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Oscar Rule Change: A New Roadmap for
India's Independent Cinema

&/ The Hindu 8 May 2026

TH The Hindu 4 tags v

INTERVIEW ANGLE

"The Oscars' "one country, one film" rule change could be transformative for Indian cinema —
but does India have the distribution infrastructure to actually benefit?"

A STRUCTURAL BARRIER REMOVED

The Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences announced in May 2026 a significant reform to the
International Feature Film category at the Oscars. The central change: the “one country, one film” rule
is relaxed. Non-English language films that win qualifying awards at a select list of international festivals can

now submit directly — without waiting for a national selection committee’s endorsement.
Qualifying festivals and awards:

e Cannes — Palme d’Or

e Berlin — Golden Bear

® Venice — Golden Lion

e Sundance — World Cinema Grand Jury Prize
e Toronto — Platform Award

® Busan — Best Film Award

The Hindu’s May 8 editorial argues this reform is not merely procedural — it represents a philosophical shift

in how the world’s most watched film awards define “international cinema.”

WHY THIS MATTERS FOR INDIA

India has one of the world’s most prolific and diverse film industries — producing over 2,000 films annually
across 20+ languages. Yet its record in the Oscars’ International Feature category has been consistently

underwhelming. The reason has long been institutional:
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Ilndia’s Films Lost to the Selection Bottleneck

FILM FESTIVAL RECOGNITION INDIA’S OSCAR ENTRY THAT YEAR
The Lunchbox (2013) Cannes Critics’ Week; worldwide critical Not selected

acclaim
Court (2014) Venice Best Film; 59th London FF; 25+ Not selected

festivals
Masaan (2015) Cannes FIPRESCI Prize Bahubali / mainstream selection
Village Rockstars Toronto Platform Award Newton (partially independent but still FFI
(2017) choice)

Under the old rule, the Film Federation of India (FFT) selected one film as India’s entry. The FFI has been
criticised for systematic bias toward mainstream, Hindi/major language productions, with limited space for

regional or independent cinema.

Under the new rule: Court (Venice), The Lunchbox (Cannes Critics’ Week), Village Rockstars (Toronto)
could all have submitted directly — bypassing FFI entirely.

INDIA'S CINEMA DIVERSITY: THE ARGUMENT FOR THE REFORM

India’s regional language cinema — Tamil, Malayalam, Telugu, Bengali, Assamese, Marathi, Gujarati —
represents a rich tradition of internationally acclaimed storytelling that has been structurally disadvantaged by

the FFI selection mechanism.

The Academy’s decision to credit the director (not the country) on the statuette also signals recognition that

film is an individual artistic achievement — not a national cultural export.

THE REMAINING BARRIERS

The rule change is necessary but not sufficient. India still faces:

BARRIER SCALE OF PROBLEM

Global distribution Most independent films lack distributors with US/Europe theatrical reach
Subtitle investment ~ Festival-quality subtitle translation costs ¥15—30 lakh for major territories
Marketing budgets US art house release requires $1—5 million promotional spend

Producer networks Cannes/Berlin co-production market relationships mostly absent for Indian independents
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Korea’s model — through KOFIC (Korean Film Council) — shows what state-backed export promotion
achieves: Parasite had a $7 million US marketing budget, meticulous subtitle work, and two years of festival-

circuit building before its Oscar win.

India’s equivalent, the National Film Development Corporation (NFDC), has the mandate but not the

resources, scale, or industry partnership depth to replicate this.

UPSC RELEVANCE

Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences; International Feature Film category; Film Federation of India
(FFI); NFDC (National Film Development Corporation); KOFIC (Korean Film Council); Cannes, Venice,

Berlin, Sundance, Toronto, Busan — qualifying festivals; India’s soft power through cinema
Indian cinema as cultural expression; regional language diversity; film as art and industry

Creative economy; cultural exports; soft power; India’s entertainment industry; public-private partnership in

cultural promotion

Source: The Hindu, May 8, 2026

® KEY ARGUMENTS AT A GLANCE

The Academy’s 2026 reform eliminating the “one country, one
film” barrier for the International Feature category opens a
genuinely new pathway for Indian independent cinema — but
exploiting it requires addressing distribution, marketing, and
language-infrastructure gaps that no rule change can fix.

v SUPPORTING

* Under the new rules, a non-English film that wins a qualifying award at Berlin, Cannes,
Sundance, Toronto, Venice, or Busan is eligible to submit directly — bypassing national
selection committees that have historically overlooked critically acclaimed films like The

Lunchbox, Court, and Masaan.

* India has historically submitted one official Bollywood-adjacent entry through the Film
Federation of India, even when more internationally recognised Indian films existed in the

same year, creating a bottleneck that disadvantaged regional and independent cinema.
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* The reform also credits the director (not the country) on the statuette, aligning with a
global shift toward individual artistic recognition over national representation —
beneficial for India’s diverse regional directors.

A COUNTER

Opening the pathway is necessary but insufficient — India’s independent films still lack
global distribution infrastructure, subtitle investment, and marketing budgets that Korean,
Japanese, and European films benefit from through state-backed export agencies.

— WAY FORWARD

India should establish a dedicated independent cinema export fund (modelled on Korea’s
KOFIC or France’'s CNC), mandate OTT platforms to allocate a percentage of content
budgets to theatrical international releases, and expand co-production treaties with Europe
and Latin America to reduce distribution barriers.

PRACTICE TODAY'S QUIZ

‘;T
D Takethes May 2026 Quiz —

",g, MAINS ANSWER FRAMEWORK

QUESTION
Discuss the significance of the Academy's 2026 Oscar rule reform for India's independent cinema
industry, and examine the structural barriers that still need to be overcome for Indian films to achieve

global recognition. (150 words)

INTRODUCTION

The Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences’ May 2026 rule reform — allowing non-English films
that win qualifying festival awards to submit directly for the International Feature category — marks a
significant institutional shift that creates new possibilities for Indian independent cinema historically

bypassed by national selection processes.

BODY
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India’s track record at the Oscars’ International Feature category has been underwhelming relative to
the depth and diversity of its cinema. Films like The Lunchbox (Ritesh Batra, Cannes Critics’ Week 2013),
Court (Chaitanya Tamhane, Venice 2014 — India’s first Venice Best Film award), Masaan (Vasan Bala,

Cannes 2015), and Village Rockstars (Rima Das, Toronto 2017) earned critical international recognition
but were not selected as India’s official Oscar submissions.

The Film Federation of India (FFI), which selects India’s Oscar entry, has been criticised for prioritising
mainstream Bollywood productions over internationally acclaimed regional and independent works. The
Academy’s reform directly addresses this structural bottleneck: any Indian film winning the Palme d'Or
(Cannes), Golden Bear (Berlin), Golden Lion (Venice), or equivalent prizes at Sundance, Toronto, or Busan
can now submit independently.

However, institutional barriers remain: international film festivals require English subtitles; global
theatrical distribution requires marketing budgets of $1-5 million even for art house releases; most
Indian independent films lack producers with the capital or network for this. Korea’s KOFIC (Korean Film
Council) demonstrates the alternative — state-backed export promotion that funded the international

rollout of Parasite ($7 million promotional budget in the US alone).

CONCLUSION

The Oscar rule reform is a necessary condition for Indian independent cinema’s global ambition — but
not a sufficient one. State investment in film export infrastructure, festival strategy, and regional
language subtitle production is the missing piece that will determine whether India converts this

institutional opening into actual global recognition.
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