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Abstract: This paper examines the application of Mikhail Bakhtin’s concept of the 

carnivalesque in contemporary Indian television advertisements. By exploring the inversion 

of hierarchies, humor, exaggeration, and subversion of cultural norms, this study illustrates 

how carnivalesque elements engage audiences, critique societal structures, and create 

memorable brand narratives. Specific examples from Indian television ads are analyzed to 

highlight the effectiveness of this approach in resonating with a diverse and dynamic 

audience. 
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Introduction: Mikhail Bakhtin introduced 

the concept of the carnivalesque in his 

analysis of Rabelais’s works, describing it 

as a cultural phenomenon that subverts and 

liberates dominant social norms through 

humor, chaos, and inversion (Bakhtin, 

1984). The carnivalesque is characterized 

by a temporary suspension of hierarchies, 

norms, and societal structures, creating a 

playful and liberating space where 

traditional roles are challenged. In the 

context of advertising, the carnivalesque 

becomes a powerful tool for engaging 

audiences by breaking conventional 

narratives and creating playful, disruptive 

content. Indian television advertisements, 

known for their vibrancy and creativity, 

often incorporate carnivalesque elements 

to resonate with a culturally diverse 

audience. This paper explores how the 

carnivalesque manifests in current Indian 

television advertisements, analyzing its 

impact on audience engagement and brand 

messaging. These elements allow 

advertisements to resonate deeply with 

audiences while providing a unique 

platform for brands to convey their 

messages in an engaging and memorable 

manner. The carnivalesque approach 

transforms advertisements into sites of 

celebration and parody, where societal 

norms are temporarily suspended, and 

viewers are invited to participate in a 

shared sense of liberation and joy.  

Theoretical Framework: The 

carnivalesque, as defined by Bakhtin, 

involves the creation of a space where 

societal norms are overturned, and humor, 

satire, and creativity thrive (Bakhtin, 

1984). The carnivalesque, as articulated by 

Bakhtin, refers to the spirit of medieval 

carnivals, where traditional hierarchies 

were overturned, and the world was 

momentarily turned upside down. In this 

space, the boundaries between the high 

and the low, the sacred and the profane, 

and the serious and the comedic blurred. 

This allowed for the creation of a 

collective experience of freedom, laughter, 

and subversion. 

Key features of the carnivalesque include: 

1. Inversion of Hierarchies: 

Traditional power dynamics are 

reversed, allowing the 

marginalized or the unconventional 

to take center stage. 

2. Humor and Satire: Societal norms 

and structures are critiqued through 

humor and ridicule. 

3. Exaggeration and Absurdity: 

Over-the-top scenarios create a 

sense of playful chaos. 

4. Subversion of Cultural Norms: 

Established traditions and practices 
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are reimagined in unconventional 

ways. 

These elements align seamlessly with the 

goals of advertising, which seeks to 

capture attention, evoke emotions, and 

create lasting impressions. In the Indian 

context, where cultural diversity and social 

hierarchies are deeply embedded, the 

carnivalesque offers a unique avenue for 

creating impactful narratives. 

The Indian Advertising Landscape 

Indian television advertising is known for 

its creativity, emotional depth, and ability 

to connect with audiences across socio-

economic and linguistic divides. The 

incorporation of carnivalesque elements 

allows these advertisements to: 

● Break the monotony of 

conventional storytelling. 

● Appeal to diverse audiences by 

blending modern and traditional 

cultural motifs. 

● Create memorable campaigns that 

leave a lasting impact on viewers. 

Carnivalesque in Indian Television 

Advertisements: Indian television 

advertisements frequently incorporate 

carnivalesque elements to appeal to a 

diverse audience. By blending humor, 

satire, and cultural references, these ads 

create a sense of relatability and 

entertainment. Below, we examine specific 

manifestations of the carnivalesque in 

Indian television advertising. 

1. Inversion of Hierarchies: Inverting 

societal hierarchies is a recurring theme in 

Indian advertisements. This approach 

resonates with audiences by presenting a 

world where traditional roles are 

humorously overturned. For instance, 

Fevicol’s iconic advertisement featuring 

an overloaded bus humorously subverts 

the norms of personal space and 

transportation etiquette. The ad 

exaggerates the adhesive’s strength in a 

playful manner, creating a memorable and 

relatable narrative. 

Similarly, the Cadbury Dairy Milk 

campaign “Kuch Meetha Ho Jaaye” (Let’s 

Have Something Sweet ) often portrays 

children taking the lead in initiating 

celebratory moments, reversing the typical 

adult-dominated narratives in Indian 

culture. These ads evoke a sense of joy and 

empowerment, aligning the brand with 

moments of happiness and connection. 

2. Humor and Satire: Humor and satire 

are central to the carnivalesque, and Indian 

advertisements use these tools effectively 

to critique societal norms and behaviors. 

The Amul Butter ads, known for their 

witty wordplay and topical humor, often 

comment on current events and societal 
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issues. By blending satire with cultural 

commentary, these ads engage audiences 

while reinforcing the brand’s identity as a 

household staple. 

Another notable example is Zomato’s 

advertising campaigns, which humorously 

address the quirks of Indian dining habits. 

Ads that play on phrases like “Veg or 

Non-Veg?” or highlight the obsession with 

discounts use satire to connect with 

viewers, making the brand relatable and 

entertaining. 

3. Exaggeration and Absurdity: 

Exaggeration is a hallmark of the 

carnivalesque, and Indian advertisements 

excel in creating absurd yet memorable 

scenarios. The Happydent White ad, where 

people’s teeth light up like bulbs to 

illuminate a palace, is a quintessential 

example. The ad’s exaggerated premise 

not only entertains but also reinforces the 

product’s promise of bright teeth in a 

humorous and unforgettable manner. 

Similarly, Mentos advertisements often 

feature characters who solve problems in 

hilariously exaggerated ways. These ads, 

which align with the tagline “Dimaag Ki 

Batti Jala De,” (Light Up Your Mind's 

Bulb" or "Spark Your Imagination") use 

absurdity to create a strong association 

between the product and quick thinking. 

4. Subversion of Cultural Norms: Indian 

advertisements frequently challenge 

traditional norms and stereotypes, 

presenting progressive narratives in a 

humorous or celebratory manner. For 

instance, Tanishq’s wedding jewelry ads 

showcase interfaith marriages and second 

marriages, breaking away from 

conventional portrayals of Indian 

weddings. These ads use subtle humor and 

emotional appeal to normalize these 

narratives while promoting inclusivity. 

Another example is Surf Excel’s “Daag 

Acche Hain” (“Stains are good”) 

campaign, which subverts the traditional 

emphasis on cleanliness by portraying 

stains as symbols of love, care, and 

playfulness. This narrative challenges 

conventional advertising tropes, creating a 

carnivalesque space where messiness is 

celebrated as part of life’s joyful moments. 

Case Studies 

1. Vodafone ZooZoo Campaign: The 

Vodafone ZooZoo campaign is a 

quintessential example of the 

carnivalesque. The ads feature quirky, 

alien-like characters in humorous and 

absurd situations, creating a whimsical 

world that captures viewers’ attention. The 

playful chaos and exaggerated scenarios 

resonate with audiences, making the 

campaign highly memorable and 
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shareable. By creating an alternate reality 

that defies conventional norms, the 

ZooZoo ads establish Vodafone as a fun 

and innovative brand. 

2. Cred’s Celebrity Campaigns: Cred’s 

advertisements featuring celebrities in self-

deprecating roles epitomize the 

carnivalesque. For example, the ad where 

Rahul Dravid, known for his calm 

demeanor, is portrayed as “Indiranagar ka 

Gunda” ("The Goon of Indiranagar") 

humorously subverts his public image. 

These ads use satire and humor to create a 

sense of novelty and surprise, enhancing 

brand recall and engagement. By playfully 

challenging the audience’s expectations, 

Cred’s campaigns stand out in the 

competitive advertising landscape. 

3. Surf Excel’s “Daag Acche Hain” 

Campaign: The Surf Excel campaign, 

with its tagline “Daag Acche Hain” 

(“Stains are good”), subverts the 

traditional emphasis on cleanliness by 

portraying stains as symbols of love, care, 

and playfulness. This narrative challenges 

conventional advertising tropes, creating a 

carnivalesque space where messiness is 

celebrated. 

Extended Analysis of Carnivalesque in 

Indian Advertising The carnivalesque 

approach is particularly effective in 

engaging a culturally diverse audience, as 

it often draws upon shared cultural 

symbols and practices. For example, 

advertisements during festive seasons such 

as Diwali or Holi frequently use 

carnivalesque elements to create a sense of 

collective celebration. The use of vibrant 

colors, exaggerated joy, and humorous 

family dynamics in these ads reflects the 

carnival spirit, making them relatable and 

emotionally resonant. 

Additionally, the carnivalesque allows 

advertisers to address sensitive social 

issues in a non-threatening manner. By 

wrapping critiques of societal norms in 

humor and satire, brands can spark 

conversations without alienating their 

audience. For instance, Ariel’s “Share the 

Load” campaign subtly critiques gender 

inequality in household chores while using 

a playful and heartwarming narrative to 

drive its message home. 

Impact of Carnivalesque Advertising: 

The use of carnivalesque elements in 

Indian television advertisements has 

several benefits: 

1. Enhanced Engagement: Humor 

and satire capture viewers’ 

attention, making the ads more 

engaging and memorable. 

2. Cultural Resonance: By 

subverting cultural norms and 
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stereotypes, these ads create a 

sense of relatability and inclusivity. 

3. Viral Potential: The novelty and 

humor associated with 

carnivalesque ads make them 

highly shareable on social media 

platforms. 

4. Brand Differentiation: By 

breaking away from conventional 

narratives, brands using 

carnivalesque elements stand out in 

a crowded advertising landscape. 

Challenges and Criticisms: While 

carnivalesque advertising is effective, it 

also poses challenges. The use of humor 

and satire requires cultural sensitivity to 

avoid offending audiences. Additionally, 

exaggerated and absurd narratives may 

sometimes overshadow the brand message, 

reducing the ad’s effectiveness. Striking a 

balance between creativity and clarity is 

essential for ensuring that the 

carnivalesque elements enhance rather 

than detract from the brand’s objectives. 

Conclusion: The carnivalesque offers a 

powerful framework for creating engaging 

and impactful advertisements in the 

dynamic Indian market. By incorporating 

humor, satire, and subversion, Indian 

television advertisements not only 

entertain but also challenge societal norms 

and foster emotional connections with 

audiences. As the advertising landscape 

continues to evolve, the carnivalesque will 

remain a valuable tool for brands seeking 

to capture the imagination of India’s 

diverse and vibrant audience. 
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