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Abstract

The causes driving India's shift from a production-focused mixed economy to a consumer
culture are worth investigating. This article discusses a range of cultural and societal
issues that have emerged with India's rising consumerism. While India's economy is still
in the bottom half of the globe, many positive trends are emerging, particularly among
the country's middle class, which is leading the charge in the consumer revolution. This
article looks at how capitalism and consumerism have affected contemporary India.
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Introduction

The term "consumerism™ refers to a societal shift towards a greater emphasis on
individual consumption, as seen by the proliferation of mass-produced consumer goods
and pervasive promotion of these items through a number of platforms. The development
of consumer societies in the West has been the subject of much study. These cultures
have some commonalities, but they also have many distinctive features. The variances are
the result of cultural specifics within each society. The expanding consumer culture in
India might be seen in relation to broader global trends. New research reveals that the
growth of multinational corporations, the spread of communications and satellite
technology, growing unhappiness with communist political regimes, and increased
economic success in East Asian nations have all contributed to the worldwide spread of
consumerism. Certainly, current trends in India are reflective of these changes.

One might use postmodern terminology to characterise the current situation in India.
Traditional Western notions of how cultures "progress" through time are not applicable to
India. There are no consistent patterns of change that can be applied to social change
models. When trying to record changes in non-Western civilizations, the modernist
approaches of mainstream social research are inadequate. This is due to the standardised,
rationalist, and (pseudo)scientific orientation of modernist thought. Postmodernism
encourages a wide range of perspectives, even those that deviate from the norm. In India,
for instance, the adoption rate of some new technology is higher than that of other, older
technologies. Therefore, the development of the West cannot serve as a template for
understanding India's past. Contradictions as well as the juxtaposition of opposites
abound in the Indian consumer setting, which a modernist might mistake for being
artificial, but which actually represent extremely symbolic modes of behaviour that are
best understood in the context of India's cultural norms.

The Discourse of Consumerism: Included here is the common discourse of
consumption. Advertising is crucial to the success of the consumer economy. Second,
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discussions of consumerism often focus on the typical habits associated with
commercialism. There has been a recent uptick in the number of stories covering topics
like fashion, lifestyle, and branding in India's mainstream media. These topics are
covered often in newspaper columns. Numerous publications covering topics such as
advertising, business, and women's fashion have emerged in recent years. The success of
feature films and the Indian film industry has a significant impact on consumer spending
in the country. The politicians and public leaders of a nation have been steadily displaced
by movie stars and business moguls as the country's most famous people. Thus, the
media, films, and other kinds of entertainment all include consumerist rhetoric.

Culture in Television: Commercialism and consumerism are prominent features of Indian
television culture. Already proven by Singhal and Rogers (1989), television's cultural and
entertainment significance cannot be overstated. Unlike any previous medium in India's
history, television can be seen all around the nation. The next step for television is the
commercials for the general public. The advent of satellite television, and more especially
Star TV, has led to a boom in consumer advertising. A mix of domestic and multinational
brands are advertised on Star TV as for example, Bajaj scooters, Stayfree sanitary
napkins, Pepsi's Hostess Chips, McDowell Whiskey, just to name a few. Sponsorship of
sports, concerts, and other forms of popular entertainment contributes to the rapid spread
of consumerism. Industries are becoming more integrated into the system of cultural
creation. Here is an extract from a recent article (Mulchandani 1992) that provides a peek
of the quantitative advancements of the advertising sector in India.

There are now 410 crore (about US$ 130 million) being spent on advertising in the visual
media.The valuation of this industry is projected to reach Rs. 1500 crore ($480m) in the
next five years. The average share of GDP spent on advertising in emerging countries is
2%. The figure for India is.1%.There is a lot of room for expansion. And the cash is
rolling in."

New Technologies / Consumer Electronics: As new technologies emerge, so does
India's economy. Traditional technologies, ironically, have not made much of an
impression on Indian consumers. Even though the telephone and the vehicle have been
there for quite some time in India, they cannot be blamed for most of the current
developments. The same technologies have had a significant influence on Western
industrial economies during the last fifty years. India's government operates the country's
very primitive telephone network. It's the punchline to a lot of jokes and satire in India.
Automobiles, on the other hand, have had a far less influence since so few Indians can
really afford to buy one.

The motor scooter, the television, the video cassette recorder, and other home appliances
including the refrigerator or the cooking stove are examples of other technology that have
had an impact on Indian society. Due to their low cost and ease of use, motorised scooters
and motorcycles have become commonplace. Motor scooters are a common mode of
transportation among young families and single professionals of both sexes.

The proliferation of consumer technology is largely responsible for India's dramatic
transformation. The availability of digital media is the first effect of this. More precisely,
it affects exposure to diverse types of entertainment from different cultures, including
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popular and classical music preferences. It's also a step towards creating a society based
on mass media and entertainment. The maturation of material culture is another effect of
this.

India in the Global technological Context: Important study on the spread of television
and videocassette recorders in India was launched by Singhal and Rogers (1989), with
intriguing implications for the popular-cultural practises of Indian communities.

There have been four recent shifts that have altered the trajectory of technological
investigation.

First, scholars have become more aware of a fundamentally changing technical
environment due to the advent of post-industrialism and information technologies, which
cannot be studied using the same methods that were designed to understand material
technology.

Second, a new kind of global order has emerged as a result of the manner in which
contemporary technology has interconnected the globe. This connectivity suggests the
rise of a global technological language with the capacity to unite people of different
backgrounds.

Third, scholars have begun to examine technologies through a non-developmental,
culture-specific framework due to the fast proliferation of contemporary technology
among East Asian nations like Japan, Korea, and Taiwan. This means that for the first
time in hundreds of years, new technologies are being developed in regions other than the
Western Hemisphere.

As Appadurai (1988) has noted in a different context, countries like India that have
reached new levels of financial success have begun to look at their cultural practises in an
embarrassed, self-reflective manner without using occidental yardsticks of what is
suitable and not acceptable.

These changes are at odds with the ideas of modernization and Westernisation, which
dominated previous thought on the topic (Srinivas 1966) (this conflict will be addressed in
the next section). The impact of modernisation and Westernisation on Indian society has
been the focus of previous studies. Westernisation was associated with social and cultural
tendencies related to clothes, food, language, and the like, whereas modernisation was
employed as a more general word including urbanisation, social mobility, and new media
experiences. These ideas are not without merit, but they can only serve as a backdrop for
an analysis of the Indian spirit in the modern day.

Recent research by Singhal and Rogers (1989) provides an intriguing case study of one
possible methodology for investigating technology development. They've been looking at
how the introduction of television and videocassettes has altered Indian culture in the
realm of popular entertainment. Economic determinants like disposable income and level
of life are not sufficient to account for the surprisingly rapid spread of televisions and
videocassette recorders. Their pattern of spread is distinctive in comparison to those of
other technology like the telephone, the refrigerator, and the vehicle. Cultural trends,
rather than just economic ones, seem to be at play here.
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Appadurai (1988) made an effort to demonstrate, with reference to particular aspects of
food consumption, that class ideology and consuming habits might provide an
explanation for the widespread acceptance of contemporary consumer technology among
Indians. This, however, cannot be true, since the significance of food in Indian culture
throughout history cannot be matched by the rate at which new technology are adopted in
the country. However, Appadurai's and other current writers' works make it clear that one
has to hunt for a modern topic to better describe the many cultural developments. Singer
(1989) provides a perceptive description of the contemporary Indian cultural landscape as
"the confluence of the past and the present." Earlier perspectives often portrayed the past
and the present as rival and hierarchical powers, thus this is a stark difference. Thus
modernization and Westernization were regarded as both superior and antagonistic to
traditionalism. This viewpoint is gradually disappearing as new studies on India show that
modern Indians are influencing the development of their culture in novel ways.
Transformed Consumer Spaces: Despite its size (Pop: 5 million), Madras is a peaceful
town recognised for its regional (South Indian) cultural forms, temples, and traditional
conventions and practises, which are instantly recognisable to anybody who has visited.
Bombay, Calcutta, and Delhi have long been seen by many Indians and even foreign
tourists as the most contemporary, Westernised, and sophisticated cities in India, whereas
Madras has been seen as more traditional. But in recent years, we've seen certain forces
of change that are bringing Madras' profile more in line with that of the other major cities
in the region. The fast growth of consumerism seems to be a major cause of this
phenomenon. An article summary is as follows (Khandekar 1992):

Madras, after all, was simply a large idli [a popular local food dish] back in the '70s.
Ignorant of couches, rugs, kabaabs, and lichees; its inhabitants dress simply, without
scarlet lipstick or bursting salwar-kameezes [a traditional clothing from the north of
India]. Girls weren't permitted to wear pants or have their hair styled, and the budget was
strictly limited to arts, recreation, and education. We just went to Madras since we had to
see our rural relatives there.It wasn't until I'd been living in Delhi for 13 years and had
become tired of the eveteasing, chhole-bhature, and tapestry seats that | decided to return
to my hometown's speciality: the huge idli.The tremors started...The '90s Madras is,
indeed, a shocking discovery. Girls who dress conservatively for concerts may ride their
motorcycles in jeans, salwar kameez, or even skirts, according to local food critic and
author Khandekar 1992.

Changing Madras is significant because it exemplifies the growth and development of
Indian cities outside of the Big Three—Bombay, Calcutta, and Delhi—over the last half-
century. Madras' transformation is a striking illustration of how India's consumer
landscape is shifting. To comprehend cultural shifts and new meanings, consumer
researchers don't often look at the semiotics of physical locations. Gottdeiner's (1985)
research in this field is quite illuminating; he argues that in order to fully understand
consumerism, one must include not just customers but also street signs, retail locations,
and a wide variety of other urban symbolisms and iconic forms.

Specific Factors That Account for Indian Consumerism: Overall, thirteen distinct
characteristics characterise India's transition into a consumer society. These
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considerations certainly aren't everything there is, but they do show how India is

becoming more consumer-focused. The variables are:

a) Because to the growing middle class, shifting cultural norms, and pent-up demand,

b) Women's increased economic involvement and shifting family dynamics,

¢) Increasing ambitions and requirements of consumers in numerous markets,

d) Consumers were able to spend more on luxuries because to their savings and the
development of the credit system.

e) Alternate forms of retail establishments,

f) With the rise of several media outlets, such as satellite and cable TV as well as the
film business,

g) Due to the increasing professionalism in the media industry and the widespread use
of the English language,

h) A widespread and high level of consumer knowledge and intelligence,

i) The emergence of Indian outbound touristsAmericans and Britons living and working
abroad, tourists and professionals, and the things they buy as a result,

j) Prolific domestic producer of consumer products,

k) After lying dormant for decades, hedonistic cultural elements are making a
comeback.

1) FDI (Foreign Direct Investment) into India, and

m) The growth of consumerism in rural areas.

At this crossroads, it is important to address certain major cultural and social issues

characterising recent events in India.

The Cultural Context: Any student of India would be foolish to accept it at its value. No

amount of on-the-ground research in India can replace the cultural awareness that can

only be gained via familiarity with secondary sources. A culture with a continuous history

stretching back more than three thousand years will have deep cultural and historical

origins that are difficult to disentangle but crucial to comprehend. One must choose a few

salient strands from this intricate network in order to make sense of India's cultural

presence.

Hinduism, the dominant religion in India, is more of a way of life than a set of doctrines,

and has developed over the course of many centuries. Hinduism is a multifaceted belief

and practise system that permeates many facets of everyday life and culture. Hinduism

offers the foundation for understanding all topics, from the most fundamental to the most

superficial, including cosmological theories that explain the nature of the physical and

spiritual universe. Despite (or maybe because of) religion's centrality in Indian culture,

there is no term for "religion™ in any of the Indian languages. The English term has no

direct equivalent in the target language, and the literal translation does not reflect the

same reality. This is due to the fact that India’s religious history cannot be compared to

that of the West. Religion in the West is diametrically opposed to the prevailing

philosophical and cultural stance of the West during the last 400 years—modernity. The

material aspects of existence are associated with science, whereas the spiritual aspects are

associated with religion. In Hinduism and Indian culture, spirituality and materialism are

not seen as opposites, hence this dichotomy does not exist. As a matter of fact, Indians
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consider the material world and the spiritual world to be one and the same. Many Indians
hold the view that spirituality and materialism need not be in conflict with one another.
Similarly, secularism is something that has been imported from the West but has no place
in the Indian cultural plan. Either Indians don't care for secularism or they just put it on
while interacting with the West.

There are three degrees of symbolic significance, according to Indian culture: the
aesthetic, the practical, and the spiritual. Westerners, on the other hand, prefer to limit
their idea of the external world to the purely beautiful and practical. What makes the
Indian experience unique is the spiritual significance given to everyday items. This is a
crucial component of Hindu cosmology that has to be taken into account while analysing
Indian consumerism.

Both the cosmic order in which human existence is embedded and the social
everydayness of human experience are necessary for a full appreciation of Indian culture.
The Indian mind is flexible enough to shift between the transcendental and the
phenomenological.

Time is an important part of Indian culture. Time is neither chronological nor does it have
a historical basis. Time is a cyclical phenomenon. Similarly, we don't think of birth and
death as discrete occurrences but rather as phases in our ongoing life. Many Indians,
therefore, attribute real significance to the periods of time before and following birth and
death. Since the Indian is predisposed to make connections to the hereafter, his or her
experiences often take on new significance as a result.

In Indian culture, the notion of self is not a fixed trait of a single person, but rather
something that transcends that person and is intertwined with the selves of many.
Obviously, it's not the same as the Cartesian self, the basis for individuality in the West.
Modernization in The Indian Context: Several authors had written upon
modernization, as process as well as an end-state (Bendix 1967, Vajpeyi 1982, Singer
1989). Schnaiberg has researched how modernisation causes shifts, notably in the home.
Some findings have led him to hypothesise that people are moving away from large,
traditional families and into smaller, more mobile nuclear families. He also theorised a
shift in the organisation of domestic production and consumption, a weakening of
primary groupings, a growing reliance on impersonal sources of information (such as the
media), and a diminishing religious commitment. Schnaiberg surveyed 803 Turkish
homes in the city of Ankara, rating them on six factors: media consumption, extended
family relationships, falling religiosity, nuclear family role framework, environmental
introductions, and production/consumption direction. The results are applicable to our
situation since the research was done in a "developing™ nation. He discovered a
connection between "modernism™ and each of these factors. Theoretically, this indicates
that the effects of urbanisation, modernisation, and new technology will be broadly
similar in non-Western cultures to those in Western ones. Keep in mind that there may be
outliers to this rule. For instance, modernity in Iran has had the opposite effect, driving
the nation towards religious rigidity, as recent history has shown.

Srinivas's early work (from 1966) has relevance for us in the Indian environment.
Westernisation, industrialisation, urbanisation, and secularisation are all concepts Srinivas
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has used to describe how society is changing. As a consequence of contact with the West,
established systems are often transformed or replaced by new ones (elections, media,
etc.). Technology, fashion, and diet from the West, as well as more logical and scientific
worldviews, are all brought in. The process of modernization is linked to Westernisation.
Westernisation, Industrialization, and Secularisation all fall under one umbrella phrase.
The word "modernization” may be more appealing to countries than "Westernisation"
since it does not imply a rejection of cultural values. Vajpeyi's study (1982) analysed how
India's upper classes feel about modernisation from their perspectives. His research shows
that India's upper classes are open to the concept of social progress brought about by
technological advancements, so long as traditional values are not compromised in the
process. Singer (1989) agrees with this assessment. Because finding an appropriate
ideology is the primary obstacle to modernisation in many non-Western nations, the
phrase has taken on moral overtones. The need for modernism and the desire for
individuality are intertwined. The ideals of hierarchy, holism, continuity, and
transcendentalism predominate in Indian culture. There is an underlying religio-social
perspective in which one's religious beliefs and one's private life are not diametrically
opposed.

Rural versus Urban Economic Structure: According to the standard theories of
economic growth, India is an agricultural economy that is fast becoming industrialised.
This also indicates that the rural sector of India's population is far larger than the urban
one. Seventy percent of the world's population now lives in rural areas, while thirty
percent resides in cities. This shows a significant rural bias, but it also indicates a
remarkable change to more urbanisation, since the distribution was 85% urban and 15%
rural in 1960. Thirty years ago, urban industry scarcely existed; now, it accounts for 40%
of national production. Workforces in rural areas are still organised along historically
created caste lines, although workers in metropolitan areas are becoming more diverse
and cosmopolitan. As a result, the caste system is giving way to a class system in the
workforce. White-collar occupations are the only ones affected by the shift, even in
metropolitan regions. People at the bottom of the socioeconomic ladder tend to be
socially and educationally disadvantaged. The changes are most noticeable in the centre
of the spectrum.

The Changing Roles of Women: Changes in the economic and social standing of
women in urban areas and the composition of the family are occurring at a rapid pace in
India. There have finally been noticeable shifts away from the traditional caste system
and towards a more traditional class structure. This indicates that the upper classes are
moving away from the practise of caste hierarchy. However, this does not imply that
caste distinctions themselves are fading away. That is to say, the benefits of economic
growth have spread across social classes, and literacy rates have risen similarly. There are
many women from a variety of social classes who are educated and successful in today's
workforce. This has elevated them economically and socially. Unlike in the past,
nowadays many young women are actively selecting their spouses, either on their own or
after consulting with their families. Despite the persistence of planned weddings in
modern culture, both men and women have agency in the matter. It's still something that
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the whole family has to agree on, rather than something the parents have to force on their
children.

Women's perspectives on marriage, careers, and economic standing are shifting so rapidly
that even within very small age groups, there seems to be significant variation in these
perspectives. What | mean is that there are likely to be disparities not only between
mothers and daughters, but also between subsets of younger women within a short age
range. Therefore, a woman's perspective and behaviour at age thirty may change greatly
from that of a woman at age twenty-five, and similarly, the perspective of a woman at age
twenty-five may differ from that of a woman at age twenty, and so on. These shifts are
both exciting and unsettlingly dynamic.

Traditional gender-based patterns of behaviour inside the home, reinforced by the joint
family structure, assure male dominance throughout the household. In India, nuclear
families are replacing the traditional joint families. There is little doubt that women are
playing a larger part in home management and decision making as the trend towards the
nuclear family structure continues, along with the growth of job opportunities for women,
and the potential to create independent income for the family. Even if the nuclear family
is a contributing element, this does not prove that it is alone responsible for these shifts.
Additionally, the family's adherence or non-adherence to traditional norms of behaviour,
and attitudes towards changes that have a chance to alienate the families from routines
that cause anxieties in daily lives, are all important considerations. To this, you may add
the viewpoints of others in your social network, such as your friends and family. When
people in a community have liberal (or conservative) views, such views tend to permeate
their families as well. For this reason, the impact of social interactions cannot be
understated.

Despite structural changes, conventional norms may be so pervasive that members of
both sexes cling to the signifiers and symbolic rituals of their ancestral families. That is to
say, despite the fact that the joint family structure may be declining in reality, many
traditional family values and customs are being upheld. The families believe that
conventional family arrangements should be maintained since they provide many
benefits. The grandparent-grandchild bond, for instance, is vital in many households. In
fact, grandparents, parents, and children all agree that a shift away from traditional joint-
family values is preferable to their complete abandonment. The fact that their wives are
contributing financially to the household and finding fulfilment in activities outside the
home is a source of great joy and relief to many husbands. There are very few young men
(or women) in this group that are interested in marrying young ladies (or men) who are
either already unemployed or, due to their credentials, are not readily employable. Neither
men nor women want someone who will be a burden financially, thus neither is actively
seeking a housewife.

Both sexes tend to value finding a life mate who has a professional background (e.g., a
doctor, an accountant, an MBA, etc.). It seems that both spouses begin the marriage with
the firm belief that they are equals. Some middle-aged and older stay-at-home moms get a
kick out of watching their daughters pursue higher education and achieve goals that were
out of reach for them. Furthermore, they believe that in today's progressive culture, girls
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are no longer a burden and that working women can only benefit their families. Even
among elder women and men of a previous generation, views about women are shifting
within the framework of the family, as they witness the world opening up to a member of
their own blood. In this regard, neither gender bias nor concerns about the precariousness
of a daughter's position are warranted.
These tactics seem to be driven by a desire to protect the family unit at whatever cost.
Much of this stems from the belief, based on what they hear about the West (whether
accurate or not), that families are disintegrating and that elderly parents are being
abandoned in nursing institutions at a time when close family ties are crucial. It's vital to
keep in mind that the individualistic mentality of the West is not universally accepted by
Indians, even if Indians modernise (whatever that phrase implies) or appear to resemble
Western-oriented autonomous behaviour. If | had to explain the interaction between
individualist and collectivist ideas in modern India, | would have to answer that
collectivism is still the favoured paradigm, but one that accommodates individual
aspirations in a number of different ways. This fundamental gap between India and the
West seems to stay stable despite India's rapid modernization.
Conclusion
When researching India, you'll find that the tension between traditionalism and
modernity, or the mixing of the two, is a recurrent issue that takes on varying
manifestations throughout distinct social and historical epochs. Ethnically speaking,
Indians may range from traditional to contemporary to progressive to even Westernised,
or wherever in between (Chakraborty 1999, Srinivas 1996). From an emic perspective,
Indians use comparable terms to describe themselves, with "Westernised" being the least
preferred (based on personal interviews). Indians use a range of such expressions to
convey the idea that they are at once thoroughly contemporary and deeply rooted in
tradition. Many Indians in the middle class, regardless of age or gender, have an
ontological tension related to the fear of losing their cultural identity if they stray too far
from their imagined conceptions of Indianness. Putting caste aside for the time being, we
identify India as a multi-layered society in terms of the modern power structure based on
political, social, and economic means. Our research focuses on the middle class, which
comprises a wide range of people from paid professionals (lawyers, physicians, company
managers, certain bureaucrats, etc.) to small business owners and educators. When
considering the impact on society, this layer is crucial. These individuals seem to be the
most receptive to the new ideals that are emerging in the Indian setting and influencing
the rest of society. These individuals seem to be very motivated to advance their careers
and personal wealth.
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