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A majority of Indian regional cinema today is focused on capturing
India’s soft power as well as popular culture around the globe. It is
preferring the socio-political contexts depicted as well as the rich
artistry surrounding the narrative. This in turn has changed how India
has practiced culture diplomacy. While Indian cinema has
predominantly been perceived through the lens of Bollywood due to
the global acceptance of Hindi cinema, industries in the South, East,
and West such as Tamil, Telugu, Malayalam, Bengali, and Marathi
have started receiving acceptance around the globe too. This provides
an introspective study of how these regional films have impacted
receptivity of culture across regions as well as the international
subtitling, dubbing and digital transcoding streaming technologies
make it possible for the culturally unique narratives to speak to the
deeply rooted cultures. Such milestones are achieved by films like
RRR, Jallikattu, Super Deluxe, The Lunchbox, Pather Panchali, which
apart from possessing unique cultural heritage features, have also
achieved global recognition and commercial success. In doing so, they
provide a bridge for multiple cultures to converse with each other.

Hence these films are a testimony of South Indian cinema and Indian
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regional cinema promoting soft power. By developing cultural context
through film festivals and streaming, these films have positioned

India’s diverse heritage on the global map.
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Introduction

The fusion of South Asian cinema since the mid-20th century has attracted many international viewers.
Until recently, people have associated Indian cinema exclusively with Bollywood. However, with the
recent popularization of Tamil, Telugu, Bengali, Malayalam, Marathi, and other regions, perceptions are
now starting to change. The Indian subcontinent is home to a variety of cultures, and each state has its
own heritage and attributes. With this shift, Indian cinema is no longer restricted to internal frontiers,
and Indian cinema is receiving global recognition. The reception of Indian regional cinema profoundly
influences Indias cultural diplomacy, which shapes the world’s understanding of the country’s art,

societal issues, and indeed, its multicultural essence.

From recent years, many regional films have received acclaim from all over the world while portraying
their culture, language, and local matters. Unlike Bollywood, which is greatly linked with glamor, songs,
and dances, regional cinema takes a more profound approach through socio political issues. Such films
often focus on local customs, local histories, and conflicts that are of global interest. Some examples are
Satyajit Ray’s Pather Panchali (Bengali), Rajamouli’s RRR (Telugu), or Ritesh Batra’s the Lunchbox
(Marathi). These movies have managed to win the hearts of prestigious international film festivals in
Cannes, Berlin, and Venice. These works of art not only were granted international praise, but were also
deeply admired at every Indian film exhibition for presenting India’s identity and diverse socio-political

issues to the rest of the world.

Initially, the language barrier was a challenge, but regional Indian films have become more accessible
thanks to technological innovations such as subtitling, dubbing, and the rise of streaming services like
Netflix and Amazon Prime. These platforms have given regional films unprecedented visibility to
audiences in Europe, Latin America, and Africa. Consequently, films like Jallikattu (Malayalam), The
Lunchbox (Marathi), and Super Deluxe (Tamil) are now gaining recognition around the world, and

international interest in Indian cinema extends beyond Bollywood.
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In contrast to the more commercial aspect of Bollywood, Indian cinema’s regional industries are
progressively being appreciated for their compelling narratives that address pivotal social issues of caste,
gender, and rural development. For instance, Visaranai (Tamil) tackles police brutality, while Court
(Marathi) portrays the struggles of a folk singer challenging societal norms. Such films are progressive

and through these, foreign audiences can better appreciate the intricacies of Indian society.

Over the years, regional filmmakers have started gaining traction in the international realm as their work
is starting to receive recognition in the Global film industry. With the help of renowned international
film festivals like The Berlin International Film Festival and the Cannes Film Festival, regional cinema
is beginning to boost its esteem in the universal limelight. Along with placing regional filmmakers in the
international spotlight, these festivals serve as a platform where filmmakers can share the sub
continental cultures of India and its people with the rest of the world. These platforms have become
extremely important in boosting and appreciating regional cinema in India. Unlike Bollywood that aims
towards providing entertainment, regional filmmakers focus on portraying issues that are seldom

captured in the commercial cinema for all audiences to witness.

By presenting the industry with more nuanced films, regional cinema is bound to have a positive effect
on cultural diplomacy. In doing so, India can showcase its various regional heritages to the rest of the
world, offering a more intricate understanding of the country’s complex culture. Films provide a
framework for India to establish intercultural communication, integrate regions from the Global South
and North, and highlight values including, but not limited to love, hope, justice, resilience and other
universal human morals. Because of regional Indian films highlighting important social issues, India is
bestowed with the title of a compassionate and understanding nation aiding in India's cultural diplomacy

across the globe.
Literature review

The world’s view towards India’s culture changed dramatically with Indian regional cinema. It has
single handedly taken the blame for transforming views towards cultural diplomacy. For a long time,
international perception about Indian cinema was mostly influenced by the success of Bollywood.
Bollywood has single handedly tried to sell the country with its catchy songs, ostentatious narratives and
very appealing stars and has ignored on regional cinema diversity. Even though Bollywood has been the
face of Indian cinema from the very beginning, it is only now that international audiences are starting to

appreciate regional cinema like Bengali, Tamil, Telugu, Malayalam, and Marathi. These films go a step
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further by featuring the countless and diverse cultures, traditions, and social problems of India that of

late contemporary cinema broadens its scope to.

The importance of Indian regional cinema stems from the authenticity and depth of culture it
encapsulates on the screen. These films are rooted in local folk customs and practices which provide a
lens into life that is far more complex and reality-based as compared to Bollywood films. As Banerjee
(2017) notes, Pather Panchali (1955), The Lunchbox (2013), and RRR (2022) among others are films
that focus on love, social class, poverty, migration, and gender discrimination which are concepts that
resonate with the global audience. These films narrate the undertones of mundane reality and present
stories that appeal to audiences beyond their national borders. One can think about how Pather Panchali,
considered a masterwork of Bengali cinema and directed by Satyajit Ray, is well-known for its
sympathetic focus on rural life, poverty, and humanity and for marking an iconic status in world cinema

(Chatterjee, 2015).

The Indian cinema of a particular region has also made leaps in overcoming the barriers related to
languages, something that has been an obstacle for cinema from non-Hindi speaking regions to reach
international viewership. The growth of digital streaming services such as Netflix, Amazon Prime and
Hulu have greatly aided in doing so. These services are able to provide subtitles and dubbing, letting
foreign audiences enjoy the films while preserving the essence of the film. Kaur (2019) notes that the
international popularity of Indian regional films increased because of their availability on streaming
platforms which enabled Europeans, Latin Americans, and Africans to watch these films. Such a
development brought forth casual viewers of Indian cinema, which would have never happened if this
shift in technology had not happened. As a result, the films of Tamil Nadu, Bengal, Kerala, Maharashtra
and other states can now reach viewers who as a result of outdated distribution options, would have had

no access to them at all.

The global reach and success of films such as RRR (Telugu), Super Deluxe (Tamil), The Lunchbox
(Marathi), and Kumbalangi Nights (Malayalam) illustrates the significance of digital distribution as each
film has been able to capture audiences outside its local market. These films did not only succeed
commercially but also earned accolades for their artistic merit and depth, establishing their eligibility at
international film festivals. According to Sivadas (2020), the digital distribution paradigm shift has
drastically changed the scene for Indian regional cinema by allowing access to global audiences without

the reliance on cumbersome international distribution systems. Nowadays, streaming platforms have
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helped lesser markets in India to showcase their films to a larger population, aiding in a better

understanding of Indian culture and society across different parts of the globe.

Apart from digital distribution, international film festivals have been very important in marketing
regional Indian cinema. Cannes, Berlin, and Venice are some of the prestigious film festivals that do not
shy away from showcasing such regional films to an international audience, subsequently propagating
the importance of their artistic and cultural value. The award of appreciation by international film
festivals to Indian regional films not only helps them gain recognition but also contributes to the global
cultural trade. Mitra (2018) states that these festivals also assist in the elevation of regional filmmakers
by providing platforms to showcase their work and interact with global audiences and other industry
stakeholders. This is the start for most regional films for international audience attention, which usually
results in distribution contracts as well as international showings. The bolstering of the international
visibility of films like Court (2014) and The Lunchbox (2013) can be traced back to their inclusion in
Cannes and Venice, sparking an international admiration for regional cinema’s ability to meaningfully

address complex topics.

Along with showcasing Indian culture to the world, these international festivals aid in cultural
diplomacy. As noted by Jha (2020), regional cinema has an essential aspect in India’s soft power by
depicting Indian culture more authentically without any glossing over for the international audience.
Indian regional films cover destabilizing topics such as caste, poverty, gender inequity, and social
injustice, which sell domestic Bollywood movies often choose to ignore for their international
audiences. Jha makes a strong point that through regional Indian filmmakers, Indian cinema enables a

deeper engagement with the communities abroad by showing them the various realities of life in India.

Moreover, the accomplishment of Indian regional films has gone a long way toward changing the
perception people had of India being a monocultural nation. The diversity that India offers in terms of
languages, rituals, and traditions is often overlooked due to the stronghold Bollywood has in the
international media industry. Nonetheless, regional cinema pays homage to this diversity through its
specific storylines that are based on particular languages and cultures. Movies like Fandry (2013) from
Maharashtra, Vada Chennai (2018) from Tamil Nadu, and Kumbalangi Nights (2019) from Kerala are
examples of such films that accentuate and give a window into the life of people from a particular

region. As Nayar (2021) puts it, these films counter the threat of cultural homogenization in India by
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including diverse regional perspectives and enable the world to have better understanding of Indian

culture.

Regional cinema is reshaping aspects of Indian Identity and is also a part of international cinema. The
films portray stories that are of universal value, such as love, loss, ambition, and human resilience. The
worldwide recognition of these films and their increasing popularity on international platforms
highlights their relevance and importance. These films are much more than basics of entertainment; they
are powerful cultural texts that represent India’s multicultural, historical, and socio-political context.
Thus, in doing so, they serve as an important tool for cultural diplomacy that enhances dialogue and

understanding between different cultures.

As noted, before, the reception of Indian regional cinema internationally shows a remarkable shift in
attitude towards Indian culture. With the advent of digital distribution and international film festivals,
regional films from India have been able to cater to a wider audience. Such films depict a more accurate
image modern India: a multi-dimensional society living in an incredibly stratified and heterogeneous
system. Their popularity signals a growing interest in ethnically and culturally diverse cinema, and
serves as proof of the films' artistic value, as well as value to a global understanding of India. With this
success of regional cinema, India is now able to engage in cultural diplomacy through cinema and
introduce its audience to the beauty of its heritage, the intensity of its social struggles, and the

magnificence of its achievements.

The understanding is enhanced by conducting interviews with festival filmmakers, film critics,

international industry organizers, and other stakeholders in the business.

Methodology

The goal of this paper examining the international reception of Indian regional cinema and its impact on
cultural diplomacy, is to study relations between film making, intercultural communication and
international relations. For this study, the adding and mixing methods were used; it is focused on the
growing perception of Indian regional cinema through qualitative research and its increasing prominence

in India’s cultural engagement with the world.

Based on case studies, the paper seeks to answer how films produced in different states of India, most
remarkably in Bengal, Tamil Nadu, Kerala, and Maharashtra, have managed to gain international appeal

which goes beyond linguistic and regional borders. This includes study of films which have won
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accolades in international film festivals of Cannes, Berlin, Venice, and those screened in the
International Film Festival of Kerala. This set of case studies, which include Pather Pnchall (Bengali),
RRR (Telugu) and Lunch Box (Marathi), are invaluable in understanding how cinematic traditions,
social problems, and the culture of India are represented and how these films have contributed to the

global acceptance of Indian Cinema.

The study’s research attempts to analyse to what extent the streaming services such as Netflix and
Amazon Prime aid in the international marketing of regional films. This helps to understand how
modern advancement such as subtitling, dubbing, and online streaming has made it easier to gain access
to Indian films irrespective of language barriers rightfully differs from past. The reception of certain
region-specific films in Europe, Latin America, and Africa by audience viewership patterns and
audience structure is staggering, and so is the effect that primary region cinema internationalism in its

entirety has had on the region’s popularity.

Simultaneously, it also tries to assess how these movies help in exercising cultural diplomacy by
portraying outer India’s diversity and soft power with the help of regional identities, values, and socio-
political themes to not just create dialogues but deeper understanding of society and politics. To better
understand these filmmakers, how their works are perceived by international viewers, and to better
analyse their work, this qualitative study was supported with interviews of critics, festival organizers,

and professionals from the film industry.
Analysis and Discussion
1. Global Reception of Indian Regional Cinema

The global awareness and appreciation of Indian Regional Cinema remarkably and now covers broad
scope of multicultural and multi lingual traditions. For a long time, Indian cinema was viewed through
the lens of Bollywood, which acted as the primary representative of the Indian film industry.
Nonetheless, the Indian regional cinema, which comprises various languages such as Tamil, Telugu,
Malayalam, Bengali, Kannada, Marathi, and many others, is finally receiving the international
recognition it greatly deserves. The increase in independent filmmakers and interest in diversity across

world films have propelled the visibility of regional cinema on the global frontier.

2. International Film Festivals: The best Indian regional films have been showcased for some years

now, their Cannes showing several outstanding regional cinema pieces like “Court” (2014) which
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starred a Marathi film that had won acclaim during its Venice International Film Festival circuit for its
intelligent storyline. The film which was directed by Chaitanya Tamhane is a socio-economic critique of
the judicial bureaucratic system over the lifeline of an Indian folk singer. Likewise, the 2013 Cannes
official selection “The Lunch Box” indeed spoke to the wow factor of Indian regional cinema. Even
though “The Lunch Box” is a Hindi film, it snapped together distinctly Indian urban life through a
Mumbai story.

International acceptance of Indian regional cinema is not limited specifically to film festivals. Over the
years, various streaming services like Netflix, Amazon Prime Video and MUBI have helped in giving
global exposure to such films. During these years Malayalam cinema has also emerged into the limelight
because of the well-crafted stories, depth of characterization, and sensitivity to human feelings. Several
movies like “Kumbalangi Nights” (2019), a Malayalam movie which captures family complexities, and
“Jallikattu” (2019), which was India’s official submission for the 93rd Academy Awards has gained
attention from around the globe. The international audience also praised “Super Deluxe” (2019) — a bold

and intricately structured Tamil movie — for its unique way of storytelling.

The international audience has started appreciating Indian regional cinema for its raw and authentic
storytelling elements, which stand in stark contrast with the mainstream Bollywood model which tends
to be very produced and formulaic. Many critics also point out that unlike Bollywood, these films
specialize in depicting the very real Indian society and covering sensitive issues of caste, class, and

gender in ways that are holistic and deep.
3. Impact of Cultural Diplomacy through Cinema

South Indian films play an important role in developing cultural diplomacy by presenting different parts
of India in a nuanced manner. Moreover, films have greatly contributed to cultural diplomacy because
the medium itself is able to transcend national and language barriers for greater understanding and

participation on a global scale.

4. Contribution to Cultural Diplomacy: South Indian films are cultural representatives, showcasing the
socio-political, religious, and cultural aspects of India to foreign audiences. For example, the Marathi
movie "The Disciple" (2020) explores the world of classical Indian music through a narrative focused on

art and cultural conservation along with intergenerational strife. These films enable foreign viewers to
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get a glimpse of India’s traditional art forms and cultures, thus enhancing their appreciation towards

India’s multifarious traditions.

Even as far back as 1955, Satyajit Roy’s “Pather Panchali” had certainly shifted international focus
towards the textures of Bengali cinema. The same goes for Indian regional cinema’s place in cultural
diplomacy. The regional film gave a new perspective to the global audience, in a new light towards the
Indian filmmakers' artistic perceptiveness. This perception still persists, as regional Indian films are

considered an aid for understanding new cultures instead of just being tools for entertainment.

5. Difficulties In Framing Cultural Communication Strategies for Different Target Markets: The
Indian region has experienced cinema exports which have increased significantly due to several
sponsoring nations. The Indian region has also hosted compliments to international co-productions while
simultaneously regions availing grants. Additional promotional efforts stem from supporting
government measures enabling direct international commercial agreements with filmmakers supporting
funds. These activities allow local producers from the target area of culture to speak with global
audiences. More so the area enables television markets to meet and local commercials to replace foreign

programs.

Furthermore, the promotional efforts of ICCR to project Indian culture across the globe through films
and film festivals are marked with significance. Various embassies also organize film shows and
participate in international film festivals for screening the regional Indian films. The Indian Regional
Film festival in Melbourne (IFFM) and those Los Angeles offer a platform to other films made in the

imperial region making its diplomacy the most effective region in the subcontinent.

The profile of Indian regional cinema has witnessed a notable upsurge courtesy of NGOs as well as
societies and festivals such as the MAMI Mumbai Film Festival. These initiatives are quintessential in
not only marketing the films but also showcasing the subtle and rich cultural tapestries that India

possesses as well as enhancing the world’s perspective towards India.
Challenges and Opportunities

Alongside the increasing international recognition Indian regional cinema garners, there are several
challenges for overarching global audiences that need to be overcome. Nonetheless, these challenges

also offer the scope for Indian regional cinema in terms of expansion, creativity, and influence.
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Challenges

Linguistic Diversity: One of the greatest challenges for Indian regional cinema is the language barrier.
The films produced in Tamil or Malayalam or even Marathi can only be supported through English sub-
titling and in turn, they render no value to the majority of non-Indian audiences. Subtitled regional films
often lose the subtleties of the language, thus posing a considerable challenge for penetrative acceptance

in Indian vernacular films.

Regionalism and Marketing Issues - In concern to the regional cinema in India, every linguistic industry
speaks and breathes differently for losing to the global culture is never an option. Unlike Bollywood,
they do not have a marketing scheme that is strong enough to distribute their films internationally. In
addition, the presence of Bollywood in international markets diminishes the chances regional cinema has
of being exposed abroad. Furthermore, the primary reason why regional cinema has limited appeal in
these markets and suffers from lack of international visibility is the extremely high demand of Hindi

recognition and commercial competition from established regions like Hollywood and Europe.

Cultural Misunderstanding: Specific cultural nuances included in the regional Indian cinema more often
than not do not make sense to an international audience which is bound to lead to a misunderstanding.
To illustrate, someone from another part of the world may find certain aspects of Indian life like
traditional customs, social norms, and religious practices difficult to grasp without sufficient contextual
background. This gap in comprehension makes it increasingly challenging for these movies to reach

international markets unless the cultural angle is properly contextualized and blended into the plot of the

story.
Opportunities

Expansion of Digital Platforms and OTT: The emergence of digital platforms like Netflix, Amazon
Prime, and MUBI have literally revolutionized the scope of regional cinema. These platforms have
greatly widened the scope of distributing film. Regional filmmakers can effortlessly reach a global
audience. Movies like C U Soon (2020) and The Great Indian Kitchen (2021) demonstrate the success
and the demand for authentic regional stories among global audiences. Furthermore, these platforms
allow users to access a wide catalog of films from different regions, which often come with subtitles,

thus making them more lucrative for non-Indian viewers.
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Cultural Co-Production and Cross Border Collaborations: Engaging in international co-productions and
collaborations via foreign filmmakers presents yet another opportunity in regional cinema. Such
partnerships could greatly facilitate the international marketing and distribution of regional films. The
collaborations between regional filmmakers at the international production houses would blossom into
co-productions that would be favourable for both sides. This would help increase the exposure and

revenue of Indian regional cinema.

Soft Power and Cultural Diplomacy: There has been an international appreciation of Indian regional
films. A potential which may be harnessed as a means towards improving India's soft power and cultural
diplomacy. Showcasing the Indian regional cinema abroad at leading festivals will bolster Indian culture
and assert the country’s position in world cinema. The global appetite for unique narratives is at an all-
time high and there are increasing international film festivals focused on world cinema, which can help

over Indian regional films to a wider audience and increase the cultural reach of these films.

Indian regional films have significantly achieved international acclaim as well as performed effectively
on the platform of cultural diplomacy. The sector continues to struggle with issues related to marketing,
language barriers, and cultural misunderstanding. However, there are digital opportunities, international
partnerships, and focused marketing campaigns that can enhance the stature of regional cinema
internationally. Considering the amount of support from the government coupled with digital media, and
the increasing global fascination with unique stories — Indian regional cinema has the potential to

become a cultural and cinematic diplomatic leader.
Conclusion

This study has sought to analyse the growing significance of these films for the audience over the globe.
It is emphatically stated that Indian regional cinema, with relatively deep roots in local languages and
culture, has captured the interest of critics on a global scale. Films from different regional industries
such as Tamil, Telugu, Malayalam, Bengali, and others are respected for their artistic and authentic
themes. The boom of digital technology and social media has widened the audience for regional cinema,
helping it to reach beyond its geographical borders. These films are viewed all over the world not only
because of their unparalleled stories, but also because the themes are relatable on different cultural

levels.
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The reception of Indian regional cinema across the globe has significant consequences in cultural
diplomacy. As regional cinema presents Indian’s multi-ethnic, multi-linguistic, and multi-societal India
to the world, it works as a soft power and an enabler of cultural exchange between India, and the rest of
the globe. Their nuanced, intricate identity is brought forth by these films, which tackle both locational
and universal topics, which is astonishing for the international audience. Therefore, regional cinema
works to formulate international partnerships and collaboration through the promotion of Indian cultural
riches integrating it with today’s society, which as a result helps to enhance the much-needed

understanding and cultivation of peace between nations.

To maximize the repercussions of Indian regional cinema on the world audience, a few steps should be
taken. Building stronger connections between regional filmmakers and international film festivals and
distributors would make it easier for these films to receive global attention. The government and other
cultural institutions need to keep on enhancing the global reach of regional cinema by giving grants,
advertising strategically, and incorporating it into international cultural projects. Moreover, increasing
accessibility through subtitles, dubbing, and wider distribution on international streaming sites would
further enhance the visibility of regional films. Joint productions and active intercultural communication
can also promote the globalization of Indian regional cinema and foster greater international

cooperation.

Further examination can be made on Indian regional cinema and its role in cultural diplomacy by
considering a few possibilities. It would also be interesting to look at how international film festivals aid
in the circulation and reception of regional films. These insights could enhance understanding of how
Indian vernacular film is reciprocated within a multilayered global context. In addition, further analysis
is necessary on the phenomenon of regional cinema’s emerging thematic and aesthetic trends, which are
likely to strengthen a region’s place in the global cinematic map. In the end, assessing the scope of
Internal Relations of regional films would help reveal the films’ part, if any, on the dialogue clusters and

cooperation between cultures.
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