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A critical semiotic analysis of the IPL-cricket brand and its implicit code of engagement with its 
audience/consumers throws up interesting perspectives. IPL was conceptualized by its creators 
as a hybrid concept for a country and audience that is very open to hybrids that mix up very 
different elements into interesting mixes and cocktails. So IPL was a version of the T-20 format 
of cricket that blended cricket with Bollywood style entertainment and American sports 
management concepts of league teams owned by business people, with the cheerleaders 
thrown in for good measure. With the scandals and excesses increasing year by year, after the 
sixth season, it might be helpful to use semiotic thinking to decode the very identity of IPL that 
lends itself to such; more importantly, how would audiences and fans be impacted.  Can 
semiotic thinking shed some light on these aspects?

From the mass Indian audience and fan’s point of view, what is IPL-cricket? Is it a sport, a game 
viz cricket?  The implicit but well understood culture and category code of a sporting fan’s 
engagement with the sport of his choice is of fair play and faith that the game is not rigged in 
any manner. In any sport, the rules of play are well defined, there are rule-enforcing policemen 
viz the umpires and within that framework, the contestants – the top sportsmen, high 
performers that they are, play to win. So, from a ‘sport’ framework, spot fixing and allied match 
fixing with the brazen involvement of the underworld and cheating sportsmen are 
anathema. All sports, everywhere, have their scandal stories when big money is involved, along 
with the fallen idols. But it is understood that the ‘governors’ of the sport will do what it takes 
to clean up the game of the ‘sleaze’ so that the sports’ fans and sports lovers can enjoy their 
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beloved game without loss of faith or doubt.   The credibility   of the sport cannot be 
compromised, else all will be lost.
Or is IPL-cricket, cricket really? If it is cricket-ainment, then does it belong with other forms of 
televised entertainment and thus virtual realities? In the world of entertainment, everything is 
make-believe anyway.   Even ‘reality’ shows are staged and ‘live’ performances are pre-
recorded.   The audience knows this and aligns their expectations accordingly.   In the 
‘entertainment’ frame, everything is staged and created for effect.  Why not the matches 
too? Why not have the matches strategized and co-ordinated to keep the audience guessing 
and waiting for more, like the script writers do for TV content? And if the sportsmen are akin to 
actors and stars performing their part in a pre-arranged script, then how does it matter if they 
cut a side deal for a little bit of spot fixing, for some thrills and extra cash? In a strange way, 
there is no cheating or dishonesty or problem with the brand, because the brand is delivering 
what it promised to its audience, viz, entertainment to the max – with sideshows of scandals, 
controversies et al to add masala and spice to the entertainment. After all, it is showbiz and in 
showbiz notoriety and infamy sells as much as genuine performance.

Or as a hybrid – that is a mix of both sport and entertainment – like cross-cultural marriages, 
fusion food and fusion music, does it have its own rules that it should be evaluated 
against? Then what are those codes and rules of engagement for a hybrid? Clarity of identity 
and transparency in rules create simplicity of understanding and consequently trust. That the 
transplanting of American concepts into the Indian soil creates all sorts of confusion and 
unanticipated outcomes is clearly evident from the six seasons.   Cheerleaders become 
equivalents of item girls in movies, but when required to perform live in public, need to adopt 
public behaviors that fit in with Indian cultural standards of modesty in public places.  American 
style free market capitalism in the management of the economics of IPL-Cricket, when 
transplanted into India’s unregulated or lightly regulated sports market has led to visible and 
gross excesses of cronyism that gallop unchecked.

In economic terms, clarity brings efficiency via simplicity. The first value add of branding to a 
marketed product is to create a trust mark that its consumers can rely on to define their 
expectations so that they can know for sure that they have got their money’s worth. Or as a TV 
audience, they have got their time’s worth.      In a world of consumer choice, when the 
consumer-audience wields the power of the remote control, clarity in defining the brand’s 
identity, the category classification that it belongs to and hence the codes/rules of engagement 
with its consumer become a necessity, not something that can be denied, overlooked or 
glossed over. Declining viewership ratings may be the first sign of an underlying, fundamental 
identity issue which has not been addressed. Semiotic thinking can lead the way to strategic 
brand management.
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In early April this year, the educated upper and middle classes and youth in India’s urban 
centres rallied behind an unlikely hero, 72-year-old anti-corruption activist Anna Hazare, from 
a small village in Maharashtra.  Anna Hazare adopted a favoured protest tactic of Mahatma 
Gandhi, the fast until death to shame the Government into considering an anti-corruption bill 
and enacting it into law.
Hazare’s use of the fast showed how the symbolism of this act has changed since Gandhi’s 
time. Gandhi’s own understanding of the fast was that it was first and foremost a self-directed 
act, designed to purify the self of its own selfish excesses. When it came to protesting against 
the State, he used non-violent resistance as his main political method. But since then, and as 
we saw here, fasting has become politicised – turned into the ‘hunger strike’ and used as a 
protest weapon against the State.

The semiotics of the protest also revealed an interesting amalgam of symbolism brought in to 
strengthen the protestors’ halo and just cause.  For example, an image of Mother India, 
portrayed as a typical Hindu Goddess, was superimposed upon a map of India, symbolising the 
protest as a patriotic movement to restore the glory of the nation which has fallen, due to the 
actions of corrupt politicians. The image showed her holding the Indian flag in her left hand and 
waving it, while holding up her right hand in the gesture of a blessing – all to encourage her 
devotees, the patriotic middle class in their just fight. 

India has always been portrayed as the ‘mother’ in all of its languages, in contrast to some 
other cultures, such as Germany, which represent their country as a ‘father’. So a popular chant 
is ‘bharat mata ki jai’, which would be translated as ‘Victory to Mother India’ or ‘Hail Mother 
India’.     It’s the custom in India when setting forth on a venture of any kind to seek the 
blessings of parents, especially your mother. So, the protestors’ portrayal of Mother India 
blessing her children showed that they were embarking on a new mission to save the nation.

They also put up a huge banner featuring a warlike call to have strength. All the Indian heroes 
of the Independence struggle and prior were depicted on the banner – as if to indicate that their 
soul and spirit were now invoked in the battle, making their spiritual blessing available to the 
modern warriors fighting to save the country.

Anna Hazare, the rural activist and contemporary hero wearing the Gandhian mantle, dressed as 
befits this symbolic lineage – in white khaki with the trademark white cap of the people’s 
hero. There was nothing flashy, trendy or designer in his attire to take away from the Gandhian 
image.

Modern protests would however be incomplete without two new elements – the televised debate 
and the candle-lit vigil. So, not only did TV cameras cover the man undergoing his fast for 36 
hours, they set up temporary interview spots on the site and staged televised debates with 
various political celebrities who added their mite and sound bite to the battle. Finally, citizens 
around the country showed their solidarity with the cause by setting up candle-lit vigils in their 
towns on the evenings of the three-day fast. Of course, Facebook, Twitter and all manner of 
social media were liberally used to swell the numbers of protestors.

Contemporary middle-class protest in India is thus positioned as being clean and positive – the 
‘good’ fight against the cancer of corruption. It is a fight that is blessed by the legendary heroes 
of the motherland, drawing inspiration from the master protestor, Mahatma Gandhi, televised 
and debated by intellectually minded citizens and finally, touching the hearts of millions of 
ordinary people throughout the country.  What could be a more noble play – for power to 
influence the government?
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How is the male body represented in Indian popular culture and advertising today? Are there 
any clear patterns or codes?
The male grooming industry is booming in India, and bringing with it a definite change in the 
way advertising represents the male body. In general, there has been a move away from the 
more soft and rounded form of traditional Indian aesthetics, towards the structured, 
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symmetrical body favoured by the ancient Greeks (and by contemporary Western codes of male 
attractiveness).

In traditional Indian art, the representation of male bodies left out internal structure: it was not 
about hard muscle and bone. A softer form meant prana – the life force which fills the body in 
Hindu metaphysics – could move and flow. These art representations highlighted the values of 
traditional Hindu culture in which the spiritual was prized over the material, and the symbolic 
representation over realistic depictions. There was an implicit relationship between the divine 
and the human, and as aligned to the Hindu philosophical tradition and world-view, the spirit 
of man was seen as a manifestation of the presence of the divine. 

The history of Western art represented the male body very differently, as we can see in Greek 
aesthetics. Instead of valuing flow and roundedness, the Greeks idealised the perfectly 
proportioned, sculpted male nude. Ancient Greek sculptors celebrated the spirit of man by 
glorifying the beauty of internal physical structure. It’s an ideal which has persisted through 
time in the West and entered the material and consumer culture of today.

Now it’s arrived in India too – the development beginning around the mid-1990s. Before this 
time, Indian films and advertising generally showed the stars as they were: neither particularly 
fit, nor well muscled. Their star appeal was not based upon overt display of their body beautiful 
or aesthetic, but on their personality and charisma more than anything else.

However, in the past decade, as the Greek ideal of the male body has entered popular culture, 
the stars have started working out, building their bodies up with diets and physical trainers to 
the Western, muscled aesthetic. There’s also been promotion of the 'six-pack abs' as a body 
aesthetic to aspire for and work-out towards. We find these depictions in the advertisements 
for body deodorant sprays such as Axe and Axe clones. Western material culture has finally 
conquered the whole world – all men every where, now are urged to aspire to the same 
template, with minor modifications allowed, to accommodate requirements of race and place.
 
What about when the male body gets really muscled, exceeding the Greek ideal, as does 
Bollywood bad boy Salman Khan? Does Indian culture read 'big muscles' as a bad-boy signifier, 
versus the more streamlined physique of 'good guy' Bollywood stars, such as Shah Rukh Khan?

Shah Rukh has a wiry and small physique, but he too worked out and has acquired this new 
aesthetic. In fact, the publicity around one of his big hit films of two years ago was all about his 
six-pack abs. 

Salman is seen as a man with a golden heart but an uncontrolled temper and a 'bad boy' in that 
sense…so he gets angry very easily and when he gets angry, he can get violent. But this isn’t 
really held against him by the public at large or even his women fans. Overall, my take is that 
this new body aesthetic is far more about dialling up the sex appeal and attractiveness of the 
man and far less about signalling a renewed focus on male physical strength and power – 
machismo. Instead, it signals an intent to promote the male grooming industry.

But could there be a political dimension to India’s newly muscular male body? For instance, 
could it be symptomatic of what’s been called India’s 'muscular Hinduism', and the recent focus 
on warrior heroes such as Rama?
Sociologists have written about the development of a more fierce and virile version of Hinduism 
in Hindutva along with Hindutva's attempt to refocus the Hindu pantheon around the virile 
hero-gods, Krishna and Rama. However, Hindutva's appeal waxes and wanes.  It grew in the 
early nineties and then the Hindu right wing party lost successive elections – now they are a 
weak force in the opposition. Also, each state and region in India as well as each community 
continues to worship their favourite Hindu God and new temples that are being built also reflect 



this diversity. For instance, the worship of Lord Ram is particularly strong in Uttar Pradesh and 
Bihar but far weaker in other States. So, I do not really see the depiction of this muscled male 
body and the new sexy aesthetic as connected to the strength, or otherwise, of Hindutva. It is 
far more part of a commercial attempt to sexualize the appeal of men and women via 
marketing.
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Semionaut presents a back-and-forth between regular contributors Hamsini Shivakumar(India) 
and Louise Jolly (UK), on the topic of beauty codes in their respective cultures.
 
***
1. What makes the idea of perfect beauty so powerful in your culture?
Louise: The idea of perfect beauty is a powerful and tenacious myth in so far as it promises 
immunity to the decay and deterioration of the physical realm. Succeeding in the ‘perfect 
beauty’ game means you appear to have overcome disease, ageing and death, which are our 
greatest fears. So ‘perfect beauty’ is about control and power as much as sexuality.
Hamsini: In India too, the appeal of ‘perfect beauty’ is about control, power and sexuality.  It is 
about using the power of science and technology in the pursuit of personal progress. Today, a 
woman’s face and figure are proven to enhance her earning power and her social status and 
esteem. Perfect beauty is an alluring symbol of women’s empowerment, to acquire the kind of 
beauty that can get the world to dance to her tune.

2. What are the codes of ‘perfect beauty’ in your culture?
Hamsini: The key code of perfection here is flawlessness. Skin that is flawless — no marks, no 
spots, no wrinkles, no dark circles, fair, perfect skin. Hair that is thick, strong, supple, flowing 
etc., etc. Science and technology are being used to eliminate the flaws that stand between the 
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woman and the ideal of perfection. This is the role of products and of higher-order 
dermatological procedures. To support this, now all hair care and skin care products use the 
communication code of ‘measurable results’. All ads are full of the demos and cut-aways of 
skin layers and hair shafts showing the ‘magic’ of science in action, followed by the results — 
hair is x% stronger, skin is x times fairer and so on.  

Louise: One code that’s noticeable currently in UK culture is ‘performance’. ‘Perfect beauty’ 
doesn’t just mean concealing imperfections with an external layer (for instance, of make-up or 
face cream). Instead, it’s about bringing internal processes to an optimum level of performance: 
for instance, boosting cell metabolism. In this sense, ‘perfect beauty’ is like a top-performing 
car engine, rather than just a flawless, pretty surface.

3. What are the codes of ‘real beauty’? Is it a strong alternative or counter-point?
 

Louise: Dove has created an understanding of ‘real beauty’ that’s all about psychological 
authenticity — revealing the real person underneath the skin. While it’s won many fans, the 
code faces two conceptual problems. Firstly, do beauty consumers really go for the idea of a 
‘true self’, or do they prefer the mutability that comes with the concept of self-as-construct (a 
‘pick and mix’ of identifications and fantasies)? And secondly, it’s hard for brands to sell 
products unless they’re offering some form of transformation or improvement. So Dove is now 
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turning to ideas of clinical efficacy and expertise — as in its new global hair platform ‘Damage 
Therapy’ [example above].

Hamsini:  Dove’s campaign for real beauty never really took off in India and Unilever ran it in a 
very limited way here. While women here always acknowledge the importance of inner beauty 
for a woman, meaning not losing intrinsic feminine qualities such as caring, nurturing, 
sensitivity, that does not make a strong selling proposition for beauty brands — which are 
expected to aid in visible improvement or transformation of looks.

4. Are any brands or celebrities moving into new territory?

Hamsini: In India, the movie stars continue to be the aspirational beacons and icons 
andAishwarya Rai [shown above] continues to reign supreme as the most beautiful woman in 
India. She is herself a vision of perfect beauty. The media often presents the woman of 
substance as a counter-point to the perfect and glamorous beauty of the movie stars. These are 
high-achiever women in various fields who are not conventionally good-looking at all, but 
focus on presenting their own looks in the most attractive manner. 

Louise: In the UK, American celebrities like Dita von Teese, Beth Ditto, and Lady Gaga have been 
very influential in shaping beauty codes. These icons challenge the opposition between ‘real 
beauty’ and ‘perfect beauty’ by offering highly constructed forms of beauty that remain 
idiosyncratic and unique. In other words, they’re neither ‘perfect’ nor ‘real’, which opens up 
another option for women: self-construction that doesn’t aspire to perfection.

5. Final thoughts
Louise: From what you say, Hamsini, it seems that science and technology are crucial to beauty 
discourse in India — almost as if the role of flawless beauty is to manifest the power of the 
technology you can harness (as much as technology just playing a support role to beauty). It 
also struck me that you brought up the idea of beauty as enhancing earning power and 
personal progress — so contributing to women’s success in public life. Yet, in an interesting 
contradiction, the media still distinguishes    between ‘beautiful/glamorous’ women and their 
‘intelligent/successful/substantial’ counterparts — going back to the old opposition between 
‘pretty’ and ‘clever’ in femininity.

Hamsini: Couple of things struck me as interesting in your analysis, Louise. The first is just how 
compelling the idea of ‘perfect’ beauty is in a capitalist, consumerist society — for various 
reasons. The second idea is that of beauty as power, something that is as old as mankind, 
perhaps — but now democratized and available to all women who have the inclination and the 
money. The third idea is to be able to choose your own ideal of beauty and remake yourself to 
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that — an idea which requires the woman to have tremendous confidence in herself as a social 
leader. I wonder if in a hierarchical society like India, women will warm up to the thought of 
being so singular.
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This week, Semionaut looks at soft science coding.
The Siddhi Vinayak temple in Bombay has a website (pictured below) wherein devotees can have 
an online, live darshan of the pujas being conducted daily. Lord Ganesha is the Hindu god who 
removes all obstacles in one’s path and is hence the god who is always prayed to at the 
commencement of any new venture. The temple is famous amongst the thousands of Ganesha 
temples across the country as one where the miraculous powers of the god is strongest and the 
wishes of devotees have the best chance of being fulfilled.

Electric diyas (lamps), shaped like the traditional lamps but fitted with small bulbs so that they 
switch on at the press of a button, and which can be kept safely lit throughout the day and 
night, are a modern invention. These are designed to replace the traditional lamps that are 
filled with oil and have cotton wicks that need to be lit — a process that is messy and can also 
be a fire hazard. 

Families who are spread between India and the USA use Skype and webcams to keep 
grandparents and grandchildren fully connected and integrated. Making use of the time 
difference, when it is bed time for the grandchildren, the grandmothers start their morning 
telling their grandchildren the traditional stories of Indian culture, e.g., from the Ramayana.
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Matrimonial websites in India are designed to address the Indian preference for arranged 
marriages and to enable parents to hunt for brides and grooms for their children. This is in 
contrast to dating-and-mating websites in the West which are designed for individuals to find 
their own partners. Bhajans (devotional songs) are amongst the most popular caller tune 
downloads amongst a large segment of consumers, including youth. Many use these bhajans to 
signal their personality and identity amongst their social network.

These cultural artefacts reveal that Indian culture embraces change but with continuity. The 
traditions that live on through the ages, do so in an updated form that fit with the context and 
environment of the time. The content and spirit remain unchanged but the form and format are 
contemporized. Hindu culture has morphed in this manner from the time of the first Muslim 
conquests of India in the early 1100s to the advent of the Moghuls, the British, and now 
modern consumerism.
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The Speaking Tree is an eight-page weekly supplement on matters spiritual, attached to India’s 
largest circulated English language newspaper, the  Times of India. It's a medley of material, 
written for easy weekend reading, spirituality ‘lite’ for the time-starved, go-getting wage slave 
seeking to live a materialistic and successful life, yet uplift his soul. Also, India’s young and 
ambitious who are already beginning to get burned out by the race to the top are seeking to re-
connect with their spiritual roots; they seek answers to the puzzles and conundrums of their 
lives.
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Drawing from the concerns and preferences of contemporary living, the paper urges its readers 
to energize themselves, to celebrate their life, to create, to discuss, to contemplate, to explore 
and to practise.  In keeping with the modern achiever’s spirit of action and dynamism, even 
reflection and contemplation are presented as active verbs, born of intent to engage with the 
world rather than retreat from it into the monastery or the wilderness.
 
Wellness as inner peace is presented by Deepak Chopra, the trendy guru who combines 
American concepts of positive thinking for success with ideas of consciousness and meditation 
drawn from Hindu and Buddhist philosophy and metaphysics.  Good health as balance and 
undiagnosed illness as body-mind imbalance are also explored. The reader is nudged to re-
examine his or her state of health through the body-mind prism.
 
Ideas from Tantric meditation and Vipaasana Buddhist meditation are presented along with 
descriptions of pilgrimage sites and explanations of the cultural and religious significance of 
Hindu festivals, with all of their associated mythology. The writings of saints and mystics from 
around the world are liberally quoted — be they Christian, Buddhist or Sufi, Greek, Chinese or 
Persian.
 
In all of this, the paper follows the hidden codes of the Hindu ethos – an eclectic view of faith. 
Each believer has his own path, according to this view, and there is no one right path. Here is 
an example of a religious ethos demonstrating an ability to refresh its ideas and presentation 
with the changing times — and to permit the peaceful co-existence of contradictory, even 
opposing ideas under the big banyan tree. 
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A recent trend in the lyrics of songs in Hindi movies is the juxtaposition of English and Hindi 
lyrics to create bi-lingual songs. It can take the form of a refrain in English that intersects Hindi 
stanzas or the presence of bi-lingual sentences. The adoption of this genre of song writing by 
leading lyricists as well as the growing popularity of this format with several hit songs, calls out 
for a semiotic interpretation of this new phenomenon. 

Of course the songs are trendy and cool and targeted at youth.  And “Hinglish” is an old 
phenomenon in advertising, used for well over a decade. So, what’s with the “Hinglish” lyrics 
now? One explanation that suggests itself is that, we now have a  post-liberalization generation 
(born after 1990) that is coming of age. This is a generation who are the children of a global 
and materialistic age, who believe that they are simultaneously global and Indian. “Global” is 
sexiness, glamour, fun, challenging authority, freedom of choice, action orientation. “Indian” is 
sentiment, romanticism, gentleness, family values and tradition.     This is a generation that is 
exploring dating and the mating game, new life possibilities and risks in a way that no previous 
generation in modern India has done before. They are seeking a new language with which to 
describe their angst and their thrills, the highs and lows of their love life and indeed their life 
itself.

The bi-lingual song whether a romantic ballad or a youth anthem, talks directly to the 
contradictory impulses of their fusion soul. So, the English lines are often suggestive of action 
and movement while the Hindi lyrics explore inner feelings in a more descriptive, metaphorical 
and romantic manner.   Sexy is fun and cool in English, while it is the fire of a burning lust in its 
Hindi expression. 

What would a philosopher or a psychoanalyst make of the fusion soul? It is hard to place this 
soul into an elitist cultural hierarchy or indeed on to a salvation quest that follows the dictum of 
“Know thyself” in order to be true to yourself.  Is their story to be written as one of eternal 
angst, forever caught between two places? Or is it to be a story of freedom and choice and a 
celebration of the human spirit in a new avatar?
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The stupendous success of IPL demonstrates the transformation of cricket from sport to pure 
entertainment.  Every piece of the IPL mix has contributed to making it a heady cocktail of 
money, power, sport and glamour on a never-seen-before scale. 

Into this mix has been dropped a piece of exotica imported from America, cheer leaders as an 
additional source of glamour and entertainment. From the moment they arrived in IPL 1, they 
generated controversy.  Their skimpy attire and sexy dance movements, performed live and 
telecast in real time to millions raised the ire of the culture custodian political parties. There is 
also controversy around the fact that these are white American girls who have been flown in all 
the way from the USA, to dance and perform at the IPL matches. The Indian blogosphere is 
buzzing with views both for and against and every single viewer of IPL has an opinion on 
them. Simply put, they are a feature of IPL that cannot be ignored.

The level of controversy surrounding the introduction of cheer leaders means that what these 
girls signify to the average Indian viewer of IPL on TV is controversial. Clearly they do not signal 
wholesome fun, celebratory enjoyment and good cheer as they do in American basket ball 
games. Through their attire and sexy dance display, they suggest the insertion of a live version 
of the Bollywood “Item Number” (cabaret routine) into the game. This blatant insertion of sex to 
sizzle up the game of cricket in its avatar as entertainment has riled all audiences, from cricket 
purists and fans to culture guardians. 

What about the future role for cheer leaders in the next IPL seasons? Some predict that cheer 
leading as a feature will wither away as a passing fad, as they are extraneous to the 
game. Others wish to build a group of Indian girls as cheer leaders and recruit them through a 
reality TV show and contest.
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If indeed, the financial and marketing might of the IPL succeeds in creating a new occupation 
for young women – cheer leading, what could cheer leaders really signify?  In a modernizing 
society like urban India, would they be a symbol of empowered women who exercise their 
personal choice to successfully market themselves for personal gain? Or would they have traded 
positions from being men’s possessions and slaves to sexual commodities being provided for 
men’s titillation and pleasure?


