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ABSTRACT 

This research paper conducts a semiotic analysis of Imtiaz Ali’s 2024 film Amar Singh 

Chamkila, exploring how lyrics, iconic representations, and silence function as sign systems to 

convey meaning, critique societal norms, and reflect the complexities of cultural identity in 

1980s Punjab. Drawing on Charles Sanders Peirce’s semiotic framework, the paper examines 

the interplay of signs—lyrics as symbols, Chamkila as an icon, and silence as an index—to 

unpack the film’s commentary on art, caste, and social resistance. Through qualitative content 

analysis and close readings of key scenes, the study reveals how Ali uses these elements to 

navigate the dichotomy between vulgarity and authenticity, ultimately portraying Chamkila as a 

poet of the subaltern. 
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INTRODUCTION  

The introduction sets the stage for a semiotic analysis of Amar Singh Chamkila, a biographical 

drama directed by Imtiaz Ali, which chronicles the life of the iconic Punjabi singer Amar Singh 

Chamkila, assassinated in 1988 at age 27. Known for his provocative lyrics and mass appeal, 

Chamkila‘s legacy is a complex interplay of adoration and condemnation, rooted in the socio-

political turbulence of 1980s Punjab. This paper explores how Ali employs lyrics, iconic 

imagery, and silence as semiotic tools to depict Chamkila‘s life, challenge societal hypocrisy, 

and critique the caste-based boundaries of cultural production.The research question is: How do 

lyrics, icons, and silence function as semiotic signs in Amar Singh Chamkila to convey meaning 

and resist dominant cultural narratives? The study adopts Charles Sanders Peirce‘s triadic model 

of semiotics—icon, index, and symbol—to analyze these elements. Lyrics serve as symbols, 

encoding social commentary; Chamkila‘s persona is an icon, embodying subaltern resistance; 

and silence acts as an index, pointing to unspoken tensions in Punjab‘s socio-political landscape. 

This approach builds on Ali‘s filmmaking style, known for blending music and narrative to 
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explore identity and rebellion, as seen in Rockstar (2011) and Tamasha (2015).The paper‘s 

significance lies in its contribution to film studies and cultural semiotics, offering insights into 

how Ali navigates the tension between art and morality, particularly in the context of caste and 

gender dynamics. By focusing on a Dalit artist‘s life, the study also engages with anti-caste 

scholarship, addressing gaps in mainstream Bollywood representations of subaltern voices. The 

introduction concludes by outlining the paper‘s structure: a literature review on semiotics and 

Ali‘s cinema, a methodology section detailing the analytical approach, a data analysis of key film 

elements, a conclusion synthesizing findings, and a bibliography. 

Review of Literature  

The literature review synthesizes existing scholarship on semiotics, Indian cinema, and Imtiaz 

Ali‘s oeuvre to contextualize the analysis of Amar Singh Chamkila. It is divided into three 

thematic areas: semiotics in film and music, Ali‘s filmmaking and narrative style, and the socio-

cultural significance of Chamkila‘s music. 

Semiotics in Film and Music 

Charles Sanders Peirce‘s semiotic theory provides the theoretical framework for this study. 

Peirce‘s triadic model distinguishes between icons (signs resembling their objects), indices (signs 

with a causal connection to their objects), and symbols (signs with arbitrary, conventional 

meanings) (Peirce, 1998). In film, semiotics analyzes how visual and auditory elements convey 

meaning beyond narrative. Scholars like Christian Metz (1974) have applied semiotics to 

cinema, emphasizing how mise-en-scène, sound, and editing function as signs. In music, Thomas 

Turino (1999) argues that indexicality—where sounds evoke specific experiences or emotions—

is central to meaning-making, particularly in ethnomusicology. An acoustical study by Banerjee 

et al. (2023) highlights how lyrics enhance emotional resonance in Indian music, suggesting their 

symbolic role in cultural expression. 

Imtiaz Ali’s Filmmaking 

Imtiaz Ali‘s films are celebrated for their use of music as a narrative tool, as seen in Rockstar, 

Tamasha, and Jab We Met (Hindustan Times, 2021). SonaliSrivastav (2022) notes that Ali‘s 

protagonists are often flawed, rebellious figures who mirror societal tensions, a trait evident in 

Chamkila‘s portrayal. Ali‘s collaboration with A.R. Rahman and lyricist IrshadKamil creates 

soundtracks that advance emotional arcs, blending traditional and modern elements (The Hindu, 

2024). Critics argue that Ali‘s focus on mavericks—characters who challenge norms—reflects 

his interest in escapism and authenticity (Srivastav, 2022; The Wire, 2024). 

Chamkila’s Socio-Cultural Context 

Amar Singh Chamkila, born into a Dalit Sikh family, rose to fame with provocative lyrics that 

defied the sanitized Bhakti music dominant in the 1980s (Manuel, 1993). His songs, often 

labeled ―vulgar,‖ resonated with subaltern audiences, particularly women, by addressing taboo 

themes like sexuality and rural life (Bollywood Hungama, 2024). Scholars like K. Kalyani 

(2024) argue that Chamkila‘s music was anti-caste, challenging upper-caste cultural hegemony 

by centering Dalit-Bahujan experiences. However, Ali‘s film has been critiqued for underplaying 

this caste dimension, focusing instead on the vulgarity-purity dichotomy (The Print, 2024). The 

review identifies a gap in scholarship: while Chamkila‘s music has been studied for its cultural 

impact, few analyses apply a semiotic lens to Ali‘s cinematic representation of his life. This 
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paper addresses this gap by examining how lyrics, icons, and silence function as signs to 

navigate Chamkila‘s legacy. 

Research Methodology  

This study employs a qualitative research design, using semiotic analysis to interpret Amar Singh 

Chamkila. The methodology is grounded in Peirce‘s semiotic framework, focusing on lyrics 

(symbols), Chamkila‘s persona (icon), and silence (index) as sign systems. The research 

approach involves three steps: textual analysis, contextual analysis, and interpretive synthesis. 

Data Collection 

The primary data source is the film Amar Singh Chamkila (2024), available on Netflix. Key 

scenes, including musical performances, dialogues, and moments of silence, are selected for their 

semiotic significance. Secondary sources include interviews with Imtiaz Ali (e.g., The Indian 

Express, 2024; Bollywood Hungama, 2024), critical reviews (e.g., The Hindu, 2024; The Wire, 

2024), and scholarly articles on semiotics and Punjabi music. Archival footage and Chamkila‘s 

original songs, as referenced in the film, are also analyzed to compare cinematic and historical 

representations. 

Analytical Framework 

Peirce’s triadic model guides the analysis: 

Icons: Chamkila‘s visual representation (e.g., DiljitDosanjh‘s performance, costume, and stage 

presence) is examined for resemblance to the historical figure and his symbolic role as a Dalit 

icon. 

Indices: Silences, such as pauses in performances or narrative gaps, are analyzed for their causal 

connection to socio-political tensions, such as militancy or caste-based criticism. 

Symbols: Lyrics, particularly those by IrshadKamil and Chamkila‘s originals, are interpreted for 

their conventional meanings, focusing on themes of vulgarity, liberation, and social commentary. 

Data Analysis Method 

A close reading of selected scenes is conducted, focusing on visual, auditory, and narrative 

elements. For example, the opening sequence with the song ―Baaja‖ is analyzed for its 

integration of animation, real footage, and lyrics to establish Chamkila‘s controversial persona. 

Contextual analysis situates these signs within 1980s Punjab‘s socio-political milieu, drawing on 

historical accounts of militancy and caste dynamics. Interpretive synthesis connects these 

findings to broader themes of resistance and identity in Ali‘s filmmaking. 

Limitations 

The study is limited by its focus on a single film, potentially overlooking other representations of 

Chamkila (e.g., Mehsampur, 2018). The reliance on secondary sources for historical context may 

introduce biases, and the subjective nature of semiotic interpretation requires careful validation 

through multiple readings. 
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Data Analysis  

The data analysis is organized into three subsections, each focusing on one semiotic element: 

lyrics (symbols), Chamkila‘s persona (icon), and silence (index). Each subsection identifies key 

scenes, analyzes their semiotic functions, and connects them to the film‘s broader themes. 

Lyrics as Symbols 

Lyrics in Amar Singh Chamkila serve as symbols, carrying conventional meanings that reflect 

societal tensions. The film uses both Chamkila‘s original songs and new compositions by A.R. 

Rahman and IrshadKamil. For instance, the song ―NaramKaalja‖ draws on traditional Punjabi 

folk lyrics, emphasizing female agency and sensuality. Its line ―meranaramkaaljatarke‖ (my soft 

heart spices up) symbolizes women‘s liberation, challenging the patriarchal norms of 1980s 

Punjab. Similarly, ―Baaja‖ juxtaposes Chamkila‘s ―tharki‖ (vulgar) image with the violent 

backdrop of militancy, using lyrics to critique societal hypocrisy. A close reading of a scene 

where Chamkila defends his lyrics to a journalist reveals his awareness of audience tastes, 

symbolizing his role as a mirror to subaltern desires (). These lyrics encode anti-caste resistance, 

as argued by Kalyani (2024), by centering Dalit-Bahujan experiences over sanitized Bhakti 

narratives. 

Chamkila as an Icon 

Chamkila‘s persona, portrayed by DiljitDosanjh, functions as an icon, resembling both the 

historical figure and a broader archetype of the rebellious artist. The film‘s use of real footage 

and Diljit‘s physical transformation (e.g., wearing a wig to mimic Chamkila‘s style) reinforces 

this iconic resemblance. A key scene where Chamkila performs in Toronto, outshining Amitabh 

Bachchan‘s audience, highlights his iconic status as the ―Elvis of Punjab‖. However, his 

dejection in this moment, as noted by The Hindu (2024), suggests a tension between fame and 

authenticity, a recurring theme in Ali‘s films like Rockstar. Chamkila‘s Dalit identity is visually 

emphasized through his humble attire and rural settings, positioning him as an icon of subaltern 

resistance against upper-caste cultural hegemony. 

Silence as an Index 

Silence in the film indexes unspoken socio-political tensions, particularly around caste and 

militancy. The opening assassination scene, followed by a silent pause before ―Baaja‖ begins, 

points to the unresolved mystery of Chamkila‘s death. Moments of silence during performances, 

such as when Chamkila faces threats from extremists, index the fear and censorship artists faced 

in 1980s Punjab. A poignant scene where a family member loots Chamkila‘s riches after his 

death, filmed with ―matter-of-fact coldness,‖ uses silence to index betrayal and societal greed . 

These silences contrast with the film‘s vibrant musicality, highlighting the unspoken caste-based 

marginalization that Ali‘s narrative partially overlooks, as critiqued by Kalyani (2024) (). 

Synthesis 

The interplay of lyrics, icons, and silence creates a semiotic network that portrays Chamkila as a 

poet of the people, navigating the tension between vulgarity and authenticity. While lyrics 

symbolize social commentary, Chamkila‘s iconic persona embodies resistance, and silence 

indexes societal constraints. Ali‘s use of multimedia—animation, archival footage, and live 

performances—enhances this semiotic richness, aligning with his narrative style in Rockstar and 
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Tamasha. However, the film‘s limited engagement with caste dynamics, as noted by critics, 

suggests a missed opportunity to fully explore Chamkila‘s anti-caste legacy. 

CONCLUSION  

This semiotic analysis reveals that Amar Singh Chamkila uses lyrics, icons, and silence as 

interconnected signs to depict the life of a controversial artist and critique societal norms. Lyrics 

function as symbols of subaltern expression, Chamkila‘s persona as an icon of resistance, and 

silence as an index of socio-political tensions. Together, these elements highlight Ali‘s 

fascination with mavericks who challenge conventions, a theme consistent with his earlier works 

(,). The study contributes to film studies by demonstrating how semiotics can unpack complex 

cultural narratives in Indian cinema.However, the film‘s focus on the vulgarity-purity dichotomy 

somewhat overshadows Chamkila‘s anti-caste significance, as noted by scholars. Future research 

could compare Ali‘s portrayal with other cinematic representations, such as Mehsampur (2018), 

to assess their treatment of caste and authenticity. The findings also suggest broader implications 

for studying how Bollywood navigates subaltern voices, particularly in the context of digital 

platforms like Netflix, which enable experimental storytelling. 
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