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ABSTRACT 

 This dissertation explored the ways in which the everyday life practices of 

most urban Indians embodied the “modernization of tradition” (Hancock, 1999) and 

the role that media texts played in facilitating and encouraging this modernization. 

The research is based on six months of ethnographic fieldwork conducted from June 

through December 2005, in the south–Indian city of Chennai, which has traditionally 

been regarded as a conservative city. Examining the Indian media as a discursive 

site where normative ideologies are not only constructed but also co–constructed, 

the study explored and examined how the discourses of tradition and modernity 

were contested in the south Indian media. It also identified and interpreted the 

ways in which dominant ideologies at the nexus of color/caste and gender/morality 

were negotiated by an urban city and its residents in the move towards modernity.  

 Data included three different but inter–related sub–genres of print media 

texts — visual images, textual advertisements, and news articles. The primary 

dataset of visual images consisted of 300 product advertisements culled from four, 

nationally available, English–language magazines gathered from the two genres of 

news and film. Textual data sets comprising the matrimonial advertisements and 

the news articles were gathered from the local editions of two nationally–available 

English–language newspapers. The broader ethnographic investigation included 

participant observations, individual formal and informal interviews, and focus 

group discussions with adult residents of Chennai. The data were analyzed using a 
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multi–discursive and multidisciplinary approach. The analyses were informed by 

conceptual approaches which included: social semiotics and the multimodal theory 

of communication, genre analysis, critical discourse and feminist critical discourse 

analyses, and alternative modernities.  

 In examining the media texts as the site where dominant sociocultural 

ideologies were being constantly configured and reconfigured, the analyses 

identified and examined the workings of three interconnected themes – fairness (in 

relation to skin color), gender, and morality. Through these themes, the dissertation 

examined the larger contestations and negotiations between the discourses of 

traditions and modernities as experienced by adult residents of urban Chennai. The 

discourses of identity construction and reconstruction were thus examined at the 

nexus of the individual self situated within the larger frame of the city. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Every nation has two faces, the “modern” and the “traditional,” which are not 
always worn together on the same occasions. While extreme “modernists” 
and extreme “traditionalists” sometimes speak of irreconcilable conflict, 
there is, in fact, a mutual dependence between the two faces, as if the 
appearance of each were illuminated by the light reflected from the other.—
(Singer, 1959a, p.  xviii) 

 

Overview 

This dissertation explored the ways in which discourses of tradition and 

modernity were contested in the south Indian media and how dominant ideologies 

at the nexus of color/caste and gender/morality were negotiated by an urban city 

and its residents in the move towards modernity. Specifically, this research critically 

examined the workings of the three interconnected themes, fairness (in relation to 

skin color), gender, and morality, as they were intertwined within everyday cultural 

practices and interactions in modern Chennai (formerly Madras) society. The study 

situated the Indian media as the discursive site where normative discourses were 

not only contested but also co–constructed and interpreted media texts as the 

conduits of cultural expressions in modern societies. 

 

To contextualize the research site, Chennai is the capital city of the modern 

state of Tamil Nadu (literally translates into “land of the Tamil people”). The native 

population of Tamil Nadu is referred to as Tamilian, and the native language of the 
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region is Tamil. Chennai was first established as an English colonial settlement in 

1639 and was often referred to as the Queen of the Coromandel owing to its 

flourishing maritime trade. It is the fourth largest metropolitan city in India, the 

other three being Delhi, Mumbai, and Calcutta. According to the 2001 census, the 

estimated population of Chennai city alone was approximately 4.5 million; the 

population in the metro area approximated 7.45 million in 2005. 

 

This dissertation drew on six months of ethnographic fieldwork, participant 

interviews, and focus group discussions with adult Chennaiites (residents of 

Chennai) from June through December 2005. The research sought to understand 

how the local masses, as prime consumers of media messages, interpreted the 

media texts and whether they were similar to or in sync with what the producers of 

the messages intended. A critical analysis of media texts thus helped in identifying 

and interpreting the ways in which sociocultural ideologies were negotiated and 

perpetuated. In this age of globalization and advanced technological improvements, 

attention is being widely focused on the New media based on the internet, such as 

social networking (e.g., Facebook, Twitter) and blogs, at the expense of traditional 

media formats such as newspapers and magazines. Even though Chennai is home to 

a large number of internet cafés and most middle–class families own and use 

computers, the majority of its population still prefers to stay informed by reading 

the daily newspaper. Reading the newspaper is primarily a ritualistic habit that is 

performed every morning and/or evening, primarily by the patriarch (and/or other 
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male family members) of the household. As a cultural insider from Chennai, I was 

very familiar with this daily ritual, and therefore chose to examine the role of print 

media in the lives of adult Chennaiites and gathered data primarily from 

newspapers and magazines.  

 

The study posed the following overarching research question: How do print 

media (both textual and visual) foster ways of thinking about various social and 

cultural issues? Viewing the print media as a composite genre, the three themes of 

fairness, gender, and morality were explored within three subgenres — 

advertisement images, textual classifieds, and news articles. The subgenres were 

examined as visible ramifications of the tensions between tradition and modernity 

as experienced by adult Chennaiites. In examining the subgenres, I posed sub–

questions to help address each of the three interlocking themes through an analysis 

of three separate data sets, each of which is examined in greater detail in separate 

chapters of this dissertation. 

First, How do visual representations in advertisements conceptualize and 

propagate idealized notions of beauty, especially in terms of skin color? Data for 

exploring this question consist of visual images culled from four nationally available 

English–language magazines. The conceptual frameworks of social semiotics (Hodge 

& Kress, 1988; Van Leeuwen, 2005) and multimodal discourse analysis (Kress & Van 
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Leeuwen, 1996, 2001) are used to explicate the meanings of visual compositions in 

addition to the linguistic material.  

Second, How do textual discourses communicate and re–inscribe identities 

through language and the discourses of commodification and consumption? Data for 

this analysis include matrimonial classifieds gathered from one nationally available 

English–language daily newspaper entitled The Hindu. Sociocultural 

contextualization followed by genre analysis (Bhatia, 1993; Swales, 1990) helps 

interpret the textual data in light of the dominant ideologies of color/caste within 

the context of arranged marriages in Indian society.  

Third, How are multimodal compositions interpreted as embodiments of 

sociocultural ideologies and symbolism? For this analysis, data are drawn from two 

news reports detailing one specific instance of moral policing in Chennai that 

occurred in September 2005. News reports are a combination of various semiotic 

modes, such as images, written symbols, colors, layouts, and spatial arrangements, 

to name a few. In other words, news articles are examples of multimodal 

compositions. Data are analyzed according to the frameworks of critical discourse 

analysis (Van Dijk, 1987, 1993b) and feminist critical discourse analysis (Lazar, 

2005) to provide an in–depth interpretation of the sequential arrangement of 

elements in a news story along with a detailed exploration into the workings of 

societal ideologies.  
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The three separate data sets of advertisement images, textual 

advertisements, and news articles, by virtue of their very nature, suggested the need 

for distinctly different analytical approaches. In order to interpret the interlacing of 

cultural traditions with urban modernities in present–day Chennai society, 

however, all of the analyses are tied to the macro social order as defined by the 

conceptual framework of alternative modernities (Appadurai, 1996; Downing, 2005; 

Gaonkar, 2001; Kumar, 2005). This synthesizing macro level is explored in more 

detail in the final chapter of this dissertation.  

 

Modernization in Chennai: Theoretical Views and Approaches 

The next section summarizes and critiques the research of two scholars, 

Singer(1959a, 1972) and Hancock (1999),  who conducted relevant and related 

studies of modernization in Chennai. I provide a brief description of their research 

here both to provide the reader with a theoretical background and to situate and 

frame my own research, which builds on, differs from, and critiques their work.   

Singer’s (1959a) research focused on the effects of modernization on cultural 

traditions in urbanized Chennai. He identified Chennai as an ideal example of a 

metropolitan city that easily blended visible signs of its culture with symbols of 

modernity.  As a classic representation of a heterogenetic city with its numerous 

conflicts and different traditions, Chennai was a fertile example to study the effects 

of urbanization, straddling its identity as a colonial conurbation and as the seat of 
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ancient Dravidian culture. During his fieldwork, Singer (1959a) observed cultural 

traditions being obviously displayed in public rituals and ceremonies of cultural 

organization such as weddings, festivals, dances and musical concerts, which he 

termed “cultural performances” (p. xiii).He proposed that the analysis of these 

performances might lead to more abstract structures within a comprehensive 

cultural system. For instance, he noted that most of the cultural performances in 

Madras that were performed at the theatres, concert halls, and radio programs 

shared numerous elements that were common to the religious rites, rituals, and 

ceremonies typically performed at temples. An analysis of the cultural performances 

and their constituents allows for an interpretation and monitoring of evolving 

cultural trends and processes. In other words, rather than dying out or being 

eclipsed by modernity, the traditional ways were transmitted and maintained 

through the cultural performances.  

The cultural traditions were typically transmitted by the upper echelons of 

south Indian society comprising the Brahmins, who were not only employed in 

traditional occupations of priesthood, teaching, Vedic scholarship, and logic but also 

formed part of the modern, Western–educated elites such as lawyers, businessmen, 

architects, and authors, to name a few. Whereas the former group was trained 

indigenously in traditional ways, the latter were educated and trained abroad and 

have been agents of Westernization and modernization. An examination of their 

daily lives led Singer (1959a) to propose the notion of compartmentalization, an 



23 
 

 
 

adaptive process typically common among upper–caste professional men who 

displayed a Westernized identity in the workplace but maintained a more 

traditional self within the confines of their homes.  

 Influenced by Singer’s (1959a, 1972) work in Chennai, Hancock (1999) 

focused on the role of ritual within everyday religious practices and the daily 

interactions in the lives of upper–caste women. To this end, she examined women’s 

devotional groups in Chennai as the sites of intersection for cultural negotiations 

and the “modernization of tradition” (p. 6). She proposed an alternative way of 

understanding compartmentalization as a social practice and adaptation to 

modernity; it was a way of becoming modern while simultaneously remaining 

traditional. Compartmentalization rendered the creation of gendered spaces, 

especially during colonial times and in the early years after Indian independence 

when women were primarily responsible for the domestic rituals around the house, 

and men were employed in government positions and the workforce. In other 

words, the private and traditional self was established within the confines of the 

home, and the public and modern self took root in the male–dominated workplaces. 

The former space was ruled by the women and the latter space belonged to the men. 

This may be understood in terms of gendered spaces within the micro interactions 

of the household, but at the macro level, this constituted the contestations between 

the discourses of tradition and modernity. 
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 In both research studies (Hancock, 1999; Singer, 1959a), the emphasis was 

on understanding the interplay of traditional practices within the realms of 

modernity in an urban society. Modernity was once understood in opposition to 

tradition and as constituting a break from tradition. The beginnings of modernity 

(see Antonio & Kellner, 1994; Appadurai, 1996; Appadurai & Breckenridge, 1995; 

Berman, 1988; Kumar, 2005; Lash & Friedman, 1992; Lyon, 1994; Portes, 1973) 

may be traced to the social order that emerged following the Enlightenment. Closely 

associated with the Industrial Revolution in the 19th century, modern society was 

characterized by material and industrial development, the birth of capitalism, and 

an excessive faith in the power of reason marked by the dismissal or 

marginalization of tradition. Taylor (1995) p. 24 referred to this as the “acultural” 

theoretical model that explained modernity in terms of “‘development,’ as the 

demise of a ‘traditional’ society and the rise of the ‘modern’” (p. 24). Modernity or 

modernization was also used synonymously with other words such as urbanization, 

mobility, and communication. With the advent of the Industrial Revolution, the 

focus of society changed from production to consumption and directly led to the 

rapid urbanization of society. Many economic changes were brought about by the 

emergence of modern industries and technologies.  

 Alongside these industrial exigencies, a gradual cultural metamorphosis of 

European society was also taking place simultaneously with the emergence of the 

media and communication industries. Whereas societal modernization referred to 
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the development of industries and material advancement, cultural modernity was 

often associated with the aesthetic realm. Cultural modernity was exemplified in the 

artistic works of the late 18th century; in contemporary times, the new channels of 

entertainment such as arts, advertising, radio and television, and other ever–

increasing forms of technology have become the vehicles of cultural modernity. In 

other words, cultural modernity now permeates everyday life (Gaonkar, 2001).  

 Deviating from the polarized view of a static traditional past and a modern 

future, this dissertation subscribed to the more fluid conception of “modernization 

of tradition” (Hancock, 1999, p. 6). Although influenced by the two aforementioned 

studies, this exploration was carried out, not within the cultural performances of 

Singer (1959a) or the gendered spaces of Hancock, but within the conduits of 

cultural expressions and discourses in modern societies, the media texts. The next 

section highlights the rationale and significance of media texts as conduits of 

cultural expressions followed by an outline of the remaining chapters of the 

dissertation. 

 

Rationale and Significance 

 There are numerous reasons for studying the media. First, a critical study of 

the mass media offers a plethora of instances of the socio–cultural contexts within 

which it is produced and consumed. It facilitates better understanding of the 

cultural ideologies and discourses that originate and thrive within a particular 
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societal environment. For example, advertising is a tool that propagates social 

ideologies by engaging in two types of discourses — primary and secondary. The 

primary discourse is concerned with promoting the characteristics and selling 

points of the advertised product/brand, and the underlying secondary discourse 

contains ideas about society and culture within which the advertisements are 

produced and/or consumed (O’Barr, 1994). 

 Media texts may be understood as cultural reservoirs laden with meanings 

and messages that are indicative of the existing stereotypes and ideological 

attitudes of a people. A synchronic analysis of media texts provides valuable insights 

into the various sociocultural discourses at any given point in time, whereas a 

diachronic analysis would offer greater inputs about the evolution of different 

cultural trends and changes in attitudes and ideologies over various time periods in 

history. A close reading of media texts reveals a wealth of meanings, values, and 

messages, which are often contradictory to what the consuming public assigns to 

them. Examining how people engage with cultural texts reveals that audiences 

refuse dominant meanings and offer their own sometimes surprising 

interpretations (Kellner & Durham, 2001). Conjoining production/text/audience 

perspectives can thus help provide a more complex sense of how culture and media 

actually operate in everyday life.  

 Widespread research has been conducted in different disciplines to study the 

effects of the mass media on human behavior, buying and consumption patterns, 
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and brand preferences, yet very few cross–cultural studies have specifically 

included or discussed the Indian media environment. This dissertation thereby 

offers glimpses into modern Indian society as experienced in southern Chennai and 

also inquires into the globalizing influences of the Western world. Also, this study 

capitalizes on the growing spotlight on Chennai as the preferred meeting city for 

Management, Information Technology, Conferences and Events (MICE). 

  

Outline of the Dissertation 

This dissertation consists of seven chapters. Chapter 2 presents a 

geographical and historical overview to help contextualize the research site within 

the broader landscape of the Indian subcontinent both spatially and temporally. The 

historical background is focused on the southern peninsula and throws light on the 

discursive contestations between traditional and modern societies. The Aryan–

Dravidian controversy is discussed briefly to highlight the deep–seated prejudice of 

the Tamil people towards the Brahmin community and their general dislike of 

northerners. Following this is a short description of Chennai, the research site, 

locating it within the larger geographical landscape of India.  

Chapter 3 introduces the various interdisciplinary conceptual approaches 

that inform this research — social semiotics and the principles of multimodal 

communication, genre analysis, critical discourse studies, and alternative 
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modernities. This chapter also introduces the three different data sets that are 

examined in subsequent chapters. The general theoretical outline is examined in 

detail in this chapter, but each of the approaches is again examined in conjunction 

with the data in the subsequent data chapters.   

 Chapter 4 critically examines the visual data of advertisement images to 

underscore the desired preference for light–skinned models in the Indian 

advertising industry and the significance of this societal preference for the larger 

populace. Drawing on the principles of Social Semiotics and Multimodality, this 

chapter scrutinizes advertisements from the Indian media as examples of “visual 

racism” (Van Leeuwen, 2000; Wong, 1978). The argument put forth is that the study 

of media images is as important as the study of linguistic observations/comments 

for interpreting racism and should neither be ignored nor examined in isolation.  

 Chapter 5 examines textual advertisements within the discourse of arranged 

marriages in the Indian context. Focusing on the use of language in constructing the 

advertised self and the desired other, this chapter analyzes matrimonial 

advertisements gathered from one nationally available English–language daily 

newspaper. Complexion and chastity markers are interspersed with other 

commodifying attributes in the construction of marketable identities. 

Chapter 6 explores the phenomenon of moral policing in Chennai through an 

in–depth examination of two media reports. A frequently used phrase in the Indian 

journalistic media, “moral policing,” also used synonymously with “culture policing,” 
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refers to the policing of cultural mores and values as a means of protecting the home 

culture against Westernized influences. This chapter draws on the historical 

significance of Tamil symbolism to explicate the contemporary instances of public 

outcry against the perceived degradation of Tamil cultural and moral values.  

 The concluding chapter ties together the major thematic strands of fairness, 

gender, and morality examined earlier. This chapter recapitulates the main themes 

of the dissertation and connects the micro analyses of the previous three chapters to 

the macro frame of the social order. The data analyses are situated within the 

overall social structure of alternative modernities to explicate the tension between 

the discourses of modernity and tradition through the modernization of tradition. 

The chapter also addresses the implications for future research.   
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CHAPTER 2  

BACKGROUND AND SETTING 

 This chapter provides an overview of the geographical and historical 

landscape of the Indian subcontinent with specific emphasis on the southern 

peninsula. The history is presented in order to contextualize and explicate the 

workings of contemporary Indian society in relation to its traditional past. Primarily 

a Hindu civilization, the peoples of the Indian subcontinent have been invaded over 

the centuries by the controversial Aryans, the conquering Turks, Afghans, and 

Mongols, followed by the imperial powers of Portugal, Holland, France, and Britain. 

First documented in written form during the colonial period, Indian history has 

been fashioned on the European version of historical events, and this has influenced 

subsequent interpretations. Although by no means an exhaustive study of Indian 

history, this chapter provides the relative backdrop to understand more fully the 

various pressures and influences that have molded the Indian psyche over time. It 

also offers instances of trade with the Western nations throughout the centuries in 

order to situate the processes of urbanization and modernization during colonial 

rule. This chapter thus offers a brief idea of the numerous factors that have affected 

Hindu culture over the years – the assimilations, persecutions, and the resultant 

ideologies that continue to prevail in contemporary times.   
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Geographical Overview of the Indian subcontinent  

“India” is derived from the Greek “Indos,” itself derived from the Sanskrit 
“Sindhu” denoting the Indus river. The Sanskrit “Sindhu” also led to the 
Persian “Hind” and “Hindustan.” — Chakrabarti (1999, p. 20) 
 

 
 Ancient India or Bharatavarsha was a “kite–shaped subcontinent” (Wolpert, 

2004, p. 3) extending from “latitude 8˚4’N to 37˚6’N and from longitude 68˚7’E to 

97˚25’E of Greenwich”1 (Singh, 1976, p. 3). Encompassing an area of more than 1.5 

million square miles, the landmass is bordered by the Hindu Kush and Baluchi Hills 

on the west, the Himalayan mountain range on the north, the Burmese mountains 

on the east, and the Indian Ocean in the south (Wolpert, 2004). The entire landmass 

collectively constitutes South Asia and comprises the six modern states of India, 

Pakistan, Nepal, Bhutan, Bangladesh, and Myanmar (formerly Burma).  

 The Indian subcontinent may be divided into the following categories:  “the 

northern mountains, the Indo–Gangetic Plain and the peninsula” (Thapar, 2004, p. 

39). The peninsula may be further split into the Deccan Plateau and the Coastal 

Lowlands (Singh, 1976). Southwards of the mountain ranges near the interior of the 

subcontinent is the vast Indo–Gangetic Plain made up of alluvial soil deposits left by 

the waters of the two main river systems — the Indus and the Ganges (or Ganga, as 

it is known in India). The area at the confluence of the Indus and its tributaries is 

historically significant because “The earliest excavations of the cities of the Indus 

civilization were at Harappa (Punjab) and Mohenjo–daro (Sind), and these remain 
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the most important urban complexes” (Thapar, 2004, p. 79) of the time–period. No 

other site of this civilization had been discovered prior to the excavation of these 

two cities; therefore this is generally referred to as the Indus Valley civilization 

(Chakrabarti, 1999). These excavations were the primary sites that experienced the 

process of the first urbanization on Indian soil and offered fascinating insights into a 

highly developed and complex urbanized society. The second major river system is 

that of the Ganges, which originates at Gangotri in the Himalayas, flows south and 

then eastwards, and is regarded as one of the most sacred2 rivers of the 

subcontinent. The largest tributary of the Ganges is the river Yamuna, which flows 

parallel to it and ultimately joins it. The area between the two rivers is known as the 

doab, meaning “between two rivers” (Thapar, 2004, p. 43). The doab extends over 

29, 641 square miles and forms a small part of the larger Indo–Gangetic Plain. The 

earliest human occupation in the Ganga–Yamuna doab has been traced to the “Late 

Harappan culture” (Lal, 1984, p. 22). “Settlements in the Ganges Plain go back to 

about the third–second millennium BC”(Thapar, 2004, p. 90). In the sixth century 

B.C., the areas around the Indo–Gangetic Plain experienced the process of second 

urbanization (Lal, 1984; Thapar, 2004) in Indian history.  

 The third geographical division of the subcontinent and one that is most 

relevant for this study constitutes the southern peninsula. The south Indian 

peninsula juts out into the Indian Ocean dividing the latter into two arcs — the 

Arabian Sea on the west and the Bay of Bengal on the east. It narrows to a point at 
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Cape Comorin at its southernmost tip. Geographically, the term Deccan is applied to 

the area situated to the south of the Vindhya Hills (Alam, 1975; Sastri, 1955), which 

stretches along the Tropic of Cancer. Unlike the northern Himalayan mountains that 

form a continuous border, the mountains of the Central Highlands are sporadic and 

broken formations and “The difficulties of crossing this multiple barrier made India 

naturally into north and south so that regional values developed and controlled the 

forces of history” (Chopra, Ravindran, & Subrahmanian, 1979, p. i). As Gokhale 

(1982) observed:     

South of the Gangetic plains stand the Central Indian highlands. . . These have 
created two Indias, ‘Aryavarta with its centre in the Gangetic valley and the 
other the Deccan, extending from the Vindhya region to the tip of the 
Peninsula. Racially, linguistically and politically these have remained 
separate. . .’ (p. 2). 

The concept of two “Indias” becomes evident in certain situations such as political 

discourse (especially in TamilNadu) and in conversations/comments passed in 

informal settings among friends. Local politicians typically distance themselves and 

the state from the rest of India by voicing their dissent against the central 

government and re–instigating the anti–Brahmin rhetoric (Barnett, 1976) among 

the masses.   

 The southern peninsula is rugged, dry, and mountainous in its central areas 

with highly fertile land lining the Malabar Coast in the west and the Coromandel 

Coast in the east. This explains the abundance of trading outposts in the coastal 

areas throughout history and the establishment of cities and settlements primarily 
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along the coastal strips before moving inland. The four modern southern states of 

Tamil Nadu, Kerala, Karnataka, and Andhra Pradesh are collectively referred to as 

the Dravidian states or Dravidian India. The languages of the four states are 

collectively referred to as the Dravidian languages. 

 

Historical Overview 

How a culture is defined historically creates the perspective from which it is 
viewed in the modern social and intellectual context. — (Frawley, 1999, p. 
12)   

 Modern India enjoyed a long historical past replete with ancient traditions 

dating back to the Vedic period in 2500 B.C. The majority of Indian history was a 

record of events primarily pertaining to the northern states of the subcontinent. The 

history of the south was either neglected or given secondary importance. This 

section attempts to explicate the workings of contemporary south–Indian society in 

relation to its traditional past by highlighting certain salient achievements gleaned 

from ancient literary sources.  

 The primary reason for the lacuna of information about the southern 

peninsula was the absence of any surviving records about the Tamil land from A.D. 

300—600 (Sastri, 1955). From 500 B.C.—A.D. 500, the southern kingdoms gained in 

prominence as the rulers and invaders of the northern states slowly started moving 

southwards after consolidating their position in the northern territories. The 

southern kingdoms were actively engaged in flourishing maritime trade with the 
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countries of Southeast Asia in the east and with the Arab traders who arrived on the 

Western coast (Sastri, 1950). As India’s trade with Southeast Asia grew, Indian 

cultural and religious practices also became widely disseminated (McLeod, 2002). 

Although Sanskrit was regarded as the language of culture in the north, it did not 

achieve similar status in the south, which continued to be dominated by the Tamil 

language. The four main south Indian kingdoms were ruled by the dynasties of the 

Cheras, Cholas, Pandyas, and Satiyaputras (see Abraham, 2003; Thapar, 2004), of 

which the first three were the most well–known. They ruled the area beyond the 

Deccan plateau that comprises the present–day states of TamilNadu along with 

parts of Karnataka, Kerala, and Andhra Pradesh; this constituted Dravida or Tamil 

country and was called Tamilakam (Stein, 1977, p. 7; Thapar, 2004, p. 229). The 

pride of the Tamils in their language, culture, and history is very salient and 

necessary for understanding certain societal ideologies of the Tamil people. Our 

brief knowledge about the Tamils and their society comes from various surviving 

literary works; the primary source for the early history of the southern states is the 

earliest stratum of Tamil literature of the Sangam period that extended from A.D. 

100—250 (Sastri, 1955). The Sangam was an academy of literary critics established 

in the southern kingdom of the Pandyas, in which the leading poets of the land 

participated (Chopra et al., 1979; Iyengar 1982). The literary masterpieces such as 

Cilappatikāram and its sequel Manimegalai,3 encompass the essence of Tamil 

culture and ethos and belong to the post–Sangam era. Both epics provide valuable 

insights into the socio–economic conditions of the people of the times. 
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 Colonial influences in the southern states began with the entry of the 

Portuguese in 1498 when a maritime sailor, Vasco da Gama, found a new route to 

India by sailing around Africa and thus established direct sea contact between 

Europe and India. The English were granted trading privileges for The East India 

Company (or “John Company” as it was referred to in colloquial usage) in 1613 by 

Jahangīr4 (Raychoudhary, 1978). In 1639, the English established a settlement in 

Madras after receiving permission “to build a factory and exercise administrative 

authority over the town” (Sastri, 1950, p. 316). The French East India Company 

(Compagnie des Indes Orientales) was established in 1664 with “headquarters at 

Pondicherry, some eighty–five miles south of Madras on the Coromandel coast” 

(Wolpert, 2004, p. 175). By 1700, the English were well–established both in Calcutta 

and Bombay but it was from their settlement at Madras where “British merchants 

would first learn to mix their quiet commercial activity with vigorous political 

involvement and territorial acquisition on a large scale” (Wolpert, 2004, p. 175). 

  In positing the history of the Tamil people, it is necessary and relevant to 

mention the Aryan/Dravidian divide that has existed throughout the ages and 

continues to erupt sporadically even in contemporary times. The primary reason for 

this is that the Tamil people developed a fairly advanced civilization independently 

of the Aryan north. As Basham (1975) observed, “This region has throughout its 

history maintained a consciousness of its differences from the north, and had 

cherished its own language, while remaining part of the whole Indian cultural area” 
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(p. 6). The following sub–section provides a brief overview of the Aryan 

controversy, which will help facilitate a greater understanding of the differences in 

rites, customs and rituals, and ways of the people of the northern and southern 

regions. 

The Aryan Controversy 

 The Aryan Age (also known as the Vedic Age) refers to the period in history 

from 1500—500 B.C. which was characterized by the culture of a people vastly 

different from their predecessors in the Indus Valley. Whereas their antecedents 

appeared to have been ruled by a priest–king and lived in a tiered society, the Indo–

Aryan people were primarily nomads and pastoralists. The people of this culture 

were generally referred to as Aryas or Aryans, but there is no consensus among 

scholars regarding their origins or the spread of their Vedic culture in India. In the 

absence of any archaeological evidence for the first few centuries of the Aryan age, 

our understanding of these peoples is largely derived from textual sources that 

include the Books of Knowledge or Vedas, which form the literary corpus of the Indo–

Aryan peoples. The oldest of this corpus was the Rig–Veda which dated to 

approximately 1200 B.C. (Thapar, 2004). It is a compilation of “1017 Sanskrit 

poems, most of which are addressed to various Aryan gods and solicit their bounty” 

(Wolpert, 2004, p. 24). The other three texts that form part of the Vedic corpus are 

the Atharva–Veda, Yajur–Veda, and Sama–Veda. 



38 
 

 
 

 Several interpretations of the Vedic texts have been proffered in an attempt 

to explain the origins and presence of the Indo–Aryans on the Indian subcontinent. 

Two main theoretical strands evolved from these interpretations — Migrationism 

and Indigenous Aryanism. Migrationists (Majumdar, 1967; Spear, 1972; Thapar, 

1996, 2004; Wolpert, 2004) are those scholars who support and propagate the 

theory of Aryan migration and invasion based on their interpretations of the 

philological, archaeological, and textual evidences. Of prime importance for this 

group is Max Müeller’s work on the genesis of Indo–European languages, which led 

him to situate the origins of the speakers of these languages in central Asia. He 

argued that over the course of centuries, the group from central Asia “branched off 

in two directions; one came towards Europe and the other migrated to Iran, 

eventually splitting again with one segment invading north–western India” (Thapar, 

1996, p. 4; see also Bryant, 2001; Thapar, 2004; Wolpert, 2004). “The term Aryan 

was used to denote the undivided Indo–Europeans during most of the nineteenth 

century . . . the Indo–Aryans are primarily the Vedic – and pre–Vedic speaking 

members of the family” (Bryant, 2001, p. 4). The Indo–Aryans (referring to the 

groups of people who were believed to have inhabited the Indian subcontinent from 

1500—500 B.C.) thus were believed to be the conquering hordes that destroyed the 

Harappan civilization in the Indus valley. Although there was no direct mention in 

the Rig–Veda of an invasion, this viewpoint was proffered on the basis of textual 

references in it to battles that had been waged by the Aryan God Indra on the “purs” 

(enclosed settlements) of the dark–skinned “dasas” (Wolpert, 2004, p. 24). The 
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enclosed settlements were initially interpreted as the fortified citadels of the urban 

cities of Harappa and Mohenjo–Daro.  

 The Indigenous Aryanists (Bryant 2001; Feuerstein, Kak & Frawley 1995; 

Frawley 1993; Lal 2005; Rajaram & Frawley 1995) claim that the Aryans were 

indigenous to the Indian subcontinent and refute the theory of the Aryan invasion. 

Indigenous Aryanism is “a manifestation of a postcolonial rejection of European 

intellectual hegemony (because most of the voices are from India)” (Bryant, 2001, p. 

7). Interpreting the philological, archaeological, and textual evidences in alternative 

ways, the Indigenous Aryanists argue that the Indo–Aryans had originated on and 

were native to the Indian subcontinent and had indeed spread westward to Iran and 

Europe in later times. This theory of Indigenous Aryanism especially found voice 

during the Indian nationalist movement to protest against British imperialism. In 

contemporary times, it assumed greater significance at the crux of the Hindutva 

ideology (Price, 1993) as propagated by certain right–wing political parties such as 

the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS), Vishwa Hindu 

Parishad (VHP) in the country. Hindutva ideology proclaims the Indian subcontinent 

as the land of the Hindus based on the indigenous nature of the Hindu religion as 

opposed to the other religious faiths such as Islam or Christianity that had 

originated elsewhere and later spread to India. Hence, all those who are non–Hindus 

and follow other faiths should be driven out of the country because they are all 

traitors by default of their religious affiliations (see Bryant, 2001). 
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 The Tamil people have historically identified themselves as being separate 

from the rest of India, especially the northerners, who they primarily regarded as 

the Aryans and voiced their claims for a nation that was separate from India as a 

whole. Although it is not possible to conceive of India as a single, cohesive, 

theoretical construct owing to the vast diversity and complexities that constitute its 

peoples, the divide between the north and south, between the Aryans and 

Dravidians, is understood to be a longstanding divide that continued to erupt 

intermittently in political discourse, basically because the Aryans (the northerners 

and the Brahmins) are viewed as outsiders, while the Dravidians consider 

themselves as being indigenous to the Indian subcontinent.  

 

Chennai — The Research Site 

 As one drives down the streets of Chennai, a cacophony of sounds greets the 

ears. The noise level is so high that it becomes almost impossible to engage in 

conversation with fellow passengers seated in your own vehicle. At the traffic lights, 

tall billboards (see Appendix A) arrest the eyes with their advertisements for 

various lifestyle products such as designer sarees, cell phones, fitness gyms, gold 

and diamond jewelry, and/or displays for restaurants, airlines, or insurance, to 

name a few. Vying for visual space alongside the billboards are numerous life–sized 

displays, called cutouts5 (see Jacob, 1994; Pandian, 1992), of politicians (especially 

during the time of elections) and/or movie stars (advertising their new movie 
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releases) that line the major streets of the city. At any given time, approximately 20 

different types of automobiles jostle for road space in the city, and certain major 

thoroughfares are notorious for their accident tolls. Because of its popularity as a 

major export hub for automobiles, Chennai has been nicknamed the “Detroit of 

India.” In-migration into Chennai from within the state constitutes 75% of its 

population; 24% comes in from other states, and 1% is composed of foreign tourists.  

 Chennai has long been perceived as a traditional city known for its Brahmin 

community, dime–a–dozen temples, and the conservative mindset of its denizens. 

Caught in the boom of globalization, consumer culture, outsourced jobs, and 

information technology, Chennai finds itself hard–pressed to cater simultaneously 

to the traditional attitudes of its older residents while simultaneously 

accommodating the tastes and lifestyles of its Westernized youth. In an attempt to 

overhaul its image as a conservative city and to attract foreign investors, Chennai 

city is now home to numerous coffeeshops (such as Barista and Café Coffee Day or 

CCD), shopping malls, and pubs (such as Bikes and Barrels and Zara’s). In the throes 

of cultural metamorphoses and flux, Chennai presents a fertile site for the study of 

ideological contestations, identity perceptions, and “the modernization of tradition” 

(Hancock, 1999, p. 6). For instance, despite a huge Brahmin population, there runs a 

deep anti–Brahmin sentiment (see Barnett, 1976) among the city’s Dravidians, 

especially the politicians. In modern times, there have been strong clashes over the 

spread of Western culture in the city thereby leading to the phenomenon of moral 
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policing by certain self–appointed preservers of Indian culture; this is examined in 

greater detail in Chapter 5 of this dissertation. 
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CHAPTER 3 

 CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORKS AND METHODOLOGIES 

If ‘man is an animal suspended in webs of significance he himself has spun’, 
as Geertz6 once remarked, then communication media are spinning wheels in 
the modern world and, in using these media, human beings are fabricating 
webs of significance for themselves. — (Thompson, 1995, p. 11) 
 
 
This chapter examines the intertwining conceptual frameworks that enclose 

the data analyses and inform this dissertation. The chapter also introduces the 

different data sets gathered during my fieldwork in Chennai from June through 

December 2005. In exploring the cultural modernity of Chennai, I chose to critically 

examine media texts as the prime site where dominant societal and cultural 

ideologies were constantly being configured and reconfigured. As Kellner & Durham 

(2001) observed, “The narratives of media culture offer patterns of proper and 

improper behavior, moral messages and ideological conditioning . . . media and 

culture are grounded in a social system and its conflicts” (p. 1). In examining the 

media texts, I adopted a multidisciplinary approach using the following main 

analytical frameworks: social semiotics and multimodality, critical discourse 

studies, and alternative modernities. The data and methodological overview are 

provided first in order to contextualize the research process beginning with the 

gathering of the data sets and moving on to the conceptual frameworks. 
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Data and Methodological Overview 

 As a resident of Chennai from 1985 through 2001, I identified with members 

of the participant community of college–educated, middle–class, English–speaking, 

adult Chennaiites who had lived in the city for a minimum of five years and were in 

the age–group of 20 to 40 years. I arrived in Chennai in the first week of June 2005 

during the peak of the hot summer season to begin my fieldwork. Over the next six 

months, I re–explored the city, visiting old hangouts, meeting family and friends, and 

writing general fieldnotes to describe what I interpreted as the various changes in 

the city. I also gathered back issues of four nationally available, English–language 

magazines from the genres of news and film. I chose two magazines from each 

category based on their national availability, target audience, readership statistics, 

and content. The two magazines sampled in the news genre were India Today and 

The Week; in the film genre, I collected Stardust and Cine Blitz. I gathered weekly/ 

bi–weekly issues of the magazines in each of the categories dating from September 

2004 through May 2005. After carefully examining the advertisements in every 

issue of each of the four magazines and filtering out the repeats, I ended up with 300 

print advertisements that constituted my primary data set of visual images.  

 I solicited participants for my research from my social network of friends and 

acquaintances fulfilling the above–mentioned criteria. The main reason for selecting 

this population was to understand the ways in which its members from either end of 

the spectrum would negotiate the pace of modernity while simultaneously holding 
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onto their core values and traditions, all the while entrenched within a continuously 

changing landscape. At my first meeting with each of my potential participants, I 

administered a short survey to identify the target population and gather 

demographic information. Based on their responses to my survey, I recruited those 

participants who fulfilled my criteria and used an unstructured interview format to 

conduct individual interviews. The interviews typically lasted from 45 minutes to an 

hour; with some participants, I was able to conduct a follow–up interview for an 

additional 30 minutes. I also conducted six focus–group discussions each of which 

lasted 45 minutes to an hour. At the end of fieldwork, I ended up with 40 

participants, 15 individual interviews, and 6 focus–group discussions.  

 The third data set comprised the matrimonial advertisements (also known as 

matrimonials) and news articles. The matrimonials were gathered from four 

weekend issues of one of the oldest and most widely read English daily newspapers, 

The Hindu, dated July and August 2006. I completed my fieldwork in December 2005 

and returned to the United States. I continued to gather textual data for the 

matrimonial ads even after my return, especially because there were constant 

references to them in my interactional data of participant interviews and focus 

group discussions. I analyzed the use of language in the matrimonial ads to interpret 

the construction of marketable identities through the use of commodifying 

attributes to describe the self and the target other in the discourse of matrimony. 

Alongside the textual ads, I also analyzed two news articles focusing on the media 
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scandal of 2005 involving a famous Tamil actress, Khushboo, and the phenomenon 

of moral policing.   

In all, I had three different sets of data to examine each of the ideological 

themes of fairness, gender, and morality. I organized them as follows — visual data 

of magazine advertisements, textual data comprising the matrimonial 

advertisements and news articles, and interactional data consisting of interviews 

and focus–group discussions. Each data set, by nature of its format, required a 

different analytical framework. I would like to emphasize here that the data sets 

were not mutually exclusive but were interlaced and addressed related ideological 

themes. They were examined separately for the purposes of exhaustive and in–

depth analyses.  

Figure 3.1 provides a diagrammatic representation of the three data sets. The 

bi–directional arrows in the diagram are representative of the fluidity of the data 

sets in that each of them can occur either exclusively or in conjunction with the 

other data sets within the same multimodal composition. In other words, a media 

text might comprise only an advertisement image, or it could contain an image along 

with a news article. Similarly, interviews may be featured in newsprint or in 

magazines and accompanied with a picture within the same layout. The next section 

explores the different analytical frameworks in greater detail, highlighting the 

salient concepts of each. The frameworks are also examined in conjunction with the 

data set to which they are applied in each of the subsequent data chapters.  
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FIGURE 3.1. Diagrammatic Representation of the Three Data Sets 
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Conceptual Frameworks 

Social Semiotics and Multimodal Theory of Communication 

 Semiotics has been defined as “the science of the life of signs in society” 

(Saussure, 1974, p. 16). Social semiotics is based on the theory of functional 

grammar founded by Michael Halliday (1978), who envisioned language as a social 

semiotic resource. Halliday proposed that the grammar of a language was not 

comprised of a set of rules or codes but was comprised of resources for making 

meaning. Semiotic resources thus are salient terms in the study of social semiotics 

and may be defined as “the actions and artefacts we use to communicate, whether 

they are produced physiologically . . .  or by means of technologies (writing 

materials, computers etc)” (Van Leeuwen, 2005, p. 3). Unlike mainstream semiotics, 

which emphasizes structures and codes at the expense of functions and social uses 

of semiotic systems, social semiotics offers an analytic framework to describe and 

explain the different semiotic structures and processes through which meaning is 

created (Hodge & Kress, 1988). Contemporary semiotics emphasizes the study of 

language and other semiotic systems and does not limit its explorations merely to 

literary texts but forays into other realms involving the contextual and discursive 

uses of semiotic resources (Jensen, 1995). Meaning may be interpreted through the 

study of discourses (Jensen, 1995), which may be defined as “socially constructed 

knowledges of some aspect of reality . . . . By ‘socially–constructed’ we mean that 

they have been developed in specific social contexts, and in ways which are 
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appropriate to the interests of social actors in these contexts” (Kress & Van 

Leeuwen, 2001, p. 4).  

 Discourses are plural and function as frameworks that facilitate our 

understanding of the aspects of social reality they represent. Our knowledge of the 

discourses typically comes from texts — from what has been said, written, or 

expressed through other semiotic modes. By analyzing the texts and the discourses 

within them, we can reconstruct the knowledge they represent. Because meaning 

resides “in a multiplicity of visual, aural, behavioural and other codes, a 

concentration on words alone is not enough” (Hodge & Kress, 1988; p. vii). Because 

each of the modes needs to be examined separately, multimodality signifies the need 

for a semiotic analysis. In turn, because discursive meanings may be expressed in 

more than one mode, a social semiotic analysis inherently requires a multimodal 

framework for analysis to make sense of the overall composition. The two 

frameworks are thus interconnected; individual elements carry their own meanings, 

which when combined with their positioning in the composition as a whole lend it 

an altogether different meaning, and this is dependent on the sociocultural context. 

Social semiotics thus mandates an understanding of sign systems that are situated 

within the sociocultural context within which they are constructed, 

applied/negotiated, and interpreted.  

 A multimodal theory of communication is based “on an analysis of the 

specificities and common traits of semiotic modes which takes account of their 
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social, cultural and historical production” (Kress & Van Leeuwen, 2001, p. 4). The 

principles of multimodality were derived from Halliday’s (1978) work on the social 

semiotic uses of language and on functional linguistics. Kress and Van Leeuwen 

(2001) extended Halliday’s conception of grammar as a semiotic resource to other 

semiotic modes of communication and demonstrated how meaning may be 

articulated simultaneously through multiple modes. A mode relates to the “content” 

side of communication, whereas media relates to the “expression” side (Kress & Van 

Leeuwen, 2001, p. 22). A mode may be defined as the actual material resource that 

is used in order to articulate discourses, such as words, pictures, and musical notes, 

to name a few. In other words, language, images, color, and space constitute various 

modes; a magazine advertisement would constitute a composition that is expressed 

through the print medium. For instance, in discussing the layouts of advertisements, 

Kress and Van Leeuwen (1996) identified and built on the three metafunctions of 

Hallidayan grammar: ideational, interpersonal, and textual elements. Adapting the 

metafunctions to the study of images, Kress and Van Leeuwen (1996) proposed the 

following related terms, representational, interactional and compositional, to 

interpret any visual semiotic representations such as advertisements, paintings, or 

scientific diagrams, to name a few. In short, the terms referred to the ways in which 

the elements of a composition represented the objects in the outer world, 

demonstrated the interactions of the elements within the composition with other 

represented participants and/or the reader, and the meaning of the individual 

elements depending on their position within the overall composition.  
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 When interpreting a multimodal text, it is important to understand the 

spatial arrangement of the individual elements with respect to the whole 

composition. As Kress and Van Leeuwen (1996) explained, the meaning of the 

composition depends on the directionality of the reading. In Western societies, texts 

are read from left to right; therefore, images are also read from left to right. This is 

not the case in Arab or other Eastern societies wherein texts typically follow the 

right to left and top to bottom or bottom to top directional orders. Indian 

advertisements and other multimodal texts may be analyzed using this framework 

because Indian vernaculars follow the left–right directional order. With regard to 

the data for this dissertation, because the images are from English–language 

magazines, the framework may be easily applied as long as the cultural context is 

taken into account.  

 According to Kress and Van Leeuwen (1996), “The placement of the elements 

[of the participants and of the syntagms that connect them to each other and to the 

viewer] endows them with specific information values relative to each other” (p. 

181). Two such placements, Ideal/Real and Given/New, are primary constituents of 

any visual composition — they are examined in greater detail in conjunction with 

examples from the visual data set in Chapter 4 of this dissertation. 
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Critical Discourse Studies 

 Van Dijk (2007) defined critical discourse studies (CDS) “as an academic 

movement, or a socially and politically committed attitude when doing social 

analysis by doing discourse analysis, rather than as a theory or method of analysis” 

(Teach Yourself CDS section, “Can CDS be learned?”). Figure 3.2 is my visualization 

of the various approaches for analyzing discourses and the main scholars associated 

with each approach. All the approaches are interrelated and may occur 

simultaneously and need not always be mutually exclusive. In Figure 3.2, I 

categorized the approaches under three main groupings of common occurrences of 

discourses: (a) discourse as language and communication, (b) discourse as social 

practice, (c) discourse as social action. The next two sub-sections briefly explore the 

approaches of genre analysis and critical discourse analysis.  

 Genre analysis. Genre analysis as an analytical framework was first 

proposed by John Swales (as cited in Bhatia, 1993) to explain why certain texts were 

written in specific formats and used by particular communities in certain ways. 

Swales’ description of a genre may be understood as “a recognizable communicative 

event characterized by a set of communicative purposes identified and mutually 

understood by the members of the professional or academic community in which it 

regularly occurs” (p. 13). Genre analysis has drawn from numerous disciplines in 

order to interpret a specific text to describe and explain its communicative purpose. 

As a tool of applied linguistics, it is highly useful in explicating the connections 
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between form and function of a specific text. Genres are shaped by the content, 

form, intended audience, and medium or channel but are primarily characterized by 

their communicative purpose (Bhatia, 1993). Genres may be unintelligible to 

outsiders of a community owing to specific usages of language in formulaic 

structures. For instance, Swales (2004) offers in–depth analyses of different 

academic genres of writing such as the dissertation and the research article. 

 Chapter 5 of this dissertation examines the genre of matrimonial 

advertisements gathered from an English–language daily newspaper. Matrimonial 

advertisements are a common feature of Indian newspapers and facilitate 

communication between families seeking marriage alliances for their eligible 

daughters/sons. The specific uses of Indian English are explained along with an 

explanation of the sociocultural context and significance of the practice of arranged 

marriages.  

 Critical discourse analysis. Derived from critical linguistics (Fowler, Hodge, 

Kress & Trew, 1979), critical discourse analysis or CDA (see Fairclough, 1989, 1995; 

Fairclough and Wodak, 1997; Van Dijk, 1993b, 2001, 2007, 2009) is primarily 

concerned with identifying and analyzing the relations between discourse and 

power in society. There are many different types of CDA but the main purpose is to 

analyze the ways in which language is used in text and talk to reproduce social and 

political domination. As Van Dijk (1993b) states, “Critical discourse analysts  
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[should] take an explicit sociopolitical stance: they spell out their point of view, 

perspective, principles and aims, both within their discipline and within society at 

large” (p. 252). CDA does not have a unitary theoretical framework but instead uses 

a multidisciplinary approach to address and critique hegemonic discourses that 

perpetuate and maintain social injustice and dominance within society (Van 

Leeuwen, 2006). Chapter 6 of this dissertation examines two news articles from the 

south–Indian edition of a nationally available, English–language newspaper using 

two types of CDA—Van Dijk’s (1987, 1993b) framework of media discourse analysis 

and Lazar’s (2005) framework of feminist CDA.  

 

Alternative Modernities 

 In interpreting the phenomenon of modernity in a society and culture that 

vastly different from the European, I draw on the concept of “alternative 

modernities” (see Appadurai, 1996; Downing, 2005; Gaonkar, 2001; Kumar, 2005). 

The term alternative modernities was first coined by Appadurai (as cited in 

Downing, 2005) “in the 1980s to describe the culturally diverse adaptations of the 

modern” (p. 150). Viewing modernity as “a global experience,” Appadurai (1996) 

argues, “Most societies today possess the means for the local production of 

modernity” (p. 1).  
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To think in terms of ‘‘alternative modernities’’ is to admit that modernity is 

inescapable and to desist from speculations about the end of modernity. Born in and 

of the West some centuries ago under relatively specific sociohistorical conditions, 

modernity is now everywhere. It has arrived not suddenly but slowly, bit by bit, 

over the longue durée—awakened by contact; transported through commerce; 

administered by empires, bearing colonial inscriptions; propelled by nationalism; 

and now increasingly steered by global media, migration, and capital. And it 

continues to ‘‘arrive and emerge,’’ as always in opportunistic fragments 

accompanied by utopic rhetorics, but no longer from the West alone, although the 

West remains the major clearinghouse of global modernity. To think in terms of 

alternative modernities is to recognize the need to revise the distinction between 

societal modernization and cultural modernity.—(Gaonkar, 2001, p. 1)  

 

Whereas societal modernization would refer to the development of industries and 

material advancement, cultural modernity is often associated with the aesthetic 

realm.  

Two 19th century scholars whose writings ponder the workings of cultural 

modernity are the French poet Charles Baudelaire and the German philosopher, 

Georg Simmel. Baudelaire ([1863] 1972) was the first to use the term modernity 

when commenting on the new forms of French paintings. According to him, 

“Modernity is the transient, the fleeting, the contingent; it is one half of art, the other 
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being the eternal and immutable." Baudelaire insisted that beauty was relative 

rather than eternal and that each century had its own distinctive form of beauty. 

Rather than ape the fashions of history, Baudelaire encouraged avant–garde forms 

of art which chose as their subjects the real–life characters of modern times. In a 

similar vein, Simmel (as cited by Kivisto, 2004), who lived the majority of his life in 

Berlin also reflected upon the fragmentary nature of urbanity. In his famous essay, 

“The Philosophy of Money,” he argued that money possessed no value in itself but 

only functioned as a tool to facilitate the exchange of goods and services.  Money 

promoted an individualistic worldview and encouraged the individual to become 

future–oriented, serving to undermine a respect for and attachment to tradition. 

Simmel was one of the first scholars to turn his attention to the world of leisure and 

consumption. He argued that unlike the pre–modern world, the modern world was 

inherently pluralistic because individuals were constantly engaged in numerous 

social interactions as part of different social gatherings and social groups. In his 

1904 essay titled “Fashion,” 

He inquired into the reasons that changes in fashion — be it sartorial, 
culinary, artistic, architectural, musical, or other — occur so frequently in 
modern culture. The main reason for this, he claimed, was that the modern 
world is a "more nervous age" because it offers, in contrast to the past, such a 
wide array of consumer choices that make it possible for individuals to 
differentiate themselves from others. In other words, people will be attracted 
to new and different fashions at an accelerated rate as they seek to forge 
what they take to be a distinctive personal identity. (p. 130) 
 

Cultural modernity as espoused by the notions of Baudelaire and Simmel help 

explain the workings of the modern media industries.     



58 
 

 
 

  Assuming that modernity is an attitude questioning the present, an 

exploration of alternative modernities begins by answering the question, “What is 

the status of that attitude today?” (Gaonkar, 2001). Modernity is now global and 

multiple as non–Western societies are critically engaging their own modernities at 

different times in the trajectory of history. For instance, with regard to an “Indian” 

modernity, Kaviraj (as cited in Kumar 2005) observes: “Even India, it has been 

argued, despite certain undeniably Western features deriving from a colonial past, 

has fused that colonial past with indigenous traditions to produce a distinctive 

modernity that is different from the West” (p. 18–19). To think in terms of 

alternative modernities then, does not entail a complete break with the Western 

conception of the term but rather encourages one to think through and against the 

Western model with a difference. The present is conceived as the modern at every 

national/cultural site (Gaonkar, 2001).  

 Figure 3.3 is a third visual representation to demonstrate the 

interconnectedness of the various conceptual frameworks as I have applied them in 

the analysis of the different data sets in this study. Each of the circles in the diagram 

indicates a different analytical approach, but they have all been arranged in 

sequential order of the subsequent chapters of this dissertation. In other words, 

social semiotics and multimodality helped analyze the visual data in Chapter 4; 

genre analysis was used to examine matrimonial advertisements in Chapter 5; 

media discourse analysis and fCDA were used in Chapter 6 to dissect and interpret 
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the phenomenon of moral policing; the overarching concept of alternative 

modernities was used as an interpretive framework to connect and situate the 

microanalyses within the macro social order.  

 This research study examined the impact and influence of the media 

industries on the self–perceptions and identity constructions of the residents of 

urban Chennai at the negotiated intersections of traditions and modernities in their 

everyday lives and interactions. Rather than viewing tradition and modernity as 

dichotomous notions in opposition to each other, as Singer’s (1959a) and Hancock’s 

(1999) research suggested, this dissertation demonstrated the dynamic and fluid 

synthesis of the multiple discourses within everyday cultural practices (see 

Appadurai, 1996). 
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CHAPTER 4  

“IN INDIA, NOBODY WANTS TO BE DARK”: VISUAL RACISM IN THE INDIAN MEDIA 

When I see advertisements for skin–lightening creams, I am reminded of the 

constant joke in my family with regard to my own skin color and my own futile 

attempts at using skin–bleaching cosmetics to lighten my complexion. I have a 

brother who is six years older, with a skin tone that could probably be described as 

the color of light, cold–coffee. So the joke is that when my mother was pregnant with 

her first–born, she used to eat a lot of oranges brought over by a kindly neighbor 

and friend. But with her second child (i.e., myself), she ate a lot of eggplant, which 

incidentally also happens to be my mother's favorite vegetable! And typically after 

this narration, almost always, comes the kicker: At least she used to drink some milk 

mixed with saffron every night, which is probably why you ended up with a brown 

skin tone instead of a black one (Personal narrative, 2008).7  

 This chapter begins the inquiry into the Indian populace’s preference for 

light skin in its attempts to explain the inherent prejudice that exists within Indian 

society against dark–skinned peoples (Karve, 1968). Jokes within the immediate 

family circle in regards to skin color are a common feature of Indian society and are 

not considered amiss. This prejudice is continuously fanned by the media through 

representations that portray fair skin as an indicator of assured success in all 

aspects of life. The societal acceptance and desire for fair skin (see Cox, 1948; Hall, 
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1995) is not limited only to the inhabitants of the subcontinent; rather, this is a 

phenomenon that is rampant even among members of the Indian diasporas (see 

Herring, 2004; Hunter, 2004; Leonard, 1997; Rondilla and Spickard, 2007). It is a 

common practice among young women in India to use skin–bleaching creams 

commonly referred to as fairness creams, in order to lighten their skin; the practice 

is especially prevalent among adolescents and young adults. The most popular 

fairness cream sold in the Indian retail markets is Fair & Lovely (see Karan, 2008; 

Karnani, 2007; Shevde, 2008), manufactured by Hindustan Lever Limited (HLL), 

“which is the Indian subsidiary of Unilever” (Karnani, 2007). Alongside Fair & 

Lovely, there are numerous other cheaper, domestic brands and expensive, 

international ones available in the Indian retail markets; as Karan (2008) explained:  

The product was first test–marketed as Fair & Lovely in the southern states of 
India in 1975; by 1990 it was available throughout the country. Intensive and 
aggressive advertising promised results within six weeks of using the 
product . . . Many competitive entrants followed . . . Fairever by CavinKare Pvt 
Ltd, Fair Glow by Godrej Consumer Products, Ponds Dream Fairness cream 
from Ponds, Emami's Naturally Fair Fairness cream . . . International brands 
followed this trend . . . Avon's VIP Fairness, Oriflame's Natural Northern 

Lights and Revlon's Touch & Glow . . . Lancôme's Blanc Expert Neurowhite 

Ultimate Whitening products, Yves St. Laurent's Blanc Absolute Serum, 
L'Oreal's White Perfect, Elizabeth Arden's Visible Whitening Pure Intensive, 
and Estee Lauder's White Light. (para 3)  

Most of the brands spend heavily on advertisements to market their products, and 

some of them also enjoy celebrity endorsements. The visual representations in the 

media are filled with implicit preferences for exceedingly fair–skinned individuals 

and help perpetuate the myth that fair is beautiful, desirable, and socially acceptable 

(see Parameswaran & Cardoza, 2007). The television commercials portray unhappy 
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young women with low self–esteem and transform them into young and modern, 

glamorous goddesses, successful both in their personal and professional lives, but 

only after using the miracle tubes of fairness creams. As Karnani (2007) writes:  

Fair & Lovely’s heavily aired television commercials typically contain the 
message of a depressed woman with few prospects that gains a brighter 
future by either attaining a boyfriend/husband or a job after becoming 
markedly fairer, which is emphasized in the advertisements with a silhouette 
of her face lined up dark to light. It is interesting to note that in the print and 
TV advertisements, as the woman becomes “whiter” she also becomes 
noticeably happier! (p. 1354)  

During my fieldwork in Chennai, I noticed that the Fair & Lovely commercial was 

aired quite frequently on both the national and regional television networks. In the 

course of a group discussion, one study participant remarked thus about the 

manipulative aspects of the Fair & Lovely advertisements:  

When you take Fair & Lovely ad, they will show a fair woman in a black shade 
and then this woman has been changed from black to white. I mean, that's 
not the thing — she's already white . . . its false information to the people. — 
(TK, Interview, October 25, 2005) 
 

With the phenomenal success of its fairness cream, HLL launched a range of related 

skin–lightening products under the same brand name, such as soaps and 

moisturizing lotions, including a fairness cream for men8 (Shevde, 2008) to name a 

few. Figure 4.1 shows the various products offered under the Fair & Lovely brand 

(image cited from Shevde, 2008). 
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FIGURE 4.1. Fair & Lovely Product Range (Shevde, 2008) 
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 In December 2005, a new product was launched by Emami, a rival 

competitor of HLL. The product was called Fair and Handsome, and it was the first 

fairness personal care product aimed specifically at men. The television commercial 

for this product was bold and unprecedented in Indian advertising. Until the launch 

of this product, the Indian media portrayed only women as users of fairness creams 

although statistics9 showed that Indian men were and continued to be regular users 

of skin–lightening cosmetics albeit hitherto unacknowledged. Fair and Handsome 

directly appealed to the previously untapped market segment of Indian male 

consumers, desiring them to become more conscious of their physical appearance, 

which also required them to become less discreet about using skin–lightening 

products. Another impetus to use the product, at least as portrayed in the television 

commercial, was the supposition that women favored only light–skinned men. The 

commercial showed a young, dark–skinned adult male sneaking into a women’s 

dormitory early one morning, ostensibly in search of a tube of skin–bleaching 

cream. When he was found out, he jumped out the window and was chased across 

the lawns by a group of screaming young college girls dressed in pajamas and 

nightgowns. While running away, he bumped into a friend who expressed 

disappointment at the former’s choice of using a women’s fairness cream. The 

dejected protagonist then “discovers” Fair and Handsome replete with the product’s 

USP (Unique Selling Point) — a “double peptide complex for tough male skin” (see 

Figure 4.2). The commercial ends with the same male looking stylish and  
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FIGURE 4.2. Emami Fair and Handsome — Fairness Cream for Men 

 

 



67 
 

 
 

exuding confidence after using the product, and surrounded by three fair young 

women admiring his fair looks.10 This advertisement was therefore akin to a 

commercial revolution that attempted to lure the Indian male out of the cosmetics 

closet so to speak. 

 The incongruity of such media representations gained significance in light of 

the fact that Indian skin tones range from very pale (almost white) to very dark 

(almost black). Drawing from ancient Indian literature, Kumar (2002) expounded 

on the concept of beauty in India as follows:  

In ancient Indian literature, the appearance of a good–looking man is 
described as including a broad forehead, muscular solid body, broad chest, 
and a face shining like the Sun. The appearance of a good–looking woman is 
described by comparing with the beautiful creations of God: eyes like a deer’s 
and the blue ocean, with petals of rose, walking style like that of a deer, the 
whole body compared to a beautiful gold stick . . . , fair skin color with the 
color of camphor. (p. 261) 
 

In Indian society, fair skin has sometimes been associated with higher caste status, 

even though this is not homogeneous. The stereotypical assumption, as Carstairs 

(1961) pointed out was, “the High Castes are descended from fair–skinned Aryan 

invaders, the others from darker indigenous peoples, and this gives rise to a popular 

prejudice in favour of fairness of complexion” (p. 23). According to Bayly (1999), 

“People of low–caste origin are significantly poorer, less well educated . . . and even 

physically darker–skinned than those claiming superior caste rank” (p. 11). Along 

with higher caste status, fair skin has also been associated with ritual purity.  
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My data and observations suggested that in modern times, along with 

signifying a higher social standing or upward social mobility, skin color is one aspect 

of the total package of the modern Indian especially as portrayed in the media. 

Alongside skin color, there is also an emphasis on the glamour, youthfulness, and 

Westernization as evidenced from the modernized portrayals in the media. The 

attempt is to create and maintain the look of the “global” Indian — someone who is 

of Indian origin but need not necessarily have been born only on the subcontinent. 

For instance, the panel of judges for the annual “Miss India” beauty pageant held on 

the subcontinent is specifically instructed to judge the beauty contestants in terms 

of global acceptance as opposed to their traditional Indian looks (see Runkle, 2004). 

 

Coloring the World in Shades of White 

 While conducting fieldwork in Chennai, I distinctly remember an excerpt of a 

conversation with my 90 year old maternal grandfather who was commenting on 

the efficacy of some cosmetics that my aunt was showing me. He commented that if I 

used the products, I would become fair like the Europeans. Before I could stop 

myself, I had already angrily retorted if, in his opinion, only Europeans could be 

considered as humans. My grandfather patiently replied that others were human 

too, but the Europeans, they were a class apart, and besides, fair skin gives one a 

sense of power (Fieldnotes, October 12, 2005). 
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 The above anecdote is reflective of the awe in which most Indians held, and 

continue to hold, Europeans. Skin–lightening is not specific only to the Indian 

subcontinent but is a global phenomenon rampant amongst diverse ethnic groups of 

the world. A review of the literature provided glaring insights into the widespread 

use and negative effects of skin–bleaching creams, especially among African, 

African–American, and Latina populations. In most cases, lighter skin color has been 

linked to beauty and by relation, to self–esteem and identity (see Gomez, 2008; 

Ntambwe, 2004; Parameswaran and Cardoza, 2007). For instance, Pierre (2008) 

questioned the sale and use of skin–bleaching cosmetic products in urban Ghana, 

and situated this practice within the local and global ideologies, and processes of 

racialization. Patton (2006) examined the effects of the White standards of beauty 

on the identities and perceptions of African women. De Casanova (2004) explained 

the racialization process among young women from Ecuador by positing and 

critically examining their perceptions of beauty with the glaringly visible and 

rampant Westernized representations. Goon and Craven (2003) examined the skin–

lightening practices among the South–east Asian population “who are encouraged to 

whiten their faces with cosmetics to become ‘paler.' The question of whether this is 

to signify beauty, whiteness, racial difference or some combination of these markers 

is not clear from the advertising literature” (para 2).  

 Several medical studies have examined the harmful effects caused by the 

prolonged use of skin–lightening products especially among those of African 
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descent (see Bergmann and Dubertret, 2006; Del Giudice and Yves, 2002; Petit, 

Cohen–Ludmann, Clevenbergh, Kpanake, Munoz Sastre and Sorum, 2008). Menke 

(2002) provided examples of ochronosis11 resulting from excessive use of skin–

bleaching agents through case studies in Suriname. Despite the harm quotient, 

scores of young women and men around the world continue to use fairness creams 

in their attempts to seek the elusive light complexions so as to gain upward social 

mobility, social acceptance, and meet the societal standard of beauty which is often 

primarily defined by the lightness of one’s skin color.  

 

Data and Method  

 I examined visual data in the form of advertisement images gathered from 

four Indian print magazines (see Appendix B for examples of some of the print 

advertisements), from the two genres of news and films. The main goal was to 

examine the phenomenon of visual racism in the media (see Van Leeuwen, 2000; 

Wong, 1978) through a critical semiotic analysis of advertisement images, coupled 

with the viewpoints and perceptions of study participants. The visual analysis was 

couched within the principles of social semiotics (Hodge and Kress, 1988; Van 

Leeuwen, 2005) and the multimodal theory of communication (Kress & Van 

Leeuwen, 1996, 2001) as presented in Chapter 2 of this dissertation. By 

interspersing audience responses with the visual analysis, the attempt was to show 

the deep–rooted prejudice inherent among adult Chennaiites towards dark 
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complexions12, and how this affected their perceptions/constructions of their own 

selves, and the identities of others. This chapter also explicates the cyclicality of the 

process of social reproduction (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977) by which the media and 

the masses contribute to the continued perpetuation of the dominant discourse of 

fairness of skin complexions. The last section of the chapter offers some concluding 

remarks on the societal perceptions of skin color in Chennai and provides some 

suggestions for the necessity of the critical study of media texts and points towards 

future research implications.  

 

“Painted Faces” and the Discourse of Fairness in Advertising 

The people component in the [ads]. . . .yeah, but have you seen the people? 
They're so painted. — (Kavya, Interview, September 10, 2005) 

  At 27, Kavya13 was a self–employed Human Resources (HR) consultant and a 

self–proclaimed cynic with regard to advertisements. While browsing through my 

stack of images, she came across the advertisement for “BeautifulSkin”14 (see Figure 

4.3), which provoked an angry outburst from her. When asked to explain her 

reaction, she talked about her own childhood insecurities growing up as a dark–

skinned girl and commented on the impact of the unwritten societal preference for 

fair skin in her own life: 

It (advertising) sends such a wrong social message, it angers me, it truly 
angers me. . . It works on a sentiment of Indian mentality which is something 
that we have all been brought up with— I have been brought up, told by my 
own family, that I wish you were fair.—(Kavya, Interview, September 10, 2005) 



 

 

FIGURE 4.3. “Beautiful

  

 

BeautifulSkin” from Fairever
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Kavya stated that it led her to constantly evaluate herself based on the color of her 

skin and on how she thought she was being perceived by others. She recollected her 

reluctance to sit next to a fair–skinned classmate at school and her refusal to wear 

bright–colored clothes because she felt that they would not suit her skin tone. In 

responding to a generic question about the color complex and advertisements for 

fairness creams, Kavya observed: 

I myself have in a way been you know, victim to these, these things like dark 
skin and stuff like that. I know what it did to me which is that you started 
evaluating yourself based on the color of your skin and based on how others 
wanted to see you . . . you know, what you are, how you look, is your identity . 
. . So, color I think is completely an external thing and all of us are constantly 
battling to convince ourselves that it is only an external thing, and not mix it 
up with the inside . . . I got a little emotional about how the ads are stressing 
upon that being important . . . Yeah get fairer, you'll get a better job; get 
fairer, you'll get a good groom, you know, things like that. 

 Kavya’s sentiments were mirrored by another participant, Namrata, age 29 

and employed at a software company as the head of a team of technical writers. At 

5’9,” Namrata was relatively tall by Indian standards, with a dark, blemish–free 

complexion. In response to my question about fairness creams, Namrata admitted 

that she had never used them and hence did not really know much about them. She 

speculated that because there were numerous advertisements for the different 

brands of fairness creams, there probably was a huge market for them among the 

populace. Namrata claimed to brush aside remarks about her skin color but 

revealed that she had been subjected to the “usual” stigma within the extended 

family (grandmothers and other relatives and acquaintances) that her dark skin 

would pose a major obstacle to finding her a suitable husband. Although Namrata 
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claimed that her immediate family had never belittled her for her dark skin, the 

following tell–tale comment seems to belie the whole story:  

I, I have a darker complexion. So from my childhood subconsciously, I’ve 
been trying to push that down, saying I’m ok, I’m perfectly ok. I don’t have a 
problem. There’s no bias here. So maybe you know . . . I deliberately just 
don’t notice it. — (Namrata, Interview, November 4, 2005) 

Correlating the use of fairness creams to one’s low self–esteem, a third participant 

Gauri, age 29, also employed as Senior Technical Writer at a software firm observed, 

“Self–esteem is directly proportional to skin tone; the darker the tone, the lower the 

self–esteem” (Interview, October 18, 2005). She complemented the above 

observation with a short anecdote involving her younger girl–cousin, Durga, who 

was:  

Short, chweet [sweet], and dark; extremely talented, but with very low self–
esteem. Her one fervent wish was to marry someone who was tall and fair so 
that at least by mutation, her children might be born with fair complexions. 
— (Interview, October 18, 2005).  

 
The extent to which fair skin is desired in the family, if not in one’s children, then at 

least in one’s grandchildren, is evident from Jasmine’s anecdote of a personal 

conversation with her mother–in–law. Apparently, the latter had voiced her hope 

that Jasmine would give birth to a fair–skinned child like herself (Jasmine’s skin 

color was lighter than that of her husband, Oliveeran). Jasmine’s teasing reply that 

she would prefer a dark–skinned baby resembling her husband had caused quite 

some alarm and consternation to her mother–in–law (Interview, October 20, 2005).  
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 A second advertisement that failed to generate much discussion among the 

study participants was the unicaté15 advertising campaign for Tanishq Aarka16 (see 

Figure 4.4). This particular visual stood out because it was the only image in the 

total collection of approximately 300 advertisements that featured an African 

model. During my second focus–group discussion with a group of five17 participants, 

I referred to the Tanishq advertisement and invited the group to comment about it. 

In discussing the advertisement, they commented about the brand, the page layout, 

the lighting, and the aesthetics of the composition as a whole but remained 

conspicuously silent with regard to the choice of the model. On further probing, 

more than one participant wondered aloud about the choice of the African model for 

the advertisement; a few of them even questioned the choice because they felt that 

the advertisers could have achieved a similar effect by using a dark–skinned Indian 

model to advertise Tanishq’s products. Judging from their comments, Tanishq’s 

attempts to step beyond the confines of the Indian masses and appeal to the global 

populace as signified by the use of the African model in the image seemed to have 

been completely lost on the masses. The launch also showcased the designer–wear 

of upcoming Indian fashion designer Sabyasachi Mukherjee. His creations were to 

be made available at select Tanishq showrooms across the country alongside the 

jewelry. The idea behind the Tanishq campaign seemed to be that of promoting both 

the jewelry and the designer apparel as a blend of Eastern and Western inspirations.  



 

 

FIGURE 4.4. Tanishq

 

 

 

 

Tanishq Aarka 
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 The general interpretation and consensus about the advertisement, at least 

for my group of consultants, were captured in Vivek’s18 comment, “Except for the 

model, the ad is really good; she is not a nice–looking model” (Interview, October 14, 

2005). On further probing, Kavitha, age 35 and mother of two, made the most telling 

comment of all: “Who wants to be like her? She’s dark — nobody wants to be dark. 

That too in India, nobody wants to be dark” (Interview, October 14, 2005)! In a 

separate interview, a fourth female participant Neha, age 30 and unmarried, went to 

the extent of commenting that Indians were in fact a racist lot and that India housed 

“apartheid at its worst” (Interview, October 20, 2005). In stark contrast, two other 

interviewees — Oliveeran and his wife Jasmine (both 29) — resented the suggestion 

of racial overtones in the Tanishq advertisement. They had both been employed 

briefly at an advertising agency and viewed the visual purely as a form of beautiful 

art — art for art’s sake — rather than as an indicator of a sociocultural 

characteristic:  

This can’t be taken for discussion at all . . . this is a one–off campaign. If the 
basis of Tanishq is built on this strategy, then you can have a discussion on it. 
This has nothing to do with African women . . . you can’t judge a campaign or 
a promotional offer or the plan behind it based on a one–off campaign . . . the 
way they’re communicating it, they’re making it [the ad] designer.—
(Oliveeran, Interview, October 20, 2005) 

When I probed further and asked my focus group discussants if the advertisement 

was racist in their opinion, all of them agreed that it was not. The extent to which 

the term racism was regarded as an entirely foreign concept and inapplicable to the 

Indian context was reflected especially in the words of Vicky, age 29, an unmarried 
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male, and employed as a software programmer, who said, “Please don’t bring your 

new–fangled American ideas here. We are all very simple folks here in India.” My 

intention here is not to generalize Vicky’s statement and attribute it to the entire 

population of the subcontinent, yet I would offer that his remark may be better 

understood in light of Chakrabarty’s (1994) comment about the common 

understanding of the term racism by the Indian masses: “‘Racism’ is thought of as 

something the white people do to us. What Indians do to one another are variously 

described as ‘communalism’, ‘regionalism’ and ‘casteism’ but never ‘racism’” (p. 

145).  

 As a prelude to examining the phenomenon of visual racism within the 

Indian media context, the next section offers some insights into why a close reading 

of media texts is not only relevant but also significant and necessary especially in 

modern times. It examines two print advertisements through a multimodal 

framework to demonstrate how the rules of visual grammar (Kress & Van Leeuwen, 

1996) might be applied to advertisements to interpret the hidden discourse of 

fairness that they help perpetuate in the Indian context. 

 

Visual Racism in the Indian media – A Multimodal Analysis 

 Each of the two advertisements under discussion may be likened to “a 

semiotic unit, structured, not linguistically, but by principles of visual composition . . 
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. integrated by the codes of information value, salience and framing” (Kress & Van 

Leeuwen, 1996, p. 185). The following sections examine Figures 4.3 and 4.4 

separately according to the principles of multimodality and the social semiotic 

theory of communication. 

BeautifulSkin from Fairever  

 The advertisement for BeautifulSkin appeared in the October and December 

issues of Ciné Blitz magazine in 2004. In analyzing the overall composition, we noted 

that the different modes worked together to explicitly communicate the advertiser’s 

fulfillment of the consumers’ desire for fairness. I focused mainly on the following 

elements in the composition — information value, color and visual rhyme, and the 

principles of proxemics in regards to the interaction between the model in the 

advertisements and the reader.  

 Information value of the product – Ideal/Real. The layout is “structured 

along a vertical axis. In such advertisements, the upper section visualizes the 

‘promise of the product,’ the status of glamour it can bestow on its users, or the 

sensory fulfilment it will bring” (Kress & Van Leeuwen, 1996, p. 193). Unlike a 

layout structured along the horizontal axis which allows for greater movement and 

connection between the interacting elements of the composition, a vertically aligned 

image distinctly separates the two halves from each other, except for some 

connecting cues. The upper half of the image makes an “emotive appeal” (Kress & 

Van Leeuwen, 1996, p. 193) and shows us the possibilities of what can be; this is the 
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“Ideal” or fantasy that can be attained if we use the advertised product. By placing 

an image in this portion of the layout, the advertiser is emphasizing the visual over 

the verbal text. The model with her arms outstretched towards the sun is indicative 

of the efficacy of the product and the young woman’s knowledge that the sun’s rays 

cannot damage her skin. Also, by featuring a fair–skinned model, the brand 

apparently makes a case for the advertised product that fairness is guaranteed. The 

woman’s gaze forms a vector (Kress & Van Leeuwen, 1996) towards the right corner 

of the page where the manufacturer’s name, CavinKare, appears in black font. The 

name renders assurance and trust. In other words, the message that may be derived 

is that the model trusts this manufacturer to offer the ideal product to suit her needs 

and so should the consumer after reading this advertisement. 

 “The lower section visualizes the product itself, providing more or less 

factual information about the product, and telling the readers where it can be 

obtained, or how they can request more information about it, or order it” (Kress & 

Van Leeuwen, 1996, p. 193). The lower half of the composition thus offers practical 

information in regards to the product that is relevant and necessary for everyday 

communication. This portion provides the “Real” information to help ground the 

Ideal in “the realm of the real” (Kress & Van Leeuwen, 1996, p. 193). Although each 

half of the advertisement offers contrasting information, as a whole, they 

complement each other and provide complete information to the reader. The lower 

half of the advertisement may be further divided into two unequal sections by a 
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thin, pink “frame line” (Kress & Van Leeuwen, 1996, p. 216; see also Van Leeuwen, 

2005, p. 7); the top section bearing the text “I will get fairness along with soft skin 

this winter.” The bottom section contains the relevant information about the main 

constituents of the product and is interspersed with visual and verbal information. 

Note that the pink frame line separating the large font from the smaller text does not 

extend to the entire length of the horizontal axis but ends beneath the word winter. 

The surrounding white space ensures that this text is connected to the information 

and product images provided below. The product promises to “work from within 

and leave(s) you looking fairer and radiant,” as stated in the bodycopy of the 

advertisement:  

New Beautiful Skin Winter Fairness Lotion and Beautiful Skin Winter 
Fairness Cream contain the goodness of Fairever that works from within and 
leaves you looking fairer and radiant. They also contain moisturiser and 
triple sunscreens to protect your skin.  

Although the item offered for consumption is primarily a skin–lightening product, it 

is advertised as a specific formulation for use in the winter months with its claims of 

moisturizing and skin–softening properties. This is evident from the name of the 

product “BeautifulSkin Winter Fairness Lotion.” The implication runs high that the 

skin that is fair is also beautiful or vice–versa. The product’s claims are further 

compounded by the following statements: “fairness along with soft skin this winter” 

and “also contain moisturizer and triple sunscreens to protect your skin.” Fairness is 

further accentuated at the very bottom of the bodycopy, which reads: “Discover 

expert fairness.” The exaggerated claim here is that there might be similar products 
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in the market but that this is the proven expert; the connotation being that it has 

been tested  and has proved efficacious, which may or may not be wholly true. 

 Color and visual rhyme.  A “visual rhyme” (Van Leeuwen, 2005, p. 12) is 

achieved in the overall composition through the use of the various hues of pink and 

blue, which are also the signifying colors (see Kress & Van Leeuwen, 1996, 2002) on 

the product package. This rhyme helps connect the various elements of the 

composition — the blue skies, the fair–skinned model dressed in blue jeans and a 

pink sweater, the font colors of pink and blue of “I will,” and the product images in 

the bodycopy. Note the brand name fairever in pink at the bottom left of the page, 

which links directly with “Skin” in the product name, “BeautifulSkin.” And because 

Fairever is a well–known skin–lightening product sold in the Indian retail market, 

the relation between fair skin and beautiful skin is clearly established. Following the 

Western model, one which may be gradually gaining in popularity in other parts of 

the world, the color pink signifies femininity and indicates that the product is 

primarily intended for women (see Koller, 2008; Kress & Van Leeuwen, 2002). The 

visual element in the Ideal realm is connected with the combined visual and verbal 

element in the Real by the color pink — from the model’s sweater to indicating her 

determination to achieve her goal indicated by “will” written in pink, to the brand 

name fairever, and finally, “Skin” in the product name.  

 A similar visual rhyme is established between the components of the Ideal 

and the Real spheres by the color blue. In their work on the grammar of color, Kress 
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and Van Leeuwen (2002) cited a variety of sources that primarily interpreted the 

color blue as promoting a sense of coolness, calm, and peace. Throughout the overall 

composition, the color blue is used strategically to convey this cooling power in the 

following textual elements: “I,” “Discover fairness + moisturizing + sun protection 

this winter,” “Winter Fairness Lotion” on the product containers, and lastly 

“Discover Expert Fairness.” The textual content reiterates the discourse of fairness 

as espoused by the visual in the top half of the composition.  

 Applying the principles of proxemics. Applying the principles of proxemics 

(Hall, 1968) to the analysis of images, three important dimensions should be 

considered in regards to interpreting the relationship between the people featured 

in the advertisement and the viewer. The three dimensions are social distance, 

social relation, and social interaction (Van Leeuwen, 2000). Social distance refers 

to the distance of the depicted person from the viewer; the further the social 

distance, the more distant the relationship. In Figure 4.3, the model is photographed 

in a long shot and is hence positioned as a stranger in relation to the viewer. The 

second dimension indicates social relation and is determined by the angle of the 

photographic shot. In the advertisement under discussion, the model is 

photographed at a vertical angle from below and featured in profile. Her position is 

one of looking down upon the viewer, thereby exerting some symbolic power. As  

Van Leeuwen (2000) explained, “To look up at someone signifies that that someone 

has symbolic power over the viewer, whether as an authority, a role–model, or 
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otherwise” (p. 338). The third dimension involves social interaction and is 

determined from the gaze of the represented participants in the advertisement. The 

model in figure 4.3 is shown looking elsewhere with her arms outstretched in a 

welcoming manner. She is not looking at the viewer and not engaging her as an 

interactant. Rather, the model is offered up to the viewer for scrutiny and 

consumption but at an elevated level, almost equivalent to someone worthy of 

emulation. In short, the combined visual and textual elements of the composition 

present the model in a manner that emphasizes her confidence and sense of 

freedom and positive self–esteem, supposedly made possible by using the 

advertised product. 

 

Tanishq Aarka —The Energy of the Sun. Captured in Fusion 

 The advertisement for Tanishq Aarka (Figure 4.4) appeared in the September 

2004 issue of Stardust. Aarka is a Sanskrit word that refers to the Sun, which is 

hailed as the inspiration for the designs in this collection. The following news item 

from the website of the Tata Group of Industries, of which Tanishq is a subsidiary, 

offers more details.  

Aarka, meaning 'Sun', draws inspiration from the cycles of life on a solar 
wheel. Every piece in the Tanishq Aarka collection is symbolic of the Sun's 
motion, dynamism, energy and most of all, captures the passing of time, 
without altering the essence of these life forces. 

 
In the Aarka advertisement, there is no direct mention of skin color although the 

issue was raised in the interviews and focus group discussions because of the 
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African model in the ad, marketing Indian jewelry to the Indian masses. The analysis 

focuses primarily on the information value of the product, symbolic processes and 

visual rhyme, and the principles of proxemics in regards to the model’s interaction 

with the viewer.  

 Information value of the product —Centre/Margin. The Tanishq Aarka 

advertisement is visually composed “along the dimensions of the centre and the 

margin” (Kress & Van Leeuwen, 1996, p. 203). Visual structuring along the centre 

and the peripheries is primarily a non–western design prerogative. As Kress and 

Van Leeuwen (1996) explained, “For something to be presented as Centre means 

that it is presented as the nucleus of the information on which all the other elements 

are in some sense subservient” (p. 206). In the case of a Centre/Margin composition 

then, the information value of the Ideal/Real and Given/New is integrated without 

specific distinction. In the case of the Aarka advertisement, the model is fore–

grounded and positioned with the circular frame of gold in the background. The 

reader’s attention is first drawn to her and the gold earring that she is wearing and 

then to the jewelry in the background. Visually, this directionality is ensured by the 

golden spikes positioned within the circular frame of gold that function as vectors 

(Kress & Van Leeuwen, 1996) and focus attention on the centrally–positioned 

model. 
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 The ad follows the normative method of representation in terms of featuring 

a female model to advertise the jewelry19; the twist is presented in the choice of the 

model. By choosing an African model and dressing her in Indian attire complete 

with the bindi or red dot on her forehead, the message is complexified and as 

evident from the responses of some of the study participants, likely to be missed or 

misinterpreted by the majority of the populace. In researching the advertisement, I 

had come across a news article20 detailing the Aarka launch; apparently, the South–

African model in the picture had been specially commissioned for this particular ad 

campaign. In explaining the choice of the model, Mukherjee had commented, “We 

chose a dusky South African model to launch this range, the global face of timeless 

jewellery”—(De, 2004) 

 The Tanishq advertisement is an example of a “pictorial integration [which] 

absorbs text into the dream, the fantasy—‘reality text’ is usually kept to a minimum 

and in very small print” (Van Leeuwen, 2005, p. 12). The verbal element in the 

advertisement occupies the bottom quarter of the page and remains secondary to 

the symbolic significance of the visual component. The bodycopy at the bottom of 

the page written in white font can itself be viewed as being encased within a 

rectangular box with invisible borders. At the bottom left corner of the page, in large 

font and block capitals (except for the i), is the name of the fashion designer, 

“SABYASACHi.” If we look carefully, we see that the spacing between the text on the 

left and the right is not equivalent. The information provided on the left is in larger 
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font but enclosed within a smaller space. The information provided on the right is 

explanatory and informative but enclosed within a much larger space. Spatial 

arrangement thus serves as an indicator of the importance of the information 

provided in the overall composition. Applying Kress and Van Leeuwen’s (1996) 

principles of multimodality to interpret this spatial arrangement, the information on 

the left constitutes the “Given” and the text on the right constitutes the “New” 

information (Kress & Van Leeuwen, 1996). The Given information is based on the 

assumption that the reader is already familiar with the information; in the Aarka ad, 

the fashion–conscious customer who stays abreast of news and happenings in the 

fashion world would be aware of the upcoming designer, Sabyasachi Mukherjee. For 

the average reader who does not recognize the designer’s name, this would not 

mean anything. But she might still be able to connect the name with apparel when 

she reads the text Apparel Design in smaller font positioned right above the 

designer’s first name. The New information contains details about the product that 

the reader is expected to take away from reading the advertisement. In the Aarka 

advertisement, the New information helps to connect the jewelry and the apparel as 

examples of “fusion fashion.” 

 This textual component is placed at the margin and is secondary to the model 

in the centre.  A syntagmatic structural relationship between the language and 

visual modes is achieved by the arrangement of the halo of gold jewelry encircling 

the model’s head to signify the Sun, as denoted by the term Aarka. “A syntagm refers 
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to the orderly combination of interacting signs” (Chandler, 2002, p. 100). A second 

example of this syntagmatic relationship is communicated by the word fusion and 

visually represented by the model, draped in the traditional Indian attire of a red 

sari, complete with the red dot on her forehead, and sporting Indian jewelry. The 

idea of fusion is communicated both materially, and through ideology. Materially 

speaking, the traditional elements such as gold jewelry and the sari are presented as 

contemporary pieces of “fusion fashion” as stated in the bodycopy. In terms of 

ideology, the advertisement symbolizes a shift in attitude towards engaging with 

modernity (see Appadurai, 1996; Appadurai and Breckenridge, 1995; Gaonkar, 

2001) but without completely breaking away from tradition. 

 

 Symbolic processes and visual rhyme. “Symbolic processes are about what 

a participant means or is . . . there is only one participant, the Carrier, and . . . the 

symbolic meaning is established in another way” (Kress & Van Leeuwen, 1996, p. 

108). Figure 4.4 is an example of an image with only a Carrier and is representative 

of what Kress and Van Leeuwen (1996) identified as “Symbolic Suggestive 

Processes . . . .They cannot be interpreted as analytical, because in this kind of image, 

detail tends to be de–emphasized in favour of what could be called ‘mood’ or 

‘atmosphere’” (p. 110). In Figure 4.4, this is achieved through a soft, golden glow 

centered on the model — note the golden halo around her head, the golden tint on 

her cheekbone and shoulder. Through this golden focus, the attempt is to transfer to 

the Carrier all the values and sentiments typically associated with gold. “As a result 
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Symbolic Suggestive Processes represent meaning and identity as coming from 

within, as deriving from qualities of the Carriers themselves” (Kress & Van Leeuwen, 

1996, p. 112). The model is presented as embodying the qualities of timelessness, 

beauty, and purity just as the gold pieces in the Tanishq collection. 

 

 Throughout the advertisement, the bridal colors of red and gold are 

interspersed to create a visual rhyme connecting the various visual and verbal 

components. The wirework, representative of the sun, is intertwined with intricate 

gold pieces studded with rubies. The red dot on the model’s forehead matches with 

the red saree in which she is draped; this is repeated in the textual element in the 

name AARKA and the red dot on the i in the name of the designer, Sabyasachi. The 

white font is used to separate the language components from the visual but in such a 

way as to be secondary to the central element. 

 

 Applying the principles of proxemics. With regard to social distance, the 

model is photographed at a close–up, which means that she is at a personal distance 

from the viewers and is being presented as “one of us” (Van Leeuwen, 2000, p. 336). 

The social relation is established from the horizontal angle of the shot, presented to 

the viewers at eye–level but in profile. This determines “the represented social 

relation between the viewer and the people in the picture, power and involvement” 

(Van Leeuwen, 2000, p. 337). Unlike the woman in Figure 4.3, the model in this 

advertisement is symbolically detached from the viewers but does not exert any 
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symbolic power over them (Van Leeuwen, 2000). With respect to gaze, she is not 

directly interacting with the viewers. Her eyes are focused on something/someone 

beyond the frame of the photograph. As Van Leeuwen (2000) explained: 

If they do not look at us they are as it were offered to our gaze as a spectacle 
for our dispassionate scrutiny. The picture makes us look at them as we 
would look at people who are not aware that we are looking at them, as 
‘voyeurs’, rather than interactants. (p. 339) 

The aesthetic quality of the advertisement coupled with the exoticism afforded by 

the presence of an African model donning Indian jewelry and attire add to the 

voyeuristic pleasure of the viewers. 

 

Discussion and Concluding Remarks 

If the powers–that–be had wanted us to be a pink and white race, one 
assumes they’d have factored the color scheme into the basic design.— 
(Ashok and Balasubramaniam, 2005, p. 20)  
 

 The main purpose of this chapter was to examine the deep–rooted prejudice 

towards dark complexions and the societal preference for fair skin within the Indian 

context through a critical analysis of advertisement images gathered from four 

nationally available magazines. Using the frameworks of social semiotics and the 

multimodal theory of communication, the attempt was to show that ad images not 

only construct but also abet in the cyclical social reproduction (Bourdieu & 

Passeron, 1977) of the fairness discourse.  
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 Skin–lightening within the Indian context may be interpreted in terms of 

Gramsci’s (1971) notion of hegemony and the manufacture of consent (see Croteau 

& Hoynes, 2000, p. 163). According to Gramsci, the ruling classes can exert power in 

society either by using force or by manufacturing consent. The latter is evident in 

forms of cultural leadership by which “ruling groups in a society actively seek to 

have their worldview accepted by all members of society as the universal way of 

thinking” (Croteau & Hoynes, 2000, p. 164). Applying Gramsci’s concept of 

hegemonic domination to the power exercised by the mass media in relation to the 

discourse of fairness, we can see how the manufacturers and advertisers of skin–

bleaching creams thrive in the retail market by feeding into the sociocultural 

rhetoric of fair skin that is already rampant in Indian society. By portraying dark–

skinned individuals as failures in their personal and professional lives, media 

representations capitalize on the widely prevalent societal preference for fair 

complexions in order to market their products. Television commercials especially 

are notorious for their “before and after using the product” representations. 

Typically, the “before using the product” images portray the dark–complexioned 

women wearing Indian outfits, sporting oiled and braided hair, looking dejected and 

despondent. The “after use of the product” representations re–present (Hall, 1982) 

the protagonists as fairer, more confident individuals, dressed in Western attire and 

ready to take on the world. The contrast in the representations can be equated with 

being traditional and modern, respectively, as implied by the signifiers of dress, 

hairstyle, and demeanor. Color ideologies seem to be intertwined with upward 
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social mobility; the lighter you are, the higher you can climb on the social ladder. 

Visual racism as perpetuated by ad images can be dangerous because it works on a 

subliminal level, and if one is not critically aware of the hidden discourse, one can 

buy into the rhetoric and ideology without realizing it. 

 

 In the advertisement for BeautifulSkin, the message conveyed by the overall 

composition reiterates the societal preference for fair skin. Understanding the 

significance of the spatial positioning of the various elements in the composition 

allows us to realize the full import of the visual discourse and choose to either 

accept or resist it. The image of the fair–skinned model in the top half of the 

advertisement (Figure 4.3) reifies the societal ideology of fair skin coupled with 

implied projections of freedom, positive self–esteem, and confidence. The 

remarkable coincidence in all the advertisements for skin–lightening products, be 

they print or television commercials, is that once the protagonist succeeds in 

lightening her/his skin tone, she/he is portrayed in a more stylish, hip, and 

westernized manner. The westernization is represented either in terms of career 

(becoming an air–hostess and dressed in western attire) or in terms of the overall 

“presentation of the self” (Goffman, 1959) by dressing in Western clothes, and 

radiating a happy glow. This lends credence to my argument that in modern times, 

skin color is associated with social status and upward mobility, but as defined in 

terms of class rather than caste. This is not to discount the intertwining of color and 

caste ideologies which are still rampant in Indian society (as we shall see in Chapter 
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5) but that they serve different functions in different contexts. For the modern 

young men and women in India, fair skin is their first step towards attaining the 

ideal of the global Indian. 

  

 Problematizing the second ad under study, the African model is presented 

within the Indian context, as one of us or as one of the viewers21 despite her dark 

skin tones and foreign features. Simultaneously, she is also “Othered,” because she is 

offered up for consumption to the viewer’s voyeuristic gaze and rendered as 

something exotic owing to her presence in the advertisement as part of the Symbolic 

Suggestive Process. This is especially significant in light of the fact that within the 

Indian context, gold jewelry is commonplace whereas an African individual is a 

novelty and an African model marketing an Indian brand even more so. In contrast 

to other jewelry advertisements that typically feature light–skinned models or film 

celebrities (see Appendix C), the Aarka advertisement is markedly different in the 

arrangement of the aesthetics, creativity, and choice of represented participant. But 

the viewers’ voyeuristic gaze cannot ignore and approve of the model’s skin color, 

which does play a role in this Othering: “Who wants to be like her? She’s dark — 

nobody wants to be dark. That too, in India, nobody wants to be dark.” —(Kavitha, 

Interview, October 14, 2005)22. 

 

 As an overwhelmingly common representation of popular culture, 

advertisements have proved to be an interesting arena for critical study. They 
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pervade our private space, exert a tremendous influence on society, and are 

important in shaping stereotypes while also challenging societal traditions and 

practices. According to Stephen Fox (as cited in Mazzarella, 2003), advertising 

professionals are merely “mirror makers” (p. 25). Williamson (1978) regarded 

advertisements as cultural factors “moulding and reflecting our life today” (p. 11).  

O’Barr (1994) identified advertising as a tool that propagates social ideologies by 

engaging in two types of discourses: primary and secondary. He referred to the 

discourse of advertising as “the flow of representations about commodities and 

society over a period of time” (p. 3). The primary discourse in O’Barr’s view then, 

referred “to ideas in advertising about goods and services” (p. 3) and the secondary 

discourse referred “to ideas about society and culture contained in advertisements” 

(p. 3). In interpreting advertisements, we must be cognizant of “visually 

communicated racism” (Van Leeuwen, 2000, p. 335) alongside linguistic analysis. 

This is especially significant in light of the fact that as a major genre of mass 

communication, advertising offers a rich site for the study of media discourses as 

cultural practices. As Jensen (1995) wrote,  

Not only is the reception of mass communication the cultural practice most 
widely engaged in by the contemporary general public. Reception in the basic 
sense of exposure, moreover, initiates a process of interpreting and enacting 
multiple potential meanings; reception is not a single act producing a unified 
meaning. Audiences reactivate meanings deriving from mass media in 
multiple social contexts of action. Media reception, thus, feeds into a semiosis 
that is distributed across time and space. (p. 62) 
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According to Kellner and Durham (2001), “Media and culture are grounded in a 

social system and its conflicts . . . There is no pure entertainment that does not 

contain representations — often extremely prejudicial — of class, gender, race, 

sexuality, and myriad social categories and groupings” (pp. 5-6). A multimodal and 

social semiotic analysis thus opens up avenues for interpreting media texts in 

numerous ways based on the socio–cultural contexts within which the texts are 

constructed and received. A textual analysis coupled with audience responses offers 

an insight into the ways in which stereotypes and societal attitudes are co–

constructed and negotiated by the audiences and the media. 

 

 Critical readings of media texts are especially relevant and necessary in 

cultural contexts such as India where traditions and conservative ideologies are 

deeply ingrained even within the most discerning consumer. Croteau and Hoynes 

(2000) deem the media as cultural sites where the ideas of the powerful are not only 

circulated but also can be contested (p.166). The contestation can take place only 

when a critical reading of media texts becomes possible. One such victory was 

claimed by various non–profits and women’s organizations in India in 2003, when 

the telecast of a Fair and Lovely commercial was stopped after complaints that the 

advertisement was “discriminatory on the basis of the color of skin and an affront to 

women’s dignity” (see Leistikow, 2003). While this may seem like a huge victory 

against the manufacturers and advertisers of skin–lightening creams, in reality, it 
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has only been a small setback for them and has not resulted in any substantial ban 

or punishment.  

 The next chapter addresses the discourse of fairness in linguistic discourse 

through an analysis of textual advertisements of matrimony gathered from an 

Indian newspaper. It explores the intertwining of color and caste ideologies which 

continue to exist in Indian society and offer another example of the social 

reproduction of traditional practices punctuating everyday life in modern times. 
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CHAPTER 5 

 WHEATISH GROOMS, FAIR BRIDES, HOMELY GIRLS, AND INNOCENT DIVORCÉES — 

COMMODIFICATION AND THE COLOR COMPLEX IN INDIAN MATRIMONIALS 

 This chapter is concerned with the study of matrimonial advertisements or 

matrimonials, a sub–genre of the personal classifieds used specifically within the 

context of arranged marriages in Indian society. A relatively common social practice, 

arranged marriages continue to be widely practiced in India, although they have 

progressed from being arranged by the local priest or matchmaker to include the 

use of modern technologies. These include matrimonials (see Tablee 5.1) placed in 

newspapers (both print and web editions) and online profiles posted on 

matchmaking websites, such as www.shaadi.com or www.bharatmatrimony.com. 

This paper focused specifically on the print matrimonial classifieds gathered from 

an English news daily in Chennai, southern India.  

 All the major national and regional newspapers in India devote at least two 

double–spread pages of their Sunday editions to matrimonials. Most matrimonials 

are typically written within 50 words, their brevity being determined by the 

economic principle and the newspaper’s editorial policy regarding content and 

form. In composing the text of the advertisement, various descriptors are provided,  
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AGAMUDIYAR 24/154,BE 
Infosys, Chennai Avittam, seeks 
Professional Groom. Send BHP. 

 
HINDU NADAR 23/164 Visagam 
BE SWE Wipro 25000 PM seeks 
Same Qlfd. Groom. Same Caste.  

 
PILLAI 25/156, Srilankan Girl, 
settled in Canada seeks qualified 
groom from respected family 
willing to settle down in Canada.  

 
VANNIYAKULA KSHATRIYA, 
Hastham, B.E. 28/159 V. fair, MNC, 
35000/–pm of very respectable 
family seeks groom of IAS, IFS, 
Bank Probationary Officers, 
Government Doctor, Engineer, 
Group–I Officer.  

 
TAMIL MUDALIYAR Girl 33/170, 
Utthiratadhi, BSc Dip in Comp, 
jobless seeks suitable alliance. 
Caste No bar. 

 
MUDALIYAR 37/160/MSc BEd 
MPhil PhD (Chemistry) Lecturer in 
PVT College, well settled, seek 
Professionally Qualified/Well 
Qualified below 42 yrs groom from 
Southern States only. 

 
NAICKER 24/157 DCT, Aptech 
(ASP), BCom, employed, Bank, 
Well to do family, seeks groom 
Professionals/PG any Hindu. 

 
 

 
 

MUDALIYAR, 23/160/ B.E. 
Software 
Engr, TCS, Chennai, 20000, 
Goodlooking, Well–to–do, seeks 
India/Abroad Groom. 

 
ADI DRAVIDAR, 23/160/B.E., 
Program Analyst CTS Chennai, 
20000, Goodlooking Well–to–do 
seeks any Professionals. 

 
VISWAKARMA, 23/162, B.E, 
Software Engineer, INFOSYS, 
20000, Fair, Beautiful, Wellsettled, 
Cultured Family. 

 
PILLAI, 23/160/ B.E, Software 
Engineer, INFOSYS, Chennai, 
20000, Wellsettled, Only Daughter, 
Decent Family. 

 
PADAYACHI 23/160/BE, 5000, 
working @ Bangalore, seeks 
groom well qualified with good job 
below 30, same caste, prefer in 
Bangalore can apply. 

 
SAIVA VELLALAR 34/155/MSc 
not working fair, slim, good 
looking, seek graduate and equally 
qualified groom. 

 
AUSTRALIA S/W Engineer Nadar 
31, Very Fair 3Lacs p.m. Divorce 
No Issue, Looking for Educated 
Beautiful Girl, Divorce Excuse. No 
Dowry, Caste No Bar. 

 

TABLE 5.1 A sample of matrimonial classifieds from The Hindu 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

BRIDEGROOMS WANTED 

TAMIL TAMIL 
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such as the individuals’ physical appearance, educational qualifications, 

occupations, family status, and caste relations in society.23 The order of arrangement 

of the lexical items and their significance within the matrimonials are usually 

determined by whether the placers of the specific ad are seeking a bride or groom. 

 Matrimony within the Indian context (see Majumdar, 2004; Nanda, 2000) 

does not constitute a union between two individuals but rather involves a bringing 

together of two families in “a quadrilateral relationship” (Nair, 1992, p. 241). As 

Nanda (2000) wrote,  

In a society where divorce is still a scandal and where, in fact, the divorce 
rate is exceedingly low, an arranged marriage is the beginning of a lifetime 
relationship not just between the bride and groom but between their families 
as well. (p. 197)  

Typically, the families of eligible singles seek matrimonial alliances within their 

familial or social networks. In cases where this is not feasible (or productive), they 

advertise in the newspapers, inviting suitable marriage alliances for their daughters 

and/or sons. A necessary step in this process includes a thorough study of the 

astrological charts or horoscopes24 of the prospective bride and groom; all 

interactions between the two families cease if the astrological predictions are not 

compatible. If both families concur, a date is set for the formal engagement 

ceremony, followed by a favorable date for the wedding.  

 A review of the literature indicated that earlier research studies examined 

matrimonials to understand societal attitudes toward arranged marriages 

(Chakrabarti, 1974; Niehoff, 1958); the social significance of arranged marriages 
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(Das, 1980; Medora, 2003; Menon, 1989); their importance within the larger context 

of the joint family system (Reddy & Srinivas, 1978); and the impact of caste,25 

religion, and linguistic considerations in the selection of life partners (Anand, 1965). 

A comparison of matrimonials from north– and south–Indian newspapers (Reyes–

Hockings, 1966) indicated that the educated, middle–class urbanites perceived them 

to be an effective medium for finding a suitable spouse rather than viewing them as 

“a last resort” (p. 38). Nair (1992) examined and compared matrimonials from a 

north–Indian newspaper with dating personals gathered from American and British 

newspapers to underscore the structural similarities and cultural differences. 

Pandey (2004) compared Indian matrimonials from magazines in the United States 

with American dating personals to illustrate the differences in semantic 

comprehension of Indian English (see also Görlach, 2004) and the inability of those 

“not in the know” to understand it. Vaid (2009) examined print and online sources 

of matrimonials to interpret “how skin color functions in marriage negotiations” (p. 

151) among members of the Indian diaspora in North America.   

 There are two main aims of this chapter. First, I interpreted the matrimonials 

as a genre that performed a specific communicative event within a particular 

sociocultural context. I considered specifically the lexis of physical attributes 

applied to the advertised self and the desired other and interpreted its meaning 

within the Indian context. Second, I focused on the register of matrimonials to help 

situate it within the genre of classified ads by examining some of the linguistic 
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features that are indicative of simplified registers. Simplified registers (see 

Ferguson, 1982) constitute “smaller, generic rather than specific vocabulary; 

monomorphemic words and phrases of complex words[;] . . . invariant word order[; 

and] . . . absence of copula, pronouns, and function words” (Bruthiaux, 1994, p. 137). 

To this end, I examined a database of matrimonials gathered from two weekend 

issues of the Chennai edition of the nationally available English–language daily 

newspaper, The Hindu. In order to situate the complexities and significance of 

matrimonials within the Indian context, a brief overview of the caste system is 

outlined in the next section followed by a discussion of the differences between 

matrimonials and dating personals. Then, the data and methods are presented, 

followed by a systematic analysis; the study concludes with some remarks about 

interpreting matrimonial ads as texts of identity within the context of arranged 

marriages.  

 

Overview of the Caste System 

 A highly controversial topic of discussion, the origins of the caste system for 

the most part are unclear although the majority of scholars believe that it was 

initially based on the ancient Vedic “varna” system of hierarchical classification 

(Dumont, 1980; Thapar, 2004) of the ancient Vedic Aryans. Society in the later Vedic 

period, extending from 1000 BC to 600 BC, is believed to have been very structured 

and organized into three tiers or “varnas,” which originally meant “covering as in 
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skin covering and its various colors” (Wolpert, 2004, p. 30). A fourth tier had been 

added after the Aryans invaded the Indian subcontinent and conquered the 

indigenous Dravidians, according to the Aryan invasion theory (Majumdar, 1967; 

Spear, 1972; Thapar, 1996, 2004; Wolpert, 2004). “Varna,” in Sanskrit, refers to 

color, appearance, physical form or characteristic. It also refers to “order, class or 

kind” (Bayly, 1999, p. 8). The first three varnas are referred to as the “twice–born” 

(see Carstairs, 1961) which implies that they are not only born into the varna but 

are also religiously sanctioned into it through the performance of the sacred thread 

ceremony.26 The varna system proposed some order into society through division of 

labor and was more fluid with respect to marriages and the learning of the sacred 

scriptures. In fact, the members of the first three groups could intermingle and 

intermarry; one could also move up into a higher varna by practicing the prescribed 

ways of life.  

The caste system (see Dumont, 1980;  Ghurye, 2004; Olcott, 1944; Stevenson, 

1954) as is commonly understood today was a later development within Hindu 

society largely motivated by economic and political sanctions and ensured that 

purity was the sole criterion for the hierarchical division. As Stevenson has 

remarked, “Eminent Indian authorities of this century, have held the view that ‘the 

chief principle upon which the entire caste system depends is that of purity and 

pollution’” (p. 46). According to the concept of purity, the Brahmanas were 

considered the purest of the five groups and hence were treated with the utmost 
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respect. This can be traced to the Manu Smriti or the Laws of Manu (Manu, Doniger & 

Smith, 1991). The Manu Smriti added a fifth tier to the above–mentioned four–tier 

varna system to include the “untouchables” or “pariahs” (also known as Harijans, as 

coined by Mahatma Gandhi or Dalits, which is the politically–correct term used 

today). This last group performed all of the menial jobs that were traditionally 

considered to be ritually impure for the other four caste groups, such as leather 

tanning or scavenging. According to Holden (2001):  

Taboos rendered members of a certain group, social outcasts or 
‘untouchable’ because their traditional occupations of leather tanning and 
street cleaning were considered unclean, making them ritually impure and 
capable of polluting others. (p. 6) 

Heavy emphasis was laid on the notions of purity and pollution in the hierarchical 

structuring of society, and most Indologists now regard varna as pertaining to ritual 

status. “Ritual status meant observing rules of purity and pollution, where the 

Brahman was regarded as the purest and the others in descending order down to 

the most impure, who was untouchable” (Thapar, 2004 ; p. 66). This ritual status 

was available only to the three upper, twice–born castes — Brahmanas, Kshatriyas, 

and Vaishyas — and was denied to the Shudras. The present–day caste system, 

motivated largely by economic and political sanctions, is closer to the jati system of 

hierarchical ordering, which is determined by “birth” status. Writing about jati, 

Thapar (2004) said, 

Jati derives its meaning from ‘birth’ which determines membership of a 
group and the status within it; it also determines rules relating to the circles 
within which marriage could or could not take place and rules relating to the 
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inheritance of property. These would strengthen separate identities among 
jatis, a separation reinforced by variance in ritual and worship as well as the 
acceptance of a hierarchy among jatis . . . occupation becomes an indicator of 
status. (p.64) 

In short, whereas the varna hierarchy was based more on ritual, the jati structure 

pertained to regulations of kinship, inheritance, and marriage, and less to ritual. 

 The term caste is derived from the Portuguese word, “casta, properly 

something not mixed, from the Latin castus, chaste” (Dumont, 1980, p. 21). The caste 

system was also more rigid than the original varna system and locked an individual 

into a specific caste based on birth for life. It did not allow for intermarriage 

between castes and also proposed specific rituals for interaction between them. As 

Bayly (1999) wrote, “In caste society, gradations of rank and precedence are innate, 

universal and collective” (p. 10). In an intersection of caste and race ideologies (see 

Schoenhals, 2003; Smaje, 2000), ritual purity is equated with blood purity, the sole 

purpose of which seems to be to prevent the pollution of the progeny in case of a 

tainted marriage (Channa, 2005; Prashad, 2000).  

 

Matrimonial Advertisements and Dating Personals 

 Matrimonials belong to the genre of classified ads (Bruthiaux, 1996) and 

typically run from four to six lines. In our data set, most ads followed the format set 

out in Table 5.1, “except those obviously designed to catch the eye, especially by 

being boxed” (Bruthiaux, 1996, p. 32) or highlighted in bold font. The language of 

classified ads, as Bruthiaux explained, “aim[s] at a linguistically competent but 
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unknown reader who chooses to read but cannot coconstruct text through 

immediate feedback. . . .  Since the medium offers no second chance for clarification, 

the message of each ad must be explanatory” (p. 24). Advertisers must work within 

spatial limitations, striving to be persuasive while providing as much relevant detail 

as possible.   

 Similar to dating ads/personals (see Coupland, 1996, 2000; Hogbern & 

Coupland, 2000; Jagger, 1998; Koestner & Wheeler, 1988; Marley, 2002; Thorne & 

Coupland, 1998), matrimonials are composed of “strategies of positive self–

presentation” (Van Dijk, 1993a; see also Gibbs, Ellison, & Heino, 2006). Although in 

both contexts, the idea is to “give off” (Goffman, 1959, p. 2) a positive impression of 

the self, “Indian advertisements are obviously based on parental/familial 

assessments as the continual references to caste and family status indicate. . . [, 

whereas] Western advertisements . . . rely on self assessment” (Nair, 1992, p. 241). A 

second similarity lies in the use of abbreviations in their syntactic constructions. 

Some common examples found in matrimonials are “BHP” for biodata (or résumé), 

horoscope (or astrological chart) and photograph(s); “veg” for vegetarian; “VF” for 

very fair; “p.a.” for per annum and “pm” or “p.m.” for per month; “Unemp” for 

unemployed; and “Grad” for graduate.  

 In terms of differences, unlike dating personals, matrimonials are placed by 

the parents or guardians of the individuals concerned and almost never by the 

latter.27 Second, matrimonials emphasize caste, as evidenced by the varied types of 
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caste markers. Identity is established first in terms of caste (unlike ethnicity, in 

dating ads) both for the brides and the grooms; caste identification is followed by 

other personal attributes and educational and professional qualifications. Third, 

unlike dating ads, matrimonials do not specify the kind of relationship (casual, short 

term, or long term) being sought and are not ambiguous about the sexual 

orientations of partners, because they pertain only to heterosexual relationships. As 

Nair (1992) wrote, “In India it would be unthinkable to advertise for a girlfriend or 

for a relationship with a married person, or to mention homosexual inclinations” (p. 

241). Finally, as “economy registers” (Bruthiaux, 1994, p. 137), classified ads are 

characterized by the absence of “linguistic handicaps on the part of either encoder 

or decoder” (Bruthiaux, 1996, p. 23). Matrimonials are written in Indian English and 

are not universally intelligible, especially because key terms, such as caste and 

lineage markers and birth–stars, are borrowed freely from Sanskrit and other 

Indian vernaculars. This intermixing of lexical items does not cause linguistic 

confusion in communicating the intended purpose to the larger target community. 

In this paper, following Nair, I examined the lexis of personal attributes in order “to 

demonstrate the embedding of social ideologies and cultural presuppositions in 

particular forms of discourse” (p. 234). Then, I analyzed the matrimonials in terms 

of their schematic structure and register. 
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Data and Method  

The matrimonial classifieds analyzed in this section were initially gathered 

from four consecutive Sunday issues of The Hindu, dated July 16, 23, and 30 and 

August 6, 2006, respectively. An advertiser can choose to have her/his ad repeated 

weekly, bi– or tri–weekly, and/or monthly over a specified period. I chose to 

examine only the ad corpus from the first and fourth weekend issues of the 

newspaper, i.e., July 16 and August 6, 2006, respectively, after filtering out the 

duplicates. The majority of the advertisers identified themselves primarily as 

Tamil28 speakers of Hindu faith. Therefore, I restricted the analysis to the Tamil–

speaking population of Brahmins and Hindu non–Brahmins.29 Although the 

Brahmins are a caste–group by themselves, I posited them against the other non–

Brahmin caste–groups which form part of Hindu society but did not include 

members of Muslim or Christian communities.30 The main reason for this deliberate 

sampling choice was that the caste system is an essentially Hindu phenomenon and 

can be traced as far back as 2500 B.C. to the beginnings of Vedic society. The final 

data set for the study thus comprised 1,361 matrimonials and included ads only 

from the “Bridegrooms Wanted” and “Brides Wanted” categories. Of these, 541 

advertisements were seeking grooms, and 820 were seeking brides.  

 Like all other classifieds, the matrimonials are grouped at different levels; an 

index of the basic classification is provided at the beginning of the matrimonial 

section in the newspaper (see Table 5.2). First, all matrimonials are basically 
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grouped under three main headings, depending on their communicative purpose: 

(a) Bridegrooms Wanted, (b) Brides Wanted, and (c) Brides and Grooms Wanted. 

Second, each section is further divided into columns based on the native languages31 

of the advertisers. The third level of categorization is based on religion—Hinduism, 

Islam, or Christianity.32 The fourth level of categorization is based on caste, which is 

highly salient in Indian society, especially among the Hindu population, although 

variations and adaptations of the caste system are present among other religious 

groups in India as well.  

 Matrimonials serve as vehicles through which to connect total strangers and 

provide a wide range of choices from which potentially eligible individuals can seek 

marriage partners. In examining this sub–genre, I adapted and applied Bruthiaux’s 

(1996) analysis of the Classified Ads Register (CAR) to interpret matrimonials in 

terms of their defining structural features, which aid in linguistic simplification. The 

Matrimonial Ads Register (MAR), as I have termed it, achieved a similar 

communicative goal within the discourse of matrimony but deviated slightly from 

the typical structure of classified ads in its syntactic constructions and lexicon. For 

example, matrimonials are written in the third person, with articles, auxiliary verbs, 

pronouns, copulas, and relative clauses omitted. 

  



109 
 

 
 

TABLE 5.2. Index of Matrimonials from The Hindu  

INDEX OF MATRIMONIALS 

BRIDEGROOMS WANTED 

BRIDES WANTED 

BRIDES & GROOMS WANTED 
 

 
Assamese 
Awadhi 
Bengali 
Bhojpuri 
Bihari 
Chattisgarhi 
English 
Gujarati 
Haryanvi 
Hindi 
Kannada 
Kashmiri 
Konkani 
Malayalam 
Manipuri 
Marathi 
Marwari 
Nepali 
Oriya 
Parsi 
Punjabi 
Saurashtra 
Sindhi 
Tamil 
Telugu 
Tulu 
Urdu 
Advocate 
Business 
Defence 
Doctor 
Engineer 
Finance/Banking 
Government/Quasi–Govt. 
IAS/Allied Services 
Information Technology 
MBA/CA/ICWA 
NRI 
Cosmopolitan 
Divorcee 
Physically Challenged 

MARRIAGE BUREAUS 

WEDDING ARRANGEMENTS 

Classification common for Brides, 
Bridegrooms, Brides & Grooms 
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Matrimonial Ads as Texts of Identity 

 In this section, I offer an in–depth analysis of one matrimonial by first 

situating the corpus within a specific sociocultural context and then explicating the 

cultural significance of its constituent lexicon. The following example appeared in 

the BRIDES WANTED section of a weekend edition of The Hindu (August 6, 2006) 

and is representative of the majority of the corpus data in terms of its cultural detail 

and structure. 

IYER, VADAMA, Koundinya, Sadhayam, BE, MBA, Manager, MNC, 1978/180 
cms, Clean habits, Highly placed, Affluent family, seeks Fair, goodlooking, 
well educated, home loving, tradition bound, cultured, Vadama bride, 
respectable family, 21–24 yrs, above 165 cms. Preferred stars Poorattadhi 
(kumbam), Barani, mrigaseersham, Punarpoosam (Mithunam), Pooram, 
Chithirai (Tula), Avittam (kumbha). Send Bio–data, Horoscope & Photo. 

In the above example, the groom’s parents identified themselves as Tamil Brahmins, 

as indicated by the words in bold typeface “Iyer, Vadama”; the terms index, 

respectively, the specific caste and its sub–sect.33 Koundinya indicates the “gotra” or 

“gotram” (see Murty & Rao, 1984), referring to lineage or descent.34 Theoretically, 

families belonging to the same lineage consider themselves relatives and will not 

seek alliances in which both the prospective bride and groom are born under the 

same gotra (see Vaid, 2009). Matrimonial alliances are usually sought within an 

endogamous caste but exogamous gotra. Next in word order is the reference to the 

“nakshatra” or specific constellation in the sky at the time of one’s birth35; in our 

example, the groom’s nakshatra is “Sadhayam.” The parents listed the choice of 
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nakshatras that are believed to be astrologically compatible with their son’s and are 

particularly interested only in those alliances; this represents their attempt to exert 

some semblance of control over his marital future.  

After the caste and astrological denotations come the educational 

qualifications of the groom, “BE, MBA” (Bachelor’s degree in Engineering and a 

Master’s degree in Business Administration), followed by his employment status as 

manager in a multi–national corporation. Following these are his age (28 years), 

indicated by his birth year (1978), and his height, provided in centimeters—180 

cms or 6 feet. For the next item, as Deignan (1997) stated, “Clean is used to describe 

behaviour, talk and texts which do not deal with sexual desire” (p. 36). In 

matrimonials, “clean habits” indicates that the groom does not indulge in the four 

common vices typically associated with the phrase—smoking, alcohol, drugs, or 

women. “Affluent” indicates the family’s status, situating it among the ranks of the 

upper middle–class or upper class. In short, the groom’s current employment status 

and personal habits deem him a potentially advantageous match. 

 Alliances are invited from families of prospective brides who fulfill very 

specific criteria, as indicated by the various descriptors. The order of the descriptors 

is also significant. The most important “desirables” (or desired aspects of the 

potential life–partner) are for the future bride to be “fair” (light skinned) and 

“goodlooking.” She has to be well educated, although the desired level of education 

(undergraduate, Master’s, or professional degree such as 
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law/medicine/engineering) is not stated. The future bride is also expected to be a 

traditional, home–loving girl, belonging to the same sub–caste, “Vadama,” as the 

groom’s family. The depth of astrological details affirms the family’s intention of 

matching the horoscopes and ensuring an alliance with only the most astrologically 

compatible bride. The last set of requirements includes the age and height 

preferences. Interested families with daughters who fulfill all the requisite criteria 

are invited to contact the groom’s family. 

 This ad is typical of most matrimonials, although the individual elements 

could vary on a case–by–case basis. Some advertisers feel the need to outline all 

their requisite criteria up front in the matrimonial; others choose to advertise only 

their main preferences and save the other aspects for discussion at a later time, as 

for instance, “IYENGAR, B.E., MS, 33/172 seeks qualified brides from any Brahmins 

India/Abroad.”  

Personal Attributes of the Commodified Self and the Other  

 In her textual analysis of dating advertisements, Coupland (1996) likened the 

dating process to that of buying a consumer product or commodity. In the case of 

personals, the commodities are the self and the other, and the process entails not 

only “promoting or ‘selling’ of selves but [also] the attracting or ‘buying’ of others. . . 

. They offer commodified versions of their own selves but only as a first move 

towards a negotiated matching or complementarity of commodified attributes” (p. 

191). Applying the perspective to the matrimonials data complicates the issue 
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because the process of “selling and buying” the self and the target other, 

respectively, is typically controlled by a third party, the family, and not by the 

individuals themselves. In examining the personal attributes of the advertised self 

and the desired other, matrimonial ads offer instances of language use that are 

relevant and applicable within the Indian sociocultural context. This section 

examines two categories—complexion adjectives (used to indicate skin color) and 

chastity markers (used to indicate the virginity of the advertised).  

 Complexion adjectives—‘wheatish’ grooms. Along with caste ideologies, 

matrimonials are replete with various physical descriptors that are applied to the 

advertised self and the desired other. Evidence of a shared social cognition that 

mediates between discourse and society within the context of matrimony and 

especially in terms of skin color can be seen in the repeated use of complexion 

adjectives, such as very fair, fair, wheatish (referring to the light brown/golden hue 

of wheat), and medium complexioned. Online matrimonial websites further extend 

the color spectrum to include dark as a complexion descriptor and offer shades of 

wheatishness, such as wheatish fair, wheatish medium, and wheatish dark. 

Matrimonials thus function as vehicles of commodified attributes and contribute to 

a cyclical agenda of social reproduction (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977; Van Dijk, 

1993a) of prejudiced attitudes by evoking and perpetuating certain ideologies (such 

as fair skin tones) as normative while simultaneously being shaped by them. 
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 I focused on the four variants of complexion adjectives that occur frequently 

in print matrimonials—very fair, fair, wheatish, and medium complexioned. 

According to Bayly (1999), this grouping of individuals by skin color can be traced 

back to the Mughal period. Their system classified people “as being of fair, wheaten 

(medium) or dark complexion” (p. 104) in order to record standardized 

descriptions of criminals and other troublemakers. In our data, wheatish and 

medium complexioned were applied to both brides and grooms as self–descriptors in 

a handful of instances but never in the target position, for example, 

VELLAN CHETTIAR parents seek alliance for daughter Aswini 26/157, 
M.Com, employed wheatish goodlooking from BE/MCA/PG any Tamil 
Chettiar/Pillai.  

 
Within the context of arranged marriages, the deliberate use of complexion 

adjectives indexes fair skin as a visible marker of identity that is explicitly stated 

and socially desired. As Deshpande (2008) explained,  

Skin shade does not form the basis for social stratification in Indian society, 
whereas caste does . . . . As in several other societies, a lighter skin (the word 
used in India is “fair” rather than “white”) is considered an attribute of 
beauty, but there is no socially recognized group of fair–skinned individuals 
in opposition to another group of darker individuals. (p. 177) 

In most cases, the onus of fair skin falls primarily on the women, although the trend 

seems to be changing in the modern context. Complexion markers are generally 

used to describe brides both in the advertised and target positions. When applied to 

grooms, complexion markers are primarily found in the advertised position; the 

grooms typically described themselves as very fair and fair and desired either a very 
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fair or fair bride. This could be the result of the growing media emphasis on men’s 

personal care36 and grooming, which has spilled over into the arena of 

matrimonials. In one exceptional instance in our data set, the advertised groom was 

described as white:  

VANIYA CHETTIAR 28/180 Poorattadi Kumbam MCA/MNC white 
handsome only son well settled seeks suitable bride. Send BHP to Box No. 
XXXXXX. 

This is likely a direct translation of the Tamil word vellai37 to indicate the lightness 

of the groom’s skin tone, rather than referring to any Western attributes that he 

might possess. In rare instances, complexion markers may be applied to grooms in 

the target position; in our data set, there were four such occurrences of the 

descriptor fair as a desirable of the target grooms.  

 Alongside the complexion adjectives, the personal attributes most frequently 

highlighted in our data set of matrimonials were good–looking, beautiful, and slim to 

describe both advertised and targeted brides; and handsome, tall, and with 

clean/good habits to describe both advertised and targeted grooms.  

 Chastity markers—‘innocent’ divorcées and spinsters. Innocent signifies 

the absence of conjugal relations in the previous marital relationship; in our data, it 

was a relatively common qualifier that was applied to divorced individuals who 

were seeking to remarry. In some cases, the term is further qualified through the 

use of other words or phrases to emphasize the nonoccurrence of sexual relations 

(see example 2). This is deemed necessary by the family in order to communicate a 

positive aspect of a negative event. Although the divorce rate in India was once the 
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lowest in the world, only 1.1%38; in recent years, it seems to have steadily risen.39 

Despite the growing numbers, divorce is still considered taboo in India (see Amato, 

1994). In light of the stigma attached to it, especially in rural areas and among 

conservative families, the family is forced to divulge a few extra details that would 

not normally be revealed until a face–to–face interaction with a potential match. In 

these instances, “loss of face” (Goffman, 1959) is negotiated very delicately within 

the scope of the textual ad through careful use of language to emphasize the 

individual’s chaste and pure status, especially in the case of women.  

 One of the ambiguities of textual advertisements is the absence of temporal 

information. The ad does not indicate when the individual got married or for how 

long she or he was married before getting divorced. Although it is easy to criticize 

these ads for being overtly revealing, it is important to remember that “they are the 

expression of genuine personal circumstances, which motivate language users in 

broadly similar fashion” (Bruthiaux, 1996, p. 36). Two examples containing chastity 

markers are discussed below: Example 1 shows a family seeking a groom for an 

older, unmarried woman; Example 2 shows a family seeking a bride for a financially 

secure divorcé.     

1) HINDU KALLAR Parents seek suitable groom for daughter 41/160/Magam, 
 Graduate, Spinster, slim, fair, looking young, Govt. employee, Owning House. 
 Caste no bar. BHP. Box No. XXXXXX. 

2)  SENGUNTHAR MUDALIYAR, 37/168, BE, Govt. Job+Business, well property, 
 6 lacs PA, innocent divorcee within 10 days, no demands, charming, 
 affectionate boy seeks fair, homely girl with degree from respectable family. 
 Send BHP. 
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In Example 1, the bride’s sexual purity is explicitly indicated by the word spinster; 

this seems unnecessary because in the Indian context, conjugal relations are 

sanctioned only within the bonds of matrimony (see Hancock, 1999; Nanda, 2000) 

in the Indian context. But this is done in order to allay suspicions about her 

advanced age and unmarried status. Further positive representation is attempted by 

stating that she is securely employed and owns a house. A cluster of other 

desirables, “slim, fair, looking young,” is also thrown in to indicate that the bride is 

relatively young looking despite her age. The family advertises their caste but is 

open to receiving marriage alliances from eligible grooms irrespective of caste, as 

indicated by the phrase “Caste no bar.” 

 In Example 2, the groom is slightly older than the typical age range—25 to 34 

years —for most men in the matrimonials. The ad states that the marriage was 

annulled after 10 days, but ambiguity is inevitable, owing to the lack of temporal 

information. The groom is described as “innocent,” in addition to being very 

“charming” and “affectionate.” According to the ad, the family is seeking a fair–

complexioned, home–loving, educated bride. In Indian English, “homely” is 

understood as “home–loving,” as opposed to its Western connotation of “ugly” or 

“plain Jane,” and indicates “respectability, dedication to building a home life and 

skill at household tasks” (Nair, 1992, p. 246). It is therefore not uncommon for 

“homely” to be used alongside other beauty descriptors, such as “good–looking” or 

“beautiful.” This groom is in a position to make such specific demands despite his 

status as a divorcé because of his huge income—“6 lacs PA” (six lakhs per annum).40 



118 
 

 
 

He not only holds a “Govt. job” (government job) but also has his own business, both 

of which make him a prize catch. Spear (1972) describes the awe and high esteem 

for a position in the government as a colonial legacy, thus,  

In Indian tradition, government service was held next in esteem to Brahmin 
status and to literacy. A touch of the sacred hung about both literacy and 
government; literacy was the doorway to knowledge of the sacred Hindu 
scriptures, while government was held to be of divine origin. (p. 300) 

 

Matrimonial Ads Register 

 Registers develop when a specific communication situation occurs regularly 

in society and contain “identifying markers of language structure and language use, 

different from the language of other communication situations” (Ferguson, 1994, p. 

20). Adapting and applying Bruthiaux’s (1996) notion of CAR to the analysis of 

matrimonials, in this section, I offer some specific instances of language use that 

constitute what I have termed MAR. First, I examine the schematic structure that 

governs matrimonials. Second, I examine the use of certain linguistic features that 

typify matrimonials and separate them from other forms of classified advertising. 

Schematic Structure 

Most matrimonials follow a standard formulaic syntactic structure (see 

Coupland, 1996; Shalom, 1997) in the arrangement of their lexical elements. As 

Shalom (1997) explained,  “The first few words of each entry usually appear in bold 

typeface, and sometimes in capitals, and enable the eye to follow this typeface down 
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the page, scanning for specific information” (p. 188).  Typically, in matrimonials, the 

first two words reveal the embedded caste ideologies that cannot be ignored within 

this discourse. A closer look at all the advertisements in the newspaper reveals a 

repetition of a style format followed by most of the advertisers, a time–tested 

practice, as observed by Bourdieu (1976): “The individuals involved are bound to 

reproduce them, either by consciously reinventing or by subconsciously imitating 

already proven strategies as the accepted, most respectable, or even simplest course 

to follow” (p. 118). The newspaper itself does not offer a specific, prescribed style 

template to the advertisers; therefore the most commonly used style format is 

imitated by others and especially so by amateur advertisers. The schematic 

arrangement generally follows the sequential order described by Coupland (1996, p. 

193):  

 1. ADVERTISER  2. seeks   3. TARGET 
 4. GOALS   5. (COMMENT)  6. REFERENCE 

An example of a matrimonial following the above sequential arrangement is 

provided below:  

INTERCASTE (PILLAI/NAIR) parents financially sound and reputed family 
for daughter, 25/163cm, B.Com, B.L (employed) fair, goodlooking, cultured, 
broad minded & beautiful, seeks equally educated, employed, handsome & 
broad minded groom from a reputed family. Send BHP to Box No. XXXXXX.  
 

 1) ADVERTISER : Intercaste (Pillai/Nair) parents financially sound  

     and reputed family for daughter, 25/163cm,  

     B.Com, B.L (employed) fair, goodlooking, cultured, 

     broad minded & beautiful 

 2) seeks 



120 
 

 
 

 3) TARGET  : equally educated, employed, handsome & broad  

     minded groom from a reputed family 

 4) GOALS  : marriage 

 5) (COMMENT) : Send BHP [Biodata, Horoscope, Photograph] 

6) REFERENCE  : Box No. XXXXXX  
   

The interaction chain initiated by the print matrimonial may be likened to that of a 

job ad (see Bhatia, 1993; Shalom, 1997) and may involve more than one genre. 

Likened to a “genre chain” (Shalom, as cited in Bazerman, 1992), “‘a system of 

interrelated genres that interact with each other in specific settings’” (p. 189), the 

chain would be as follows: 

 Ad   (response)     (follow up)         meeting     
                           

 In the case of matrimonials, the response is initiated by the families of the potential 

other. Depending on the nature of that initial response, there might either be a 

follow up, or the two parties might decide to skip that step and directly set up a 

face–to–face meeting. The stages of response and follow up may take place either 

over the telephone and/or through e–mail exchanges. 

Linguistic features of matrimonials 

 This section details some of the linguistic features of matrimonials, showing 

their similarities or differences, compared with other types of classified ads.  

 Attributes of gender and sexuality. 



121 
 

 
 

KURUMBA ARYAKULAM 28/165, Meenam Revathi B.Sc. Elec. Computer, 
medium complex cellindustry seeks BE, MBA, MCA, PG boy from respectable 
family write with BHP to Box No. XXXXXX. 

 
SENGUNTHAR, 28/173, Pooradam, MCA/ Software 
Engineer/MNC/Bangalore, fair handsome boy seeks goodlooking 
Mudaliyar employed Graduate girl. Box No. XXXXXX.  

 
The matrimonials show evidence of the use of gender attributes, such as girl/boy, 

daughter/son, and bride/groom. The most common usage is to say girl/boy, both in 

written and spoken interactions. As Nair (1992) commented, “Even men and women 

in their late thirties and forties can be defined as ‘boys’ and ‘girls’” (p. 241). In some 

instances, the words may be substituted with other compatible phrases such as 

“suitable alliance.” Sexuality attributes (male/female) and sexual orientations (gay, 

straight, bi), which are characteristics of dating personals, are absent in 

matrimonials. In India, heterosexual unions are the only accepted norm. 

Homosexuality is not only a taboo topic of conversation but also is forbidden legally 

under the Indian judicial system41 and religiously under Hindu law.42  

 Absence of articles, pronouns, auxiliaries, and copulas. In discussing the 

use of articles in CAR, Bruthiaux (1996) stated, “Relatively few tokens of the 

[definite] article will be found in CAR, where constraints on space do not permit 

much expansion of the discourse and where an entity is not likely to be referred to 

explicitly” (p. 41). CAR is typified by the absence of articles in its register. Like CAR, 

MAR is also characterized by the absence of articles.  
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 Matrimonials are written in third–person singular, and pronouns are absent. 

As Bruthiaux (1996) observes, “The simplicity of the interaction between a writer 

and a reader and the generally nonproblematic identification of a referent and an 

addressee tend to make the explicit insertion of first and second person pronouns 

largely superfluous” (p. 49). In MAR, instead of pronouns, the advertiser relies on 

third–person singular nouns, for example, 

TAMIL IYER Vadamal Bharadwaj Poorathadi 29/175 PhD working in USA 
seeks well qualified girls upto 27 years willing to settle and work in USA. Boy 
expected Oct 06. Respond with BHP. Box No. XXXXXX. 

Matrimonials are also characterized by the absence of auxiliaries and copulas in the 

text. The function of the auxiliary is to mark emphasis and contrast as well as to 

express affect; for example: 

TAMIL IYER Haritha Uthiradam 38/172/70kg handsome never married US 
based ENT Surgeon, seeks slim attractive well educated Brahmin girl up to 
33. Horoscope optional. Visiting Chennai August 2006. Forward bio data 
photos to XXXXXX. 

Linguistic simplicity is also achieved through the use of short phrases that are 

semantically complete but syntactically restricted, such as “Horoscope optional,” 

“Subsects no bar,” and “Early Marriage.”  

 Lexical compounding and relativization. 

TAMIL IYER Vadamal Kasyapa Anusham 4 BE (Executive MBA in Bradford 
Uni) Tanjore Dist 26/180 Handsome Very Fair God Fearing Well Mannered 
Clean Habits Affluent Family Employed UK SW Engr Project Leader Seeks 
Tamil Iyer Vadamal/Brahacharanam Well Educated Slim Very Fair Homely 
Bride from Good Family, 23 Below.  
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Instances of lexical compounding are visibly distributed in the matrimonials 

through the use or lack of hyphens to connect compound words. According to 

Bruthiaux (1996), “This tendency to avoid hyphenation may reflect editorial policy 

and the need to maximize revenue for the newspaper rather than the writer’s 

choice” (p. 70). Internal inconsistency in the choice of usage is also widespread 

throughout the matrimonials. For instance, in our corpus, the following capitalized 

and non–hyphenated variants of “good–looking” were evident: “Goodlooking,” 

“Good Looking,” “g.looking,” and “goodlooking.”Another instance of compounding 

was found in the variants of “well–settled:” “Well Settled,” “wellsettled.” Some other 

examples include “God Fearing” and “Well Educated.” Considering that the cost of 

each ad is dependent on word length, one would expect to see more compounding, 

because it “helps to integrate large amounts of information within narrow spatial 

constraints” (Bruthiaux, 1996, p. 71). Some instances of creative compounding may 

also be found in the ads, such as “Goodfamily,” “Newyork,” and 

“unmarried/divorcee.” 

 In terms of relativization, matrimonials are typified by their absence, unlike 

dating personals, which are replete with relative clauses. The primary purpose of 

the matrimonials is to facilitate the union of not only two eligible singles but also 

their families. Individual traits are given cursory significance compared with the 

greater emphasis placed on family values. Alternatives to relativization, through 

attributive and predicative chaining, are more common in the matrimonials. 
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  Verb choice— seeks, needs, looking for. In discussing the lexis of dating 

personals, Shalom (1997) comments thus on the choice of the oft–used verb seeks: 

“The frequent term seeks, itself a familiar signal of the personal ad, is about 

searching with intention, with desire” (p. 188). Nair (1992) identified the verb seeks 

as indicative of a quest for the perfect mate, which is a recurrent motif in dating ads. 

Whereas Nair’s data set contained more formal verbs such as invite or solicit, in our 

data set, the majority of the matrimonials used seeks or its variant, seeking, with 

some exceptions, such as needs, which indicates desire, and is looking for, which 

indicates a wish. In rare instances, the verb was completely absent: “HINDU NADAR 

BHMS MD 29/177cm 25000 pm very fair.” 

Concluding Remarks 

 The goals of this study were to interpret Indian matrimonial ads as a sub–

genre of the personal classifieds and to understand the singular linguistic features 

that characterize MAR. To this end, data were examined from a small sample of 

matrimonials gathered from two weekend issues of The Hindu (Matrimonial, 2006, 

July 16 & August 6), a nationally available English–language newspaper. A 

systematic analysis of the matrimonials was performed not only to shed light on the 

discursive processes at work in the syntactic arrangement of the various lexical 

elements but also to facilitate understanding of how, as texts of identity, 

matrimonials are reservoirs of various traditional and cultural practices. 
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 Matrimonials exemplify the use of language across a continuum on which at 

one end, the register is elaborate enough “to meet the syntactic requirements of the 

literary grammar in full” (Bruthiaux, 1996, p. 11) and at the other end, is restricted 

enough to be viewed as being syntactically simplistic. In other words, matrimonials 

achieve linguistic simplification through strategic uses of language that “achieve . . . 

optimal functional effectiveness while restricting form to what an encoder and/or 

decoder can handle” (Bruthiaux, 1994, p. 136). Linguistic chaos is prevented 

through maximum use of the shared context that writers recognize to be an intrinsic 

feature of MAR. As elements in the dynamic processes of social reproduction, 

matrimonials have a schematic structure that follows a formula in which caste 

markers are immediately highlighted in the majority of the ads. Other personal 

attributes and educational/professional qualifications would follow the caste 

identifiers, although the order is inconsistent throughout the corpus.  

 In our data set, education emerged as a surprising category in the analysis, 

with almost all the advertised women specifying their educational qualifications and 

the majority of men seeking women with at least basic undergraduate qualifications, 

if not graduate degrees. Of a total of 343 advertised brides, 317 chose to identify 

themselves in terms of their educational qualifications. Nair (1992) argued that 

women who stated their educational degrees were merely expressing their potential 

for further professional attainments, as well as their suitability as partners for 

similarly or better–qualified men. Eighty–six women specifically mentioned the 

graduate/professional degree qualifications expected of the target grooms, but the 
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majority of women (n=257) only sought a professionally qualified or well–employed 

groom. Similarly, only 168 grooms of the total 480 grooms specifically stated that 

their future wives should either be “educated,” “well educated,” or “graduate.” The 

only exceptions to the above categories were in ads that specifically sought doctor 

or lawyer brides. In all other cases, education was either not mentioned because it 

was inherently assumed and therefore expected, or it was taken for granted that the 

potential bride would be college educated, with at least an undergraduate degree.     

 The study of simplified registers is necessary and relevant to understand 

language use within specific sociocultural contexts in order to identify the specific 

cultural practices and societal norms that they reflect and perpetuate. Along with 

the functional use of simplified registers, a focus on conventionalization (see 

Ferguson, 1982, 1994; Bruthiaux, 1994) enables us to see how language is shaped 

and modified. A textual analysis offers only certain insights into the trend of 

sociocultural ideologies, and future research on this topic would benefit from an in–

depth ethnographic and diachronic analysis. The ethnographic aspect would offer 

greater insight into the contextual aspects and would enrich the textual analyses, 

and the diachronic aspect would indicate the trajectories and directions of social 

change and reproduction. 
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CHAPTER 6 

 GENDERED DISCOURSES AND TAMIL SYMBOLISM: MORAL POLICING IN SOUTH 

INDIAN MEDIA REPORTS 

 This chapter investigates the phenomenon of “moral policing” (also known as 

“culture policing”) in India through a critical analysis of media discourses. A 

common phrase in Indian journalistic parlance, moral policing refers to the policing 

of cultural mores and values, and the deploring of Westernized attitudes and trends. 

In the name of defending Indian cultural and moral values, members of certain 

political parties take it upon themselves to supposedly safeguard the nation’s 

traditions against what they perceive as Western immorality. In most instances, 

their “attempts” to uphold the moral values result in acts of aggression or violence 

on the general public. For instance, a recent news item by Emily Wax (2009) 

appeared in the online edition of The Washington Post on May 1, 2009, entitled, “A 

Rising Anger in India’s Streets: Hindu Extremists Lash Out Against Symbols of 

Change.” A snapshot of what is being increasingly viewed as “the Talibanization of 

India” (Wax, 2009) is described in her article.  

In January . . . 40 men wearing saffron–colored headbands—barged into a 
pub called Amnesia in the southern city of Mangalore as television cameras 
rolled. They pulled down the skirts of several young female patrons in an 
effort to embarrass them and kicked others, accusing them of being 
prostitutes. Since the stunt, which was billed by the group as an effort to 
"preserve Indian culture," nearly a dozen cases of attacks on women have 
been reported in Bangalore. (p. 1) 
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 In 2005, Chennai witnessed at least three major instances of moral policing 

that occurred consecutively toward the latter half of the year. First, in September 

2005, the Vice–Chancellor of Anna University43, Dr. D. Viswanathan (Doraiswamy, 

2005), imposed a state–wide ban on all female students at 231 engineering colleges 

in Tamil Nadu, requiring them to follow a dress code (see Appendix D) that 

prohibited the wearing [of] jeans or T–shirts, sleeveless, tight–fitting, revealing 

outfits and only salwar kameezes44 for women. In responding to the chorus of 

dissent from the student community, he stated that it was in the interest of the 

students to dress as befitted Indian culture and that it would pre–empt harassment 

of women students. Despite protests by the students and non–governmental 

organizations decrying the ban, the dress code was still implemented and was 

generally approved by the conservative–minded patriarchy.  

 In a second instance of moral policing, an evening vernacular newspaper 

splashed front–page pictures of a couple kissing in the bar of a local hotel, cigarettes 

and drinks in hand. The accompanying article informed the readers that the image 

was an example of how cultural values were on the decline especially among the 

upper echelons of society and that this was the result of Westernization. This 

resulted in the hotel having its license revoked and placed under investigation for 

allowing nefarious activities on its premises. The fact that the photographers had 

invaded a private party and had snapped pictures unethically through hidden 
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cameras was never called into question by the media reporting the incident or by 

the state government.  

 A third case of moral policing rocked Chennai in September 2005 when 

Khushboo, a popular actress of the Tamil film industry, responded to a survey about 

sex and the single woman conducted by a national weekly newsmagazine, India 

Today. As cited in Dhara (2006), Khushboo stated,  

Our society should liberate itself from such ideas that brides should all be 
virgins at the time of marriage. No educated man will expect his bride to be 
virgin at the time of marriage. But when indulging in pre–marital sex, the girl 
should guard herself against pregnancy and sexually transmitted diseases. (p. 
389) 

A few days after the article had been published, an evening vernacular newspaper—

Tamil Murasu—claimed that Khushboo had made derogatory remarks about the 

chastity of Tamil women (Dhara, 2006).  The major news dailies followed the 

Khushboo case for about two months afterwards as she was publicly humiliated, 

forced to offer a tearful public apology on a regional news channel, and battle legal 

notices of defamation from all over the state. Although once deified and worshipped 

as a goddess with at least one shrine to her name, Khushboo’s status had now 

diminished to that of an outsider and alien to Tamil culture in the days following the 

controversy.  

 In this chapter, I investigate the media’s reporting of the Khushboo incident 

by critically examining two news articles dated September 25 and 26, 2005, 

respectively, gathered from the English daily newspaper, The New Indian Express, 

which enjoys a wide circulation in southern India. The articles reported the 
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agitations and riots that erupted in Chennai in response to Khushboo’s remarks and 

the protestors’ demands for an unconditional apology from her. The general 

consensus driving the choral dissent was that Khushboo’s remarks had offended the 

sentiments of Tamil women and her comments were interpreted as advocating pre–

marital sex to Tamil girls.  

 The next section examines the data in terms of the phenomenon of “moral 

panics” first identified by Cohen (1972) in North America in order to situate and 

interpret the localized Indian phenomenon of moral policing within a larger global 

context. It also explores the subtle differences between moral panics and moral 

policing. Following this, I examine both news articles according to Van Dijk’s 

(1993a) categories for analyzing the media discourses. This is followed by a detailed 

cultural exploration into the three key symbols of “Tamilness” in order to help 

interpret the cultural nuances embedded and invoked in the news discourses in 

relation to the moral policing incident.  

 

Moral Panics versus Moral Policing 

 Moral policing differs in some respects from the moral panics that 

punctuated various moments in the history of the United States (see Cohen, 1972; 

Goode & Ben–Yehuda, 1994; Hall, Critcher, Jefferson, Clarke & Roberts, 1978; Hunt, 

1997). According to Cohen (1972), one of the first to study this societal 

phenomenon of moral panics, 
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Societies appear to be subject every now and then, to periods of moral panic. 
A condition, episode, person or group of persons emerges to become defined 
as a threat to societal values and interests; its nature is presented in a 
stylized and stereotypical fashion by the mass media; the moral barricades 
are marred by editors, bishops, politicians and other right–thinking people . . 
. Sometimes the  panic passes over and is forgotten, except in folklore and 
collective memory; at other times it has more serious and long–lasting 
repercussions and might produce such changes as those in legal and social 
policy or even in the way the society conceives itself. (p. 9) 

Hunt (1997) provides an overview of the three major sociological arguments 

posited to explain moral panics at various times in history—Cohen’s interest–group 

theory, the Hall et al. elite–engineered model, and the grassroots model proposed by 

Goode and Ben–Yehuda. According to Cohen’s interest–group theory, moral panics 

are generated by the media or by particular interest groups that use the media to 

spread the news of the deviant behavior (and its supposed consequences) to the 

masses. As far as Cohen was concerned, the media was an “especially important 

carrier and producer of moral panics” (p. 7). 

 Hall et al. (1978) offered a contrasting alternative to Cohen’s (1972) 

interest–group theory; they proposed that the moral panics were a deliberate, 

manipulative attempt on the part of the elites (such as politicians) in order to divert 

attention from other more important issues—this is the elite–engineered theory.45 

According to this viewpoint, “The media were among the most powerful forces in 

the shaping of public consciousness about topical and controversial issues” (Hall et 

al., 1978, p. 220). Although mostly in agreement with Cohen’s model, Hall et al. 

differed from it in their speculation about the origins of the moral panics. They 

maintained that although the media did not necessarily create the panic, it was 
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greatly responsible for reproducing and sustaining the dominant interpretations of 

it.  

 A third theory of moral panic, suggested by Goode & Ben–Yehuda (1994), 

assumed that no panic could be generated by specific interest groups or elites 

without an actual panic–related situation existing in society. The proponents of this 

theory claimed a moral panic became rampant and visible only because “it is 

founded on genuine public concern, reflected or magnified by the media perhaps, 

but arising more or less spontaneously” (Hunt, 1997, p. 9). For instance, people’s 

perceptions of crime are not founded upon moral panics or stereotypical 

representations in the media but rather on actual statistics about crime in the areas 

where they live. This is termed the grassroots theory because the moral panic 

originates amongst the masses and its movement continues to be dictated by them.  

 The examples of moral policing highlighted earlier and under further 

discussion in this chapter seemingly mimic the behavior of moral panics but are in 

fact different from them. Unlike moral panics, moral policing works at the level of 

the local populace as an aggressive response to any person, situation, or event that 

the members of a politically–affiliated group might find particularly offensive or 

unacceptable to their specific moral code. For instance, “dance bars”46  in Mumbai 

were recently raided and forcibly shut down on the claims that they promoted 

prostitution, disrupted stable family ties, and corrupted Indian values. As Kalpana 
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Sharma47 reports in a contribution to the online newspaper India Together (April 

30, 2005), 

According to Maharashtra Deputy Chief Minister and Home Minister R. R. 
Patil, he decided to act because women complained to him that their 
husbands were spending money on alcohol and dance bars instead of the 
household. Hence he felt compelled to move against these dance bars.—
(“Complaints from women?” section, para 1) 

In the case of a moral panic, anxiety and terror are generated first and redress is 

sought afterwards; in the case of moral policing, angry demonstrations, riots, and 

other acts of violence are perpetrated first, which in turn cause the panic—not 

necessarily with regard to morality, but with regard to one’s safety on the streets. 

The first clue that the larger population ever has of a moral policing event is when 

the media reports the aggression or violence that has been committed in response 

to a specific situation. The aggression and hooliganism are in response to a 

chimerical threat to established norms — a threat as perceived by certain radical 

elements in society.  

 In all instances of moral policing, the “folk devil” (Cohen, 1972) whose 

actions need to be policed and controlled is almost always the woman. Typically, 

this control is exerted over the women in order to sustain and preserve the honor of 

the males/family concerned. Instances of moral policing as examined in this chapter 

are not specific only to Indian society but find parallels among other similarly 

conservative societies that are governed by the patriarchy and situate their 

ideologies in religion. For example, in 2004 in Kenya, urban women were publicly 
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assaulted and humiliated in the streets for wearing trousers and other Western 

outfits (Orcutt–Gachiri, 2007). Honor–killings of women in traditional Hindu and 

Muslim societies (irrespective of whether they are the native population or 

diasporans) are another example of the ideological belief that a man’s honor lies 

between a woman’s legs!48  

 The primary aim of this chapter then, is to interrogate the discourse of 

hegemonic patriarchy and conservatism in relation to its contesting discourse of 

progressive thought and gender parity. The mediating element between the 

conflicting gender ideologies is the discourse of Tamil symbolism—especially the 

notion of “karpu, the culturally valued quality of wifely devotion to a husband, 

sometimes translated [as] ‘chastity’” (Hancock, 1999, p. 16), which is indirectly 

brought into play in the discourse of the agitating individuals. A secondary aim is to 

demonstrate the loss of face (Goffman, 1967) experienced by the key persons in the 

controversy. Third, the study also attempts to investigate the discursive operation of 

power at different levels of societal interactions. 

 

Data and Method 

 The controversy surrounding the remarks made by Tamil film celebrity 

Khushboo, first appeared in the September 25, 2005, edition of the news daily, The 

New Indian Express. The article reported the citywide protests and agitations in 



135 
 

 
 

Chennai led by the supporters of the two political parties, Dalit Panthers of India 

(DPI) and Pattali Makkal Katchi (PMK), in response to Khushboo’s comments about 

pre–marital sex and demanded an unconditional apology from her. The second 

article which appeared on September 26, 2005, continued the news story and 

reported that Khushboo had cut short her family vacation in Singapore and had 

returned to Chennai to apologize to the masses. The theoretical lenses that frame 

this study are a combination of two approaches to textual analyses. I draw upon the 

principles of media discourse analysis as conceptualized by Van Dijk (1993) and 

supplement it with the interpretive lens of feminist critical discourse analysis or 

fCDA as outlined by Lazar (2005). Van Dijk’s (1993a, p. 251) framework offered the 

following hierarchical categories to analyze a news article: (a) Headline, (b) Lead 

Sentence, (c) Main Event, (d) Background, (e) Verbal Reactions, and (f) Comments. 

These do not always occur in the same order, but they are representative of most 

media reports. Lazar conceptualized fCDA “as a political perspective on gender, 

concerned with demystifying the interrelationships of gender, power and ideology 

in discourse” (p. 5). The combined analyses of the textual and contextual elements 

are mediated through an understanding of the inherent cultural symbols that 

embody “Tamilness” or the significance of “being Tamil.”   

 A topical analysis of the two news articles provided the overall coherence or 

semantic unity of the discourse and helped understand the various segments of the 

news reports. The topical analysis helped determine the true news event beyond the 
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sensational headlines and defined the information that readers memorized best 

from a news article. This was combined with an in–depth analysis to identify and 

interpret the following themes underlying the controversy—Tamil symbolism with 

special emphasis on the notion of karpu, contesting discourses of gender ideologies, 

loss of face (Goffman, 1967), and the operation of power at different levels of social 

interaction – all of which are addressed in greater detail in the following sections. 

 

Topical analyses of media reports 

 According to Van Dijk (1993a), “The press does not primarily focus on issues 

that are interesting or relevant for the population at large, but on those that concern 

the elites, such as the politicians, the judiciary, scholars, corporate managers and the 

social welfare bureaucracy” (p. 250). The contents of most news articles may be 

typically categorized under the following conventional categories: (a) Headline, (b) 

Lead Sentence, (c) Main Event, (d) Background, (e) Verbal Reactions, and (f) 

Comments. Each of the two news articles discussed in this chapter is individually 

analyzed below according to the schematic frame. For purposes of analysis, the 

news reports are referred to as Articles 1 and 2 respectively, to represent the news 

items dated September 25 and 26, 2005. 
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News schemata of article 1: Actor’s remarks stir political row.   

A storm of protest with a strong political undercurrent is brewing in 
Tamil Nadu over Kollywood star Khushboo’s remarks on “virginity” and 
“pre–marital sex.” 
 

The actor is caught in the thick of a controversy for reportedly stating in a 
recent interview that women could indulge in pre–marital sex “provided safe 
measures were followed to prevent pregnancy and sexually transmitted 
diseases.” 

She also justified her statement later contending that “no educated man 
would expect his wife to be a virgin.” 

What would have otherwise passed off as a bold and modern statement, 
has however, left some political parties fuming. The PMK, BJP and the Dalit 
Panthers of India (DPI) have taken umbrage over the statement, which they 
see as promoting licentiousness. A small section of the film fraternity is also 
seeing red over Khushboo’s remarks, while support from fellow actors has 
not been too forthcoming, at least for the time being.  
 

On Sunday, angry women volunteers of the DPI, armed with broomsticks 
and chappals, gathered outside the South India Film Artistes’ Association 
premises demanding an unconditional apology from the actor for her 
remarks. The DPI also intended to protest outside her house in Raja 
Annamalaipuram, but did not press with the agitation as Khushboo was out 
of station. 
 

The PMK women’s wing too has announced plans to picket her house 
until she goes down on her knees. Failing that, the party has threatened to go 
on a statewide agitation “to drive Khushboo away from Tamil Nadu to 
Mumbai.” Those opposing her have taken the hardline that the actor’s 
statements went  against the basic Tamil ethos and culture. For some 
reason, they see it as a “slur” on the chastity of Tamil women.  
 

However, observers see a design behind the protests that have been 
staged at least by some sections. It is pointed out that Khushboo was in the 
forefront of the recent ‘agitation’ within the Tamil film industry against 
director–producer Thankar Bachchan’s statement that “women who acted 
solely for money were akin to prostitutes.” Khushboo was among the very 
few women who had vociferously demanded an apology from Bachchan.  
 

The political fact is that Bachchan is a sympathiser of the Tamil 
Protection Movement, which is being spearheaded by the PMK and DPI. And 
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therefore, it is argued that these parties have seized the opportunity to ‘nail’ 
Khushboo who brought “ignominy” to Bachchan who had made widely 
acclaimed films such as Azhagi and Thendral. 
 

However, when contacted by Express, Bachchan denied that there was 
any political colour to the Khushboo controversy. Bachchan said that he had 
not read the controversial interview that she had given to India Today Tamil 
edition. Though one has to wait and watch if the yesteryear dream girl, who 
was adored by innumerable fans who had even gone to the extent of 
constructing a temple for her in the nineties, is eventually forced to withdraw 
her remarks, for the moment, the police is unwilling to take any chances and 
has stepped up security at her residence.—(Express News Service, The New 
Indian Express, 2005, September 25, p. 3) 

 

 Headline and byline. The first news article (Article 1) dated September 

25, 2005, carried the headline: “Actor’s Remarks Stir Political Row.” This was the 

news report that first introduced the wider public to the whole “Khushboo incident.” 

The headline was catchy and sensational enough to grab the attention of the 

readers. Following the principles of multimodality, the news content was arranged 

in a two–column format in the newspaper with a thumbnail image of Khushboo 

appearing in the column on the right. In line with the principles of multimodality 

(Kress & Van Leeuwen, 1996), by placing her image in the right column, the news 

article identified Khushboo as the actor (in the headline) whose remarks stirred a 

political row.  

 In both Articles 1 and 2, the news agency reporting the incident, Express 

News Service, distanced itself from the issue by strategically interspersing the actor’s 

own words (presented in quotation marks), such as “virginity,” “pre–marital sex,” 

and “apologise,” with the news story. In this way, the news agency maintained a 
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neutral stance on the issue by neither pledging its support to the beleaguered actor 

nor completely turning against her; it functioned as a vehicle that facilitated contact 

between the elites and the masses.  

 Lead sentence. The lead sentence of the article provided the main gist of 

the news story. In Article 1, the lead sentence reads: “A storm of protest with a 

strong political undercurrent is brewing in Tamil Nadu over Kollywood star 

Khushboo’s remarks on ‘virginity’ and ‘pre–marital sex’.” This sentence conveyed 

the main ideas of the story that Khushboo had made remarks regarding volatile and 

taboo topics —“virginity” and “pre–marital sex.” Additional information was also 

provided in terms of situating Khushboo’s status as a “Kollywood49 star” in the state 

of Tamil Nadu. The lead sentence also confirmed what had been inferred from the 

image that the actor (in the headline) under discussion is indeed Khushboo. Her 

comments generated protests that had political overtones, which was also indicative 

of the fact that this was a battle between the elites but one in which at least a section 

of the public participated, as evidenced from the photograph at the very bottom of 

the news article.  

 Main event. In Article 1, the statements following the lead sentence 

constitute the main event:  

 The actor is caught in the thick of a controversy for reportedly   
 stating in a recent interview that women could indulge in pre–  
 marital sex “provided safe measures were followed to prevent   
 pregnancy and sexually transmitted diseases.” 
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 She also justified her statement later contending that “no   
 educated man would expect his wife to be a virgin.” 
 

The newspaper’s policy of neutrality continued with key statements being 

attributed to the actor as her verbatim comments, such as “The actor is caught in the 

thick of a controversy for reportedly stating in a recent interview.” Khushboo’s 

precautionary advice that safe measures should be taken to protect oneself against 

pregnancy and sexually transmitted diseases was glossed over and rendered 

insignificant as was the context within which she expressed the aforesaid 

comments.  

 The main event thus provided the readers with a snapshot of the primary 

reason for all the ensuing chaos in the city. In this case, it was Khushboo’s 

progressive stance on women’s sexual freedom and her further justification that 

triggered the mass uproar. Also, the choice of the verbs justified and contending 

portrayed Khushboo as the liberal feminist openly challenging the normative and 

unwritten status quo that expected and dictated that women behave in a certain 

manner. The challenge may be further interpreted as being aimed at “educated” 

men, thereby threatening to destabilize not just the established social order but also 

this particular group’s assumptions and standards with regard to morality. It would 

be safe to assume that by educated, Khushboo was referring to the college–educated, 

formally–schooled male who might be expected to be more broad–minded in 

comparison to his peers who had not had the opportunity for schooled education. 

The ideology thus at work was that education (in the formal sense) was liberating 
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and progressive enough to enable one to break away from conservative notions that 

could not be practiced or justified in modern times.   

 Background. The background information in Article 1 does not 

immediately follow the main event but is provided towards the end of the news 

report: 

 However, observers see a design behind the protests that have   
 been staged at least by some sections. It is pointed out that   
 Khushboo was in the forefront of the recent “agitation” within   
 the Tamil film industry against director–producer Thankar   
 Bachchan’s statement that “women who acted solely for money  
 were akin to prostitutes.” Khushboo was among the very few   
 women who had vociferously demanded an apology from   
 Bachchan. 

   
  The political fact is that Bachchan is a sympathiser of the Tamil  
  Protection Movement, which is being spearheaded by the PMK   
  and DPI. And therefore, it is argued that these parties have   
  seized the opportunity to ‘nail’ Khushboo who brought    
  “ignominy” to Bachchan who had made widely acclaimed films   
  such as Azhagi and Thendral. However, when contacted by   
  Express, Bachchan denied that there was any political colour to  
  the Khushboo controversy. Bachchan said that he had not read   
  the controversial interview that she had given to India Today   
  Tamil edition. 

 
According to the news report, there was a hidden political agenda to the whole 

Khushboo controversy. Her comments were deliberately taken out of context in 

order to publicly humiliate her and thus avenge the insult to Thankar Bachchan, 

who was identified as a key supporter of the Tamil Protection Movement. The 

background information helped contextualize the feud between the primary 

members involved in the controversy and their manipulations at mobilizing the 
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masses in their favor. Khushboo’s interview to the Tamil edition of India Today was 

seen as a means to “nail” her for her earlier stance and protest against Bachchan. 

The fact that Bachchan’s comments were demeaning and derogatory to women or 

that Khushboo’s demand for an apology from him was justified, was not explored in 

the news report. The information was merely stated as an observation rather than 

as a fact.  

 Reactions. Adapting Van Dijk’s (1993a) grouping of verbal reactions as 

one of the categories of analysis, I included here both verbal and physical reactions 

as demonstrated in the news data. The mass uproar included not only verbal abuses 

flung at the actor but also physical actions such as “the wielding of broomsticks and 

chappals,”50 for instance. The article also noted that Khushboo’s comments had 

angered not only the political parties but also members of the film fraternity and 

that the latter had not voiced its support for her. Khushboo’s comments described as 

“bold and modern,” were viewed as a threat by members of certain political 

parties—the PMK (Pattali Makkal Katchi), BJP (Bharatiya Janata Party) and the DPI 

(Dalit Panthers of India). As previously described in the background section, the 

PMK and DPI were key players in the Tamil Protection Movement. They did not view 

Khushboo’s remarks as reflective of society in modern times and instead viewed it 

as promoting promiscuity among Tamil women and were against Tamil ethos and 

culture. This interpretation of Khushboo’s comments was very significant—her 

remarks affected Tamil women and hence, the upholders of Tamil culture had to 

intervene and prevent that from happening. They were not concerned that 
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Khushboo’s remarks might affect all women; the key term to consider is “Tamil” 

women.  

 The protestors, agitated at the premises of the South India Film Artistes’ 

Association (SIFAA), mainly because Khushboo was out of town and protesting in 

front of her house would not really have helped their cause. The depth of their 

animosity was evident in their determined stance to “picket her house until she goes 

down on her knees” and “to drive [her] away from Tamil Nadu to Mumbai” (Express 

News Service, The New Indian Express, 2005, September 25, p. 3). Herein, the entire 

state of Tamil Nadu was thus posited as the virtuous state as opposed to the city of 

Mumbai, which incidentally was where Khushboo resided before accepting acting 

offers in the Tamil film industry. The protestors wanted to send Khushboo away to 

Mumbai where such progressive and licentious behavior might be more acceptable.  

 Comments. This last category is optional and does not always occur in all news 

reports. In Article 1, comments were included towards the end of the news report, which 

read as follows: 

 Though one has to wait and watch if the yesteryear dream girl, who 
 was adored by innumerable fans who had even gone to the extent of 
 constructing a temple for her in the nineties, is eventually forced to 
 withdraw her remarks, for the moment, the police is unwilling to take 
 any chances and has stepped up security at her residence. 

Khushboo’s popularity and status as a deified film celebrity in the 1990s was 

alluded to here; her fans “had even gone to the extent of constructing a temple for 
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her.” This section speculated on the possibilities of further action, for instance, if she 

would withdraw or apologize for her remarks.        

 News schemata of article 2: Khushboo breaks down, apologises for 

 remarks. 

  Kollywood star Khushboo cut short her holiday in Singapore and 
returned to Chennai on Monday to “apologise” for her remarks on “pre–
marital sex” which had kicked up a political storm in Tamil Nadu. The 
usually cheerful actor broke down and sobbed as she explained, in an 
address on Jaya TV, the context in which she had made the controversial 
remarks.  

  “I had made those remarks based on the findings of a survey on “Sex and 
 the Single Woman,” collated and presented to me by the (India Today) 
 magazine, for  my opinion. However, my remarks were published in a manner 
 in which it could be wrongly interpreted. I would never make any statement 
 against Tamil women as that would be tantamount to degrading my mother,” 
 she said wiping away tears. 

 
  Even as the statement was being aired, angry protests intensified from 

the PMK and DPI, who have described Khushboo’s remarks as casting a “slur” 
on Tamil women, ethos and culture. Volunteers of the DPI mocked the actor 
by dressing up a man in salwar kameez with a placard ‘Khushboo’ hanging 
around his neck and taking him in a small procession on a donkey outside 
her residence in Raja Annamalaipuram.  

 
  In the meantime, Deepam Jayakumar, president of PMK’s Central Chennai 

women’s wing, filed a defamation suit in the court of the XIV Metropolitan 
Magistrate, Egmore, seeking to punish Khushboo. The complainant alleged 
that the actor through her interviews on “virginity” and “pre–marital sex” to 
the Tamil edition of India Today and the Tamil daily Dina Thanthi had caused 
her and other women members affiliated to her wing “a sense of deep 
shame.” The  complaint would come up for hearing on Tuesday.  

  FILM FRATERNITY MEETING: In a related development, the film 
fraternity which had largely remained aloof from the controversy, has 
decided to take stock of the situation. The executive council meeting of the 
South India Film Artistes’ Association has been convened for Tuesday to 
discuss among other things the Khushboo affair. Association president 
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Vijaykanth and secretary R. Sarath Kumar, both of whom are into politics, 
have so far refrained from commenting on the issue. They are expected to 
voice their views at the meeting.  

  
 On Monday, there was a semblance of sympathy and support for 
Khushboo from her colleagues. While actor Satyaraj condemned the “unruly” 
protest near the SIFAA premises, Vivek came to her aid saying since 
Khushboo was not well–versed in Tamil her remarks could have been 
misunderstood. Actor Prabhu, who had paired opposite with her in several 
hits, declined to comment.—(Express News Service, The New Indian Express, 
2005, September 26, p. 1) 

 

 Headline and byline. The second news article (Article 2) under 

discussion was dated September 26, 2005. Its headline read, “Khushboo breaks 

Down, Apologises for Remarks.” The use of the actor’s name in the headline was an 

indicator of the continuity of the previous day’s story. By stating that Khushboo 

broke down and apologized for her comments, the newspaper indicated to its 

readers that there had been some developments in the “Khushboo incident.” The 

large black font of the headline also directed the readers’ attention to the news 

piece, which was further heightened by the centrally positioned image of a man 

being paraded on a donkey with the following caption attached: “DPI activists 

protesting against Khushboo by making people dressed like her ride donkeys in 

Chennai on Monday.”  

 The byline for both Articles 1 and 2 read Express News Service. This indicates 

that the news report had been culled by the news bureau from other reports but 
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that no individual reporter had actually interviewed any of the main players in the 

“Khushboo incident.”  

 

 Lead sentence. Article 2 led with: “Kollywood star Khushboo cut short 

her holiday in Singapore and returned to Chennai on Monday to ‘apologise’ for her 

remarks on ‘pre–marital sex’ which had kicked up a political storm in Tamil Nadu.” 

Khushboo’s status as “Kollywood star” was reiterated, which set her apart from the 

rest of the masses. It also endowed her with a certain responsibility to behave 

differently from the masses, which in this case, she seems to have failed to do. The 

lead sentence also provided an indication of the actor’s whereabouts when the 

protests were being staged in Chennai.  

 

 Main event. The usually cheerful actor broke down and sobbed as she 

explained, in an address on Jaya TV, the context in which she had made the 

controversial remarks.   

I had made those remarks based on the findings of a survey on “Sex and the 
Single Woman,” collated and presented to me by the (India Today) magazine, 
for my opinion. However, my remarks were published in a manner in which 
it could be wrongly interpreted. I would never make any statement against 
Tamil women as that would be tantamount to degrading my mother,” she 
said wiping away tears. (Express News Service, The New Indian Express, 
2005, September 26, p. 1) 

There were three main events in Article 2. The first described the actor’s tearful 

explanation aired on one of the regional news channels in an attempt to 

contextualize her offending remarks. She claimed that her comments represented 
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her personal opinion but were published out of context and thereby misinterpreted. 

Khushboo’s claim, she “would never make any statement against Tamil women as 

that would be tantamount to degrading my mother,” is significant; this could be 

interpreted in two ways: first, she could be referring to the bond she feels with 

Tamil women considering that she is married to a famous movie director of the 

Tamil film industry. Secondly, it could be her way of acknowledging her ties with the 

south Indian and especially Tamil society, because it was the Tamil movie industry 

that sky–rocketed her to stardom and celebrity status.  

 The second main event described in Article 2 focused on the activities of the 

DPI protestors, deliberately orchestrated as a means to humiliate the actor. The 

news article was written in a three–column layout and a thumbnail image of a man 

being paraded on a donkey was positioned in the central column directly under the 

headline. This identified it as the second main event but it could also be grouped 

under Reactions.   

 The third main event was indicated by the bold sub–heading within the 

article: “FILM FRATERNITY MEETING.” The film artists’ association decided to 

convene a meeting the next day “to discuss among other things the Khushboo affair” 

(Express News Service, The New Indian Express, 2005, September 26, p. 1). None of 

the senior members of the association actually voiced their support for Khushboo or 

commented directly on the incident, yet their very silence spoke volumes about 

their deliberate attempts to distance themselves from the actor and her viewpoint.  
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 Background. Unlike in Article 1, no specific background information is 

offered in Article 2.  

 

 Reactions. The primary reactions to the actor’s comments were 

continued protests and agitations. The protestors paraded young men dressed in 

female attire, wearing a placard that read “Khushboo,” astride a donkey in front of 

the actor’s residence. The president of the PMK’s Central Chennai women’s wing 

filed a defamation suit against Khushboo—this was probably the first of hundreds of 

other lawsuits that followed over the next few months. The claimant alleged that 

Khushboo’s comments “had caused her and other women members affiliated to her 

wing ‘a sense of deep shame.’” 

 Contrary to the protestors’ violent and abusive reactions, certain members of 

the film fraternity offered passive indirect reactions to the whole incident. One actor 

“condemned the ‘unruly’ protest near the SIFAA premises;” another proffered that 

Khushboo’s comments were misinterpreted because she was not a native speaker of 

the Tamil language. Neither actor showed open support for the beleaguered actor, 

but they appeared to be sympathetic, although this cannot be positively inferred 

from the news report. 
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 Comments. Unlike in Article 1, the news agency does not offer any 

comments in Article 2 or speculate on further developments in this issue. 

 The next section of this chapter examines the three main symbols of 

Tamilness in order to interpret the symbolic meaning of women’s virginity in the 

world view of the Tamils. This is necessary in order to understand the magnitude of 

the ramifications of Khushboo’s comments on pre–marital sex. 

 

 Karpu, Chenthamil & Tamilakam: The three key symbols of Tamils 

The Tamil word karppu means female chastity, fidelity and faithfulness, but it 
evokes a number of associations that include supernatural power . . . virtue, 
morality . . . From the earliest times, karppu has been an important sacred 
symbol that has been used to conceptualize female spirituality.—(Pandian, 
1987, p. 50)                 

 Drawing inspiration from Tamil literary discourse, politicians regularly 

called upon the masses to resurrect the true ideals of the Tamil people through the 

three key interconnected symbols of karpu, Chenthamil, and Tamilakam. Typically, 

the purity of the language or Chenthamil is equated with karpu or the purity of Tamil 

women. Together they enrich Tamilakam or the land of the Tamils.  According to 

Pandian (1987), in the Tamil imagination, being educated in Chenthamil or pure 

Tamil is equivalent to something sacred and spiritual because the language offers a 

medium to stay connected with the origins of Tamil civilization. In his words,  

The symbol represents what is believed to be the unchanging morality of the 
Tamils as well as the spiritual concomitant of being pure, and links the past 
and the present, relating the purity/spirituality/immutability of Tamil 
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language with the purity/spirituality/immutability of Tamil womanhood. (p. 
45) 

In my data of the news articles, the symbol of karpu was invoked indirectly in 

statements such as “the actor’s statements went against the basic Tamil ethos and 

culture” and “a ‘slur’ on the chastity of Tamil women”(Express News Service, The 

New Indian Express, 2005, September 25, p. 3). Khushboo’s comments that society 

must liberate itself in regard to its ideas about virginity were made in response to a 

national survey that explored the modern, single woman’s attitude towards sex in 

general. Nothing in her remarks directly correlated them with Tamil women; this 

association can only be explained through an understanding of the discourse of 

Dravidian purity, which is resonant in the comments of the PMK protesters. 

According to Hancock (1999), tradition and modernity are gendered terms “with 

tradition carrying female associations and modernity, male connotations” (p. 13). 

Hancock is in agreement with both Singer (1972) and Chatterjee (1989) in that the 

urbanized Indian leads a life of “compartmentalization” (Hancock, 1999, p. 7) and 

“conceded the realms of work and governance to the modernity that was part of the 

apparatus of colonial rule, but they preserved in their domestic lives a space of local 

identity . . . constituted as tradition” (Hancock, 1999, p. 15). She further stated that it 

was this bifurcation that “entailed men’s efforts to control women’s actions and 

appearances” (p.15). Instances of moral policing as described in this chapter may 

therefore be understood as the outcome of a blurring of the spatial boundaries. 
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Moral policing happens when rules of the domestic personal space are imposed over 

the larger public space.  

 Karpu is believed to be vested with supernatural powers and with the ability 

to protect everything that is important to the Tamils—their homes, their land, their 

language, and their culture. An oft–narrated story from Tamil literature that 

recounts the power of the chaste woman is Cilapattikaram or The Tale of an Anklet. 

A south–Indian epic poem believed to have been written by Ilanko Atigal in the 5th 

century C.E. (see Parthasarathy, 1993), it celebrates the power exercised by a 

virtuous woman to avenge the wrongful condemnation and ultimate death of her 

husband. Kannagi, the heroine of the epic, is extolled for her virtue and the poem 

narrates her apotheosis into the goddess Pattini. 51 In light of such a 

conceptualization of the virtue of Tamil women, Khushboo’s remarks posed a direct 

challenge that threatened to destabilize the sanctity of not just the home but the 

entire state. If a woman were to engage in sexual relations prior to marriage, the 

spirituality and sacredness of her home would be compromised, which ultimately 

would pollute the Tamil land itself. The protesters indirectly invoked the symbol of 

karpu by claiming that Khushboo’s remarks were offensive to Tamil women and 

caused them “a sense of deep shame” (Express News Service, The New Indian 

Express, 2005, September 26, p. 1).  

The metaphor of karpu is also indirectly related to the third symbol of Tamil 

identity, namely Tamilakam or the land of the Tamils. As Pandian (1987) observed, 
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In the conceptual framework of the Tamils, the imageries of Tamil language 
and culture evoke the sentiments associated with one’s own home. One’s 
mother is the focus of cultural/emotional integrity in the Tamil household 
and one’s father is the focus of territorial integrity. The mother is expected to 
be an embodiment of virtue, and her virtue is believed to uphold the sanctity 
of the home and bring divine blessings. The father is expected to protect the 
home and to bring wealth and fame for the home, and all men are rendered 
the protectors or patrons of the home of Tamil culture and language. 
Tamilakam is thus rendered into a political symbol. (p. 55)  

By claiming that they would “go on a state–wide agitation to drive Khushboo away 

from Tamil Nadu to Mumbai” (Express News Service, The New Indian Express, 2005, 

September 25, p. 3), the women volunteers of the PMK were indirectly invoking the 

interdiscursive symbols of karpu and Tamilakam. The entire state of Tamil Nadu 

was conceived as pure and virtuous, and posited against the city of Mumbai, 52 

famous for its glamorous Hindi film industry.  Licentious behavior as advocated by 

Khushboo is not acceptable in the land of the pure Tamils but might be tolerated in 

the more Westernized city of Mumbai. “Tamilakam (the land of the Tamils) . . . 

conveys the idea that the duty of Tamil men is to protect . . . the purity of Tamil 

women” (Pandian, 1987, p. 11). As the “saviours of Tamil culture . . . trying to 

prevent cultural degradation” (Express News Service, The New Indian Express, 

October, 4, 2005, p. 7), the members of the DPI and PMK voluntarily assumed the 

“duty of Tamil men” to protest against the evils of modernization. 
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Discourse of hegemonic patriarchy & conservatism 

 The two articles under study offered numerous instances of gendered 

discourses. Article 1 began with the following headline in a large, black font: Actor’s 

Remarks Stir Political Row. The term of lexical choice—the gender–specific 

masculine noun “actor” is favored over the gender–specific feminine “actress” to 

show gender neutrality. Although indicative of gender parity in language, this belies 

the normativity of hetero–gendered relations in Tamil society. As demonstrated by 

the controversy, a woman is not allowed to plainly speak her mind without serious 

consequences. The news agency reporting the incident identified Khushboo’s 

comments as “bold and modern.” This was especially true considering that the 

remarks were made by a woman in a highly conservative and traditional society. 

Khushboo’s comments threatened to undermine the status quo of gendered 

relations in Tamil society. Members of the DPI and PMK political parties claimed to 

be highly affronted by Khushboo’s comments, which they viewed as advocating 

immorality to Tamil girls. The principles of fCDA, as advocated by Lazar (2005) offer 

some clarity:   

Our central concern is with critiquing discourses which sustain a patriarchal 
social order: that is, relations of power that systematically privilege men as a 
social group and disadvantage, exclude and disempower women as a social 
group. (p. 5) 

In the Khushboo case, the overarching ideology driving the protests and angry 

demonstrations was of course patriarchal. “Angry women volunteers” picketed at 

Khushboo’s residence wielding “broomsticks and chappals”—instruments of public 
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humiliation—willing her to seek forgiveness for her remarks. At the micro level of 

social interaction, women as a social group assumed the function of the patriarchy 

in order to uphold the honor and morality of Tamil womanhood, which itself was 

conceived and perpetuated by the patriarchy! This is reflective of the manufacture 

of consent (Gramsci, 1971) and the hegemonic aspect of gender ideology. “Gender 

ideology is hegemonic in that it often does not appear as domination at all; instead it 

seems largely consensual and acceptable to most in a community” (Lazar, 2005, p. 

7). 

 Continuity of the previous day’s events was evident from the second article 

that appeared on September 26, 2005, and was highlighted by the following 

headline in a large black font: “Khushboo Breaks Down, Apologises for Remarks.” 

The article was spaced out into three columns with an image of a man riding a 

donkey centrally positioned in the the news article. To be publicly paraded on a 

donkey is considered to be one of the worst forms of humiliation in Indian society. 

One of the earliest instances of such humiliation may be traced to the Mughal period 

(16th century), when the supporters of the royal Prince Khusru (oldest son of 

Jahangir) were punished for their folly by being paraded on donkeys. As Sastri 

(1950) wrote, 

The governor of Lahore shut its gates against the prince who, being pursued 
by his father, was captured after some fighting while attempting to cross the 
Chenab, three weeks after he left Agra. His followers suffered terribly for his 
folly; the two principal ones were encased in raw hides of animals and thus 
paraded through the streets of Lahore seated upon asses. (pp. 205–206) 
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In the Khushboo case, this is all the more horrifying in terms of the public display of 

hegemonic patriarchy because men were dressed up in women’s clothes—thus 

signifying Khushboo—and then paraded on donkeys in front of her residence. By 

masquerading as Khushboo, the protesters were ridiculing her not only as an 

individual but also as an advocate of immoral behavior and promiscuity. Also, the 

choice of outfit was significant considering that the DPI activists decided to dress 

the male in a typical north Indian outfit—the salwar kameez—as opposed to the 

south Indian attire of a sari. This is further ratification of Khushboo’s status as an 

outsider to Tamil culture considering that she was in fact a north–Indian by birth 

who became popular in the south–Indian film industry. This was also indicative of 

the activists’ resolve “to drive Khushboo away from Tamil Nadu to Mumbai” 

(Express News Service, The New Indian Express, September 25, 2005, p. 3), thereby 

comparing the morally–loose city of Mumbai to the virtuous state of Tamil Nadu.  In 

mocking Khushboo, the male dressed in female clothing with the placard around his 

neck was actually playing out a scripted part and, hence, did not really lose his 

identity. The message that was sent out to Khushboo and others like her through 

this role–playing was that non–conforming women would be put in their place, and 

non–conforming behavior would not be tolerated in Tamil society. 

 The conservative discourse was evident in the film fraternity’s response to 

the whole incident; in fact, their silence spoke volumes. When the controversy first 

appeared in print on September 25, 2005, the news article reported, “A small 

section of the film fraternity is also seeing red over Khushboo’s remarks, while 
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support from fellow actors has not been too forthcoming at least for the time being.” 

The news report on the following day stated,   

The film fraternity . . . has decided to take stock of the situation. The 
executive council meeting of the South India Film Artiste’s Association has 
been convened for Tuesday to discuss among other things, the Khushboo 
affair. (p. 1)  

Khushboo had served as the Chairperson of the South Indian Film Artistes 

Association in recent times. In her heyday, she had been one of the top female 

artistes in the southern movie industry. In light of the controversy, the film 

fraternity appeared to view her as a defiant member of the Association rather than 

as an outspoken colleague.53 

 In opposition to the normative discourse of patriarchy and conservatism 

runs a parallel discourse of resistance. Khushboo’s observations about changing 

societal attitudes towards pre–marital sex ratified a contrasting discourse of 

progressive thought and gender parity. Her cautionary remarks about indulging in 

safe sex to protect oneself against unwanted pregnancy and/or sexually transmitted 

diseases were completely glossed over but interpreted as her advocacy of pre–

marital sex and loss of virginity specifically to Tamil girls. The whole incident 

illustrated how the status quo of gendered relations was maintained in society by 

presenting the progressive discourse as a blemish on the ethos and culture of a 

particular group—the Tamil people. Khushboo’s personal stance on the survey 

results was meant to be just that—kept personal and not shared in public.  
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Loss of face 

 Goffman (1967) explained face as “an image of self delineated in terms of 

approved social attributes” (p. 5). Although face–work is a mandate in spoken 

interactions, Goffman’s framework may be applied to our data to interpret the loss 

of face of the different players involved. The first casualty was Khushboo herself, 

losing face for speaking her mind in a specific context. The first news report dated 

September 25, 2005, stated that angry women volunteers gathered outside the film 

association’s premises and demanded that Khushboo apologize for her comments. 

Although Khushboo was not physically present at the scene of the protest, she 

sustained the loss of face (Goffman, 1967) indirectly through the reaction of the 

activists who chose to press their demands via public demonstrations and protests. 

Her loss of face continued in the media discourse the following day as is evident 

from the headline for Article 2. Although the headline highlighted her emotional 

response to the turn of events, it did not constitute the main event (Van Dijk, 1993a) 

of the story. The main event was the additional loss of face inflicted by the gender 

parody and emphasized with an image of the same. Loss of face was also evident 

from the following quote: “The usually cheerful actor broke down and sobbed as she 

explained in an address on Jaya TV, the context in which she had made the 

controversial remarks.” The once deified goddess was now publicly stripped of her 

image—first in print, and secondly, on a regional news channel.   
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 The second player to have supposedly lost face was movie producer–

director, Thankar Bachchan, as was evident from the quote in Article 1 dated 

September 25, 2005: 

And therefore it is argued that these parties have seized the opportunity to 
“nail” Khushboo, who brought “ignominy” to Bachchan who had made widely 
acclaimed films such as Azhagi and Thendral.    

The above quote implied that the underlying motive for the agitation and protests 

was a type of retribution, because Khushboo had “brought ‘ignominy’ to Bachchan.” 

She had done this by spearheading a movement within the film industry to demand 

a public apology from Bachchan for his disparaging remark, “Women who acted 

solely for money were akin to prostitutes” (The New Indian Express, September 25, 

2005). The news agency reporting the Khushboo controversy speculated that the 

current protests against Khushboo were actually payback for her earlier protest. 

Bachchan was a supporter of the Tamil Protection Movement with connections to 

the DPI and PMK. In order to avenge the insult to one of their own, it was argued 

that the political parties deliberately misconstrued Khushboo’s comments and 

instigated the masses into staging the protests. Avenging the loss of face (Goffman, 

1967) to Bachchan seemed to have taken priority over the fact that his remarks 

about women were demeaning, and the apology demanded of him was in fact 

justified.  

 The third scenario involved a group of women although the claim was filed 

by a single woman: 



159 
 

 
 

Deepam Jayakumar, President of PMK’s Central Chennai women’s wing filed 
a defamation suit . . . seeking to punish Khushboo. The complainant alleged 
that the actor through her interviews on “virginity” and “pre–marital sex” . . . 
had caused her and other women members affiliated to her wing “a sense of 
deep shame.” (Express News Service, The New Indian Express, September 25, 
2005, p. 3) 

In seeking redress to loss of face as a Tamil woman, Jayakumar was invoking the 

symbolic discourse of purity and virtuousness but with reservations. The claim was 

made only on behalf of herself and “other women members affiliated to her wing,” 

which thus excluded all those who might have shared her sentiments but were not 

directly involved with her unit. It also served to exclude all other Tamil women 

except those “affiliated to her wing” unlike the overall claims made by the activists 

that Khushboo’s comments demeaned Tamil morals and cultural values. 

  

Concluding Remarks 

For Feminist CDA, the focus is on how gender ideology and gendered 
relations of power are (re)produced, negotiated and contested in 
representations of social practices, in social relationships between people, 
and in people’s social and personal identities in text and talk.—Lazar (2000, 
p. 11) 

 This chapter examined two news articles using the frameworks of feminist 

CDA (Lazar, 2000) and media discourse analysis (Van Dijk, 1987, 1993a). The 

analysis demonstrated the maintenance of a status quo of gendered relations in 

Chennai society and the interplay of power at different levels of the interactions. I 

use the term ‘power’ drawing from Foucault (1990) “as the multiplicity of force 

relations immanent in the sphere in which they operate” (pp. 92–93). In our 
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analysis, the force relations operated at various levels such as the power of the 

masses over the celebrity, the power of the spoken word over the written, and the 

power of media discourses over the masses. Also, as Lazar (2005) pointed out, 

power may be wielded in different ways, but it is mostly internalized in modern 

society:  

The effectiveness of modern power (and hegemony) is that it is mostly 
cognitive, based on an internalization of gendered norms and acted out 
routinely in the texts and talk of everyday life. This makes it an invisible 
power . . . “recognized” instead as quite legitimate and natural. (p. 10)  
     

On a macro level too, power was at play, in terms of the contesting discourses—the 

patriarchal discourse embodied by the activists and the politicians posited against 

the resistant discourse of sexual freedom and gender equality represented by 

Khushboo.  

 Reactions to the controversy entailed verbal outrage coupled with physical 

demonstrations. The protestors vowed to picket her house if Khushboo did not “go 

down on her knees” and apologize for her remarks because her comments were 

construed as a “‘slur’ on the chastity of Tamil women” (Express News Service, The 

New Indian Express, September 25, 2005, p. 3).  The willful interpretation of her 

comments as an advocacy of promiscuous behavior and immoral values to Tamil 

girls invoked the counter discourse of a Tamil woman as chaste and virtuous. Until 

the time of the controversy, Khushboo had enjoyed a status on par with the gods, 

with at least one shrine to her name. But now that she had fallen from grace, she 

was reviled as the outsider who propagated promiscuity. The “culture police” 
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caused an uproar over comments expressed by a woman, yet they remain silent and 

enjoy Tamil film representations replete with sexual connotations, double–entendre 

dialogs, and blatant images of physicality among lovers on screen, which are shown 

to packed houses in movie theatres and streamed into homes via movie/music 

channels.  

 As Van Dijk (1993a) noted, [The] “overall influence of the media on the 

structures and contents of social cognitions of groups is considerable” (p. 242). 

Individual news readers may form their own personal opinions based on their 

interpretations of media discourses in the absence of any other reliable sources of 

information.  In the Khushboo incident, the leaders of certain political parties and 

the vernacular media reports served to fill in the role of evidently reliable informers 

who more or less imposed their interpretations of the celebrity’s remarks on the 

masses. Although not exactly a moral panic, the Khushboo incident was an example 

of moral policing wherein immediate measures were taken by the self–proclaimed 

culture protectors to protect the sanctity of Tamil culture.  

 Whereas the vernacular news media was out to slander Khushboo, the 

national newspapers adopted a stance of neutrality tinged with signs of support for 

the celebrity. Interdiscursivity of media discourses was evident from the ways in 

which Khushboo’s comments were interspersed with those of the picketing 

populace and embedded within the larger encompassing discursive frame of the 

news article. Over the next two months, this incident garnered decreasing levels of 

visibility in the news media. Khushboo had sought anticipatory bail, which allowed 
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her to negotiate the unending stream of legal notices served upon her. The two 

prominent political parties in TamilNadu—the Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam (DMK) 

and the All India Anna Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam (AIADMK)—abstained from 

commenting on the incident. When the DMK party leader did comment, it was only 

to chide the media from sensationalizing trivial issues.  

 As recently as June 2009, the Uttar Pradesh Principals’ Association (UPPA) 

comprised of members from at least 400 colleges in the state of Uttar Pradesh 

drafted a proposal to ban female students from wearing jeans to college. Apparently, 

the reason for the proposal was to curb incidences of eve–teasing54 outside college 

campuses. According to Meeta Jamal (Ians, 2009), principal of Dayanand Degree 

College, “When the college gets over, boys literally throng the gates. They [boys] 

often indulge in uncouth behaviour,55 particularly with those girls wearing body–

hugging jeans. It’s a routine affair here” (para 3). 

 As is evident from the rhetoric of the incidents described in this chapter, the 

conservative groups seek to oppose lifestyle and cultural changes brought about by 

modernity.  Although they might be open to modernization and its associated 

comforts, they are not so open to the possibility of blending the traditional values 

with modern lifestyles.  
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CHAPTER 7 

CONCLUSION 

 This dissertation set out to explore the ways in which discourses of tradition 

and modernity were contested in the south Indian media and how normative 

ideologies were inferred and negotiated by adult residents of modern Chennai 

society. To this end, media texts were identified not only as the conduits of cultural 

expressions and discourses but also as the sites for discursive contestations wherein 

sociocultural ideologies and identities were constantly being configured and 

reconfigured. To examine the ideological contestations and negotiations, traditional 

print media such as newspapers and magazines were selected as the prime 

resources to gather data, the rationale being that despite the growth of the “New” 

media, the majority of Chennaiites still preferred newsprint to mouse–clicks. Six 

months of ethnographic fieldwork was carried out in Chennai along with participant 

observations and interactions with adult Chennaiites and comprised individual 

interviews and focus group discussions. Three different data sets, visual, textual, 

and interactional, were gathered to answer the primary overarching research 

question: How do print media (both textual and visual) foster ways of thinking about 

various social and cultural issues? A multidisciplinary approach, drawing from the 

conceptual frameworks of social semiotics, multimodal theory of communication 

and critical discourse studies was employed to analyze the individual data sets in 

order to answer the following sub–questions: How do visual representations in 
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advertisements conceptualize and propagate idealized notions of beauty, especially in 

terms of skin color? How do textual discourses communicate and re–inscribe identities 

through language and the discourses of commodification and consumption? How are 

multimodal compositions interpreted as embodiments of sociocultural ideologies and 

symbolism? From the analyses emerged the three dominant ideological themes of 

fairness, gender, and morality, as representative elements of traditional notions 

masquerading in modern garb. 

 As a research site, Chennai proved to be a good example of a heterogenetic 

city with its internal conflicts, diverse traditions, and burgeoning growth and 

modern advancements. Redfield and Singer (1954) proposed that cities may be 

grouped either as orthogenetic or heterogenetic depending on their cultural role in 

facilitating the processes of cultural change. Heterogenetic cities are “place[s] of 

conflict of differing traditions . . . of heresy, heterodoxy and dissent, of interruption 

and destruction of ancient tradition, of rootlessness and anomie” (p. 58). Currently 

undergoing a cultural transformation, Chennai is experiencing an identity crisis in 

trying to balance its traditional conservatism with its emergent modernity. The 

media discourses of fairness, gender, and morality are an attestation of this ongoing 

struggle and tension between the torch–bearers of tradition and modernity. Adult 

Chennaiites, caught in this crossfire, straddle both ends of the continuum by 

adapting a fluid and dynamic approach of modernizing traditions. To interpret this 

conundrum of the “modernization of tradition” (Hancock, 1999, p. 6) in 

contemporary Chennai, I drew upon Appadurai’s concept of alternative modernities.  
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 Alternative modernities, as a framework, allows for movement and 

continuity by proposing that every culture and nation produces its own modernities. 

Rather than adapting the oppositional positions of tradition or modernity, 

alternative modernities may be understood as allowing for “tradition in modernity.” 

As demonstrated by the analyses in earlier chapters, traditional concepts of beauty 

and patriarchal notions of gender and morality are transmitted in urban cities 

through the media industries, themselves a consequence of modernization and 

advancement. With increasing mobility and migration, a reconstitution of the self 

and one’s own identity becomes inescapable. Before the spread of mediated forms 

of communication, identity was constructed and understood in terms of cultural 

artifacts and traditions that one encountered within one’s own environment and 

gleaned through interactions with others. With the availability of myriad channels of 

communication in the modern world, spatial and temporal boundaries are 

themselves negotiated and reconfigured. In modern societies, the mass media 

“transform[s] the spatial and temporal organization of social life, creating new 

forms of action and interaction, and new modes of exercising power, which are no 

longer linked to the sharing of a common locale” (Thompson, 1995, p. 4).  It is no 

longer necessary to remain rooted in time and space and engage in face–to–face 

interactions for the successful transmission of traditions, both in terms of artifacts 

and concepts. Transport of the symbolic is achieved through the media discourses; 

as Thompson explained, “While tradition retains its significance, it has been 
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transformed in a crucial way. . . Traditions do not disappear but they lose their 

moorings in the shared locales of day–to–day life” (p. 187). 

 The data analyzed in earlier chapters offered glimpses of the struggle to 

reconcile the discourses of traditions and modernities at two levels — first, at the 

level of the individual in terms of how adult Chennaiites interpreted and re–

inscribed their perceptions of themselves in modern Chennai; second, at the level of 

the city, wherein Chennai itself was experiencing a metamorphosis and redefining 

itself as a less conservative city. Both of these are explored briefly here, beginning 

with the second idea.   

 Chennai is being touted as the location of choice for increasing economic 

growth in terms of foreign investments, retail markets, and media and 

communications, to name a few. Chennai is also constantly identified as a 

conservative city in relation to its much savvier cousin, Bangalore, which is 

considered a more cosmopolitan city. In the race for recognition, Chennai is 

competing with Bangalore, especially as the hub of choice for technological 

advancement and growth. This competition trickles down into the personal sphere 

through consumer commodities and lifestyle changes. As a means of catering to this 

emergent category of what I am calling, alternative Chennaiites, the city tries to 

provide sources of entertainment to satisfy this group. By alternative Chennaiites, I 

am referring to the growing numbers of young Chennaiites, bred on staple diets of 

Western cultural impetuses but forced to adopt and practice supposedly Indian 

traditions. In other words, this group struggles with the dichotomies of traditions 
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versus modernities rather than being allowed to synthesize both discourses and 

maintain a more fluid identity.  

 

Implications for future research 

 This study has the potential to become the foundational basis for exploring 

divergent disciplines. One immediate implication for this research is in 

understanding the ways in which sociocultural practices are mobilized and 

maintained by members of the Indian diaspora. Using this study as a foundation to 

identify cultural practices, I am in the process of developing my next project, which 

examines how members of the Indian diaspora in North America adapt and practice 

cultural traditions in a foreign land while negotiating two cultures simultaneously.    

 A second study I am interested in exploring is the use of modern technologies 

to maintain and propagate traditional practices, for instance, the discourse of 

matrimony and arranged marriages. With increased migration across the world, 

modern technology helps sustain this practice of arranging marriages with help 

from a plethora of online matrimonial websites that facilitate this process not just 

within communities of the diaspora but also between members of the diaspora and 

the homeland. One avenue to explore would be in terms of the sociocultural 

practices and their mobilization. A second area could look into the structural 
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compositions of the websites themselves to understand how multimodality has 

become an inescapable element of modern living.   

 Third, this study could contribute to the field of New Literacy Studies by 

serving as the launch–pad for examining visual literacies. Visual literacy is one 

constituent element of media literacy, which is extremely significant in the present–

day world scenario of technological advancements and the “New” media. As Gee 

(1993) pointed out, “Reading advertisements is a form of visual literacy” (p. 13). The 

study has pedagogical implications in terms of its use in school classrooms wherein 

the study of advertisements could be used both to teach English as a foreign 

language in EFL classrooms but also vice versa, i.e. teaching about other cultures 

through the critical study of media texts. 
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APPENDIX A: EXAMPLES OF BILLBOARDS IN CHENNAI 

 

AAVARANAA SAREES 
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 KUMARAN SILKS 
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SANDPIPER – NON–ALCOHOLIC MALT BEVERAGE 
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APPENDIX B: EXAMPLES OF PRINT ADVERTISEMENTS FROM INDIAN MAGAZINES 

 

KINGFISHER – Premium lager beer, published in India Today, issue dated July 

4, 2005  
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SURYANSH DIAMONDS PVT. LTD., published in Cine Blitz, November 4, 2005 
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HELPAGE INDIA, published in India Today, December 20, 2004 
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APPENDIX C: EXAMPLES OF JEWELRY ADVERTISEMENTS IN INDIAN MAGAZINES 

 

EROS JEWELRY, featuring actress Karisma Kapoor, published in Stardust, 

February 2005 
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 KIAH DIAMOND JEWELLERY, featuring actress Sushmita Sen, published in 

Stardust, June 2005 
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 NAKSHATRA DIAMOND JEWELLERY featuring actress Aishwarya Rai-Bachchan, 

published in Stardust, October 2004 
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APPENDIX D: NEWS ARTICLE FROM THE HINDU, SEPTEMBER 18, 2005 

On dissent and a dress code 

VANI DORAISAMY 

 
"MORALITY" SIEGE?: The student community is in turmoil over the ban on 

wearing "inappropriate attire" 

THE Anna University is under a curious kind of "morality" siege. Perhaps for the 
first time in its 20 and odd–year history, the girl students are in a rebellious mode, 
protesting against what they see as the university's unilateral and "sexist" move in 
imposing a "dress code". 

Widely seen by a large section of the women students as "moral policing" and a 
"regressive and paternalistic move", Vice–Chancellor D. Viswanathan's September 1 
edict — no wearing jeans or T–shirts/sleeveless/tight–fitting/revealing outfits and 
only salwar kameezes for women — in 231 engineering colleges across the State has 
now fostered a whole new debate on the propriety (or lack of it) of female attire and 
whether an institution of higher education has the right to legislate on students' 
wardrobe. Interestingly, another moratorium on the use of mobile phones inside the 
campus seems to have come down lightly on the students, most of whom agree that 
selective restrictions have become essential, given the disturbance caused by the 
gadgets inside lecture halls. 

Faced with a resentment he had not anticipated, the Vice–Chancellor then clarified 
that there would be no "military–like strictness" in enforcing the code. To pre–empt 
any charges of gender bias, the VC clarified that even men students would not be 
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allowed to wear T–shirts or jeans, an announcement which was met with ridicule by 
the women who argued that it was only a tokenistic concession (right, in set of two 

pictures). 

The roots 

The roots of the problem lie in the answer to the question whether or not women's 
dressing can be trivialised to the extent it is considered to be a distraction. Is a 
woman wearing a sleeveless outfit, for example, a threat to peace in a campus? Also, 
should universities, which are supposed to be egalitarian by their very nature and 
incubators of ideas, concern themselves with issues that have no bearing on their 
academic inclination? 

The Anna University's move draws from the experiences of hundreds of self–
financing colleges all over the State and institutions such as the Sathyabama 
(Deemed) University where gender diversification as a means to campus discipline 
is more the rule than the exception. Not surprisingly, while such colleges have hailed 
the ban, the students, even the men, are not amused. "At 18, you are given the right 
to choose your Prime Minister. How can you not know which dress to wear?" asks G. 
Selva, State secretary of the Students Federation of India. 

"We are only trying to ensure that students dress decently and modestly, in a way 
that befits our culture. A dress code will also pre–empt harassment of women 
students," Dr. Viswanathan counters. 
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The university's positioning in this issue is interesting. All over the country, 
whenever institutions of higher education have tried to impose dress codes upon its 
girl students, they have always had to backtrack. In June this year, citing increasing 
instances of rape against women, when the Delhi University clamped a "no skimpy 
outfits, only salwar kameezes" rule on its girl students, the office of the academic 
who was instrumental was ransacked by irate female students, who eventually 
wrenched an apology from the man. 

In July, Mumbai University Vice–Chancellor Vijay Khole tried something similar, 
even famously ascribing the rape of a woman student at a Marine Drive police 
outpost to "scanty student attire". In 2003, women students of Lucknow's famous 
Awadh College forced the authorities to back–track on a similar move by boycotting 
classes. Similar furious protests also led to students locking up professors at both 
Lucknow's Mahila Vidhyalaya and Kanpur's Balika Vidhyalaya. 

More reactions 

In Tamil Nadu itself, where student protests were never as virulent as the ones up 
North, the issue has assumed the dimensions it has mostly because Anna University, 
which receives students from all over the country and aims at reaching out to the 
global market, has taken upon itself the mission of regulating campus attire. "Do you 
mean to say if we dress conservatively in sarees and salwar–kameezes, we will be 
safer? Is there any guarantee that a traditional attire will lead to fewer instances of 
crime against women? The Vice–Chancellor should stop thrusting his own moral 
values upon us and not make us a medium for his patriarchal leanings," a civil 
engineering student from Anna University says. 

Even the IT gurus whom the university is trying to woo for its campus recruitment 
drive do not think "modern dresses" will detract from professionalism. "Dressing in 
a casual and comfortable manner is allowed in IT offices. The university's dress code 
and its proclaimed declaration to make its students globally competitive are 
mutually opposing moves," says R. Jayaprakash, president of the IT Professionals 
Forum. 

Interestingly, a section of girl students agrees that low–waist jeans worn under 
short tops can be a "distraction", but that it does not warrant a blanket ban on jeans 
and T–shirts. The "Simran jeans", (as it was called after an actress whose signature 
attire it was) became standard student fare only in the last five years. "It is definitely 
not proper campus attire and is a particularly bad example of how celluloid culture 
spills over into campuses," says Sumathi Iyer, whose college going daughter refuses 
to step out of hipsters even during formal occasions. 
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Film historian Theodore Baskaran thinks blaming cinema for campus ills is only an 
excuse academics use for things they themselves cannot control. "There is no 
methodology whatsoever to assess the impact of cinema on society. All such 
attempts have remained impressionistic. Cinema often becomes a convenient 
punching bag." 

Caught in a quasi–ideological web of its own making, the Anna University is now 
finding itself increasingly isolated on an issue which, had it been handled more 
sensitively, could well have earned it cheers instead of the increasingly–vociferous 
jeers. 

[Article dated September 18, 2005, retrieved from 
http://www.thehindu.com/thehindu/mag/2005/09/18/stories/20050918001502
00.htm] 
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END NOTES 

 
1 In discussing the physical geography of the Indian subcontinent, I have 

drawn references from the works of the following historians and archaeologists: 
Majumdar (1967), Sastri & Srinivasachari (1970), Spear (1972), Basham (1975), 
Singh (1976), Chakrabarti (1999), Thapar (2004), Wolpert (2004). 

 
 2 See Not just a river (1985). Economic and Political Weekly (p. 335). 

 3 This was written by the poet Saathanar, around A.D. 200 and is Buddhist in 
orientation (see Thapar, 2004, p. 344). 
 
 4 Jahangīr is the adopted name of Emperor Akbar’s son and successor who 
ruled from 1605–1627. 

 5 See M.S.S. Pandian’s (1992) work “The Image Trap.” 
 
 6 Geertz, C. (1973). The Interpretation of Cultures. New York: Basic Books. 
 
 7 Over the last few years, I have been randomly jotting down some of my 
personal narratives but not in any organized manner. I have therefore cited them as 
though they were compiled in 2008 although I try to provide some contextual 
background to situate the narratives. 
 
 8 Menz Active was launched by Hindustan Lever Ltd. in 2006 to compete with 
Emami’s Fair and Handsome.  
 
 9 Men account for 25 percent of fairness cream use across India and the 
percentage is growing — “Men Playing the Fairness Cream Game” in The Times of 

India, 25th July, 2004. 
 
 10 To view the Fair and Handsome commercial, see 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5f0K9ynvzjU 
 
 11 Ochronosis is a skin condition where the effects of skin–bleaching are 
reversed, and the skin actually turns darker instead of lighter. The affected area 
tends to become darker than the original skin color. 
  
 12 Although the prejudice towards dark complexions is rampant throughout 
the country, I have restricted my comments only to Chennaiites, being mindful of the 
need for more data collected from across the country. 
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 13 The names of all the participants have been changed to maintain 
anonymity. Also, the ages and marital status provided refer to the information 
gathered during fieldwork in 2005.   
 
 14 This advertisement appeared in the October and December 2004 issues of 
the film magazine, Cine Blitz.  
 
 15 Pronounced “yooh–ni–ka–tay”, this refers to any ad that appears as a 
stand–alone promotion and is not repeated again in the campaign.    
 
 16 This advertisement appeared in September 2004 in the film magazine, 
Stardust. 
 
 17 I had conducted a focus group discussion with six participants at a 
software firm in Chennai on September 30, 2005. However, only five members from 
the original group of six were able to participate in the second group discussion 
conducted on October 14, 2005. 
  
 18 Vivek was in his late 30s and the father of two.  
 
 19 While the majority of jewelry designs are geared towards women, all 
jewelry houses also sell ornaments for men. Advertisements however almost always 
feature women and showcase the ornaments designed for women.  
  
 20 See 
http://www.thehindu.com/thehindu/mp/2004/09/01/stories/200409010106010
0.htm. 
  
 21 Because the advertisement appeared in an Indian magazine, the viewer 
may be safely assumed to refer to the Indian population in India.  
 
 22 I have repeated this quote from my study participant Kavitha, in order to 
emphasize the deep–rooted prejudice for dark skin among the Indian masses. 
  
 23 There might be exceptions to this general rule, with some advertisers 
providing only the basic information and saving the details for later. 
  
 24 In some parts of India, the astrological charts are also referred to as the 
“janam–patra” (birth chart) or “kundali.” 
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 25 For a better understanding of the Indian caste system, see Dumont (1980) 
and Ghurye (2004). 
 
 26  See Keene, M (2003). 
  
 27 The exception to this would include rare examples of a widower or 
divorced male seeking to remarry. Even in these instances, the matrimonial is 
typically placed by someone other than the individual concerned, and especially so if 
the alliance is being sought for a widow or divorced female.  
 
 28 There were some exceptions where the parents belonged to two different 
linguistic backgrounds but identified the advertised bride/groom primarily as a 
Tamil speaker. 
 
 29 See Barnett (1976) for a historical understanding of how Tamil society 
came to be divided into two major factions – the Brahmins and the non–Brahmins 
(this includes Hindus, Muslims, Christians and other religious communities that do 
not practice Brahminical rites and rituals).  
  
 30 Other than Hindus, Muslims and Christians are the other two primary 
advertisers in the newspapers.  
 
 31 The abundance of Tamil advertisers could be owing to the fact that the 
data were gathered from the newspapers in Chennai.  
  
 32 This is not to say that members of other religious groups do not advertise 
in the newspapers but to indicate that these are the three major groups that 
advertise in the particular newspaper under study. 
 
 33 Iyers (also written as Aiyars) are composed of the Smarta Brahmins, who 
were responsible for the spread of Vedic Brahminism in southern India (see 
Hancock, 1999, p. 6). 
 
 34 All Brahmins are believed to be born into a specific lineage that is usually 
determined patrilineally and may be traced to one of the seven founding “rishis” or 
saints, of which sage Koundinya (also known as Kautilya) is one. 
 
 35 According to the Hindu calendar, the zodiac is divided into 27 nakshatras 
or birth–stars, each covering 13 degrees and 20 minutes of the zodiac (see Harness, 
1999; Johnson, 2002), through which the moon has to pass. Depending on the 
position of the moon at the time of one’s birth, astrologers are able to determine the 
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personal characteristics/nature of the individual and also make future predictions 
relating to all aspects of one’s life. 
 
 36 There is an increasing emphasis on skin–lightening creams targeted 
specifically at the male consumers. 
 
 37 “Vellai” indicates the color white in the Tamil lexicon. 
 
 38 See http://www.divorcerate.org/divorce–rate–in–india.html 
 
 39 See http://www.nytimes.com/2008/02/19/world/asia/19iht–
divorce.1.10178712.html? 
 
 40 Six lakhs INR would approximately amount to USD $12,500. 
 
 41 According to the Indian Penal Code, Section 377, homosexuality is 
understood as an unnatural offence where an individual has “carnal intercourse 
against the order of nature with any man, woman, or animal” 
(http://www.netlawman.co.in/acts/indian–penal–code–
1860.php?pageContentID=516). 
 
 42 http://gendwaar.gen.in/rep9.pdf 
 
 43 The Vice–Chancellor is the Chief Executive of the University and is the final 
decision–making authority. 
 
 44 Salwar Kameez is the most common outfit donned by Indian women 
especially in the northern part of the country, but is the preferred outfit of most 
women across the country. It consists of loose pants worn with a long tunic top and 
a stole.  
 
 45 Van Dijk (1987, 1993a) has proposed a similar elite–engineered theory in 
discussing the discourse of racism and prejudice in European society.    
 
 46 Dance bars were popular in most urban cities where young women would 
dance to popular Bollywood numbers to entertain the male clientele visiting the 
bars. The bars were open from 10 p.m. until the early morning hours. At some bars, 
the girls were chauffeured to and from the bars and customers were not allowed to 
interact with them in any manner, the whole concept being that it was the job of the 
young women only to dance and entertain the men who visited the bars while the 
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latter splurged their money on their favorite danseuses. But at most other locations, 
the dance bars provided a front for sexual services and prostitution.  
 
 47 Kalpana Sharma is Deputy Editor with a leading, national English news 
daily, The Hindu and is a guest contributor to the online newspaper, India Together. 
 
 48 http://www.frontpagemag.com/readArticle.aspx?ARTID=31146  
 
 49 Kollywood is a further take on Hollywood and Bollywood and refers to the 
Tamil movie industry.  
 
 50 “Chappals” refers to footwear.  
 
 51 Kannagi, a virtuous woman is married to Kovalan, a handsome young 
merchant, in the city of Pukar. Owing to various circumstances, the couple leaves 
Pukar and arrives in the city of Madurai, homeless and destitute. Kovalan tries to 
sell one of Kannagi’s anklets and set aside the sum as capital to make a fresh start. 
Again, owing to a wrong turn of events, he is wrongfully accused of having stolen the 
queen’s anklet and is condemned to death by the king of Madurai. When Kannagi 
learns of this injustice, she proves her husband’s innocence by breaking open the 
anklet, which is filled with diamonds unlike the queen’s anklet which had been filled 
with pearls.  Shocked by his unjust ruling and challenged by Kannagi, the king of 
Madurai drops dead, and his queen follows suit. But Kannagi, who is still not 
appeased and in a seething rage, rips her left breast and flings it over the city’s 
towers and burns the entire city to ashes, for having wronged her husband. 
Fourteen days after her husband’s death, Kannagi directly ascends to heaven (See 
Parthasarathy, 1993). 
 
 52 Mumbai, formerly Bombay, is home to Bollywood, the Hindi movie 
industry.  
 
 53 It was not until November when the cases against Khushboo were still 
being filed in various courts across the state that another outspoken actress—
Suhasini Maniratnam—publicly came to Khushboo’s support. Immediately, some 
court cases were registered against Suhasini as well. 
 
 54 Eve–teasing refers to the public sexual harassment of women, primarily by 
male college students; this is a common occurrence outside women’s colleges (See 
Rogers, 2008). 
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