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INDIAN CINEMA: A CASE OF SYMBOLIC CAPITAL 

* SACHCHIDANAND SINGH 

ABSTRACT 

What I seek to do in this paper is to outline some of the significant features of Indian cinema 

in relation to symbolic capital and its nature. I attempt to relate the importance of diversity in 

India to its impact on cinema. In the context of India—a nation marked by 

diversity—intellectuals have long sought to understand the relationship between culture and 

social class in order to comprehend it as a nation-state. Cinema has emerged as one of the 

most powerful and versatile means by which anthropology, ethnography, cultural studies, and 

other disciplines derive reference points for their subject matter. Here I attempt to treat Indian 

cinema as a form of art, limiting my scope to cinema as a case of the sociologically 

determined aspect of art as a product of symbolic capital. The face of Indian cinema is highly 

varied in nature, marked by a wide range of cultural and linguistic backgrounds. 
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One cannot equate Indian cinema with Bollywood alone. Traces of parallel cinema persist in 

some contemporary productions, and Indian film can be loosely sorted into three broad 

streams: dominant popular cinema in Hindi and the Southern languages, operating under 

largely similar norms; regional films, generally limited in reach owing to smaller audiences; 

and art-oriented films, among which the classics might be counted. The so-called 

contemporary ”new wave,” with films such as Gangs of Wasseypur, The Dirty Picture, and 

Rajneeti, claims to position itself between the first category (mainstream cinema) and the 

third (art-oriented films). 

 Though this label is generally applied to Bollywood productions alone, a similar 

middle-ground trend is apparent in some regional cinema as well. This new cinema is broadly 

characterised by low-budget production, a restricted target audience, and diversified thematic 

and formal treatment. 

 What is most striking across all such categorisations, however, is a division based on 

the socially determined hierarchy of artistic competence among audiences and filmmakers 

alike. This competence lies in the ability to decode the symbols used to represent the various 

forms of cinema; those who hold this competence advance the idea of the intellectual as 

”prophet,” or the ”total intellectual,” and it is they who determine what counts as artistic and 

what makes it so. This group—the ”prophets” of Indian cinema—possesses a distinct form of 

competence, namely symbolic capital. This capacity to decode cultural, social, and artistic 

symbols is found among certain filmmakers and among a culturally self-styled ”civilised” 

intelligentsia. The problem of demarcation in art and aesthetics arises here specifically in the 

context of Indian cinema: what counts as art in cinema, and what is the function of art in 

cinema? 

 The term symbolic capital was coined by Pierre Bourdieu (1973), the French 

sociologist, anthropologist, and philosopher. He originally defined the concept in terms of a 

familiarity with, and appreciation of, legitimate or ”high” culture, arguing that this familiarity 

contributes to the maintenance of boundaries between members of different social classes. 

Specifically, he claimed that familiarity with ”high” culture serves as a basis for 

distinguishing members of the dominant class from members of subordinate classes—a 
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distinction clearly visible in our own society. I do not accept Bourdieu‘s theory in every 

context, but it nonetheless has a noticeable contextual relevance to cinema. 

 To understand Bourdieu's claim regarding class division and the idea of class-bound 

forms of art, we may examine the function of popular cinema, the classics, and art cinema in 

turn. In art films, the form of representation is so abstract that a degree of proper training is 

required to understand it. In a country like India, we find a large community of the lower 

classes struggling to identify themselves as a ”cultured” community—how, then, can they be 

expected to understand such forms of art? In this context, we must recognise that if art is a 

natural human instinct—an instrument that helps fulfil our communicative instinct as social 

animals, used to represent an active, abstracted observance (that is, the expression or 

application of human creative skill and imagination, typically in visual form, producing 

works valued primarily for their beauty or emotional power)—then it ought to be a universal 

human instinct. Yet we find that interpreting this imagination and its symbolic representation 

requires a certain competence. As Bourdieu (1984, p. 2) asserts, ”a work of art has meaning 

and interest only for someone who possesses the cultural competence, that is, the code, into 

which it is encoded.” This is precisely the case with Indian art cinema. 

 It has also been suggested that, for millions of Indians wherever they live, ”a major 

part of India derives from its movies,” and that this impact can be seen in the psychological 

states of its audiences. This is linked to the effects of cognitive dissonance—a foundational 

hypothesis in social psychology—which holds that human beings, as social animals, attempt 

to reduce the inconsistency among the different aspects of their understanding and its 

contents. In the context of popular cinema, we clearly see the image of the hero and the 

utopia of entertainment refracted through the lens of the lower-caste community. Watching a 

Hindi film, one does not think about poverty or India‘s status as a developing nation. Here, 

then, popular cinema makes an attempt to reach a vast audience. 

 Regional cinema has a different form and different objectives: it is oriented towards 

smaller audiences, celebrates its own cultural symbols, and is concerned primarily with 

entertainment. Because of this, some regional cinemas—Bhojpuri, Malayalam, Awadhi, 

Maithili, and others—are subject to ”cenephobic” attitudes from that same intellectual 

community. 
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 In conclusion, members of the dominant class, along with the institutions they control, 

hold the power to "consecrate" certain symbolic practices, thereby certifying them as 

"legitimate" forms of cinema. In doing so, however, they overlook the paradox at the heart of 

their own activity: the attempt to give form to illusion. As Stanley Cavell puts it, judging a 

work of art by its degree of realism — by the formal truthfulness of the details it conveys — 

is as strange as judging the nutritional quality of food by its appearance (Cavell, 2003, 32). 

Cinema, then, cannot be treated as a branch of formal cognitive science, even though it 

carries cognitive dimensions; it resists classification by form and can only be classified by 

function — and that function is entertainment. 
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