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Portrayal of Tradition vs Modernity in Indian 
Cinema : A Study of Changing Cultural Values 

 
Abstract : This study examines the portrayal of the 
conflict between tradition and modernity in Indian 
cinema, emphasizing its significant role in both 
reflecting and shaping evolving cultural values within 
Indian society. Drawing upon an extensive review of 
existing scholarship and employing interdisciplinary 
theoretical frameworks, including cultural studies, 
postcolonial theory, gender studies, and globalization 
theory, the research critically analyzes selected films 
across different historical periods. The objective is to 
explore how cinematic narratives negotiate tensions 
surrounding identity formation, family structures, 
generational shifts, gender roles, class mobility, 
nationalism, and social progress in a rapidly 
transforming socio-economic landscape. 

The findings reveal that Indian cinema operates 
simultaneously as a cultural mirror and a cultural 
mediator. On one hand, films reflect prevailing social 
anxieties regarding Westernization, urbanization, 
liberalization, and shifting moral codes. On the other 
hand, they actively shape public discourse by offering 
symbolic resolutions to these tensions, often through 
the construction of hybrid identities that integrate 
traditional values with modern aspirations. Rather than 
presenting tradition and modernity as fixed opposites, 
contemporary cinema increasingly portrays them as 
fluid, overlapping, and negotiable categories. 
Characters frequently embody this hybridity by 
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maintaining familial and cultural rootedness while pursuing individual autonomy, global 
mobility, and professional success. 

The study further highlights that while cinematic narratives suggest progressive 
transformation,s particularly in representations of women, youth, and family dynamics, 
underlying structures of patriarchy, class privilege, and national ideology often persist in 
reconfigured forms. Thus, Indian cinema becomes a dynamic site of cultural 
contestation where competing visions of “Indianness” are imagined, debated, and 
rearticulated. 

By situating film within broader historical and economic developments, 
especially post-1991 liberalization and globalization,n the research underscores cinema’s 
importance as a key cultural institution in negotiating social change. It concludes by 
identifying areas for future research, including the growing influence of digital 
streaming platforms, regional cinemas, intersectional identities, audience reception 
studies, and the long-term cultural implications of transnational production and 
consumption patterns. 
Keywords : Indian cinema, tradition and modernity, cultural identity, globalization, 
gender representation, family structures, neoliberalism, diaspora, hybridity, nationalism, 
social change, Bollywood, transnational cinema, postcolonial theory, cultural 
transformation 
Introduction : Indian cinema is one of the world's largest and oldest film industries. In 
1913, it originated with Dadasaheb Phalke’s  Raja Harishchandra. Rooted in traditional 
performance arts, it blends melodrama, music, and social commentary, distinct from 
Western narratives. Spanning diverse linguistic industries, it is a major cultural, social, 
and economic force in India.  

Indian cinema is primarily organized into numerous regional language industries, 
with over 18 major regional languages. alongside two main stylistic divisions: 
commercial Bollywood and regional films, and parallel cinema art films. It is officially 
classified by content for certification into four categories: U, UA, A, and S Regional 
languages and industries: major industries are Hindi (Bollywood ), Telugu ( Tollywood ), 
Tamil (Kollywood ), Malayalam (Mollywood), Kannada, Bengali, Punjabi, Marathi, and 
Gujarati. Stylistic cinema categories: commercial cinema are large scale productions 
known for music, dance, and formulaic storytelling. parallel cinema: realistic, arthouse 
films often addressing social, cultural, or political issues. U, UA, A, and S are the 4 
primary content ratings issued by the Central Board of Film Certification (CBFC) in India 
to regulate public viewing of films. U (Unrestricted): Suitable for all ages, including 
children. UA (Unrestricted with Caution): Suitable for all, but parental discretion is 
advised for children under 12 (now refined to 7+, 13+, or 16+).A (Adults Only): Restricted 
to viewers aged 18 and above. (Special Class): Restricted to specific audiences, such as 
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doctors or scientists.  
The dynamic interplay between tradition and modernity has long been a central 

theme in Indian society, reflecting broader cultural, social, and economic 
transformations. Indian cinema, as a powerful medium of mass communication and 
cultural expression, offers a compelling lens through which to examine these evolving 
values. This study seeks to explore how Indian films portray the conflict and negotiation 
between traditional norms and modern influences, highlighting the shifting cultural 
paradigms within the country. By analyzing key cinematic works, this research aims to 
uncover the ways in which Indian cinema both reflects and shapes changing attitudes 
towards identity, family, gender roles, and social progress. Through a comprehensive 
literature review and theoretical framework, followed by detailed case studies, the 
paper will provide an in-depth understanding of the representation of tradition versus 
modernity and its implications for contemporary Indian cultural values. 

 
Literature review : Indian cinema has long served as a mirror to society's evolving 
cultural values, particularly in its portrayal of tradition versus modernity. This literature 
review synthesizes key scholarly works on how Bollywood and regional films negotiate 
these tensions, reflecting shifts in identity, family structures, and globalization. 
Indian cinema continues to evolve as a battleground for tradition versus modernity, 
with recent scholarship expanding on hybrid identities and digital influences. Building 
on prior analyses, this extended review incorporates additional themes like diaspora 
narratives and technological shifts. 
 2.1 Portrayal of Tradition vs Modernity in Indian Cinema : The negotiation between 
tradition and modernity has been a central concern in scholarship on Indian cinema. 
Early foundational work by Chakravarty (1993) examined Hindi popular cinema (1947–
1987) and argued that post-independence films functioned as nation-building tools. She 
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demonstrated how cinema reconciled mythological traditions with realist aesthetics to 
construct a unified national identity. Her work established cinema as a pedagogical 
medium that sought to harmonize tradition with developmental modernity. 

Building on this historical perspective, Nagla et al. (2024) contextualized 
cinematic narratives within broader processes of cultural change in India, emphasizing 
tensions between inherited values and rapid modernization. Their sociological approach 
situates cinema as both a reflection and agent of social transformation. 

The post-1991 liberalization period has been widely identified as a turning point. 
Mehta (2008) and Mehta et al. (2012) argued that globalization reoriented Bollywood 
toward diasporic and transnational audiences, resulting in hybrid narratives balancing 
cultural authenticity with global appeal. Similarly, Basu (2005) introduced the concept 
of “geo-televisuality,” explaining how metropolitan modernity is visually constructed 
through spatial and aesthetic strategies. These studies collectively demonstrate how 
neoliberal economic reforms reshaped cinematic representations of identity, family, and 
nation. 

From a postcolonial perspective, Mishra (2009) analyzed Indian cinema’s 
engagement with Western modernity, arguing that films negotiate cultural 
distinctiveness while responding to colonial and global influences. Likewise, Therwath 
(2010) examined diaspora representation, showing how Bollywood constructs idealized 
“shining Indians” who integrate Western success with traditional values. 
2.2 Gender and Modernity : Gender remains central to discussions of tradition and 
modernity. Uberoi (1998), in her influential study of Dilwale Dulhania Le Jayenge, 
argued that the film disciplines modern romantic desire through patriarchal and familial 
approval, thus reaffirming traditional authority. 

More recent scholarship highlights shifts in female representation. Sen (2019) 
analyzed contemporary heroines in Cocktail, Queen, and Highway, arguing that these 
characters embody hybrid identities comfortable with globalization yet anchored in 
cultural rootedness. Rather than dissolving the tradition–modernity binary, these films 
recalibrate it. 

Similarly, Ribeiro et al. (2023) and Dutta (2025) documented the transition from 
women as passive custodians of tradition to active agents navigating modern 
aspirations, although patriarchal constraints persist. Pattanayak et al. (2022) further 
traced changing portrayals of homemakers, noting increased emphasis on agency and 
socio-economic participation. 

Masculinity has also been reconsidered. Raj et al. (2025) analyzed Udaan and 
argued that neoliberal boyhood challenges authoritarian patriarchy but ultimately 
restructures, rather than dismantles, male privilege. 
2.3 Family, Youth, and Cultural Negotiation : The family remains a key site where 
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tradition and modernity intersect. Williams-Ørberg (2008), through ethnographic 
research with urban youth, demonstrated that young audiences actively use Bollywood 
films to negotiate values concerning love marriage, autonomy, and generational 
authority. This shifts the understanding of cinema from passive reflection to active 
cultural participant. 
2.4 Cultural Change and Historical Continuity : Earlier historical works such as 
Gokulsing and Dissanayake (1998) and Bhaskar (1998) emphasized that the 
negotiation between tradition and modernity predates liberalization, tracing allegorical 
and nationalist elements in pre-independence and early post-independence cinema. 
These studies reveal continuity in how Indian cinema addresses cultural transformation. 
Methodology : This study employs a qualitative research approach to examine how 
Indian cinema portrays the tension between tradition and modernity while reflecting 
evolving cultural values in Indian society. A qualitative framework is particularly suitable 
because the research seeks to interpret meanings, symbols, ideologies, and social 
representations embedded within cinematic narratives rather than quantify measurable 
variables. 

Secondary data were collected from scholarly journals, books on film and media 
studies, research papers, film critiques, and credible online academic sources. These 
materials provided a robust theoretical and conceptual foundation for understanding 
cinema as both a cultural text and a social institution (Sen, 2019; Chakravarty, 1993; 
Nagla et al., 2024). Drawing from interdisciplinary scholarship in sociology, media 
studies, and cultural theory, the study situates films within broader debates on 
globalization, patriarchy, nationalism, identity, and gender transformation. 

The analysis focuses specifically on narrative, visual, and symbolic elements 
within films. Narrative structures are examined to understand how conflicts between 
traditional and modern values are constructed and resolved. Visual components such as 
costumes, domestic and foreign settings, rituals, and mise-en-scène are analyzed to 
interpret cultural symbolism. Dialogues and character arcs are studied to reveal 
ideological positions and generational shifts. Through this multi-layered approach, the 
research explores how filmmakers negotiate evolving social norms and represent 
cultural tensions. 
Sampling Strategy The research employs purposive sampling to select films produced 
between the 1990s and the 2010s. This period is significant because it encompasses the 
post-liberalization era in India, marked by economic reforms (1991), rapid globalization, 
urban expansion, diasporic mobility, and the emergence of new feminist discourses. 
Selection criteria included: Cultural significance and lasting popularity, Thematic 
relevance to tradition and modernity, Representation of family structures and 
generational conflict, Depictions of gender roles and women’s empowerment, Portrayal 
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of urbanization and globalization, Exploration of identity formation and diasporic 
consciousness By focusing on films that gained widespread public engagement, the 
study ensures that the analysis reflects dominant cultural narratives influencing 
mainstream audiences. 
Data Analysis Method: Thematic content analysis was applied to examine recurring 
motifs and ideological patterns across the selected films. This method involved 
analyzing: Characters and their ideological positioning, Dialogues reflecting 
generational or gender conflict, Storylines that negotiate cultural values, Settings 
(domestic spaces, foreign locations, urban vs. rural), Costumes and visual symbolism, 
Rituals and festivals as markers of tradition 
                The analysis highlights representations of Traditional values: Joint family 
systems, Cultural rituals and festivals, Obedience to elders, Patriarchal hierarchies, and 
collective responsibility. Modern values: Individual autonomy, Love marriage, Gender 
equality, Professional ambition, Global mobility, and diasporic identity . Through this 
method, the study identifies how cinema constructs both continuity and change within 
Indian cultural frameworks. 
Comparative Analysis Framework : A comparative framework was employed to trace 
shifts in cinematic representation over time. Films from the 1990s often emphasize 
collective responsibility, family honor, and patriarchal authority, whereas films from the 
2000s and 2010s increasingly foreground hybrid identities, autonomy, gender 
empowerment, and global influence (Dutta, 2025; Pattanayak et al., 2022). 

This comparative approach enables the identification of: Continuity of core 
cultural values such as family unity, Gradual softening of patriarchal control, Increasing 
representation of women’s agency, Expansion of global and diasporic narratives, 
Emergence of hybrid cultural identities. Rather than depicting tradition and modernity 
as oppositional forces, contemporary cinema often presents them as coexisting and 
mutually adaptive. 
Film Analysis 

Film Year Director Core 
Theme 

Representatio
n of Tradition 

Representation 
of Modernity 

Dilwale 
Dulhania 

Le Jayenge 

1995 Aditya 
Chopra 

Diaspora 
love & 
family 
honor 

Parental 
approval, 

Punjabi values, 
arranged 
marriage 

Love marriage, 
foreign travel, 

youth 
autonomy 
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Mohabbat
ein 

2000 Gauri 
Shinde 

 

 

Institutio
nal 

authorit
y vs 

romantic 
freedom 

Strict 
discipline, 
patriarchal 

control 

Emotional 
expression, 

student 
rebellion 

Kabhi 
Khushi 
Kabhie 
Gham 

2001 Karan Johar NRI 
family & 
generati

onal 
conflict 

Family unity, 
rituals, 

paternal 
authority 

Global lifestyle, 
class mobility 

English 
Vinglish 

2012 Gauri 
Shinde 

 
 

Female 
self-

respect 
& 

empowe
rment 

Devoted 
homemaker, 

family 
responsibility 

Self-confidence, 
English learning, 
independence 

Dilwale Dulhania Le Jayenge (1995) : Directed by Aditya Chopra, Dilwale Dulhania Le 
Jayenge explores diaspora identity and the reconciliation of Punjabi tradition with 
Western modernity. The protagonists, Raj (Shah Rukh Khan) and Simran (Kajol), navigate 
romantic love within the constraints of family honor. The film employs key narrative 
strategies to balance modern individualism with traditional authority. Raj’s insistence on 
gaining the father’s consent symbolizes respect for familial hierarchy, even while 
advocating love marriage. Songs invoking homeland nostalgia and Baldev’s hybrid attire 
(Western clothing combined with cultural rigidity) visually represent diasporic hybridity. 
Feminism is addressed subtly through maternal mediation and Simran’s desire for 
autonomy, yet the narrative ultimately reinforces intergenerational reconciliation. 
Mohabbatein (2000) : Mohabbatein foregrounds the conflict between rigid 
institutional tradition and modern emotional expression. The authoritarian Narayan 
Shankar (Amitabh Bachchan) represents patriarchal orthodoxy, while Raj Aryan (Shah 
Rukh Khan) embodies romantic idealism and youth agency. Students’ defiance of 
institutional rules and the elevation of love as transformative (“pyar dosti hai”) illustrate 
resistance against authoritarian structures. Music functions symbolically as liberation, 
representing modernity challenging cultural rigidity. The narrative resolution, where 
tradition recalibrates to accept emotional freedom, reflects a broader societal shift 
toward compassionate reinterpretation of established norms. 
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Kabhi Khushi Kabhie Gham (2001) : Directed by Karan Johar, Kabhi Khushi Kabhie 
Gham examines NRI family dynamics and generational conflict. Rahul (Shah Rukh Khan) 
marries Anjali (Kajol), crossing class boundaries and challenging paternal authority. The 
film juxtaposes Western luxury and diasporic lifestyles with emotionally intense Indian 
rituals and festivals. Lavish wedding sequences and cultural celebrations visually 
integrate globalization with heritage. Ultimately, reconciliation occurs through 
reaffirmation of family unity, suggesting that modernization does not dismantle 
tradition but reframes it within a globalized context. 
English Vinglish (2012) : Directed by Gauri Shinde, English Vinglish foregrounds 
gendered dimensions of cultural transformation. Shashi (Sridevi) negotiates self-worth 
and autonomy by learning English in a global setting. The film represents empowerment 
without rebellion. Shashi retains her familial commitments while gaining confidence and 
self-respect, embodying a hybrid identity that merges traditional domestic roles with 
modern self-assertion. The globalized environment becomes a catalyst for negotiation 
rather than cultural erasure, illustrating how exposure to Western contexts facilitates 
the redefinition of identity without abandoning tradition. 

Through purposive sampling, thematic content analysis, and comparative 
evaluation, this study demonstrates that Indian cinema portrays tradition and 
modernity not as mutually exclusive forces but as interdependent cultural dynamics. 
While earlier narratives prioritize collective duty and patriarchal stability, contemporary 
films increasingly emphasize autonomy, hybrid identities, and gender empowerment. 
However, continuity persists in the centrality of family, ritual, and emotional 
reconciliation. 

Thus, Indian cinema reflects both continuity and transformation, acting as a 
cultural mediator in the ongoing negotiation between heritage and modern life. 
Findings : The qualitative analysis of selected Hindi films reveals that Indian cinema 
does not portray tradition and modernity as rigid opposites; rather, it constructs them 
as interconnected and negotiable forces within society. Across decades, films 
demonstrate that modern aspirations such as romantic love, individual freedom, 
women’s empowerment, and global mobility are rarely presented as replacements for 
tradition. Instead, they are shown as elements that must ultimately coexist with familial 
values, cultural rituals, and emotional collectivism. This suggests that Indian cinema 
promotes cultural adaptation rather than cultural rupture. 

A recurring finding across the films studied is the continued centrality of the 
family as the moral and emotional anchor of Indian identity. Even when characters 
challenge established norms, the narrative resolution frequently restores familial 
harmony. For instance, romantic relationships are validated only after parental approval, 
and individual rebellion is often reconciled through emotional understanding. This 
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pattern indicates that despite growing emphasis on personal choice, Indian cinema 
continues to privilege collective belonging over extreme individualism. The family is 
portrayed not merely as a social unit but as the foundation of cultural continuity. 

Another significant finding is the gradual shift toward individual agency, 
particularly in the representation of women. Earlier cinematic narratives often depicted 
women primarily as self-sacrificing figures who upheld tradition. However, more 
contemporary films highlight personal growth, self-respect, and independence as 
legitimate aspirations. The transformation of female characters from passive supporters 
to active agents of change reflects broader societal developments such as increased 
female literacy, economic participation, and awareness of gender equality. This 
evolution demonstrates how cinema mirrors changing gender dynamics while 
simultaneously influencing audience perceptions. 

The study also identifies the emergence of hybrid cultural identities in post-
liberalization cinema. Following India’s economic reforms in the 1990s, films increasingly 
incorporated global settings, Western fashion, and cosmopolitan lifestyles. However, 
these modern elements were often framed within traditional emotional structures. 
Characters living abroad continue to celebrate Indian festivals, value arranged 
marriages, and maintain strong ties with their homeland. This blending of global 
exposure and cultural rootedness suggests that Indian cinema negotiates globalization 
by constructing a dual identity, modern in appearance but traditional in emotional core. 

Furthermore, the portrayal of patriarchal authority has undergone a noticeable 
transformation. Earlier films frequently depicted paternal authority as unquestionable 
and morally superior. In contrast, later narratives present patriarchal figures as capable 
of introspection and change. Generational conflicts are resolved through dialogue 
rather than submission, signaling a move toward more democratic family relationships. 
This shift does not entirely dismantle traditional hierarchies but softens them, reflecting 
evolving social attitudes toward authority and autonomy. 

Generational conflict itself emerges as a symbolic representation of cultural 
transition. Younger characters embody modern values such as self-expression and 
emotional transparency, while older characters often represent tradition and discipline. 
However, instead of culminating in permanent division, these conflicts typically end in 
reconciliation. This narrative pattern reinforces the idea that cultural evolution in India is 
gradual and dialogic rather than revolutionary. 
Learnings : One of the primary learnings from this study is that Indian cinema functions 
as a cultural archive. Films document the social anxieties, aspirations, and 
transformations of their respective eras. Through narrative structures, character arcs, 
costume design, and dialogue, cinema captures shifts in attitudes toward love, 
marriage, gender roles, and globalization. As such, films serve as valuable texts for 
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understanding broader socio-cultural developments. 
Another key learning is that modernity in Indian cinema is contextual rather than 

imitative. Modern values are rarely presented as wholesale adoption of Western norms. 
Instead, they are reinterpreted within Indian cultural frameworks. For example, romantic 
love is embraced but often aligned with family approval; women’s independence is 
encouraged but not positioned as a rejection of cultural identity. This suggests that 
Indian society tends to adapt modern influences in ways that preserve emotional and 
cultural continuity. 

The study also reveals that cultural values are fluid rather than static. Traditions 
are not depicted as fixed or unchanging; they are redefined to remain relevant in 
contemporary contexts. Rituals, family structures, and social expectations evolve while 
retaining symbolic importance. This indicates that the perceived conflict between 
tradition and modernity is, in many cases, a dynamic process of reinterpretation. 
Additionally, the increasing visibility of empowered female protagonists highlights 
cinema’s role in shaping progressive discourse. By normalizing women’s aspirations for 
dignity and self-development, films contribute to shifting societal attitudes. Thus, 
cinema operates not only as a mirror of society but also as an active participant in 
cultural transformation. 

The research demonstrates that Indian cinema portrays tradition and modernity 
not as mutually exclusive forces but as complementary elements shaping contemporary 
Indian identity. Rather than depicting cultural change as a battle between old and new, 
films emphasize negotiation, balance, and coexistence. This nuanced portrayal reflects 
the complexity of Indian society, where heritage and progress continuously interact to 
redefine cultural values. 
Conclusion : This project explains how Indian cinema shows the relationship between 
tradition and modern life. Movies show how people try to follow family values and 
culture while also accepting new ideas like love marriage, women’s independence, 
education, and a global lifestyle. Films such as Dilwale Dulhania Le Jayenge, 
Mohabbatein, Kabhi Khushi Kabhie Gham, and English Vinglish show that modern 
thinking does not remove tradition but mixes with it. 

The study finds that family is still very important in Indian films. Even when 
characters go against rules, stories usually end with family understanding and unity. This 
shows that Indian society accepts change slowly while keeping its cultural roots. 

The project also shows that women’s roles are changing. Earlier, women were 
shown mostly as caring for family, but now they are shown as confident, independent, 
and focused on self-respect. However, traditional ideas like patriarchy still exist, but in 
softer ways. 

Another important point is globalization. Many films show foreign locations, 
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Western fashion, and modern lifestyles, but characters still celebrate Indian festivals 
and values. This creates a hybrid identity, modern outside but traditional at heart. 

Overall, the study concludes that Indian cinema acts like a mirror of society and 
also influences people’s thinking. Tradition and modernity are not enemies; they work 
together to shape today’s Indian culture. Future studies can look at streaming 
platforms, regional films, and changing audience views. 
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