati 

diaspora in England and Canada that rather than regional identity, affirmations towards a wider 

national Indian identity were significant. Alternatively, Kaur Nagra (2011, 161) contends that 

Punjabi diasporic identity tends to be distinguished from Indian national identity. In relation 

to this distinguishing, it is known by scholars and within wider Indian communities that 

Punjabi communities tend to identify themselves as ‘Punjabi’ as opposed to ‘Indian’. Indian 

nationalism is superseded by a form of Punjabi nationalism in which the homeland is always 

named as Punjab (Kaur Nagra, 2011, 167).  One participant, Simran, a Punjabi-Sikh woman 

living in Ilford in relation to her self-identity, stated that:  

 

“100% I see myself as more Punjabi than Indian. When someone asks me ‘what are 

you?’, I say ‘I’m Punjabi. I get funny looks from people when I say it. Especially from 

other Asians. Non-Asians just ask what I mean cause usually they haven’t heard of it. 
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I actually haven’t referred to myself as Indian for years. Never really spoken about it to 

be honest, but it’s the same with my brothers and friends. I think the point is the 

allegiance to Punjab and our heritage. I don’t even know that much about our culture 

(as much as others anyway), but I know that Punjabi Sikhs in India are marginalised 

and forgotten about. So I guess it’s like separating ourselves from the whole ‘national’ 

and being part of a smaller, more collective community.”  

 

There is a paradoxical element to Simran’s statements as it is the Indian context that determines 

her point of view, despite her claiming that she sees herself as more Punjabi than Indian. It is 

not necessarily the case here that an Indian identity is competing with a Punjabi identity, what 

is occurring here is a form of identity performance of her self-categorisation (Pullen and 

Linstead, 2005). This is because she claims that she does not really speak about it, only when 

she talks about where she is from. Another participant, Kriti, a Punjabi Hindu living in Southall, 

made statements that aligned with Simran’s views on her national identity, but admits these are 

more internal:  

 

“I think what it is… yeah it’s cause everyone I know, even me, is so proud to be Punjabi 

that we all stick together. Our community and heritage means so much to us. There’s a 

strong sense of ‘stick together’ in the Punjabi community because we’re not really seen 

in India or are our issues represented. Like don’t get me wrong, I don’t go out of my 

way to say ‘oh no I’m not Indian’ cause it causes confusion and makes people think 

I’m being awkward, but I personally like seeing myself as Punjabi more. It’s not 

something I think about every single day but it’s there and it come up now that you’ve 

asked me. Does that make sense?”  

 

Most Punjabi participants I interviewed considered themselves to be Punjabi as opposed to 

Indian, and it is important to recognise here that both Simran and Kriti did not denounce their 

Indian identities; they simply would rather align themselves with Punjabi roots and culture. 

The fact that this is the case with Simran despite her not knowing much about Punjabi culture, 

shows that the labelling of her own identity as Punjabi and not ‘Indian’, is done so out of 

allegiance for her community, and because her friends and family do so. Therefore, it can be 

seen as somewhat performative. It must also be noted that there were Punjabi participants who 

did consider themselves to be Indian, but these were Punjabi Hindus as opposed to Punjabi 

Sikhs and this is where the difference lies between the two opinions. This demonstrates the 
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high level of complexity when it comes to identity that exists within the diaspora as different 

regional cultures and religions are part of Indian society.  

 

In relation to this, Naujoks (2010, 9) states that regional and linguistic markers are more salient 

amongst Indians living in India as opposed to the feeling of being ‘Indian’ being strong and 

pronounced, and that when Indians move abroad, they are labelled and identify themselves as 

Indians. Interestingly, the self-identification of the Punjabi participants in this study as Punjabi 

and not Indian, complexifies this statement because this is evidently also taking place within a 

diasporic setting. As Gsir and Mescoli (2015, 12) argue, not every diasporic individual holds 

the same sentiments towards their ‘homeland’ as some may maintain a strong connection to it 

whilst others may not. This is because some may view either their ‘homeland’ or resident 

country as the dominant in terms of culture, depending on their individual upbringing and life 

experiences, including whether they have been encouraged to maintain strong cultural ties to 

their homeland by family and community, and whether they are exposed to a ‘dominant’ 

culture in their everyday life (Gsir and Mescoli, 2015, 12). It is important to acknowledge that 

what is happening here is not a rejection of India as an ethnic culture or diasporic group, but 

India as a nation. Although Simran and Kriti both felt similarly about their national identities, 

they were not the same in terms of the way they directly expressed it to others. Social and 

political factors that account for Punjabi Sikhs to disassociate themselves from India’s national 

identity include the fact that India is a predominantly Hindu country. This is while most Sikhs 

in India reside in Punjab. According to India Today (Sehgal, 2022), 44% of poll respondents 

in Punjab were unhappy with Modi’s government, particularly due to the drastic changing of 

the farming laws in Punjab (which have since, been repealed due to the backlash they faced). 

The reforms originally put in place intended to change the rules around the selling, pricing and 

storage of farm produce that protects the farmers due to guaranteed prices. This issue came up 

in discussions of representations of Punjabi culture in Bollywood which will be focused on in 

the next section.  

 

Naujoks (2010, 6) talks about diasporic civic identification to refer to individuals committing 

and “following country of origin-related news and day-to-day politics”. It was found by an 

annual survey undertaken by the Sikh Network in 2016 that many Sikhs in the UK do not 

identify themselves as South Asian or Indian and prefer to be part of a separate Sikh identity 

(The Economic Times, 2016).  
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Concerns regarding the ‘lack of representation’ of Punjabi culture and stars in 

Bollywood  

The Punjabi participants saw value (as a representation that spoke to their own experiences) in 

the portrayal of patriarchal characters and narratives involving inter-generational differences 

and conflict - and in particular, the inclusion of a very strict father figure. One participant, Jas, 

a 23-year-old student, said that the representations of patriarchy meant something to her as she 

felt as if she was not alone in her experiences through watching them. Growing up in a pre-

dominantly non-Indian area, Kensington, she grew up in a strict Punjabi household but hardly 

has any Indian friends and does not spend time with her relatives. She stated:  

 

“My dad’s very gung-ho on keeping the Punjabi tradition. I’m expected to marry a 

Punjabi, and that too a Punjabi Jatt. I’m dating a white guy though. I understand where 

he comes from to be honest cause the impact of partition’s still deep. Our ancestral 

roots were left in turmoil and had to start fresh. So a lot of Punjabis feel the need to 

maintain their roots and encourage values. They don’t wanna let go of it. My dad’s 

always said to me that I need to pass on my Punjabi values to my future kids because 

it’s important to keep our culture alive. I don’t really know much about Punjabi culture 

but I’m learning from films and podcasts. I see a lot of my dad in Bollywood- like the 

dad in Patiala House and everyone’s trying to hide shit from him. It’s exactly the same 

in our house and it’s laughable. Shows it’s not just me having to deal with that”  

 

In this extract, Jas is referring to the importance of regional culture amongst the Punjabi 

community and how it has an impact on inter-generational differences in the attitudes towards 

choosing a potential suitor. The film she refers to, Patalia House (2011, dir. Nikkhil Advani), 

tells the story of Gattu (played by Akshay Kumar) who gets selected to play cricket for the 

England team whilst his strict Punjabi father hates the sport. Gattu and his family must navigate 

playing the sport professionally behind his father’s (Gurtej) back, especially as he- being a 

proud Punjabi- would never allow Gattu to play for England, as he is ‘Indian at heart’. It gets 

to a point in the film when the entire family hides the fact that Gattu is playing professionally, 

including his mother, as they are terrified for what his father’s response may be if he were to 

find out. Gurtej finds out and is angered, but then realises that he has let down Gattu when he 

sees him on TV being interviewed as a successful cricket player. Appadurai (1996) contends 

that the media offer “strips of reality” that allow the diaspora to understand themselves and 

other cultures and communities. The fact that Jas in the extract above feels a part of a wider 
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community that connects with others about generational differences through the consumption 

of Bollywood films with a strong patriarchal figure (such as Gurtej in Patiala House), conveys 

that the medium plays a key role in comforting diasporic audiences, offering them a sense of 

belonging. By comfort and belonging, I refer to the fact that Jas feels a part of a similar 

community, especially as she sees similarities in the representations to her own family life on-

screen. Whilst the notion of Bollywood as being comforting and relatable to participants was 

discussed in the previous chapter, the key difference here is that Jas can relate to on-screen 

portrayals specifically of her own regional background and culture, in particular the depictions 

of strict, patriarchal Punjabi fathers, as she considers her own father to be one. Of course, this 

is not to say that patriarchy exists only in Punjabi communities, as it was also spoken about 

amongst my Gujarati participants.  

 

Whilst it is the case that some Punjabi participants saw value in depictions of patriarchy on-

screen as it depicted elements of their own upbringing and family life, another dominant 

finding from the interviews was that participants widely expressed that more representation is 

needed of Punjabi culture - both in terms of quantity and (perceived) authenticity. The desire 

here refers to the fact that participants found that these representations spoke to their own 

experience. Some of the participants of Punjabi descent stated that they could not relate to the 

norm of ‘Mumbai culture’ in cinema. They tended to define ‘Mumbai culture’ as being 

composed of India’s cosmopolitan culture and a more ‘Westernised’ culture. Participants also 

held passionate sentiments against the use of stereotypical notions of Punjabis and Punjabi 

culture in Bollywood cinema. Participants emphasised the need for more representation of 

Punjabi culture that was not cliched, for instance, scenes of fighting within the family and 

community as well as heavy drinking. It is interesting that when asked about the representations 

of Punjabi culture in Bollywood, participants did not only talk about the representations of 

women, but rather also discussed concerns about the representations of men. For example, the 

Farmer’s Protests were mentioned by one participant, Simran, in relation to Bollywood 

representations of men. These protests took place in India in 2020 in retaliation to the drastic 

changing of government laws for farmers involving the loosening of rules around the sale and 

pricing of farm produce as opposed to the existence of government-controlled markets 

(Waterhouse, BBC News, 2021). The protests involved global pressure from diasporic Indian 

communities on social media to speak out about the farmer’s protests which did not receive 

impartial coverage in India and were not initially covered in the Western media (Waterhouse, 

2019). Rihanna tweeted on Twitter with concern that the protests (particularly the internet 
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blockade introduced by the government and the lack of global knowledge of them), and 

according to Pandey (BBC News, 2021), the Tweet went viral therefore drawing “global 

attention to the cause of the protesting farmers”. The BBC (Waterhouse, 2021) reported that 

the protests mattered to British Indians as the issue was affecting their families back in India. 

Simran singled out a very popular Bollywood star for their part in advocating Punjabi 

stereotypes as follows:  

 

“I think Akshay Kumar’s problematic when it comes to Punjabi representation. He fuels 

a lot of stereotypes which is frustrating because he doesn’t do anything good for us yet 

profits from our culture. He basically takes the piss out of us! We’re not all idiots who 

joke and fool around all day. Like that film, Singh is Kinng. The whole lot of them were 

idiots, my god. He makes it look like we have no brain. Like yeah, he’s a comedian but 

why does he always have to be a Punjabi character in films. He’s always banging on 

about the beauty of Punjabi culture and unity. And yet he stayed quiet about the 

farmers’ protests. That really angered me cause he’s making money and getting 

popularity from our culture but won’t say a word about the issues that directly affect 

the community. It’s not just me who thinks this by the way. It’s all over desi Twitter 

[Indian Twitter].”  

 

The film Simran refers to, Singh is Kinng (2008, dir. Anees Baazmee), which tells the story of 

Happy (played by Akshay Kumar) who is notorious in the village for his pranks and silly 

behaviour. He is sent to Australia to bring back a fellow villager, Lucky to meet his ill father, 

but then ends up becoming the king of the local underworld. Although he is silly, he is also 

shown to be kind-hearted in nature with good morals. The issue Simran has with this 

representation, however, is the fact that Happy is represented as an idiot and this takes the 

typical trait of Punjabi communities as being ‘fun’ further in a way that seems to be mocking 

them.  Additionally, Simran’s opinions on Akshay Kumar being a key part of Punjabi 

representation in Bollywood reflect wider, passionate sentiments amongst the diaspora 

regarding stereotypes. She observed that the leading star tends to be the one who portrays 

Punjabi male characters in Bollywood film, as is the case here considering that Kumar has been 

one of the biggest Bollywood stars since the 1990s. Her concerns surrounding stereotypes are 

justified considering Dwyer and Sengupta (2021, 186) in their recent work on Bollywood 

stardom claim that Akshay Kumar is linked to both comedy and ‘issue-based cinema’, meaning 

that as a global superstar, he contributes to the cultural conversation addressing social issues 
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and stigmas. For instance, he has starred in the film Padman (dir. R. Balki, 2018) which 

explores and challenges the stigma surrounding menstruation in rural Indian society and the 

fact that women are shamed for menstruating. Therefore, it is clear why Simran felt this way 

about the star and the concern that stereotypes can have a negative impact on society, since 

Akshay Kumar is widely held to have an influential effect on his audiences. The influential 

effect here is that audiences are more likely to acknowledge the messages and ideals he 

portrays. This is particularly the case as Kumar himself is of Punjabi descent and is considered 

to have failed in being the ‘voice’ of the Punjabi people (as perceived by participants). Simran 

is not alone with her opinion that it was problematic that Kumar remained silent about the 

Farmers’ Protests. It is key to note here that Kumar is of Punjabi Hindu descent, and 

participants expressed hesitancy in the fact that he plays Punjabi and Sikh characters on-screen. 

He was also regarded by audiences on social media as being hypocritical for this; concern was 

expressed that he is recognised globally for his representation of Punjabi and Sikh communities 

in Bollywood film (irrespective of whether he is received well by audiences). Therefore, 

participants tended to view him as inauthentic to his regional background as he was thought to 

capitalise on Punjabi culture. In fact, this concern was also expressed by many social media 

users on Twitter also at the time the new farming laws were subject to intense global backlash. 

Additionally, the film set Kumar was working on was stopped by protestors (India.in, 2021) 

who claimed he represented Sikhs on-screen in Bollywood but did not speak up about the 

Farmers’ Protests.  

 

It is also interesting to note that Akshay Kumar also plays the lead role of Gattu in Patalia 

House (which was a film mentioned by Jas earlier on as she found its portrayals of patriarchy 

to be representative of her own family life). This emphasises the fact that on-screen 

representations of Punjabi culture and the issues that affect its communities are important to 

the extent when the actors who play certain characters are judged for their own views and off-

screen activity. By contrast to Kumar’s silence regarding the farmers, Diljit Dosanjh is one star 

who is known to regularly speak out about social and political tensions in India, especially 

involving Punjab and Punjabi communities. Amandeep, a Punjabi Sikh living in Hounslow for 

example, noted:  

“At the moment, the only decent representation that Bollywood has is Diljit Dosanjh, 

but we need more representation like that. His characters in films such as Utta Punjab. 

He also wears the turban in real life so it’s more authentic of Punjabi culture. We need 

more Punjabi representation. They directly bring in stars from South India into 
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Bollywood such as Aishwarya Rai and Deepika. I guess the Kapoors are Punjabi but 

they don’t really seem it cause they’re so into the city life. To me, they’re not real 

Punjabis”  

 

It is worth noting here that Amandeep mentions one of Bollywood’s biggest family of stars, 

the Kapoors, who are Punjabi Hindus, and states she does not see them as ‘real Punjabis’ let 

alone relate to them because she is Punjabi Sikh. The Kapoor family has (and has had) many 

members who are popular stars in Bollywood, including Raj Kapoor, Rishi Kapoor, Karisma, 

Kareena Kapoor, and Ranbir Kapoor. This suggests that she feels strongly about the need for 

different or diverse Punjabi Sikh representation in Bollywood film. Other participants regularly 

pointed out the idea that Punjabi culture is stereotyped in Bollywood cinema, and stated they 

found these portrayals problematic. The main thread of these discussions included the 

glorification of drinking culture. One participant, Pinky, a 28-year-old, Punjabi Sikh Civil 

Servant, living in Ruislip, stated:  

 

“I come from a conservative Punjabi household and we don’t drink. For religious 

reasons. So when I see films that live up to the stereotype of Punjabis as heavy drinkers 

and alcoholics, it’s insulting. There are so many Punjabis who don’t drink. It’s actually 

damaging because when I first met many of my friends, they all assumed me and my 

family were heavy drinkers and were shocked to find out it was the opposite. 

Alcoholism is real in the Punjabi community and shouldn’t be taken lightly.”  

 

Heavy alcohol consumption is often associated with Punjabi culture both in India and amongst 

the diaspora, but is prohibited in Sikhism (Gill, BBC News, 2017). Duggal (2013, 145), in their 

work on social and cultural factors which influence Indian Punjabi men’s health beliefs, claims 

that “Heavy drinking is largely practised amongst men during social gatherings, such as family 

events and weddings” and was described by their interview participants “as a way of displaying 

personal influence to others”. But at the same time, Punjabi communities consist of both 

individuals who tend to either be Sikh or Hindu. Both religions discourage the consumption of 

alcohol. Participants including Kriti, a Punjabi Hindu, found the stereotype of Punjabi men and 

women as drinkers as damaging because in her view it glorifies alcoholism and depicts their 

culture in a negative manner. When asked why she felt concerned about Bollywood’s 

representations of drinking culture in a Punjabi setting, Kriti, a Punjabi Hindu, stated:  
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“It just makes all of us (Punjabis) look like partying alcoholics who don’t give a shit 

about serious issues in life. Drinking culture is a massive issue in my community. I 

know a few female friends who’ve secretly gone to rehab but can’t make it known to 

others because it’s a stigma in the Desi community. Yeah, there might not be many 

women characters in film who excessively drink but the men do. But there still needs 

to be change, and the issue needs to be addressed. Mental health is one of the biggest 

issues amongst young Punjabis right now. For both women and men. Suicide is rife in 

my own community here. Why can’t Bollywood focus on issues like that instead?”  

 

Kriti’s statements above are interesting yet contradictory as there are switches between Desi 

and Punjabi in quick succession despite talking about the Punjabi projection of mental health 

and partying. This suggests that Indianness is always at work within Punjabi identities despite 

it seeming that Punjabi identity supersedes an Indian one at surface level. It is the Indian context 

that frames the Punjabi identity despite most Punjabi participants stating that they tend to label 

themselves with the latter term, rather than Indian. It must be considered again that Kriti 

considers herself to be Punjabi rather than ‘Indian’. These inconsistencies inform us that the 

Punjabi identity intended to be respective of an overall Indian identity is a way in which 

participants distance themselves from India as a nation, not the Indian culture or community 

itself. She would rather align herself with her Punjabi roots and experiences and use this 

identity to define herself.  

 

By saying the phrase “in my own community here”, Kriti is referring to her diasporic 

community in the UK which suggests solidarity with those also away from India but having an 

Indian ethnic or national identity in common. Relating this to contemporary young Indian 

diasporic women living in the UK in general, it shows that despite not being living or having 

been born in India, they still hold a strong attachment to their Indian roots. Regarding self-

categorization and self-identification, Naujoks (2010, 10) asserts that “a persisting self-

understanding not as belonging to the country of origin but as part of the diaspora group in the 

country of destination (diasporic-ethnic) might also lead to a stronger diaspora community…”. 

Kriti discussing the importance of addressing issues that are existent in her own Punjabi 

diasporic community, implies the attachment and commitment she has for her community, 

especially as she starts discussing issues such as secret rehabs and stigmas surrounding mental 

health whilst talking about films. It is also fascinating that Kriti adds a caveat to her response 

by saying that although the number of male characters who excessively drink in Bollywood 
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film supersedes that of female characters, the portrayals of drinking culture on-screen are still 

concerning for her. This demonstrates that she views Bollywood as a potential force-for-good 

in society and demands that it does better in representing and addressing taboos that are not 

exclusive to gender. She singles out a particular issue; mental health and claims that the stigma 

surrounding it is one of the biggest issues amongst young Punjabis. In 2020, BBC News 

reported that mental health is seen as a stigma in the Punjabi community (Kaur, BBC News, 

2020), and this is extended to South Asian communities in general. In India, mental health 

issues are perceived with judgment as they are considered a result of a lack of willpower, 

confidence, and self-discipline, as explained in Chapter Six.  

 

The structure of Kriti’s points in the sense of how she jumps from one serious point to another, 

illustrates a lot of pain and emotion in her response, therefore suggesting that to some audiences 

(regardless of region as this is also the case for the wider Indian diasporic female community 

in general), Bollywood cinema is considered to play a key role in improving society where 

issues exist that participants mentioned such as the stigma surrounding mental health, drinking 

culture, arranged marriages. It is responsibility that these participants seek from Bollywood 

films through both the addressing of these issues and acting as an advocate for change in society 

when it comes to these. Kriti states this clearly when she asks why Bollywood does not focus 

on more serious issues instead to represent what is happening in her own community.  

 

Sharing Kriti’s views (as discussed earlier) on Bollywood’s depictions of drinking culture as 

problematic, Amandeep, a 19-year-old Punjabi Sikh studying creative writing at university and 

living in Hounslow, also referenced specific songs in Bollywood film that idolised heavy 

drinking in a Punjabi setting:  

“Chhote Chhote Peg. That song. A woman is dancing and outright saying ‘I’m a bad 

girl, I like whiskey’. What the hell. And the guys are drinking too and flaunting over 

her. What makes it worse is that it’s a catchy song. The characters and family in that 

film are Punjabi too so it’s taking the piss outta our culture. That song Talli Hua too 

where Akshay and Katrina get pissed. Yeah, some might find it funny because us 

Punjabis are known for living it up in life but there’s more to us. They do get the family 

aspect of the culture right though, as in loyalty and love for family but otherwise it’s 

very annoying.”  
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Vertovec (2000, 89) similarly states that common stereotypes of the Punjabi community 

include that they are “more prone to drinking and smoking… eating meat, having less regard 

for certain religious observance”. Kriti’s pointing out of Punjabi drinking culture being 

illustrated through catchy songs and music videos in Bollywood is worth noting here as the 

practice of drinking and partying is for some audiences arguably glorified within a Punjabi 

setting on-screen, thereby reinforcing the stereotype. Both songs she mentions (Chhote Chhote 

Peg from Sonu Ke Titi Ki Sweety, and Talli Hua from Singh is Kinng) are very popular on 

YouTube and their videos are constructed in ‘party’, celebration settings involving intoxicated 

men and women who sing and joke around, having fun. It can be argued that Bollywood music 

tracks and videos tend to be produced with the global audience in mind, as musical texts can 

be enjoyed by a range of different audiences, regardless of the language adopted (Barnes, 

2015). The fact that music has an arguably wider reach than the film itself (audiences are more 

likely to watch or listen to music video/song than an entire film) is key when considering the 

problematic nature of making light of drinking culture within Punjabi communities, as the 

stereotypes are opened to wider consumption and become embedded and popularised across a 

global audience. It is not the case that every viewer sees the portrayal of drinking culture within 

a Punjabi setting on-screen to be concerning. However, it is clear from the above responses 

that these participants both appear to confirm and deny the stereotype of drinking culture and 

alcoholism as a key element of Punjabi culture. This is because they view its representation in 

Bollywood as problematic, but at the same time confirm that from their experience alcoholism 

is an issue within the Punjabi community. The issue here that participants have is not the fact 

that alcoholism is represented in Bollywood cinema, but how it is done so within a Punjabi 

setting. The fact that the notion of Punjabi drinking culture is ‘glorified’ (through Bollywood 

music videos) and made light of, is seen as a problem amongst participants, who suggest the 

trait is potentially being ‘branded’ on to the Punjabi community, thus fuelling this stereotype 

even further. This suggests that they believe Bollywood cinema has an influential impact on 

the global perception of the Punjabi community. As a nuanced finding emerging from my 

interviews, this somewhat paradoxical position shows that my respondents believe film 

representation (in this case, regarding regional communities) matters.  

 

There is also the question to consider as to why Punjabi participants demand for Bollywood to 

address societal issues and not Panjwood. The Punjabi film industry, also known as 

‘Panjwood’, is a developing yet popular form of cinema (Sivathasan, Financial Times, 2014) 

that is arguably more consciously representative of Punjabi culture and issues. However, it 
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must also be noted that most Punjabi participants did not watch Punjabi cinema regularly, 

preferring to watch Bollywood due to it being mainstream and allowing them to discuss films 

with their non-Punjabi acquaintances. It appears from this discovery that participants felt that 

it was easier to connect with other (of an Indian or South Asian descent) through talking about 

Bollywood films together which are in the Hindi or Hinglish (Hindi and English) language. 

Some participants failed to offer an elaborate reason as to why they preferred Bollywood over 

Panjwood, and instead just stated that they grew up watching Bollywood cinema and so it was 

familiar to them, whereas Panjwood they did not know much about. From this, it can be 

assumed that they felt Punjabi cinema to be quite niche whereas Bollywood is more widely 

consumed and a larger component of South Asian societal discourse. Therefore, it is argued 

that participants sought societal responsibility for the addressing of taboo topics and issues 

from a cinema that achieves a larger reach across multiple regional (and even national 

communities), one that potentially (to these participants) has more impact on Indian and Indian 

diasporic society by encouraging changes in attitudes towards these.  

 

Further, whilst participants were aware of the growing popularity of Punjabi cinema and may 

watch the occasional film, none of the Gujarati participants watched a single Gujarati film. 

More representations of Gujarati culture in Bollywood were desired by Gujarati participants 

but were not considered to be concerning.  

 

Perceptions of Bollywood’s representations of Gujarati culture  

The study’s Gujarati participants appreciated the representations and storylines of women and 

‘modern’ values offered in Bollywood cinema despite noting that Gujarati culture or characters 

are rare in films. Films such as Hum Dil Ke Chuke Sanam (transl. I have Given My Heart Away, 

1999, dir. Sanjay Leela Bhansali) and Gujarati folk dance songs including Nagada Sang (from 

Goliyon Ki Rasleela, Ram Leela, dir. 2013, Sanjay Leela Bhansali, transl. A dance of bullets: 

Ram-Leela) were mentioned as examples of Gujarati depictions on-screen. Although 

participants agreed that there is a lack of Gujarati representation in Bollywood film, they were 

not as vocal about the idea that Bollywood should be more representative of Gujarati culture, 

as the Punjabi participants were about portrayals of their own regional culture. Tulsi, a 28-year-

old Gujarati woman working in banking and living in Brent, for instance, talked about the fact 

that Bollywood represented her own community and life well as it depicted the dichotomy 

between the modern and traditional. She stated:  
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“My community’s quite conservative yet open-minded at the same time. So it kind of 

matches the way Bollywood is now. I like to say it’s moving towards progression. I 

have cousins who’ve married non-Indians, like yeah at first it was difficult for them but 

everyone’s gotten over it now and accepted it. One of my cousins married a white guy 

and when she told her family, they went nuts and so did our relatives, but then they 

eventually agreed (with hesitation obviously), and now they’re fine. They always spend 

time together. Even my parents get on with her husband. So it’s nice to see actually and 

you get these kind of stories in Bollywood so I guess that helps overall with acceptance 

especially as my parents and older relatives watch it. So it doesn’t have to be about 

Guju culture for me to relate to it”  

 

Here, Tulsi talks about how Bollywood does not necessarily need to represent Gujarati culture 

and communities in what she’d consider an ‘authentic’ way because its films do well to portray 

modern values such as relationships and inter-faith marriages, which may have a positive effect 

on society when it comes to the acceptance of them, particularly amongst the more conservative 

communities. To her, representations in Bollywood film do not have to include nuances of 

Gujarati culture for her to identify with it because they still illustrate aspects of her own life 

experiences in an Indian diasporic setting, including ‘modern’ social practices such as inter-

racial relationships. This shows that Bollywood has potential to impact on society other than 

for entertainment purposes, therefore aligning with Dwyer’s (2014) argument that Indian 

cinema is both reflective and constructive of an imagined, ideal society. This is although Indian 

cinema lacks Gujarati representation.  

 

Whilst this was the case, participants also claimed that Gujarati culture tended to be heavily 

stereotyped in films using common phrases in the language, cultural food references, the idea 

that Gujarati individuals are stingy when it comes to money, and suggesting they tend to be 

vegetarian. All of these are typical stereotypes of the Gujarati community. However, whilst 

these stereotypes were acknowledged by participants, they did not seem to bother them as they 

accepted the comedic nature of the portrayals and felt that some representation is better than 

none. Scholars have noted the need and desire for screen representation from all kinds of 

communities (Hall, 2003; Dudrah, 2006), and this forms an important historical critical thread 

in film studies. Jacqueline Bobo (1998) for instance, in her work on Black Women as Cultural 

Readers, discusses the significance of film adaptation of The Colour Purple (Spielberg, 1985) 

amongst Black female audiences. She notes how they embraced the chance to see their ‘screen-
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like’ constitute the central narrative in a Hollywood film after a lifetime of marginalised 

representations, even while at the same time the film proved highly controversial among black 

audiences (for example, for the problematic and delimited repertoire of black men seen in the 

film). Returning to the audience studies of this chapter, Reshma, who has a Gujarati 

background, claimed that although Gujarati representation in Bollywood film was limited and 

stereotypical, it is not something she considers to be a concern. When asked “what about the 

representations of Gujarati culture in Bollywood? Do you feel like the culture is ‘seen’ in 

Bollywood?”, Reshma replied:  

 

“There’s literally little to no representation of Gujaratis or Guju culture in Bollywood. 

When there is, it’s rare and memes and TikToks are created. But it’s very stereotypical 

for sure. The same garba-style songs are overplayed on social media and we don’t have 

that many memes that relate to our culture. The Punjabis have loads that are funny yeah, 

but it doesn’t feel right to fully relate to them because we’re not Punjabi. Perhaps we 

can relate to the idea of them, for example, the idea that Punjabis drink a lot and party. 

We can too, and can engage in it, but at the end of the day, we’re not Punjabi. It’s 

actually not that deep, but now that I’m thinking about it… It’s not really something I 

dwell on or think about to be honest with you. I just watch the films for what they are 

(laughs). I don’t clamp my hands together when I don’t see any Gujarati representation 

(laughs). But then, I have to say, I do go ‘oooh!’ when I see a Gujarati character or a 

reference to garba or dhokla I’m not gonna lie!”  

 

In this extract, it is interesting that Reshma can relate to certain aspects of Punjabi culture 

despite not being Punjabi herself and that there is little concern for the lack of Gujarati 

representation. When Reshma says “I just watch the films for what they are”, it is implied that  

regional representation is not of paramount importance to her as films are meant to entertain, 

and as long as she is able to enjoy what is portrayed on-screen. However, she expresses 

appreciation for (and gets excited over) the occasional Gujarati representation that is offered, 

despite perceiving it as stereotypical. One factor as to why the Punjabi participants felt more 

strongly about the need for authentic representation of their regional culture in film could lie 

in the fact that most of them did not consider themselves to be ‘Indian’, as explored earlier.  

 

Whilst most Gujarati participants did not consider the lack of Gujarati representation overall 

in Bollywood film to be a concern, one participant was the exception. Lakshmi, a 23-year-old 
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Gujarati hair stylist living in Finchley, felt that the rare depictions of Gujarati culture in film 

tended to be heavily stereotyped and in the form of satire, and that this needed to change. She 

said:  

 

“It’s a shame because our culture is a lot more multi-faceted than that. It’s not all about 

garba and being stingy with money, being vegetarian, that sort of thing. I remember in 

Kal Ho Na Ho when the granny I think, said ‘oh but Gujaratis are vegetarian!’. I’m not 

(laughs) and most of my relatives aren’t. I’m not saying we defo need more 

representation but there are issues in the Guju community that need representing so 

badly so it’s worth doing that if they do. In my own community, if I give you an 

example- there’s a lot of right-wing views which clash with mine. I see myself as a lot 

more liberal. It would be nice for a film to address Guju people who are liberal as we’re 

not represented. I’m surprised they haven’t done that already because the tensions in 

India at the moment are so rife. But then I guess most of Bollywood is pro-BJP so there 

you go”  

 

Whilst Lakshmi’s thoughts here were uncommon amongst the rest of the study’s participants, 

her response is worth unpacking. The example of Kal Ho Na Ho (transl. Tomorrow May Never 

Come, dir. Nikhil Advani, 2003) that she offers to illustrate Gujarati stereotypes in Bollywood 

refers to the Punjabi grandmother’s response to her granddaughter informing her of her choice 

of partner (who is Gujarati) to which she exclaims “Gujarati?! But they’re vegetarian!” in a 

way to suggest he is not suitable. Whilst Lakshmi believes that Bollywood’s representation of 

Gujarati culture is restricted to essentialised stereotypes like these, she feels that more pressing, 

political issues within the Gujarati community should be addressed if Bollywood is to focus on 

the regional culture. It is important to also outline some political context here regarding 

Lakshmi’s comments about the tensions between the more conservative, right-wing values and 

the more ‘modern’ values. Agarwala (2021) states that overseas Gujaratis have recently began 

to strengthen relations with their ‘home-state’ as they “support Modi and draw enormous pride 

from the state’s recent economic success, Modi’s conservative social tendencies, his recent 

overwhelming victory in the national elections, and his attention to the diaspora” (Agarwala, 

2012, 88). The BJP (Bharatiya Janata Party) is known for its right-wing policies, which may 

tend to clash with the more liberal values of the youth, including Lakshmi, so it is evident that 

she feels that Bollywood can be used to address social and political issues that are present in 

the Gujarati community. It is curious to see that she wants a medium that perhaps ostensibly 
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and primarily has a purpose to entertain, and to also address serious and political issues in 

society, indicating her belief that films importantly have the capacity to influence opinion. 

Along with the concerns expressed by the Punjabi participants regarding Bollywood’s 

portrayals of drinking culture, these identifications also matter when it comes to young 

diasporic Indian women in general as they care about the representations offered, and that 

Bollywood film is considered an influential medium in the potential progression of society.  

 

Regarding Bollywood’s cultural impact on the diaspora, another finding that is worth noting 

from a particular participant, Tulsi, a 28-year-old Gujarati woman living in Wembley and 

working in banking, is that she claimed to learn a lot about Punjabi rituals from watching 

Bollywood films, and wrongly believed them to be part of her community’s Gujarati customs:  

 

“I see a lot more Punjabi and city, Rajasthani style rituals for weddings, engagements. 

There’s never any Guju traditions which annoys me. I’ve grown up watching Indian 

movies and when I got married last year, I didn’t know what rituals I’d have to do. I 

had a traditional wedding and mentioned all these random Punjabi rituals to my mum 

and she was like ‘No. We don’t do that’ (laughs). But I thought we did cause I saw it 

in films! So the effect of limited representation does matter. But then again, we can get 

that knowledge from family and going to celebrations ourselves. Doesn’t have to be 

from films.”  

 

It is important to acknowledge again also that both Punjabi and Gujarati cultures are different 

in terms of their rituals and customs (although some rituals remain the same- such as the Haldi 

ceremony, in which a turmeric mixture is applied on the bride and groom before the wedding 

to bless the couple. For instance, according to Punjabi wedding customs, a bride is supposed 

to wear a set of bangles called ‘choora’ on her wedding day and for a period afterwards, whilst 

this is not considered a part of Gujarati bridal customs. Ram (2014) argued that diasporic 

consumption of Bollywood film helps individuals to engage in traditional Indian culture, which 

includes fashion, values, and language. This sense of belonging thus allows the diaspora to not 

feel isolated from Indian culture. Tulsi’s statements here offer an illustrative understanding of 

how Bollywood offers a sense of belonging amongst the diaspora and constructs a trans-ethnic 

identity within the Indian diaspora. This is especially the case as she claims to have grown up 

without much input from her parents regarding Indian culture, such that she did not know much 

except for what she saw in Bollywood films between the mid-1990s to the present day. 
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However, she subsequently learned the knowledge she acquired regarding Indian cultural 

customs and values did not apply to her own Gujarati background.  

 

Therefore, these discussions emphasise the complexity of the Indian diaspora as a whole and 

imply that Bollywood is not wholly representative of its heterogeneity, nor of its domestic 

complexity; indeed, this may be an impossibility and arguably not achievable in any single 

creative work. What is interesting from this finding and the study overall is that most of the 

Punjabi participants felt that there needs to be more multi-faceted representation of their culture 

and community, whilst the Gujarati participants expressed that they partly related to 

representations of Punjabi culture and may take on board their culture as knowledge of Indian 

culture. This offers critical nuance to claims made about diasporic communities, specifically 

those that perceive the diaspora to be homogenous. Together, these regional, gender and age 

identifications also matter to the wider Indian female diaspora as it shows that it is not the case 

amongst my participants that diasporic individuals are necessarily ‘torn’ between the culture 

of their ‘homeland’ (India) and the one in which they reside in (London). In fact, it is clear here 

that the participants experience tensions between their regional Indian and national/ethnic 

identity as well.  

 

Conclusion  

This chapter explored the differences between the responses of Punjabi and Gujarati 

participants by examining individual responses as opposed to homogenising the regional 

community, they are part of. From this chapter, it is interesting here to see the differences in 

the ways in which Punjabi and Gujarati female individuals perceive on-screen representations 

of their own cultures. The first notable difference between the two cultures in the interviews 

was that the Punjabi participants identified themselves as Punjabi as opposed to Indian 

(whether they expressed this openly to others in their lives or not), whereas the Gujarati 

participants identified themselves as Indian.  

 

The Punjabi participants expressed concerns about certain stereotypical representations of their 

communities, including drinking culture, and felt that issues such as mental health and 

alcoholism are addressed in Bollywood, but sought responsibility for them to make 

representations more ‘authentic’ and impactful on society.  Although the Gujarati participants 

were seen as not having as much concern for the lack of Gujarati representation in Bollywood 

cinema, they still acknowledged the limited yet stereotypical representations. These 
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participants also felt able to relate to some aspects of representations, despite them being either 

city or Punjabi-centred, because they sometimes relate to other Indian regional cultures. What 

this tells us about contemporary young women amongst the diaspora in the UK is that they 

appreciate representations of Indian society as well as some elements of regional cultures and 

communities in general, yet they believe more caution needs to be taken by filmmakers to limit 

stereotypical portrayals. This is because it was widely expressed that Bollywood has the 

potential to a be a ‘force for good’.  

 

Overall, this chapter nuances and at the same time, challenges existing scholarly arguments 

that diasporic audiences appreciate representations constructed in Bollywood film, finding 

instead that crucially individuals perceive them differently, depending on their regional 

background and/or upbringing. It challenges this because the heterogeneity of Indian culture 

and community is acknowledged by investigating how diasporic identity is negotiated 

regarding its intersections, which includes but also goes beyond gender and age.  

 

The next chapter looks at individuals’ Bollywood star preferences and how this influences the 

ways in which they respond to films and narratives. It will explore the fact that the off-screen 

persona and activities of Bollywood stars (including social media persona) is equally as 

important to participants when it comes to relatability and the alignment of values between 

audience and celebrity, therefore impacting both film consumption and reception. The analysis 

also shows that the stars’ political stance and the way in which they respond publicly on social 

media to political and social issues are important to participants. The findings in the next 

chapter show that this makes a direct impact on audience perception of the characters the stars 

played in films, therefore invigorating further need to investigate the social media relationships 

between celebrities and audiences.  
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Chapter Eight: The impact of Bollywood star persona on film 

consumption, reception, and diasporic relatability  

 

Edgar Morin (1960), a philosopher and sociologist, defined a star as a combination of 

portraying a role on-screen as well as developing an off-screen personality. Similarly, 

according to Dyer’s landmark star theory, audience perception of texts tends to be influenced 

by the way in which its stars are seen and received on-screen. In the previous two chapters, 

diasporic relatability to Bollywood narratives and characters was explored, and then diasporic 

identity itself respectively regarding life in the UK and regional identity. The final key theme 

that was uncovered in this thesis’ audience studies was that the off-screen persona and activities 

of Bollywood stars (including social media persona) is equally as important to participants 

when it comes to relatability and the alignment of values between audience and celebrity. These 

findings which align with celebrity and social media studies was not part of the plan of this 

thesis during its design planning and the formulation of the audience interview questions. The 

interviews highlighted the importance of stars to them, and this is investigated in this chapter. 

Redmond (2018, 3) asserts that stars embody model identity positions that audiences are invited 

or positioned to share, therefore audiences can be defined by the ideologies they stand for, thus 

emphasising the influential role of celebrity culture in society, especially as representations 

contributes to identities. Social representations are important in that they add meaning and 

value to life experiences, allowing audiences to understand themselves, their environments and 

each other (Webb, 2009, 3). Furthermore, Shingler and Steenberg (2019) call for scholarly 

analysis of the cultural significance of stars to “examine and take into account a movie star’s 

online and social media presence” (447). This is because social networking sites such as 

Twitter and Instagram have “changed the way in which people relate to each other and also 

how they relate to celebrities, including film stars” (Shingler and Steenberg, 2019, 447). This 

is because the construction of the star and their image today in many instances, takes places 

via social media. The aim of this chapter is to address this development that has occurred 

because of the rise of digital media and globalisation since the beginning of star studies. This 

is considered as the publications of Morin’s work in 1960 and Dyer’s Stars in 1979, which 

thereafter became the major foundational text of the discipline.  

 

So far, this thesis has shown how Bollywood plays a significant role amongst the global Indian 

diaspora, and this chapter aims to explore the complexity of audience reception of Bollywood 

film by exploring how the off-screen actions of celebrities can affect the reception of the films 
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they star in. This chapter will begin with a discussion of participants’ thoughts of nepotism in 

the Indian film industry, exploring in detail how stars with familial connections are perceived 

and how this impacts their consumption and reception of film itself and its characters. This 

particular concern surrounding nepotism is what distinguishes the nature of Bollywood 

audience relationships with stars in contemporary cinema, which is not overtly a theme for 

other star industries in such a pronounced way.  

 

The chapter will then move on to an analysis of audience study findings regarding participants’ 

thoughts on the social media activism and political stance of Bollywood stars and their effect 

on what stars mean for audience members and fans, and their film choice/consumption. The 

findings I have uncovered here will contribute to celebrity studies and film stardom, 

particularly as it illustrates the idea that audience and star alignment, is of paramount 

importance in both film consumption habits and reception. This chapter shows that Dyer’s 

foundational belief that the desire for audiences to get to know the ‘real’ star, despite this being 

conveyed in the 1970s, is still persistent even in a contemporary age of social media and 

globalisation. The relationship between audiences and stars have undergone significant change 

in an era of digital media and convergence, which is explored in-depth in this chapter.  

 

Bollywood and nepotism  

Ethnographic research demonstrates that most roles in the Indian film industries are hereditary 

occupations (Ganti, 2012: in Dwyer and Sengupta, 2021), and this is the instance of nepotism. 

The idea of nepotism came up in almost every interview I conducted whether it was prompted 

or not. In most instances, participants mentioned it when asked about their opinions of 

contemporary Bollywood. Some participants also mentioned their dislike of films with ‘star 

kids’ which made me prompt on their thoughts on nepotism in the industry, whilst one 

participant asked me at the end of her interview whether I knew any further updates on the case 

of Sushant Singh Rajput (as discussed later). This led me to continue the interview and discuss 

nepotism in Bollywood with her. The practice is referred to by N. Bose (2021, 686) as 

bestowing “undeserved ‘insider’ privileges on those with familial connections to the film 

industry” whilst disadvantaging those who do not have such connections and are not from 

Mumbai, who are often labelled as ‘outsiders’ (Dwyer and Sengupta, 2021). Nepotism is not a 

practice that is exclusive to Bollywood as it exists everywhere, including in Hollywood; for 

example, Willow and Jaden Smith are the ‘star’ children of Will and Jada Pinkett Smith and 

gives them access to the global public eye. Nonetheless, N. Bose states that nepotism in 
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Bollywood is a “hotly contested debate that has, over the years, sharply divided the film 

industry”. Hence, the term ‘star-kid’ is used to refer to young actors who are the children or 

family members of established stars, directors, or producers, including Varun Dhawan- the son 

of director, David Dhawan.   

 

In the case of my audience studies, many participants expressed their dislike of the practice of 

nepotism in Bollywood and wanted more ‘outsiders’ to enter the industry. It was also expressed 

by some participants that those who do enter the film industry through family connections can 

be acceptable, upon condition that the actor or actress is able to acknowledge their privilege 

publicly and regularly in a meaningful way that seems authentic. One participant, Hannah, a 

22-year-old Gujarati woman living in Wembley, for instance, talked about Sonam Kapoor and 

Alia Bhatt and how these two actresses fail to recognise the privilege they have when it came 

to making their debut in the industry, and obtaining new contracts and films, unlike ‘outsiders’ 

who otherwise must work harder and face unfairness in film casting processes (N. Bose, 2021). 

In Hannah’s own words:  

 

“Every girl I know including myself grew up wanting to be a Bollywood star and as 

you get older, you start to realise how far-fetched the dream is. Like obviously it’s not 

gonna happen but the fact that everyone in the industry is related to each other. 

Everyone in films now are either someone’s sister or daughter or son, grandson. It’s a 

very gate-kept industry and it’s quite unfair that not everyone has that same opportunity. 

I’m not saying this isn’t the case in Hollywood or fame in general but it’s more potent 

in Bollywood. What makes it worse is that most of the actors that are in their position 

because of their family. Like Alia Bhatt. She… ugh… she just never seems to 

acknowledge her privilege and puts it down to her talent. Like yeah she’s super talented 

but no way would she be getting that many film roles if it wasn’t for her dad. Sonam 

Kapoor too, god. She’s awful. Every time she’s asked in an interview about her family 

background giving her these opps, she always seems to say the wrong thing! Like that 

time she said that those who don’t do well in life obviously don’t have good karma and 

that nepotism itself isn’t guaranteed for success, talent on top is. For god’s sake, just 

say you got your roles because your dad’s a superstar! It’s not that hard! Attitudes like 

this is what plagues the industry.” 
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From Hannah’s angered response, she feels as if Bollywood is a somewhat restricted industry 

as it promotes inequality, particularly as she feels that most of Bollywood’s current stars all 

seem to be related or connected to one another. Dwyer and Sengupta (2021) assert that if ‘star 

kids’ do not manage to establish their own fame through talent or popularity, their family name 

or connections cannot do much to maintain any success in terms of audience reception. 

However, from Hannah’s response, the issue is not just the fact that ‘star kids’ appear to enter 

and maintain their presence in the industry with ease, but that these stars do not seem to 

acknowledge their privilege and the hardship that ‘outsiders’ face. This shows that the personal 

morals and attitudes of film stars matter to audiences as it correlates to them appearing to be 

‘human’ and deserving of their popular status in culture and society. Hannah also goes further 

in talking about her disapproval of nepotism in the industry:  

 

“Kind of off topic here but Katrina Kaif… not the best actress when it comes to acting 

talent… incredible dancer though yeah… but god, I respect her. She’s come from a 

completely non-filmy background and has made it big in the industry. And she had it 

really really hard out there when she first started out in Bollywood what with her not 

being able to speak Hindi so I’d say she’s more representative of us in general. Because 

she’s 1. An outsider. And 2. not Indian.”  

 

The fact that Hannah also mentions that she has respect for Katrina Kaif despite believing her 

to be lacking in acting talent, is worth unpacking. Kaif is a British actress who entered 

Bollywood in 2003 after having begun a career in modelling. Having starred opposite some of 

Bollywood’s biggest stars, Akshay Kumar and Salman Khan respectively, she became a star 

with a global appeal. The struggles that Kaif experienced when starting out in Bollywood that 

Hannah appears to be referring to, is having little knowledge of the Hindi language and this 

being an obstacle when being offered film roles and thus not being taken seriously in the 

industry. Kaif’s voice in her first few movies in Bollywood were dubbed in fluent Hindi as she 

had not yet developed her grasp of Hindi and had a strong British accent. Mahmood (BBC 

News, 2013) reported that Kaif is one of the biggest success stories amongst Londoners who 

made it to Bollywood, and it is this achievement that Hannah appreciates as opposed to her on-

screen persona and talent. She also states that Kaif’s non-filmic and non-Indian nationality is 

something she can identify with, which aligns with Dyer’s (1979) theory that one factor that 

contributes towards a star’s popularity is the similarities of values and experiences to 

audiences. We can thus argue that Dyer’s argument that ordinariness is the trademark of star is  
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still appealing despite the mechanisms through which audiences’ access to stars have evolved. 

For, ordinariness here refers to the idea that audiences view stars as relatable to their own lives 

as traits and experiences may be shared, and as a result, appreciate the talent and hard work 

that the star goes through to climb and maintain their position in a ‘gate-kept’ profession. What 

we see from Hannah’s comments about Kaif, is the idolisation of a star going from ordinariness 

to extraordinariness. It must be also noted that Kaif is a diaspora-specific case of stardom, 

while her stardom itself is a result of the ‘transnationalistion’ of Bollywood in the 1990s and 

2000s, whereby the industry recognised its global audience as profitable. The arguing principle 

is that Kaif perhaps received her break in Bollywood because the industry was becoming 

transnational and she ‘fit’ the global image. Therefore, she is now liked by diasporic fans 

because is from the diaspora.  

 

It is also fascinating that Hannah mentions Alia Bhatt earlier in her response and claims to 

dislike her as she too was born in the UK and studied at a British university. Hannah’s issue 

with the star is that she fails to publicly acknowledge her familial privilege in the industry as 

the primary factor for her professional success. This shows that for Hannah, a combination of 

having both non-familial connections to enter the industry and not being born and/or brought 

up in Mumbai (as is the case with Kaif), is indicative of the importance of how a star’s 

opportunities came about, not just the fact that they did. It also suggests that a nepotism 

background can be a stronger contributing factor than nationality when it comes to what 

audiences make of stars. Another participant, Shivani, a 26-year-old research assistant living 

in Ilford, also spoke about her pessimistic views on nepotism in the film industry and how her 

choice of film consumption is somewhat directed and influenced by who is cast in them.  

 

“When a new actor is introduced, it’s quite a big thing because they’re launched that 

way. The focus is on their debut in posters, promo trailers… So when I see someone 

new who’s in a new movie, I go ‘oooh’ and I google them. I work in research so don’t 

judge (laughs). If I find out they’re connected to a big family in Bollywood or they’re 

the son of big star or whatever, I get put off. It automatically puts a precursor in my 

brain that I won’t like that actor and that I’ll be very judgey of the film if I do watch it. 

But if they’re an outsider with no connections at all, I’ll be more intrigued and they’re 

automatically likeable in my eyes and they get fair judgment from me in the film. Like 

Tara Sutaria. I really like her and she was opposite Ananya Panday in that film (Student 

of the Year 2). Most of these star kids aren’t talented anyway. Ananya Panday is awful 
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and if Suhana Khan (Shah Rukh Khan’s daughter) goes into acting, she’ll have so much 

pressure on her to do well. I’d just prefer those who don’t have any relations in 

Bollywood because they’re probably more passionate about what they do, most likely 

more talented, and most likely more appreciative. It’s hard to see outsiders having to 

struggle while the nepo kids get given everything on a silver platter.”  

 

The fact that Shivani researches the background of debut stars and that this directly impacts 

her perception of them and any film they are cast in shows that she tends to develop 

preconceived notions of actors due to her disagreement with the practice of nepotism. This 

demonstrates that there is a strong link between the celebrity/film star and the audience in the 

sense that stars’ off-screen personas and backgrounds are key. To Shivani, the background 

including the private life of the star is significant especially as she researches this before the 

star has even made their on-screen debut. A judgement is made of the star before Shivani has 

even seen a filmic performance from them, thus emphasising the fact that the professional 

journey of a star’s success, and therefore their private life, makes an important contribution to 

their public perception, as outlined by Dyer. What is interesting here is that the information 

acquired or desired by these participants is not necessarily considered trivial (for example, who 

the star is dating, or their personal likes and dislikes). The desire to ‘know’ the star in the cases 

of these participants comes from their curiosity about their background, upbringing, and entry 

into the industry therefore entailing thinking critically about the functions of it and emphasising 

the importance of how a star’s opportunities came about, not only that they did.  

 

What is fascinating about Shivani’s response is that she knows who Suhana Khan is in the first 

place, suggesting that she is famous for nothing other than being SRK’s daughter. Thus, 

whether star kids act or not, does not seem important. Here, Shivani subconsciously embraces 

this nepotistic system without thinking about how she knows who Suhana Khan is, despite 

Shivani emphasising that she is not an actress to subsequently disavow her investment in 

nepotism. These contradictions are indicative of the fact that nepotism is subconsciously 

accepted by these respondents while efforts are made to disassociate themselves from it by 

expressing their dislike for it. In fact, Shivani almost seems concerned about the fact that there 

will be pressure on Suhana Khan to perform well if she makes a Bollywood debut, and this 

possibly comes from the idea of her association to her superstar father, SRK. The attachment 

to SRK is clearly still there but is shown through his daughter, and this perhaps extends to other 

star kids who are often seen as reflections of the stars they are related to. Shivani’s response is 
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indicative of the fact that identity is complex, and that some apparent perspectives may not 

match the spoken testimonies shared.  

 

Despite participants widely expressing concern regarding the existence of nepotism in 

Bollywood, one participant, Karina, a 23-year-old personal trainer, living in Hounslow, held a 

differing opinion. She stated:  

 

“You know what, it’s not that deep. As long as the actors can act well and not be awful 

then I’m all good. I get why people get annoyed by it, but it doesn’t affect us. Yes, it’s 

unfair but no point complaining about it. Everyone’s been doing it for years and nothing 

has come of it. We should just be able to enjoy movies without looking too deep into 

it. There’s enough shit going on in the world that deserve our attention, not whether it’s 

okay for a film star’s son to enter the industry… My cousins keep banging on about it 

and I keep saying that star kids would need to be talented to stay relevant anyway! As 

long as they’re talented and can act, it’s all good”  

 

This alternative opinion on nepotism was singled out amongst the audience study’s participants 

as Karina did not see it as a significant problem or one that deserved critical attention. Instead, 

she stated that it was only necessary for film stars to be talented in their acting skills to obtain 

worthy status in the industry. It could be the case that audiences who feel similarly to Karina 

do not care about acting ‘talent’, although this is a subjective thought. The issue here is that 

these audiences are happy to settle for mediocre films starring star kids because they are 

comforting against fearful change in the sense that Bollywood will not change to a significant 

extent and the presence of the original stars is still attached. For instance, a film starring Sara 

Ali Khan would naturally still be indirectly associated with her father, Saif Ali Khan, and even 

her stepmother, Kareena Kapoor Khan. In essence, these audiences seem to be afraid of 

watching new forms of cinema and advocating for a fairer industry. This perception, which 

was different from the other participants, demonstrates that although there were passionate 

sentiments amongst participants against the practice of nepotism, these were not universal. The 

audience’s perception of Bollywood stars off-screen was however, not restricted to the practice 

of nepotism as it also extended to their social media activity and political stance, which will 

now be examined.  
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The social media activism and political stance of Bollywood stars and its effect on 

diasporic perception  

Dwyer and Sengupta (2021) proclaim that in India, film stars are celebrated in the films 

themselves and are “often seen literally as gods”. Richard Dyer’s (1979) landmark work on 

stardom asserts that a star becomes a meaningful figure in society through both on and off-

screen performance. My audience studies found that the social media activity and perceived 

personality of stars play a role in dictating whether the participants choose to watch or even 

enjoy the film. This was particularly the case about the political stance of actors and the 

portrayal of these on social media. Individuals (including stars) are increasingly able to engage 

with social media to become more visible and make sure their voices are heard (Mason, 2014) 

as it offers new opportunities for them to engage in activism, political resistance, and protest. 

In the audience studies, two Bollywood actresses tended to be named and discussed regarding 

this; Priyanka Chopra and Kangana Ranaut.  

Priyanka Chopra and is one of Bollywood’s biggest actresses (Sen, 2020). Chopra is known to 

be a bold, energetic, and multi-faceted star who has acted in romance, thriller, comedy, and 

historical films. Now with a career in Hollywood and post-marriage to American pop music 

star Nick Jonas, she has made a mark on a global scale. According to Sen (2020, 305),  

“While for other Bollywood actors, even the internationally renowned superstars, 

Hollywood remains mostly elusive, sometimes even a far-fetched dream, Priyanka 

Chopra is today the only Bollywood superstar to have emerged as a bonafide American 

celebrity, having journeyed to Hollywood via the popular music industry as a singing 

star, followed by becoming a household name through primetime network television”  

It must be noted that elements of this statement are contestable, because both SRK and Irrfan 

Khan achieved stardom in Hollywood by virtue of being cast in various Western films. Despite 

Priyanka emerging as an ‘American celebrity’, my audience studies found that participants 

were not very fond of Chopra (although they may have been before at some point) particularly 

as they held strong opinions regarding her social media presence and activity. One participant, 

Simran talked about her dislike for Chopra when it comes to representation as Chopra’s no 

longer representative of Indian culture, and the star’s political beliefs did not align with her 

own. She stated in the following interaction:  
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Simran: There is some good representation in Bollywood, but some celebrities kind of 

give me off vibes. Like Priyanka Chopra. Is it really bad that I don’t like her? (Laughs)  

 

Susmi: And why’s that?  

 

Simran: I actually loved her when she started out in Bollywood with films like Mujhse 

Shaadi Karogi, Krrish, Dostana, even period/historical films like Bajirao Mastani. As 

an actress, she’s top tier. When I watch her films I grew up on, it reminds me that there’s 

no doubt about her acting skills. But to be honest, I think her social media has shown 

her true colours and I feel that ever since she married Nick (Jonas), she’s pushing this 

white-washed version of herself and a Westernised sense of ‘Indianness’. Like, she 

caters for her white American audience now. She’s become a bit embarrassing.  

 

Susmi: When you say ‘her social media has shown her true nature’, what do you mean? 

What does she do on there to make you feel that way?  

 

Simran: She’s just super pro-Modi and pro-BJP which is strange because she’s a 

UNICEF ambassador and she was in favour of a potential war between India and 

Pakistan. She also doesn’t say shit about the important issues in India like the farmers 

protests. Only about how to wear a saree and what the meaning of traditional rituals 

are. Which is nice but it’s not entirely ground-breaking is it? She white-washes the info 

too. So it’s more simplified. It’s like she’s pleasing a Western-only audience. Her 

American accent is super jarring too. I just remembered- Rihanna said something about 

the protests! Rihanna! (Laughs).  

 

Susmi: She did. So, does your perception of Chopra impact your view on Bollywood?  

 

Simran: Well, it means I roll my eyes every time I see her or hear her name. She’s about 

to make a movie with Kat (Katrina Kaif) and Alia (Bhatt), but to be honest I’m only 

gonna watch it for them two. I’m put off by any of her new movies. Mainly because I 

don’t like her. Which is strange because I’ll happily watch her old movies because good 

memories are attached to it.  
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In this disavowal of Chopra, there is in fact a conservative desire for things to stay the same as 

the participant’s response is arguably unthinkingly conservative. This is because she believes 

that Chopra has been ‘selling out’ her Indian culture after marrying Nick Jonas. The paradox 

here suggests that there is a form of dupe identity here in which people think they are 

progressive when they are not to a significant extent, as Simran embraces the desire to forget 

the past, which is demonstrated by her sentiments towards Bollywood’s historical films. As 

explored in the previous chapter on diasporic relatability to Bollywood cinema, the farmers’ 

protests involved global pressure from diasporic Indian communities on social media to speak 

out about that fact that people were killed, and that telecommunications were cut off in Punjab. 

This did not receive impartial coverage in India (the protests were reported in a negative light) 

and was not initially covered in the Western media (Waterhouse, 2021). Simran’s response is 

illustrative of the fact that she feels angered that Chopra did not use her powerful global status 

to be vocal about the issue. In fact, she expressed admiration for Rihanna, a highly popular 

music star for bringing global attention to the issue via social media. Furthermore, it is 

interesting that Simran feels that Chopra is only “pleasing a Western-only audience” through 

her content on social media that aims to be informative of Indian culture and traditions. This is 

because Simran resides in the West, but she subconsciously considers herself not to be a part 

of a ‘Western’ audience.   

 

Athique (2011) in his work on transnational audiences and cultural experiences, argues that the 

media has become active not only in negating space but also in bridging temporal divides. In 

the case of this thesis, this would apply to Western culture and India. Chopra uses a mix of 

both Hindi and English on social media. Athique also asserts that transnational communication 

brings distant societies into sensory proximity and that this is key to the ways in which 

communities define themselves and the world around them. It is clear here that Simran finds 

Indian culture to be preferable, at least in some ways. This is because Simran’s response also 

shows that she actively rejects Chopra’s more ‘Westernised’ presence on social media. But just 

because she finds Chopra inappropriate because she appears to be ‘selling out’ her Indian 

culture, it does not mean that she cannot relate to Western values at the same time. Again, it 

challenges the notion previously prevalent in academic discourse that diasporic individuals are 

‘torn’ between the culture of their ‘homeland’ (India) and the one in which they reside in (in 

this case, the West). This is because Simran feels that Chopra should have more responsibility 

in encouraging Indian culture, especially as she is in the public eye. It also emphasises the idea 

that Simran’s response is of her expectations of the star themselves, rather than just their values.  
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Evident in these responses, participants prefer their stars to be diasporic, but do not like them 

going ‘too far’ from home. This is symbolised in the views towards the interracial marriage of 

Chopra and Nick Jonas, and the perceived indifference Chopra has shown towards issues 

affecting India. The xenophobia expressed here is not in the form of ‘Anti-Americanness’ but 

is indicative of some “in-between-ness”. In fact, it is clear here that Simran instead makes a 

choice about which culture she relates to, although this does not have to be universal in all 

areas of her life as she also stated (see Chapter Six) that she was appreciative of the more liberal 

storylines in Bollywood film, particularly those exploring inter-cultural relationships within 

Indian communities.  

 

Simran also admits she was a fan of Chopra but only before she began to openly voice her 

political and social opinions which emphasises the fact that audiences must feel aligned with 

film stars in terms of personal values to view them as relatable. Smith’s (1995) notion of 

audience allegiance in film consumption can also be applied to star presence. In this sense, 

relatability is defined as audiences considering a celebrity to be similar to them, not in terms 

of wealth or status, but in terms of their outlook on certain values. Another participant, Naina, 

a 28-year-old primary school teacher living in Stanmore, expressed that although she liked 

Priyanka Chopra’s character, Ayesha Mehra in DDD as she was represented as a successful 

woman who left an unhappy marriage, Chopra’s real-life persona post-marriage with Nick 

Jonas and skin lightening product endorsements caused the participant to ‘dislike’ Ayesha in 

the film.  

 

Naina: I was very late to the party for DDD cause I only watched it like last year. But I 

remember everyone banging on about it saying it’s a sick film and star-studded. But I 

found that whenever I saw Priyanka Chopra on the screen, I found myself getting 

irritated cause she’s a bit of a beg.  

 

Susmi: What do you mean by ‘bit of a beg’?  

 

Naina. She just pretends to be American in real life and it’s just so obvious. I feel that 

ever since she got with Nick Jonas, she stunts for publicity and has forgotten about her 

Indian roots. It’s messed up because I couldn’t connect with Ayesha despite me 

agreeing with love marriages and being accepting of divorce. The storyline was really 
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good. I just couldn’t see past Priyanka. I kept tutting every time I saw her and couldn’t 

concentrate on what she was saying.  

 

Susmi: So do you feel that if another actress played her role in DDD, you’d have 

preferred the character?  

 

Naina: Yeah actually. Not that I thought about it at the time, but yeah…She was pro-

war when India was close to a war with Pakistan which was a bit off especially as she’s 

a UNICEF ambassador. It’s just so odd and it always feels like she’s trying to appease 

the West. Am I making sense? Oh and she’s also been in skin lightening ads which isn’t 

good. Actually lots of Bollywood stars have done skin lightening ads like Shah Rukh 

Khan and Aishwarya Rai and I automatically lose respect for them. I’ve always been 

shamed by relatives for my dark skin tone and it’s not nice that these idiots promote 

shit that’s seen as solution for something that shouldn’t be a f******* issue. It pisses 

me off. I prefer those who say no to doing that. Sushant (Singh Rajput) I’m pretty sure 

he turned down a huge deal.  

 

The ideas around skin lightening continues to be a debated issue in Indian society where lighter 

skin tends to be considered as ‘desirable’. This is what Naina expresses concern about, and her 

claiming that she prefers stars who refuse to endorse skin lightening products shows that 

personal morals are strongly linked to stardom and likeability. According to Phillips (2004), 

the fairness of skin is equated with beauty and higher societal status, whilst darker skin is 

associated with manual workers. In India, it is also linked to region, for instance, South Indians 

are considered to be darker and thus poorer. According to Shroff et al (2018), “The multi-

million-dollar skin fairness product industry has also been criticized for perpetuating racism 

and social inequalities by reinforcing beliefs about the benefits of skin fairness for cultural 

capital”. Linking this to Dyer’s (1997) White, which argues that whiteness is seen in society as 

the norm, and individuals are marked by their inability to meet its criteria, often being viewed 

as inferior if darker. In 2021, Chopra publicly expressed regret for promoting Garnier’s Light 

Ultra skin lightening cream and apologised after being branded a hypocrite on social media for 

“calling out racism in the Black Lives Matter movement” (Waddell, mirror.co.uk, 2018). 

Hence, Chopra’s endorsement of skin lightening brands and products that Naina mentions, is 

seen as problematic, particularly as she claims to have received negative comments about her 



  

 197 

own complexion. It is evident here that she did not feel represented by Chopra as a star who 

by endorsing skin lightening products encourages the ideal of and desire for fair skin.  

 

Additionally, Sen (2020) in her research paper on Priyanka Chopra as a transnational icon, 

links her stardom to Appadurai’s concept of Mediascapes. Appadurai (1996, 52) argues that 

due to transnational cultural flows including those associated with the mass media, tourism and 

migration, individuals can now consider “a wider set of possible lives than they ever did 

before”. He further emphasises that these wider sets of possibilities and opportunities provide 

an arena for “conscious choice, justification, and representation” (in Derne, 2005, 35). In 

relation to this, Sen (2020, 318) states:  

“Chopra simultaneously inhabits these spaces of the in-between and performs and 

articulates her identity within the discourses of hybridity and power and across dis- 

rupted and disjunctured borders. In this regard, she traverses the ethnoscape and 

mediascape created by global media and culture flows.”  

The findings from the audience study add critical nuance to these claims that Priyanka Chopra 

is a hybrid figure within disjunctured borders due to globalising forces as her identity and 

public persona consists of both Indian and American cultures as she is influenced by both. This 

is because participants did not see any value in Chopra’s more ‘Westernised’ content on her 

social media. Despite this, the participants themselves are ‘westernised’, thus suggesting that 

there is a dupe identity at play here which individuals believe they are liberal and progressive 

themselves when they are not when it comes to their opinions on the actions and values of 

others, including stars. This does not necessarily mean that these individuals are undecided of 

their own allegiance between two different cultures; instead, it implies that they have a desire 

for Bollywood stars to demonstrate some form of accountability to publicly uphold Indian 

culture (especially as they are in the public eye). It shows that there is still sentimental value 

attached to Indian culture in the sense that it must not be fully ‘extinguished’ and that stars 

must do more to prevent this.  

Additionally, according to Dyer (1979) and his work on star theory, the viewers’ perception of 

film tends to be influenced by the way in which its stars are seen and received off-screen, 

meaning that their profile and ‘brand’ is significant even in a character role. Dyer (1979), as 

well as Redmond (2018) further assert that stars embody and represent ideologies, and that if 

these align with audiences, a connection of popularity and likeability is created between them. 
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Evidently, the participant responses above that express dislike for Chopra shows that celebrity 

persona is of paramount importance, particularly their political stance and the way they respond 

publicly to political and social issues as well as engage in online activism. For instance, in 

2019, Chopra received backlash over her Tweet in support of the Indian army in the height of 

tensions with Pakistan which were escalating in terms of military provocations at the time (BBC 

News, 2019). Chopra’s political views did not align with theirs and neither did her content 

match with their own interests, and so this directly impacted on their perceptions of the 

characters she played in films, regardless of whether it was a protagonist role or not.  

Another Bollywood star that was mentioned in relation to likability and off-screen persona is 

Kangana Ranaut. As an ‘outsider’ in the industry, Ranaut came from a small town and entered 

film through “sheer talent” (Menon, 2020, 1). She regularly challenges the idea of nepotism in 

Bollywood, which according to Menon (2020, 2), became an ‘iconic’ term since she was 

interviewed by celebrity director, Karan Johar on his talk show, Koffee with Karan. In this 

interview, she openly challenged Johar’s championing of nepotism by casting star kids in his 

films. In her own words on the show, she referred to him as a “"flag bearer of nepotism and the 

movie mafia" (BBC News, 2017). Ranaut is known to be controversial yet newsworthy as she 

is vocal about her political and social opinions.  

 

In June 2020, the news broke that popular Bollywood actor, Sushant Singh Rajput (SSR), at 

the age of 34, had committed suicide. As a Bollywood ‘outsider’, Rajput’s death invoked 

further debates surrounding the significance of nepotism in the industry which- as a common 

practice- was heavily criticised. As a result, a boycott of movies produced by India’s largest 

film production companies, including Yash Raj Films and Dharma Productions, as well as 

films casting “star kids”, was arranged on Twitter. The public reaction to Sushant’s death on 

social media and Indian television not only contributed greatly to the creation of a sense of a 

virtual community mourning the star,”, but also in a movement to change Bollywood’s ‘toxic’ 

culture. After the news of Sushant Singh Rajput’s suicide reached global news corporations, 

Ranaut’s activity on social media was key in fuelling debates of nepotism, both online and on 

television news/talk shows. During this period, her popularity amongst Bollywood fans was 

consolidated. During the first round of interviews in the summer of 2020, a few participants 

had expressed admiration for Kangana Ranaut. This included Priya who showed preference 

towards the star as an actress and public figure:  
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Priya: I really really like (Kangana in Queen) because she's so like not... She's not very, 

very Western. And even the way she comes across and how she portrays her characters 

and stuff, it's not like the other actresses like Katrina or any of them. It's very different. 

And I like that about her.  

Susmi: So her as an actress, not her character (in Queen)?  

Priya: I think both. I like the way she portrays her characters as well. I mentioned this 

in my dissertation, but a few years ago there was a video that came out on YouTube by 

this team and they talked about patriarchy in Bollywood. I think you know it, but she's 

in it. And it's an old and it's a really good video and they picked it up in India and you're 

doing a version of a very popular song and they've twisted it. I think it's pretty good 

that that kind of epitomises why I like her so much. And again, she's not the most vocal 

actress out there. Some people don't like her for her views and actions. But I think out 

of all the actresses, I think the way she portrays herself in the industry, it's quite 

interesting.  

In this extract, Priya expresses how the persona of a film star is just as important as the character 

role they play. It must be also acknowledged here that Priya has written about Bollywood in 

her university dissertation, and so was very knowledgeable about it and invested in the star. 

She was not alone in their admiration for Ranaut as Jaya also spoke positively about her, 

particularly in relation to the star’s stance and activism when it comes to the issue of nepotism 

in Bollywood:  

“Oh my god, I love her! She did most of the challenging when Sushant (Singh Rajput) 

died. Like, she’s hella crazy but she’s got a mouth when it comes to the stuff that matters 

and everyone is all scared to talk about. Like the whole nepotism debate which pisses 

me off. It’s pretty obvious that Bollywood’s full of star kids and anyone new to films 

is pretty much treated like shit. They have to work extra hard to get to a certain level of 

popularity and films. But they don’t actually speak up about it properly. Yeah, they 

might mention briefly how they’ve had difficulties in getting roles unlike other star 

kids, but they don’t try and challenge it. Kangana does. Fair enough in unconventional 

ways that receive backlash, but she’s not scared to lose her contracts or popularity. Her 

stance on nepotism is brave and that’s why so many people like her, including me. She 

condemns other actors for not acknowledging their success to their families and those 
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who bear the torch for nepotism like Karan Johar. He pisses me off but yeah I started 

to Google her a lot after I saw her Tweets and watched a few of her films. Namely 

Fashion and Rangoon. I re-watched Queen too.”  

 

Activism is defined as a “process by which groups of people exert pressure on organisations 

or other institutions to change policies, practices, or conditions the activists find problematic” 

(Chon and Park, 2020, 73). Cammaerts (2015, 5) argues that: “social media play an important 

role in facilitating the mobilisation for, and coordination of, direct actions offline” and that 

social media can provide new opportunities for individuals to “bypass state and market controls 

and the media to construct alternative collective identities” (2015, 5). Ranaut’s challenging of 

the practice of nepotism in Bollywood aligns with these definitions of activism as she is 

speaking up from the industry itself and confronts her peers despite the risk that she may be 

perceived by potential production companies or directors as troublesome, thus damaging her 

career. It is this risk that is seen by participants as brave that is commendable and shows her 

passion for the issue of the unfairness of nepotism. The responses of Priya and Jaya show that 

they both feel as if Ranaut acted on social media as a challenging voice from a position of 

relative power by questioning the practice of nepotism and speaking up against the industry 

and those in power who championed it. According to BBC News (2017), despite Bollywood 

being one of the biggest movies industries in the world, it is still claimed by critics that “getting 

a break into films is extremely difficult” for those who do not either have well-established 

connections or reside in Mumbai. As a result of the off-screen activism by Ranaut on social 

media and television, Priya and Jaya both expressed preference for the star.  

 

However, in the follow-up interview with Jaya (which took place just over six months after the 

first one), she interestingly stated that she would not watch any of Ranaut’s films. I happened 

to remember that she stated in the previous interview that she was a fan, and so I followed up 

on this. It was good that I did since there was a clear shift in her opinion of Ranaut that had 

developed in the time between the two interviews. After being asked how she decides which 

films she watches, this was her response:  

 

Jaya: There are films that I won’t kind of put at the top of my to-watch list, or might 

not even watch them at all because of the actors it has. Alia Bhatt, I won’t watch her 

films because she’s annoying to watch, Kangana Ranaut as well… Who else… erm… 

Ananya Panday. Nope.  
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Susmi: Wait- forgive me if I’m wrong, but didn’t you say to me last time (in the 

previous interview) that you really admired her because she actively challenged issues 

such as nepotism and other issues?  

 

Jaya: Who’s this?  

 

Susmi: Kangana Ranaut  

 

Jaya: I probably did! I don’t remember… But I did used to like her. I won’t say that I 

didn’t (laughs). She’s just changed and not in a good way. Either that or she’s shown 

her true colours. She’s a bit mad as well. Like, I agree with what she has to say about 

Bollywood all nepotistic and that as I’m passionate about it, but she completely lost all 

respect I had for her when she got involved in the Farmers Protests by Tweeting shit. 

For a celebrity to get involved like that in an issue which affects people’s lives and 

daily bread, it’s messed up to say the least. And for her to not have any compassion 

whatsoever was so disappointing. I just can’t… So yeah, I don’t like her anymore.  

 

The aim for incorporating follow-up interviews within the methodology for this research was 

to look for any developments in opinion and address any aspects that require further 

clarification. In addition, these follow-up interviews sought to provide me with an opportunity 

to investigate whether participant views had stayed the same in comparison to when they 

attended the initial interview, and how their relationship with Bollywood may have developed 

after having reflected on these issues during and maybe after the interviews, and in light of 

having seen more films since (Vincent, 2013, 345). In this case, the developments in opinion 

were not a result of consuming more films, but the following of the off-screen actions and 

opinions of its stars.  

Since her popularity rose after engaging in activism to achieve justice for Sushant Singh Rajput 

in 2020, Ranaut has been involved in multiple controversies, including a public feud with music 

superstar, Rihanna when she brought global attention to the Farmers’ Protests via her social 

media in February 2021. Mishra et al (2021, 1) writes: “A tweet from popular entertainer and 

businesswoman, Rihanna, bringing attention to farmers’ protests around Delhi set off 

heightened activity on Indian social media. An immediate consequence was the weighing in 
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by Indian politicians, entertainers, media and other influencers on the issue.” (Mishra et al, 

2021, 1). Discovering a direct shift in opinion demonstrated across Jaya’s responses was 

somewhat unexpected as the focus on celebrity popularity and persona was not initially a key 

focal point of the audience studies. It is clear from these two extracts in interviews undertaken 

six months apart, that Jaya’s perception of Ranaut has changed drastically, especially because 

she was not asked specifically about her opinions towards the controversial Bollywood star. 

She was also reminded that she had expressed admiration for her in the previous interview, 

saying that she loved Ranaut for being outspoken and not being afraid to lose her status in the 

film industry. Her development in opinion shows that celebrity perception amongst audiences 

is not static and subject to change depending on their portrayal in the media, including their 

self-portrayals on social media (or what are presumed to be ‘self’-portrayals at least).  

Consolaro (2014, 3-4) in her work on SRK’s stardom in neo-liberal India, asserts that Dyer’s 

formulation that knowledge of the star’s private life is essential for audiences “does not work 

entirely in the context of India”. This is because she claims that there is a “tendency to conflate 

private and professional identity: the gossip that did circulate about stars tended to find visual 

and emotional confirmation in screen roles, and role and ‘‘real’’ identities produced stars who 

appeared as the equivalent of ‘flat’ characters in fiction” (Consolaro, 2014, 4). Consolaro’s 

justification for this is that:  

“…instead of focusing on private, ‘inner’ information in keeping with modes of star 

publicity derived from Hollywood – a dialectic process of authentication by which the 

existing star image is countered to reveal the ‘true’ star persona, which produces a new 

authenticated image, only to have that new image countered by another ‘expose’, 

etcetera” (Consolaro, 2014, 4).  

However, my audience studies appear to complexify Consolaro’s argument; my findings show 

that social media is a vital space where audiences acquire information on celebrities’ views 

which confirms Redmond’s argument that contemporary celebrity culture takes place on social 

media where “new online celebratised spaces emerge” (2018, 94). Takahashi (49-50) states 

that “through daily engagement with foreign people and celebrities via social media, young 

people feel connectivity and social intimacy with them, whereas in the past young people felt 

distance via mass media”. It is this digital relationship between audiences and stars that allows 

audiences to ‘get to know’ the star away from the mass media’s manifested representations 

because the knowledge regarding the views and actions of stars have been generated and 
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amplified by social media. However, we cannot presume that the social media accounts of stars 

are run by the stars themselves, rather they are likely to be managed by publicists and so any 

representation may not be truly authentic of their ‘real’ self. Nonetheless, it still portrays a 

crafted version of the star that has been deemed desirable by them and/or their management. 

Cho and Chung (2014, 48) state that knowledge that is accumulated of stars’ style, personality, 

preferences, and personal life makes audiences feel that they “’really’ understand the media 

characters”. It must also be emphasised that this does not mean that the relationship between 

audiences and stars are any more “real”, it means that there is more performance involved due 

to social media.  

Goffman (1959), a foundational sociological scholar, discussed the ‘presentation of the self’ 

and argues that the world is a stage in which we are all performers. In other words, we as 

individuals tend to display multiple and different portrayals of ourselves to attempt to be in 

control of how we come across to others. Although Goffman’s work was written in the 1950s 

and therefore was not intended to be applied to social media as the medium is key in a 

contemporary age when portraying the ‘self’. Celebrities’ use of social media is a way for them 

to create an online identity for themselves as well as connect with their fans and remain relevant 

and newsworthy in the climate of stardom. Crandall (2007) outlines the term ‘presentational 

culture’ and describes this as something that’s always historically been present in society but 

it’s more prominent today due to the existence of digital and social media. In their work on 

celebrity para-social relationships, Cho and Chung (2014) argue that social networking sites 

have changed the dynamics of stars and audience relationships.  

“In the past, such a relationship was uninteractive, unreciprocal, and highly controlled 

by media characters or celebrity management companies. Interaction with audience was 

limited and carefully planned for publicity and promotion. However, SNSs (social 

networking sites) have changed this one-sided relationship to a more interactive and 

reciprocal one. On SNSs, media characters willingly share seemingly personal 

information with the audience. In response, audiences ‘follow’ their favorite celebrities 

24/7, peeking into their private lives and getting to know them up close and personal. 

Using SNSs, viewers can now feel intimately connected to media characters and believe 

they know the celebrities personally. This type of relationship that people make with 

celebrities or media characters is called a parasocial relationship [4]. (Chung and Cho, 

2014, 47).”  
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The content celebrities post on social media tends to be managed and curated, therefore being 

a form of ‘scripted reality’, means that celebrity’s social media presence is still significant in 

the maintenance of a relationship with audiences. By publicising their social and political 

beliefs on social media, celebrities are putting themselves under potential scrutiny from their 

followers.  

 

Whilst social media can create a sense of closeness and connectedness between stars and their 

fans/audiences by disclosing their thoughts and emotions, the public nature of what is conveyed 

can also be met with disagreement and hostility. It is argued by Redmond in relation to the 

audiences’ identification with stars that:  

 

“Stars and celebrities offer people particularly appealing identity positions that they are 

asked to ‘take up’, and are positioned to identify with. Stars and celebrities are often 

supericonic figures, who embody model identity positions that speak to certain psychic, 

cultural and economic needs, desires and aspirations and that fans and consumers are 

invited or positioned to hold and share. Stars and celebrities ‘interpellate’ their fans so 

that their subjectivities are, in part, defined by the ideologies that they stand for” (2018, 

4).  

 

Situating this argument within the findings of my own audience study, it is clear from the 

participants’ responses uncovered in this chapter that audiences can also view certain 

celebrities as less favourable due to the differences in opinions and values, which social media 

has made more visible. This is evident in Jaya’s response above when she claims that she began 

to dislike Ranaut due to her involvement in the farmers’ protest debates that were taking place 

on Twitter and television in 2021. Although Jaya claims she did not openly express her 

discontent with Ranaut’s Tweets by either engaging with them or posting about it herself, this 

reaction was displayed through unfollowing her on social media, expressing privately of not 

being a fan of her, and not prioritising watching any films that Ranaut stars in. The change in 

opinion towards Ranaut demonstrated by Jaya also consolidates the idea that the relationship 

between audiences and stars are not fixed and are therefore fluid and constantly changing, thus 

suggesting the complexity of celebrity-audience relationships. This affirms additional claims 

of Redmond (2018, 38) who argues that celebrity representations are:  
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“not static, fixed or immobile: they age and age differently for men and women, and 

their star image gets re-signified to ensure career longevity and to shape and be shaped 

by cultural transformations occurring in society.” (2018, 38)  

 

The change that seems to have taken place that has led to the changing of Jaya’s mind about 

Ranaut is the growing social and political tensions regarding the treatment of Punjabi 

communities in India. The fact that Jaya pinpoints the reason for her dislike for Ranaut as her 

involvement in a political issue that mattered to her, shows that social media has made 

inescapable changes to the way that audiences connect with stars, as it is done via different 

tools (formerly mass media, and now social media). Audience access to celebrities’ portrayed 

thoughts, values, and off-screen actions has been made easier and its consumption is a regular 

part of daily activity due to the rise of digital and convergence culture, a concept outlined by 

Jenkins (2006).  

 

Conclusion  

This chapter has found that the off-screen persona of Bollywood stars is equally as important 

to participants as film content and representation is when it comes to relatability, including the 

alignment of personal values between audience and celebrity. The relatability here is in the 

sense that audiences feel a part of Indian culture whilst residing in a diasporic setting. The 

chapter first investigated participants’ thoughts of nepotism in the Indian film industry, 

exploring in detail how stars with familial connections are perceived and the ways in which 

this impacts their viewing of actual films. It confirmed Dyer’s foundational work on stardom 

that stars embody and represent ideologies, and it is key for audiences to align with these to 

maintain their popularity. The practice of nepotism also came up regularly as a topic of concern 

amongst participants, who tended to dislike stars who entered the industry through family 

connections and wanted more ‘outsiders’ to enter the industry. It was found that some 

participants did not prioritise watching films who cast stars who come from a background of 

nepotism.  

 

The analysis of the audience studies also showed that celebrity persona is of paramount 

importance to the participants, particularly the stars’ political stance and the way they respond 

publicly to political and social issues as well as engage in online activism. The discussion then 

moved on to the effects on film consumption. It was found that if the political or social views 

that were expressed on social media or in the media in general did not align with audiences, 
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this directly impacted their perceptions of the characters that the stars played in films. The 

information desired by these participants is not necessarily considered trivial (for example, 

who the star is dating, or their personal likes and dislikes). The desire to ‘know’ the star in the 

cases of these participants comes from their curiosity of their background, upbringing, and 

entry into the industry therefore thinking critically about the functions of it, as well as their 

politics. This illustrates that although Dyer’s argument that audiences want to get to know the 

‘real’ star was written in the 1970s, it is still a key trait of contemporary audiences. At the same 

time however, this chapter has shown that audiences tend to dislike stars when there is a 

seeming mismatch of values, and in other instances when values are aligned, commitment from 

audiences is bolstered.  

 

Overall, the chapter investigated the cultural significance of stars in society through discussion 

of their online and social media presence. The findings show that social media are a vital space 

where audiences acquire information on celebrities’ views. It is this stronger connectivity 

between audiences and stars that allows audiences to ‘get to know’ the star because the 

knowledge regarding the views and actions of stars have been generated and amplified by 

social media. This thesis has shown how Bollywood film itself plays a contributing role to both 

identity as well as perception and knowledge of India and Indian culture amongst the UK Indian 

diaspora. As opposed to just film content itself, this chapter explored audience consumption 

and reception of Bollywood film by exploring how the off-screen actions of celebrities can 

affect the reception of the film they star in. The fact that it has been found that identity 

negotiation and film reception is not limited to the text itself, but the star persona, background, 

and personal (including social media) activities, shows the complexity of Bollywood in a 

diasporic setting and the importance of star studies regarding transnational cinema. The 

findings show that the sensibility of Dyer still exists today, and points to how Bollywood stars 

audiences want stars to be more involved in politics with a different set of responsibilities. 

Redmond (2018, 198) states that the prominent existence of celebrity culture in society is 

linked to ideas about moral panic as (especially young) audiences and fans are seen to be 

impressionable, and this appears to be the reason that ‘responsibility’ is sought for from these 

stars. However, it must also be noted that the audience study findings uncovered in this chapter, 

are indicative of who the participants are, and that they have a critically informed relationship 

with stars. Therefore, it cannot be claimed that these discoveries are representative of all 

audiences of Bollywood. What it does demonstrate is that the critical relationships that some 

audiences have with celebrities is worth further scholarly study.  
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Conclusion  

This thesis investigated how young women in London construct and negotiate their Indian 

diasporic identities through regular consumption of Bollywood cinema, incorporating a 

combination of interviews with members of the community as well as an analysis of 

Bollywood’s representations. It explored the relationship between the young female Indian 

diaspora living in London and Bollywood film by examining the interaction processes whereby 

diasporic individuals assert, modify, challenge or support societal and cultural values/attitudes 

using movies released in 2000-2019.  

 

To achieve this, as seen, an analysis of representations of women and ‘liberal’ values in 

Bollywood was undertaken first along with an exploration into how these have developed over 

time by completing a comparative textual analysis of six contemporary films in-depth, namely 

Chak De! India and Dangal, Salaam Namaste and Luka Chuppi, and Kabhi Alvida Naa Kehna 

and Dil Dhadakne Do. Then, an investigation into how Bollywood film plays a role in the 

negotiation of young female diasporic identities in London was undertaken through audience 

study. A total of 18 participants were interviewed, with 7 taking part in follow-up interviews.  

 

Despite the historical developments over time in Bollywood’s representations of women in 

general (as outlined in the context chapter), the sense of patriarchy and defence of traditional 

‘Indian values’ that arose from the colonial era still exists in many parts of Indian society today, 

and this is reflected in the comparative analysis undertaken of six films. Through the 

comparative textual analysis of both films released in the 2000s and contemporary ones (this 

thesis analysed three films post-2015), has also investigated the balance between Bollywood’s 

reflection and construction of social change by exploring how they reflect public opinion, and 

changes in social practices, drive such change; or whether films otherwise distract viewers 

from the slow rate of societal change in India. This applies to the attitudes towards, and the 

practicing of women embarking on their careers outside of the domestic sphere, live-in 

relationships, love marriages, and divorce. It was found that the earlier released films construct 

a potential ‘future’ of a more liberal society that represented a very small part of a changing 

India at the time. On the contrary, the more contemporary films are more reflective than the 

ones released in the 2000s as they portray India as going through cultural change that includes 

the acceptance of liberal values. But at the same time, they are potentially constructive of the 

more conservative parts (through the encouragement of liberal values), especially those with a 
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social message that are set in traditional contexts on-screen. Therefore, Bollywood film 

potentially distracts audiences from the slow rate of progress regarding attitudes towards pre-

marital and live-in relationships, and divorce, by illustrating the possible and eventual 

acceptance of these social practices in films with conservative settings. This is the intervention 

that my analysis has made, and although it may not necessarily ‘fit in’ with the ‘progress’ 

narrative of this thesis that Indian cinema is becoming more liberal, the later released films are 

localising modern narratives to suit local cultures that might typically adhere to traditional 

values. 

 

Films are known to necessarily reflect contemporary society. Although the analysis conducted 

of only six films does not necessarily speak for all of Bollywood’s developments in portraying 

women and topics such as pre-marital relationships, marriages, and divorce over time, it 

demonstrates that there have been shifts over time. Ultimately, the fact that the films analysed 

are not produced for niche markets and are mainstream with big financial budgets and cast 

India’s most popular stars at the time of their release, go further in suggesting that substantial 

parts of India and Indian society are becoming more accepting of modern values. It is not 

important to be ‘right’ about what a film is attempting to portray as this is inevitably open to 

wide interpretation. Instead, my work has shown how films can inspire thoughtful dialogue 

that can work to develop society, particularly in terms of the possible acceptance of more liberal 

values and social practices, or how these are negotiated and grappled with in different ways by 

audiences. It was the role of the audience studies to explore this notion by offering new 

knowledge away from the long-standing two (homogenous) cultures in tension framework to 

one that acknowledges the heterogeneity and fluidity of diaspora identities.  

 

By exploring how the consumption of Bollywood affects the identities of young Indian 

diasporic women in London, this research has importantly contributed to advancing 

conceptualisations of diaspora identity, which remains a crucial area for continuing study 

because it has addressed scholarly calls that diaspora studies need to go beyond how identity 

is formed by also exploring how identity is negotiated and experienced. My research has thus 

looked in-depth at how the young Indian female diaspora’s readings of Bollywood texts can 

affect real, everyday life regarding social practices and values in typically conservative 

communities with relatives who may adhere to traditional Indian values. Most crucially I found 

that some of the diaspora find contemporary Bollywood to be representative of themselves, 

their communities, and their lives in an Indian diasporic setting, but others do not and are more 
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critical of its on-screen depictions. This stands to shed new light on the young female Indian 

diaspora’s relationship with Indian culture as well as Bollywood cinema. Prior to this project, 

it was understood that audiences widely appreciated Bollywood’s representations of gender, 

society, and culture.  

 

One of the most intriguing findings of the thesis was that whilst participants found 

contemporary Bollywood to be relatable and representative of notions including romance and 

inter-generational conflict, as they perceived them to be more realistic than 1990s Bollywood, 

the overall research suggests this is not universal, as many respondents also felt that 

contemporary Bollywood did not truly represent Indian diasporic life. The representations of 

the ‘modern’ Indian woman in contemporary Bollywood were generally appreciated and 

received well. At the same time, however, participants were aware that these tended to have 

limitations - for instance, these characters may be bound by patriarchal values or figures (as 

demonstrated in the textual analysis chapters) or cast alongside oppressed female characters. 

Their multi-layered responses to such representations showed how my respondents were highly 

observant and critical when it came to connecting with these ‘modern’ women characters 

Although the contribution of Bollywood’s consumption to identity negotiation did not play a 

terribly central role in the lives of diasporic individuals (as family and social media also did), 

the more contemporary representations found in Indian films show them that Indian society is 

changing and becoming more ‘progressive’. In this way, my work has brought fresh insights 

to the fields of film and diaspora studies in highlighting how diasporic individuals view 

Bollywood’s on-screen representations of women and patriarchy critically and that 

responsibility is sought by them to make society a more accepting space of liberal values. With 

this new knowledge, a multi-faceted understanding of diasporic audience relationships can be 

worked with in future audience studies that go beyond film consumption analysis, extending 

to other types of media, including television, music, and even social media activism.  

 

This research also explored the differences between the responses of Punjabi and Gujarati 

participants by examining individual responses as opposed to homogenising the regional 

community of which they are a part. The most notable difference between the two cultures that 

was observed in the interviews was that the Punjabi participants identified themselves as 

Punjabi as opposed to Indian, whereas the Gujarati participants openly identified themselves 

as Indian. This demonstrates the complexity of Indian society and the diaspora and justifies the 

fact that diasporic groups should be investigated carefully, considering intersectional factors 
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including region and religion. Future studies would do well to take this into account, since in 

my work it meant that I was able to discover both similarities and differences between the two 

communities. Most of the Punjabi individuals expressed concern for Bollywood’s stereotypical 

depictions of Punjabi communities, particularly regarding representations of drinking culture 

and felt that issues such as mental health and alcoholism are addressed in Bollywood but sought 

responsibility for them to make a more positive impact on society. Although the Gujarati 

participants were seen as not having as much concern for the lack of Gujarati representation in 

Bollywood cinema, they still acknowledged the limited (in number) yet stereotypical 

representations. Being able to relate to other aspects of wider Indian culture was satisfactory 

for the Gujarati participants.  

 

Together, these regional, gender and age identifications also matter to the wider Indian female 

diaspora as it shows that it is not the case amongst my participants that diasporic individuals 

are necessarily ‘torn’ between the culture of their ‘homeland’ (India) and the one in which they 

reside in (London). In fact, it is clear here that the participants experience tensions between 

their regional Indian and national/ethnic identities as well. These findings are significant when 

it comes to young diasporic Indian women in general as these women clearly care about the 

representations offered, and consider Bollywood film to be an influential medium in the 

potential progression of society. Collectively this makes a unique contribution to diaspora 

studies since it offers new knowledge of the differences between these two regional Indian 

communities, as explored through the medium of film, where research on diaspora had 

formerly been known for treating ethnic groups homogeneously. My hope is that this 

knowledge may inspire other researchers to investigate the thoughts and lived experiences of 

other regional diasporic identities including South Indian communities.  

 

The final chapter (eight) focused on the fact that the off-screen persona of Bollywood stars is 

equally as important to participants as film content is, including the alignment of personal 

values between audience and celebrity. It confirmed that Dyer’s foundational work on stardom 

remains germane, alongside Redmond’s (2018) more contemporary work on stardom, that stars 

embody and represent ideologies, and it is key for audiences to align with these in order for 

stars to maintain their popularity. Crucially, the practice of nepotism also came up regularly as 

a topic of concern amongst participants, and it was found that some participants chose not to 

prioritise watching films that cast stars who come from a background of nepotism. The analysis 

also showed that stars’ political stance and the way they respond publicly on social media to 
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political and social issues were important to my participants. It was found that if the personal 

views that were expressed on social media or in the media in general did not align with 

audiences, this had a direct impact on their perceptions of the characters the stars played in 

films. These findings are significant to film studies and research on diaspora because they are 

illustrative of just how much individuals care about the social and political causes of their 

‘homeland’ culture, and the manner in which they tend to hold Bollywood stars accountable 

for their actions towards these. It shows that diasporic individuals, including those who 

consider themselves not to be substantially immersed in Indian culture when growing up, 

nevertheless still have an attachment to the identity associated with their heritage culture. 

Again, this demonstrates the complexity of diaspora identity in a globalising world that is 

defined by social media. The audience study findings underline the extent to which social 

media is a vital space where audiences acquire information on celebrities’ views. It is this 

platform that constructs a ‘new’ relationship between audiences and celebrities that allows 

audiences to ‘get to know’ the star because the knowledge regarding the views and actions of 

stars have been generated and amplified by these being available publicly on a scale and format 

earlier Bollywood audiences simply did not have access to.  

 

It is stereotypically considered that women tend to invest in stars most devotedly, admiring or 

‘following’ or emulating them regarding their presentation, fashion, and style. On the contrary, 

however, my work found this was not the case with the young women I spoke with, since they 

did not mention stars concerning their presentation. This challenges the idea that women tend 

to have a more ‘materialistic’ relationship with stars regarding their physical appearances. 

Rather, it was the case that they wanted to talk about their personalities, and were most overtly 

interested in them for their social and political views. This points to new questions for future 

audience research in this arena, to explore whether this is the case too with other demographic 

and their relationships with Bollywood stars, including older women, men, and those amongst 

other diasporas. In a wider context, the fact that it has been found that identity negotiation and 

film reception is not limited to the text itself, but the star persona, background, and personal 

(including social media) activities, illustrates the importance of star studies.  

 

Final remarks  

Connecting the findings from the textual analysis to those of the audience studies, this research 

has found that on-screen representations of women in Bollywood film have changed over time 

and have become more progressive in line with more liberal values in traditional contexts, and 
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these were widely noticed by participants who were interviewed. But they were not wholly 

appreciated by my respondents, as literature in the mid-2000s has previously claimed them to 

be, nor did they feel represented. This research brings new critical nuance to claims made about 

individuals in diasporic settings. The analysis of both films alongside the voices of young 

women through interviews brings a rich roundedness to the scholarly fields of diaspora and 

film by charting a course through the originally monolithic claims about diasporic identity in a 

globalising world whilst creating new knowledge about lived experience. These claims 

previously made, outlined that diasporic individuals tend to be unstable due to having 

influences from two (sometimes more) cultures. However, this timely research, which both 

integrates analysis of recent films and the thoughts and life experiences of diasporic women, 

has shown that this is now not necessarily the case. There is a clear development here that 

affirms Athique’s (2016) reframing of diasporic identity as ‘hybridities’ as opposed to 

minorities with fractured identities due to the infusion of multiple cultures that are acquired- in 

this case, from both Indian and Western cultures. This is because the findings provided in my 

research demonstrate that diasporic identity is far more intricate, as many participants held 

quite a strong, sentimental attachment to their ‘homeland’ culture, whether this was labelled as 

India, or the Indian state of Punjab. Diasporic identity has become part of a renewed global 

identity that is constantly changing, as opposed to fractured identities displaced from the 

homeland culture. Studies should be undertaken in the future to address new developments in 

both Bollywood film’s representations and societal changes in India, including cultural 

attitudes towards liberal values and social practices.  

 

This research acknowledges the involution, diversity, and fluidity of diaspora identities even 

further by finding that diasporic individuals perceive film and its representations, ideologies, 

and ‘messages’ differently, depending on their regional background and personal values. It 

challenges previous notions of diaspora as being universal because the heterogeneity of Indian 

culture and community has been acknowledged by investigating how diasporic identity is 

negotiated regarding its intersections, particularly amongst the Punjabi and Gujarati 

communities.  

 

The more complex understanding of the young Indian female diaspora outlined in this thesis 

enriches the field for the manner in which it evidences how individuals manage and negotiate 

their identities in the context of multiple cultures. This is important to explore particularly as 

the feminist movement in India and Indian diasporic society has become more vocal in terms 
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of cultural dialogue due to social media and the challenging of traditional, conservative ‘desi’ 

values. The more complex understanding of young Indian diasporic women that this thesis has 

offered is needed as this form of fourth wave feminism makes the advocation of women’s 

empowerment amongst the South Asian diasporic community more powerful. The aim of this 

research was to determine if Bollywood film also contributed to this. This research was also 

necessary because young women find it difficult to negotiate a more ‘modern’ outlook within 

the Indian diaspora. Prior to the completion of this research, there was little knowledge of how 

young Indian women used Bollywood film specifically to navigate their adult lives within a 

British diasporic setting, and how its portrayed values and ideologies regarding gender, and 

societal issues that affect women, as well as its stars, affect their own values and behaviours. 

Empirical findings have been offered here into how young Indian diasporic women consume 

and respond to Bollywood film, including issues considered traditional, taboo or sensitive in 

many parts of Indian society. This matters in an age of ‘calling out’ and ‘cancel culture’ as my 

work finds that audiences want to the industry to take responsibility. For them, film is seen as 

a medium for change and hope; it stands to make society a better place with the acceptance and 

incorporation of more liberal values. As noted, stardom discussion was not originally planned 

for this thesis, but future work should consider studying whether the Indian male diaspora has 

a different relationship to stardom by investigating whether they are just as invested in stars as 

women are. This is a problematic notion that is stereotypical, but one that would be interesting 

for further scholarly study.  

 

Despite establishing these new findings for the fields of diaspora, identity, and film studies, I 

call here for further research that this thesis could also ideally have incorporated into its 

framework, had the word and time constraints allowed. The stigmas surrounding pre-marital 

relationships, divorce and gender equality were prioritised for this research because the 

portrayals have undergone notable change in Bollywood cinema in recent years and these 

themes are important to the female diaspora, especially as gender inequality still exists in 

Indian (including Indian diasporic) society. I would submit that any future study in Indian 

cinema and identity must next address other social stigmas in Indian society that have started 

to be addressed more seriously in the past five years, such as mental health, queerness, and 

domestic violence of both men and women - especially as Bollywood is increasingly 

addressing these in films that have been released since the start of the research for this thesis. 

Another opportunity for academic research in Bollywood is how audiences outside the 

territorial realm of India read and respond to representations, including Pakistani, Middle 
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Eastern and Chinese ones. There is already growing scholarly research on the demand for 

Bollywood films in China (Hong, 2021), but the lack of audience research in the area means 

that there is little knowledge of how non-Indian or non-Indian diasporic audiences use Indian 

film to negotiate their identities or how it plays a role within their own cultural settings. But 

for now, my research has illustrated the fascinating role that Bollywood cinema plays within 

the young Indian female diaspora. As an Indian diasporic woman and a fan of Bollywood 

myself, the undertaking of this research has enriched my understanding of how global 

audiences perceive Bollywood films. I approached the research expecting audiences to 

universally express their admiration for the industry’s more ‘modern’ representations of 

women, liberal values and social practices. This research has proved my initial thoughts to be 

wrong as it discovered many nuances and complexities to this train of thought.  

 

 

 

Word count: 85,779 words  
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Appendices  

 

 
Participant list  

 

Malika, 25-years old, copywriter. Punjabi Sikh and Gujarati Hindu. Living in London. 

 

Priya, 20-years old, baking entrepreneur. Punjabi Sikh. Living in London. 

 

Jodie, 25-year-old policy analyst. Gujarati Hindu. Living in Crouch End. 

 

Nim, 19-years old, politics student living. Gujarati Hindu. Living in London. 

 

Simran, 26-years old, Corporate Lawyer. Punjabi Sikh. Living in Ilford. 

 

Kriti, 24-years old. Medical student. Punjabi Hindu. Living in Southall. 

 

Reshma, 24-years old, Gujarati. Business Development Assistant. Living in Highgate. 

 

Jaya, 26-years-old, Postgraduate student. Living in Ruislip. 

 

Amandeep, 19 years old, creative writing student. Punjabi Sikh. Living in Hounslow. 

 

Maya 24-years old, archival research assistant. Gujarati Hindu. Living in London. 

 

Tulsi, 28-years old. Works in banking. Gujarati Hindu. Living in Brent/Wembley. 

 

Karina, 23-years old, personal trainer. Punjabi Hindu and Gujarati Hindu. Living in 

Hounslow. 

 

Jas, 23-year-old psychology postgraduate student. Punjabi Sikh family and background but is 

atheist herself. Lives in Kensington. 

 

Hannah, 22 years old, Gujarati Hindu. Living in Wembley. 

 

Naina 28-years old. Primary school teacher. Gujarati Hindu. Living in Stanmore. 

 

Shivani 26 years old. Research assistant. Living in Ilford. 

 

Pinky, 28-years old, Punjabi Sikh. Civil Servant. Living in Ruislip. 
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Interview template  

 

Ice-breaking questions:  

- Who’s your favourite Bollywood star?  

- What’s the latest Bollywood film you’ve seen? 

o Prompts: Have you seen Kalank, War, Chhapak?   

- How often do you watch Bollywood films?  

 

 

Bollywood’s position in diasporic life:  

- How long have you been watching Bollywood?  

▪ Follow up: What was your first memory of it?  

- What does Bollywood mean to you?  

- Who do you watch Bollywood films with?  

o Prompts: Family, friends? Do you watch certain films with certain people? I.e. 

For example, I watch romantic films with friends and comedies with family.  

- Have you ever visited India?  

▪ If so, when was the last time you visited?  

▪ If not, do you believe that your understanding of India comes from 

Bollywood film?  

o If so, how?  

How do you think India is represented in Bollywood film?  

- Do you watch any other form of Indian cinema?  

o Prompts: For example, Punjabi or Gujarati cinema? 

- Do you enjoy watching Bollywood films?  

▪ Follow up: What type of films? Why?  

- Do you think that Bollywood has changed in the past 5 or 10 years?   

▪ Follow up: Why? (Please provide answers from films)  

- Do you prefer ‘old Bollywood’ (pre-2010) or ‘new Bollywood’ (post-2010)?  

▪ Follow up: Why?  

 

 

Contemporary India:  

- Do you feel that the portrayal of India has changed in recent films?   

o Prompts: What about: casual relationships, female empowerment.  

▪ Follow up: why?  

- Do you find contemporary Bollywood to be too ‘modern’?  

▪ Follow up: why?  

- Are you able to give me an example of a recent film that you feel is ‘too modern’?  

o Prompts: For example, some of my friends that Veere Di Wedding was a bit 

too modern because it includes strong language, and direct references to 

sexual practices.  

▪ Follow up: If so, why did you feel it was ‘too modern’?  
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- Have you ever been inspired by a message or character from a film released in the 

past 5 years?   

o Prompts: For example, I was inspired by the character of Rani from Queen 

because she didn’t allow herself being jilted at the altar to stop her from living 

her life, and she faced her fears by travelling Europe solo.   

- Do you identify yourself as Indian? 

o Would you say you identify yourself more as Punjabi/Gujarati or Indian?   

- Do recent Bollywood films portray an India or Indian society that you’re more able to 

relate to or connect with?  

▪ Follow up: If so, how?  

▪ Follow up: If not, how?  

▪ Can you provide an example? (Prompt the participant to elaborate on 

their example).  

- And how about the portrayal of Indians living outside of India? Is it a fair portrayal? 

Can you relate to this?  

- Does ‘new’ Bollywood reflect diasporic life better than ‘old’ Bollywood? 

o Prompts: ‘New’ Bollywood= Queen, Dil Dhadakne Do, Humpty Sharma Ki 

Dulhania, Veere Di Wedding.  

‘Old’ Bollywood= K3G, Dilwale Dulhania Le Jayenge.  

- Do you feel that you’re able to learn new things about India from contemporary 

Bollywood?  

▪ Follow up: If not, why?  

▪ Follow up: If so, why- and how is this different to ‘old’ Bollywood?  

 

 

Representations of women:  

- How do you feel women are represented in recent Bollywood films?  

o Prompts: For example, Priyanka Chopra’s character in Dil Dhadakne Do, 

Deepika Padukone’s in Piku, Kangana Ranaut’s in Queen?   

▪ Follow up: Do you feel they’ve improved overtime? In what respect?  

- What’s your opinion on the portrayal of pre-marital relationships in Bollywood?  

- What’s your opinion on pre-marital relationships?  

▪ Follow up: Does the representations of pre-marital relationships in 

Bollywood make you feel that it has become acceptable in Indian 

society now? If so, why? How does this make you feel?  

- Do you feel that pre-marital relationships are better represented in Bollywood today 

in comparison to (let’s say) ten years ago?  

▪ Follow up: Can you expand on this?  

- Do you find that sex and intimacy are more present in recent Bollywood films?  

o Prompts: Why?  

▪ Follow up: If so, what do you think of that?  

- Do you feel that women are represented as more equal to men in Bollywood now?  

o Prompts: So- let’s say, since maybe 2014?  
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- Do you feel that conservative individuals are justified in being anxious about ‘new’ 

Bollywood?  

o Prompts: For example, in the sense that some may see it as ‘destroying’ 

traditional Indian culture.  

- Do you feel that you can personally relate to the situations, characters and 

representations in today’s Bollywood?  

▪ Follow up: please provide examples.  

 

 

Closing questions:  

- Is there anything else you’d like to say that you feel may be worth adding?  

- As your identity is protected in this project, do you have a particular name you’d like 

to go by?  

- Are there any upcoming movies you’re looking forward to watching?  

 

 

Closing statements:  

- Thank you so much for your time and contribution. It is greatly appreciated.  

- I hope you enjoyed discussing Bollywood with me.  

- I’ll send you an e-mail later (de-brief) and will be in contact regarding the follow-up 

interviews, if necessary.  
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Follow-up interview template  

 

Ice-breaking questions:  

- How did you find the first interview with me?  

o Prompts: Did you enjoy it?  

o Did you learn anything from it? Or make you think a bit more about your 

consumption of Bollywood?  

- Has your consumption of Bollywood changed now that we’re in lockdown? (out of 

lockdown- if interview was undertaken post April 2021)  

o Have you found that you’re watching more films than you usually do? Or 

less?  

 

Main questions:  

- Have you seen any new Bollywood films? 

o What did you think of that film?  

o Is there anything from those films that struck a chord with you?  

▪ E.g. representations of ‘Western’ values, or representations of 

women/men? Love, marriage, live-in relationships, feminist issues?  

- Is there a recent film that ‘spoke’ to you?  

o Inspired you? Made you think about a particular issue a bit more…  

- In your first interview, you told me that you preferred contemporary Bollywood to 

1990s Bollywood/1990s to contemporary Bollywood? (Circle as appropriate)  

o Is this still the case?  

- Have you ever been inspired by a message or character from a film released in the 

past 6 months?    

- How do you feel women have recently been represented in recent Bollywood films?  

▪ Follow up: Do you feel they’ve improved overtime? In what respect?  

 

Closing questions:  

- Is there anything else you’d like to say that you feel may be worth adding?  

- Are there any upcoming movies you’re looking forward to watching?  

 

Closing statements:  

- Thank you so much again for your time and contribution. It is greatly appreciated.  

- I hope you enjoyed discussing Bollywood with me again.  
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Pilot focus group interview template  

 
Ice-breaking questions:  

- Shall we go around and introduce ourselves?  

o Prompts: What are our favourite films, movie stars?  

- What’s the latest Bollywood film you’ve seen? 

- How often do you watch Bollywood films?  

 

Bollywood’s position in diasporic life:  

- How long have you been watching Bollywood?  

▪ Follow up: What was your first memory of it?  

- What does Bollywood mean to you?  

- Who do you watch Bollywood films with?  

o Prompts: Family, friends? Do you watch certain films with certain people?  

o For example, I watch romantic films with friends and comedies with family.  

- Have you ever visited India?  

▪ If so, when was the last time you visited?  

▪ If not, do you believe that your understanding of India comes from 

Bollywood film?  

o If so, how?  

How do you think India is represented in Bollywood film?  

- Do you think that Bollywood has changed in the past 5 or 10 years?   

▪ Follow up: Why? (Please provide answers from films)  

- Do you prefer ‘old Bollywood’ (pre-2010) or ‘new Bollywood’ (post-2010)?  

▪ Follow up: Why?  

 

Contemporary India:  

- Does anyone feel that the portrayal of India has changed in recent films?   

o Prompts: What about: casual relationships, female empowerment.  

▪ Follow up: why?  

- Does anyone find contemporary Bollywood to be too ‘modern’?  

▪ Follow up: why? Can you give examples of a film or a 

scene/character?  

▪ Follow up: If so, why was this example ‘too modern’?  

- Has anyone ever been inspired by a message or character from a film released in the 

past 5 years?   

- Do you find that recent Bollywood films portray an India or Indian society that you’re 

more able to relate to or connect with?  

▪ Follow up: If so/not, why and how?  

▪ Can you provide an example? (Prompt the participant to elaborate on 

their example).  

- And how about the portrayal of Indians living outside of India? Is it a fair portrayal? 

Can anyone relate to these?  

- Does ‘new’ Bollywood reflect diasporic life better than ‘old’ Bollywood? 
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o Prompts: ‘New’ Bollywood= Queen, Dil Dhadakne Do, Humpty Sharma Ki 

Dulhania, Veere Di Wedding.  

‘Old’ Bollywood= K3G, Dilwale Dulhania Le Jayenge.  

- Does anyone feel that they’re able to learn new things about India from contemporary 

Bollywood?  

▪ Follow up: If not, why?  

▪ Follow up: If so, why- and how is this different to ‘old’ Bollywood?  

- Where do you learn new things about India from?  

 

Representations of women:  

- How do you all feel women are represented in recent Bollywood films?  

▪ Follow up: Do you feel they’ve improved overtime? In what respect?  

- What are your opinions on the portrayal of pre-marital relationships in Bollywood?  

- What are your views on pre-marital relationships?  

▪ Follow up: Does the representations of pre-marital relationships in 

Bollywood make you feel that it has become acceptable in Indian 

society now? If so, why? How does this make you feel?  

- Do you feel that pre-marital relationships are better represented in Bollywood today 

in comparison to ten years ago?  

▪ Follow up: Can you expand on this?  

- Does anyone feel that women are represented as more equal to men in Bollywood 

now?  

o Prompts: So- let’s say, since maybe 2014?  

o If so/not, why?  

 

Closing questions:  

- Is there anything else you’d like to say that you feel may be worth adding?  

- Are there any upcoming movies you’re looking forward to watching?  

 

 

Closing statements:  

- Thank you so much for your time and contribution. It is greatly appreciated.  

- I hope you all enjoyed discussing Bollywood with me and each other.  

- I’ll send you an e-mail later (de-brief) and will be in contact regarding the one-to-one 

interviews.   
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Message that was sent to Instagram pages to share on their stories in the participant 

recruitment process:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Hey, I was hoping you could help me out with this? I think some of your followers may be 

interested.  

 

I’m currently doing a PhD on Bollywood’s representations of women, and how these may 

have changed since the 1990s.  

 

I’m looking for Gujarati or Punjabi women aged 18-30 (living in London) to take part in 

an interview to discuss Bollywood. Participants can choose to be anonymous, and 

interviews would be done over the phone/Skype/FaceTime. If anyone’s interested, they 

can DM me on here. Or they can e-mail me: patels12@roehampton.ac.uk.  

 

Susmi ☺  
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E-mail template for individuals who expressed an interest in taking part  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Dear XXX,  

 

Thank you for expressing an interest in taking part in my PhD research project.  

Here are some details:  

 

The project focuses on the representation of women and society in Bollywood film, and how Indian 

diasporic women aged 18-30 living in London may use Bollywood to negotiate their own identities.  

 

Participation involves taking part in a 60- 90-minute focus group in London (with 5-6 other female 

participants), and then potentially a one-to-one interview (lasting up to 60 minutes). Some 

participants might be asked whether they would be willing to take part in a repeat interview for 

further thoughts and clarification. Your identity and responses will be anonymous.  

 

If this is agreeable, please reply to this e-mail and I will send over some further information. 

 

Unfortunately, there is no financial reimbursement available for taking part, although your 

contribution will be greatly appreciated. I also hope that you will enjoy discussing with other young 

women what Bollywood films mean to you’. 

 

Thank you,  

Susmi Patel  
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Participant consent form sample  

 

PARTICIPANT CONSENT FORM  
 
Title of research project: Negotiating identity in the era of globalisation: Bollywood’s 
contribution to young female diasporic identities in London.   
 
Brief description of research project and what participation involves:  
 
Thank you for agreeing to participate in this research for my PhD. The project focuses on the 
representation of women and society in Bollywood film, and how Indian women aged 18-30 
living in London read and respond to representations.  
 
Participation involves a one-to-one interview (lasting around 60 minutes). Some repeat 
interviews may be taking place within six months of the initial one-to-one interview, and a 
selection of participants may be asked if they would be willing to take part in this as well. All 
interviews will take place remotely via Zoom, FaceTime or the phone.  
 
The interview will be audio-recorded and then transcribed by the researcher. The data 
collected will be kept indefinitely in anonymised form, and anonymity will be guaranteed during 
the entire research process through the use of a pseudonym/alias chosen by you. Should you 
have any questions or concerns you wish to convey to the researcher, please do not hesitate 
to do so via the contact details below. 
 
Investigator contact details   
Name: Susmi Patel (PhD candidate)  
Department: Media, Culture and Language  
University address: University of Roehampton  

Roehampton Lane, London SW15 5PU 
E-mail: patels12@roehampton.ac.uk 
Contact no. 07580534522 
 

Further information:  

In order to protect your anonymity, your real name will only be displayed on this form  and no 
other documentation. For the purposes of data transcription and analysis, an alias name will 
be used instead (including in the thesis itself).  

Only the researcher will have access to the data obtained from the focus groups and 
interviews, however if this is to be shared with their thesis supervisors, a data agreement will 
be agreed to in order to protect and keep it confidential.  

 
Consent statement: 
 
I agree to take part in this research, and am aware that I am free to withdraw at any point 
without giving a reason by contacting Susmi Patel. I understand that if I do withdraw, my 
data may not be erased but will only be used in an anonymised form as part of an 
aggregated dataset. I understand that the personal data collected from me during the course 
of the project will be used for the purposes outlined above in the public interest.  
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By signing this form, you are confirming that you have read, understood and agree with the 
University’s Data Privacy Notice for Research Participants. 
 
 
The information you have provided will be treated in confidence by the researcher and your 
identity will be protected in the publication of any findings. The purpose of the research may 
change over time, and your data may be re-used for research projects by the University in 
the future. If this is the case, you will normally be provided with additional information about 
the new project. 
 
 
Name …………………………………. 
 
Signature ……………………………… 
 
Date …………………………………… 
 
Please note: if you have a concern about any aspect of your participation or any other 
queries please raise this with the investigator (or if the researcher is a student you can also 
contact the Director of Studies.) However, if you would like to contact an independent party 
please contact the Head of Department.  
 
  

Director of Studies contact details: 
Name: Professor Andrea Esser 
Department: Media, Culture and 
Language 
University Address: University of 
Roehampton, Roehampton Lane, 
London, SW15 5PU 
Email: a.esser@roehampton.ac.uk  
Telephone: 02083923357  

Head of Department contact details: 
Name: Annabelle Mooney 
Department: Media, Culture and Language 
University Address: University of 
Roehampton, Roehampton Lane, London, 
SW15 5PU 
Email: a.mooney@roehampton.ac.uk 
 

 

 

 
 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.roehampton.ac.uk/research/ethics/ethics-forms/
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E-mail sent to participants to ask if they would like to take part in a follow-up 

interview.  

 

 
All participants were asked verbally at the end of their initial interviews if they wanted to 

take part and agreed. An e-mail was not sent to them without their permission.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Hi ________,  

 

I hope you’re well.  

 

Thanks so much again for letting me interview you in ___(month)___ about Bollywood.  

 

I just wanted to get in touch and ask if you wanted to take part in a follow-up interview 

with me?  

 

Our discussion of Bollywood and your responses were very insightful, and I would love to 

ask you a few more questions and talk with you a little more about it!  

 

The interview would take place over Zoom and should last around 45-60 minutes.  

 

If you’d like to take part, please let me know and we can arrange a date/time that suits 

you!  

 

Looking forward to hearing from you,  

Susmi  
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E-mail template for contacting university societies  

When contacting university Indian and Bollywood societies, I sent the following e-mail to the 

society’s president/administrator. This method was unsuccessful in recruiting participants, but 

the e-mail is included here.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Dear XXX,  

 

I hope this e-mail finds you well.  

 

My name is Susmi Patel and I am a PhD student at University of Roehampton. My thesis is on 

Bollywood and female identity negotiation, and I would like to invite your members to take part in 

my research. I believe that the members of ___________ are a great fit for this project.   

 

I am looking for women of Gujarati or Punjabi ethnicity aged 18-30 who live in London or have 

done so for the past five years and watch Bollywood movies, to attend a focus group (consisting of 

4-5 other participants lasting around 90 minutes) and then a subsequent one-to-one interview 

(lasting around 45 minutes each).  

 

In taking part, participants will have contributed greatly to a valuable project as the research will 

explore whether contemporary representations in Bollywood film help today’s young diasporic 

Indian women to ‘connect’ with a ‘new’ globalised India. It aims to further the understanding of 

Bollywood’s position in young diasporic society.   

 

If anyone is interested, please ask them to e-mail me at patels12@roehampton.ac.uk, or provide me 

with their e-mail address so that I can contact them.  

 

Thank you,  

Susmi Patel  

mailto:patels12@roehampton.ac.uk
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Lagaan (2001). Directed by Ashutosh Gowariker. Aamir Khan Productions.  

 

Awwal Number (1990). Directed by Dev Anand. Navketan Productions.  

 

Dil Bole Hadippa (2009). Directed by Anurag Singh. Yash Raj Films.  

 

Sonu Ke Titu Ki Sweety (2018). Directed by Luv Ranjan. T-Series Films. Luv Films.  

 

Jai Mummy Di (2020). Directed by Gulati. T-Series. Luv Films.  

 

2 States (2014). Directed by Abhishek Varman. Dharma Productions. Nadiadwala Grandson 

Entertainment.  

 

Kedarnath (2018). Directed by Abhishek Kapoor. RSVP Movies.  

 

3 Idiots (2009). Directed by Rajkumar Hirani. Vinod Chopra Films.  

 

Dear Zindagi (2016). Directed by Gauri Shinde. Red Chillies Entertainment. Dharma 

Productions.  

 

Bareilly Ki Barfi (2017). Directed by Ashwiny Iyer Tiwari. Junglee Pictures. B R Studios.  

 

Veere Di Wedding (2018). Directed by Shashanka Ghosh. Balaji Motion Pictures. Anil 

Kapoor Films.  

 

Love Per Square Foot (2018). Directed by Anand Tiwari. RSVP Movies.  
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Yeh Jawaani Hai Deewani (2013). Directed by Ayan Mukerji. Dharma Productions.  

 

Ae Dil Hai Mushkil (2016). Directed by Karan Johar. Dharma Productions.  

 

Padman (2018). Directed by R. Balki. Columbia Pictures. SPE Films India.  

 

Patiala House (2011). Directed by Nikkhil Advani. T-Series.  

 

Singh is Kinng (2008). Directed by Anees Bazmee. Hari Om Entertainment.  

 

Hum Dil Ke Chuke Sanam (1999). Directed by Sanjay Leela Bhansali. SLB Films.  

 

Goliyon Ki Raasleela Ram-Leela (2013). Directed by Sanjay Leela Bhansali. Bhansali 

Productions. Eros International.  

 

Kal Ho Na Ho (2003). Directed by Nikhil Advani. Dharma Productions.  

 

Queen (2013). Directed by Vikas Bahl. Viacom18 Motion Pictures. Phantom Films.  
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