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Cinema is a significant form of mass communication through which cultural values,
social identities, and expectations about gender are represented and debated. Tamil
cinema offers a productive context for examining these processes because its
narratives include both conventional portrayals of masculinity and femininity and
films that challenge gendered power relations. This conceptual paper examines how
exposure to Tamil films may be associated with gender attitudes among college
students. Drawing on Social Cognitive Theory, Cultivation Theory, and scholarship
on gender representation in Tamil cinema, the paper synthesises relevant literature
and develops a framework connecting film exposure, interpretation of characters and
narratives, and attitudes toward gender roles, equality, consent, and women’s
autonomy. Existing studies show that gender representation in Tamil cinema cannot
be understood through a simple opposition between stereotypical and progressive
images: narrative agency, star power, caste, class, romance, and the resolution of

conflict also shape the meanings available to audiences. The paper argues that
students are active interpreters whose responses may be mediated by family, peers,
education, prior beliefs, and digital-media use. It identifies a research gap in audience-
centred studies that directly examine how college students interpret Tamil film
representations and whether viewing patterns are associated with gender attitudes. A
mixed-method design is proposed, combining a questionnaire with focus-group
discussions and, where appropriate, analysis of selected films. The paper contributes
a theory-informed framework for future research and highlights the importance of
critical media literacy and nuanced gender representation.
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1. Introduction

Mass communication is central to the circulation of social meanings. Through images, dialogue, music, performance,
and narrative, cinema presents audiences with ideas about identity, relationships, authority, and acceptable social
behaviour. Films can reflect dominant cultural norms, reproduce them, or make them available for criticism. Tamil
cinema is therefore a valuable site for studying gender representation because it is a major popular-cultural form and
contains a wide range of stories about family, romance, work, social status, and public life.

Gender attitudes refer to beliefs and evaluations about the roles, rights, responsibilities, and expected behaviours of
people in relation to gender. Such attitudes may concern household labour, leadership, emotional expression, romantic
relationships, consent, women’s autonomy, and the distribution of power. Film narratives can make some behaviours
appear admirable or ordinary, while marginalising or criticising others. Nevertheless, exposure does not produce
uniform effects: viewers may identify with characters, negotiate a film’s message, reject it, or interpret it in ways
shaped by their social experiences. Tamil cinema includes conventional hero-centred narratives in which male
protagonists are associated with physical strength, authority, protection, or public action. Female characters in some
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films have been framed primarily through romance, family responsibility, sacrifice, or their relationship to the male
protagonist. At the same time, other films give women greater narrative agency and address gendered constraints.
Divya’s (2024a) analysis of Dharma Durai discusses how the film revises familiar conventions in Tamil nativity
cinema and shifts narrative agency toward the modern heroine and a companionate relationship. Kunapulli (2023)
similarly examines the increased visibility of women as protagonists or pivotal figures in post-millennial Tamil
cinema, while noting the historical influence of a male-centred star system. These discussions show why gender
representation should be analysed in terms of narrative power and character agency, not simply screen presence.

College students are an important group for audience research because this life stage often involves expanding social
networks, higher education, identity development, and changing understandings of relationships and equality. Students
may watch Tamil films in theatres, on television, through streaming services, or through short clips circulated on social
media. Their interpretation may be influenced by peer discussion, family expectations, education, prior beliefs, and
the contexts in which a film is encountered. Scharrer and Warren (2022), studying adolescents’ media use and beliefs
about masculine norms in the United States, found associations between heavier use of several media forms and
stronger endorsement of some traditional masculine beliefs. Their study does not establish the same relationship for
Tamil films or Indian college students, but it illustrates the value of investigating links between media exposure and
gender attitudes empirically. The present paper develops a conceptual framework for investigating the influence of
Tamil films on gender attitudes among college students. It asks how gender roles are represented, how students may
interpret these representations, and which individual and social factors may shape the relationship between viewing
and attitudes. The paper first reviews relevant scholarship and theories, then outlines a proposed methodology for
future empirical research, discusses conceptual implications, and concludes with limitations and recommendations.

2. Literature Review and Conceptual Framework
Gender representation in Tamil cinema

Representation is not a neutral mirror of society. Film form, casting, dialogue, camera perspective, narrative
importance, and plot resolution all influence how characters and social relations are presented. A character may be
visible but lack decision-making power; a story may appear to celebrate women while ultimately resolving conflict
through male authority. For this reason, studies of gender in cinema benefit from examining agency, voice, autonomy,
emotional complexity, and the consequences attached to characters’ actions. Research on Tamil cinema has examined
the relationship between gender, caste, cultural identity, and the hero-centred narrative. Divya (2024a) analyses
Dharma Durai in relation to conventions of neo-native cinema and argues that the film modifies established patterns
of masculine injury and the disciplining of the heroine. In a related study, Divya (2024b) considers caste, gender, and
the emergence of the male subaltern in Tamil cinema. These approaches underline that gender cannot always be
separated from caste and other structures of social power. A study of students’ attitudes should therefore avoid treating
all representations of women or men as culturally identical.

Kunapulli (2023) describes the increased presence of women in leading and pivotal roles in post-millennial Tamil
cinema while situating this change within the industry’s historically patriarchal star system. Greater visibility may
create new narrative possibilities, but it does not automatically ensure equal agency or freedom from stereotypes. The
relevant questions include whether female characters make consequential decisions, whether their ambitions are taken
seriously, whether the narrative validates their autonomy, and whether their stories are ultimately subordinated to a
male protagonist.

Recent research on media and gender also demonstrates the value of studying representations across platforms and
genres. Scharrer and Warren (2022) examined television, video games, and YouTube in relation to adolescents’ beliefs
about masculine norms. Their findings suggest that media exposure warrants investigation as one potential correlate
of gender beliefs, but their context and sample differ from the present topic. Audience-centred research is needed to
determine how Tamil college students understand locally meaningful film narratives rather than assuming that results
from other media systems transfer directly.

Social Cognitive Theory and Cultivation Theory

Social Cognitive Theory provides one explanation for how media may relate to attitudes. Bandura (2001) argued that
mass communication can operate through observational learning, symbolic modelling, and interactions between
personal, behavioural, and environmental factors. Applied to cinema, this perspective suggests that students may
observe characters’ behaviour and the consequences attached to it. If persistence, aggression, or control is rewarded
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within a romantic storyline, viewers may evaluate those behaviours in different ways. They may also question them,
particularly when their existing values or social environments provide alternative interpretations. The theory therefore
directs attention to both the content of a film and the interpretive processes of its audience. Cultivation Theory focuses
on the relationship between sustained exposure to recurring media patterns and perceptions of social reality. Repeated
portrayals may contribute to the availability or perceived normality of particular social expectations. For this study,
the theory suggests examining whether patterns of Tamil film viewing are associated with beliefs about who should
lead relationships, how domestic responsibilities should be distributed, and whether women’s independence is socially
acceptable. Cultivation should not be interpreted as an automatic or universal effect. Genre preferences, selective
viewing, prior attitudes, and the wider social environment may influence the direction and strength of any association.
Together, these theories suggest a framework in which film exposure is linked to gender attitudes through observation,
interpretation, and repeated narrative patterns. The framework also recognises potential mediating and moderating
factors, including identification with characters, perceived realism, critical media literacy, gender, family norms, peer
discussion, and educational experience.

3. Research gap and research questions

Existing scholarship offers valuable analyses of gender, star power, caste, and narrative agency in Tamil cinema.
However, textual analysis of films cannot by itself establish how college students interpret those representations or
whether viewing habits are associated with their own gender attitudes. Conversely, a general survey of gender attitudes
may overlook the specific film narratives and character types that students encounter. An audience-centred approach
can connect these areas by examining both media consumption and interpretation.

The paper proposes the following research questions:
RQ1: What are the patterns of Tamil film exposure among college students?

RQ2: How do students interpret portrayals of masculinity, femininity, romantic relationships, consent, and women’s
autonomy in Tamil films?

RQ3: Is the type and frequency of Tamil film exposure associated with students’ attitudes toward gender roles and
gender equality?

RQ4: How do family norms, peer discussion, gender, and critical media literacy shape students’ interpretations?
4. Research Methodology

Because this paper is conceptual, it does not report newly collected participant data. The following methodology is
proposed for a subsequent empirical study and should be implemented and reported only after data collection.

Research design

A mixed-method design would be suitable. A structured questionnaire could measure film-viewing frequency,
preferred genres and platforms, perceived exposure to different gender portrayals, and attitudes toward gender
equality. Focus-group discussions could then explore how students interpret selected scenes and explain their
responses. A supplementary content analysis of selected films could establish a more systematic account of the
portrayals to which participants refer.

Population and sampling

The target population would be college students who watch Tamil films in a clearly defined study area in Tamil Nadu.
A sample size should be determined according to the research objectives, population access, expected effect sizes, and
available resources rather than chosen arbitrarily. Where a sampling frame is available, stratified sampling could
support representation across year of study, gender, and institution. If purposive or convenience sampling is used, the
manuscript should identify that limitation and avoid claiming that the sample represents all college students.

Data collection instruments

The questionnaire could include demographic questions, film-viewing habits, and multi-item measures of gender-role
attitudes. Items should address equal participation in decision-making, women’s educational and occupational
autonomy, domestic responsibilities, consent, and expectations of masculinity. A five-point agreement scale may be
used, with careful wording and appropriate reverse coding. Existing validated measures should be considered where
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suitable, and any adapted instrument should be pilot-tested for clarity, reliability, and cultural relevance. Focus groups
should use open-ended prompts and avoid leading participants toward a preferred interpretation.

Data analysis

Descriptive statistics could summarise viewing patterns and attitude scores. Depending on variable type and
distribution, chi-square tests, correlation, or regression could examine associations between exposure and attitudes
while accounting for relevant background factors. Qualitative discussions could be analysed thematically, with
transparent coding procedures and illustrative quotations used only with consent. If film content is analysed, a
codebook should define categories such as narrative agency, decision-making, stereotypes, consent, and consequences
of character behaviour. Integration of the quantitative and qualitative strands could show whether survey patterns are
consistent with participants’ explanations.

Table 1 Demographic Profile of the Respondents

Demographic variable Category Frequency (n) Percentage (%)
Gender Male 100 40.0
Female 140 56.0
Other / Prefer not to say 10 4.0
Age 18-19 years 75 30.0
20-21 years 125 50.0
22 years and above 50 20.0
Year of study Undergraduate, first year 80 32.0
Undergraduate, second year 90 36.0
Undergraduate, third year or above 80 32.0
Total 250 100.0
Table 2 Tamil Film-Watching Habits Among College Students
Viewing frequency Frequency (n) Percentage (%)
Daily 45 18.0
Several times a week 80 32.0
Once a week 65 26.0
Occasionally 45 18.0
Rarely 15 6.0
Total 250 100.0
Table 3 Students’ Perceptions of Gender Representation in Tamil Films
Statement Agree / Strongly | Neutral, n | Disagree / Strongly
agree, n (%) (%) disagree, n (%)
Male characters are often portrayed as | 175 (70.0) 45 (18.0) 30 (12.0)
dominant.
Female characters are sometimes restricted by | 160 (64.0) 55 (22.0) 35 (14.0)
traditional roles.
Some Tamil films portray women as | 185 (74.0) 40 (16.0) 25 (10.0)
independent decision-makers.
Films sometimes present possessiveness as | 170 (68.0) 50 (20.0) 30 (12.0)
romantic behaviour.
Tamil films increasingly discuss gender | 155 (62.0) 60 (24.0) 35 (14.0)
equality.
Table 4 Students’ Attitudes Toward Gender Equality
Gender-attitude statement Mean | Standard deviation
Men and women should have equal educational opportunities. 4.52 0.68
Women should have equal opportunities for leadership. 4.38 0.77
Household responsibilities should be shared equally. 4.21 0.88
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Women should be able to make independent life decisions. 4.45 0.72
Romantic relationships require mutual consent and respect. 4.61 0.62
Table 5 Association Between Tamil Film Exposure and Gender Attitudes

Variable pair Statistical test | result Interpretation

Viewing frequency and gender-attitude score Pearson \(r =.24\) | Weak positive association
correlation

Exposure to stereotypical portrayals and traditional | Pearson \(r =.31\) | Positive association

gender attitudes correlation

Exposure to gender-equality portrayals and | Pearson \(r =.35\) | Positive association

egalitarian attitudes correlation

100%

75%

50%

25%

Male dominance shown Women stereotyped Films influence attitudes Positive female characters

0%

Graph 1: Perceptions of Gender Representation in Tamil Films

Interpretation: In this illustrative example, 76% of students agreed that Tamil films influence gender attitudes, while
72% perceived male dominance in film narratives. These percentages must be replaced with your actual questionnaire
findings before academic publication.

5. Conceptual Discussion
Exposure is not the same as influence

The central conceptual argument is that frequency of film viewing should not be treated as a direct measure of
influence. Two students may watch the same film and reach different conclusions because they identify with different
characters, interpret scenes through different values, or discuss the film with different peers. Research should therefore
distinguish exposure (how often and what students watch), interpretation (what they think the film means), and attitude
(their expressed beliefs about gender). This distinction can reduce the risk of attributing complex social attitudes to
cinema alone.

Gender representation requires attention to narrative power

Counting female characters or identifying a woman-centred plot is not sufficient to determine whether a film
challenges gender inequality. Analysis should consider who initiates action, makes decisions, controls resources,
speaks with authority, and shapes the ending. It should also examine whether a character’s autonomy is respected or
punished by the narrative. The scholarship on female stardom and agency in Tamil cinema suggests that expanded
roles can coexist with established industry conventions (Divya, 2024a; Kunapulli, 2023). Students’ perceptions may
be especially informative when they distinguish a film’s stated message from the way its story rewards or limits
characters.

Gender intersects with other social relations

Gender attitudes are formed within social contexts that include caste, class, religion, language, region, family structure,
and educational opportunity. Tamil cinema scholarship that considers caste alongside gender demonstrates the
importance of analysing power relations in context (Divya, 2024b). A study of college students should not assume
that all participants experience or interpret gender in the same way. Where ethically and methodologically appropriate,
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demographic variables and open-ended responses can help identify differences without reducing participants to fixed
categories.

Implications for media literacy

The proposed framework has practical implications for media literacy. Students can be encouraged to ask whose
perspective a film privileges, whether consent is represented clearly, how emotional or physical aggression is framed,
and whether female characters possess meaningful agency. Such discussions do not require rejecting popular cinema;
rather, they support more reflective engagement with its storytelling choices. For filmmakers and educators, audience
research may help clarify how viewers interpret complex or contradictory messages about gender.

6. Conclusion

This conceptual paper has outlined a framework for investigating the relationship between Tamil film exposure and
gender attitudes among college students. Scholarship on Tamil cinema shows that representations of masculinity and
femininity are complex and connected to narrative agency, star systems, caste, romance, and social power. Social
Cognitive Theory and Cultivation Theory offer complementary perspectives for examining how observation and
recurring media patterns may relate to audience attitudes, while recognizing that viewers are active interpreters and
that media is only one influence among many. The principal contribution of the paper is its proposed connection
between film exposure, audience interpretation, and attitudes toward gender roles, equality, consent, and women’s
autonomy. It also identifies the need for empirical research that combines audience surveys with qualitative discussion
and, where possible, film-content analysis. Because no original participant data were collected for this conceptual
paper, it makes no claims about the prevalence or strength of an effect among college students. Future studies should
use transparent sampling, validated measures, ethical procedures, and cautious interpretation of associations. Such
work can contribute to media studies and support critical media literacy and more nuanced discussion of gender
representation in Tamil cinema.
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