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CRICKET AS AN INSTRUMENT OF INDIA'S SOFT POWER IN INTERNATIONAL
RELATIONS

Abstract

This article analyzes the role of cricket as an important instrument of India's soft power in the system of modern
international relations. Drawing on the concept of soft power developed by Joseph Nye, the author considers
cricket not simply as a massively popular sport but as a multi-layered cultural, economic, and diplomatic
resource that contributes to the formation of a positive international image of India and expands its influence
beyond national borders. In the Indian context, cricket simultaneously acts as an element of national identity,
a channel of cultural communication, and a mechanism of foreign policy influence, particularly in the countries
of the Global South and the post-colonial world. The article emphasizes that cricket, inherited by India during
the colonial period, has been reinterpreted and “Indianized” over time, transforming from a symbol of British
dominance into an instrument of national self-assertion and cultural autonomy. This process reflects a broader
postcolonial discourse in which former colonies utilize elements of their colonial heritage to strengthen their
own agency on the international stage. The victories of the Indian national team, the growing popularity of
cricket within the country, and its institutional development have contributed to India becoming one of the key
centers of the global cricket world. This article focuses specifically on the Indian Premier League (IPL) as a
phenomenon that combines sporting spectacle, commercial success, and elements of cultural diplomacy. The
IPL is examined as a transnational platform uniting players, investors, and audiences from different countries,
and simultaneously as a tool for projecting Indian "soft power." Thanks to large-scale television broadcasts,
the participation of foreign athletes, and an active presence in the digital space, the IPL contributes to the
dissemination of Indian culture, language, images, and values, shaping an attractive and dynamic image of the
country in the eyes of the international community. Within the framework of analyzing sports diplomacy,
cricket is presented as a means of establishing and maintaining intergovernmental contacts, reducing political
tensions, and forming informal channels of interaction. Cricket diplomacy plays a special role in India's
relations with Pakistan, Bangladesh, Sri Lanka, and other South Asian countries, where diplomatic initiatives
and symbolic gestures often accompany sporting events. The author demonstrates that cricket can serve as
“second-track diplomacy”, creating space for dialogue even during times of political crisis.

Keywords: soft power, India, cricket, sports diplomacy, culture, international relations
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AHHOTAIIMA

byn makanana kpukeTTHH MHAWAHBIH )KyMINaK KY9yHYH
MAaaHWIYy Kypajbl KaTapsl 3amaHOam 2J1  apaiblk
MaMuiIenep CHCTeMachIHIarsl poiy TangaHart. JKozed
Haii TapalplHaH WINTENUI YBIKKaH JKyMIIAK Ky4
KOHIICTIIUSIChIHA TasHBIN, aBTOP KPUKETTH JXOH TraHa
KEHUPHU Tapairad cIopT Typy KaTapsl smec, HAUAHBIH
OH 37 apalblK UMHJUKUH KaJbINTaHJBIPYyTa CajibIM
KOIIKOH KaHa aHbIH TAaCUPUH YIYTTyK 4eK apajapAaH
TBIIIKAapbl KEHEWTKEH Kol KaTMapilyy MaJaHuii,
HKOHOMHMKAIIBIK JKaHa AWIIIOMATHAIBIK PECypC KaTapbl
KapaiiT. VHAWSHBIH KOHTEKCTHHAE KpUKET Omp osie
ydypJa yIyTTYyK HAEHTTYYIYKTYH DJIEMEHTH, MaJlaHWi
OaiinaHbIIl KaHANbI KaHa THIMIKBI casicaTka Taacup 3TYy
MEXaHM3MHU KaTapbl KbI3MAT KblIaT, alpbikda JyiHenyk
TyLITYK 6JIKeJepYHe jKaHa IOCTKOJOHUSUIBIK JYHHOIe.
Maxanana MHans KOJTOHUANBIK ME3TUIIE MypacKa ajraH
KPUKET  yOaKkbeITTBIH  OTYHIy MEHEH  KaipajaH
YEUMEJICHHUII, "MHIUSUTBIKTAIIBITT ", OpuTaH
YCTOMAYTYHYH CHUMBOIYHaH YIYTTYK ©3YH-63y TaaHyy
JKaHa MaJaHui aBTOHOMHS KypallblHa aiylaHraHbel Oaca
Oenrunener. Byn mpomecc Myppaarsl KOJOHMsUIAp 371
apanblk apeHaja ©3 OWMIMIHMH — Ky4eTyy  Y4YH
KOJIOHHMSJIBIK MYPacCTapbIHbIH 3JIEMEHTTEPHH KOJJIOHIOH
KEHUPH TIOCTKOJOHUSUIBIK ~JUCKYPCTYy YarbLIAbIpar.
WHausaHbIH KypamMa KOMaHJAChIHBIH KEHUIITEPH, OIKO10
KPUKETTHH IOIYJSIPAYYIyTyHYH OCYIIy >KaHa aHbIH
HHCTUTYLHMOHANJBIK OHYIymy MHIWAHBIH OyiHeNYK
KpPHUKET IYWHOCYHYH Heru3rn OopOopiopyHYH OupHHE
alinanyycyHa ebenre Ty3ay. byn makamana MHIUSAHBIH
[Mpembep-Jluraceina (IPL) cnopTTyk cnekrakinepa,
KOMMEpISUIBIK ~ WHTWIMKTEPAM — JKaHa  MaJaHui
JUIUIOMATUSIHBIH ~ 3JIEMEHTTEPUH  alKaJblITHIpraH
KyOymym Kartapbl e3reue KeHYJ1 Oypynar. Kenupu
MacmTabayy — TEJNeKepCoTYYJIepayH,  YeT UK
CHOPTUYNapAbIH KaTBIIIYYCYHYH JKaHa CAHAPUITHK
MENKUHIUKTETH AKTUBAYY KaTBIIIYyCYHYH apKachbIHIa
IPL wHIUSAIBIK MaZaHUATTHI, THIAH, 0Opa3gapAabl XKaHa

GaanmyyyKTap/s! KaWBUITYyyTa, k) apanblK
KOOMYYJIYKTYH K3 aJJlblH/la ©JKeHYH >KarbIMIyy *aHa
JUHAMHUKaTyy o0OpasblH TYy3Yyre cajibIM  KOLIOT.

CHopTTyK AWIUIOMATHAHBI Tal00 AalKarblHAA KPHUKET
OKMOTTOP apalbIK OaiaHbBIIITAP/Ibl TY3YY JKaHa CaKToo,
cascuil ~ uYblHAIYyHy  as3alWTyy JKaHa o3  apa
apakeTTeHYYHYH pacMuUi 5Mec KaHalJapblH TY3YY
KapaxaThl KaTapbl KOpcoTyJoT. KpuKeT MUILTOMATHSACHI
Wunusuein [lakucran, banrnapem, Hlpu-Jlanka xana
bamka TymTyk Asus enkemepy MEHEH OOJToH
MaMUIICIICPUHIEC ©3Teue pONAY OHHOUT, MBIHIA
TUTUTOMATHSUTBIK — IEMUIITENIep JKaHa  CHMBOJIAKAJIBIK
JKaHCOOJIOpP KON y4dypJAa CIOPTTYK HII-dapansap MEHCH
KOIITOJIOT. ABTOp KpPWUKETTHH '"DKHHYM OarbITTarsl
TUTITOMATHs" KaTaphl KbI3MAT KbUIa aJlapbIH KOPCOTYTI,
casCcuil KpU3WC yUypyHAa Ja AUAajor YUYYH MEUKHHIIUK
TY36pYH KOpPCOTOT.

Aukwbiu ce30ep: KyMmiak kyd, UHIUA, KPUKET, CHOPTTYK
JTUTUTOMATHS, MAJZaHUSAT, 3J1 apajblk MaMUJIeTIep

AHHOTAIIMA

B naHHOI cTaThe aHaIM3UPYETCS pOJIb KPUKETa Kak
BAJKHOI'O UHCTPYMEHTA «MATKOM cuib» MHIuu B cucreme
COBPEMEHHBIX MEXYHapOAHBIX OTHOLIEHHH. OnHpasich Ha
KOHLIETIINIO «MSTKOM CHIIBD), paspaboranuyo Jxo3edom
Haem, aBTOp paccMarpuBaeT KpUKET HE MPOCTO Kak
MaccOBO MOMYJAPHBIN BUJ CHOPTA, a KAK MHOTOTPaHHBIN
KyJIbTypHBIH, OSKOHOMHUYECKHH U JAUIIOMAaTUYECKHH
pecypc, crocoOcTByommi (HOPMHPOBAHUIO MO3UTHBHOTO
MEXIyHapoAHOro uMumka WHaum m pacmmpeHHro eé
BIMSAHHSA 3a TIpelelaMd HAlMOHAJBbHBIX TIpaHul. B
HUHIUNCKOM KOHTEKCTE KPUKET OJHOBPEMEHHO BBICTYIIAET
KaKk »DJEMEHT HALWOHANBHOM MICHTUYHOCTH, KaHall
KyJIbTypHOH KOMMYHHKaIUU u MEXaHU3M
BHEIITHETIOJIUTHYECKOTO BIIHMSHUS, OCOOCHHO B CTpaHax
I'no6ansHoro FOra u nmocrkosoHuanbHOro Mupa. B crarbe
MOJYEPKUBAETCS, UTO KPUKET, yHACIe0BaHHbIN Hauel B
KOJIOHUAJILHBIH TIEPHO]I, CO BPEMEHEM OBUT IEPEOCMBICIIEH
U «UHIUAHU3UPOBaH», IPEBPAaTHBIINCH M3 CHMBOJA
OpPUTAHCKOTO TOCIOJCTBA B MHCTPYMEHT HAIMOHAIBHOTO
CaMOYTBEP)KICHUSI W KYJIbTYpHOM aBTOHOMHH. OTOT
Iporecc OoTpaxkaeT OoJiee MIMPOKUI IMOCTKOJIOHHATBHBIN
JUCKypC, B paMKaXx KOTOPOro ObIBIIME KOJOHHHU
UCTIONB3YIOT 3JIEMEHTBI CBOETO KOJOHHUAJIBHOTO HACIENNS

JUIL  YKpeIUIEHUS COOCTBEHHOH  CyOBEKTHOCTH Ha
MEKTyHapOJHOM apeHe. IToGe bt WHJIUACKON
HallMOHANIBHOM  COOpHOM, pacTymas HOMYJISIPHOCTh

KpUKETa BHYTPU CTpPaHbl U €ro HMHCTUTYLMOHAIBLHOE
pa3BUTHE CIOCOOCTBOBAIM TOMY, YTO MHIUS cTana oHIM
U3  KJIIOYCBBIX  IICHTPOB  MHPOBOTO  KPHUKETHOTO
coobmectBa. Ocoboe BHUMaHHWE B CTaThe YAETACTCS

Wnmniickot  mpembep-mure  (IPL)  xax  ¢eHOMEHYy,
coyeraromeMy B cede  CHOPTHBHOE  3pEIIHIIE,
KOMMEPUYECKMM  ycmex M 3JEMEHTbl  KyJIbTYpPHOH

qumiioMatun. brnaromapss MacmTaOHBIM TeJIEBU3HOHHBIM
TPAHCISIIMAM, YYacTHI0 HMHOCTPAHHBIX CIOPTCMEHOB M
aKTMBHOMY MPUCYTCTBHIO B IM(POBOM npocTpaHcTie, |PL
CIOCOOCTBYET PACIPOCTPAHCHUIO HUHAMNUCKOW KYJIBTYDBI,
SI3BIKA, o0pasoB u LIEHHOCTEH, bopmupys
NIPUBJIEKATEIBHBIA M JUHAMUYHBINA 00pa3 CTpaHbl B Ii1a3ax
MEXAyHapoJHOro coobmectBa. B pamkax anammza
CHOPTUBHOM JAWIUIOMAaTHH KpPUKET MpPEACTaBIEH Kak
CpPEACTBO YCTaHOBIJICHHS " MO IePKAHUS
MEKTOCY/IapCTBEHHBIX KOHTaKTOB, CHIKEHUS
MOJMTHYECKON  HAmNpsDKEHHOCTH H  (DOPMHPOBAHUS
HeOpMaTbHBIX KaHAJOB B3amMojaeHCcTBHA. KpukerHas
JUIIIOMATHs UTPAET 0COOYIO POk B OTHOIIEHUIX MHamu ¢
[Takucranom, banrnapewm, Illpu-Jlankoii u apyrumu
ctpaHamu  FOxHON  A3uu, TrAe JAWIUIOMAaTHYECKHE
WHUIIUATHUBbI u CHMBOJIMYCCKHEC KCCThI qacTo
COTPOBOXKJAIOT ~ CHOPTUBHBIE  MEpPONpHATHA.  ABTOP
JIEMOHCTPUPYET,  YTO  KPUKET  MOXKET  CIYXKUTb
«IUIUIOMATUEH BTOPOro TpeKa», CO3AaBas MPOCTPAHCTBO
JUISL IMAJIora AaXke B IIEPUObI MOJUTHYECKUX KPU3HCOB.

Knroueevle cnosea: wsrkas
CIIOPTUBHAA JUILJIOMATUA,
OTHOLICHUA

cuna, WMuaus, KpHKeT,
KyJIbTypa, MEXIyHapOIHBIC
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Introduction

In the context of deepening globalization and the increasing complexity of international
relations, states are increasingly resorting to the use of intangible instruments of influence that go
beyond traditional military and economic resources. In this context, the concept of soft power,
proposed by the American political scientist Joseph Nye, takes on particular importance. Soft power
is understood as the ability of a state to achieve desired results through the attractiveness of its culture,
political values, and foreign policy, rather than through coercion, threats, or economic pressure (Nye,
2004; Nye, 2011). Soft power becomes especially relevant in a world where the direct application of
hard power is associated with high political and reputational costs. Culture, sports, and mass
communications play a key role in shaping soft power resources. Sport is increasingly considered by
researchers as a significant factor in international politics and public diplomacy. According to several
authors, international sports competitions and globally popular sports can shape a positive image of
a state, strengthen the national brand, and create sustainable transnational connections (Murray, 2012;
Grix & Lee, 2013). Sports diplomacy allows states to influence foreign audiences at emotional and
symbolic levels, making it an effective complement to traditional foreign policy instruments. In this
context, India presents a particularly illustrative example. For India, cricket is not just a nationally
significant sport, but also a powerful resource of soft power. Initially introduced in India during the
colonial period as an element of British cultural hegemony, cricket has since been reinterpreted and
transformed into an important component of national identity and post-colonial self-affirmation
(Guha, 2002; Bose, 2006). The victories of the Indian national team, the mass popularity of cricket
within the country, and its institutional development have contributed to India becoming one of the
key actors in the global cricket landscape. In the 21st century, the significance of cricket for India
extends far beyond the realm of sport. The country dominates world cricket in terms of television
viewership, financial flows, and commercial appeal, which is particularly evident in the phenomenon
of the Indian Premier League (IPL). The IPL has become not only the most profitable cricket league
in the world, but also a global media platform, shaping an attractive image of a modern, dynamic, and
economically successful India (Majumdar, 2013; Gupta, 2021). Through cricket, India actively
projects cultural images, lifestyles, and values, thereby strengthening its symbolic presence on the
international stage. Furthermore, cricket plays a significant role in India's foreign policy practices,
especially within the framework of regional diplomacy in South Asia and interaction with countries
of the Global South. Matches between national teams often acquire political significance, serving as
an instrument of "track two diplomacy™ and a way to reduce tensions between states (Manjrekar,
2008; Sen, 2015). The Indian diaspora also plays a significant role in spreading Indian cricket and
enhancing its foreign policy impact, contributing to the popularization of the sport and strengthening
cultural ties between India and host countries. Thus, cricket in modern India represents a multi-
layered phenomenon, combining cultural, economic, and diplomatic functions. This article aims to
analyze how cricket functions as an instrument of India's soft power and to assess its significance in
the context of international relations, considering the post-colonial legacy, sports diplomacy, and
transnational processes of cultural interaction.

Theoretical Framework: The Concept of Soft Power

The term "soft power™ was introduced by American political scientist Joseph Nye at the end
of the 20th century to describe intangible forms of state influence in the international system. Unlike
"hard power," which is based on military coercion and economic pressure, soft power implies the
ability to shape the preferences and behavior of other actors through attractiveness, persuasion, and
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voluntary consent (Nye, 1990; Nye, 2004). According to Nye, states can achieve foreign policy goals
not only through threats or material incentives, but also through cultural attraction, the legitimacy of
their values, and trust in their foreign policy. The classic concept of soft power identifies three main
sources of intangible influence: culture, political values, and foreign policy. Culture acts as a set of
symbols, practices, and meanings capable of arousing interest and sympathy in a foreign audience.
Political values, in turn, enhance soft power if they are perceived as consistent and universally
significant. Foreign policy becomes a source of soft power when it is considered legitimate, morally
justified, and oriented towards cooperation (Nye, 2011). Thus, soft power cannot be imposed from
the outside but is formed in the process of interaction and perception. Subsequently, Nye's concept
gained widespread acceptance and development in studies of international relations, public
diplomacy, and cultural studies. Several authors emphasize that soft power is particularly effective in
the context of globalization, where information flows, transnational communications, and mass
culture significantly reduce the importance of state borders (Melissen, 2005; Cull, 2008). In this
context, the role of non-state actors, media, sports organizations, and cultural industries increases,
becoming important mediators of soft power. Sport occupies a special place in the theory of soft
power as part of cultural diplomacy and public diplomacy. Unlike official political statements,
sporting events influence the international audience on emotional and symbolic levels, forming
lasting associations and images of states (Grix & Houlihan, 2014). As Stuart Murray notes, sport can
act as an effective instrument of “second-track diplomacy," creating a space for informal dialogue
and building trust between countries, even in conditions of political tension (Murray, 2012). Within
the framework of the soft power concept, sport is considered a form of cultural resource with a high
degree of universality and accessibility. International competitions, leagues, and tournaments
contribute to the formation of transnational communities of fans, and successful athletes and teams
become symbols of national prestige. Sporting achievements are often used by states to strengthen
their national brand and increase their attractiveness on the world stage (Anholt, 2007). In this regard,
not only are the sporting results important, but also organizational capabilities, infrastructure, media
coverage, and the values transmitted through sport.

Cricket represents a particularly interesting subject for analysis in the context of soft power,
as it has a pronounced post-colonial dimension. Originally spread by the British Empire, cricket
became an important element of cultural communication in countries of Asia, Africa, and the
Caribbean. In the post-colonial period, former colonies not only retained this sport but also
reinterpreted it, transforming it into a means of cultural self-affirmation and international recognition
(Guha, 2002). In this sense, cricket serves as an example of "reverse cultural influence,” where former
peripheral actors begin to dominate the global sporting space. For India, cricket is one of the key
resources of soft power precisely because of its mass popularity and transnational character. In South
Asia, Africa, and the Caribbean, cricket serves as a common cultural code, facilitating
intergovernmental and inter-societal interaction. Through cricket, India gains the opportunity to build
horizontal ties with states of the Global South, strengthening its influence not through direct pressure,
but through cultural proximity and symbolic leadership. Thus, Joseph Nye's concept of soft power
provides a productive theoretical framework for analyzing the role of cricket in international relations.
Considering sport as an element of cultural and public diplomacy allows for a deeper understanding
of how India uses intangible resources to strengthen its international position. In this context, cricket
acts not simply as a sport, but as an important instrument for shaping attractiveness, trust, and long-
term influence, making it a significant object of study within contemporary international relations
theory.
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Historical Context: From Colonial Sport to National Symbol

The history of cricket in India provides a vivid example of the transformation of a colonial
cultural legacy into an instrument of national self-affirmation and international symbolic influence.
Introduced to India in the 19th century by the British colonial administration, cricket initially served
as a cultural marker of imperial power and social hierarchy. It was closely associated with the British
way of life and was part of what researchers call the "cultural infrastructure of colonialism” (Guha,
2002; James, 1963). In its early stages, cricket in India remained an elite sport, accessible primarily
to British officers, officials, and members of the Anglo-Indian community. Cricket clubs functioned
as closed spaces where norms of colonial superiority and social exclusion were reproduced. As
Ramachandra Guha notes, cricket in colonial India was not simply a game, but "an instrument of
symbolic domination,” transmitting values of discipline, hierarchy, and British cultural superiority
(Guha, 2002). Nevertheless, by the late 19th and early 20th centuries, a process of gradual
"Indianization” of cricket began. Representatives of the Indian elites, primarily the Parsi community
in Bombay, actively embraced this sport, viewing it as a means of social mobility and a symbol of
equality with the colonizers. The creation of Indian clubs and the participation of local teams in
competitions against the British had significant political and cultural importance: stepping onto the
cricket field became a form of symbolic resistance to the colonial hierarchy (Bose, 2006). Thus,
cricket began to lose its exclusively elitist character and transformed into a space for negotiating
status, identity, and power. In the first half of the 20th century, cricket became increasingly integrated
into the national liberation discourse. Although the leaders of the Indian National Congress often
viewed sports skeptically, considering them a distraction from the political struggle, the mass
perception of cricket gradually changed. Matches between Indian and British teams were seen as a
symbolic confrontation between the colony and the metropole, and the sporting successes of Indian
players were interpreted as proof of the Indians' ability to compete with the West on equal terms
(Majumdar, 2004). In this context, cricket served as a "cultural arena” where key narratives of anti-
colonial resistance were played out. After gaining independence in 1947, cricket acquired a
fundamentally new significance. In the post-colonial period, it was reinterpreted as a means of
national self-affirmation and a symbol of sovereignty. The Indian national team became a
representative of the new state on the international stage, and participation in Test matches and
international tournaments was seen as a form of recognition of India as an equal member of the world
community (Guha, 2002). In the context of internal ethno-religious and linguistic fragmentation,
cricket also performed an integrative function, acting as one of the few nationwide cultural symbols.
The victories of India over England, the former colonial power, held symbolic significance. These
successes were perceived as a form of post-colonial revenge and confirmation that India was capable
not only of freeing itself from political domination but also of surpassing the colonizers in "their own
game." As Arjun Appadurai notes, such moments play a key role in the formation of post-colonial
identity, as they allow for the redefinition of the asymmetrical relationships of the past through
cultural practices (Appadurai, 1996). A key turning point in the history of Indian cricket was the
Indian team's victory at the 1983 World Cup. This success had significance far beyond the realm of
sports. It coincided with a period of social and economic transformation and became a powerful
symbol of national confidence. The victory over the established favorites of world cricket reinforced
the perception of India as a nation capable of "rewriting the rules of the game™ in a global context
(Majumdar, 2013). From this point on, cricket became firmly entrenched in the public consciousness
as a source of national pride and collective identity. In the following decades, the process of
commercialization and mediatization of cricket only strengthened its importance. The development
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of television, the growth of sponsorship, and the emergence of star players transformed cricket into a
central element of popular culture. However, unlike the colonial period, control over the institutional
and economic infrastructure of the sport was now in the hands of Indian actors. This allowed India
not only to consolidate its internal identity but also to actively project its influence beyond national
borders (Gupta, 2021). Thus, the transformation of cricket in India reflects a broader postcolonial
process of reinterpreting the cultural legacy of the empire. From an instrument of cultural domination,
cricket has transformed into a resource for national self-affirmation, social integration, and
international recognition. It has become part of a postcolonial narrative in which India acts not as a
passive object of external influence, but as an active subject capable of redefining global cultural
practices. The historical trajectory of cricket from a colonial sport to a national symbol provides a
conceptual framework for analyzing its contemporary role as an instrument of India's soft power.
Understanding this context helps explain why cricket occupies such a central place in the country's
cultural and foreign policy strategy and how the postcolonial experience has been transformed into a
resource for global influence.

Cricket and the Shaping of India’s International Image

In the 21st century, cricket has become one of the key channels for shaping India's
international image, acting as an important resource for its soft power. The global popularity of this
sport, as well as India's economic and institutional dominance in the world of cricket, significantly
enhances the country's cultural appeal and its symbolic presence on the international stage. In the
context of mediatized global politics, mass cultural practices such as sports are increasingly becoming
tools for shaping a national brand and transmitting a desired image of the state (Anholt, 2007).
Modern world cricket is largely oriented towards the Indian audience. According to researchers and
data from the International Cricket Council (ICC), more than 90% of global cricket television
broadcasting revenues are directly or indirectly linked to the Indian media market (Majumdar, 2018).
The enormous size of the audience, high purchasing power, and active consumption of sports content
have made India a central economic actor in the global cricket ecosystem. This circumstance has not
only strengthened the country's influence on decision-making within the ICC but has also contributed
to the shift of the symbolic center of world cricket from former metropolises towards the Global
South. India's dominance in the global cricket media landscape has a direct impact on the formation
of its international image. Television broadcasts of matches, digital platforms, and social media make
Indian cricket globally visible, transforming it into an important channel of cultural communication.
Through visual images of stadiums, fans, rituals, and national symbols, a perception of India as a
dynamic, mass-oriented, and emotionally engaged sporting nation is conveyed. As Appadurai notes,
such media flows create "imagined worlds" in which states exist not only as political entities but also
as cultural brands (Appadurai, 1996). Individual sporting icons play a special role in shaping India's
international image. Players such as Sachin Tendulkar, Mahendra Singh Dhoni, and Virat Kohli have
become global figures, recognizable far beyond the cricket community. Their images actively
circulate in international media, advertising, and social networks, transforming individual athletes
into symbolic representatives of the nation. Sachin Tendulkar, for example, is often considered by
researchers as a "national myth,” embodying the ideas of hard work, modesty, and national unity
(Guha, 2002). Virat Kohli, in turn, is associated with a modern, globally integrated, and self-confident
India. The popularity of these players contributes to the formation of a positive and attractive image
of the country, strengthening its soft power through the personalization of cultural influence. As
Joseph Nye emphasizes, attractive symbols and successful role models play a crucial role in shaping
sympathy and trust towards a state (Nye, 2011). In this sense, Indian cricket stars act as informal
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"cultural ambassadors," influencing the perception of India by foreign audiences. Another significant
element of cultural attractiveness is the Indian Premier League (IPL), which has transformed cricket
into a global media product. The IPL combines sporting competition, elements of popular culture,
and a commercial show, making it attractive to an international audience. The participation of foreign
players, coaches, and investors contributes to the formation of transnational networks of interaction,
within which India acts as a center of attraction for the global cricket world (Majumdar, 2013).
Through the IPL, India projects the image of an open, innovative, and economically successful
country capable of setting standards in the global sports industry. It is important to note that the
formation of India’s international image through cricket is not limited solely to the West. This process
is of particular significance for the countries of the Global South, where cricket remains one of the
most popular sports. In South Asia, Africa, and the Caribbean, cricket functions as a shared cultural
code inherited from the colonial past. India's dominance in this sphere allows it to build relationships
of cultural leadership based not on coercion, but on symbolic authority and attractiveness (Bose,
2006). Furthermore, the global cricket audience is closely linked to the Indian diaspora, which plays
an important role in spreading a positive image of the country. Fans of the Indian national team and
the IPL in the UK, Australia, North America, and the Gulf countries contribute to strengthening
transnational cultural ties and increasing India's visibility in the public space of host societies. The
diaspora, therefore, acts as an important intermediary between the state and the global audience,
amplifying the effect of soft power through sport (Sen, 2015). Thus, cricket is becoming for India not
just a popular sport, but a powerful tool for shaping its international image. A global audience,
economic dominance, charismatic sporting icons, and a developed media environment allow India to
project the image of a modern, confident, and culturally attractive power. Within the framework of
soft power, cricket acts as an effective mechanism for long-term influence, fostering sympathy and
trust towards India on a global level and strengthening its position in the system of international
relations.

Cricket Diplomacy and Regional Politics
Relations with Pakistan

One of the most striking and frequently analyzed examples of the use of sport for diplomatic
purposes is the Indo-Pakistani relationship, in which cricket serves as a special channel of symbolic
and informal communication. So-called "cricket diplomacy" is the practice of using bilateral sporting
contacts to reduce political tensions, build trust, and create conditions for dialogue in situations where
traditional diplomatic mechanisms are limited or blocked (Kumar, 2011; Murray, 2012). Historically,
cricket occupies a unique place in the public consciousness of both India and Pakistan. After the
partition of British India in 1947, the sport, along with politics and military issues, became part of the
symbolic rivalry between the two states. Matches between the national teams quickly acquired the
character of "more than a game,” becoming an arena where issues of national prestige, identity, and
post-colonial equality were played out (Majumdar, 2004). In this context, cricket became an
important mediator of emotions and collective expectations, which enhanced its diplomatic potential.
For several decades, bilateral cricket series between India and Pakistan have been repeatedly used as
a tool to mitigate political tensions. During periods of relative stabilization of relations, the
resumption of matches was seen as a symbol of readiness for dialogue and normalization of contacts.
A striking example is the 2004-2005 series of matches, which was accompanied by active diplomatic
initiatives and was perceived as part of a broader process of peaceful rapprochement between the two
countries (Kapur, 2010). The attendance of political leaders and official delegations at the matches
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reinforced the symbolic significance of these events. From the perspective of soft power theory, Indo-
Pakistani cricket diplomacy can be interpreted as a form of "track two diplomacy,” where public
emotions, cultural symbols, and informal contacts play a key role (Nye, 2011; Murray, 2012).
Sporting events create a space for interaction between civil societies, media, and fans, allowing for a
temporary softening of the image of the "hostile other" and the formation of alternative narratives
based on shared cultural heritage. The mediatization of cricket matches plays an important role in this
process. Mass broadcasts and active media coverage amplify the effect of symbolic rapprochement,
creating a sense of shared experience on both sides of the border. As Appadurai notes, it is precisely
such collective emotions, transmitted through mass culture, that can form sustainable transnational
ties, even in the context of political conflict (Appadurai, 1996). At the same time, researchers
emphasize the limitations of cricket diplomacy. Despite its high symbolic potential, sport cannot
replace structural political solutions and resolve the underlying causes of the conflict, such as
territorial disputes, security issues, and mutual distrust (Kapur, 2010). The resumption or suspension
of cricket contacts often becomes hostage to the current political climate, which reduces their
sustainability and long-term effect. Nevertheless, the symbolic significance of cricket in Indo-
Pakistani relations remains considerable. Even during periods of frozen official contacts, the very fact
of discussing the possibility of resuming matches is perceived as an indicator of political sentiment
and potential changes in bilateral relations. Thus, cricket diplomacy, despite its limitations, continues
to play an important role in South Asian regional politics, acting as a tool of soft power and a channel
for symbolic interaction between India and Pakistan.

Limitations and Contradictions of Using Cricket as a Soft Power Tool

Despite the significant potential of cricket as a soft power tool, its use in India's foreign policy
strategy is fraught with a few structural limitations and internal contradictions. Unlike abstract
cultural resources, sport is a highly institutionalized and commercialized sphere where symbolic
influence is closely intertwined with economic and political interests. This circumstance complicates
the application of cricket as a universal and conflict-free resource of international appeal. One of the
key limitations is the growing commercialization of world cricket. Large-scale financial flows, media
contracts, and sponsorship agreements, especially those associated with the Indian Premier League
(IPL), have significantly changed the nature of the sport. On the one hand, commercial success
enhances the global visibility of Indian cricket, but on the other hand, it reduces its cultural
universality and symbolic neutrality. As researchers note, excessive commercialization can lead to
the perception of the sport primarily as a business, rather than as a form of cultural interaction, which
weakens its soft power potential (Majumdar, 2013; Bateman, 2021). The commercial logic also
reinforces the asymmetry between the countries participating in world cricket. States with smaller
markets and limited resources are marginalized in the distribution of revenues, schedules, and
audience attention. This generates discontent and undermines the idea of sport as an inclusive global
space. Theoretically cricket, which should strengthen cultural ties, may, on the contrary, reinforce
feelings of inequality and marginalization among less influential actors. Another important
contradiction is the politicization of cricket. Although sport is often positioned as an apolitical sphere,
in practice, it often becomes a tool for foreign policy signaling and internal mobilization. The
suspension of matches, boycotts, and political statements surrounding cricket series can provoke
international criticism and undermine India's image as a responsible and neutral cultural leader. In
the context of Indo-Pakistani relations, for example, cricket often transforms from a channel of
dialogue into a hostage of political confrontation, limiting its diplomatic effectiveness (Kumar, 2011;
Kapur, 2010). Furthermore, the use of sport for political purposes can lead to the erosion of its
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unifying function. As Joseph Nye emphasizes, soft power is only effective if it is perceived as a
voluntary and unobtrusive form of influence (Nye, 2011). When sporting initiatives begin to be
associated with state pressure or propaganda, their attractiveness to external audiences is significantly
reduced. The issue of India's dominance in the management of world cricket deserves special
attention. The increased influence of the Board of Control for Cricket in India (BCCI) and the de
facto redistribution of power within the International Cricket Council (ICC) in favor of India is
perceived ambiguously. Several researchers point out that such a concentration of institutional and
financial power can be seen as a form of "neocolonial pressure,” especially in relation to countries of
the Global South, for whom cricket is also a significant element of cultural identity (Bateman, 2021).
This paradox is particularly noteworthy in the post-colonial context. India, formerly an object of
colonial domination, today finds itself in the position of a structural leader whose actions can
reproduce the asymmetries characteristic of the imperial order. This perception can undermine the
moral foundation of Indian soft power and provoke resistance from other participants in the cricket
world. Taken together, these limitations indicate the need for a more balanced and inclusive approach
to using cricket as a tool of soft power. Effective sports diplomacy requires a balance between
commercial interests, political goals, and cultural sensitivity. Without considering these factors,
cricket risks losing its appeal as a universal language of international interaction and transforming
from a resource of soft power into a source of new contradictions and conflicts.

Conclusion

The analysis shows that cricket indeed occupies a special place in India's soft power system
and acts as one of the most effective intangible instruments of its foreign policy influence. Thanks to
its mass popularity, deep cultural roots, and global reach, cricket contributes to shaping a positive
international image of India, strengthening its regional leadership, and developing sustainable
transnational cultural ties. Within the framework of the soft power concept, this sport functions as a
cultural mediator, allowing India to influence external audiences through attractiveness, symbols, and
shared cultural codes, rather than through coercion or pressure. The post-colonial aspect of Indian
cricket is of particular importance. India has managed to reinterpret and transform its colonial legacy,
turning cricket from an instrument of cultural dominance by the metropole into a resource for national
self-affirmation and global influence. This process reflects a broader trend of redistribution of
symbolic power in the international system, within which states of the Global South are increasingly
forming their own centers of cultural attraction. India's dominance in the global cricket industry, as
well as its influence on the institutional development of the sport, underscores the country's ability to
use intangible resources to strengthen its position on the international stage. At the same time, the
study reveals that the potential of cricket as a soft power tool is not unconditional and faces a few
limitations. The commercialization of the sport, its politicization, and the perception of India’s
institutional dominance as a form of inequality or neo-colonial pressure can reduce the effectiveness
of sports diplomacy and provoke critical reactions from other actors. This indicates the need for a
more balanced and inclusive approach, focused on maintaining cultural attractiveness and trust, which
are key conditions for sustainable soft power. In the context of growing competition for influence in
global politics, the importance of intangible resources, including sports and culture, will only
increase. Cricket, being both deeply integrated into Indian national identity and possessing a truly
global character, is highly likely to retain its role as an important element of India's foreign policy
strategy in the 21st century. However, the effectiveness of this instrument will depend on the ability
of Indian institutions to combine economic and political interests with the principles of openness,
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cultural sensitivity, and international cooperation. It is in this format that cricket can continue to be a
sustainable resource of soft power and a factor in India's long-term international influence.
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