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Preface 
 

 
A crowded, red double-decker bus pulls into the depot and comes to a rest 

amidst swirling dust and smoke.  Its passengers slowly alight and begin to disperse into 
the muggy evening air.  I step down from the bus and look left and right, trying to get 
my bearings.  This is only my second day in Bombay and my first to venture out of the 
old city center and into the Northern suburbs.   
 I approach a small circle of bus drivers and ticket takers, all clad in loose-fitting 
brown shirts and pants.  They point me in the direction of my destination, the JVPD 
grounds, and I join the ranks of people marching west along a dusty, narrowing road.  
Before long, we are met by a colorful procession of drummers and dancers honoring 
the goddess Durga through thundering music and vigorous dance.   The procession is 
met with little more than a few indifferent glances by tired workers walking home after 
a long day and grueling commute.  It appears that such processions are taken for 
granted as part of an everyday public experience. 
 A few hundred yards ahead, I see a wall of aluminum slats outlining the 
perimeter of the large festival grounds.  As I work my way to the front entrance, I hear a 
sound check under way.  “It sounds as if I’m in a box,” complains a voice that I think I 
recognize as belonging to the star of the show, pop singer Lucky Ali.  I try to peek 
through the aluminum wall but am unable to see the stage itself. 

Rounding the corner, I arrive at the front gate, a large wooden archway covered 
with white fabric and topped by two squatting men who begin to tear down the printed 
signs affixed to the top of the gate.  There are about a dozen people waiting in the area, 
standing on the dirt curb or in the alley itself.  As I wait, several motor-rickshaws pull 
up and drop off groups of two or three more people.  Everyone is young, teenagers or 
college students.  The women wear salwar kamiz, light dresses, or jeans and tee shirts, 
while the young men mostly wear jeans and shirts.  As for me, I’m in khakis and a shirt, 
sweating a bit as it is only my third day in Bombay and I’m still adjusting to the 
October heat and humidity.  The monsoons have passed, but a second wave of summer 
heat has returned.  It will be another month before the air feels cool and comfortable. 
 As I wait for the arrival of my contact (a cousin of a friend at UT and one of the 
only people I know in this city of some twenty million residents), I watch the men 
hammering at the arch.  The worker on top of the arch finally removes the sign (from a 
sponsor for the previous night’s dandiya festival) and signals his partner below with 
what sounds like a blown kiss.  On the ground, another worker makes sure the coast is 
clear, then watches as the sign is tossed down.  It catches a little wind and, rather than 
falling straight down, glides and seems to accelerate to a collision with the man on the 
ground.  The sign hits him squarely in the chest.  At first the man seems ok, but then he 
crumples down to the ground.  Eight men quickly gather around him, one vigorously 
rubbing his chest.  I offer my water bottle, which the man doesn’t really want but is 
forced to carry as they lift him up and take him over to a plastic chair to sit and 
recover. 
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 I then turn my attention to the event staff and ask at the ticket booth how many 
tickets they expect to sell.  The young woman seems taken aback by my question, but 
finally directs me to Zafar, one of Lucky Ali’s managers.  He’s a large, portly man with 
a serious look to him, but he kindly tells me that they expect 4000 people, even though 
“there was no advertising for this concert, not in newspapers, not on TV or radio.”  
Zafar says that so many people must’ve passed by the pavilion and seen the signs in the 
last 10 days because of the Navratri holiday, that that would provide enough publicity.  
They’re relying on word of mouth, he says.  Zafar also tells me, “Lucky Ali has a small 
but loyal fan base.  He has about 10,000 people in each city, but they are very loyal and 
always support him.”   
 As I continue to wait, a bank of storm clouds rolls in off of the Arabian Sea and 
the winds suddenly pick up.  One of the plywood signs promoting the show near the 
entrance falls over and hits a security guard on the shoulder.  As I wince in sympathetic 
pain, the other sign tips over and lands directly on my head.  “Good thing my head is 
hard from years of playing soccer,” I joke to a nearby guard.  I help Zafar and his staff 
get the signs battened down, and then the rain starts.  It absolutely pours for about 10 
minutes, in the midst of which my contact arrives and finds me.  We enter immediately 
and find cover and snacks in the food pavilion.  When the rain lets up, we take our 
chairs and move into the main stage area.   

The stage is quite elaborate, much more so than I had expected for a mildly 
publicized pop music concert.  A large backdrop displays the names of the artists: 
Lucky Ali, Shaan, Sagarika, and the host, comic Sajid Khan.  Hanging near the stage 
are several large signs for Loaker Italian Cream Filled Wafers, apparently a major 
sponsor of the show.  On either side of the stage, the event managers, Transfusion 
Events, have placed large letters spelling their name.  But a few letters have already 
fallen off both sides, so that one says “Trans us on” and the other “Tra sfus on.”  Two 
large video screens stand on either side of the stage, and a small tent to control the 
sound and video effects faces the stage.  The stage area is rather large.  In fact, the 
band’s equipment lies on the main stage under the backdrop, but an extension of about 
10 yards more stage makes it feel like the drums, guitar and keyboards are rather far 
away.  On the front right side of the stage, a ramp extends so that the singer can walk 
into the audience if wanted.  There are several tall scaffold towers near the soundboard 
area out in the middle of the audience, from which more advertisements hang while 
video cameras and spotlights lay waiting for the show to being. 
 Finally, the concert beings with a spoken introduction by Sajid Khan, who 
announces that the very special opening act would be none other than Lucky Ali’s 
younger brother, Mansur Ali, who is “sure to be a huge hit and will be on your TV 
screens all the time in the near future.”  Like everything else that night, Mansur Ali’s 
set starts out with problems.  Thirty seconds into his first song, Ali asks the sound 
engineer to restart the track.  Once he gets going, Ali’s show seems quite similar to the 
Bollywood spectacles shown on television - with confetti exploding from the stage, 
choreographed dances by costumed men and women, and minus one singing.  After the 
first piece, a camouflaged, militaristic hip-hop jam with machine guns shooting off 
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firecrackers at the end, the artists clear the stage.  Sajid Khan returns briefly to tell a 
few jokes and then welcomes back Mansur.  The second number is a bizarre song 
featuring the lyrics, “Only Adam’s son makes mischief in the night,” with Mansur 
cloaked in black, naked men and women groping each other and tasting the forbidden 
fruit, and  ghost-like bodies  dancing across the stage  in white sheets.  After waiting too 
long for the next pre-recorded track to start, the set closes with a happy reggae tune 
about Bambi.  Although the concert has only just begun, I begin to wonder if my choice 
to write a dissertation on popular music in Bombay was perhaps a mistake.  How could 
anyone take this stuff seriously, I find myself thinking. 
 The next artist enters to uninspiring music, but Blaise (pronounced as an 
equally uninspiring “blasé”) from Zambia tries his best to energize the quiet crowd by 
shouting, “Whassup Bombay City?!?!”  After more waiting for the tracks to start, 
Blaise rocks the house with the Will Smith hit “Get Jiggy With It.” He does add a few 
Hindi phrases such as “nacho aur gaao mere saath” (sing and dance with me) and “ek 
do teen” (one, two, three), but it is only as his set ends that the crowd becomes more 
attentive to the stage in anticipation of one of the night’s headlining acts, Lucky Ali. 
 I too find myself drawn to the stage as Lucky Ali and his band take the stage 
with little fanfare.  While the other performers (2 acoustic guitarists, a bass player, a 
drummer, and a keyboardist) settle in, Lucky Ali walks up to the mic and says, “Hi 
everybody.”  He’s almost awkward and shy in front of the microphone.  Soon the 
guitars start a riff, the bass and drums join in, and their set is under way.  Lucky’s fans 
sway back and forth, singing along with each song.  In between songs, Lucky asks for a 
bottle of water, and someone in the front row produces a bottle of Bisleri .  The band 
works through songs from Lucky’s first three albums, as well as the hit songs he did for 
the blockbuster film “Kaho Na Pyaar Hai.”  Lucky continues to interact with the 
audience.  In between songs, fans call out requests, make jokes, and even ask for him to 
turn on a fan to cool down the audience.  Near the end of his set, Lucky sings a heavy 
metal-like song called “Maut” and asks, “How many of you think about death?  Are 
you afraid of death? Death is a beautiful thing.”  I wonder to myself if a Bollywood 
song would address such a somber issue so directly.  Soon after, the set ends.  Lucky Ali 
waves goodbye and leaves the audience to reflect on the warm, earnest atmosphere he 
and his music have produced. 
 
 
Making a Start 
 
 
 The document that follows represents one attempt to convey a sense of the 

cosmopolitan experience of relatively affluent, English-educated Indians in the past few 

decades.  Through a combination of historical, biographical, and narrative writing, I 
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hope to craft a story that captures a part of the everyday lives, feelings, and practices of 

the upper middle classes in contemporary urban India.  But this is also a personal story, 

a tale of my own experiences as an observer of Indian culture and a participant in a 

variety of fieldwork settings.  The story is set in Bombay, the epitome of Indian 

modernity in the 20th century,  home to the largest middle-class community in the 

country (as well as its most distressing slums), and center of Indian mass media and 

popular culture. 

One of the first observations that many visitors to India will make when 

encountering the pervasive and often mesmerizing spectacle of Indian popular culture is 

this:  “It’s all music!”  Most films are packed with musical numbers.  There are a dozen 

music video channels on the television.  The streets are filled with music.  Popular 

Indian songs seem to pour out of every nook and cranny in a city like Bombay, washing 

over the unprepared tourist with wave after wave of screeching violins, thumping drum 

machines, and reverberating voices.  It’s overwhelming in much the same way that the 

pungent odor of burning garbage, petrol and exhaust, and the moist, musty heat 

combine into a scent that welcomes the foreigner to a world that is at once 

underdeveloped and overdeveloped. 

Yet there are quiet spaces too, cooled and dried by air-conditioning and tidied by 

constant cleaning.  These spaces are protected from the outside din by walls and 

shutters, gardens and watchmen.  For many visitors to urban India, the stark contrast 

between public and private spaces is what sticks out the most.  But whether hidden 

away in the bourgeois bedroom or out on the streets, popular culture does its work, 
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defining nation, stretching identities, and sweeping across continents via electronically-

mediated sounds and images. 

I describe this project as an ethnography of the musical and ideological fields of 

experience that draw together Bombay’s producers and promoters of an emerging form 

of global popular music.  Given the mass popularity of Indian film songs and the vitality 

of its folk and traditional musics, my focus on a music created by economically elite 

urbanites might seem to be a narrow interest, relevant to only a small percentage of the 

population.  Indeed, the field of ethnomusicology has shown little interest, and 

sometimes outright contempt, for the music of enfranchised and empowered classes.  

Yet in a country of over one billion people, a market that reaches only 10% of the 

population is nevertheless a market of over 100 million people.  Furthermore, the 

consuming classes in India have grown dramatically during the 1990s, precipitating 

what both locals and scholars from outside have characterized as a major social 

revolution.  And finally, the recent changes and innovations in the country’s elite music 

industry have already begun to influence musical culture across a broad range of classes 

and regions, including the dominant film music industry. 

 In order to contextualize my topic, it might be instructive to compare the object 

of this study, Indipop music, to a major social revolution that is more familiar to 

Western readers:  the emergence of rock’n’roll in 1950s America.  Since the political, 

economic, and social contexts of these two musics are substantially different, I beg the 

reader to approach this comparison merely with the heuristic goal of creating a sense of 

 ix 
 



  

familiarity to the subject.  Nevertheless, I argue that, like the emergence of rock’n’roll 

in 1950s America, Indipop arose from a four-part context of: 

1. Thriving consumerism: In both 1950s America and 1990s India, an era of 

economic prosperity lead to individuals with more spending capital than perhaps 

ever before and also lead to a boom in savvy marketing techniques by 

businesses. 

2. Youth culture:  In both contexts, teens and young adults had a disposable 

income to buy products geared specifically at them, as well as the audacity to 

declare themselves on the vanguard of a major social change in which the old 

order would be overthrown. 

3. Technological advances:  Whereas rock’n’roll thrived because of television and 

vinyl records, Indipop emerged alongside satellite television, cassettes and CDs. 

4. Stylistic rebellion:  While rock’n’roll upended the established Tin Pan Alley 

song style and its mode of musical consumption based on sheet music, Indipop 

issued a challenge to the established aesthetics of Indian film songs. 

There are sufficient connections between Indipop and rock’n’roll to merit such a 

comparison.  In fact, several people in the Bombay music industry remarked to me that 

India is still looking for its own Elvis.  However, I do not intend for this comparison to 

be taken too literally.  While rock’n’roll has certainly left its mark in Bombay, and 

while I do believe that the four themes listed above can produce similar cultural effects 

in different social settings, this dissertation focuses not on cultural imperialism but on 

cultural innovation and adaptation.  In the chapters that follow, I will demonstrate the 
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unique place of Indipop music in the history and culture of Bombay’s English-educated 

middle and upper classes. 
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Bombay is a city of ambition, founded upon an island created by human labor 

and home to vast disparities and contradictions.  For the past sixty years, India’s popular 

music industry has been dominated by film songs from Bombay.  Recently, a new 

category of national popular music, Indipop, has emerged in tandem with economic 

liberalization, the rise of satellite television, and the growing significance of the global 

Indian diaspora.  However, Indipop has struggled to achieve widespread success and 

remains largely a product of urban, middle and upper class experience.  With roots in 

the cosmopolitan, westward-looking culture of Bombay’s English-educated middle 

classes, Indipop music cannot merely be dismissed as an example of western cultural 

imperialism in India.  Rather, the sound of Indipop evokes a practice of individualized 

consumption and international consciousness that, although connected to global 

capitalism, is thoroughly tied to the unique histories and experiences of professional 
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musicians and music marketers in Bombay.  Through ethnographic and textual analysis, 

this dissertation provides a social history of Indipop in Bombay and a study of the 

dynamic and contested manner in which artists and promoters construct a meaning for 

this new genre.  Finally, the struggles of these individuals to connect with wider 

domestic and international markets parallels the anxiety felt by many of the country’s 

urban elites struggling to understand their role in contemporary Indian society.  
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Introduction 

 

This dissertation is a study of popular music, global capitalism, and the 

production of meaning in Bombay, India.  I trace a historical trajectory of popular music 

making in the city that starts at the end of the British Raj and culminates at the dawn of 

the new millennium.  As an ethnography of empowered and well-traveled individuals, 

this dissertation attempts to capture the musical, ideological and experiential fields 

available to Bombay’s elite popular music performers and promoters.  The story of 

Indipop parallels the uneven dynamics of globalization in Bombay and illuminates the 

enthusiasms and anxieties of Indian modernity felt by the city’s English-educated 

classes. 

The musical focus of my research concerns the origins and development of 

“Indipop” music, a term which gained currency in the mid 1990s to describe the various 

styles of non-film and non-devotional popular music coming from India and the Indian 

diaspora.1  Within South Asian public cultures, the sound of Indipop is considered 

highly Westernized and is sometimes criticized for being little more than an Indian 

version of the latest pop sounds from America.  In this dissertation, however, I plan to 

show that the makers of Indipop music comprise a complex, highly differentiated 

collection of creative individuals within urban Indian society.  While the style of 

Indipop may be rooted in rock and pop forms that are familiar to the Western listener, 

                                                 
1 The term  was used briefly in the 1980s by Sheila Chandra and the band Monsoon, who released several 
new age, world music albums in the UK under the label “Indipop.”  For more on this British-Asian 
popular music, see Farrell (1996: 210). 
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and while we may therefore assume to understand the meaning and value of such music, 

I approach the musical texts of Indipop not as autonomous objects but as parts of a 

cultural, historical, and experiential system. 

The emphasis on global capitalism stems from my deeply-rooted interest in the 

cultural effects of a major shift in mode of production in India.  After India gained its 

independence from British control in 1947, the central government emphasized 

development and modernization by way of a tightly controlled, state-run economy.  

Jawaharlal Nehru and his successors, including his daughter Indira Gandhi, promoted a 

socialist model that emphasized the development of basic infrastructure and technology.  

Unfortunately, the nation’s development occurred unevenly and was slowed due to 

corruption and the expansive bureaucracy that had inflated during the colonial era.  In 

the late1980s, Rajiv Gandhi’s administration began a shift from public to private 

investment,2 and in 1991 the government formalized the nation’s “economic 

liberalization,” instituting sweeping reforms by privatizing large sectors of the 

economy.   With its open trade policies, rapid movement of ideas and technologies, and 

celebration of urban cosmopolitanism, liberalization was seen to be the key ingredient 

in generating an economic boom to parallel that of Asia’s other emerging economic 

                                                 
2 According to Ved Mehta, Gandhi’s policies were compared with those of the Soviet Union’s newly 
appointed leader, Mikhail Gorbachev:   

It was said that, like Gorbachev, Rajiv understood that he could coast along if he 
accepted the political and economic system he had inherited, but that, also like 
Gorbachev, he believed that the good of the country required him to open the economy to 
free enterprise, introduce a modern, streamlined management style, democratize and 
revitalize the ruling party…and clean up corruption – that is, attach his country’s basic 
political and economic problems, whatever the personal or political cost.  Indeed, the 
term perestroika was sometimes used for Rajiv’s new political and economic order. 
(Mehta 1994: 119) 
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powers.3  Indipop came to national attention during this transformative period and owes 

much of its existence to the emergence of music television in India, the expansion of a 

consuming middle class in urban centers such as Bombay, and the increased level of 

cultural exchange with the dynamic and expanding South Asian diaspora.  I argue that 

Indipop music is both symptomatic of and constitutive of new forms of subjectivity 

emerging during this period that place the individual in specific relations with society.4

Finally, these changes are evident in much public and private discourse among 

people living in urban, middle class spaces in Bombay.  Consistent with the 

foundational work in ethnomusicology, I feel that discourses about music and musical 

matters can be read as symbols of broader social meanings.5  In one sense, I take a cue 

from Marxist criticism in that I see popular culture as capable of creating dependencies 

on commodities that emanate from an elite class wielding ideological ambitions.6  

However, I will demonstrate that the very notion of production needs to be interrogated, 

since in the realm of popular music the diverse interests of artists, engineers, and 

                                                 
3 Indian economist S.D. Tendulkar discusses India’s efforts to emulate the “East Asian miracle:” 

Several low-income countries have achieved and maintained rapid growth by 
successfully participating in the global trade.  The countries include a large country like 
mainland China, and Indonesia and other countries like Taiwan, South Korea, Thailand 
and Malaysia.  Three to four decades back, the per capita GDP of these countries was not 
much different from that of India at that time.  Today, these countries enjoy per capita 
GDP several times that of India as a result of rapid economic growth. (Tendulkar 2001: 
6) 

4 It is possible, of course, for these dynamics to appear in non-capitalist settings.  The social 
transformations engendered by the commodification and mass-mediation of music could be much the 
same in a socialist mode of production.  Without denying such parallels, I will focus nevertheless on 
social phenomena that seem very reflective of urban life in capitalist settings. 
5 The works of Merriam (1964), Blacking (1973), Kaemmer (1993), and Shepherd (2003) all emphasize 
the relationship between music-related discourse and general social analysis. 
6 I recognize that meaning is only partially determined by the creators of texts and that attention to 
various modes of consumption and appropriation can also be illuminating.  This dissertation, however, 
emphasizes the role of production, as the bulk of my research followed the producers and performers of 
Indipop rather than its fans. 
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executives all contribute to the creation of meaning for any musical performance or 

recording.  My particular interest in production lies not in the studio alone, but also in 

the boardroom and marketing offices where the diverse interests and concerns of 

numerous artists are channeled into the construction of a genre and audience.  In the 

case of an emerging genre such as Indipop, establishing a consumer base and 

articulating a coherent identity as a musical genre become urgent and anxiety-ridden 

concerns7 for performers and promoters who sometimes feel rejected by the broader 

Indian public. 

My goal, then, is to understand the roots and routes of the production of 

meaning in Bombay’s non-film popular music industry.  I feel that the decoding of 

musical meaning must move beyond simplistic definitions of producer and consumer, or 

of mass culture and resistance.  All such terms have heuristic value, no doubt, but ought 

to be understood as inter-related components within everyday realties and not as 

discrete truths.  As Peter Manuel writes, “Difficult and controversial as the task may be, 

decoding musical ideologies, with careful attention to musical and extra-musical 

parameters, remains the ultimate goal of understanding musical meaning” (Manuel 

1988: 14).  These musical ideologies must be tied to history, to specific experiences by 

specific people.  Thus, I approach the subject using a combination of ethnographic, 8  

                                                 
7 Drawing on the work of Jacques Attali, Larry David Smith (1999) describes this tension between artistic 
ambition and commercial obligations as “the minstrel’s dilemma.”  Discussing the work of rock musician 
Pete Townshend, Smith argues that Townshend’s career demonstrates an ideological battle between 
artistic “aims” and commercial “practicalities” that has roots going back at least as far as the medieval 
jongleur (Smith 1999: 4-5). 
8 According to Anthony Seeger, ethnography is “a descriptive approach to music going beyond the 
writing down of sounds [i.e. transcription] to the writing down of how sounds are conceived, made, 
appreciated and influence other individuals, groups, and social and musical processes.  The ethnography 
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textual, and historical analysis.  Musical meaning must be understood as social 

meaning, constructed through practice and evident primarily in discourse and local 

action.  In today’s world, however, discourse and action are fundamentally intertwined 

with the mass media, a public realm that is rarely egalitarian.  Access to the media 

depends upon positions of power and control.  For this reason, I will primarily analyze 

the discursive strategies of those who are most actively responsible for the construction 

and maintenance of symbolic meaning in Bombay’s non-film pop music world: 

Indipop’s artists, producers and promoters. 

While critics may question the significance of these individuals and may hold up 

other forms of popular music as more socially relevant and locally meaningful, I argue 

that the Indipop movement reflects important social realities in Bombay.  It also has the 

potential to promote significant social change on both local and national levels by 

directly addressing political realities and promoting images of confident globality 

Indipop artists such as Alisha Chinai, Lucky Ali and The Colonial Cousins are not 

confused post-colonial subjects copying the latest styles of the west.  Rather, I intend to 

prove that the artists, producers, and promoters of Indipop music are creative agents 

who draw upon local, national, and international histories, ideologies and aesthetics in 

their attempt to construct a popular music genre as an alternative to the dominating 

presence of Bollywood film music.  

                                                                                                                                               
of music is writing about the ways people make music” (Seeger 1992: 89).  Of course, 
ethnomusicologists have argued that we also need ethnographies of how people receive music. 
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Furthermore, I argue that Indipop recordings, which are also known as “private 

albums,” both represent and reinforce an existential experience of privatization that is 

tied to global, capitalist modernity.  While privatized experience is most evident in 

Bombay, India’s wealthiest city, it is becoming more and more prevalent across the 

Indian subcontinent as the country’s consuming middle class grows in size and 

visibility.  Tracking social change in Bombay is thus an important task, as the social 

transformations that occur in Bombay often anticipate broader changes across the 

country.9

As a contribution to the field of ethnomusicology, this dissertation focuses on 

four themes.  First, it offers insights into the relationship between sound structure and 

social structure in one of the world’s major cities.  Second, it follows Gourlay (1978) in 

exploring issues concerning the complicity of the scholar in the fieldwork situation.10  

The form, content and theory of this manuscript were shaped by my physical and 

emotional experiences in the field.  Thus, the third contribution concerns embodiment 

and everyday experience, issues that are easily overlooked by macro-level work on 

                                                 
9 At the same time, it is necessary to admit two things.  First, the urban-rural divide in India is sometimes 
impassible, and at some levels the culture of a city like Bombay has little bearing at all on other parts of 
the country.  Second, I do not intend to imply that influences can only flow in one direction.  Changes in 
rural and village India can and do impact upon the cultures of the country’s urban areas.  Having said 
that, I do believe that political, social and economic transformations often do emerge first in Bombay 
(and India’s other major metros such as Delhi, Bangalore, and Madras) before later developing in other 
areas. 
10 Ken Gourlay challenges scholarly assumptions about objectivity and demonstrates the need to include 
the fieldworker in any fieldwork documentation.  His description of “the missing ethnomusicologist” is 
classic:  “He wears a cloak of invisibility, is both there and not there, lives and works within a community 
without being seen, questions its members without taking up their time, attends secret rites and initiation 
ceremonies without being present, and records communal dances with an invisible microphone” (Gourlay 
1978: 4). 
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music and globalization.11  Lastly, this study emphasizes musical change and aims to 

understand the dynamic relationship between music and culture in a transnational 

context. 

This dissertation also contributes to general studies on globalization and cultural 

hybridity.  I confront the discourse that frames globalization as a phenomenon of the 

recent electronic age by outlining its historical precedents in colonialism, travel, and 

early forms of mass mediation.  Furthermore, I present an alternative to macroscopic 

theorizing about globalization by focusing on the immediacy and physicality of 

globalized urban spaces.  Thus, I aim for an ethnography of globalization by way of the 

concrete, everyday experiences of Bombay’s middle and upper classes. 

Finally, I hope that this project contributes to research on South Asia as a whole.  

I intend to challenge dominant stereotypes about India and about Asian popular music 

and its consumption.  The city of Bombay has been understudied, even though it 

encapsulates all types of South Asian experiences.  Urban ethnography continues to be 

rare in South Asian studies and ought to be promoted as much as the historical and text-

based work of classical Indology.  The findings in this dissertation might be able to 

forecast changes that are only beginning to filter into the rest of the country.  Yet in the 

end, my research and intentions are rooted in the specific experiences (historical and 

present day) of the people with whom I interacted in Bombay. 

                                                 
11 For example, studies on popular music and globalization by Wallis and Malm (1984), Laing (1986), 
Burnett (1996), and Taylor (1997) all contribute to a macro-level understanding of the global popular 
music industry.  Inspired by these foundational texts, but interested in how globalization plays out on the 
local, individual level, this study explores the ties between the global ecumene and the immediate 
physicality of local spaces.   
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Methodological Considerations 

 
 The idea to do research on Indian popular music was planted in my mind during 

my first visit to India in the summer of 1998.  At that time, I was taking summer 

language courses and casually investigating the classical music scene in the city of 

Udaipur, in the western state of Rajasthan.  In the course of my interactions with local 

musicians and listeners, I frequently heard people mention “Hindi pop” or “Indipop” 

music, terms I had never heard before.  I also noticed a fair amount of press coverage 

that enthusiastically portrayed these non-film pop musics as rapidly closing the gap with 

the dominant Bollywood film music industry.  My first exposure to MTV-India fueled 

my interest even more.  Upon seeing the video for Silk Route’s song “Dooba Dooba,” I 

thought to myself in surprise, “I didn’t know they had bands in India!” 

 After collecting a variety of recordings, videos, and newspaper clippings, I 

returned to the U.S. with the hopes of exploring the subject further.  During the 

following two years of investigation, aided greatly by email, web searches and informal 

interviews with Indian students at the University of Texas, I gathered as much 

information as I could on pop stars such as Alisha, Lucky Ali and Daler Mehndi and on 

bands such as The Colonial Cousins and Silk Route.  I noticed that many of these artists 

had originally recorded on a Bombay-based record label called Magnasound (which I 

recognized as the source of several of my Hindustani music cassettes) but were now 

signed to contracts with international labels like Sony, BMG, and Universal, all of 

whom now had offices in Bombay as well.  Armed with this information and lots of 
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questions about music and globalization, and funded with a year-long dissertation 

research grant, I embarked on a quest to meet the people behind Indipop music and to 

understand its origins, development, and its place in metropolitan India.. 

Almost all of the information presented in this dissertation was collected over 

the course of twelve months of intensive research in Bombay, from October 2000 until 

October 2001.  The first month of my stay yielded little other than an opportunity for 

me to learn my way around the city, map out the places I expected to go for my 

research, and find accommodations that would be most convenient.  Although I had a 

few local contacts, I did not know anyone connected to the music industry, and it was 

therefore quite a challenge to track down the artists and executives I had hoped to meet.  

Luckily, the paying guest room I had taken in the northern suburb of Santacruz had 

previously been rented by a model who had appeared in several well-known music 

videos and television commercials.  Learning about my interests, she graciously invited 

me to a music industry party, and I suddenly found myself inside the inner circle of 

artists and executives of the Indian music industry. 

Once I had established a relationship with a few key figures, it became possible 

for me to schedule interviews with most of the major figures in the non-film world.  In 

fact, the disinterest I initially felt quickly gave way to warm generosity, as many artists, 

executives, and producers invited me to their homes, brought me to the studio or office, 

introduced me to their families, and enthusiastically shared their ideas with me on topics 

that were, for them, a refreshing change from the predictable questions of local 

journalists and intrusive prodding of the paparazzi. 
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One of the first surprises I had was that many of the people I interviewed 

identified more readily with western pop music than with mainstream sounds of Indian 

film music.  I soon found that the leading songwriters and more than a few executives 

for the international labels were former members of bands that played Beatles songs and 

other rock’n’roll music in Bombay during the 1960s.  Likewise, I discovered that many 

Indipop stars started their careers singing in English (in both the entertainment and 

advertising industries) and had only begun to focus on singing in Hindi since the late 

1980s.  This layer of history caused me to rethink my original project in order to 

incorporate these stories, most of which appear in Chapter One. 

In order to limit the mass of information that was now pouring in, I decided to 

focus my attention on only the most influential music companies and artists.  I chose to 

devote an entire chapter to Magnasound because they were the original home to most of 

today’s major stars and because they were the first Indian company to invest deeply in 

non-film Hindi pop music.  I also chose Sony, Virgin, and BMG12 because of the close 

relationships I had developed with the artists and A&R people for these companies, 

many of whom have high profiles as they promote Indipop on CNN, Star TV and other 

satellite television networks. 

I conducted formal interviews with more than 50 artists and executives at these 

music companies, and I recorded and transcribed 28 of these interviews.  However, 

                                                 
12 Other labels with a strong presence in Bombay are Universal, Times Music, TIPS, T-Series and Venus.  
I had only a passing acquaintance with people at these companies, since during my fieldwork period they 
played a much smaller role in the Indipop market.  National music markets can be quite dynamic, 
however, and it now seems that Sony Music has all but abandoned its Indipop efforts while T-Series has 
made a push to upgrade their image in the non-film music scene. 
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these formal meetings typically were followed up by informal visits, either at the 

informant’s home or at a local restaurant or café.  These follow-up meetings were 

essential, as I was able to develop a more realistic and nuanced read on the information 

collected during the more formal interviews.  Due to the generosity of these artists and 

executives, I was able to observe multiple recording sessions and music video shoots at 

various stages of production.  Among a few crowds, I eventually found myself as a 

regular, someone who was welcomed as a participant and a friend. 

It was only when I reached this breakthrough that I felt capable of doing the 

ethnographic work of participation, rather than mere observation and collection of 

objective data.  I agree with Johannes Fabian, the anthropologist who has contributed 

greatly to contemporary approaches to ethnographic research, who writes:  

“Ethnography is essentially, not incidentally, communicative or dialogical; 

conversation, not observation, should be the key to conceptualizing ethnographic 

knowledge production” (Fabian 1990: 4).  Thus, the data and interpretations presented 

here must be seen as a result of the dialogue between myself and the individuals with 

whom I interacted. 

 Since I was unaware of anything written on Indipop in academic sources, I spent 

little time working in archives or libraries, aside from collecting popular journalism on 

the subject.  I did, however, receive great assistance from the ethnomusicology archives 

of the American Institute of Indian Studies in Delhi.  Their assistance was invaluable in 

helping me plan my project and develop the theoretical frame for my writing.  

Executives at the record companies, particularly Magnasound and Sony, were also 
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generous in offering me access to their records and providing audio-video samples for 

use in my work.  Finally, I was treated to numerous private archives by artists and 

others who shared personal photos, writings and other memorabilia with me. 

Not all of the research was done face-to-face, as I also analyzed mass media 

texts such as televised and printed interviews and profiles, music videos and writing in 

Indian music magazines such as Playback and Fast Forward, Raga to Rock, Studio 

Systems, The Music Magazine, and Rock Street Journal.  And in order to get a better 

sense of the music itself, I worked both alone and with musicians and producers 

studying the formal and stylistic components of Indipop music. 

Thus, my project is both an ethnography of a local music practice, conducted via 

traditional participant-observation methods, and a study of musical transnationalism.  

While I focus almost entirely on the experiences of English-educated elites in Bombay, 

the ubiquitous presence of globalization in post-colonial, urban India makes it essential 

that I simultaneously engage with macro-level studies of social structure and cultural 

transformation, thus allowing me to frame my localized study within the broader 

context of globalization as a topic of near universal significance. 

  

Theories of Globalization 

 
 Among today’s scholars and journalists, there seems to be a growing consensus 

regarding the cultural effects of globalization.  Once thought to be the vehicle of 

Americanization, with all cultures moving (albeit at different speeds) toward a single, 
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homogeneous civilization, later scholars offered a rebuttal based on case studies of local 

resistance to and appropriation of globalized culture.  This debate is often cast in terms 

of modernization theory13 versus world systems theory.   In his important book, 

Undoing Culture, Mike Featherstone offers a clear explanation of the well-established 

approach of modernization theorists: 

A global culture was seen as being formed through the economic and 
political domination of the United States which thrust its hegemonic 
culture into all parts of the world.  From this perspective the American 
way of life with its rapacious individualism and confident belief in 
progress…was regarded as a corrosive homogenizing force, as a threat to 
the integrity of all particularities.  The assumption that all particularities, 
local cultures, would eventually give way under the relentless modernizing 
force of American cultural imperialism implied that all particularities were 
linked together in a symbolic hierarchy.  Modernization theory set the 
model into motion, with the assumption that as each non-Western nation 
eventually became modernized it would move up the hierarchy and 
duplicate or absorb American culture, to the extent that ultimately every 
locality would display the cultural ideals, images and material artifacts of 
the American way of life. (Featherstone 1996: 87)   

 
Featherstone’s use of the past tense points to the fact that modernization theory has 

become out of date, and he goes on to show that it derives from the long-standing 

tradition (from Hegel to Marx and Weber) of prioritizing time and linear models of 

historical stages of development over notions of space and local experience.    

I certainly agree that modernization theory is flawed, particularly when it is 

applied universally and without regard for local agency.  However, academic 

misgivings about modernization theory do not render it completely void of significance 

and relevance.  In my experience in Bombay, I found countless examples of the cultural 

                                                 
13 In academic and popular writing, the terms “Americanization” and “cultural imperialism” are also used 
regularly to describe this one-directional theory of cultural change. 
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imperialism thesis embedded in people’s language.  I was particularly drawn to the 

trope of “rapacious individualism,” an issue of great concern to those in the midst of 

rapid social transformation in contemporary urban India.14  If these themes are 

important parts of everyday discourse, they must be reflected in my ethnographic 

writing, regardless of their standing in the academy.  In fact, Indipop is often used as an 

example of cultural imperialism in India, since to many it symbolizes a loss of local 

identity and a turn to an American way of life.  Furthermore, I will argue that the 

makers of Indipop music express at least some of what John Shepherd calls “the 

hegemonic and therefore dominant world sense of industrial capitalist societies” 

(Shepherd 1991: 15), a notion that I will explore in terms of musical ideologies but that 

I am not so ambitious as to posit as a universal truth.   

As this dissertation will demonstrate, globalization exists in very palpable forms 

in a city such as Bombay, though it does not arise from something as monolithic as 

“cultural imperialism” or “Americanization.”  In fact, globalization has led to a 

flourishing of cultural diversity, reflexive identity formation, and hybridity – rather than 

homogeneity.  I believe that if there is a force behind the increasing imagery of cultural 

homogenization, it derives not from something as definite as American culture but 

rather has more to do with a general dynamic of capitalism and modernity, packaged in 

the currently prevailing ideologies of neo-liberalism and consumerism. 

                                                 
14 The dangers of rapacious individualism have been particularly emphasized in popular Indian  films.  
Movies from the 1950s till now present westernized characters as overly individualistic people who have 
lost touch with the communal identity and traditions of the supposed true Indian self. 

 14



In contrast to the modernization thesis, the world system model implies a more 

relational dynamic of exploitation and resistance between centers and peripheries. 

Immanuel Wallerstein, who has championed the world systems theory, approaches 

globalization through the lens of commodity capitalism and focuses on issues of power 

and production within such systems. While the world systems theory has had a 

profound impact on social scientific thinking, a number of scholars have criticized its 

overall scope, in which the agency of real, subjective individuals is virtually erased.  

While Wallerstein has adapted his theory to account for such critiques,15 his detached, 

empirical approach and his inability to provide sufficient attention to individual agency 

continues to be a concern for anthropologists and other scholars of culture. 

Perhaps the most significant step taken after Wallerstein has been the idea of 

“scapes” as articulated by Arjun Appadurai.  In “Disjuncture and Difference in the 

Global Cultural Economy” (1990), Appadurai outlines a model for a much more 

interconnected and dynamic view of globalization based on the global flows of people 

(ethnoscapes), technology (technoscapes), capital (financescapes), images 

(mediascapes) and ideologies (ideoscapes).  In an attempt to undermine the monolithic 

definitions of nations and ethnic groups often unavoidable in the world systems model, 

Appadurai’s theory allows for ethnographic detail to enter into the picture.  While the 

global is clearly an arena of increasing significance, it does not simply stand alone.  Nor 

should globalization merely be equated with a homogenizing force of Americanization.  

Rather, the local, regional, national, and global are all factors that figure into everyday 

                                                 
15 See “Culture as the Ideological Battleground of the Modem World-System” (Wallerstein 1990). 
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realities.  Furthermore, all of these modalities interact, so that definitions of the local are 

increasingly bound together with concepts of the nation or the global. 

Due especially to rapid increases in migration and media technology, individuals 

are becoming more and more accustomed to functioning on several of these levels at 

once.  This can only be accomplished with the help of the imagination, which becomes 

a key concept in the work of Appadurai.16  What we see in Appadurai's work, then, is a 

move toward a cultural critique of globalization in which local practices and 

sensibilities can be used to better understand the reality of emerging global cultures:  

Globalization does not necessarily or even frequently imply 
homogenization or Americanization, and to the extent that different 
societies appropriate the materials of modernity differently, there is still 
ample room for the deep study of specific geographies, histories, and 
languages.  (Appadurai 1996: 17) 
 

This move toward a more cultural interpretation of globalization is not unique to 

Appadurai.  In fact, nearly a decade before Appadurai's “scapes” came into wide 

circulation, the anthropologist Ulf Hannerz offered an insightful analysis into the local 

manifestations of the global system.  In “The World in Creolization,” Hannerz calls for 

a “macro-anthropology,” an adjustment in ethnographic scale from the standard work in 

interpretive anthropology that offered a thick description17 of an isolated community to 

a study of the construction of meaning at multiple levels:  

A macro-anthropology of culture is apparently required, to provide us 
with an improved overall understanding of how ideas and their public 
manifestations are organized, in those social structures of considerable 

                                                 
16 See also “Global Ethnoscapes: Notes and Queries for a Transnational Anthropology” (Appadurai 
1991). 
17 Here, of course, I refer to the important work of Clifford Geertz (1973). 
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scale and complexity which now encompass Third World lives just as 
certainly as they encompass our own.  (Hannerz 1987:  547) 

 
Thus, one can see the connection between Appadurai and Hannerz, in that both scholars 

call for something more than totalizing theories of globalization. For Appadurai, the 

goal is to map out unique geographies, histories and languages.  For Hannerz, it is to 

understand how “ideas and their public manifestations are organized [through] an 

anthropology of structures of meaning” (ibid: 547).  Clearly, globalization invites us to 

seek out similarities and connections throughout the world.  But for Appadurai and 

Hannerz, the analysis of unique, local expressions offers an invaluable approach to 

understanding global movements. 

Thus, most contemporary scholars argue that the dynamics of globalization 

entail both processes of homogenization and differentiation. 18  Scholars use terms such 

                                                 
18 Differentiation, or at least the concept of “difference,” is a key theme in postmodernist critiques of 
globalization and has been a central issue in the writings of many postmodernists, including Fredric 
Jameson and Michael Baudrillard. 

For Baudrillard, the expression of difference has become little more than a product of 
melodrama:  “Otherness, like everything else, has fallen under the law of the market, the law of supply 
and demand” (Baudrillard 1993: 124).  In a commodified, mediated form, Otherness gives way to an 
imbalanced exchange of fantasy in the form of difference.  Such a critique cleaves apart Appadurai’s 
celebration of agency and the almost limitless possibilities for subject formation.  For Baudrillard, an 
ethnographic account of a community on the margins does not lead to a celebration of local adaptation 
and resistance.  Rather, it merely reflects a desire of the west to find its Other: “For our part we take them 
very seriously indeed, whether our aim is to assimilate them or destroy them: they are even fast becoming 
the crucial - negative - reference point of our whole value system” (ibid: 136). 

While Baudrillard’s writing is, I think, purposefully arrogant and provocative, Fredric Jameson’s 
book, Postmodernism, or The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism is a more traditional, didactic text that 
outlines the basic tenets of postmodernist thinking. Jameson locates postmodernism historically, noting 
its connections to past periods. He claims that postmodernism is not merely a style that can be employed 
at will. Rather, postmodernism is “the cultural dominant logic of late capitalism” (Jameson 1991: 46). 
Like Appadurai, Jameson associates much of this new, global environment (which he calls “late 
capitalism”) with the rise of global media systems and the advance of computer and automated 
technology.  Jameson goes further, however, by positing a more Marxist interpretation in which 
postmodern cultural production is truly inseparable from the power relations of multinationalist 
capitalism of the late 20th century. Jameson argues, then, that the “dominant cultural logic or hegemonic 
norm” of global power relations is essential to the understanding of “genuine difference” (ibid: 6). In 
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as “vernacular globalization” (Appadurai 1996: 10) and “glocalization” (Gabardi 2000: 

33) to describe this dynamic interplay between local and global forces at work 

throughout the world.  This dissertation explores the local-global dialectic as it is 

expressed in the music and discourse of professional musicians and marketers in 

Bombay. 

 

Indian Popular Music in the 1990s 

 

 The music at the heart of this study, Indipop music, can be seen as an 

encapsulation of such dynamics of globalization.  On the one hand, Indipop music was 

born out of the development of a hegemony within the worldwide popular music market 

by a few massive corporations such as Sony, Vivendi Universal and Bertelsman.  

Indipop might not exist were it not for the electronic media, corporate consolidation and 

the unification of world economies during the 1980s and 90s.  Furthermore, the musical 

and ideological components of Indipop may have far more similarities than differences 

with other popular musics across the globe. 

 However, the emerging tradition of non-film popular music-making has 

contributed a great amount of creative exploration to the local music scene in India, 

even influencing the musical codes of the dominant Hindi film industry in Bombay.  

Furthermore, the Indipop boom has created new markets and new jobs on the local 

                                                                                                                                               
applying this interpretation to his analysis of art, Jameson argues that expressive culture frequently 
reflects the way in which we have dazzled ourselves with our own creations, leaving us unable to fully 
comprehend the lives we created for ourselves. 
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level.  It has introduced new sensibilities and fresh articulations of identity into the 

national discourse.  And finally, Indipop artists and their promoters travel abroad and 

bring their own creations to new audiences across the globe.  Hence, in Indipop as in 

juju (Waterman 1990), zouk (Guilbault 1993), rai (Schade-Poulson 1999), chimurenga 

(Turino 2000), and other styles, we find a globalized genre injecting new forms, 

practices, and ultimately lifestyles into the local scene, contributing to the diversity and 

contemporary relevance of local popular musics.   

 Thus, I feel that a study of Indipop music provides a glimpse into the varied 

flows of globalization.  I see globalization as part of a historical process, a not-ever-

fully realized project with colonial and even pre-colonial roots that should not be 

forgotten.19  These roots have been intensified and transformed by today’s electronic 

media, economic and political formations, patterns of migration, and ideological 

adaptations.20  The model I propose, then, is a dynamic one, and the data I provide aims 

                                                 
19 According to Martin Stokes, the current fascination with “world music” seems to belie a problematic 
ignorance of the histories and politics of such roots: 

Shifts in technology and production, the movements of populations, and sudden 
extensions in the circulation of commodities have produced millennial hopes and 
anxieties in various parts of the world for a long time.  “Globalization,” in this sense, 
might best be understood as the most recent turn in a long history in which modern 
institutions have both justified and marveled at the expansion of their power over vast 
tracts of territory.  In this sense, too, there is little “new” about “World Music.”  Music 
has always traveled along the grain of political and economic power, establishing lasting 
dialogues between communities so linked.  These dialogues have persisted, in the case of 
the movement of music between Africa and the New World, for example, for centuries.  
The problem that “World Music” poses as discourse is in some respects related to that 
posed by globalization as discourse.  It is almost entirely ignorant of its own past, blind to 
the material conditions of its own existence, and oblivious to the history of power 
differentials among various partners in cultural exchange in world history.  (Stokes 2003: 
307) 

20 Including basic concepts of subjectivity and understandings of history. Pierre Manent has argued that 
“the consciousness of being historical is the central and perhaps also the strangest aspect of the modern 
experience” (Manent 1998: 7).   

 19



to tell a story about globalization without implying that local and regional boundaries 

are no longer applicable, nor that local experiences should be analyzed without regard 

to national and transnational influences.21

Much of this research might be seen as a testament to a particular enthusiasm for 

global capitalism during the 1990s, when the developmentalist enthusiasm of “a free 

world” heading toward progress and prosperity seemed more plausible to many urban 

Indians.  My intent is not to romanticize the liberating possibilities of global capital, as 

you will see, but rather to capture some of the realities of middle-class, urban Indian life 

in the 1990s.   

This was a highly interesting period in South Asian history.  India celebrated its 

50th year of independence from British rule with much patriotic fervor.  The impending 

new millennium provoked a great deal of self-exploration and queries into the future 

role of India in the world.  Hindu nationalism exploded onto the streets, and the policy 

of Hindutva found its way to political dominance through the ruling alliance headed by 

the BJP party. 22  In 1998, India demonstrated its nuclear capability with weapons tests 

in Pokhran and a year later claimed victory in a war against Pakistan in the state of 

                                                 
21 In the introduction to his collection of essays on globalization, Modernity at Large, Arjun Appadurai 
reminds the reader that studies based on specific geographies are still important but are being recast by 
recent theories of globalization: 

What [needs] to be recognized, if the area-studies tradition is to be revitalized, is that 
locality itself is a historical product and that the histories through which localities emerge 
are eventually subject to the dynamics of the global.  (Appadurai 1996: 18) 

22 Hindutva is the movement of religious nationalism that defines India as a strictly Hindu nation.  This 
movement is typically linked to the BJP (Bharatiya Janata Party), which headed the central government 
under Prime Minister Atul Bihari Vajpayee. 
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Kashmir.23  By the end of the decade, the concept of globalization and discussions of 

India’s status in international affairs were common themes in public discourse, 

appearing in newspaper articles, political speeches, and television broadcasts. 

Thus, the 1990s was a time of great significance in Indian history, and debates 

around the issues of culture and identity were a central concern.  Indipop’s emergence 

as a national popular music ready for export to the global marketplace parallels the 

enthusiasm of Bombay’s middle and upper classes for a quantum cultural change 

leading ultimately to a new millennium and a confident, globally-aware society.  At the 

turn of that new millennium, however, it became clear that not only would Indipop 

struggle to gain recognition internationally, but it would also face a challenge in 

reaching a large portion of the audience at home.  Thus, the struggles of Indipop parallel 

the limitations of globalist neo-liberalism, and local discourse about the failure of most 

non-film performers to move beyond a domestic niche market reflects the anxious, 

uncertain position of Bombay’s English-educated community in the current age.  

 

Embodiment: A Sense of Being in Bombay 

 
While much scholarship on music and globalization is cloaked with the 

language of novelty and seems to fetishize cultural hybridity, I feel that in certain places 

                                                 
23 Skirmishes have been going on along the Indo-Pak border for decades.  The “Kargil War” was an 
escalation in the violence that has since become historicized as a war with a beginning and an end.  
During my time in Bombay, Amir Raza Hussain’s nationalist play, The Fifty Day War, was heavily 
publicized for being the largest theatrical undertaking in the country’s history.  In their efforts to 
historicize the war, they went so far as to sell mortar shells for the conflict, complete with a certificate of 
authenticity to demonstrate that the three year old ammunition was indeed antique! 
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such as Bombay and other historically important colonial metropoles, the synthesis of 

local and global has been prevalent for at least a century. 24  Thus, this dissertation 

attempts to engage with the familiar themes of “East meets West” and other code words 

for socio-cultural adaptations and innovations.  In doing so, a significant concern for me 

has been to avoid reconstituting new versions of the same orientalist discourses that 

plagued early scholarship on Asian cultures.  For example, I was profoundly affected by 

the intensity of the crowds in Bombay, by the constant people pressure that one 

experiences in public places, and by the extraordinary contrast between such 

experiences and the feeling of being in a middle-class home, an air-conditioned car, or 

an upscale store or restaurant.  But while taking an approach that prioritizes the sensory 

fields of experience, I recognize the danger of theorizing “the social body,” since it can 

imply the notion of a unified, homogeneous experience that has historically been a key 

aspect of the West’s understanding of the anthropological Other.  In the mid-19th 

century, for example, Herbert Spencer argued that “progress consists in a change from 

the homogeneous to the heterogeneous” (cited in Young 1995: 4).  Other classic 

                                                 
24 Tim Taylor, for example, finds it remarkable that one could hear live salsa music at an Indian restaurant 
and states that “nothing better exemplifies this new world and the changes in it than music” (Taylor 1997: 
xv).  The discourse of a “new world” obscures the long-standing hybridity that was found in places like 
Bombay and Hong Kong.  For example, Arun Saldhana writes: 

Globalization is about the formations of spaces in which economies, technologies, 
policies, things and bodies from different places intermingle. It’s odd that in empirical 
study, this perspective has mostly been applied to globalizing spaces in the West. Odd, 
because it was, after all, the world outside Europe that first had to deal with the 
hybridizations and disruptions the literature of globalization talks about (e.g. Hannerz, 
1990; Hall, 1992; Appadurai, 1997). Through the mechanisms of colonialism, Third 
World cities were ‘postmodern’ and ‘multicultural’ long before migrations to the First 
World brought forth similar cultural differences there. People in the Third World got used 
to reflexively comparing and combining differing cultures – they were forced to – long 
before Westerners began taking interest in yoga and salsa. (Saldhana 2002: 338) 
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theories posit a move from Gemeinschaft to Gesellschaft25 or from mechanical 

solidarity to organic solidarity.26  Such concepts, while foundational in our 

understanding of the social nature of human existence, are limited by their lack of 

attention to individual agency. 

The solution, then, lies in ethnography and self-reflexivity. 27  In the following 

chapters, I attempt to communicate both a sense of the lived subjectivities of elite music 

makers and promoters in Bombay and my own embodied experience in the field.  

Although neither fixed nor homogeneous, the physicality of the home environment for 

most of Bombay’s middle and upper classes stands in stark contrast to that of the city’s 

working masses.28  I argue that these differing experiences of physicality have a 

significant bearing on the production of culture in the city. To help me formulate these 

ideas, I turn to Pierre Bourdieu who, as much as any other scholar, has tried to 

incorporate the body into social theory. 

Pierre Bourdieu’s groundbreaking work, Outline of a Theory of Practice (1977), 

arises from the structuralist tradition in social theory, and, like his predecessors, 

Bourdieu argues that the complex web of social interactions, interpretations, and 

regulations can be interpreted via a few basic concepts, such as power and status.  

However, Bourdieu relocates these structures within “practice” and calls attention to the 

                                                 
25 See Tonnies (1957). 
26 See Durkheim (1933). 
27 Particularly the kind of ethnography first promoted by George Marcus and Michael Fischer 
(1986).Responding to Lash and Urry’s important work, The End of Organized Capitalism (1987),  
Marcus calls for “the collapsing of  the macro-micro distinction” in favor of an ethnography that is 
sensitive to both global systems and local distinctions (Marcus 1998: 50). 
28 The most famous of such environments is the chawl, a crowded, one room apartment shared by an 
entire family and part of a larger community of collective living. 
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strategies of everyday life.  Thus, he is not searching for deep, universal structures or 

archetypes that are inherent in all human life.  Rather, Bourdieu argues that structures 

emerge from everyday activity and the material context of that activity.  What emerges 

is habitus, “the durably installed principle of regulated improvisations” (Bourdieu 1977: 

78).  For Bourdieu, habitus is the socially constituted system that makes the world 

meaningful and commonplace to individuals by harmonizing their experiences with 

each other and with material conditions that surround them. 

This emphasis on embodiment leads to an approach in which not only everyday 

activities but everyday bodies come to the forefront in the attempt to understand the 

relationship between material conditions and subjective imaginations, practices and 

ideologies.  Bourdieu reminds the reader that “the ‘book’ from which children learn 

their vision of the world is read with the body, in and through the movements and 

displacements which make the space within which they are enacted as much as they are 

made by it” (ibid: 90).  By moving the body to the center of his analysis, and by 

politicizing the body as a locus of power, control and assertion, Bourdieu’s work 

contributes greatly to a humanistic understanding of social experience. 

Perhaps it was because I was constantly aware of my own body in relation to 

others that Bourdieu’s work seems particularly relevant to my experiences.  Riding 

Bombay’s local trains on a daily basis, I was reminded of both the powerful communal 

feelings (squeezing into a tightly-packed train eliminates the possibility of personal 

space) and dangers (I witnessed two fatalities and several serious injuries due to the 

overcrowding of the trains) of the crowd.  But I’m certainly not alone in finding this 
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experience to be one of the defining features of Bombay.  In the 1970s, the Trinidad-

born author V.S. Naipaul wrote: 

It is said that every day 1,500 more people, about 350 families, arrive in 
Bombay to live.  They come mainly from the countryside and they have 
very little; and in Bombay there isn’t room for them.  There is hardly room 
for the people already there.  The older apartment blocks are full; the new 
skyscrapers are full; the small, low huts of the squatters’ settlements on the 
airport road are packed tightly together.  Bombay shows its overcrowding.  
It is built on an island, and its development has been haphazard.  Outside 
the defense area at the southern tip of the island, open spaces are few; 
cramped living quarters and the heat drive people out into such public 
areas as exist, usually the streets; so that to be in Bombay is always to be 
in a crowd.  By day the streets are clogged; at night the pavements are full 
of sleepers. (Naipaul 1977: 55) 
 
Indeed, most written or visual depictions of Bombay start with the 

overwhelming physicality of the city’s public spaces and the disastrous living 

conditions of the city’s poor.  During the period of my fieldwork, the theme of 

embodiment was literally pushed upon me by my experiences in overcrowded public 

spaces, and I feel that many of Bombay’s residents experience this too as a naturalized 

part of their everyday lives.  Yet, as I mentioned above, I do not by any means want to 

imply that collective feelings of the crowd and a loss of individuality are universal 

features of the city.  In fact, as I moved about in the city, I became more and more 

attuned to the palpable shifts between radically different environments, and I began to 

focus my attention on the equally overwhelming physicality of the quiet, clean, air-

conditioned spaces, the private oases in one of the world’s most crowded cities. 
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From Public Culture to Private Cultures 

 
In this dissertation, I emphasize the theme of privatization and propose that 

scholars study not only “public culture” (as proposed by Appadurai and Breckenridge in 

their article on “Public Modernity in India” [1995]) but also the “private cultures” of 

middle and upper class spaces throughout the developing world.  In the chapters that 

follow, I discuss privatization on several levels:  economic, experiential, spatial, and 

musical.  I argue that privatization is one of the key features of modernity and of 

capitalism.  These two are closely intertwined, naturally.  As Derek Sayer concludes, 

“Capitalism is modernity, and modernity capitalism” (Sayer 1991: 12). Thus, any study 

of globalization, of contemporary cultural expression, and especially of popular culture, 

needs to take into account the basic material influences that inform our senses of self, 

community, and history. 

  I am not a reductionist, however, who simply sees culture as a reflection of the 

base mode of production.  As an optimistic ethnomusicologist and humanist, I believe 

that meaning (more important to me than structure) does not solely exist in the hands of 

the corporate elites who create the musical texts.  Rather, I believe that meaning is 

created on various levels in a complex interchange between producer and consumer, 

between contexts and intertextual references and memories.  If this project seems to 

lean too far to the side of the producer, it is because Bombay is a city of producers, of 

authors and directors, of want-to-be stars.   
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I feel that this desire to “be something” or to “make a name for oneself” takes on 

specific and unique meanings in the context of late capitalism.  Many have argued that 

modernity brings a level of self-determination that was not available in pre-modern 

societies.  Appadurai (1991) emphasizes the central role of the imagination in 

contemporary life.  Benedict Anderson (1983) argues that we create group stories and 

identities through imagined communities, while Hobsbawm and Ranger (1983) 

emphasize that the invention of tradition plays a key role in modernity. 

What many of these authors have in common is a sense that all of this has to do 

with creating and maintaining group identity.  In Consuming Modernity, Appadurai and 

Breckenridge focus on consumption as a form of self-making, but especially for the 

negotiation of public identities:  “It is a sense of consumption as a profound basis for 

group identity that informs the discussion that follows” (Appadurai and Breckenridge 

1995: 6).  Other authors follow, 29 primarily because they see collective action as the 

best means for progressive social change.  In fact, Breckenridge and Appadurai call for 

scholars to use the term “public culture” in order to avoid the ideological associations of 

“popular culture.”  While I whole-heartedly support the collectivist politics of these 

scholars, my research points to the rising prevalence of sites of “private culture” as well, 

which during my experience in middle class Bombay seemed ethnographically 

significant. 

                                                 
29 In ethnomusicology, more and more scholars are concerning themselves with “public space” as a 
central methodological theme.  The trend among South Asianists such as Dan Neuman has shifted away 
from the private and toward public spaces and questions of national identity (Neuman 1990: 18). 
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I argue that the nature of global pop music such as Indipop evokes a mode of 

consumption that fragments individuals away from traditional groups and locates them 

in their own private universe (often as small as the space between their headphones), 

offering electronically-mediated communities in place of face-to-face interaction.  

Jacques Attali argues that the mass reproduction of music has led to a new network of 

social relations: 

In this new network, each spectator has a solitary relation with a material 
object; the consumption of music is individualized, a simulacrum of ritual 
sacrifice, a blind spectacle.  The network is no longer a form of sociality, 
an opportunity for spectators to meet and communicate, but rather a tool 
making the individualized stockpiling of music possible on a large scale.  
(Attali 1985: 32, cited in Feld 1994) 
 

As I have already mentioned, it is not important to me to prove that this experience is 

unique to capitalism so much as to demonstrate that it is characteristic of such 

environments.  In this dissertation, I call attention to the relationship between economic 

privatization and privatization of experience in individual subjects’ lives.  I argue that 

the isolation of the self from the social body is characteristic of modernity, mass-

mediation, and capitalism.  Perhaps this imperative is especially strong in a mega-city 

of over 20 million such as Bombay, known for decades as the center of Indian 

capitalism as well as the destination for thousands who are trying to “make a name for 

themselves.”       

I argue that a section of the city30 is more focused on individualistic, atomistic 

experiences than perhaps anywhere else in India.  Bombay’s consuming classes were 

                                                 
30 Clearly, I argue that the appeal of private culture is greatest among the city’s middle and upper classes.  
As Suketu Mehta points out, at least some of Bombay’s poor find little appeal in bourgeois spaces: 
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among the first in the country to have VCRs, cable television, home computers, ATM 

cards, MP3 players, and other tools of private culture.  And while it would be wrong to 

argue that individualism is strictly a Western import, scholars do identify an ideology of 

individualism tied to the spread of modernity and the rise of the British influence in 

places such as Bombay.31  Furthermore, while consumerist individualism is not always 

confined to the upper classes nor to large urban areas,32 I believe that Bombay is the 

clear choice for such research because of the long historical background of capitalist 

modernity and the intensity of this experience in the city.  I argue that this emphasis on 

individualism is discernible in even the most everyday texts, such as advertisement, 

television shows and popular songs, all of which emerge from Bombay more than any 

other Indian city.  

According to the Indipop mega-star Alisha Chinai, the youth of Bombay all 

want to “be someone.”  Like many in the city, Alisha believes that the two biggest 

avenues Bombay’s youth see for making a name for themselves are modeling and pop 

singing: 

                                                                                                                                               
We tend to think of a slum as an excrescence, a community of people living in perpetual 
misery.  What we forget is that out of inhospitable surroundings, the people have formed 
a community, and they are as attached to its spatial geography…as a Parisian might be to 
his quartier or I was to Nepean Sea Road [in a posh district of Bombay]…Any urban 
development plan has to take into account the curious desire of slum dwellers to live 
closely together.  A greater horror that open gutters and filthy toilets, to the people of 
Jogeshwari, is the empty room of the big city. (Mehta 2004: 55) 

31 According to the British historian, Lawrence James, the education system founded by the British was in 
many ways an ideological project.  One of its primary goals was to inculcate elite Indian youth with a 
sense of self-reliance.  According to James, the focus on individual accomplishments was the bedrock of 
Gladstonian Liberalism, “a creed which prized men who had raised themselves through hard work and 
natural talent” (James 2000: 344). 
32 In fact, there is a growing body of literature on consumerism in village India.  See, for example, Bhatia 
(2000) and Johnson (2001). 
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Modeling is a very big industry here. Parents like it.  They actually 
encourage it.  Here everyone wants to be a pop singer!  Everyone is a 
wannabe here.  It’s true.  Bombay is the city of dreams.  Everyone comes 
here because they want to do something, be something.33

 
As another dramatic example of individualism, consider the worldwide 

phenomenon of “Who Wants to be a Millionaire?”  The most popular television 

program during my fieldwork period in India was definitely Kaun Banega Crorepati 

(“Who Will Become a Ten Millionaire?”).  The premise of the show is to put one 

person in “the hot seat,” quiz him or her on a variety of subjects, and see how much that 

individual can take home.  At the start of the program, each contestant’s name and 

hometown is announced.  Each gets to wave to the camera.  A studio audience is present 

but remains silent and hidden in the shadows as all attention is focused on a tight head-

shot of the contestant in the hot seat.  Such fetishizing of the individual seems highly 

representative of just the type of social experience I have outlined above.34

Television plays a role in two other important aspects of privatization:  cricket 

and films.  Arjun Appadurai and Carol Breckenridge argue that television provides 

middle class consumers with the opportunity to stay at home and watch spectacles, 

leaving the stadium or theater to the mass audience: 

Television is at the cutting edge of the privatization of leisure in 
contemporary India (as elsewhere).  As public spaces grow more violent, 
disorderly, and uncomfortable, those who can afford it consume their 

                                                 
33 Personal interview (2001). 
34 Of course, in India they also brought along a guest, usually a relative or close friend.  I was surprised 
by how much time Amitabh Bachchan spent talking with the guest.  Also, Amitabh’s presence gave the 
show an almost sacred aura, and people called during the phone-a-friend were ecstatic to get to speak 
with the real AB, reading him poems and blessing his family.  Finally, it is significant to note that when 
the “KBC” phenomenon ended, Star TV promoted the reality music program, “Popstars,” as the next big 
thing in Indian television.  The result of the show was VIVA, a new girl group that has released several 
albums on Universal (see http://vpopstars.indiatimes.com). 
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spectacles in the company of their friends and family, on television.  This is 
true of the two great passions of the mass audience: sport and cinema.  In 
the one case through live coverage and in the other through reruns and 
videocassettes, the stadium and the cinema hall are being replaced by the 
living room as the setting for spectacle.  In this process, the public space of 
stadia and cinema halls is being abandoned by the middle classes and left to 
the working-class audience.  (Appadurai and Breckenridge 1995: 10) 
 
While we should question the authors’ own biases against the working classes 

(Who, after all, would be uncomfortable in public spaces?), I must admit that this 

dynamic was quite evident in the neighborhood where I lived.  The youth of the housing 

society watched movies at home on television and had VCDs35 delivered on the 

weekends, but they rarely went to the theater.  Cricket was watched on TV and played 

behind the walls of the society, but the youth very rarely left the compound to mix with 

other kids in the neighborhood.36  

But television isn’t the only media at work in the privatization of experience.  

The personal computer, rapidly adopted into urban Indian homes in the 1990s, is 

perhaps the best-suited electronic media for privatized use.  Whether chatting on MSN 

Messenger, downloading MP3s, or writing programs using the latest software, Indian 

youth have a voracious appetite for computers.  Given the massive information 

technology field in India, middle- and upper-class households have embraced the 

personal computer as perhaps the ultimate symbol of modern Indian identity.  And 

while scholars have been quick to point out that the Internet has been used to create new 

                                                 
35 Video compact discs.  Basically, a cheaper version of DVDs. 
36 In fact, those who did play outside tended to be the houseboys, who would play a pick-up game with 
other workers from the area.  This is an especially common occurrence in Bombay’s suburbs, while kids 
living in the old sections of South Bombay have more access to long-established leagues and well-
protected parks to play in. 
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networks of communication and affiliation, one cannot deny the physical isolation 

necessitated by the very design of the personal computer. 

During 2000-2001, there was also a great deal of excitement among Bombay’s 

musicians and executives about the coming of private FM radio stations.  The first such 

station, Radio Mirchi, began broadcasting in 2001, and private radio stations have now 

opened in all of India’s metros.  Several friends commented to me about the certain 

success of FM radio because of the large number of commuters who spend so much 

time in their cars grinding their way along in Bombay’s congested streets. 

 Ultimately, I feel that the physical space inhabited by many middle-class, urban 

Indians of today represents a type of privatized experience that is rather new on the 

Subcontinent.37  Whether sleeping in one’s own air-conditioned bedroom, watching 

one’s own television, shopping in closed-off stores rather than open-air bazaars, riding 

in air-conditioned cars, or using personal computer and stereos, I found the best way to 

describe this experience is as “a bubble.”  Middle-class individuals move from bubble 

to bubble, shuttling around town while trying to avoid too much exposure to the heat, 

dirt, smell, noise, and above all the crowd of the city.  Meanwhile, those who cannot 

                                                 
37 The battle between individualism and collective experience is not unique to urban areas.  The 
anthropologist M.N. Srinivas experienced what he called “social claustrophobia” during his fieldwork in 
a rural Indian village:  “I was never left alone.  I had to fight hard to get two or three hours absolutely to 
myself in a week or two.  My favourite recreation was walking…But my friends in Ramapura wanted to 
accompany me on my walks.  They were puzzled by my liking for solitary walks…I suffered from social 
claustrophobia as long as I was in the village and sometimes the feeling became so intense that I just had 
to get out” (Srinivas, Shah and Ramaswamy 23, cited in Myers 1998: 34). 
 Indian literature provides another example: Agastya Sen, the protagonist of Upamanyu 
Chatterjee’s novel English, August (1988), feels socially isolated when he joins the IAS and is sent to the 
small town of Madna.  Because of his elite education and class position, he feels unable to relate to the 
townspeople, and he spends most of his time in isolation, hiding from the crowds and noise of public 
places.  He mocks the loud film music played in the markets, as well as the over-blown melodrama that 
accompanies the films. 
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afford air-conditioning and other forms of personal insulation must negotiate the dense 

arena of public spaces without the luxury of their own, private bubble. 

As I stated above, the concept of “the crowd” inevitably appears in any writing 

about Bombay.  In his contribution to the book Bombay: Metaphor for Modernity, 

Sandeep Pendse writes: 

First, the density of the population itself creates absolute masses.  One is 
surrounded in residential areas (sometimes inside the house/dwelling-
place itself), in the streets, inside public transport vehicles and in the 
work-place with a large number of other human beings, often by people 
who are unfamiliar and, hence, vaguely threatening.  Secondly, there is a 
constant contact with others, which makes an assault on sight, hearing, 
smell and touch.  The sense organs are bombarded with a surfeit of 
unwanted, perhaps disagreeable stimuli.  There results an exhaustion of 
the senses. (Pendse 1995: 15) 

 
In Bombay, class-consciousness often intersects with physical experience.  

Likewise, I argue that music can demonstrate (in part, at least) an iconic relationship 

between sound and space.  I will explore this issue further in Chapter Two, where I look 

at discursive conceptualizations about the differences between Indipop and Hindi film 

music. 

 

Indipop as a Genre of Global Popular Music 

 
In tandem with issues of space and embodiment, it is also important to 

understand the place of Indipop in a historical, diachronic perspective.  In outlining 

some basic ideas and definitions for the study of popular music, Richard Middleton 

writes: 
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What the term ‘popular music’ tries to do is to put a finger on that space, 
that terrain, of contradiction – between ‘imposed’ and ‘authentic,’ ‘elite’ 
and ‘common,’ predominant and subordinate, then and now, their and 
ours, and so on – and to organize it in particular ways. 

The relationships crossing this terrain take specific forms in 
specific societies, and must be analyzed in that context.  And, since they 
are also active, the field never quiescent, the possible meanings of 
popular music must be historically located, too.  Indeed, the very 
appearance of ‘popular culture’ within discourse arises at specific 
moments in specific societies. (Middleton 1990: 7) 

 
The time during which Indipop emerged as a national popular music genre 

coincides with a period of great social transformation in urban India.  As I mentioned 

above, the growing wealth of India’s middle classes, the arrival of satellite television, 

and the transnational bridges between India and communities in the Indian diaspora all 

combined to produce an era of active, conscious self-searching and self-definition.  

Finally, the rise of Indipop also coincided with the 50th anniversary of Indian 

independence from British rule, and a number of the early Indipop hits directly engage 

with questions of national identity.38  The discourses of self-definition are fascinating.  I 

argue that, along with print and film, Indipop is a manifestation of discourse concerning 

what it means to be cosmopolitan, to be modern, and to “go global.”  Thus, I find it 

important to analyze the kinds of discourses and definitions people make about popular 

culture in general and particularly about Indipop as a popular music genre. 

Perhaps a good place to begin would be with a definition of the characteristic 

features of Indipop music.  The songs are generally sung in Hindi.  In fact, the genre 

was called “Hindi Pop” early on.  But since its beginning, performers have also sung in 
                                                 
38 See, for example, “Made in India” by Alisha Chinai, “Krishna” by The Colonial Cousins, and “Vande 
Mataram” by A.R. Rehman.  Significantly, all three are characterized by a pluralistic vision of Indian 
identity. 
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English, Marathi, and Punjabi.39  So, the term Indipop began to take hold and was seen 

to be more reflective of the diversity of musical styles circulating.40  The title “Indipop” 

can thus be understood as a shortened form of “Indian Pop,” demonstrating its 

inclusive, national parameters.  Like Indi-Rock in the US, however, the “Indi” in 

Indipop also stands for “independent,” although in this case it refers to the music’s 

independence from the dominant film music industry rather than independence from the 

capitalist music industry as a whole. 

In this dissertation, I approach Indipop as a “lingua franca popular music.”   

According to Peter Manuel, “Lingua franca popular music becomes both an agent and a 

function of the formation of pan-ethnic social identity” (Manuel 1988: 17).  Thus, both 

linguistically and as a genre, Indipop plays a part in nation building, in bridging the 

gaps (of which there are many in India) between different groups of people. 

When I went to India in 1998 on a Hindi language program, I encountered a 

great deal of excitement about the emergence of Indipop.  On one level, the enthusiasm 

came from record store owners who could now offer domestic bands and singers to 

tourists and travelers looking for tokens of cultural difference.  Visiting record shops in 

Delhi and Udaipur, I noticed the prominent use of the term “Indipop” (also Hindi Pop 

and Indypop) to mark out this new music as a definable genre.  But, as I will 

demonstrate in the following chapters, the enthusiasm also emanated from the Indian 

                                                 
39 The Punjabi-singing bhangra star Daler Mehendi is often called the “King of Indipop.” 
40 I will say more about the meanings of the term “Indipop” when discussing the Colonial Cousins in 
Chapter Three. 
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recording industry, which saw the solidification of a genre label as the first step to 

business success. 

According to Keith Negus (1999), the concept of genre is essential to the 

corporate culture of the modern music industry.  Genre categories play a central role in 

both the creation and distribution of popular music.  Not only are such categories 

important to marketing executives, but they are also important to scholars and 

journalists.  Tim Taylor, for example, opens his book Global Pop: World Music, World 

Markets, with a lengthy discussion on labels such as “world music” and “world beat.” 

Taylor cites Lawrence Grossberg’s notion that capitalism is a “difference-making 

machine” that, according to Taylor “also seeks stability and predictability” (Taylor 

1997: 14).  This stability can be achieved only through “genre-ing,” that is, providing 

some fixity to a genre category.  In the global music marketplace, international 

crossovers are unlikely without a clearly defined genre to provide an aura of 

significance and authenticity.  Take, for instance, the examples of rai and bhangra.  

Both of these musics recently received a substantial amount of coverage by both the 

press and the academy, but this attention was aided in large part by the existence of 

labels that clearly identified them as musical genres.41

Tim Taylor’s work, while making substantial contributions in terms of 

summarizing the similarities between different world musics, can be criticized for its 

                                                 
41 Indipop artists frequently discuss the need for greater recognition of their music as an identifiable 
genre. As I will discuss in Chapters Four and Five, Indian record labels and music television channels 
have also worked diligently to forge a unified definition of Indipop as a musical genre.  This is a 
significant area for further inquiry, since the naming of a genre can be read as a declaration of cultural 
consolidation (Keil 1985: 126, cited in Waterman 1990: 8). 
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lack of ethnographic specificity.  In his discussion of world music listeners, for 

example, he very briefly cites a few Internet users in discussions groups.  Overall, 

however, Taylor focuses on the consumption of non-western pop music by Americans.  

What is lacking is a detailed, ethnographic account from the other side.  Beyond 

watching the American charts and interpreting the lyrics and imagery of music videos, 

scholars of global popular musics must also account for the production and 

consumption of global popular musics in their own terms. 

Fortunately, there are more and more examples of ethnomusicological research 

that focus on such ethnographic study of individual popular music genres.  

Understandably, many of these focus on music from Africa, the primary source for what 

became known as “world music.”  Chris Waterman’s book, Jùjú (1990), traces the 

social history of a Nigerian popular music genre, while Louise Meintjes (2003) takes 

readers inside a South African recording studio in her study of the poetics of production 

of mbaqanga.  Elsewhere, important contributions have been made by Manuel Pena 

(1985) on Texas-Mexican conjunto, Martin Stokes (1992) on arabesk music in Turkey, 

Jocelyn Guilbault (1993) on zouk music of the West Indies, and Deborah Pacini (1995) 

on Dominican bachata. 

However, there is little scholarship available on specific genres of popular 

musics in India.  Until recently, the only major work was Alison Arnold’s dissertation 

on classic Hindi film songs.  While substantial research has been done on genres of folk 

or classical musics in India, South Asian popular music as a whole is understudied.  

There is not, to my knowledge, a full-length monograph in English on either ghazal 
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singing or bhangra in India.  There is also a clear need for ethnographic research to 

illuminate the musical cultures surrounding the Bollywood film industry.42  There are, 

however, two books that have been particularly influential upon my understanding of 

mass-mediated popular music in India. 

Gerry Farrell (1997) mentions several genres of contemporary non-film pop 

music in his book, Indian Music and The West.  However, his emphasis is on British-

Asian music, a topic has also been covered by Banerji (1988), Baumann (1990), and 

Zuberi (2001).  Farrell’s research is not ethnographic,43  and the book, though 

extremely helpful to me in formulating my ideas, is written from the perspective of the 

West looking East.44  My goal will be to reverse the lens by studying the ways in which 

Bombay’s English-educated classes look to the West and what that imagination and 

appropriation has to do with everyday life for the middle classes in urban India. 

 Peter Manuel’s important contribution on South Asian popular music, Cassette 

Culture, is undoubtedly the most well-known study of popular music in South Asia.  

His analysis of the relationship between technological change and musical change 

continues to provide important insight into the study not only of Indian pop music but 

of world popular musics in general.  However, Manuel’s work is not ethnographic; he 

does not provide evidence of participant-observation fieldwork, give space for local 

voices or opinions, or place himself in the field in relation to others.  Manuel’s research, 

conducted during the 1980s, provides a wealth of information on various local music 

                                                 
42 Gregg Booth has recently undertaken such a study, and his contribution will be most valuable. 
43 Although at the time of his unfortunately early death Farrell was gathering more detailed ethnographic 
information about British-Asian popular music making. 
44 The same is true of David Reck’s 1985 article on orientalisms in the music of the Beatles. 
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genres.  His chapter on ghazal is one of the rare sources on what was, at that time, the 

most significant national non-film, non-devotional popular music.  Yet as I have shown 

above, much has changed in the years since.  MTV was not a reality in India during 

Manuel’s research period.  In fact, cable or satellite television was only available in the 

most elite homes of India’s metros, but within a few years, satellite television became 

available to millions more: 

Transnational satellite television was first introduced in India in 1991...At first, 
only the very affluent could afford satellite hookups;  by…mid-1992, 
entrepreneurs had set up cable operations that allowed some upper-middle-class 
neighborhoods to ‘catch’ transnational satellite television networks such as Star 
TV, CNN, BBC, Zee TV, and Sony.  For a while, it seemed as if imported 
programs like The Bold and the Beautiful, The Young and the Restless, and The 
Donohue Show would defeat Doordarshan in the battle over middle-class and 
upper-class viewers’ loyalties.  Interestingly, however, once the excitement 
generated by the novelty of seeing imported television waned, viewers seemed 
to hunger for ‘Indianized’ television narratives.  By 1995, viewers were 
witnessing a proliferation of ‘Indianized’ television serials, series, talk shows, 
game shows, and made-for-TV films. (Mankekar 1999: 41) 
 
It is at this point that national popular music mediated through TV rather than 

films becomes a going concern.  After being exposed to American and British music 

videos, the call went out for “Indianized” pop stars.  Because of their position and 

ideological orientation, the individuals presented in the following chapters were among 

the first to answer that call.   

 

Chapter Outline 

 
In the chapters that follow, I will examine personal narratives and textual 

records to explore the historical roots and internal dynamics of the production of 
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meaning within Bombay’s non-film music community.  The general outline of this 

dissertation is framed by descriptive, personal accounts of my own experience.  I 

include personal narratives at the beginning of each chapter in an attempt to draw an 

honest and meaningful portrait of my own relationship with the people and places I 

have tried to understand.  Furthermore, my writing leaves a record of where I went, so 

that future scholars could go to the same places, make their own observations, and 

perhaps respond to my work. But beyond the content of individual chapters, the 

sequence of these narratives is also significant for several reasons.   

First, the structure of this dissertation outlines a geographical trip from 

downtown (the Southern tip of the Mumbai peninsula) to the Northern suburbs.  Thus, 

the reader will develop a broad sense of the geography of the city.  This is important 

because many visitors stay in the British-built sections and only see the post-colonial 

side of Bombay.  Equally important to the city’s identity are the central mill district and 

the bustling northern suburbs.  Again, it should be clear from the outset that the concept 

of “Bombay” encompasses much diversity in terms of class, caste, religion, and 

regional affiliation, and my work in this dissertation captures only one aspect of life in 

the city.  

 Second, the move from South to North also traces the historical growth of the 

city.  The first urban development in the area was inside the British “Fort,” at the 

southern end of the area. The nearby dockyards and markets were the center of city life 

for more than a hundred years.  The construction of the Indian railway network, which 

began in Bombay, allowed for greater urban sprawl toward the north.  Textile mills, 
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constructed north of the Fort, became a center of industry and commerce by the mid 19th 

century.  With industrialization came the immigration of other ethnic groups who 

formed colonies in the areas surrounding the mills.  Asia’s largest slum, Dharavi, is 

located to the north of this area.  The 20th century saw the suburbanization of the city as 

sprawling middle-class suburbs arose from Bandra to Andheri in areas further north.  

Finally, Bombay’s international airport rests beyond this area, in a liminal zone 

surrounded by 5 star hotels and major highways 

 Finally, the narrative sections track my own encounter with the emergence of 

Indipop music, traversing the history from colonial-era attempts to fuse Indian and 

western lifestyles, past downtown hotels where English jazz and rock music was played 

by Indian bands, through the world of filmi music, on to the pioneering work at 

Magnasound records, , whose offices are located near the textile mills, and finally to the 

global mega-companies like Sony and BMG, whose offices are found in the northern 

suburbs. 

The following chapter, then, starts this journey with an arrival at Churchgate 

train station.  I explore the Fort area of Bombay, built by the British and home to Talk 

of the Town, Venice, and other happening clubs from decades past.  I will argue that the 

legacy of jazz and rock continues to be felt in Bombay’s popular music circles.  Many 

important figures in the emergence of Indipop developed their musical tastes while 

playing in beat bands such as The Trojans, The Savages, and The Waterfront.  Aspects 

of musical style from The Beatles, The Rolling Stones, and others can be traced from 

the 1960s to the present in Bombay’s non-film music scene.  Furthermore, an ideology 
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of rock based on Romantic notions of self-expression left a deep and lasting impression 

on many in Bombay, and it can be understood as an important reason behind the 

development and promotiong of Indipop music.   

In Chapter Two, I walk across the Fort section to the city’s financial district, a 

commercial center during the British era and now home to the Indian stock exchange, as 

well as numerous banks and museums.  Hidden away in this district is Western 

Outdoor, which has been the home recording studio for the legendary film music singer 

Lata Mangeshkar as well as Jagjit and Chitra Singh (two of the biggest names in 

popular ghazal singing).  I discuss the music and ideological distinctions made by 

Indipop artists to differentiate themselves from film music.  I argue that both in musical 

form and production aesthetics, the sounds of these musics can be read as metaphors for 

class-based identities in north India. 

In the next chapter, I travel north to central Bombay, an area dominated by mills 

and chawls.  Here I detail my meeting with Shashi Gopal, the founder of Magnasound 

(India), Ltd.  Gopal’s company was the first to devote its resources to Indipop music, 

and artists such as Alisha Chinai, Baba Sehgal, Daler Mehndi, and The Colonial 

Cousins all achieved unprecedented levels of success while recording for Magnasound.  

I profile each of these artists, highlighting their contribution to the emergence and 

legitimization of Indipop music.  I also provide a close reading of several hit songs that 

exemplify the sound of Indipop during its formative years.   

Chapter Four focuses on the cultural effects of economic liberalization and the 

coming of MTV and the multinational companies such as BMG, Sony, Virgin, and 
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Universal.  Most of these companies are located in the city’s northern suburbs, so I 

travel to this area to explore suburbanite cultures in Bombay and the “coming of age” of 

Indipop in the context of MTV and Channel [V].  After analyzing the Indian media’s 

love-hate relationship with Indipop, I offer a reading of several music videos and 

explore the efforts of the music television channels, who have teamed up with the 

international labels in an effort to promote Indian pop stars. 

In the fifth chapter, I travel further north to the region around Bombay’s 

international airport.  I describe the MTV Planet M Music Forum 2000, held at the 

Leela Kepinsky hotel.  Here, I outline the debates about globalization that both local 

and international music executives, journalists, and musicians brought to the forum.  I 

also explore the anxieties of English-educated urbanites struggling for recognition in an 

increasingly polarized society.  Indipop is now not just an indigenous form of rock/pop, 

but for some it can be a commodity for international export.  However, the debate over 

“going global” reveals broader questions about the ideological orientation of Indipop’s 

producers and marketers, and with the sharp decline in domestic sales, many people in 

the industry are feeling the pressure to boost sales in any way they can.  Others have all 

but given up on their efforts and, like many of their English-educated peers, feel 

ambivalent about their future in India.   

In a brief conclusion, I step back to restate the context and boundaries of this 

project.  Given the rapid changes inherent in any popular music industry, I emphasize 

the historical particularities of this project and point to recent changes in the industry, 
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particularly the growing synthesis of Indipop and film music, as possible signs of 

significant cultural transformations as India enters the 21st century.   
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Chapter One 
 

The year is 1969.  I’m standing at the back of Bombay’s most happening club, 
Venice, listening to a local band called The Savages start up their next number:  
“Goddess on a mountain top / was burning like a silver flame / The summit of beauty 
and love / and Venus was her name.”  The crowd, mostly Indian students bunking 
classes from the nearby schools such as Syndenham College, Elphinstone College, and 
Bombay University, explodes into cheers of delight while neatly dressed waiters bring 
fresh sandwiches and more bottles of Thumbs Up cola.   

With a sudden jerk, I am woken from my daydream.  The local commuter train 
pulls into Churchgate station.  The year is 2001.  Fellow travelers, mostly men because 
train carriages are nominally segregated by sex, reach for their briefcases, fold up their 
newspapers, and shuffle out of the train.  The crowd at the station is intense, but it will 
feel slightly more spacious than the tightly packed bodies inside the train carriage.   

I slowly work my way out of Churchgate station, swim against the flow of a 
flood of people entering the underground walkway, and pop up in a bustling sidewalk 
market.  It’s only appropriate that anyone arriving in the old, British-built heart of 
Bombay should be immersed in the buying and selling of goods.  Bombay is India’s 
center of commerce, its financial capital as well as entertainment center.  The center of 
the massive Hindi movie industry is here, in “Bollywood” as it is often described.  The 
nation’s primary stock market is only a few blocks away.  Capitalist ambition is 
everywhere, pervasive in all aspects of the city life. 
 After crossing the crowded street, I turn right at the historic Eros Cinema, one 
of Bombay’s several old theaters that have brought Bollywood emotion and Hollywood 
magic to crowds here for several generations.  I pass the polished, metallic stairs 
leading up to The Groove, a popular downtown record store frequented by college 
students, and pause to listen to a familiar tune by the pop singer Lucky Ali being played 
in the open stairwell. “anjani rahon mein tu kya dhundhta phere / dur jisko samjha tha 
voh paas hai tere.” 
 I head west toward the Arabian Sea, following what was once known as 
Churchgate Street and was home to many happening nightclubs.  Today, the road is 
called Veer Nariman Road after the Parsi lawyer and former mayor Kurshed Nariman.   
Nariman exposed the corruption and waste of public money in the Back Bay 
reclamation project in the 1920s, a project that allowed for the western expansion of 
downtown Bombay, providing the land for hotels, clubs, and theaters such as Eros.  At 
the end of the road, I reach Marine Drive, which runs along the man-made sea wall 
built under the supervision of Sir George Lloyd, then Governor of the Bombay 
Presidency.  I gaze out at the sun as it sinks into the sea, while nearby young couples 
hold hands, feet dangling over the edge of the wall. 
 I turn to the left and gaze at the building at the end of the block.  It was once 
called “Talk of the Town” and hosted India’s first pop diva, Usha Uthup.  While its 
name has changed to “Not Just Jazz By the Bay,” the club continues to feature cover 
bands playing western pop and rock hits.  I find a table at the pizza place next door and 
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wait for my friend to arrive.  I observe the mix of tourists and local young professionals 
drink beer and eat pizza, overhear some teens talking about an episode of “Friends” 
that was shown on Star TV, and check to insure that I have a pen and paper in my bag.   

After a few minutes, Hemant arrives.  He’s a local musician, songwriter, and 
graduate of The University of Colorado who has returned to Bombay to pursue a music 
career.  We talk about his influences, about the performance of The Police in Bombay 
before they became international superstars, and about the Broadway musicals that 
were staged in Bombay in the 1970s and 80s before discussing the current state of pop 
music in India.  Then we head to the entrance of Jazz By The Bay and pay the 150 rupee 
cover charge. That’s the same amount, I think to myself while entering the club, that 
Dadi-ji negotiated for me to pay my housekeeper for an entire month’s work.   
 Tonight, the band on stage is Harmony Incorporated, a group that specializes in 
Beatles covers and other classic rock’n’roll songs.  I wave to the lead singer and bass 
player, Clarry, who I’ve met many several times already and who played a key role in 
the recent concert to celebrate Bob Dylan’s 60th birthday, sponsored by the Tata Group 
and featuring many of Bombay’s best-known pop singers.  As the band works through 
the catalog of Lennon-McCartney favorites, my thoughts trail off to associations of my 
own memories of these standards, my imagination of Bombay’s vibrant beat music 
scene in the 60s, and the possible social and historical meanings of the words 
“harmony” and “incorporated” in the current historical moment in India. 
 
 
Approaching Popular Music in Bombay 
 
 
 In this chapter, I present a historical survey of popular music making in Bombay 

from the colonial era until the 1980s.  I begin with an overview of the general history of 

the city itself.  Of course, a city of over twenty million will have many histories, and my 

goal here is merely to highlight the historical trajectories that I feel are most important 

in the story of Indipop music.1  I focus on Western popular music in the city in order to 

highlight the long-standing history of cosmopolitanism in Bombay and to demonstrate 

that many of the characteristics that we now define as features of globalization 

                                                 
1 For a more complete history of the city, I highly recommend Bombay: The Cities Within (2001) by 
Sharada Dwivedi and Rahul Mehrotra.  The book contains a substantial written history, copious 
photographs, a useful timeline, and a thorough bibliography. 
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(including the unification of currency, foodways, and language in addition to music) are 

deeply rooted in the colonial history of the city. 

 My historical lens begins to zoom in once we reach the twentieth century.  I 

provide an overview of the impact that musicians from the Portuguese colony of Goa 

had in the city.  As many people in the Indian music industry will tell you, popular 

music as it is known today in India would not have been possible without the 

contribution of the hundreds of Goan professional musicians working in Bombay from 

the turn of the century to the present.  And while the popular music landscape has 

changed substantially in the past few decades, with more and more middle-class Hindus 

becoming professional musicians, the Goan presence is still a palpable part of the 

musical culture of present day Bombay. 

 In the 1960s and 70s, however, the rock’n’roll generation was on the rise while 

jazz players, most of whom were Goan Catholics or Anglo-Indians, began to struggle to 

find work.  I follow this transition by noting the rise of Bombay’s rock-based youth 

counterculture.  I discuss the many beat bands that filled Bombay with the sounds of 

The Shadows, The Beatles, The Rolling Stones and other rock legends.   

 I focus on the influence of western pop music through electronically mediated 

forms such as films and recordings, although there have been occasional visits of major 

western pop music stars to Bombay. From Duke Ellington’s orchestra in the 1963 to the 

Rolling Stones in 2003, visiting artists have left a lasting impression on local musicians 

who see such stars as models and inspiration for the potential fame, wealth, and 

freedom to be harvested from pop music.  Icons such as Michael Jackson, Sting and 
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Bryan Adams, through their actual physical presence as well as the durable influence of 

their recordings, came to be the standard points of reference for many of the artists, 

producers, and marketers of Indipop music.2

 Although the remainder of this dissertation will focus on domestic popular 

music sung primarily in Hindi,3 there are several reasons why I feel that it is important 

to devote a chapter to English-language music in Bombay.  First, there are observable 

features of musical style and formal organization that songwriters in Bombay absorbed 

from the recordings and occasional visits of western groups.4  Second, practically all of 

the key figures in today’s Indipop industry were involved in Bombay’s rock music 

scene in the 1960s, performed Broadway musicals in the 1970s and 80s, or participated 

in an English-language music scene at one of the country’s universities.    Third, the 

history of jazz and rock music in international trading centers such as Bombay can help 

to dispel the myth of globalization as a sudden and recent phenomenon.  Fourth, I feel 

that these stories illuminate the cultural impact of capitalism’s expansion, from the 

consumption of music as a commodity to the propagation of the ideologies founded on 

the fetishization of individualism and authenticity.  Fifth, since most of the labels that 

have promoted Indipop music rely on profits from the sales of western music in order to 

fund local music projects, there is a direct, economic relationship between western 

                                                 
2 This is not to say that Indipop artists are not influenced by the folk or popular musics of India, nor do I 
intend to argue that Hindi film music is free of western influence.  Rather, my interviews and research 
point to a tendency for Indipop artists and producers to more readily associate their musical output with 
the global history of rock and pop styles from the west. 
3 And to some extent in other Indian languages, such as Punjabi, Gujarati, and Marathi as well as English. 
4 Clearly, the role of Anglo-Indians and Goans as conduits for the transmission of western music and 
ideology should not be overlooked.  For more on this subject, see Farrell (1997), Woodfield (2000), and 
Schope (2004). 
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music and Indipop.  Finally, the frequent references to Bombay’s jazz and rock scenes 

during my interviews points to the “emic” significance of the subject and merits its 

thorough discussion here. 

 In this chapter, I begin my analysis of the histories, ideologies, and aesthetics of 

Indipop by tracing their roots to the unique stories and aspirations of Bombay’s 

residents.  These stories continue to haunt the streets and alleys of the city.  I will 

conclude the chapter with a discussion of the ideologies of Romantic self-expression 

and capitalist ambition that I see embedded in both rock music culture and the emerging 

sphere of Indipop. 

 
A History of Ambition 
 
 
 Bombay has always been a unique city.  Described by Suketu Mehta as “the 

boot camp of the West: Bombay, the acclimation station” (Mehta 2004: 16), it is a city 

built by human ambition and the desire to bridge east and west.  Even the ground 

beneath your feet, to borrow from Bombay’s own Salman Rushdie,5 owes its existence 

not to volcanoes or glaciers but to the premeditated efforts of modernist planning and 

physical labor.  From a series of islands and swamps to a westward-reaching peninsula 

of concrete and steel, it is a testament to humans striving to control their world.  The 

city also offers the hope of naam karnaa, of making a name for oneself, and the city 

                                                 
5 Rushdie’s book, The Ground Beneath Her Feet (1999), provides an illuminating story of the place of 
popular music in Bombay.  Rushdie’s protagonists, Ormus and Vina, were perhaps loosely based on a 
real-life singing duo, Lorna and Chris Perry.  In the novel, Rushdie creates a playfully imaginative history 
of rock music centered through the perspective of Bombay’s Ormus, whose musical creativity anticipates 
American hits. 
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continually attracts aspiring youths who dream to make it big.  The writer VS Naipaul 

has written that a visit to India teaches people the vanity of grand planning and of 

striving for greatness (Naipaul 1978: 26).  If this is the case, than Bombay is a distinctly 

“un-Indian” city, because that is exactly what Bombay stands for: big plans, big dreams, 

and above all else, a spirit of modernist ambition. 

 While the local Kohli people had inhabited the coastal islands for many 

generations, the first trade centers in the area were located in the nearby ports of Sopara 

and Kalyan and at inland centers such as Nasik and Pune.  By the 14th century, the 

islands were under the control of the Muslim sultans of Gujarat and remained in their 

possession until Sultan Bahadur Shah, needing help to repel the invasions of the Mughal 

emperor Humayan, signed a treaty with the recently arrived Portuguese in 1534.  

Bahadur Shah was forced to hand over the islands in exchange for Portuguese support 

against the Mughals.  

Upon arrival, Franciscan and Jesuit missionaries began to convert many of the 

locals to Christianity.  The Portuguese built several schools and churches during this 

time, including St. Andrew’s Church, which continues to thrive today.6  Wherever the 

Portuguese went in India, they built churches and schools, both of which taught western 

music as a basic element of cultural indoctrination.  It should not go unnoticed, then, 

that education in western music has been institutionalized in this part of India for nearly 

500 years.  While the primary Portuguese settlement was in Goa (further to the South 

along India’s western coast), they continued to expand their presence in Bombay, 

                                                 
6 In fact, the 435 year-old church now has a website:  http://www.standrewsbandra.org/ 
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building St. Anne’s College and adding more churches, so that by the end of the 16th 

century “the place echoed with the singing of hymns” (David 1995: 19).  The 

Portuguese influence across the Western coast of India continued to grow well into the 

17th century, at which time their rivals from England began to gain the upper hand.   

The British gained control over the islands in 1661 as a part of the dowry of 

Catherine of Braganza, the princess of Portugal, in her wedding to King Charles II.  

While for several decades the British interests in western India were based farther north 

in Surat, Bombay’s superior port and security led to great investment and rapid 

development by the British East India company, which founded the modern city center 

of Bombay (known as “Fort”) in 1668.  In the late 17th century, British rulers such as 

Gerald Aungier (Bombay’s second governor) focused on development, especially in the 

areas of business and law.  Aungier gave incentives to traders and artisans to move to 

Bombay, precipitating a substantial migration led by Parsi businessmen from Gujarat.  

The first English mint in Bombay began operating in 1672, and great efforts were made 

to “curb unscrupulous trading” and to monitor the quality of products being sold (ibid: 

42).  In the same year, the British established the Bombay High Court, which 

administered British laws that regulated prices, monitored building codes, and defined 

appropriate social behavior. 

 After struggling through military defeats, plagues, and several costly conflicts, 

British interests on the high seas eventually prevailed, and Bombay was secured as a 

ship-building center and a major port for the import and export of goods: “In 1735, 

Lowjee Nusserwanji, a Parsi foreman from the Company’s shipyard at Surat, was 
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invited to build ships and modernize the Bombay shipyard.  Lowjee’s arrival in the city 

with five members of his family marks the beginning of Bombay’s ultimate 

transformation into one of the busiest seaports in Asia” (Dwivedi and Mehrotra 2001: 

26). 

 As one of the major cosmopolitan metropoles of the world, Bombay was 

becoming home to great cultural and linguistic diversity.  The sense that it was in fact 

home to such a mix of people is conveyed by the remarks of a British naval officer, 

Captain Hall, who claimed in 1812:   

In twenty minutes walk through the bazaar of Bombay my ears have 
been struck by the sounds of every language that I have heard in any 
other part of the world, uttered not in corners and by chance as it were, 
but in a tone and manner which implied that the speakers felt quite at 
home. (Albuquerque 1992: xiv)   

 
While Hall may have merely been reacting to the great linguistic variety of South Asia 

alone, Albuquerque gives us reason to believe that Hall was familiar with languages 

from other continents as well.  It is likely that a visitor to 19th century Bombay would 

hear Hindi, Urdu, English, Persian, Gujarati, Marathi, Konkani, Chinese, Arabic, 

Portuguese, and Dutch languages. 

During the 19th century, Bombay grew to surpass Surat as the primary British 

port on the Arabian Sea.  The Parsi Wadia family shifted from Surat to Bombay, and 

with them India’s shipbuilding industry grew to international repute.7  Throughout the 

19th century, the Wadias were some of the most successful Indian industrialists, and 

while their Parsi culture may have been more amenable to British customs than the 
                                                 
7 In fact, the Wadia shipyard even built the HMS Minden, the vessel upon which Francis Scott Key 
composed “The Star Spangled Banner” (http://theory.tifr.res.in/bombay/history/ethnic/parsi.html). 
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Hindu majority, the Wadias, like all non-British residents of Bombay, were also aware 

of their identity as colonial subjects.8  The struggles over subaltern identity in an era of 

global capitalism can thus be traced back at least 200 years. 

 In addition to the Wadia family, most of the other legendary citizens of 19th 

century Bombay were involved in international trade.  David Sassoon, a wealthy Jew 

from Baghdad, started his family’s billion-dollar empire in Bombay in 1832 by 

purchasing several docks, selling raw cotton to England and importing finished clothing 

for sale throughout Asia.  His sons9 expanded the business from London to Hong Kong, 

Shanghai and Yokohama.  The Sassoon family (known as “The Rothschilds of the 

East”) built libraries, hospitals, schools and synagogues in Bombay and Pune, and their 

name continues to be associated with liberal education for all castes and creeds. 

 Another important figure was Jamsetji Tata, the founder of the Tata empire, 

which continues today as one of the major industrial houses in India, manufacturing 

cars, planes, and more.  Jamshetji Tata, who legend has it was the first Indian ever to 

own a car, was moved to build one of Bombay’s landmarks, the Taj Mahal Hotel, after 

being prevented from dining at the Europeans-only Apollo Hotel. 

 Jamsetjee Jeejeebhoy, the first Indian to be knighted by the British government, 

got his start as an orphaned teen selling empty bottles on the street. He became a 

                                                 
8 In fact, Jamsetjee Bomanjee, one of the most successful ship-builders, “registered his protest against the 
racial prejudices of the English by carving on the keel of the ‘Cornwallis,’ the first frigate built at 
Bombay for the Royal Navy, the words, ‘The ship was built by a black fellow, A.D. 1800’” (David 1995: 
74). 
9 The women of the Sassoon family were also important.  Flora Sassoon, David’s daughter-in-law, was a 
successful female industrialist who ran the family’s massive business in the late 19th century.  She was 
well-known and well-liked in Bombay.  Also, Rachel Sassoon, David’s grand-daughter, moved from 
Bombay to London, where she owned and edited The Observer and the Sunday Times newspapers. 
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wealthy merchant and philanthropist thanks to the lucrative trade in opium and cotton 

with China and England. Jeejeebhoy and his wealthy Parsi peers (such as the 

Readymoneys and Wadias) became more and more interested in the well being of their 

community in the face of urbanization, industrialization, and global interactions 

(Dobbin 1970).  Taking their wealth – which was only possible due to the rise of 

international capitalism - they invested greatly in the local community to promote self-

development.10  Thus, both the physical infrastructure and the local lore of the city are 

permeated by grand narratives of modernist ambition, capitalist expansion, and self-

improvement. 

 In 1856, the first textile mill was established in Bombay, thus marking a 

significant move from the export of raw materials (in this case raw cotton) toward local 

production of finished goods.  During the American Civil War, Bombay’s textile 

industry received a major boost as British factories in Lancashire began to import large 

amounts of cotton from Western India.  Throughout the later 19th century, more than a 

dozen massive mills were set up (mainly by Parsis) in Bombay, so that by the dawn of 

the 20th century, the Bombay textile industry “was employing over 100,000 workers—

rather more than 10 per cent of the total population of the city” (Mazumdar 1973: 477).   

Most of these workers were landless laborers who recently immigrated from nearby 

rural areas, precipitating “the exodus from the villages to the city of Bombay” (David 

1995: 121).  While Bombay has always been a hybrid, cosmopolitan center, it was 

                                                 
10 Jeejeebhoy funded the building of the Mahim Causeway, which connects Bombay proper with the 
Northern suburbs.  He also founded the J.J. School of Art and Architecture, which has been an important 
institution in Bombay from the time it employed Rudyard Kipling’s father up to the present. 
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during the rapid industrialization of the 19th century that the city began hurtling toward 

its modern configuration of overwhelming contradictions.   

By the 1860s the city’s population was nearing one million strong, and the 

contrasts which are so much a part of daily life in Bombay today were beginning to take 

shape during this period of rapid and unbalanced growth.  Shortly after the end of the 

American Civil War, a number of Indian textile mills and trading companies folded, 

leaving many unskilled workers without jobs.  Meanwhile, the massive wealth that had 

flowed into the city resulted in ambitious plans for development, land reclamation, and 

urban expansion.  Thus, as Ira Klein notes, the 19th century urbanization of Bombay did 

not create a large middle class as happened in the West.  Rather, “the mecca of new 

materialism” (Klein 1986: 732) grew more and more polarized: 

Bombay’s commercial growth, then, did not improve the quality of 
existence or material conditions of the ordinary populace.  Rather, it 
caused a great quantitative expansion in the working class, incredible 
congestion and environmental contamination…Bombay’s development 
and modernization [led to] the emergence of ‘two Bombays’ of 
cosmopolitan elites and congested masses.” (ibid: 727-728) 

 
While crowded working-class areas expanded in their shadows, the Venetian 

Gothic structures that characterize the Fort district continued to appear.  The massive 

Victoria Terminus was built in 1886, just in time to celebrate Queen Victoria’s Golden 

jubilee.  The Post Office, Crawford Market, Municipal Offices, cricket grounds (another 

important legacy of the British) and commercial districts such as Hornman Circle and 

Hornby Road, all of which would be right at home in Victorian England, have likewise 

dominated the physical space of downtown Bombay for well over a century. 
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The other important institution that emerged in the 19th century was the railway. 

Bombay was the site of Asia’s first railway, which commenced operation in 1853 to 

much celebration and fanfare in the city.  It was undoubtedly a source of pride and a 

claim to fame for Bombay’s residents.11  Till today the railway, more so than highways 

or air traffic, provides the skeleton for India’s national integration. At the same time, 

much like the dichotomy of the local and global in theories of globalization, the railway 

both unified the nation as one and spurred the growth of self-consciously local 

institutions. 12  Yet, as Schivelbusch has pointed out in his remarkable study of the 

railway’s effects on consciousness, the railway compressed or perhaps eradicated one’s 

sense of space and time.  It converted the space one inhabited from a natural truth (akin 

to what Bourdieu [1977] calls habitus) to a discursive construct or, in Schivelbusch’s 

words, a commodity: 

Henceforth, the localities were no longer spatially individual or 
autonomous: they were points in the circulation of goods.  From that time 
on, the places visited by the traveler became increasingly similar to the 
commodities that were part of the same circulation system.  For the 
twentieth-century tourist, the world has become one huge department store 
of countrysides and cities. (Schivelbusch 1986: 197) 

 
There can be no doubt that the spread of capitalism in India moved hand in hand 

with the growth of the railway, with Bombay at the center in Western India.  And while 

the railway threw more and more diverse groups of people together, continually 

reminding them of their differences, it was simultaneously an essential tool for the 

                                                 
11 According to David (1995: 197), Jamsetjee.Jeejeebhoy hired the entire train for a joy ride the day after 
colonial authorities had their grand opening. 
12 For example, see Neuman (1990) on the relationship between technological changes such as railways 
and the increased significance of gharanas in Hindustani classical music. 
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development of a national identity.  As India entered the 20th century, the railway 

encouraged Bombay’s capitalists to turn toward the domestic market, and side-by-side 

with the anti-colonial movement, a significant shift from foreign capital to domestic 

investment commenced (Patel 1995: xv). 

 

Bombay’s Jazz Age 

 
In the 19th century, the immigration of thousands of Goans set the stage for the 

coming era of western popular music in Bombay.  Due to the colonial legacy of the 

Portuguese, many Goan musicians were trained in the conventions of western harmony 

and notation.  According to Leslie Lewis, one of today’s most influential songwriters 

and performers of non-film pop music, Goans were the conduit that brought western 

music to the Indian subcontinent: 

You see, at that time the arranger and the musicians were all Goans, they 
were Catholics.  So they had a…In Goa, because it was a non-Indian 
state, so they could import records.  They had the exposure of Western 
music a lot earlier than the rest of India got to, because the Portuguese 
could ship it in.  If something came out in England, they could get it.  And 
because of the culture…they were into the big bands.  Whereas the others 
would not read. Today, there are a lot of Indian people, non-Christians, 
that read and write music.  But at that time there were no Hindus, there 
were no non-Catholics that could read.13

 
Due to their ability to use staff notation to quickly convert complex orchestrations into 

manageable parts, Goan musicians became highly sought after not just in Bombay but 

                                                 
13 Personal interview (2000). 
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all throughout India.  Yet due to its geographic proximity, Bombay was a prime location 

for Goan urban settlements.  

Because of its inherent multicultural makeup, the city also had a reputation for 

tolerance.  According to Fernandes, “The first significant numbers of Goan migrants 

came to Bombay in 1822, liberal partisans fleeing political persecution in the 

Portuguese colony for the safety of British India” (Fernandes 2003).  Goan immigration 

to Bombay continued throughout the 19th and early 20th century, often as a result of 

conflict and rebellion in Portuguese-controlled land.  Bombay was not only the nearest 

metropole, but it was also thought to be progressive in its politics and therefore 

welcoming of minorities. 

Many Goan men worked as seamen for British and other traders. Thus, they 

traveled widely and were exposed to even more elements of world cultures.   After the 

train link was built between Bombay and Goa in 1881, more and more Goan women 

began to come to the city to seek employment as ayahs (maids) and cooks.  In addition 

to domestic and commercial occupations, Goans were also able to find gainful 

employment as musicians, an occupation that was looked down upon by the middle 

classes. 

Discussing the importance of music in the Goan community during the colonial 

era, Naresh Fernandes writes: 

The music, old-timers recall, was superb. After all, the musical talents of 
Goans had earned the community a formidable reputation throughout the 
subcontinent. The Portuguese may have neglected higher education in 
Goa, but the parochial schools first established in 1545 put into place a 
solid system of musical training. As early as 1665, a Goan choir 
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performed an oratorio by Giacome Carissimi in seven voices at the 
Basilica of Bom Jesu. The recital caused such a sensation, it led the 
Carmelite musician Guiseppe di Santa Maria to declare, “I feel I am in 
Rome.”…  

Their musical inclination came in handy when Goans sought 
work in British India. They soon established themselves as the musicians 
of the Raj, staffing the orchestras established by British administrators 
and by Indian maharajahs seeking to appear sophisticated. In Bombay, 
Goan musicians took over both ends of the music business. In 1888, The 
Times of India mentions a Goan ensemble playing in the Bombay 
Philharmonic Orchestra in the Town Hall. Other Goan groups are said to 
have displaced the Muslim street bands that played at the weddings of 
the common folk and other festive occasions…Goan musicians also 
conjured up soundscapes for the silent films. (Fernandes 2003) 

   
 Thus, for more than a century, Goan musicians formed a bridge between 

European and Indian cultures.  Their training in the rationalized, mechanical 

conventions of staff notation and part-singing in harmony provides an early example of 

the influence of western musical ideologies on local traditions.  It might also, to borrow 

from Max Weber, point to the increasing rationalization14 of music and other aspects of 

modern life (cf. Martin 1995).  In any case, it was my experience that many Goans look 

back with nostalgic pride when asked about the history of music in their communities. 

 Their position as cultural minorities in the subcontinent has perhaps influenced 

many Goans to see their music-making as an aspect of individuation.  That is, music for 

many Goans becomes a key marker of identity.  I found this to be the case during my 

research, as several of my Goan friends made it clear that their background in western 

music - particularly their perceived dominance in guitar playing and song writing - was 

an immediate marker of their difference from the mainstream “Hindu masses.”   
                                                 
14 Of course there is also a great deal of rationalization in the art music traditions of India, but as a 
soloistic tradition, Indian art music does not require the kind of mechanized division of labor involved in 
orchestral compositions. 
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But this ideology also has connections to American popular musical cultures as 

well.  From jazz to blues to rock music, commercial popular music in the west has been 

closely tied to ideas of self-expression and individualism.  The industry is organized 

around the promotion and sale of personalities, musical pieces are attached to individual 

composers, and the stories and folklore of pop music associate authenticity with 

individual expression.15

 Goan musicians were no exception, and the theme of music as an individuating 

art is repeated by many artists.  Discussing the relationship between performing and self 

expression, Goan jazzman Frank Fernand states, "Jazz gave us freedom of expression.  

You played jazz the way you feel- morning you play differently, evening you play 

differently" (Fernandes 2003).  While “freedom of expression” is certainly not absent 

from Indian music traditions, and in fact the modern history of Hindustani classical 

music is equally filled with notions of the Romantic genius, great individual artists, and 

authentic self-expression, the Indian art music tradition of improvisation was and is a 

specialized endeavor structured by very specific social values and roles.  Self-

expression through jazz improvisation was accessible to people on the outside, and it 

gave them their own cultural capital in the struggle to define “the modern” in Indian 

music. 

                                                 
15 Artists themselves play a vital role in promoting such ideologies.  According to Peter  Wicke, rock 
musicians since the 1960s laid claim to a profound, unified experience in their art: 

Rock musicians’ self-perception was dominated by the idea that music was the direct 
result of their particular individual subjectivity and emotions, a creative bearing of man’s 
inner psychic forces, of their belief that liberating these forces also freed man from the 
distortions and frustrations which the constraints of everyday life left behind them. 
(Wicke 1990: 99) 
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 Because of their social position as outsiders, many of the Goan jazz musicians 

were keenly aware of the Black roots of jazz in the US.  Among that scene, it was 

considered to be a compliment to say someone “played like a Negro.”  One of the 

legends from Bombay’s jazz scene was trumpeter Chic Chocolate, who was known as 

the "Louis Armstrong of India.”16   According to Fernandes, “He had a negro 

personality.  He played everything by heart” (ibid).    

By the 1930s, the jazz scene in India was thriving.  This was especially true in 

the colonial cities of Bombay and Calcutta, where European and American dance bands 

would perform at hotels as they toured Asia.  African-American musicians such as Leon 

Abbey and Crickett Smith, and later Rudy Jackson,17 Teddy Weatherford and Roy 

Butler stayed for years at a time in India.  The pianist Weatherford, who Alyn Shipton 

describes as “the American who will most be remembered for bringing jazz to the 

Orient” (Shipton 2001: 399) was an active member of India’s jazz scene throughout the 

1930s and until his death in 1945.18  Butler, too, played an important role in performing 

and teaching jazz in India.  Soon after arriving in Calcutta in 1933, Butler joined the 

Joseph Ghisleri band at the Taj Mahal hotel in Bombay.  He traveled throughout Asia, 

                                                 
16 In fact, his daughter recalls:  “He’d watched movies like High Society, Hello Dolly and Five Pennies 
and tried to copy Louis Armstrong’s playing and singing as closely as possible.  He followed his every 
move.”  Chocolate, who appears with his band in the 1951 film Albela, also mopped his brow with a 
white handkerchief in emulation of Armstrong (Fernandes 2004). 
17 Jackson is a clarinetist who came up with King Oliver and then Duke Ellington. 
18 According to Pinckney, Weatherford embodied the authenticity of black music:  “His direct, authentic 
style of playing blues and jazz, characterized by his forceful left hand, and his high visibility as a 
recording artist helped establish him as a central figure in the Indian jazz community” (Pinckney 1989: 
37). 
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but remained based in Bombay even amidst the outbreak of the Second World War.19  

Butler continued to recruit and train local musicians in Western harmony and jazz 

improvisation until October 1944, when he finally left Bombay. 

During the 1950s and 60s, American jazz superstars would stop in Bombay as 

part of their world tours sponsored by the U.S. State Department.  Artists such as Louis 

Armstrong, Jack Teagarden, Dave Brubeck, and Duke Ellington all left lasting 

impressions on local musicians in India’s urban centers.  During Ellington’s visit, the 

legendary Goan sax-player Braz Gonsalves sat in with Ellington’s side men, such as Cat 

Anderson and Rolf Ericson, in after hours gigs at Bombay’s Venice Restaurant.    

According to Pinckney, the presence of these musicians energized local performers and 

audiences and left a lasting legacy in the city:  “The jazz sessions continued at the 

Venice Restaurant for nearly five years after Ellington’s departure, and attracted 

numerous college students” (Pinkney 1989: 39).  Numerous people noted to me that live 

jazz was once a common part of Bombay’s nightlife in clubs such as Venice, Bombellis, 

Berrys, The Ambassador, The Other Room, and Top of the Town.  Given the paucity of 

live music in the city today, informants such as Derek Julian were adamant in telling me 

that “Bombay used to have a happening scene.”20  However, with the decline in 

patronage at the end of the British Raj, many Anglo-Indian musicians emigrated to the 

                                                 
19 In an interview, Butler recalls: “The American Consulate offered all registered Americans 
transportation home at the outbreak of the war and if you didn’t take it you were strictly on your own.  I 
foolishly chose to stay.  I returned to the Taj Mahal hotel, formed a band of Indians, and played a season 
at Green’s Hotel, which was located next to the Taj and owned by them” (Darke and Gulliver 1977: 185). 
20 Personal interview (2001). 
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West, while Goans were either absorbed into the film industry21 or out of work as the 

big band era ended and recorded music and rock-n-roll took over.   

Jazz continues in Bombay, especially with Jazz Yatra22 and other music 

festivals which bring contemporary jazz performers to the city.  And local leaders such 

as Louis Banks have continued to educate people and promote jazz throughout the 80s 

and 90s.  Nevertheless, soon after India’s 1947 Independence it became clear that the 

times were changing. 

Much like in the West, the post-WWI era saw declining opportunities for big 

band performances.  Meanwhile, by the 1960s rock music had begun to gain a strong 

foothold in urban India.  According to Mário Cabral e Sá: 

When rock gained ground in the mid-sixties, Goans lost out.  Some of 
the existing combos did try to reproduce those rockable sounds … but it 
could not pass for the real thing. 
 This was the age of beat groups; horns and brass were out, 
electric guitars in.  To get up on stage, you just needed the amplification 
equipment, a rudimentary knowledge of guitar chords and most 
importantly, pop sensibility.  Many existing Goan musicians found this 
incompatible with their musical upbringing.  Subsequently the youth 
from “backward” communities jumped into the fray. 
 Some good beat groups surfaced in the embryonic sixties like 
Reactions, Mystiks, Les Phantomes, Combustibles and the Lone Trojan 
(Biddu, who made it big as a producer in London).  Later, groups like the 
Savages, People, Atomic Forest, Waterfront, Country Funk Revival, 
Skye and Underground Explosion (featuring raunchy rock vocalist Chris 
Rodrigues) also became popular, till the rock fever abated when the 
disco virus associated with John Travolta and Saturday Night Fever took 

                                                 
21 Bollywood was always an option for Goans, who filled the ranks of most film music orchestras. But the 
restrictions on the film music sound because of the demand for universal appeal meant that playing film 
music was stifling and took away the musicians’ sense of accomplishment…converting them to wage 
laborers rather than live entertainers. 
22 See Pinckney (1989-1990) for a helpful introduction to jazz in India.  Again, it should also be noted 
that Louis Banks, one of the key figures discussed by Pinckney, has been a long-time participant in 
Bombay’s pop music scene and continues to write tunes for aspiring Indipop singers. 
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its toll.  Goans did figure in these rock line-ups here and there, but not in 
the numbers as they had done in the big bands and combos.  The Goan 
boom had ended.  (Sá 1997: 189) 

 
In the following section, I piece together recollections from various members of the 

city’s “beat band” scene to offer a preliminary sketch of the next fascinating chapter in 

the story of popular music in Bombay.   

 
 
Beatlemania in Bombay 
 
 
 During the 1960s, India became both a distant fantasy and a lived experience for 

many hippies.  David Reck notes that after Allen Ginsberg’s visit to India in 1962-63, 

the country hosted a steady stream of travelers: 

The Indian pilgrimage soon became an obligatory rite of passage as 
streams of young European, Australian, and American low-budget 
travelers took advantage of cheap charter air fares or meandered overland 
from Istanbul through Iran, Afghanistan, and the Khyber Pass.  Katmandu 
(with its pagodas and Himalayan views), the ancient holy city of Banaras 
(temples and holy men), and Goa (with its palm lined beaches) became a 
kind of ‘golden triangle of hippidom.’” (Reck 1985: 92)   
 

Given the widespread popular use of sitars, meditation, and the like by the hippie 

counterculture, it is not surprising that there has been a fair amount of academic writing 

on Indian influences in the West during the 60s.23  However, very little has been written 

about the influence of the counterculture on India.24  While such a project was not part 

of my original research plan, my experience in Bombay brought me into contact with 

many individuals who identified with an urban Indian counterculture during the late 
                                                 
23 See, for example, Reck (1985) and Farrell (1997). 
24 One well-known diatribe on the cultural influence of hippies in South Asia is  Dev Anand’s well-
known film Hari Rama, Hari Krishna (1971). 
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1960s and into the 1970s. Thus, the remainder of this chapter intends to open the door 

to future research on the influence of the 1960s rock counterculture in Bombay.  

However, my goal is not to construct a one-directional model of western originality and 

non-western mimicry.  Rather, I want to follow the story of how the sounds and ideas of 

western rock music were absorbed and ultimately transformed into local expressions of 

uniquely Indian popular music. 

The 1960s was a time of great social transformation not only in the West, but 

also in Western-oriented cities such as Bombay.  The times were changing, and urban 

Indian youth of the day were looking ahead to an independent, class and caste free 

society.  The “Midnight’s Children,” 25 members of India’s first generation to be born 

and raised after Independence, brought optimism for a future world unburdened by the 

traditions of their parents.  This was especially true among the middle-class, English-

educated youth of Bombay.  Dating, wearing hippie clothes, and growing one’s hair 

long were aspects of the growing split between youth and their parents and were 

consciously used as symbols of a new youth culture.   

Equally important to this group was music, much like their peers in the West.  

At college campuses throughout Bombay, people were getting together to “jam up” and 

play rock and roll music.  In fact, institutes of higher learning throughout the country 

became centers for this movement, especially the nationally-significant Indian Institutes 

of Technology (IITs).  CK Meena, a graduate of IIT-Bangalore, describes it as a time 

when “flower power wafted gradually towards Indian shores and settled in the vast 

                                                 
25 See Rushdie (1981). 
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wooded acres of India's premier institutes of higher education” (Meena 2001).  He goes 

on to speculate that the pressures of exams and the desire to rebel made elite college 

students some of the most devoted rock fans in India.  As I will argue below, the music 

also brought the appeal of self-realization and an emphasis on individualism that 

appealed most directly to English-educated, middle-class urban Indian youth. 

However rebellious these youth may have wanted to be, many teens were still 

very much tied to family values and a traditional belief that youth should not be out 

roaming the streets at night.  Consequently, many of the people I interviewed who were 

active in this scene reported that afternoon shows were one of the primary venues for 

rock music performance in Bombay.  Biddu, a key figure in the emergence of Indipop 

some 25 years later, explained to me that after the breakup of his band, The Trojans, he 

struck out on his own as “The Lone Trojan,” playing some of the first daytime jam 

sessions at Venice, the club that hosted jazz jam sessions with Ellington’s side men and 

that was conveniently located within a few blocks of the major downtown colleges: 

Biddu:  I got this gig at Venice, and I was really happy.  I started singing 
at night…It was ok, I mean you’d get a certain crowd at night.  And then 
suddenly we had this Indo-Pak war.  And because there was a curfew, I 
wasn’t singing.  After four days, the owner, who was a real brash, 
business-type Indian said, “I’m paying for you and you’re not singing, so 
you’d better come sing in the mornings.  I’ll open the restaurant in the 
mornings.”  I said, “Morning?  Who’s going to come in the bloody 
morning?”  Anyway, he said, “You’ll sing in the morning.”  He just 
wanted to get his pound of flesh.  So 12 o’clock, I was there on the stage 
with 4 of my friends as the audience the first day.  I sang 5 songs.  The 
next day the four became about 12.  And the third day it was a standing 
room.  And from them on, I mean if the police had come in they could 
have arrested all of them. I mean it was so crowded.  People were 
hanging from the beams.  
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PK:  College students? 
 

Biddu:  All college students. About six months later, I got letters from all 
the colleges, from the head principals saying, “Stop your shows because 
no one is attending college.” 

It started a whole vibe.  Maybe we were imitating the West.  
Maybe we thought we were imitating the West.  Maybe they didn’t do 
that in the mornings, I mean who would play at 9 o’clock in the 
morning?  But, yeah a lot of screaming and shouting.  And most of the 
kids would have potato chips and Thumbs Up.  Because some would 
come every day, and you can’t afford to have sandwiches and this and 
that, you know because five rupees for a Coke in those days was a lot of 
money.26

 
 Biddu’s explanation that the wartime curfew led to daytime shows makes for an 

interesting and romantic story, but other informants told me that the practice was simply 

a result of youth rebellion in the face of stifling pressures to conform.  Not unlike the 

scene in the Cavern Club in Liverpool, India’s own beat groups and audiences 

challenged middle-class expectations of proper behavior by skipping afternoon classes 

to get their rock-n-roll fix during the day. 

 Another well-known beat band from this time, The Savages, featured a velvet-

voiced Muslim lead singer named Bashir Sheikh.  Like Biddu, Sheikh went on to be a 

major figure in the Indian music industry, having worked for Polydor during the height 

of the ghazal27 boom and later with BMG-Crescendo during Indipop’s formative years.  

Sheikh and his band also played at Venice, as well as in Bombay’s largest and most-

reputable concert halls.  He seemed surprised when I asked him about his days with The 

                                                 
26 Personal interview (2001). 
27 A ghazal is a traditional poetic/musical form associated with Persian and Urdu literary culture.  It has 
been a major part of Hindi film music since the earliest days, but in the 1970s and 80s pop ghazals by 
singers such as Jagjit and Chitra Singh, Anup Jalota, and Pankaj Udhas brought a new level of acclaim. 
With Polydor, Sheikh was instrumental in organizing a touring ghazal show known as “Khazana,” which 
performed not only throughout India but also in the Middle East.  
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Savages, but as our interview went on he grew more and more nostalgic about those 

times: 

Bashir:  I think the scene really started in the mid and late 60s, when small 
small bands started forming.  Four piece, five piece bands.  I also 
happened to be part of that scene.  [One] of the most popular bands from 
that time was my band, The Savages.  We took our name from the 
instrumental called “Savage” which was…The Shadows, a hit from that 
time.  Hank Marvin and all these guys.  He’s influenced not only people in 
the West but also people in India to take up the guitar.  So…that was our 
signature tune.  So we called ourselves The Savages. 
 
PK:  Where did you play? 
 
Bashir:  In the earlier days, when we started in the mid 60s, 65, 66, we 
played for a lot of…we did even weddings.  For that we had another set of 
music.  But we did a lot of shows in places like Shanmukhananda Hall, in 
the Birla Hall in Marine Lines.  We did shows at places like Venice, you 
know?  There was a restaurant called Venice.  They used to have every 
Sunday a jam session.  So we used to go and perform over there. 
 
PK:  Biddu used to play there, even before? 
 
Bashir:  Biddu was a contemporary of ours.  At that point in time…Later 
on he became “The Lone Trojan.”  Before that they were The Trojans.  He 
performed a lot at Venice, because he had this guy Vedsi on drums.  He 
and Biddu used to do a fantastic thing together.  Biddu at that time was 
highly influenced by Trini Lopez.  He used to do a Trini Lopez over there, 
and he was very very popular.  I think at that point in time, Trini Lopez’s 
album Live at the PJs…that was very very hot.  So he used to probably do 
all the songs from that, almost identical, you know?  And he was a great 
showman and all that.  A good personality. 
 
PK:  It was a college crowd? 
 
Bashir:  It was purely a college crowd.  People used to just hang around,   
have a cup of coffee, maybe a sandwich or two.  But they just wanted to sit 
down and listen to music and enjoy it.  Another hot place, which is now 
called Jazz by the Bay, was Talk of the Town.  Just opposite the 
Ambassador Hotel.  We used to have a lot of shows over there.28  

                                                 
28 Personal interview (2001). 

 68



 
 By and large, the music performed at rock shows in Bombay during the 1960s 

was composed of cover versions of the latest hits from the west.  Some performers, such 

as Ajit Singh who was a regular performer at Talk of the Town, were known to mix in 

Hindi film songs with their English set.  But among the many participants I interviewed, 

the overwhelming response was that Western rock was the norm and, not surprisingly, 

The Beatles reigned supreme. 

 Of course, Bombay is not the only world city to have experienced Beatlemania.  

In fact, it is the global reach of Beatlemania that makes it so intriguing and such an 

immediate source for thought about popular music and globalization.  Discussing the 

influence of the Beatles in Slovenia, for example, Alenka Barber-Kersovan shows that 

economic and political restrictions limited the exposure of most Slovenian youth to 

western stars.  Instead, local musicians acted as conduits for fan mania by re-enacting 

the sounds and styles of The Beatles as best they could.  Barber-Kersovan writes:  

Although these first musical experiences were in one way a complete 
disappointment, since they were a long shot from what was offered on 
records at that time, they nevertheless aroused a lot of enthusiasm.  In terms 
of technical equipment and musical realisation, Slovenian bands were far 
from matching the Beatles, but they were within reach.  The members of a 
local band were human beings made of flesh and blood, guys from the next 
class, with whom one could identify without any difficulties. (Barber-
Kersovan 1989: 82) 

 
The physical presence of such cover bands that were “within reach” of the 

audience, combined with the thrill felt by Slovenian youth who tapped into the energy 

of rock-n-roll, created a music and fashion counterculture that was both in tune with 

international movements and at the same time intensely local.  The center of this 
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movement, she writes, was “a student culture determined to develop new forms” (ibid 

83).   

 Many of the artists and producers I met in Bombay shared a similar 

experience.29   They had limited but intense exposure to rock-n-roll bands on albums 

and in films.  They were well aware of the youth culture revolution in the West, and 

often they identified with these movements and considered youth rebellion to be a 

global phenomenon.  But much like the case in Slovenia, it was the local, physical 

enactment of this youth rebellion that left the most profound marks. 

In 1960s Bombay, dozens of cover bands burst out of the colleges and into the 

city’s clubs and restaurants.  Some of the better-known groups were the aforementioned 

Trojans, The People, Les Phantoms, The Savages, and The Mystics.  In a conversation 

with members of the 1970s group, The Waterfront,30 Derek Julian and Roger 

Dragonette told me about the practice of Bombay’s beat bands devoting themselves to 

covers of one particular band. 

Roger:  Most of the bands had a specific group or artists that they would 
cover.  Some bands would only do the songs of a particular band.  There 
was a band called The Phantoms.  They used to be Beatles specialists. 
 
Derek:  They were Beatles clones.  These were the guys.  They were so 
good.  If you didn’t see them playing and you just heard the music, you 
would have sworn it was a Beatles album playing.  They were that good.  
But [they played] only Beatles songs. 
 
Roger:  Whenever a new [Beatles] album would come out, they’d 
immediately learn it down pat.  Then accordingly they’d charge for 

                                                 
29 In fact, Beatles music was perhaps more available to youth in India, owing to the dominating presence 
of EMI’s Gramophone Company. 
30 The group also featured Grammy winner Trilok Gurtu. 
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shows.  If you wanted half a side of the album, or the whole 
album…[laughs]  You used to get it like this.31

 
Thus, musicians with training in western music, access to both recordings and 

imported musical instruments, and fluency in the language and style of the 

counterculture were important figures in both the transmission and local adaptation of 

rock music and rock ideology.  They literally brought to life the sounds and symbols of 

rock music in Bombay. 

Bashir Sheikh, who went on to record a popular album of Christmas songs and 

is  now chief A&R man for BMG-Crescendo in Bombay, had nearly identical 

recollections about which local band gave the most accurate renditions of Beatles tunes: 

If you were sitting in this room and you heard Les Phantoms, you would 
say they are the Beatles.  They were the Beatles of Bombay, those guys.  
They used to really work hard on their chord works as well as on their 
harmonies.  Mostly it was harmonies.  They could sing every word 
identically, intonations and everything.32

 
One seemingly universal feature of the beat era, noted by Anna Szemere in her 

article on rock music in Hungary, was that fans tended to identify with and be devoted 

to a specific band or artist (Szemere 1989: 178).  The same was true in Bombay, where 

groups like The Phantoms became known for covering a certain band.  Sometimes it 

was merely a certain song that brought notoriety for the cover artist.  Biddu told me that 

he made a name for himself singing the Trini Lopez version of the song “Lemon Tree.” 

With the Trojans I was playing the Beatles, obviously.  When the Trojans 
split up, I went on to Trini Lopez.  By accident I found him.  I was walking 
the streets one day, and I bumped into this guy who had come to some of 
the shows.  He said, “Oh. Why don’t you come up for a cup for tea?”  

                                                 
31 Personal interview (2001). 
32 Personal interview (2001). 
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Because I had nothing to do, so I went up there.  And we’re sitting having 
a cup of tea, and he had these two albums.  I said, “Who is this?”  He says, 
“Oh, my uncle sent them from England, from America.  Trini Lopez.”  I’d 
never heard of the guy.  So we put it on, and I said yeah, it’s a solo singer 
playing with a guitar. Very sing along music.  So I thought, I can’t do 
Beatles any more, I’m just one guy.  So I started writing the lyrics of the 
songs.  I learned the songs, and I went to a hotel which had a restaurant 
and asked the manager if I could sing.  And I started singing these songs.33

 
Aside from The Beatles and Trini Lopez, Cliff Richard was another influential 

figure during this time.  Richard was, of course, immensely popular in England and was 

seen in India as one of the major stars imported from the West.  But while Richard may 

have been viewed as the epitome of English rock-n-roll, some of Bombay’s rockers 

found inspiration in the knowledge that a person born on Indian soil could achieve such 

fame.  Richard was born in 1940 in Lucknow, started school at St. Thomas’ Church 

School in Howrah (near Calcutta), and lived in India until his parents returned to 

England after India gained its Independence.  In Britain, he survived a poor upbringing 

and backed by his band, The Shadows, became England’s answer to Elvis.  According 

to Roger Dragonette: 

For quite a few of us, The Shadows was our band.  See, we have a 
stronger British influence that you would have in America.  So whatever 
was big in Britain would be big in India.  Because EMI and all those 
British companies were releasing these British bands over here.  And, 
you know, Derek and myself, we’d never see bands playing on stage.  
There was this one movie called The Young Ones with Cliff Richard.  If 
for all of three minutes you saw The Shadows doing all these 
synchronized steps, playing all the hits of the day, that was such a thrill.  
You can’t explain it.  All you wanted to do was go and learn the guitar as 
fast as you can, and get up in these shiny suits.34

 

                                                 
33 Personal interview (2001). 
34 Personal interview (2001). 
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Inspired by music, films and other media, Bombay’s youth in the 1960s felt 

themselves to be at the forefront of a musical and social revolution, creating their own 

culture from the ground up.  I will contrast this in the next chapter with Bollywood 

music, which is perceived to do little more than perpetuate formulae and conformity.   

The Indian counterculture was not, however, a populist revolution.  The scene 

was small and elitist, and the ability to buy records, shiny suits and music gear was a 

rarity.  Even for those with the financial resources, the desired materials were often hard 

to come by.  According to Nandu Bhende, “In those days, good music equipment was 

rare to find.  A good guitar, a foreign amplifier, a wah wah pedal were worth their 

weight in gold” (Bhende 2002).  Likewise, Lezz Lewis recalls that everyone in the 

scene knew that The Jetliners were the first group in India to own an authentic Fender 

guitar.  Although originally from Sri Lanka, the group performed regularly at Taj Hotel 

and even released an album whose cover features the group posing in front of the 

landmark Bombay hotel.  (Figure 1.1)   
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Figure 1.1 – Cover of The Jetliners at the Taj Mahal, Bombay (REO 33EIX.5016) 

While critics might write off these cover bands as weak imitations, the people 

with whom I spoke emphasized that they felt liberated to create their own musical 

culture.  They espoused an ideology of self-expression that I will expand upon in the 

following section.  Many musicians, like Nandu Bhende, talk with pride about being 

part of a global movement of the 1960s and go to great lengths to emphasize that Indian 

youth were a part of the hippie movement, not passive imitators.  Bhende and others 

look back on the 1960s with nostalgia, and they often view today’s pop scene with 

cynicism, if not outright contempt.  According to Bhende: 

Rock has been alive in India since its birth in the west, when Bombay 
saw numerous "Beat" shows in packed auditoriums, and jam sessions 
in smoky restaurants…As the years went by, the bands seemed to 
flourish and every college social and New Year’s eve dance saw the 
mushrooming of more and more bands. With names like the 
Reaction, The Jets, Beat 4 and later the Combustibles, the Savages 
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and even later the Riot Squad, Velvette Fogg, Atomic Forest etc., the 
music scene was vibrant and kicking, without the aid of MTV and 
the hundreds of TV channels that exist today. (Bhende 2000) 

 
Implicit in this critique is an understanding that music should speak for itself and should 

not resort to spectacle or gimmick to attract an audience.  In the section that follows, I 

will explore the implications of this ideological value judgment, and in the next chapter 

I will contrast it with the ways in which my informants view the music of the Bombay 

film industry. 

As the country’s beat music scene developed, the rock audience expanded and 

an increasing number of bands added original compositions to the cover songs in their 

sets. As a sign of vigor and creativity, India’s youth counterculture began to catch the 

attention of the older, moneyed establishment.  Corporate sponsors looked to cash in on 

the enthusiasm of India’s rockers.  The Imperial Tobacco Company of India Limited, 

makers of Simla Cigarettes, took the lead by sponsoring a series of band contests in the 

late 1960s.35  Entitled the “Simla All India Beat Contests,” these festivals started with 

regional selection contests in several metros, followed by finals in Bombay.  The 

winners of each regional contest won substantial cash prizes and were sent to Bombay 

at the organizer’s expense for the final round of competition and to record a compilation 

album (Figure 1.2).   

                                                 
35 Among the many other band contests, the Sound Trophy award was considered equally prestigious.  
Bashir Sheikh recalls that The Savages won the award in 1967 and 1968, earning “a beautiful trophy and 
a recording contract with HMV” (personal interview 2001).  The recordings, Black Scorpio and Live in 
Bombay, document the group’s talent in performing rock standards as well as writing original 
compositions.  The exposure they gained also earned a later incarnation of the group, Savage Encounter, a 
job on a cruise ship that sailed to the eastern coast of Africa.  In fact, Sheikh fondly recalls performing at 
a club called “The Sunshine Bar” in Mombassa. 

 75



 

Figure 1.2 – Cover of the Simla Beat compilation album  

(Released by The Gramophone Company of India, Ltd.) 

Ultimately, the Simla Beat series brought Indian youth together to create a wider 

sense of community among the regional subcultures of rockers throughout the country.  

It continues to be remembered as an important influence on many of today’s most 

important pop music producers, performers and promoters in Bombay. 

The Indian rock music scene was also complemented by the emergence of 

publications that focused on this youth counterculture.  While contemporary magazines 

include Raga To Rock and Rock Street Journal, in the late 1960s and early 1970s the 

dominant publication was The Junior Statesman, a youth edition of Calcutta’s 
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Statesman newspaper.  Former music review editor for the Junior Statesman, Dubby 

Bhagat,36 explains the ethos of the times and his paper’s role: 

In a sense, JS was a coming of age of Indian youth, a joining of hands 
across many oceans, an anthem of the young all over the world wanting to 
be heard. It was the time when Marshal McLuhan was talking about the 
global village. It is no coincidence that JS came out at the same time the 
Rolling Stone began publishing in the US, the same time Melody Maker 
started coming out in England, the time when Time-Out happened in 
London. There was a renaissance of youthful ideas the world over and JS 
was there at the right time. 

The late 60s urban Indian society was made up of children and 
adults. There was nothing in between. We, at JS, invented the Indian 
teenager, and it’s an invention that has lasted all these years. This is the 
‘khadi curtain’ age we’re talking about, a time when India was completely 
insulated from the outside world. We were the first vehicle to go global 
and were constantly accused of being pro-Western or bringing in 
‘disgusting’ Western influences.  (Bhagat 1999: 12) 

 
Bhagat goes on to claim that his paper was the first to give extensive coverage to 

landmarks of rock such as The Beatles’ Sgt. Pepper.  This was corroborated in 

interviews with contemporary pop stars, who recalled that the Junior Statesman was 

one of the only print sources covering rock music.  It was very popular on college 

campuses across the country and provided a platform for the voices of India’s 

counterculture to be heard.  According to Leslie Lewis, who was studying at the remote 

Rajasthani hill station of Mt. Abu, “JS [Junior Statesman] was the only link into the 

rock scene.”37

The other important media outlet for rock music was Radio Ceylon.  Due to the 

tight governmental control on airing western music on India’s government-run national 
                                                 
36 Bhagat’s article appears as the cover story for a special issue of Himal South Asian on “The JS 
Diaspora.”  The issue also features reprints of an ad for Apache bell-bottom jeans and a playful poem 
about the changes to the English language brought about by the 60s counterculture. 
37 Personal interview (2001). 
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network, All India Radio, listeners in Bombay tuned in to commercial radio broadcast 

from Ceylon (now Sri Lanka) to hear the latest hits from the west.  Along with a slick 

commercial approach, the station boasted some of the best known DJs in all of Asia.  

Ameen Sayani, for example, was well-known across wide parts of the continent as the 

host of the famous radio show, The Binaca Geet Mala.  Having DJs with recognizable 

personalities gave Radio Ceylon an edge over the government’s Vividh Bharati 

network.38  According to journalist Nalin Shah:     

For millions in this country, Radio Ceylon was not just a broadcasting 
station. It had a form and a personality. It was a companion who added a 
meaning to their lives, filled their vacant hours and has now left them with 
a host of memories of the melodious times which is hard to forget.  (Shah 
1987: 69) 

 
Radio proved to be the source of rock music for many in the Bombay beat scene.  

Bashir Sheikh, for example, recalls actively monitoring the radio shows to study the 

musical and lyrical style of American rock bands:  “In those days, to get a record was 

like a dream.  Radio was the only medium that people could get to hear and learn music.  

We used to record from the radio by heart, because there was no facility to record.” 

Finally, western pop music arrived in Bombay via the silver screen.39  Films 

such as The Young Ones (1961) and A Hard Days Night (1964) left long-lasting 

impressions on many of Bombay’s rockers.  The playfulness and freedom of the films, 

combined with the visualizations of current music superstars, led many of the English-

educated youth of Bombay to believe in the expressive superiority of rock-n-roll music.  

                                                 
38 Vividh Bharati is India’s state-run attempt at commercial radio, started in 1957 but largely unsuccessful 
until it became more commercial in the late 1960s. 
39 Although they were rare, live performances by western rock star did also leave a notable impact of the 
city’s musicians.   
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In the next chapter, I will contrast this sense of self-expression and the seductive dreams 

of capitalist individualism with the very different types of dreams and modes of 

subjectivity being offered by India’s dominant popular entertainment genre, the musical 

film.40

 

Ideologies of Authenticity in Indian Rock and Pop 

 
 It is, of course, both difficult and problematic to trace the globalization of 

ideologies.41  Contemporary scholars have been careful to avoid the mistakes of 

modernization theorists who made blanket assumptions about a universal destiny shared 

by all people.  Ethnographic accounts and local histories have shown that there are a 

variety of modernities which differ both from nation to nation as well as internally 

within individual states.  The most useful model for tracing the global flow of 

ideologies may be found in Arjun Appadurai’s notion of “ideoscapes” (Appadurai 

1990), for this concept implies a processual, dynamic view of ideology.  While 

Appadurai emphasizes the global diaspora of concepts such as freedom, rights, 

sovereignty and democracy, he argues that these keywords can be reconfigured to suit 

local cultures and local needs (ibid: 10). 

                                                 
40 For heuristic purposes, I examine non-film and filmi cultures as rather independent systems.  The 
following chapter does explore some of the ways in which they are interconnected, however, and in the 
future, I plan to do more writing on the ways in which rock music and its attendant star system have been 
incorporated into Hindi films such as Bhoot Bangla (1965)and Teesri Manzil (1966), and later in disco 
era films such as Star (1982) and Disco Dancer (1982). 
41 In this dissertation, I define ideology broadly, not as a political tool leading to “false consciousness” 
but rather as “the dimension of social experience in which meanings and values are produced” (Williams 
1977: 70). 
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In this section, I offer an analysis of what I feel to be the ideological basis for 

the construction and promotion of non-film pop music in Bombay.  As stated in the 

introduction, the roots of Indipop music lie on at least three intersecting planes:  

economic, musical and ideological.42  Chapter Two provides a more detailed discussion 

of musical characteristics, and Chapter Four outlines the basic economic conditions that 

stimulated the emergence of Indipop.  Here, I offer a reading of the ideological field 

shared by many of Bombay’s leading pop music figures. 

It is my contention that members of the city’s rock and pop music community 

have cultivated an ideology of music-making based on what they perceive to be 

Western notions of the artist and of art as a form of self expression integral to a fulfilled 

human experience.  Furthermore, I argue that these ideologies are entangled in the 

experience of capitalism, industrialization, Romanticism, and ever-increasing 

rationalization.  While the next chapter will explore the ways in which these ideologies 

relate to filmi music, my purpose in this chapter is to examine the ideologies of 

Bombay’s western music tradition on their own terms.  

 As Peter Manuel has written, “Rock is primarily a product of the capitalist West 

and is intimately associated with the commercial music industry, bourgeois lifestyles, 

and a generally individualistic worldview” (Manuel 1989:163).  Like Manuel, I take a 

Marxist approach, arguing that a capitalist mode of production determines, in many 

basic ways, the cultural expressions and ideological outlooks of members of the 

                                                 
42 It should be noted that these ideas are in fact not too distant from Alan Merriam’s classic tripartite 
model: sound, concepts, and behavior (Merriam 1964).  Here, behavior is approached on materialist, 
economic terms, while concepts are framed in terms of “ideology” rather than “culture.”  
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community.  Like Marx, I feel that the class distinctions within the community are 

extremely important, and that varying experiences of class will determine various 

interpretations of ideology. 

 Thus, the musicians who played English rock music in India since the 1960s 

have tended to come from a privileged background, having at least the cultural capital 

and motivations (if not the economic clout) to create such a scene.  Because of the 

resources and power available to Bombay’s rock musicians, I believe that it is 

misleading to dismiss Bombay’s rock scene as a mere copy of the West.  Even when 

they took the stage in an attempt to recreate the latest hits from the Top 40 charts, 

rockers such as Biddu and Bashir Sheikh were not victims of cultural imperialism.  

Rather, the Bombay rock scene seems to be permeated with agency and with a playful, 

cognizant and imaginative43 exploration of subjectivity. 

Popular music’s power often derives from its intentional play with two poles: 

authenticity (in the form of genuine self expression) and artificiality (clearly exposed 

plagiarism).  From the Beatles caricaturing themselves as Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts 

Club Band to David Bowie’s alter-ego, Ziggy Stardust, popular music engages us with a 

fantastic battle between true and false, between original and imitation.  All musical 

performances provide the opportunity to transcend the local and embrace imagined 

realms of existence.  But at the same time, even the most clearly derivative 

performances nevertheless emerge from local experiences and feelings.  I argue that 

local subjectivities are always present in global pop musics, even in musics that call 

                                                 
43 See Appadurai (1996) for more on the central role of the imagination in modernity. 
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upon images and experiences from far away places.  Those who played rock in 

Bombay’s clubs may have been attempting to re-create the West in their own 

neighborhoods, but their work also evokes and contributes to local experience. 

In absorbing and adapting what they chose from western rock music, Bombay’s 

jazz, rock and pop musicians acted as mediators of an ideology based upon the star 

system and an emphasis on authentic self expression.   In his discussion of the 

contemporary music industry, Peter Wicke writes the following: 

Despite the fact that music production…has become a very complex and 
increasingly collective organised process, musicians still play a part in this 
process as individual vendors of an individual service.  Because of this 
rock music seems to them to be primarily a matter of their individuality.  
Seen from their point of view, musical performance is not a process 
organised socially under certain conditions, controlled by record 
companies, promoters and agents, but first and foremost the realisation of 
their own personality, the outcome of their subjectivity and emotions. 
(Wicke 1990: 94) 

 
One of the most interesting features of popular music is its dual nature as mass 

commodity, on the one hand, and powerful symbol of individualism and uniqueness, on 

the other.  Producers and consumers of popular music draw upon the affective power of 

self-expression as a basic trope for judging artistic merit.  The Beatles and Bob Dylan 

are therefore in the elite of rock’s canon because their music is believed to emerge from 

authentic experience, from “the realisation of their own personality.” 

 Turning to contemporary popular music in Bombay, I argue that the performers 

and promoters of Indipop have continued to deploy these ideological associations when 

creating contemporary popular music texts.  For example, a televised segment on Star 

News that features Lucky Ali claims that, while others help him compose and arrange 
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his music, “the essence” of his songs remains an expression of Lucky Ali himself.  

When I interviewed him, he was quick to emphasize that the songs he writes reflect his 

mood at that time.  Many other Indipop artists express similar ideas about the intensely 

personal and expressive nature of their music.  When I interviewed the group Silk 

Route, my first question was rather simple:  “Who do you imagine to be your primary 

audience?”  Immediately, songwriter Atul Mittal responded:  “Just somebody who’s got 

a certain sensibility, you know, towards… the feeling that we are communicating.”44  

Even artists who do not write much of their own material, such as Alisa Chinai or 

Sagarika, evoke a direct connection between their unique personalities and the music 

they perform.    

This ideology of authentic self-expression may be capitalist and modernist in 

origin, but it takes on alternative meanings when redeployed in the context of post-

colonial Bombay.  While understanding rock’s ideology as an expression of working-

class assertions or racial minority transformations can explain the meaning of rock in 

America, I argue that a related ideology of Romantic self-expression serves a different 

purpose in India.  In relation to mainstream Indian popular music, the ideology of 

authentic, direct and honest musical expression articulated by Indipop music and its 

creators calls into question the social and artistic value of the dominant Hindi film song. 

 While plenty of Indipop songs aspire to do little more than entertain, the belief 

in genuine, personal expression opens the door for some artists to write songs with more 

grounded, socially progressive messages.  Among the founders of Indipop, Remo 

                                                 
44 Personal interview (2001). 
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Fernandes is perhaps the most well-known and outspoken political song-writers in 

India.  His most direct political commentary appears on his 1992 album, Politicans 

Don’t Know to Rock and Roll.  The album was released by Magnasound, the label that 

promoted most of the early pioneers of non-film Hindi pop music in India.  On the 

album, Remo addresses issues such as the assassination of PM Rajiv Gandhi (“Hello, 

Rajiv Gandhi”), the rapid spread of AIDS in India (“Everybody Wants to [Bleep] 

without the Fear of AIDS”), and the rise of communal violence and Hindu nationalism 

(“Politicians Don’t Know to Rock and Roll”).  Yet like many of his peers, Remo has 

also put his “private albums” on hold and worked in mainstream Hindi films, recording 

film tunes like “Pyaar to Hona hi Tha” (1998).  In the next chapter, I will further 

explore the ways in which Indipop artists must often balance film and non-film projects.  

But in the case of Remo and others, it is revealing to see the ideological differences, 

lyrical differences, and musical differences between the film music and Indipop.   

 Finally, a look at the visual imagery of Indipop reinforces an ideology of 

authentic, deeply personal communication between artist and audience.  Having 

collected nearly one hundred pop albums, I began to notice a remarkably consistent 

trend.  The covers of album after album feature tight close-ups of the face, often with no 

background images or visual effects.  These album covers stand in stark contrast to the 

visual imagery of many film music cassette covers, which typically reinforce the 

melodramatic storyline and emphasize the qualities of the film’s characters.  More 

directly, the performers in most Indipop videos peer directly into the camera while 

singing, something that would disrupt the continuity of a film’s narrative.  (We have all 
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experienced the surprise when a character in a film does look into the camera and seem 

to address us in the audience.)  Thus, Indipop album covers and videos aim to sell the 

one thing that sets them apart from Bollywood: the  authenticity of the artist. 

 
 
The Contemporary Western Music Scene in Bombay 
 
 
 The examples I have given above clearly demonstrate that the performance of 

western pop music has a long history in Bombay and that musical traditions initiated 

during the colonial era have continued to expand and evolve in the years since 

Independence.  The thriving jazz scene of the 1930s may be gone, but musicians like 

Louis Banks are quite active in both performing and promoting jazz in the city.  Off and 

on from 1974 to the present, Bombay has hosted a concert series called Jazz Yatra.  

Over the years, the festival has featured some of the world’s finest jazz musicians, 

including Sonny Rollins, Gerry Mulligan, and Clark Terry.  In an effort to increase 

awareness and appreciation of jazz styles, Louis Banks also organized a lecture series 

known as the Jazz Workshop, and artists such as Merlin D’Souza, Vivienne Pocha, Karl 

Peters, Colin D’Cruz, Ehsaan Noorani, Loy Mendoza, and a host of younger artists 

continue to perform regularly at a high standard of excellence. 

 Most of these musicians also work in pop and rock formats.  Louis Banks is one 

of the key song writers for up-and-coming pop stars, having written the music for 

India’s latest girl group, VIVA, who came together on a televised reality music show.45  

                                                 
45 As mentioned in the previous chapter, “Popstars” took the place of the highly successful Indian version 
of “Who Wants to be a Millionaire?” on the Star TV network. 
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Karl Peters is in demand as a studio and live bassist for the Indipop singer Lucky Ali.  

Ehsaan and Loy released dance remixes under the name Instant Karma and recently 

have become celebrities in Bollywood with soundtracks to hit films such as Dil Chaata 

Hai (2001) and Kal Ho Na Ho (2003).  

Live rock shows have continued after the Beat music craze during the 1960s and 

70s.  Bands like Rock Machine and Pentagram achieved some commercial success, and 

colleges continue to be fertile ground for up and coming artists.46  In line with the 

explosion of charity rock events in the 1980s,47 Bombay hosted its own in December of 

1985: Aid Bhopal.  This mega-event at Bombay’s Braeborn Stadium, featured Remo 

Fernandes, Sharon Prabhakar and others.  It was held to raise money for the victims of 

the Union Carbide disaster in the central Indian city of Bhopal. 

College festivals have maintained a key role in recruiting and promoting Indian 

performers of rock music.  Numerous informants told me about the intense work put 

into these shows on colleges and IIT campuses (Indian Institutes of Technology) across 

the country.  The ever-popular Independence Rock shows at Rang Bhavan, next to St. 

Xavier’s College, continue to this day and have begun to include Hindi pop singers 

along with aggressive, English-language heavy metal bands.  Thus, even within the 

“niche market” of non-film pop music in Bombay, Indipop artists must struggle to gain 

acceptance among audiences whose ears are tuned to western music.  Kalyan Baruah, 

guitarist for Lucky Ali, tells of one performance at Independence Rock: 

                                                 
46 Websites such as www.gigpad.com and www.jammag.com/rock provide a wealth of current 
information on the Indian rock scene.  In the winter of 2004, I counted well over 300 Indian rock bands 
discussed on the Rock Street Journal website (www.rsjonline.com) alone.  
47 See Garofalo (1992) for an analysis of the global implications of charity rock. 

 86



That gig was like…very big, loud bands.  They’re trashing the shit out of 
the stage, yelling and throwing bottles.  Then, there comes Lucky, and we 
were just shitting.  Lucky had one acoustic guitar, I had one acoustic 
guitar, and there was the one clay pot, you know, the ghatam.  And we 
were just thinking, “God help us today.”  We just went there and people 
were like silent.  It was amazing to see that thing happening.  People have 
a lot of respect for Lucky’s music.48

 
 Finally, rock band competitions also did not end with the Shimla Beats contest.  

In recent years, Levis has sponsored a global band competition and flown the winning 

bands from around the world to the US for a chance to play live before an American 

audience.  Some of India’s finest English-language rock bands, such as Orange Street, 

Bombay Black, and others competed in the 2001 Levi’s Great Indian Rock competition 

in Bombay.  The winners, Bombay Black, traveled to California to perform on August 

2549 at the “KROQ Inland Invasion,” a music festival that also included Weezer, 

Incubus, and other established acts.  While musicians in Bombay noted a decline in 

local rock bands during the 1980s, it is quite apparent that the past 15 years has 

witnessed a substantial revival of the English-language popular music scene in India.50  

Although the major record labels in India had all but given up on promoting such music 

in the 1990s, numerous executives told me in 2001 that they were hopeful to see a 

market demand for such music soon.  Thus, the current historical moment seems to 

share many similarities with the period in Bombay’s history that saw the rise of The 

Lone Trojan, The Savages, Les Phantoms, Brief Encounter, and The Waterfront. 

                                                 
48 Personal interview (2001). 
49 They returned shortly after September 11 and were thus the first people I met who could describe to me 
some of the on-the-ground events of that day. 
50 Again, even a brief survey of the hundreds of Indian rock bands with their own websites demonstrates 
the size of the contemporary scene. 
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Conclusion 

 

To this day, Bombay is the most significant port in India through which 

thousands to tons of products arrive and thousands more are shipped off.  In fact, a full 

one-half of the country’s foreign trade goes through Bombay.  Not only commercially 

but ideologically as well it is the portal to the West for so many Indians, who see getting 

to Bombay as a springboard to the West.  According to Frank Conlon: 

As India’s predominant commercial, film, and advertising center, Bombay 
has, for better or for worse, been a prominent staging ground for India’s 
acceptance of ideas, images, and institutions from abroad.  But if Bombay 
absorbs foreign elements, it transforms them in a process of domestication 
or digestion that will soon appear on a wider subcontinental stage. (Conlon 
1995: 91) 

 
Bombay’s role as a cosmopolitan producer of hybrid culture was established long 

before the coming of the silver screen, intercontinental airplane travel, cable television, 

or the Internet.  The dynamics of cultural appropriation, hybridity, and fluid identity 

have deep roots in Bombay.  And while there is no doubt that the intensity of such 

dynamics is unprecedented in today’s global village, I feel that it is important to 

recognize the roots of globalization and to see the current age as a continuation of 

historical movements rather than an entirely new epoch of abrupt cultural imperialism.  

Such historical forgetfulness, I feel, is both dangerous in today’s climate of international 

relations and misleading to those who still harbor orientalist views of Asia as being an 

“other” place that has only recently been incorporated into the world system.  
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In this chapter, I have shown that the history of Bombay is tied to an 

understanding of self in relation to global powers.  From the Parsi claim to “blackness” 

on the HMS Minden to the Great Indian Rock contest, it is a history of global 

consciousness and an awareness of local difference.  As for the city itself, it is clearly 

marked by a colonial past, by a history of transculturation and adaptation.  Bombay is 

certainly a westernized city by Indian standards.  Unlike Delhi or Jaipur, which were 

thriving metropolises before the coming of Europeans, the islands of Bombay were 

populated by small fishing villages and were relatively unknown to the rest of the 

continent in pre-colonial times.  The physical shape of the city bears the stamp of 

European designs and colonial ambition.  During the 19th century, Bombay may have 

had more in common with London or Hong Kong than with the better part of India.  

Gillian Tindall has gone so far as to ask if “Bombay is really a British city which has 

been occupied, like post-imperial Rome, by an alien people and culture” (Tindall 1982: 

28).   

While she may suffer from an exaggerated sense of colonial nostalgia, Tindall’s 

comment does resonate with my own experiences and with the comments I have heard 

from both locals and visitors to the city.  The physical form of the city has unmistakably 

western components, and the embodied experience of being in the city frequently 

indexes westernness both for foreigners and locals.  Yet for those who call Bombay 

home, the city is as much “Indian” as any village or historical monument.    

In the chapters that follow, I will explore these issues through an analysis of 

another palpable form of experience:  music.  The sound of Indipop music, rooted as 
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much in earlier forms of global popular music such as jazz and rock as in domestic 

traditions, therefore can be read as a discursively-constructed icon of westernness.  But 

at the same time, Indipop emerges from and responds to specific national and local 

politics, histories, and experiences.  Thus, Bombay’s producers and performers of 

Indipop music are at once active agents of musical innovation and at the same time 

cultural translators, absorbing and adopting global aesthetics for local experiences. 
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Chapter Two 
 

On a rain-soaked afternoon during the peak of the July monsoon season, I 
arrive at Churchgate Station and exit to the east (in the opposite direction of Jazz By 
The Bay).  Along this side of the station, the dhabbawallahs (lunch deliverers) hurriedly 
unload their sleds and begin to sort hundreds of colorful tiffins, filled with home-cooked 
lunches prepared in the suburbs and hand-delivered to downtown office workers.  More 
men arrive with packed sleds balanced on their heads, quickly distributing their cargo 
to the waiting delivery boys who will carry the metal lunchpails to the many business 
and government offices in the “Fort” district of the city. 

Looking to the left, I survey the wide avenue known as Fashion Street, where 
vendors stand shoulder to shoulder hawking knock-off versions of Levis, Adidas, Nike 
and other brand name clothes.  Ahead, the cross street is lined by used books and 
magazines, piled high and faded due to long hours of exposure to the hot sun.  

Looking to the right, I stop to watch a group of young men wearing 
immaculately white kits playing cricket in Oval Maidan, one of the large downtown 
parks set aside by the British for recreation.  The green grass and shade trees of that 
maidan offered me one of my first respites from the October heat and a chance to write 
my first postcards shortly after my arrival in Bombay.  In the evening, when the 
organized cricket matches have ended, pick-up games will start up scattered throughout 
the park, and groups of friends will sit and chat in the grass, engaging in a favorite 
Bombay activity: “time pass.”  

Walking on, I reach Flora Fountain, and looking at the surrounding buildings, I 
am reminded of just how European this section of Bombay appears.  The fountain, built 
in honor of colonial-era governor Bartle Frere, has been renamed in recent years, but 
most locals continue to use the older name.  The same is true for Victoria Terminus, just 
a short walk to the north from Flora Fountain.  The station, India’s first railway 
terminus, was designed by F.W. Stevens, the master architect of the Indian Gothic 
buildings of 19th century Bombay.  In 1996, “VT” (as it is referred to by local residents) 
was officially renamed Chatrapati Shivaji Terminus, honoring the great Maratha 
freedom fighter Shivaji, who fought both Mughal and British rule in the 18th century 
and is greatly revered throughout the state of Maharashtra. 

Passing the white, neo-classical pillars of the Old Town Hall, completed in 1833 
and housing the library for the Asiatic Society, I come to the Prince of Wales Museum 
at Elphinstone Circle.  This area used to be the city’s “Cotton Green,” where raw 
cotton was brought from the rural areas of Maharashtra and Gujarat and was sold in 
open-air markets.  Built during World War I, the museum’s first role was, in fact, as a 
hospital.  The building was designed by George Wittet, who also designed the Gateway 
of India and more than one hundred other buildings for the Bombay government and 
the Tata family.  On the opposite side of Elphinstone Circle, I catch a glimpse of the 
giant hording (billboard) above the Regal Cinema, the first of Bombay’s art deco 
cinema halls built during the 1930s. 
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I head toward Bank Street, where all of India’s (and now several international) 
banks are headquartered.  The arch-covered sidewalks in this area are not as crowded 
with vendors, and the shade of the tall, stone buildings comforts my overheating body.  
A little ahead, I pass Dalal Street, India’s Wall Street, and I notice a flurry of activity as 
the chatwallahs (snack vendors) are doing a brisk business selling vada pav and bhel 
puri to office workers on their lunch break.  I remember reading about the 1993 
Bombay riots and bombings following the destruction of the Babri Masjid in Ayodhya, 
and I recall that the stock exchange was one of the primary targets of those bombs.  In 
2000, however, locals talk of Bombay’s resiliency and claim that, in the words of 
Salman Rushdie, “Bombay forgets its own history.”  

Turning the corner, I finally arrive at my destination: Western Outdoor studios.  
Western Outdoor is one of the oldest and most important recording studios in the city, 
where much of the great film music, from the legendary recordings of Lata Mangeshkar 
to the recent smash hit “Kuch Kuch Hota Hai,” has been recorded. The studio is inside 
an old, colonial-era building, gothic in style that has housed banks and trading 
companies since the mid 19th century.  As I climb several flights of stairs, my attention 
is drawn to the sound of the creaky old wood bending beneath my feet.  The antiquity of 
the staircase, demonstrated by the worn-down depressions in the middle of each step, 
leads me to imagine myself an ambitious trader bent on accumulating wealth during 
Bombay’s age of “share mania.” 

The corridor is stuffy and dark as I approach the frosted glass door reading 
“Western Outdoor Studios.”  I open the door and feel a blast of crisp air-conditioned 
air strike my face.  In the waiting room, several people chat idly and read magazines, 
commenting on the photos of various celebrities, or “P3Ps” (page three people). After 
taking my name, the receptionist disappears through a door and then beckons me to 
follow.  

I enter the main studio, a large room filled with only a few chairs, several music 
stands, and an upright piano.  Avinash, the recording engineer I intend to interview, 
points at me through the glass window and signals for me to take off my shoes before I 
enter the recording booth.  The atmosphere in the studio is relaxed, and Avinash takes 
his time explaining to me the guide sheet he uses for recording sessions.  Engrossed in 
our conversation, I fail to note the flurry of activity outside the door until I look up and 
see two of India’s biggest recording artists, Jagjit and Chitra Singh, enter the recording 
booth.  Everyone in the studio takes turns paying respect to the husband and wife duo 
by touching their feet.  After a few more minutes of pleasantries, Jagjit seems ready to 
get to work and asks to hear the latest takes of the accompaniment for his upcoming 
album, a collection of poems by Prime Minister Atul Bihari Vajpayee set to music. 
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Bollywood and Beyond 
 
 
 In this chapter, I will explore the relationship between Indipop and Bollywood 

music, between a non-film, “popular niche music” and the dominant, hegemonic music 

from the Hindi film industry. I will consider the role of playback singing1 in local 

understandings of the notion of performance.  I outline the composite nature of 

Bombay’s early film industry, its bearing on nationalist discourse in the post-colonial 

era, and the emergence of a formulaic standard that I call “the Bollywood code.”  

Turning specifically to the music of mainstream Hindi films, I examine contemporary 

scholarship on filmi music and then examine the prevailing criticisms levied against 

Bollywood music by those in the non-film pop music industry. Finally, I present a 

preliminary outline of the differences in musical form, lyrics, compositional techniques, 

and sound production between Indipop and filmi music.   

 Any study of popular music in India music must take into account the 

phenomenon of playback singing in film music, which by most accounts represents at 

least 70% of all music sales in India.  Hindi films occupy an almost sacred space in 

Indian public culture, and any act of popular music making will be measured in relation 

to the norms, trends and expectations of film music.  In scholarly literature, Indian 

cinema is particularly associated with concepts of the collective, of the masses, and its 

songs are often seen as the epitome of public experience in Northern India.2  According 

                                                 
1 “Playback singing” is the term used in the Indian film industry for actors lip-synching to prerecorded 
music. 
2 See Pinney (2001) and Appadurai (1996) for further analysis of the concepts of popular and public in 
South Asia. 
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to Neepa Majumdar, Hindi film songs “permeate the aural environment of India’s 

public spaces, from markets and festivals to long-distance buses and trains” (2001: 

161).   

In urban areas such as Bombay, the sonic environment in many public spaces is 

a dense cacophony of sounds in which film music blasted from speakers competes with 

the sounds of rickshaws engines, taxis horns, passing trains and the sounds of 

construction from ever-present “digging” projects.  In contrast, the sonic environment 

of most middle-class, private space is just the opposite – cool, quiet and empty.  I argue 

that the differing sounds of Indipop and film songs often correspond to these two 

physical environments, that while filmi music and imagery evokes collective 

experiences and sensibilities,3 Indipop articulates a more individual, personal 

sensibility. 

Yet these two categories should not be viewed as mutually exclusive.  Indeed, 

the relationship between Indipop and film music is extremely complex. On the one 

hand, I argue that the makers of Indipop view their music in direct opposition to film 

music.  However, Indipop music and videos are sometimes clearly derived from film 

aesthetics.   And while it might be fair to assert that Indipop singers and songwriters 

work in a business completely separate from and sometimes antagonistic toward the 

mainstream film industry, quite a few Indipop stars do have connections with the film 

world.  Alisha Chinai, for example, sang playback for a few films before recording 

private pop albums.  Other singers such as Baba Sehgal, KK and Shaan had already 
                                                 
3 Even in films that show individuals breaking away from family and social ties, the collective still 
figures heavily through choreographed group dance sequences and social rituals. 
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released private albums when they recorded their first film songs, but only after entering 

the realm of playback singing did they become nationally-known celebrities.  In recent 

years, this relationship has intensified, as Indipop singers have entered the film world in 

great numbers, whether as a survival tactic (as Hariharan described it to me) or to reach 

out to a broader audience (in the words of Remo Fernandes). 

 As I will demonstrate in this chapter, many Indipop artists argue that 

contemporary Bollywood movies offer little more than escapist fantasies that cannot 

respond to individual experiences or local realities.4  While older Hindi films often 

focused on populist messages of development (both moral and economic), their recent 

counterparts frequently emphasize Hindu nationalist sentiments, masala5 entertainment, 

and global capitalist aspirations couched in fairy-tale family value dramas.   

Indipop artists and producers complain that today’s films are oppressively formulaic 

and mass produced with little attention to quality, as actors and directors commonly 

work on several films simultaneously. Given the ideology of Romantic self-expression 

discussed in the previous chapter, it is no wonder that many of Indipop’s promoters 

voice their criticisms about Hindi film culture and attempt to define their work in 

opposition to Bollywood. 

 Thus, this chapter begins by exploring the origins and nature of popular Hindi 

cinema, particularly as it is seen through the eyes of Bombay’s non-film musicians and 

                                                 
4 Critics from the ranks of non-film pop music are not alone.  Plenty of people in the film world, 
especially those who make art films, also criticize what they see as the escapism of Bollywood. 
5 “Masala,” originally meaning a mix of spices, is a term used to describe sensational action, titillating 
scenes, and disco music in Bollywood movies.  Recently, the trend in such movies has moved from 
violent kung fu sequences towards overtly sexual thrillers. 
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producers.  I intend to show that the unique context of film music production and 

consumption in India leads to concepts, interpretations and feelings about popular music 

that vary greatly from the more western orientation of Indipop artists and promoters.  

For example, a pop singer like Madonna might be the norm in a music industry built 

upon a star system.6  However, until the rise of Indipop, she would have been an 

exception to the rule of playback singing in India, as it is the actor and not the singer 

that is the star of the Bollywood musical.  Likewise, while there is nothing remarkable 

about the fact that a band like U2 has a drummer, bassist, guitarist and lead singer, the 

very existence of such a group in the Indian context, regardless of the sound they 

produce, is already an act of cultural defiance, or at least a statement of an anti-

establishment cultural orientation.  Thus, the cultural significance of Indipop cannot be 

understood without reference to backdrop of Bollywood music.  To that end, I will offer 

a brief sketch of Bombay’s film industry, followed by an analysis of the relationship 

between film music and non-film popular music such as Indipop. 

 

Hindi Cinema in Bombay: A Brief Overview 

 

By the end of the 19th century, the city of Bombay was clearly an important 

metropolitan center in Asia, and it continued to be the source of much innovation and 

novelty for India.  The wealth of Bombay’s residents enticed inventors, profiteers, and 

aspiring traders from across the globe.  Popular entertainment trends therefore kept up 
                                                 
6 See Buxton (1983) for an insightful look at the relationship between rock music, consumerism, and the 
star system. 
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with the latest styles and forms in other world cities such as Paris and London.  It is not 

a surprise, then, to know that the first films made by the Lumière Brothers, pioneers of 

early film-making, were screened in Bombay only months after they premiered in Paris 

in 1895.7

As described in the previous chapter, the Parsis of Bombay often led the way in 

bringing capitalist innovations to India.  Closely aligned with the British elites of 

colonial Bombay, the Parsi community acted as a lynchpin between western practices 

and native traditions.  Parsi theater, for example, appropriated elements of both western 

and native song and dance traditions and was an important precursor of the Bombay 

cinema.8

As the city’s leading industrialists, Parsis were also involved in the development 

of film infrastructure in Bombay.  The Regal Theater was originally built in 1933 by 

Framji Sidhwa, a Parsi businessman who had traveled the world to find the best 

vaudeville, variety, magic shows, recitals, stage plays, and films.9  An article in the 

magazine Bombay demonstrates the emphasis on innovation and national influence 

claimed by the city’s residents:  

The Regal was also the place where celebrities like the Dalai Lama and 
India’s first president, Dr. Rajendra Prasad, saw their first movies…The 
first Filmfare Awards functions were held there amid pomp and glitter.  
The Regal was also the first movie hall in India to introduce cinemascope 

                                                 
7 As Barnouw and Krishnaswami have noted, premieres of the Lumière’s cinematographe occurred 
“almost simultaneously on every continent” (Barnouw and Krishnaswami 1980: 2).  India was no 
exception, and the Bombay premiere coincided with premieres in Russia, South Africa and Australia. 
8 For a further discussion of hybridity in Parsi theater, see Kapur (1993) and Mishra (2002), who 
describes Bombay’s Parsi community as “perhaps colonialism’s best hybrid Other and mimics” (Mishra 
2002: 8). 
9 The Regal also served the coldest and cheapest beer in town, which was not unimportant to its early elite 
patrons! 
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and stereophonic sound in 1954 with The Robe, which starred Richard 
Burton. (Suraiya and Gokhale 1983: 72) 

 
The Regal Theater also featured live shows by Yehudi Menuhin, Marion Anderson, 

Danny Kaye, Douglas Fairbanks, and Sir Richard Attenborough.  The theater was fully 

air-conditioned, had an underground parking lot, and featured an elevator – all 

impressive innovations for the time!  Other theaters, such as the Eros, Metro,10 New 

Empire and Plaza appeared in downtown Bombay during the 1930s.  Most were 

designed by European or American architects and were built in the art deco style 

prevalent along the reclaimed land of Bombay’s western shoreline. 

 While colonial-era elites certainly patronized English language films, a native 

cinema rooted in local language and content was emerging simultaneously.  In 1934, the 

influential film production house, Bombay Talkies Ltd., was founded under the 

supervision of Himansu Rai, a member of the Bengali elite who had studied with 

Rabindranath Tagore before practicing law in London.  During his time in Europe, Rai 

collaborated with German director Franz Osten in making The Light of Asia and with 

London’s Stoll Studios for Karma (Barnouw and Krishnaswamy 1980: 93-103).  The 

latter film introduced English audiences to the incomparable Devika Rani who, along 

with Himansu Rai, merged western and Indian aesthetics (as well as capital) in their 

films to create transnational products that illuminate a trajectory of globalization clearly 

predating the era of satellite television and the Internet.  Turning his attention away 

                                                 
10 The Metro was leased to MGM for 999 years at 1 rupee per year, and it screened only MGM films at 
the start. 
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from Europe and toward India, Himansu Rai said, “Let us learn from these [European] 

people, but let us put the knowledge to work in our own country” (ibid: 98).   

Drawing on his upbringing with Tagore, Himansu Rai’s production house, 

Bombay Talkies, became an experiment in indigenous modernism, in the effort to 

promote social transformation without losing what was seen as an essential Indian 

identity.  Rai emphasized education and equality, founding an acting school and library 

and serving meals to everyone simultaneously, regardless of caste.  Employees of 

Bombay Talkies, such as the soon-to-be superstars Raj Kapoor, Ashok Kumar, and 

Dilip Kumar, were all expected to take turns doing even the most menial chores (ibid: 

103).  Yet the underlying motivation was to uplift the national ethos, to bring a message 

of national pride through development.   

After India gained independence from Britain in 1947, Hindi cinema gained 

even greater significance as a marker of national identity.  In the 1950s, Raj Kapoor 

became a celebrity with films such as Shri 420 and Awara.  Kapoor’s films typically 

focus on negotiations of national identity in an uncertain and illusory world.  His films 

often center on a man who must choose between the western life of individualistic, 

capitalist greed (symbolized by the temptations of the female villain, or vamp) and a life 

of traditional family values (held together by the honest, ever-faithful heroine).   

Bombay, the long-time center of this globalized cultural debate, provides the 

backdrop for many classic post-Independence negotiations of identity.  In the 1955 film 

Shri 420, for example, Raj Kapoor enters the city an honest country bumpkin, unaware 

of the cultural battle being waged in the city.  The images of the city are clearly 

 99



intended to contrast with his “normal” rural Indian experience.11  Bombay’s streets are 

crowded and frantic.  Kapoor enters the city through a gateway bearing a large Coca-

Cola sign.  He is immediately confused and frightened by the turmoil, being tossed 

about by the city’s busy and self-absorbed residents.  He approaches an old beggar and 

asks if everyone in the city is deaf.  The man tells Kapoor: 

behere bhii aur andheri!   Deaf and blind too! 
in ke kaan kuch nahin sun sakte   Their ears can’t hear anything 
seva rupon ke jhankar ke.   except the jingling of money. 
yeh bombay hai, mere bhai, bombay.  This is Bombay, my brother, Bombay! 
yahaan building hain banti cement ki  Here buildings are made of cement 
aur insaanon ke dil pattar ke.   and people’s hearts are made of stone. 
yahaan ek hi chiiz puja karta,   Here only one thing is worshipped, 
aur voh hai paisa!    and that thing is money! 
 
This space is clearly not safe, nor is it honest.  Kapoor’s discomfort with being thrust 

into the city symbolizes India’s sudden and jarring attempts to transform itself into a 

modern, capitalist society.  Throughout the film Kapoor struggles to be true to his heart 

and not be mesmerized by the hedonism of Bombay’s riches.  Yet, as the film’s best-

known song relates, this battle for identity lies within.12   

 
mera juta hai japani    My shoes are Japanese 
yeh pantaloon inglistani   My pants are English 
sir pe lal topi roosii    The red hat on my head is Russian 
phir bhi dil hai hindustani   Even still my heart is Indian 

                                                 
11 In many films, the city is often represented through the eyes of an outsider, thus creating a dialectic in 
which images of the metropolitan and traditional depend upon each other.  See Pinney (2001) for more 
information on rural-urban themes in Hindi cinema.   
12 It is interesting to compare this theme of an internal, essential identity to Alisha’s hit song, “Made in 
India” (see Chapter Four), where she sings:  ek dil chaahiye that’s made in india (“I need a heart that’s 
made in India”) or to the lyrics of “Mausam” sung by Lucky Ali: 

miTThi ka bartan ho  Imagine a clay pot 
bartan mein ho sona  In the pot is gold 
sone ke bartan mein miTThi But a gold pot filled with clay 
aisa nahin hona   It shouldn’t be like that 
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According to the identity politics at play here, imported objects and material 

riches are a part of life and need not be discarded.  They merely must be put in proper 

perspective.  The capitalist impulse must be Indianized through an alternative 

modernity, and tradition must find an outlet in the context of overwhelming social 

transformations.  Thus the song “mera juta hai japani” can be read as both a criticism 

and defense of Bombay’s cosmopolitanism.  The song exposes and explores the 

ambiguities of modernity and the conflict between tradition and change.  This battle lies 

at the level of culture, sensibility and morality as much as economy and politics. 

 Film in India has, of course, continued to engage with the challenges of 

modernity, with the unique politics of the Indian subcontinent, and with issues that are 

often taboo topics for public debate.  Yet, according to Alison Arnold, Hindi films 

tended to become more formulaic and sensationalistic starting around 1965.  Like 

Arnold, many of the people I spoke with in India lamented the decline of popular Indian 

cinema since the 1960s.  The same can be said for a number of Indian authors, such as 

Chidananda Das Gupta complains about “the new ugliness” that has invaded the screen 

(Das Gupta 1991: 62) with the influence of kung fu sequences and disco music.  

But rather than blaming non-creative scriptwriters and directors, one needs to 

recognize also that Hindi films were becoming a global business.  Articulating local (or 

even national) themes became less important, as viewers in Southeast Asia, The Middle 

East and elsewhere were expected to react more to the audio and visual elements of the 
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films than the themes of localized concern.13  At this point, Rajadhyaksha (2003) 

argues, there arises a need to distinguish between cinema in India as a whole and 

“Bollywood” as a particular culture industry based on global identities, techno-fetishism 

and the Internet, NRI nostalgia, and non-cinematic elements.14  As the author  

emphasizes, “Bollywood” as a concept emerged a little more than a decade ago, but the 

“Bollywoodization” of Indian cinema is an on-going process in which Indian 

filmmakers grapple with discourses of cultural identity that are at once globalizing and 

localizing.  

By 1983, filmmaking was India’s sixth largest industry, employing 

approximately 300,000 people (Mishra 2002: 1).  It has since been given formal 

recognition by the government as an industry (in May of 1998), allowing filmmakers to 

fund their work through accountable sources such as banks, so that now not only the 

scripts are censored but also the financial book-keeping is open to scrutiny.15  The 

government has been only moderately successful in reigning in the corruption and 

nepotism rife in the industry – something that the business-minded members of the 

Indipop community are quick to point out. 

                                                 
13 For example, Isaac Sequeira notes that Raj Kapoor “is a household name in the Gulf countries and the 
southern republics of USSR” (Sequeira 1986: 127).  Bollywood movies are also reported to have an 
influence in Indonesia (Power and Mazumdar 2000), Africa (Larkin 1997), the UK and US (Desai 2004).  
The global reach of Hindi films grew alongside the expanding Indian diaspora in places like the US, for 
which Indian immigration was all but barred until the late 1960s. 
14 He writes, “Bollywood admittedly occupies a space analogous to the film industry, but might best be 
seen as a more diffuse cultural conglomeration involving a range of distribution and consumption 
activities from websites to music cassettes, from cable to radio” (Rajadhyaksha 2003: 27).   
15 For a detailed assessment of film financing, see Oomen and Joseph’s Economics of Indian Cinema 
(1991). 
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Of course the commercial Hindi film is only one aspect of the overall realm of 

Indian film.  Commercial cinema from the South (Madras, in particular) rivals the 

output of Bombay.  Art films, starting with the renowned Satyajit Ray and India’s 

“Middle Cinema”16 are also influential for their striking realism and engagement with 

the dramas and struggles of everyday life.  Yet there is no question that cinema in 

Bombay is more and more dominated by the fantasy of Bollywood.  And while there are 

too many Bollywood movies to say there is total homogeneity, there are certain features 

that are almost universally agreed upon as essential, stereotypical traits.  In the 

following section, I will explore several fundamental elements of commercial Hindi 

films that make up what I call “the Bollywood code.”  I will then explore the responses 

to the Bollywood code by Bombay’s non-film music makers. 

For many people throughout the world, Indian and non-Indian alike, Bombay is 

Bollywood.  That is, the two words are becoming synonymous, as a diverse population 

and centuries of history are absorbed by popular imagination and the spectacle of 

Bollywood.  At the same time, commercial Indian films continue to gain force as 

symbols that construct an authentic Indian culture.  For many Indians both in the 

Subcontinent and abroad, Hindi films are an important marker of national identity, 

symbolically recreating the ideal family and a unified public. 

 

 

 

                                                 
16 See Raina (1986) for more on India’s “Middle Cinema.” 
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The Nation and the Self in “The Bollywood Code” 

 

Just as the railway connected the port city of Bombay to India’s interior, the 

emergence in the 20th century of a national, mass-mediated pop culture of films and film 

music propagated the connection of the fantasy world of Bollywood to the rest of the 

country.  Indeed, just as the railway provided the impetus for early national integration 

by regulating every town to a single, standardized time schedule, so too mass-mediated 

popular culture necessitates unity and standardization among the public. 

Even during its fledgling years, the Bombay film industry was able to play a 

significant role in national integration.  According to Sandria Freitag, early films based 

on Hindu mythological themes drew upon a widely-shared cultural vocabulary and 

served as a “new form of nationalist activism” (Freitag 2001: 64).  Other scholars find 

in Indian films a “collective fantasy” (Kakar 1983), a “shared grammar of cultural 

agency” (Pinney 2001: 5) or a “community of sentiment” (Appadurai 1996: 8).  As 

India advanced toward Independence, it was becoming clear that film (with film songs 

playing a central role) could provide a needed platform for national integration. 

This position has led Bombay film–makers to create populist films with 

universal themes, while leaving local politics and local aspirations to be reflected in the 

regional cinemas.  Since Independence, Hindi films have continued to answer the call 

for unity and nation building.  Vijay Mishra argues that even in the globalized age of 

satellite television, “cinema remains the cultural dominant of India” (Mishra 2002: 3).  
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He goes on to cite Sumita Chakravarty, who sees the Bollywood musical as India’s 

“sole model of national unity” (Chakravarty 1993: 310). 

A critical element of the Bollywood code, then, is to appeal to as broad a 

demographic as possible.  Yet in attempting to be all things to all people, Hindi films 

are routinely criticized for failing to reflect reality and presenting little more than 

stereotypes and formulae.  This is often reflected by reworked plots, an emphasis on 

domestic patterns, and characters with stock names.  During song sequences, locality 

often cannot be taken literally, since the scene suddenly jumps from India to 

Switzerland and then back again without explanation.  And, perhaps most importantly, 

sensitive political issues are censored heavily by the government.  Sheila Nayar, who 

describes the mainstream Bollywood film as “the All-India movie,” offers a model of 

such criticism: 

The All-India movie was forever consigned to an unrooted and glib 
superficiality, as it broadly groped to appeal to all people everywhere.  
References to political stresses, government bureaucracy and corruption, 
and caste inequalities were censored out of films…Anything of an 
internally sensitive or explosive nature was eliminated. (Nayar 1997: 76) 

 
Nayar’s critique of popular Indian cinema as rootless escapism is particularly relevant 

of films from the past two decades (the same period in which Indipop emerged).  

Obviously, her criticism does not apply to films such as Do Bigha Zamin (1953), 

Mother India (1957), Shri 420 (1955), and Garam Hawa (1973), which engage with 

difficult questions of class conflict, Partition, urban-rural disparities, and deeply-rooted 

concerns over national identity.  From Ashis Nandy’s famous depiction of Indian 
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cinema as “a slum’s eye view of politics”17 to Pinney’s characterization of Hindi films 

as “one of the freest arenas of cultural production and a source of political optimism” 

(Pinney 2001:10), many scholars have argued that Hindi films can indeed contribute 

greatly to progressive political movements in India. 

While the socialist and egalitarian messages of classic Hindi films can still be 

noticed in some contemporary films, many followers of Indian cinema lament the 

decline of socially meaningful plots in recent years.  They criticize the shift in film 

topics, from post-colonial engagements with national identity and gripping social 

realism to thoughtless endorsements of Hindu fundamentalism and utopian fantasies. 

Vijay Mishra, for example, points out that the 1977 multi-starrer Amar Akbar Anthony 

displayed a liberal and inclusive politics that united Hindus, Muslims and Christians.  

But, as Mishra writes, “That was in 1977.  Any reader of Bombay Cinema senses that 

things have changed dramatically after that” (Mishra 2002: 203).  In an excellent 

chapter on the place of communalism after Ayodhya,18 Mishra argues that the Bombay 

Cinema has been both a key proponent of “the national secular ideal” and at the same 

time a vehicle for dangerous forgetting that allows Hindu fundamentalism to thrive.  

Some films, such as the 2001 hit Gadar, engage in outright “Paki-bashing.”  Other 

films, such as Hum Apke Hain Kaun (1994), Hum Saath Saath Hain (1999) and Kahbi 

                                                 
17 See Nandy’s introduction to The Secret Politics of Our Desires: Innocence, Culpability and Indian 
Popular Cinema (1999). 
18 “Communalism” is India’s term for Hindu-Muslim conflict.  Ayodhya, the mythological home of the 
Hindu god Rama, was the site of intense conflict ion 1992 when mobs of Hindu nationalists destroyed a 
Muslim mosque supposedly built on top of Rama’s birthplace.  The conflict in Ayodhya touched off riots 
throughout many parts of India, with the historically tolerant Bombay sustaining the worst of the death 
and destruction.  See documentary film, which incidentally features an interview with Bashir Sheikh of 
The Savages! 
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Khushi Kabhi Gham (2001), offer little more than escapist family values stories that 

reinforce hegemonic bourgeois morality.19

Patriotism is another aspect of the Bollywood code’s mass appeal.  Nationalist 

sentiments have only increased in the global age, for many see a direct connection 

between the growing significance of the NRI20 market and the rise of Hindu 

fundamentalism.  Some go so far as to say that the struggles of such Hindi films in India 

points to the fact that many of the films are actually geared toward overseas Indians.  

This outlook can be seen in the rhetoric of Biddu, Indipop’s pioneer producer.  

Contrasting the struggles of conservative, family-values Bollywood films in India with 

their increasing success in the US and UK, Biddu says: 

There’s a reason for that.  Because those who left India 30, 40s years ago 
are clinging to an India that existed 30 years ago, not realizing that India 
has moved a lot.  It may not be as much as Europe or America, but it’s 
definitely moved.  And I find most Indians in the West are very old-
fashioned, very narrow in their thinking, whereas Indians over here are 
very open-minded.21

 
Likewise, the singer Hariharan criticizes the NRI community for clinging to an 

imagined past.  Going further, he complains that Bollywood has become an example of 

authentic Indian culture to the NRI community: 

The British Asians, the [Indian] Americans, unfortunately, they 
are…80% of them are trying to be more Indian than us in India.  They 
try to hold their roots, and they glorify everything about India because 

                                                 
19 It’s pretty hard to miss the point, but just in case you do, not-so-subtle reminders are there, like writing 
on the family car that says “I Love My Family” (in the film Hum Apke Hai Kaun) or scenes of 
extravagant material wealth such as driving off in a Lamborghini (in Dilwale Dulhaniya Le Jayenge) on 
arriving home in a helicopter (in Kabhi Khushi Kabhi Gham).  
20 Non-Resident Indian, a term used most often to describe those people who moved from India to the 
west over the past fifty years in search of greater economic opportunities. 
21 Personal interview (2001). 
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it’s so far away and it’s like clearing their conscience or whatever, I 
don’t know.  And most of them they have left India 15-20 years back, 
straight from their small towns.  They’d gone straight to [the west].  
They’d not even lived in Bombay.  So they are really villagers from 
India, from small metros.  And they’re all into Bollywood.  Such a level 
that a second generation or a third generation Non-resident Indian…She 
or he feels that Indian culture is a film culture.  And believe you me that 
has got nothing to do with our culture.22   
 
The artists and promoters of Indipop music, such as Biddu and Hariharan, have 

a vested interest in promoting a different vision of India.  While they recognize that 

Bollywood has always been cosmopolitan in nature, they see a certain brand of filmi 

cosmopolitanism or Indian-ness with which they do not identify.  Further, in competing 

for the affiliations of Indian elites and overseas consumers in a struggle to define the 

Indian nation, the Indipop community finds itself constantly trying to distinguish itself 

from the dominant world of Bollywood. 

Musically, Bollywood frequently makes use of patriotism and exploits the 

nostalgic feelings of Indians settled abroad.  The film Pardes (1998), for example, 

features a song with a rather obvious title: “I love my India.”  Lagaan (2001), the 

critically acclaimed film,23 exploits what a friend in Bombay describes as “the national 

pastimes of England-bashing and cricket watching.”  In other songs, the indicators of 

Hindutva24 are clear.  In Hum Apke Hai Kaun (1993), released shortly after the Babri 

Masjid turmoil, the families go to a fabricated “Ramtekdi” and sing devotional songs to 

Lord Rama, and in Kuch Kuch Hota Hai (1998), the westernized Tina (played by Rani 

                                                 
22 Personal interview (2001). 
23 The soundtrack for Lagaan was distributed by Sony Music India, marking the entry of that global 
corporation into the Bollywood music industry. 
24 Hindutva refers to the religious nationalism that claims India is a Hindu country and that Muslims are 
foreign invaders. 
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Mukerjee) must sing the Hindu devotional song “Jai Jagdish Hare” in order to prove her 

true Indian identity.  

Setting aside the divisiveness and complex politics of such nationalist 

constructions, it is widely held that contemporary Bollywood films typically cater to 

mass tastes, attempting to portray universal feelings and experiences and thus to sell 

themselves to as broad a range of consumers as possible.  For Marxian scholars, the 

films evoke the Frankfurt School and the spectre of mass culture.  Yet mass culture 

means something different in the context of European modernity than it does in modern 

India.  In the Indian context, unifying people of such incredible cultural variety can be 

read as an act of strength and not simply the loss of individuality and critical thinking 

skills.  Given the post-colonial nation-building atmosphere of 20th century India, the 

extreme diversity of its citizenry, and the socio-linguistic limitations against a 

standardized national popular culture, Hindi films can be empowering through their 

familiarity and predictability.  Furthermore, the prioritization of the individual over the 

social could be seen as reflecting a western ideology, but the case may be different in 

India, where family ties often supercede individual needs and desires.  For this reason, 

as much as for historical and demographic reasons, one needs to exercise caution when 

applying western theories of mass culture in the Indian context. 

For example, consider the ways in which love relationships are portrayed in 

American films versus Bollywood.  Sheila Nayar (1997) compares the ideological 

underpinnings of the American film Sabrina and its Indian version, Yeh Dillagi.  

Humphrey Bogart can walk away from family disapproval for the sake of love and self-
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determination, and we endorse his choice as a rejection of the conservative obligations 

of family.  But, according to Nayar, in the Bollywood remake, Yeh Dillagi, the lovers 

must be brought together under parental approval for the film to be accepted in India.25

According to Nayar, “Permission and blessings are fundamentally necessary, and 

virtually always given on screen” (ibid: 85).  With the identities already fixed in terms 

like bahu (daughter-in-law), saas (mother-in-law) and so on, the ideological goal of 

filmi relationships emphasizes the quest for the ideal family formula.26  

Gender norms also play a particularly important role in Bollywood.  As symbols 

of the nation, women’s chastity is essential to maintaining the country’s honor.  Thus, 

the heroines of Bollywood hide their smiles behind their dupattas and flee to empty 

rooms to collapse against the door, while bold and assertive vamps are punished or cast 

aside.  The films of the 1990s habitually include innocent, child-like heroines who, 

although they may have strong passions, are given few opportunities for self-

empowerment.  As I will show in the following chapters, Indipop’s divas often present 

themselves as strong, sexually-assertive women which, given the backdrop of the 

Bollywood code, is considered all the more transgressive.27

                                                 
25 Similarly, one of the biggest blockbuster films during my stay in Bombay was Mohhabatein.  The film, 
a remake of Dead Poet’s Society, centers on the relationships between three young couples.  Robin 
Williams’s role of radical school teacher is played by Shah Rukh Khan.  But instead of leading by 
example and living alone, challenging his students to “seize the day,” Khan’s character tries to make 
reparations to his father-in-law while the youth must all go through the proper channels to make their 
relationships socially-acceptable.   
26 A formula that some claim to be based on Rama and Sita from Hindu mythology. 
27 When attending concerts in Bombay, I found it particularly interesting to compare the body gestures of 
female Indipop singers to those of singers considered filmi.  Beyond their more revealing, western 
clothes, Indipop divas such as Sharon Prabhakar and Mehnaz planted their feet widely apart and beat 
forward and back while singing, enacting gestures that would be interpreted as inappropriate for a more 
filmi crowd.   
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Diverging from the Bollywood code is both a bold artistic move and a 

dangerous financial risk, as films such as Bombay Boys, Hyderabad Blues28 and Snip 

have failed to catch the attention of the masses.  The story of these films is closely 

related to that of Indipop: caught between a desire to succeed locally and an attempt to 

express something of the cosmopolitan experience that distances them from the masses.  

In fact, the fate of the two is directly intertwined because all of these films use original 

soundtracks29 featuring Indipop musicians such as Lucky Ali, Mehnaz, and others. 

The Bollywood code, then, emphasizes a uniquely Indian dynamic of individual 

versus collective identity.  In perhaps the most cogent statement, Nayar writes that in 

the case of Indian film, “Too western is perhaps the fear of becoming too individual” 

(Nayar 1997: 86).  This is, of course, an important idea given that the makers of Indipop 

music are regularly criticized for being “too western” in both musical approaches and 

lifestyles.  Later in this chapter, I will argue that Indipop proponents situate themselves 

in opposition to the world of Bollywood on musical, social and ideological levels.  But 

before I turn to the ways in which the non-film music community views popular Hindi 

films, it is important to delve a little deeper into the music of Bollywood. 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
28 Which its director Nagesh Kukunoor calls “anti-slick,” in opposition to the elaborate costumes and sets 
of escapist Bollywood fantasy.  
29 Referred to as OSTs in the Indian music industry. 
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The Music of Bollywood: Playback and Standardization 

 

 First, the standard commercial film30 is a musical.  Films normally contain 6-10 

songs, although in the past the standard number was even higher.  Most people agree 

that the music of Hindi films, like the story and message, is intended to have as broad 

an appeal as possible.  Thus, the songs are intended to be as familiar as possible to as 

many people as possible.  And indeed it has worked.  The Hindi film industry has 

successfully created a lingua franca popular culture in which film songs are sung by 

housekeepers while cleaning, by patriots during national holidays, by folk musicians 

attempting to incorporate new material into their traditional songs, and by non-resident 

Indians across the globe.  The success of the Hindi film song over other popular forms 

of music in India is demonstrated in everyday language, where ever since the 1950s the 

terms “popular music” and Hindi film songs are virtually synonymous.31

For most of its history, the production of Hindi film music has been segmented 

into specialists.  Generally, the melody is composed by the “music director,” who, 

sitting at the harmonium, creates a melody often based on folk or other traditional 

melodic materials.  The music director then passes his melody on to an arranger32 who 

fills out the harmonic accompaniment for the tune.  In the Bollywood hierarchy, the 

                                                 
30 While Bombay is also host to an important art film and documentary film scene, the emphasis here is 
on popular Bollywood films. 
31 Bruno Nettl writes: “We think we know what we mean by ‘popular music,’ but in no culture is there a 
sharp line between it and other kinds…In India, it is usually and properly called ‘film music’” (Nettl 
1985: 85). 
32 Historically, the majority of the arrangers were Goans, as they were able to write in staff notation for 
strings, horns, and other studio instruments. 
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music producer is of preeminent importance33 (names such as RD Burman, Laxmikant-

Pyarilal, and Naushad come to mind), while the arranger normally goes unrecognized.  

Meanwhile, a lyricist pens a fresh set of lyrics for the tune.  An orchestra director 

conducts the violins and other instruments in the studio.  And a singer lays down the 

vocal track, upon which the actor or actress will be “picturized.”  The voice of the 

singer may fill the halls of the cinema and be instantly recognizable to the millions of 

viewers, but the person “singing” the song on screen will be a beautiful, young model 

moving her lips to the voice of the singer.  This system of lip-synching is known in 

India as “playback singing.” 

 In Cassette Culture, a penetrating study of popular music in North India, Peter 

Manuel devotes a chapter to commercial Hindi films.  Manuel classifies Bollywood as 

part of the hegemonic culture industry in India that imposes upon local subjects rather 

than emerging from an authentic, grassroots context.34  He argues that playback singers 

aren’t authentic stars: 

Singers and composers of Indian popular music [filmi music] are not stars 
themselves.  There is no aura of fantasy and glamour woven around the 
leading singers, who remain invisible voices singing for the actors….The 
musicians (composers, singers, and instrumentalists) are essentially cogs 
in a system oriented primarily toward the production of films…The ability 
of a musician to make any sort of oppositional statement is thus practically 
nil, since his or her own contribution is so deeply imbedded in a capitalist 
production network. (Manuel 1993: 48-49) 

 

                                                 
33 In fact, audiences may identify the title of a film with the music director as much as the film’s directors 
or actors.  And the music director’s name generally occupies a prominent place during the film’s opening 
credits. 
34 While the production of filmi music is hegemonic, the reception of the music does reveal human 
agency.  For example, Bollywood songs are absorbed into local repertoire and resignified through games 
such as antakshari (a singing contest played by children and commercialized on television game shows). 
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There are two assumptions made by Manuel that are essential to his critique.  

The first is that variety is a sign of cultural health, implying that too much homogeneity 

in the realm of public culture is dangerous and unhealthy.  The second is that music 

should be an expression of something real, and in a country like India it ought to be 

oppositional.35  

The concern over centralized control, formulaic, child-like music and a loss of 

critical thinking capabilities is clearly in line with the Frankfurt School critique of mass 

culture and standardization.36  This critique does seem well suited to the case of India, 

given the massive numbers of people being exposed to the productions of a small group 

of film-makers, the great physical separation between producers and consumers, and the 

marginalized position of any alternatives that may provoke debates or questions. 

 In his study of global popular musics, Peter Manuel writes, “Indian film music 

producers, to cite an extreme example, prefer to employ a handful of well-known 

playback singers rather than hazard an unfamiliar voice or style; this extreme 

homogeneity of vocalist selection is all the more notable given the extraordinary 

linguistic, class, and ethnic diversity of the North Indian audience” (Manuel 1988: 11).  

Concern over the dangerous and exploitative nature of Bollywood music as mass 

culture is evident in Manuel’s use of the term “extreme.”  Yet while Manuel assumes 

that this homogeneity is a reflection of the film maker’s preference, it is likely that 

                                                 
35 That’s one reason why Manuel chooses to quote lyrics from Remo Fernandez, one of the founders of 
Indipop, at the opening of his book. Fernandez, whose musical career started out in Bombay as a member 
of a beat group, writes songs about communalism, AIDS, and the death of prime minister Rajiv Gandhi. 
36 See Horkheimer and Adorno (1972), Marcuse (1966), as well as Kellner (1989) and Wiggershaus 
(1994). 
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economic and time constraints dictate their choices as well.  Films songs are quickly 

mass-produced, with music directors often working on several films simultaneously and 

having little time to rehearse new experiments.37  According to Alison Arnold, 

rehearsals were limited to immediately prior to the recording – which “encouraged 

music directors to rely upon the experience of established singers” (Arnold 1991: 225) 

at the expense of new voices. 

 Nevertheless, it is not only foreign scholars who perceive an “extreme” amount 

of homogeneity in popular Hindi films.  Indian scholars too express scorn for and 

disbelief of such standardization.  For example, Pandit Narendra Sharma argues that 

those who participate in the film music industry must deny their individual creativity 

and conform to expectations and formulae: 

Originality or the intrinsic quality of the subjective experience of a 
particular individual does not account for much in the production of the 
film song.  It is born of collective work…More often than not, it is difficult 
for highly individualised music-makers, poets and singers to form a team, 
who would produce a successful film song.  These needs must divest 
themselves of their individualities or particularities in favour of universality 
and generality…To be able to assist in the birth of a phenomenally 
successful film song, each member of the team has to undergo a terrible 
process of depersonalizing and over-humanizing themselves.  Such men are 
no longer islands unto themselves; but waves in the multitudinous ocean of 
humanity. (Sharma 1980: 56) 

 

Likewise, Chidananda Das Gupta expresses a rather cynical view of the popularity of 

playback singing: 

                                                 
37 This stands in direct contrast to the Bombay productions of staged musicals such as Tommy, Jesus 
Christ Superstar, The Man of la Mancha, and Evita.  These productions were rehearsed meticulously by 
performers such as Sharon Prabhakar, Suneeta Rao, and Alisha Chinai, all of whom went on to become 
pop divas in Bombay’s non-film music scene. 
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Invariably, the voice of the same playback singers emanate from all the 
characters in film after film.  Instead of appearing absurd, the sameness of 
the voice in different characters seems to provide a comforting sense of 
security.  Whenever a song is played, the projectionist immediately pushes 
the volume to the loudest.  The only concession to verisimilitude is in the 
difference of singing voices for different characters within the same film. 
(Das Gupta 1991: 62) 

 
Das Gupta’s annoyance at the predictability of sounds (and the volume at which they 

are publicly consumed) is tempered by his belief that this sameness “seems to provide” 

as sense of comfort to the masses.  Like members of the non-film music community, 

critics writing for a western audience see film culture as both an exemplar of typical 

Indian consumption and the result of a cultural orientation that they do not claim to 

share. 

Returning to the role of the singer in Hindi films, Manuel’s writing seems to 

reflect some of the ideology of self-expression I discussed in the previous chapter.  By 

calling the playback singer “invisible” and “a cog in the system,” Manuel discredits the 

importance that such individuals may have.  Neepa Mazumdar provides an important 

response to Manuel’s assertion, however, by arguing that the singer and actor are 

mutually dependent.  According to Mazumdar: 

Hindi cinema's song sequences function as a unique star vehicle, 
simultaneously drawing upon two different star texts, those of the singer 
and of the actor…The two intersecting star texts of the singer and the actor 
exist in a symbiotic relationship, appealing simultaneously to two sets of 
pleasures, the aural and the visual. While the disembodied voice of the 
playback singer attaches itself to the body of the actor and thereby 
acquires visual presence, the actor's figural gestures also similarly acquire 
an aural dimension through the borrowed voice of the singer. (Mazumdar 
2001: 164) 
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 The most-common “disembodied voice” in Hindi cinema belongs to playback 

singer Lata Mangeshkar.  In fact, it is often cited that Lata is in the Guinness Book of 

World Records for being the most recorded singer on the planet.  Even without such 

credentials, Lata is a legend, and rightly so.  For nearly five decades, her voice has been 

synonymous with filmi music. 

Yet for some critics, Lata Mangeshkar is the very symbol of an unhealthy level 

of standardization.  According to Vijay Mishra, Lata’s emergence on the scene in the 

1952 film Baiju Bawra signaled the end of the era of rich diversity of Hindi film singers 

such as Noor Jehan, Suraiya, Wahidan Bai and Mehtab.  “In displacing these varied 

voices,” Mishra writes, “Lata prized out the female voice from its great, heterogeneous 

tradition” (Mishra 2001: 166).  While Lata has certainly created a great tradition of her 

own and, despite countless imitators, remains a cultural treasure herself, there are some 

in the Bombay music world who see her as the epitome of Bollywood’s limitations: 

conservatism and predictability.  In the following section, I will explore the connection 

between such criticisms and the views taken by the producers and promoters of Indipop 

music. 

 

Bollywood through the Eyes of Indipop Artists and Promoters 

 

Given that Bollywood music dominates the popular music market in India, 

blares from public spaces throughout cities and villages in the North, and captures most 

of the attention in the news media, one should not be surprised to find that Bombay’s 
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non-film music community has much to say on the subject.  In this section, I will 

examine various criticisms levied upon contemporary film music by the producers of 

Indipop, focusing on three levels of discourse: sociological, ideological and musical. 

First, in my interviews with Indipop singers, producers and marketers, it was 

clear that most people saw film and non-film as two separate camps.  The terms “us” 

and “them” came up in almost every conversation, and my experience led me to believe 

that Bollywood and Indipop exist separately on both professional and social levels.  

This is especially interesting given that two of Indipop’s biggest stars, Lucky Ali and 

Lezz Lewis, are sons of major figures in the film world,38 and that practically all of the 

major Indipop artists have done playback singing at least once. 

Even with a substantial amount of social interaction evident, the vast majority of 

the Indipop people I interviewed saw themselves in a different social category than the 

filmi crowd.  Dhruv Ghanekar, for example, described them as “the Hindi film cats.”39  

When I asked Biddu about the relationship between Indipop and Bollywood, he said: 

What Indipop offered was a bridge between the east and west.  But 
Bollywood is wonderful, it’s like a sponge, because it’s taken that.  It’s 
also created a bit of that bridge.  Not as much as Indipop, because 
Bollywood works with the masses.  A lot of the people involved in 
Bollywood are very what I call “desi” people.  They’re not very 
westernized, not very educated.  Because sometimes you have to please 
your distributor who comes from some small B town or C town.  Because 
most of the people involved in Indipop are Bombay or Delhi based.  More 
forward thinking, or western thinking, or whatever terminology…more 
advanced.40

 

                                                 
38 Lewis’s father, P.L. Raj, was the biggest choreographer in Bollywood during the 1960s and 70s, while 
Lucky Ali’s father was the great comic actor Mehmood. 
39 Personal interview (2001). 
40 Personal interview (2001). 
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 Biddu, Dhruv, and many of their peers interact with the film music world as 

outsiders, and like many elites in Bombay, they habitually associate education with 

westernization and assume that Bollywood is produced by and for the less educated 

masses. Yet both Biddu and Dhruv accept Bollywood as a separate but equal form of 

popular culture in India.  They see films as an important part of the many people’s lives, 

and both have willingly contributed to film soundtracks in an effort to connect with a 

broader audience.   

 Other people who see themselves as outside the film community are less 

conciliatory and can be highly critical of the nepotism and insiderness of the film 

industry.  Complaining about the dominance of people like Bharat Shah (who was jailed 

for financing his films with money from the mafia), Nandu Bhende quips: “Feudalism 

refuses to leave the shores of India in spite of years of ‘freedom,’ and it will still be 

some years before we can call ourselves a successful democracy” (Bhende 2001). 

 Even Biddu, who achieved great success with the song “Aap Jaisa Koi” in the 

film Qurbani, exhibits a great deal of animosity toward the nepotism in the film world.  

When I asked if “Aap Jaisa Koi” led to more offers from music directors, he replied: 

No, I just did that one song, because Feroz Khan [the film’s director] did it 
against the will of the film community.  He was using an outside…The 
thing is this, in this country, especially in the film business, they all have a 
dog in the manger attitude.  Film directors, film music writers, music 
directors, singers, they’re working on 20-30 films a year.  You’d think 
they’d be happy.  But they want more.  They don’t want anybody coming 
in.  They’re real selfish human beings.  And they would try…The few 
three or four big singers would not allow anyone else to come into the 
scene.  They would suddenly threaten [to leave].41

                                                 
41 Personal interview (2001). 
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 On a business level, then, there are many who see Bollywood as less than 

legitimate.  When asked what his single biggest business success was, the powerful pop 

music executive Shashi Gopal answered:  “The decision to not go with films. To create 

an alternative independent genre of music in a scene which was controlled by films. We 

broadened the legitimacy of the business. We enhanced its respectability” (Nandy 

1999).42

 Thus, there are a variety of levels on which Indipop artists relate to the filmi 

world.  Gradually, there has been an increasing amount of interaction between the two 

groups.  According to Lucky Ali’s guitarist, Kalyan Baruah, “The two used to be totally 

separate, but now they’re now merging.”43  Artists such as Shaan and Hariharan have 

careers that co-exist in both the realms of non-film albums and playback singing.  

Recently, two Indipop singers have even come out from behind the playback 

microphone and have taken starring roles in films: Lucky Ali (Sur, 2002) and 

Vasundhara Das (Monsoon Wedding, 2001). 

  On the level of ideology, makers of Indipop express certain fundamental 

differences between themselves and film music makers in regards to their understanding 

of music and its social meaning.  Sometimes, the difference is as basic as defining what 

music is.  For example, Hariharan said to me, “I basically feel film music is for the 

                                                 
42 I think it is important to point out that this was a statement made to the local press.  During my 
interviews, I was aware that my presence as a foreigner might inspire more references to the west as the 
norm and a level of embarrassment about Bollywood’s methods.  While I don’t deny that possibility, I do 
see these patterns of discourse repeated in enough contexts that I can feel confident in their validity. 
43 Personal interview (2001). 
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screen, for people to lip-synch.  Non-film music is music.  Their parameters are totally 

different.”44

For others, the difference lies at the level of musical identity.  Here, I believe a 

connection needs to be made between the ideology of self-expression discussed in the 

previous chapter and what I believe to be the adaptation of this ideology in 

contemporary non-film music circles.  For many in the Indipop world, music is a 

window to the soul, an expression of an individual’s mood and experiences. 

In Performing Rites, Simon Frith explores ideas of self in sound in a chapter on 

“The Voice.”  He claims that “as listeners we assume that we can hear someone’s life in 

their voice” (Frith 1996: 185-86).  Indipop artists view playback singing as a denial of 

this recognition.  According to non-film singer Hema Sardesai, more and more playback 

singers are getting into pop:  “That’s simply because they don’t have an identity as 

playback singers.  Every singer always feels the need for his talent to be recognized 

more deeply.  To be a playback singer means standing behind the curtains” (“The Desi 

Whitney Houston” 2000: 11).  Likewise, Suneeta Rao admits that her new album “Ab 

Ke Baras” has a filmi feel, but that “all the songs have my identity so it is not that I have 

changed in this album” (“Singing in the Rain” 2000).  For Sardesai, Rao and others, the 

film format is first and foremost a commercial venture, and singers who do playback 

forfeit their individual identity for the sake of the film’s needs.  Non-film, “private” 

albums on the other hand are seen as the proper venue for an artist who intends to 

express himself or herself. 

                                                 
44 Personal interview (2001). 
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 Yet non-film artists struggle with their own position as popular artists who are 

not often commercially viable.  Kalyan Baruah, guitarist for Lucky Ali and KK (India’s 

answer to Bryan Adams), reveals the frustration that he and his colleagues feel 

regarding the wide commercial gulf between Indipop and Bollywood music: 

[KK] came out with his solo album, and after about 15 days or so, he sang 
one song for a Hindi movie which became huge.  That was amazing.  And 
by that time I was pretty convinced with, you know, album music, and that 
it was good music.  People listened to it, you know? It’s very happening.  
But I was a little doubtful about that when, after about 15-20 days when 
the “Tarap Tarap” [from the film Hum Dil De Chuke Sanam] came out in 
the market, overnight it became a hit.  And we were just talking like, “Man 
you’ve been working on this album for the past one year and now the 
album is out.  You just sang one Hindi film song, and overnight it worked 
like magic.”  You know, you start getting a little…You know, you try so 
hard to do an album, and you try to do your best and…it takes a long time 
to really happen.  But with film music one song can make you a success.45

 
The debate about “going filmi” is not unlike the dilemma of moving from an 

independent to a major record label in the West.  KK, Shaan, Lucky Ali, Adnan Sami 

and others have faced difficult decisions when choosing to focus on the reliable income 

from playback singing over their independent projects.  These artists and many others 

emphasize that their solo recordings are authentic expressions who their personal 

identities, that they pour their heart and soul into their own music, and that film music is 

at best an enjoyable and profitable distraction from their true artistic endeavors. 

Those who try to sell Indipop also focus on ideological explanations of their 

struggles.  Anand Prasad, head of A&R for Sony Music India expresses his frustration 

                                                 
45 Personal interview (2001). 
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at the Indian consumer’s failure to appreciate what he sees as the value of “real” music 

over the “fake” playback system: 

Unlike in the west, people here are used to playback singing.  They’re used 
to not seeing the actual artist on the video.  They don’t care.  They are very 
happy to see models singing playback.  So I have to build an artist image or 
whatever.  For most people, the artist is incidental.  It is the song that 
becomes more important than the artist.46

 
Prasad, who lists Led Zeppelin, The Rolling Stones, and Deep Purple as his greatest 

musical influences, questions the validity of Bollywood music and feels he must 

struggle to educate the Indian consumer to appreciate the value of an “actual artist” over 

the filmi fantasy of playback singing. 

 Given the well-established role of Hindi films in Indian popular culture, many 

pop singers feel they need to fight even to be recognized.  According to Hariharan, this 

is a fight that cannot be won:  “The film media is a permanent thing.  It’s like a monster.  

You cannot surpass it.  You cannot become more than that.  It is there to stay.”47  His 

characterization of Bollywood as “a monster” is perhaps excessive, but it does reflect a 

common opinion among the creators of Indipop, and antagonism toward the filmi world 

is not uncommon in Indipop circles.  In a competitive struggle over the consumer, film 

music has a well-established role, while the nascent Indipop genre must struggle to 

validate its very existence.48   

                                                 
46 Personal interview (2000). 
47 Personal interview (2001). 
48 For example, Hariharan illustrates the point by saying: 

Somehow pop music is popular, but it’s not able to generate the sales that film music do.  
Problems starts when you don’t see green.  That’s the problem with people buying non-
film repertoire.  If a child buys a film album, the parents don’t say anything.  But if he 
buys a non-film album, the parent says, “Why did you buy that?” (personal interview 
2001) 
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Finally, the Indipop artists with whom I spoke enthusiastically identified 

differences between their music and that of the Hindi film industry.  Often they argue 

that non-film music has more freedom for creativity and innovation, while film music 

relies on fixed formulae and conventions.  When Indipop artists make such distinctions 

in public, I argue, the statement is loaded with a musical-ideological message.  For 

example, when asked about the relationship between film music and Indipop, Suneeta 

Rao replies:  “Pop gives you that extra freedom to sing and experiment the way you 

like, unlike films which bind you in a situation” (“Singing in the Rain” 2000). 

Listening to Alisha, Sharon Prabhakar, Suneeta Rao and other female pop 

singers, I immediately think of the striking differences in vocal timbre and delivery 

among Indipop’s “divas” when compared to the rather fixed vocal style of female 

playback singers. The female voice in films will be expected to conform to the Lata 

Mangeshkar model, while in pop it can be bluesy and shouting (as in Shubha Mudgal’s 

hit “Ab ke Saawan”),  forcefully-spoken (as in Alisha’s verses in “Made in India”) or 

gospel-inspired and soulful (the singer, Mehnaz, is perhaps the best example). 

 Among male vocalists, the expectations for playback singers a little more open, 

although Kishore Kumar and Mohammad Rafi provided examples against which most 

other male vocalists are compared.  Nevertheless, male pop singers express an equal 

disdain for the formulaic nature of Bollywood music.  Shaan, for example, explains that 

even the biggest filmi hits would not be accepted on an independent album: 
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I think a song that is appreciated in a private album would be like the song 
in a film.  Whereas a film hit could sound so terrible in a pop format. You 
know, it could sound so monotonous, so mediocre.  A song like “Kaho Na 
Pyaar Hai,” the title song.  [sings the song’s melody]  I mean, no offense 
to…obviously, they’re looking at it in a bigger picture, but if I did a song 
like that in a pop album, I’d get really ousted from whatever pop fraternity 
we have. [sings more]  And even the production and everything.  But it is 
such a huge hit.  It’s bigger than all the pop albums put together!  So, you 
know, you cannot really compete with the film format.49

 
Likewise, Hariharan complains about the conservative approach to music 

composition among film music directors: 

 
Hariharan:  See, Bollywood is very clever in that sense.  Whatever is 
popular, they make it theirs.  And it becomes filmi.  [laughs]  And that’s 
how it works, you know.  Unless you’re really different from… they can’t 
adapt you.  Then you have your own profile.  Otherwise, they kind of lure 
you in. 
 
PK:  Does it have to do with language also? 
 
Hariharan:  Of course.  I mean, how much English can you sing in a Hindi 
film?  Or…you can’t be very experimental in your musicality.  I mean you 
can’t just suddenly have a Latin kind of a groove.  It has to be more 
palatable by the filmi industry. 
 
PK: So do you feel that film music is more formulaic than non-film music? 
 
Hariharan:  Of course!  I had said somewhere that 80% of film music is 
nursery rhymes…because if you hear the first line, you can say what the 
fourth line is going to be. .  So, trying to be very very careful, or making it 
very very commercial, I think they’re killing it.50

 
After casting Hindi film music as the epitome of mass culture and standardization, 

Hariharan and many of his peers emphasize that musical variety is an important 

reflection of cultural health.  As a form of creative musical expression, music should not 

                                                 
49 Personal interview (2001). 
50 Personal interview (2001). 
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be reduced to formulae.  Rather, it should surprise you, challenge you, and change you.  

Indipop artists argue that this is one of their major contributions to Indian popular 

music.  The “Hindi film cats” may be “damn good businessmen,” but the makers of 

Indipop push the boundaries and challenge convention, something that they see as an 

essential aspect of a healthy musical culture. 

Having expressed to me his frustrations with the business of popular music in 

India, Hariharan took a conciliatory tone and stated: 

But I basically feel it’s not the end of the world, Bollywood music or 
anything like that.  As long as there are creative musicians and there are 
some companies with a little sensibility, I would say it [Indipop] will go.  
It’s much better than it was 20 years back.  There was no genre of non-
filmi.  Even the non-filmi was sung by filmi artists.  So today at least there 
are different voices.  Before there were only 4 or 8 voices ruling India.  
Today there are at least 20 to 30 voices.51

 
In addition to adding variety to the Indian popular music spectrum, Indipop is 

also recognized to have had a major impact on the sound of Bollywood music in the 

1990s and today.52  Vijay Mishra (2001:167) and Neepa Mazumdar (2002: 178) argue 

that film music style has become more heterogeneous due to the influence of non-film 

artists.  Anand Prasad claims that there is a direct relationship, as music directors have 

recently begun to either copy non-film techniques or hire non-film people to work in 

their studios:  

Film is faster when it copies things.  They take ideas from us today.  Look 
at the sound of film music in the past five years.  We are the ones who are 

                                                 
51 ibid. 
52 In addition to influencing the sound of Bollywood music, the influence of Indipop’s performative 
realism has led to an increasing number of film makers abandoning lip-synched scenes in favor of song 
sequences in which the music plays in the background.  To me, this seems to be a significant 
transformation and would be a fertile subject for further research. 
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actually doing new things.  They are the ones who take it and make it 
bigger.  Today, Anu Malik wants Ranjit Barot to arrange music for his 
film songs because he has a western training.  Because he’s into a lot of 
new stuff, he’ll bring a totally new direction to the kind of music he 
[Malik] does.  A lot of film directors today want to use non-film people.53

 
 Thus, the relationship between Indipop and Bollywood has grown more 

complex and intertwined over the past decade.  At the start, it was generally agreed that 

they were two, different camps that had little in common.  However, some Indipop 

artists have become more involved in playback singing or have adopted a more filmi 

sound in order to find greater acceptance in India.  Conversely, as Bollywood had 

reached out for a larger audience in the West, it has turned to Indipop singers, 

songwriters and producers to help tap that market.  According to Dhruv Ghanekar: 

The advent of people like myself and, I think, Ehsaan and Loy into 
mainstream film, is basically to give it a sonic identity which the west 
recognizes as well – it’s not going to be cheesy anymore.  That’s the only 
reason why we’re doing film music besides paying the bills.  You know 
it’s a great canvas to paint on, and sonically again, we don’t connect with 
the people who are making the films.  We have nothing in common with 
them.  They come to us for the technology because we are English 
speaking people.  We understand the technology that the west buys, the 
sound that is palatable and that’s the route the film industry is going.54

 
 With the rising interplay between the two and growing importance of non-film 

people in today’s film music, locating musical elements that distinguish Indipop from 

filmi music has become more and more challenging.  Nevertheless, there are important 

musical distinctions that continue to merit our attention, especially when one considers 

the relationship between musical style and cultural meaning. 

                                                 
53 Personal interview (2000). 
54 Personal interview (2001). 
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Indipop and Bollywood: A Comparative Musical Analysis 

  

In this section, I present a cursory outline of the prevailing musical 

characteristics of mainstream Hindi film music and contrast them with what I see to be 

the most typical traits of Indipop music.  I will present only a few examples,55 and the 

reader should keep in mind that while the formal analysis of musical texts might lead to 

valuable insight, it might also lead to misunderstandings of the socially-inscribed 

meanings of local music making.  Thus, I approach the subject with the assumption that 

music is not an autonomous art capable of carrying meaning on its own.  Rather, I hope 

to prove that the musical features discussed below can function as symbols of 

signification for the appropriate audience in the appropriate context.56

 Perhaps the most important context to keep in mind in the case of India is that 

film music had completely dominated the popular music sphere for decades.  While 

Peter Manuel (1991), Gregory Booth (1991), Paul Greene (1999), and others have given 

accounts of various non-film forms of popular music in India, few people would 

disagree with the statement that Bollywood music is ubiquitous throughout North India.  

While certainly an “eclectic art” (Arnold 1988) that may be interpreted in a variety of 

                                                 
55 In this project, I did not attempt a thorough ethnography of musical reception, although such a project 
would certainly be worth the effort.  My comments on these musical materials, then, come from my own 
analysis and from guiding comments of various song writers and music composers in Bombay. 
56 See Middleton (1990: 9) for more on the relationship between music and social context. 
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ways,57 the production of Bollywood songs nevertheless demonstrates enough 

conservative predictability for scholars to talk about an aesthetic of Hindi film music.  I 

make the same assumption about the equally eclectic world of Indipop.  Yet since many 

Indipop songwriters turned to Hindi music only after years of playing English-language 

pop and rock, it is not surprising to find musical characteristics in today’s Indipop 

music that rely heavily on western pop and rock styles.  Taking these differences as a 

point of departure, I argue that Indipop music provides a challenge to and subversion of 

the dominant film song aesthetic.58  Through harmonic, formal and sonic qualities, the 

sound of Indipop music resonates with the particular histories and experiences of 

Bombay’s cosmopolitan classes in a way that Bollywood music often does not. 

Harmony 

Harmony in India is highly problematic, as Peter Manuel has pointed out.59  In 

fact, there is very little scholarship on the use of harmony in Hindi film songs.  Alison 

Arnold’s dissertation provides 42 transcriptions of film melodies, but she does not 

engage in a thorough, systematic analysis.  Her use of transcriptions focuses on melodic 

                                                 
57 Steve Derné, for example, looks at the gendered reception of Hindi film songs in his 2000 ethnography 
of film viewing in Banaras and Dehra Dun.  He writes that some viewers respond to catchy songs and 
beautiful locales, while for others “it is the titillation of sexy song sequences that is the main attraction” 
(Derné 2000: 57). 
58 As Indipop has grown in significance, and as more and more Indipop artists and songwriters are drawn 
into Bollywood, it has become increasingly difficult to distinguish between the two.  During the course of 
my fieldwork, artists and producers in Bombay felt that the differences were still distinct but were rapidly 
diminishing.  In the years since, the influence of Indipop has only grown in Bollywood.  Thus, I readily 
admit that the lines have become increasingly blurred.  Nevertheless, I argue that the differences between 
Indipop and filmi music are not only discursively constructed, but they are also evident in the prevailing 
sounds themselves.. 
59 He writes:  “The study of the use of harmony in Indian pop music is problematical.  Analysis of the 
chordal progressions may be simple enough from the Western perspective, but it may not explain their 
function in the Indian context.  It may be difficult to ascertain whether harmony is perceived by Indian 
listeners as a structural element, fundamentally altering dissonances and consonances, or as a superfluous 
ornament which does not alter the fundamentally modal character of the music” (Manuel 1988: 168). 
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motifs and musical form, which is logical since these are the musical elements that most 

concern film music composers.  But a comprehensive study of harmonic compositional 

techniques in Bollywood has yet to be written. 

On the occasions that I did interview film music composers, I found it 

challenging to elicit any specifics about their use of harmony.  Anil Mohle, music 

arranger and director for Lata Mangeshkar, seems to rely on intuition when coloring his 

melodies with chords.  Like the majority of film music composers from the early years 

till today, Mohile composes tunes that are based in the modal raga system of traditional 

Indian music.  Although I suspected that he heard harmonies implied in the melodies he 

created on the harmonium, I was unable to grasp his hybridized method that employs 

traditional sargam notation60 with casual references to chord types.  Alison Arnold’s 

work verifies that the leading film music composers focus on melody and think of 

harmonization as a secondary concern: 

Another indication of the importance of melody is the secondary role 
given to harmonization.  As music director Shankar has explained, a film 
song composer must always ‘tune’ the lyrics first, for a melody can be 
harmonized in a hundred different ways.  Hindi film song composers 
universally compose the song melody before any other component of the 
song; then they add harmony to suit the melodic motion.  The view of 
harmony as subordinate to melody derives from the absence of harmony 
in traditional Indian musical culture.  It also reveals the way in which film 
music directors have adopted Western musical elements, without also 
applying the Western approach to composition. (Arnold 1991: 168) 

 
Arnold’s assumption that there is a single Western approach to composition may 

certainly be challenged, but her words imply that her informants sought to minimize the 

                                                 
60 The Indian solfege system, which is more appropriate to the modal Hindustani system. 
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“westernness” in their music and resisted the implication that the traditional basis to 

their music was under attack.61  

This is, in fact, quite the opposite of my experience with Indipop songwriters, 

who invariably cite Western artists, songs, and even individual riffs as their main 

influences.  Harmony (in ‘the western’ sense of composition) is very much on the minds 

of most Indipop songwriters such as Biddu, Lezz Lewis, and Lucky Ali, all of whom 

start by working out riffs and chord changes on a guitar or keyboard when composing.62  

KK’s Indipop ballad “Yaaron” (Figure 2.1) with music by Leslie Lewis, provides a 

clear example of such a riff-based compositional technique. 

 

Figure 2.1 – Acoustic guitar riff for KK’s “Yaaron” 

By laying claim to the western tradition of functional harmony, jazz changes, secondary 

dominants, and other terminology, Indipop song writers align themselves with the west 

and construct film music as staid, bound by tradition, and functional but not inventive. 

                                                 
61 Talking about the traditional art music of North India, Daniel Neuman writes:  “Finally and above all 
else, the music itself, with all the impact of technological change and foreign influence, has continued to 
successfully fight what its makers interpret as a rearguard action against the forces of musical 
vulgarization, by not compromising – at least not to these ears – the fundamental modality of Hindustani 
tonality.”  Of course Ravi Shankar, Zakir Hussain, Shamim Ahmed, Shubha Mudgal, Ali Akbar Khan, 
Vishwa Mohan Bhatt, and more have participated in fusion projects that do explore harmonic changes to 
various degrees. 
62 Whereas traditionally the film music director employs the harmonium (played in a diatonic mode) 
when composing a piece.  
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Form 

Given the emphasis on melody in Bollywood, the structure of a typical film song 

is designed to enhance the affective power of the melody.  For example, many songs 

contain slow, unmetered introductions that, much like alaap sections of classical 

performances, outline the melodic and scalar materials used in the piece.63  With the 

introduction of meter, the composed piece itself begins.  Alison Arnold argues that the 

form of most Hindi film songs conforms to a refrain – instrumental interlude – verse 

pattern.64

What Arnold calls the refrain is known as the mukhra by music producers in 

Bombay.  The same term can be found in Hindustani classical music and is based upon 

traditional poetic form.  Mukhra refers to the composed melodic phrase that leads to 

sam (beat one; often signified by an “X” in written notation of Indian music) in the 

cyclical rhythmic patterns known as taals.  In Hindi film songs, this phrase is often 

repeated at the end of the verse (often referred to as antaras) and is then followed by 

instrumental interludes (labeled “first music,” “second music,” etc.).  Figures 2.2 and 

2.3 demonstrate two examples of mukhra phrases from Bollywood film songs, while in 

the guide sheet that Avinash uses for recordings at Western Outdoor (Figure 2.4), one 

                                                 
63 In Hindi films songs, the playback singer often outlines such melodic phrases using vocables such as 
“La,” “Hey,” or “Ooh,” a practice that is much less common in Indipop songs.   
64 In her dissertation, she demonstrates that this form was established early on and has remained 
essentially unchanged for almost fifty years:   

Despite the lengthening of songs and the introduction of electronic instruments and 
electronically-produced sounds the basic Hindi film song format established in the 
1940s and early 1950s remains virtually unchanged in film songs of the late 1980s 
(Arnold 1991: 227).   
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can see the fixed form in which alternating music and verse sections follow the 

introductory alap and mukhra. 

 

Figure 2.2 – Mukhda of “Mehndhi Laga Ke Rakhna” from the film  

Dilwale Dulhaniya Le Jayenge (1995) 

 

Figure 2.3 – Mukhda from “Bada Dukha Dina” from the film 

Ram Lakhan (1989) 
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Figure 2.4 – Avinash’s guide sheet 

 While the Indian public now views classic film music (and figures such as 

Naushad and Lata Mangeshkar) as an extension of the Hindustani art music tradition, 

Indipop songwriters rarely if ever claim that their songs are based on ragas.  While 

many pop vocalists have been trained in classical or light classical music, the forms of 
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their songs rarely reflect traditional concepts such as mukhra, antara,65 or tala-based 

rhythmic patterns.  Biddu, whose early compositions laid the basis for Indipop style, 

claims, “I know nothing about Indian music.  Zilch.”66  Many of Biddu’s hit songs, such 

as “Disco Deewane”67 and “Johnny Joker,”68 do demonstrate a clear disco-pop style in 

both form and instrumentation.  Other compositions, such as “Tu”69 and “Mehendhi ki 

Raat,”70 make use of Indian percussion instruments but continue to follow a riff-based 

rather than raga-based form.71  The differences are even more distinct in Indipop artists 

whose sound is based on a guitar-bass-drum format, such as Strings, Silk Route, and 

Lucky Ali, whose tune “Tere Mere Saath” opens with a riff (Figure 2.5) that leads to a 

sing-along melody in the chorus (Figure 2.6). 
                                                 
65 In classical music, antara refers to the section of the composed piece that moves to the upper tonic.  
Again, film music directors often use antara when referring to the verse section of a song. 
66 Personal interview (2001). 
67 Recorded by Nazia Hassan in 1981 and by Sagarika in 1995. 
68 Recorded by Shweta Shetty in 1994. 
69 Recorded by Sonu Nigam in 1998. 
70 Recorded by Models in 1996. 
71 My interview with Shaan revealed similar concepts about the formal differences between Bollywood 
songs and Indipop songs: 

Shaan:  Of course it’s my own personal opinion, like say take an album like “Deevana,” 
Sonu Nigam’s album, did really really well.  Falguni Pathak did a couple of albums that 
also did really well.  Now those songs could have very well been in a movie and you 
wouldn’t know the difference.  It doesn’t sound pop.  Not structurally.   

See, like when I did “Loveology.”  Structurally, I tried to change that.  I tried to 
make it like English songs.  Now at the same time I couldn’t make it like an English song 
with Hindi lyrics.  So to a certain amount the lilt and the legato, you know the swing, 
everything had this Indian thing.  So I had to bring in the chorus later, which even 
Rehman’s done in film songs.  But I thought at least structurally then you can define this 
is pop music.  It works with a verse, bridge, chorus situation.  And of course these other 
songs with the murkra and anatara situation, with that first music, second music.  
Everything very typically like a Hindi film song. 
 
PK:  You were using those styles? 
 
Shaan:  No, I wanted to define pop music musically too, so I thought, this is one way.  
Change the structure a bit.  Don’t go with the [filmi] structure. That way you know it’s a 
pop song. (personal interview 2001) 
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Figure 2.5 – Acoustic guitar riff for Lucky Ali’s “Tere Mere Saath” 

 

Figure 2.6 – Melody of chorus for Lucky Ali’s “Tere Mere Saath” 

Furthermore, the overall structures of many Indipop songs often are formed 

around moments of harmonic tension and release.  Similar to many western pop songs, 

“the hook” is deferred by a sequence of chords (typically minor) to create the effect of a 

build-up.72  Only then, after we have been kept in anticipation, do we reach a moment 

(often intentionally brief) of musical release.73  This fetishization of the act of listening 

itself stands in direct opposition to the functional role of film songs whose length and 

arrangement must meet the demands of the accompanying film scene, and whose 

melodies must be appealing enough to immediately catch the ears of a diverse public.  

As numerous film music enthusiasts told me:  “If the audience can’t sing along within 

the first few seconds, the song will never be a success.” 

                                                 
72 Of course, feelings of musical tension are culturally-determined.  As Peter Manuel (1988:183) writes, 
“In order to understand the function of harmony in Indian music, we must be able to comprehend how 
Indians themselves perceive it.”  This topic would prove quite fruitful for future research. 
73 Alisha’s hit, “Made in India” and Lucky’s Ali’s “Tere Mere Saath” both achieve this by minor key riff-
based verses sung in a mid register, staccato style leading to catchy choruses in major keys. 
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Beyond harmonic and melodic influences on form, Bollywood and Indipop 

composers often use rhythm in remarkably different ways.  For many film songs, 

particularly for the cathartic group dance numbers, the tempo of the piece increases in 

stages until the final section reaches a climax of speed and energy.  Again, this practice 

derives from traditional practices, as both folk and classical music feature dramatic 

tempo increases.  With very few exceptions, Indipop songs follow the conventions of 

western pop where the tempo established at the start of the piece is maintained 

throughout the song.  Thus, one might even argue that studio produced Indipop songs 

that are recorded to a steady “click track” draw more on the emotive power of harmony 

to create feelings of tension and release, while film songs emphasize the manipulation 

of melodic expectations and the anticipation of accelerating tempos in creating their 

own feelings of tension and release.  While there is sufficient evidence to note 

differences between Indipop and film music, my thoughts on tension and release are 

preliminary and would require future research before substantial conclusions could be 

made. 

Finally, a comparison of song naming also reveals key differences.  The verse-

chorus-bridge form of many Indipop songs leads some songwriters to use the 

memorable and musically-significant chorus as the song’s title.   The more typical 

pattern in Indian film (and folk) song derives the song title from the first line of the 

lyrics.  (Again, in film music this is very often the mukhra itself.)  Practically all film 

songs and a great many Indipop songs use the first line of the song as their titles.  

However, a sufficient number of Indipop hits are titled after the chorus that the practice 
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merits attention as an example of the differences in musico-cultural orientation between 

Indipop and filmi composers.  

Studio Production 

One of the clearest ways that Indipop distinguishes itself from “the filmi sound” 

is through studio production.  When I asked Alisha Chinai to talk about the production 

of her latest album, she replied: 

I told [Sandeep Chowta] that I want really nice melodies, because that’s 
what the Indian ear likes.  I think with most of the songs the melody is 
very catchy, and the grooves are kind of western…essentially dance 
grooves.  He hasn’t given me that squeaking, you know, sound.  Sandeep 
would never do that, because he listens to a lot of western music.  His ear 
is tuned into the pop production sound.74

 
Alisha’s language illuminates the ways in which Indipop and filmi music are being 

constructed as dichotomous and unrelated.  Her preference for a producer that does not 

create a “squeaking sound” implies that the filmi sound (particularly the violins and 

high-pitched voices) is both undesirable and unrelated to western popular musical 

aesthetics.75

Indipop albums typically lack the heavy reverb that characterizes the vocal 

tracks of many Bollywood songs, particularly those of the 1980s and 90s.76  Indipop 

producers prefer a clear tone that will sound good on headphones, personal stereos, and 

in other modes of individual consumption.  This is in direct opposition to the echoing 

                                                 
74 Personal interview (2001). 
75 Interestingly, Sandeep Chowta is best known as a film music director, but his music (like that of A.R. 
Rehman and Shankar-Ehsaan-Loy) can be seen as a part of the new Bollywood sound that has emerged 
because of the influence of non-film pop. 
76 In a footnote to her dissertation, Alison Arnold notes that some playback singers even complain if their 
voice sounds too natural (Arnold 1991: 244).  In contrast, the vocal qualities of Adnan Sami, Lucky Ali, 
and others are considered to be highly personal, natural, and without artifice.  

 138



sounds sought by film music producers who attempt to create a sonic space compatible 

with the modes of public consumption associated with films – such as movie theaters, 

rickshaws and taxis, and open-air bazaars where film music is blasted from 

loudspeakers. 

In another difference of production aesthetics, Indipop producers reduce the 

treble and boost the mid-range and bass in their mixes, while those familiar with the 

Bollywood music of recent decades recognize screechingly-high strings and 

stratospheric women’s voices as typical.77  According to one author: “The high pitched 

three-octave range of Lata Mangeshkar or Asha Bhonsle’s voice is thrown at the 

audience in the same way as an itinerant folk singer’s in the open spaces of the 

countryside.  It is always on a high enough scale to be heard across streets and buildings 

and over the noises of the city” (Das Gupta 1991: 63).  These sounds are more useful in 

outdoor, crowded spaces and open-air rickshaws, while the bass sound and deeper, 

softer voices of Indipop music come through better on personal stereos and inside air-

conditioned cars with the windows rolled up.  Thus, I argue that there is sufficient 

evidence to claim a relationship between physical space and sonic space, that Indipop 

music can be an iconic reference to the private, more individualized physical 

environments inhabited by middle-class urban Indians, while filmi music – the music of 

                                                 
77 In an interesting historical connection, T.C. Satyanath notes that the use of extremely high pitches in 
public spaces has been around for a long time:  “Decades ago, before the modern amplifiers increased 
noise pollution, tea shops played old horn-type gramophones faster than 78 r.p.m., in almost super-human 
speed, and women in ‘drama-records’ often sounded like a cackle of Donald Ducks.  The motive was to 
increase the volume of sound to attract the unwary passer-by” (Satyanath 1981: 15). 
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the masses, according to Indian public discourse – corresponds more immediately to 

public spaces and a dense, crowded sonic environment. 

A review of the Colonial Cousins’s album Atma encapsulates this distinction by 

emphasizing the autonomous, bourgeois mode of consumption associated with Indipop 

music:  “Wait for the song to take on your every nerve, and soak you in the warmth that 

you experience when you are in a Jacuzzi.”78

 

Conclusion 

 
 It has not been my goal in this chapter to create a rigid dichotomy between 

Indipop and Bollywood music.  Rather, I have emphasized the ways in which both 

categories are discursively constructed and opposed.  Clearly, Indipop cannot be 

approached without reference to the dominant filmi music tradition.  But it is equally 

important to recognize that the resurgence of Bollywood in the late 1990s and dawn of 

the new millennium owes a great deal to the infusion of new sounds and styles brought 

to bear by the emerging non-film pop movement.  Thus, whether approaching MTV-

India or the latest Bollywood hit, I argue that cultural expressions emerging from 

Bombay express a deeply rooted cosmopolitanism, and that essentialist language within 

the culture industry exists in a dialectical relationship with the diversity, 

multiculturalism, and hybridity of the city. 

                                                 
78 See http://music.indya.com/reviews/nonfilm/aatma.html 
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In thinking about the historical roots of globalization, then, I want to point out 

that the emergence of films simultaneously throughout the world is of the same quality 

(though perhaps less intensity) than the kind of globality so celebrated by scholars of 

satellite media and the Internet.  Furthermore, the earliest Indian films already 

demonstrate a global-local dialectic that contemporary scholars emphasize.  Rather than 

simply erasing cultural differences, mass-mediated entertainment spurred local 

identification and appropriation – in the form of mythologicals and musicals rooted in 

local traditions as much as emerging western conventions.  Finally, founding fathers 

such as Himansu Rai actively sought international backing for projects and engaged in 

the production of culture on a truly transnational level.  While the differences between 

the past and present are often great, I feel that an understanding of globalization in 

contemporary Bombay must take into account these roots, or else it runs the risk of 

sensationalizing the present and forgetting the past. 

Looking at Hindi films through the ages, Bombay always appears as a site of 

cultural transformation, often as a corrupting influence on an essential Indian identity.  

Recall, for example, the film Sri 420, where Raj enters the crowded, self-absorbed city 

under a sign advertising for Coca-Cola.  Nearly 50 years later, the streets of Bombay 

continue to be presented as a dangerous mix of commercialism, self-absorbed 

individuals, and overcrowded streets.  In the 2001 film, Nayak, for example, the honest 

and virtuous Shivaji, a cameraman for a slick, private television network, captures the 
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chaos on Bombay’s streets caused by greed and dishonesty, only to lead a triumphant 

populist movement to eliminate poverty and corruption.79

Even with its high degree of eclecticism and hybridity in Bollywood music, 

public discourse repeatedly posits filmi music as embodying uniquely Indian traits.   

While much of RD Burman’s music draws heavily on Latin American influences and 

Bappi Lahiri’s songs are often little more than Hindi versions of western pop songs, 

they are rarely criticized for being too western in the way that Indipop artists have been.  

In the public sphere, Hindi film music retains its authenticity not because of its sound 

but because of its established place in Indian culture, its social practice, modes of 

distribution and ownership.  Indipop artists who openly cite western influences and 

whose music is disseminated on music channels such as MTV and Channel V must 

continually justify themselves as authentic, given the criticisms of their music as a 

foreign imposition and their behavior as complicit in western cultural imperialism. 

Yet I feel that Indipop emerges from the local history of Bombay, and it both 

contributes to the artistic vitality of the city and reveals the ways in which popular 

culture must account for cultural and ideological difference.  The existence of Indipop 

calls into question local definitions of art and the artist.  Bollywood songs are recorded 

by professional playback singers but “visualized” on screen by actors, 80 thus creating a 

disjuncture between the face one sees and the voice one hears.  This disjuncture 

becomes a “public secret” (to borrow from Michael Taussig’s book Defacement [1999]) 

                                                 
79 The end of the film offers a fascinating look at the enthusiasm surrounding liberalization and a free 
market economy.  In the closing scene, the city’s slums are transformed into shining skyscrapers and 
jubilant college graduates rush to join to information technology workforce. 
80 Again, this practice is beginning to change due in large part to the influence of Indipop. 
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that Indian consumers either embrace, reject, or ignore.  But as Hindi films occupy an 

almost sacred space in Indian culture, the “defacement” of them by the presence of 

“real” artists can be read as an act of symbolic resistance.  Indipop music reconnects the 

face with the voice by offering the appearance of an authentic performer expressing 

him/herself though song.81

 While for many viewers Bombay is Bollywood, and filmic representations of 

Bombay tend to emphasize the problems with cosmopolitanism, excessive wealth and 

westernization, there are large sections of the city’s population for whom the 

commercial film world paints a false picture of Bombay’s identity.  Often, these people 

see Bollywood as a particularly mass phenomenon, to be associated with, as Nandu 

Bhende told me, “the real India out there in the villages.”82  For the upper class in 

Bombay, especially for its youth, Indipop music offers a different reality.  It is a reality 

that finds comfort and strength in cosmopolitan thinking, in consumerism, and in an 

ideology of globalized individualism.   

As I have shown in the above analysis of musical examples, Indipop music 

encodes the experience of individualized consumerism in sound.  By the turn of the 

millennium, Bollywood had caught on.  Today, youth in Bombay can point to a film 

like Dil Chhaata Hai  (2001) as an example of a film that “finally reflects our reality” 

by celebrating youthful rebellion, the new consumerism of post-liberalization India, and 

                                                 
81 Or, by undermining the very notion of the face by exposing its constructed nature through humor and 
visual special effects.  MTV India is particularly adept at this.  The network airs numerous videos which 
create a type of playback kitsch in which videos of western stars like Britney Spears are edited and 
picturized over a Hindi song, thus creating the appearance that the artist is singing in Hindi.  To me, these 
humorous constructions implicitly call into question the practice of playback singing. 
82 Personal interview (2001). 
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a cosmopolitan confidence to participate in “cool” scenes that rival those anywhere else 

in the world.  It should be no surprise, then, to know that the music for Dil Chhaata Hai 

was composed by Shankar, Ehsaan and Loy, three musicians who came up from the 

ranks of the non-film music scene, performing rock, blues, jazz and pop before entering 

the film music industry.  These and many other non-film artists have been integral in the 

development of a popular music that addresses the realities of everyday life (for a 

certain population) and challenges the escapism of the Hindi film industry. 

Conducting research in Bombay in the early 1980s, Alison Arnold observed that 

Bollywood music may not fulfill all of the valuable social roles that are potential in 

popular music: 

Indian [film] music is clearly a popular creation to the extent that it 
incorporates folk elements, and the influence between folk and film music 
is certainly mutual.  Yet it may remain questionable to what degree film 
music responds to or manipulates taste, with its homogeneous vocal style, 
lush orchestration, avoidance of topical contemporaneity, corporate origin, 
and the entire glittery and unreal world of the cinema.  Thus, the diversity 
of South Asian popular tastes may ultimately be better reflected in the 
popular musics which have emerged independently of the cinema (Arnold 
1991: 171-72). 

 
With that in mind, I will turn more directly to the makers of non-film pop music and to 

the emergence of an alternative national popular music that was thought to have the 

potential to overthrow the conventions of escapist fantasy of Bollywood. 
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Chapter Three 
 
 

On one of the many evenings I spent socializing with my neighbors in the Juhu-
Sangeeta Cooperative Housing Society, the retired film-maker Mr. Saraiya told me,  
“Mumbai mein do chiizein hamesha hoti hain:  corruption aur digging.”  There are two 
constants in Bombay: corruption and digging.  Corruption is a given in almost any city, 
but Bombay residents like to claim (sometimes with a touch of pride) that the city has its 
own, unique style of corruption.  It’s the kind of corruption that’s alluded to in glossy 
magazines sold on the streets, re-enacted in countless Bollywood movies, and 
epitomized by the extortion and murder of Gulshan Kumar, the street vendor-turned 
millionaire music mogul who founded the T-Series Corporation.  Bombay may be the 
city of dreams for many Indians, but for generations it has also been seen as the 
epitome of greed, hedonism, and a corrupt culture that shows little concern for the 
maintenance of tradition. 

The second constant in Bombay, according to Mr. Suraiya, is digging.  As I 
stumble over the rocky rubble that lines Juhu Road, I’m prone to agree with the 
statement.  It seems that all of Bombay is being dug up to lay down Internet cable.  Even 
at the bus stop where I wait, flat pieces of pavement are hard to find.  Only a few weeks 
ago, a member of my host family (Pamela Auntie) stepped down from the bus, landed 
awkwardly on the rubble, and split her head open.  The bus driver took off, with the 
frustrating logic that as soon as the passenger is no longer in his bus he has no 
responsibility.  After a few nights in the hospital, Pamela returned home, at which time I 
overheard another neighbor say, “Bombay mein aisa hota hai.”  In Bombay, it’s like 
that. 

Given the dangers I had witnessed first-hand, I head out of my apartment on the 
morning of August 28 with a heightened sense of awareness of my body and its 
surroundings.  Especially because I plan to take the same bus that Pamela took a few 
days earlier.  To catch the bus to the Santacruz train station, I cross the ever-bustling 
Juhu Road and head for the crowded bus stop.  Stumbling over the broken concrete, I 
reach the shade of the overhang in front of the Azaad Copy Shop, where students from 
the nearby SNDT Women’s University gather to make phone calls and flirt in Internet 
chat rooms on the half dozen computers crammed into the corners of the shop.    

As usual, my presence seems to go unnoticed by the others waiting for the bus.  
While this has been a welcome change from my experiences in other parts of India, or 
even in the touristy parts of Bombay such as Colaba, it’s deceptively dangerous.  I 
begin to feel that I belong here, that I’m a local.  But then the occasional shocked look 
by a child or the shouts of teenage boys riding past on a scooter remind me that I will 
always be an outsider, a  phirangi.  Even when couriers ask me for directions or 
passengers on the train strike up conversations in Hindi, usually mistaking me for a 
Parsi, these brief feelings of belonging are instantly erased by a gawking look or 
courteous offer to show me the way to the nearby Hari Krishna temple. 
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The red, double-decker bus finally lumbers around the corner and approaches 
the stop. This is where the adventure begins.  The bus slows but never fully stops, as if 
doing so could end the momentum of the trip and leave us stuck forever.  Feeling that I 
am more agile than the others, I usually wait to get on last.  So much for doing things 
the local way!  If I were really a local, I would push my way through as soon as 
possible, saving all niceties for another place.  But I have yet to develop a method for 
shoving aunties or cutting in front of college girls wearing high-heeled sandals.  So I 
wait, unwisely holding on to the side of the bus and jogging along while the others 
climb up the steps into the bus.  The driver accelerates while the last few of us are still 
climbing aboard.  With a hop, I get both feet on the bottom step and wait for the others 
to compress themselves to somehow make room for another dozen passengers waiting 
ahead at the next stop. 

After squeezing more students into the bus, we rumble across Swami 
Vivekananda Road and honk our way through the crowded market street leading to the 
station.  I file out of the bus and head for the stairs.  The experience is still intensely 
physical, as the combination of heat, broken steps, and jostling bodies pushing up the 
stairs absorbs my attention and leaves little room for the mind to wander.  Not paying 
attention to the film posters and barely noticing the crippled children asking for change, 
I flow across the overpass and down the stairs to the platform, catching the train just as 
it pulls up.  The usual shouts of “Chalo bhai!” and “Aage barho” accompany pushing 
hands and barging shoulders as myself and fifty or more compatriots squeeze our way 
into the already full carriages. 

Once moving again, I begin the strategic process of trying to find a place to lean 
or, if truly lucky, a place to sit.  The challenge lies in three factors.  First, one must 
gauge the seated passengers to figure out who might be standing up soon.  Second, you 
must position yourself above that person so that you can immediately sit while he’s still 
getting up from his spot.  Finally, one needs to know when to start heading for the door.  
This usually needs to be done two stops early, since the trains are generally so crowded 
that the effort it takes to squeeze through the standing people generally takes a few 
minutes. 

Having honed these skills over the past months, I make it to the door of the 
boogie just as we pull up to Mahalaxmi station.  Climbing down, I hurry to the stairs to 
try to beat the rush.  Emerging from the station into the blinding sunlight and oven-like 
heat, I embark on the walk to Magnasound offices.  Following the curve of the road 
from the bridge, which overlooks the tracks and reveals children and adults alike 
squatting in the tall grass alongside the tracks, I descend to the rows of auto body 
shops, cigarette stalls, and ruins of old British mills.  Magnasound is located in one 
such compound.  Like many of Bombay’s hip, new offices, Magnasound’s headquarters 
lie inside the walls of an old mill where, during the 19th century, much of Bombay’s 
wealth was made. 

I wind my way through a narrow alley, enjoying the cool of the shade and the 
tufts of overgrown green foliage growing among the brick ruins of the old mills.  
Toward the end of the alley, I come to a guarded gate with the word “Laxmi” faded but 
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visible above the guardhouse.  Wondering if I am in the wrong place, I continue past 
grease-covered mechanics and their inquisitive glances.  I turn the corner and spot a 
silver Mercedes parked in front of a frosted glass door etched with the Magnasound 
logo. 

As I enter, I’m greeted by a cool blast of air-conditioned air and two young 
women who ask me to register at the welcome desk.  A smiling man in a security 
uniform brings a glass of water while I wait.  Looking around, I notice several 
televisions showing various music channels, a large tank filled with tropical fish, and a 
music-themed neon sculpture on wall.  The table in front of me is covered with reading 
materials such as business reports, trade magazines, the Times of India.  All are in 
English.  

I feel surrounded by media.  This seems appropriate, perhaps iconic of the 
setting in which Indipop has developed…as a product of the media, by the media, for 
the media.  Yet after one filters through the gates of televisions and magazines in the 
waiting room, a busy nest of activity becomes apparent, and the human, decision-
making work that controls such media is made evident. 
 The office of Magnasound’s founder and director, Shashi Gopal, is in full view 
of the waiting area.  The front wall of his office is made of glass, so while I wait I can 
see all the behind-the-scenes activity.  Young men and women slip in and out of his 
office, Gopal answers a steady barrage of phone calls, and his executive assistant, 
whose office lies in a loft directly above Gopal’s desk, bounces up and down the small 
staircase in the corner of Gopal’s office. 

After a couple of brief words with the Magnasound employees I had previously 
met through friends at local record stores, Gopal’s secretary comes down to greet me 
and invites me inside the director’s office.  While Gopal finishes another phone 
conversation, I scan the many photos hanging on the office walls:  Gopal with Daler 
Mehndi, the Colonial Cousins, and other Indipop stars.  I also note a large photo of a 
smiling Shashi Gopal shaking hands with former President Bush. 

Hanging up the phone, Magnasound’s top man offers me a warm greeting.  He 
talks with enthusiasm about his son who attends to Brown University.  He explains the 
significance of his company’s transparent office.  Gopal’s ambition and optimism is 
palpable, and I learn that Magnasound is soon to “go public” and offer stock on 
Bombay’s Dalal Street market. 
 
 
The Business of Indipop 

 

 In this chapter, I focus on the rise of Magnasound, its artists, and its role in the 

promotion of non-film Hindi pop music.  Magnasound provides a fascinating case study 
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in appropriation of Western models (business and musical models) and the 

transformation and localization of those models.  In the first section, I trace the 

development of Magnasound by way of its founder, Shashi Gopal.  I argue that Gopal 

and associates actively promote a non-film music industry that is aligned with global 

capitalist models and opposes what he and his associates see as the corruption of the 

Indian film music industry.  I then profile four of the biggest names from Magnasound’s 

early years: Baba Sehgal, Alisha Chinai, Daler Mehndi and The Colonial Cousins.  I 

analyze the musical and visual texts of these artists, as well as their own biographies 

and opinions on the emergence of Indipop in the mid 1990s.  A close analysis of artists’ 

discourse and musical texts reveals much of the ideological foundation for current 

popular music in India. 

As I have shown, the musical roots of Indipop are deeply intertwined with 

western styles.  As in the west, musical style is often connected to individual identity.  

Thus, Indian pop stars are often styled as local equivalents to established artists from 

the west.  For example, Alisha is “The Indian Madonna.”  Hema Sardesai is “The Indian 

Whitney Houston.”  KK is “The Indian Bryan Adams.”  The list is endless, and I heard 

these phrases uttered constantly during my time in Bombay. 

Yet regardless of the labels, and despite our best attempts to discount such 

appropriations as obvious examples of cultural imperialism or Americanization, an 

Indian Madonna is just that, an Indian Madonna.  Similarly, the wildly popular Pizza 

Hut that opened on Juhu Road during my stay in Bombay has become a part of local 

experience, where Indian staff serve Indian patrons, and where local concerns and 
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experiences are preeminent.  Although stemming from acts of appropriation and 

equivalence that originated in colonial history, these cultural forms have emerged to 

become significant elements of local identity and practice.  Rather than being passing 

novelties, they may well be the first steps in more widespread cultural transformations 

still to come. 

 

Shashi Gopal and the Founding of Magnasound 

 
Shashi Gopal, the founder of Magnasound (India), Ltd., got his start in the music 

business in 1973.  After attending Delhi University, where he was “a keen music 

lover…especially The Doors, The Who and Santana,” Gopal joined EMI and quickly 

rose to a position of high rank.   

EMI, owner of the Gramophone Company of India (GCI) and the well-known 

label HMV, maintained an absolute monopoly over the Indian recording industry for 

more than five decades (Joshi 1988: 149).  GCI created several subsidiary labels in 

order to create the appearance of diversity in the industry, but it was not until the late 

1960s, when the Dutch-owned Polydor label set up its own manufacturing infrastructure 

in Bombay, that EMI’s dominance was threatened.  As Peter Manuel discusses in his 

book, Cassette Culture, the hegemony of the HMV label ended in the 1980s because of 

several factors: 1) the advent of cassette technology allowing smaller-scale production, 

2) HMV’s poor planning and its resistance to enter the cassette market, 3) the physical 

deterioration of HMV’s masters, preventing them from re-issuing “evergreen hits” on 
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cassettes, and 4) legal sanctions against the company for failing to pay royalties.  

According to Manuel, “By 1987 HMV’s outstanding royalty debt exceeded fifty million 

rupees” (Manuel 1993: 67). 

With the company reeling, EMI sent a managing director from England to take  

control of the business.  According to Gopal, this move precipitated his move away 

from the bulky, backward-viewing HMV and toward a more modern, internationally 

legitimate yet locally run business: 

My tenure in HMV came to an abrupt ending when a new managing 
director came in from the UK for a three-month assignment. He tried to 
make my life difficult but I thank him today. He made some rude remarks 
about Indians and I just walked out of the office and never went back.  

I had no idea how to start a business. I did not know where the 
resources would come from. It was just anger that gave me the courage to 
do my own thing.  (Nandy 1999) 

 
Gopal claims that he left HMV because of such oppressive conditions.  He uses 

the language of an independent entrepreneur and a nationalist who shows courage in his 

battle to establish self-rule in the music industry.  But before he was able to set up an 

independent record company, Gopal agreed to head operations of CBS in India.   

With a majority share (60%) held by the Parsi-owned Tata company, CBS had 

launched their Indian operations in the summer of 1982 with a gala affair.  The 

celebration marked not only the entry of a major western corporation into the Indian 

music industry, but it also signaled to Bombay’s consuming middle class that India’s 

markets were gradually opening up to foreign investment.  A review of the celebration 

in the magazine Bombay reveals some sense of the enthusiasm over fortune, fame, and 

“legitimate” business – which of course is symbolized by America: 
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A tastefully discreet CBS sculptured in ice graced the entrance [to the 
Oberoi Hotel’s Regal Room]; but the main focus was the musical Hall of 
Fame that compromises its worldwide repertoire.  Miles Davis looked on 
impassively as music fans gathered in front of a vibrant portrait of a drug-
high Janis Joplin.  A huge thermocole disc emblazoned with the CBS 
philosophy – Music Is Our Life – competed with the Statue of Liberty for 
attention. (Lakshman 1982: 45) 

 
Ratan Tata (heir to the Tata empire) chose CBS to be his first venture after 

taking over Tata and Sons.  While perhaps Bombay’s most influential industrialist, 

Tata’s appearance at the celebration, along with that of Biddu, Kalyanji and Anandji, 

was practically overshadowed by the cutting edge technology employed for the 

occasion.1  Lakshman goes on to say that Tata “had to share the limelight with the 32-

minute crackerjack audio-visual put together by Creative Unit, Western Outdoor, and 

CBS.  The first one of its kind, it was an essay in gadgetry, using an Apple computer for 

programming, 15 projectors, five screens and 2,000 slides, apart from a plethora of 

lights” (ibid 46). 

In 1989, after working at CBS for two years, Shashi Gopal founded 

Magnasound (India), Ltd., an Indian-owned and operated record label poised to develop 

the nooks and crannies left between the massive film music industry: 

It was a one-man company.  I started this business with a capital of 
300,000 rupees, which is you know my provident fund from my old job.  
And at that time, I never thought the company would be where it is today.  
I thought this company would serve a very niche audience, but make some 
good products.  And base it around the non-film repertoire.  This is what 
the plan was really.2

 

                                                 
1 Of particular interest to me is the on-going connection of Indipop with technological innovation.  
Whether recording in the studio or creating visual effects for videos, Indipop artists often act as a conduit 
for the introduction of new technologies into Indian popular culture. 
2 Personal interview (2001). 
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The company started by selling Indian classical music recordings by Pt. Jasraj, 

Shamim Ahmed, and Girija Devi.  Gopal secured a deal to distribute and sell western 

pop from the Warner Music (at that time WEA) catalogue.  Magnasound grew rapidly 

through the distribution and sales of global pop’s biggest names: Phil Collins, Madonna 

and Prince, along with rock acts like The Doors, The Eagles, AC/DC, and Metallica.   

For its first few years of operation, Bombay’s consuming class thought of Magnasound 

more as a source for international releases than local music. 

Thanks to the sales of international music, Magnasound looked more and more 

legitimate, confident, and, according to Gopal, was positioned to experiment more with 

local talent: 

The intention really was to deliver good quality music on a simultaneous 
release basis in India.  Use their repertoire availability which was given to 
me on a royalty basis.  Earn money.  Send them royalties.  And use the 
other money for investing into diverse programming.  So we did business 
with Warner for about seven years.  For seven years we did a lot for 
international music.  What we did was we pioneered simultaneous releases 
in India, so to that extent people were happy with us.  We uplifted quality.  
We gave them new heat-proof boxes, better recording quality.  We gave 
them CDs, we gave them a lot of good marketing, proposals, POPs, 
merchandise, posters, you know, exactly as a company would service their 
products abroad, we did the same amount of service here.  And we got a 
fairly good name for doing all that.  Which is why we were in a position to 
start pop in India.3

 
As I will outline in the next section, Gopal and his protégés at Magnasound (many of 

whom went on to head the multinational record companies that later entered the Indian 

market) readily emphasize their goals to achieve equivalence with the global music 

market.  The time lag between core and periphery markets is eliminated via 

                                                 
3 ibid. 
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simultaneous releases.  New technologies and marketing strategies raise the quality of 

both the sound of the music and the status of the artist to western norms.  Yet other 

innovations, such as heat-proof boxes, demonstrate their concern with adapting to local 

demands.  The careers of Magnasound’s major artists demonstrate a similar dynamic, 

starting with equivalence through direct appropriation but evolving to become more 

attuned to domestic markets and local expectations. 

After Magnasound had established its financial stability, they tried marketing 

some Indian-made products, including nursery rhymes and English songs like Jasmine’s 

“Alien Desire” and Remo’s “Everybody Wants to [bleep] Without the Fear of AIDS.”  

Then, their first big act was Baba Sehgal, India’s first rap star.  Soon after, they released 

“Johnny Joker” by Shweta Shetty with music by Biddu, who Magnasound brought back 

to India after 10 years as a successful disco producer in England.4  According to Biddu, 

it was a chance encounter in France that led Shashi Gopal to court him into returning to 

Hindi music: 

I met Shashi Gopal in MIDEM,5 which is a music festival like Cannes, in 
Cannes.  Like you have a film festival, we have a music festival where 
music companies come from all around the world.  I met Shashi by 
chance in the Palais.  He had started a record label. I said, “Yeah, yeah 
sure.”  But I had no interest.6

 

                                                 
4 Biddu produced Carl Douglas’s “Kung Fu Fighting” and Tina Charles’s “I Love to Love,” among other 
it tunes. 
5 MIDEM is a marketing orgy for the international business of music.  It calls itself “The Global Music 
Market.”  A video on the MIDEM website describes the conference as “your shortcut to business 
opportunities and the latest trends.”  After highlighting the different types of luxury suites available to 
business folks, the video eventually gets around to mentioning artists, noting that they have live 
performances because “hearing is emotion.” 
6 Personal interview (2001). 
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Although Biddu had been successful with the song “Aap Jaisa Koi” from the film 

Qurbani and had produced the first million-selling private album in India with Nazia 

Hassan’s Disco Deewane, he told me that he was “still not impressed with Indian 

music.”  Nevertheless, he eventually accepted Gopal’s offer and penned the dance/rap 

song “Johnny Joker,” which led to a long and productive relationship between Biddu 

and Magnasound’s stable of artists.  

Also in the early 1990s, Magnasound released an English pop album called Set 

Me Free by a promising young composer named A.R. Rahman.  After establishing 

himself as a jingle-writer in the ad world, Rahman was discovered by the film director 

Mani Ratnam, who chose Rahman to compose the music for his upcoming film, Roja.  

The soundtrack, also distributed by Magnasound, went on to become a major hit and 

made Rahman a household name throughout India.  Today, Rahman is universally 

acknowledged to be the creative genius behind a musical revolution in Bollywood and 

the key figure in its globalization.7

The watershed year for Magnasound’s experiments with non-film pop music 

was 1995.  In quick succession, they scored hits with Baba Sehgal, Alisha Chinai 

(originally known as “the Indian Madonna”), and Daler Mehndi (a Punjabi taxi-driver 

turned bhangra singer).  In 1996, Magnasound’s term as the Warner distributor came to 

an end.  Fortunately, by 1996 they had established themselves as the main source for 

non-film pop music in India and were financially stable enough to move on without 

selling western music.  They continued the Indipop trend with acts such as The Colonial 
                                                 
7 His work with Andrew Lloyd Weber on Bombay Dreams is well known, as are his soundtracks for films 
such as Bombay (1995), Taal (1999), and Lagaan (2001). 
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Cousins, Sonu Nigam, Shaan, the girl group Models, and several other female divas 

such as Suchitra and Sagarika. 

In the late 1990s, multinational companies entered into the Indian market.  They 

called not on “the filmi cats” but on Magnasound’s roster of executives to launch their 

Indian affiliates, confident that the film industry was on the decline and the real money 

would be made in pop music.  Suresh Thomas was the first to leave, founding 

Crescendo and then tying up with BMG.  Next, Atul Churamani accepted the offer to 

leave Magnasound and head Virgin Music’s launch in India.  Finally, Anand Prasad left 

to run the A&R branch of Sony Music India.  These multinational corporations brought 

huge sums of money and great expectations for what they perceived to be India’s 

billion-strong market.  They dove into the market like gangbusters and snatched up not 

only Magnasound’s executives, but also most of the company’s stars.  After losing so 

many artists to the international labels, Magnasound struggled for a time before making 

a strong comeback in 2000 with Adnan Sami and the Pakistani rock band, Strings. 

Within a decade, Magnasound had grown from an unknown record label run out 

of Gopal’s home to a major player in the Indian music industry.  The company 

demonstrated that there was money to be made in Indian pop music.  From a turnover of 

19 lakh rupees (roughly $40,000) in 1989, Magnasound now looks at an annual 

turnover of 36 crore (approximately $7.5 million) (Shankara 2001: 28).  But as I will 

demonstrate in this chapter, the significance of Magnasound’s success goes beyond the 

economic factors.  The rise of Indipop, tied hand-in-hand with the rise of Magnasound, 

demonstrates a musical and cultural change in contemporary Indian society. 
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“It’s time I own some of repertoire of my own.” 

  In this section, I will look at the ideological underpinnings of Magnasound’s 

founder and leading executives.  According to Shashi Gopal, his company offered the 

Indian consumer a new way to understand and consume popular music: 

I knew for a fact that film music as a source of soundtrack was accepted in 
India only because of that infrastructure.  If that weren’t the case, why would 
people want to buy Led Zep here?  I mean, Led Zep is not being shown in 
films here.  Why would people want The Doors?  And I had success with 
products like that, on a limited scale, yes.  As on a limited scale, why 
wouldn’t I do non-film?  Because international is licensed repertoire, Warner 
can take it back whenever they want.  It’s time I own some repertoire of my 
own.  So I really wanted to duplicate the efforts of people in Europe and 
Japan, where they had artist following, as say, “Why can’t artists be as big as 
the actors?  Why wouldn’t they have a fan following?”  So when I used to 
speak to artists, I used to tell them, I used to show them this dream that 
listen, “Daler, you’re a cab driver today.  But one day, you’ll have people 
thronging all over you.  People wanting your autograph. And believe me 
(mind you I’d gone on quote with Daler Mehndi) there will be a biggest 
actor, like Amitabh Bachchan, who will want to act with you.”  And all that 
happened.  So it was really a belief that consumers were not being dictated 
by film music because film music was film music.  They were dictated by 
film music because nothing else was available.8

 
Gopal feels that his company fought against the tide of conformity fueled by the 

massive Bollywood music industry.  He takes a practical approach in explaining the 

emergence of non-film pop music in India.  First, he claims that Bollywood is as 

successful as it is simply because there are no alternatives.  Consumers are “dictated” 

into buying films music.  Second, he feels that, from a practical business standpoint, he 

should be in control of his own product rather than distributing international repertoire 

or film soundtracks.    

                                                 
8 Personal interview (2001). 
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The orientation of Gopal and his associates is reflected in their approach to 

business.  They are clearly ambitious and confident that they have the skills and 

resources to transform the Indian popular music landscape.  Having absorbed a 

corporate mentality based on efficiency and demographic research, they place an almost 

religious faith in the power of western models of business: 

So Magnasound approached this not just as a fluke opportunity, but as a very 
calculated opportunity.  We had decided that we were not going to be a 
distribution company in that sense, not going to be a company that just hands 
over film product that is already popular, pre-marketed from one source or 
the other.  We decided that we were going to be marketeers.  We would 
believe in this word called “market segmentation.”  We would believe in 
words like “market positioning.”  We would want to know more about 
pricing.  We would want to know whether the products exhibited price 
elasticity or not.  We wanted to talk in terms of demand and supply.  We 
were very keen to understand the demographics.9

 
By aligning himself with post-liberalization business tactics and (by implication) 

distinguishing himself from the inefficient, underhanded business of the film world, 

Gopal’s words clearly reveal a concerted effort to legitimize the music industry.  While 

Bollywood works on bribes and hidden financiers, the legitimate pop industry should 

strive to be above the table at all times.  In its physical layout, the Magnasound office is 

designed to be completely transparent so that all work is done in the open.  Even their 

cassettes are transparent, a claim to fame that Shashi boasts of, since clear cassettes 

reveal warped or damaged tape.10   

In a thinly-veiled jab at the shady business of the film world, Gopal states, “My 

company is run like an industry with finance from banks rather than hundis etc.  I 
                                                 
9 ibid. 
10 A common problem in India.  Given the conditions (heat and dust), the lifespan of a cassette bought in 
the bazaars can be a mere few weeks.  Magnasound emphasizes the quality of their product at all times. 
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believe in complete openness in my business.  I don't believe in closed rooms and even 

drawers which contain invaluable data masters are always open” (Vijayakar n.d.).  In an 

environment dominated by nepotism, License-Permit Raj,11 and constant references to 

corruption, Magnasound is more than a business venture.  It is, according to Gopal, a 

social and cultural statement of resistance and innovation. 

The other major aspect of this effort to legitimize the music industry concerns 

music piracy.  Gopal and his team played an active role in the formation of the Indian 

Music Industry (IMI), an organization whose primary goal is to stamp out illegal 

piracy.12  In order to do so, aspects of the basic infrastructure needed to be modernized.  

Fortunately, corporate vendors such as Planet M and Groove were poised to enter the 

market.  These retailers would be able to track sales using computers and provide 

reliable information to the company.  While such stores would at first put only a small 

dent in the sales of both legitimate and pirated music by street vendors, they served an 

upper-class market that was growing exponentially throughout the 80s and was 

expected to do so throughout the 90s.   

Ultimately, the camaraderie of the early days, where Shashi, Atul, Suresh, and 

Anand all worked together has led to an ethos of friendly competition among 

Magnasound and the international labels.  They sponsor joint parties, hang out with 

each other on weekend, and hope for the success of any Indipop artist regardless of his 

or her label.  According to Gopal, “Over these years we now understood that, listen, it’s 

                                                 
11 The recent PBS program, “Commanding Heights,” explores the explosion of red tape and bureaucracy 
during India’s “Permit Raj” of the 1970s and 80s.  For a video clip of the program, see: 
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/commandingheights/shared/video/real/mini_p02_04_220.html  
12 See their website for a list of the IMI’s anti-piracy actions:  http://www.indianmi.org/ 
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very important to respect your business, because that’s the only way you get people 

from outside the business respect you, to make it into an industry.”13  With 

Magnasound leading the way, non-film popular music began to emerge as a legitimate 

industry and a threat to the hegemony of the film world. 

As I have shown, the ideological underpinnings of Indipop emerge from a 

western orientation of Romantic self-expression, individualism, and neo-liberal 

capitalism.  These ideologies are filtered through uniquely Indian contexts of culture, 

history and experience.  However, without a major hit, the makers of Indipop would 

have been little more than an elite, metropolitan niche interest.  With the unprecedented 

success of Alisha Chinai’s song “Made in India,” people suddenly realized that Indipop 

music could give Bollywood a run for its money by capturing the attention (and wallets) 

of all classes and regions. 

 

Alisha Chinai: The Indipop Mega-Star 

 
 Alisha Chinai’s career is perhaps the prototype for all Indipop singers who were 

to follow.  She got her start in Bombay’s English music scene, worked in the modeling 

industry, did some playback singing for a few minor film songs,14 and recorded lots of 

jingles.  Only by paying her dues in this now familiar circuit was she able to secure her 

                                                 
13 Personal interview (2001). 
14 While she proved that a person could make a fortune as a non-film pop star, she has nonetheless sang 
playback since the beginning and continues to do it today.  Started with Tarzan (1985), Tridev (1987), Mr 
India (1989).  Recently she’s done songs for Pyaar Tune Kya Kiya (2001), Mujhe Kuch Kehna Hai 
(2001) and Ishq Vishq (2003). 

 159



place as a recognized individual - a known name, face and voice - in Indian popular 

culture. 

When I asked her about the musical environment in which she grew up, her 

response was typical of a cosmopolitan Indian experience.  Alisha’s father sang 

classical music and led her to study with Gulam Mushtiq Ali Khan.  At the same time, 

Alisha grew up listening to English pop music and recalls watching her brother sing “(I 

Can’t Get No) Satisfaction” with his college band, The Nuts.  Her big break came in 

1983, when she sang “Another Suitcase in Another Hall” in the Bombay production of 

Evita.  The musical, directed by Alyque Padamse, followed on the heels of the much-

publicized successes of Jesus Christ Superstar and Tommy on the Bombay stage.15

For Alisha, her role as one of Peron’s mistresses in Evita led to opportunities in 

modeling, jingle-singing, and eventually to a record contract with HMV.  Alisha 

describes her first album, Jadoo, as “pretty pathetic” music that was composed by 

“some guy with HMV.”  Soon after the album’s release, Alisha married Rajesh Javeri, 

who became her producer and manager.  Javeri, a lover of fusion music who cites The 

Doors and the sitarist Shamim Ahmed as his influences, composed most of the music on 

her next few albums, including Aah Alisha (1990) and Baby Doll (1991).   

                                                 
15 The Broadway musical was, in fact, an important launching platform not only for Alisha but for several 
other pop performers as well. Suneeta Rao, another of Magnasound’s early stars, starred in the Bombay 
production of The Man From La Mancha.  Sharon Prabhakar, India’s first pop diva, starred as Eva Peron 
in Evita and appeared in all of Padamse’s productions.  Having already released several Hindi and 
English-language disco albums and having toured Russia and India’s metros with “The Sharon Show,” a 
pop music and dance spectacle, Prabhakar established herself as the successor to Usha Uthup as 
Bombay’s leading female performer of Western music.  However, Sharon added a dimension of sex 
appeal that Usha Uthup did not have in her 1960s performances at Talk of the Town. 

 160



As India moved toward the 1990s, there were very few outlets for non-film pop 

music.  However, consumerism was on the rise, and Rajiv Gandhi was leading the 

country toward privatization of many businesses.  According to Alisha, Gandhi had a 

keen interest in music and wanted to promote Indian pop musicians to the world as a 

sign of India’s growing cosmopolitanism.  According to Alisha, the directive to start 

making music videos to accompany her pop music came from Gandhi himself: 

It was actually the outcome of meeting with Prime Minister Rajiv Gandhi, 
at that time.  We’d gone there for a tea party he’d had for Ravi Shankar 
and Zubin Mehta.   And he just wanted to call, you know I was there…the 
pop stars.  I think he was quite a pop fan himself…So then he said, “Why 
don’t you do a program?”  Videos, you know?  Because he’d seen all these 
videos.  He said, “Why don’t we have them?  Alisha, why don’t you do 
one?”  I said, “No, No, I’m not very sophisticated.”  And my ex-husband 
was very sharp.  He jumped in and said.  “I’ll produce them!”  The guy 
who was mediating said, “OK.  We can do it for you.”  So he got all the 
artists together.  It was very amateur level and dismal budgets, but we did 
it.16

 
While I was shocked to hear that Rajiv Gandhi might be the father of Indian MTV, it 

should not have come as a complete surprise.  Gandhi was extremely active in 

promoting a modern, high-tech image of India.17  His economic reforms paved the way 

for the gradual opening of India’s markets to private investment.  His brother oversaw 

the government-sponsored program to create a new Indian automobile, the Maruti, by 

connecting local designers with engineers from the Japanese company Suzuki.   And it 

was Rajiv Gandhi himself who recommended that the government-sponsored Festival 

                                                 
16 Personal interview (2001). 
17 In fact, Sevanti Ninan argues that Gandhi placed great emphasis on improving Doordarshan:  “He was 
possibly the first Indian prime minister to be acutely embarrassed by the dowdiness and lack of 
sophistication on Doordarshan…Sycophantic, boring and incompetent, Doordarshan was inconsistent 
with the forward-looking image Rajiv was trying to give his government” (Ninan 1995: 32-33). 
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of India send Indipop singers, rather than classical musicians or dancers, as foreign 

ambassadors who would demonstrate the dynamic, rapidly advancing nature of India in 

the 1980s.18

At this time, the infrastructure of India’s electronic media was limited, and 

neither MTV nor Channel V had appeared on Indian televisions.  Nevertheless, there 

were soon to be several well-known shows on the state-run Doordarshan network that 

would feature music clips. The results of Gandhi’s encouragement was “Pop Time,” an 

hour-long music video show broadcast in primetime on the national television network. 

Alisha’s videos of that era were cheap and the music was largely derivative of 

contemporary western pop styles of the times (such as the synth pop of the Go-Gos and 

the Cars).  For example, Alisha’s song “Superman” sounds, according to Alisha herself, 

“like pure bubblegum pop.”  The video, a playful tour around Bombay with some 

extremely basic video effects, features an Indian superman swooping down past 

rickshaws and high above a crowded Chowpatti Beach.  Ultimately, he sweeps Alisha 

off her feet (Figure 3.1) while she sings: super super superman, uD ke aana (“Super 

super superman, come flying”).  

                                                 
18 For more on Rajiv Gandhi’s goals of promoting technology and modernization in India and abroad, see 
Mehta (1996) and Nugent (1990). 
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Figure 3.1 – Still from Alisha’s “Superman” 

With her background in stage performance, Alisha embarked on a new and more 

ambitious project.  The plan was to write and produce a play based on the global pop 

mega-star Madonna.  A great fan of Madonna’s, Alisha was excited about the idea of 

such a project.  However, the plan did not materialize and instead, HMV released an 

album featuring Alisha as the “Madonna of India.”  Again, some low budget videos 

were made to be shown on the national network, but they remained little more than 

novelties. 

Alisha is rather embarrassed about the low quality of these early music videos.  

Whether performing as “the Indian Madonna” or being swept away by Superman, 

Alisha’s videos of this era are little more than cheap versions of western hits.  Artists 

and fans alike find little creativity and an absence of what they see as essential Indian 

traits in many of these early versions.  Looking back, Alisha sees them as something 

that had to happen, a stage that Indian pop needed to pass through in order to mature.  

According to Alisha, “The early videos were not that good, but at least we did 
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something.”  The videos now look embarrassingly anachronistic, but there is no doubt 

that they were a sign of things to come. 

Perhaps realizing that HMV did not have much invested in Indipop and was not 

particularly concerned if the albums floundered in obscurity, Javeri contacted Shashi 

Gopal in hopes of finding a more enthusiastic company in Magnasound.  Gopal had 

been busy courting Biddu to continue providing the company with original Hindi music.  

After “Johnny Joker,” Biddu had recorded his own solo album and was working on a 

new song that he felt confident would put Nazia Hassan back on the top of the charts: 

I was going to do another video with Nazia.  But we couldn’t get it 
together.  Shashi sent me another singer, and that was Alisha.  The song I 
was going to do with Nazia Hassan I ended up doing with Alisha, which 
was “Made in India.”  And that really opened the floodgates.  If there’s 
one particular song that started this whole scene, it was that one.  It was a 
massive, massive seller.  Although I always thought it would be a hit from 
the day that I wrote it. 

 
So as luck would have it, Alisha was sent to London and recorded all 8 tracks for the 

album, including the follow-up hit “Lovergirl.”  The 1995 release of the album Made in 

India (Figure 3.2) represented a quantum leap in both Alisha’s career and in the world 

of non-film pop.  The song became the first massive hit in Indipop, was widely popular 

in foreign markets, and seemed to both validate the non-film music industry and shock 

the film world.  According to Shashi Gopal, the album sold over 3.8 million cassettes. 
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Figure 3.2 – Cover of Alisha’s Made in India (Magnasound C4-P1394) 

The success of the title song was largely due to the catchy melody of the 

chorus.19   But the pleasures of its musical text were matched by an equally compelling 

visual text.  In the next section, I will analyze both the musical and visual elements of 

“Made in India.” 

 

The “Made in India” Phenomenon 

 
 The release of “Made in India” coincided with rapid spread of satellite television 

in South Asia and the re-entry of MTV into the Indian market.  This was the 

opportunity that Gopal and associates were waiting for, as they knew that the stakes 

were about to be raised.  Knowing that Magnasound’s videos would be shown alongside 

those of western superstars, Gopal invested heavily in the production of a quality video 

that could face the challenges of a global music market.  Though he was then based in 
                                                 
19 I even caught a musicologist singing the chorus in her office across the hall from mine, either 
demonstrating the catchiness of the tune or the relentless exposure my neighbors had to deal with while I 
was working on this project! 
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the United Arab Emirates, he came back to Bombay specifically to oversee Alisha’s 

transformation from an Indian version of Madonna to an Indian icon of autonomy and 

confidence: 

I came from Dubai specifically on that product, and I said, “Hey listen, 
junk all that shit.  You don’t use that.  Alisha has to be brought in as a 
princess.  India is a land of princesses…” And I said, “If need be, let’s try 
to bring some people from the foreign lands coming here and trying to woo 
our princess.”  And [Alisha] says, “No, I want to go for an Indian.  And 
let’s make that Indian look very smart.”  And it worked.  The video was all 
about leopards and snakes and Kathakali dancers, and you know…Alisha 
coming and looking gorgeous in that crown of hers.  And eventually she 
gets a suitor, and the final suitor who comes out was Milan Soman, who 
was one of our best models in town – who really looked good, compared to 
everybody else.  Hey, hey, hey, these Indians are pretty good, and listen 
I’m pretty proud to be an Indian.20

 
The song and the video, then, become both an orientalist fantasy for the foreign tourist 

and an act of nationalist propaganda for Indians themselves.  While the video is “all 

about leopards and snakes and Kathakali dancers,” it is at the same time an opportunity 

to redirect the audience’s desire from the fantasy of the west to the fantasy of India.  

The label, “Made in India,” can be read, therefore, as a marker of national origin as the 

song is exported to the global marketplace.  Given the original context of the song 

however (India was embarking on a mission of national self-evaluation to coincide with 

its 50th year of independence), the label “Made in India” also articulates to Indians 

themselves an image of national pride and ambition.21

                                                 
20 Personal interview (2001). 
21 Of course the irony is that the album was made in England.  But that’s what globalization is all 
about…the local as a product but the act of production transcending local spaces. 
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The song itself has several features that have become templates for Indipop 

music in general.  First, the lyrics are in both Hindi and English (what some call 

Hinglish): 

dekhi hai saari duniya          I have seen all the world 
japan se le ke russia          from Japan to Russia 
australia se le ke america-a-a         from Australia to America. 
 
dekha hai pyaar ka sapna         I have seen the dream of love, 
dil chaahe koi apna          A heart needs one of its own. 
mil jaayega ek saathiya, ek desiya              It deserves a partner, a compatriot. 
 
made in india, made in india         Made in India, made in India, 
ek dil chaahiye that's made in india        I need a heart that’s made in India. 
made in india, ek pyaara soniya        Made in India, a beautiful lover 
ek dil chaahiye that's made in india        I need a heart that’s made in India. 
 
tan gora ho ya kaala          His body may be white or black 
par ho sachcha dilwaala         as long as he’s a true lover 
chaandi nahin, sona nahin, koi heera        Not silver or gold, a kind of  diamond. 
 
dil jiska hindustani          He whose heart is Indian 
nahin koi inglistani          is not Englishman. 
raat aur din            I need someone who will love me 
mujhe pyaar koi karne waala         night and day. 
 
made in india, made in india         Made in India, made in India 
ek dil chaahiye that's made in india        I need a heart that’s made in India. 
made in india, ek pyaara soniya        Made in India, made in India, 
ek dil chaahiye that's made in india        I need a heart that’s made in India. 
 
 

  The chorus (transcribed in Figure 3.3) demonstrates the ease with which 

speakers can flow between the two languages:  “ek dil chhahiye that’s made in india” (I 

need a heart that’s made in India).  The mixing of English and Hindi is common 

throughout India, but the comfort and fluidity with which such transitions are made in 

Indipop lyrics demonstrates an urban, well-educated cosmopolitanism. 
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Figure 3.3 – Transcription of chorus from “Made in India” 

One of the most interesting features of “Made in India” is that the title is taken 

from the chorus of the song and not from the first line.  This runs counter to the 

prevailing practice in Indian popular music, in which the first line of the song is 

typically the mukhra and therefore the most memorable and most repeated line. In the 

structure of the lyrics, then, the opening verse functions as a prelude to the catchy 

refrain “Made in India.”   

Alisha’s vocal style enhances this affect.  Her voice is deep and strong, and she 

practically chants the opening verse (Figure 3.4):  “dekhi hai sari duniya, japan se le ka 

russia.”  The word “Russia” is given three distinct and appropriately austere syllables.  

As she approaches the refrain, however, her vocal style changes to a more open, singing 

style.  Her voice climbs higher as she sings “australia se le ke america-a-a-a,” perhaps 

an iconic musical metaphor for the rising wealth and celebrity of the countries she 

names.  As she reaches the chorus, her articulation becomes smoother as the words are 

given less attack. 

 

Figure 3.4 – Building tension in the verse of “Made in India” 
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Musically,  Biddu uses melodic and harmonic materials (such as the climbing, 

chanted verse and a jagged, triplet riff transcribed in Figure 3.5_) as a means to build 

tension that will ultimately be released  in the memorable refrain.  Like many western 

pop songs, the form of the piece is verse-chorus-verse, with “the hook” of the song 

designed to be its most attractive feature.   

 

Figure 3.5 – Basic riff for “Made in India” 

As I argued in the previous chapter, this flies in the face of Bollywood convention, 

where “if the audience can’t sing along within the first few seconds, the song will never 

be a hit.”  In “Made in India,” the audience is expected to feel the harmonic and 

melodic tension and release, something that is perhaps more likely among those whose 

ears are more familiar with the harmonic conventions of western music.22

The images in the music video for “Made in India” are equally compelling.  The 

story is simple:  Alisha is an Indian princess being wooed by male suitors from all over 

the world.  Each man arrives at her court in stereotypical dress for his culture area.  One 

by one, Alisha dismisses them with a wave (Figure 3.6).   

                                                 
22 Again, I am interested to look at the ways in which people of various classes and background perceive 
harmony in India, but a full analysis of the subject would be another project entirely. 
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Figure 3.6 – Alisha the princess refuses international suitors 

She then consults a fortune-teller whose crystal ball reveals a strapping subaltern in her 

future.  The man arrives in a wooden crate appropriately labeled “Made in India” 

(Figure 3.7). 

 

Figure 3.7 – Her true love comes in a package aptly marked “Made in India” 

After erupting from the crate naked and sweaty, he confidently sweeps Alisha off her 

feet and carries her off into the sunset for a happily-ever-after ending.  Rather than 

being shy or embarrassed, however, Alisha confidently looks into the camera and 
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smiles, perhaps implying that although she is being carried, it is she that remains in 

control (Figure 3.8). 

 

Figure 3.8 – Alisha enjoying her man/product of choice 

While the story is almost generic to the point of ridiculousness and is just as 

escapist and fantastic as Bollywood, some of the scenes in the video articulate a 

specifically non-filmi orientation.  At the start of the video, Alisha expresses boredom 

with the dance being performed for her.  I read this as an articulation of her (and by 

extension young consumers in general) boredom with the collective dance-fantasy of 

Bollywood.  After dismissing this collective ritual in the opening scene, we find Alisha 

wandering alone in vacant rooms singing about the product (an Indian-made heart) she 

needs to consume in order to become complete. 

Alisha’s costumes in the video provide another layer of symbolism.  Typical of 

the fast-paced, changing world of music videos, Alisha’s appearance varies radically 

from shot to shot.  At the beginning of the video, she wears a wig of short blonde hair 

and sports a feathery stole (Figure 3.9).   
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Figure 3.9 – Alisha as a diva 

She is a true diva, or, in the context of Indian popular culture, a vamp.   By the end of 

the action, however, Alisha is converted to, in her words, “a true Guju housewife”23 

who wears the traditional sari and smiles when carried away by her man. The vamp is 

domesticated and becomes a carrier of authentic Indian culture.  It is the standard 

fantasy for the male audience: to take a Westernized, assertive (and therefore sexual) 

woman and convert her to a housewife.  There’s nothing new about this transformation, 

it forms the basis of many a Hindi film.  However, what is interesting to me is that 

Alisha occupies a solitary space, individual rather than collective.  Furthermore, her 

transformation occurs outside the family sanctuary.  Her relationship with this man is 

not given the explicit family approval that is expected in Bollywood.24

Thus, the music and video for Alisha’s smash hit draw on conventions of both 

Western pop and Bollywood, thus opening the space between the two for a new style to 

emerge.  The song articulates an enthusiasm to join the global marketplace and a 

                                                 
23 Personal interview (2001). 
24 Recall Nayar:  “Permission and blessings are fundamentally necessary, and virtually always given on 
screen” (1997: 85). 
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willingness to become yet another musical commodity that fetishizes locality as a 

marketing ploy.  It promotes a “new swadeshi”25 attitude of self-confidence and pride in 

local products.  At the same time, the song calls out to Non-Resident Indians to look 

past the visual temptations of foreign lands and return to the innate goodness of the 

Indian heart.  At the time “Made in India” hit the charts, thousands of India’s most 

talented youth were leaving to work in information technology jobs overseas.  Thus, the 

longing for a heart that’s made in India could be felt both at home and abroad. 

“If I get too Indian with them, they can’t handle it.” 
 
 The creation of the “Made in India” phenomenon is in many ways quite similar 

to the formulaic mass production methods of Bollywood.  The financial backer, Shashi 

Gopal, sets up the business side.  Biddu, a professional song-writer, pens the music.  

And an attractive yet interchangeable young woman, Alisha, lends her voice to the 

recording.  In this case it doesn’t seem much different from the industrial production of 

film music.  However, there are several major differences that make “Made in India” a 

musico-cultural landmark for Indian popular music.  The most immediate difference is 

that Alisha herself is both heard on the soundtrack and, more importantly, seen in the 

video.  In Alisha’s words, “The recorder suddenly became visible.”   Next, the formal 

and harmonic characteristics of the song do not conform to the mainstream sound of 

Bollywood, yet the piece was accepted by a wide variety of consumer groups, not just 

by elites.  Finally, my interviews with Alisha, Biddu, Shashi Gopal, and others point to 

                                                 
25 See Mazarella’s book, Shoveling Smoke (2003), for an excellent analysis of the ways in which 
globalization and nationalism have been combined in the post-liberalization era. 
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the idea that Indipop has evolved from a different set of principles/ideologies than Hindi 

film music. 

During our first interview, I asked Alisha about the relationship between Indipop 

and film music.  She replied: 

Pop is more a reflection of the artists.  You know, her sound, a reflection 
of her identity.  I had a very bubblegum sound at that time.  The 
productions were very very basic.  You know, one silly drum machine.  
It was that basic.  Whereas film sound was the whole production, you 
know, a hundred violins and all that.  Very sharp.  Treble was way up 
there.  Besides it was more situation-oriented. A character, a story.  
Whereas with my song it was just purely me. It was me singing about a 
love song or anything.  I think in that way it was different.  It was more 
of an artist, against a film situation, actress, lipsych…Most often 
playback singers are relegated to the background.  Even if they try to sell 
their own music, people don’t accept that.  It won’t sell.  It’s not easy to 
be a pop star.  You have to have that distinctive sound that people relate 
to…They want to emulate you.  It has to be a reflection.26

 
Here we see Alisha repeat several of the themes I discussed in the previous chapter.  For 

her, the music is about individual identity (“with my song it was purely me”), 

something that playback singers cannot claim.  In fact, according to Alisha sales and 

fame will only come if you are first able to distinguish yourself as unique and different 

from the rest of the crowd.  She also reiterates the difference in musical production, as 

her music avoids the piercing sounds associated with film music. 

 Later in the same interview, Alisha expands upon the differences between film 

and non-film music as a profession for women in particular.  She reasons that more and 

more youth are getting involved in modeling and singing because they are growing 

more concerned with being recognized as individuals, something that she feels was not 

                                                 
26 Personal interview (2001). 
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as prevalent in the past.  Alisha claims that while Bollywood is still filled with 

dangerous stereotypes, pop music offers artistic recognition in a field that has become 

more and more appealing to middle class families:  

Alisha:  At the time when I started off, I told you, most girls in India were 
just…You grow up and you just get married and be a good girl.  But I was 
like rebellious at that point.  I’d sort of do what I want to do.  These days, 
parents themselves encourage them.  They say, “Ooh my God, we should 
do this.”  It’s become a new culture.  They’ve become so exposed to 
different things because of television.   I think their awareness to what’s 
going around in the world.  Everyone’s become ambitious. They don’t 
want their girls to just sit at home and not be self-sufficient any more.  
They want them to go out and work and…not just get married.  So, it was 
taboo at that time, but not anymore. 
 
PK:  You broke taboo? 
 
Alisha:  Yeah, music is still safer than films for a lot of people.  They’d be 
like, “Oh, become a singer.  That’s so nice.”  But that’s to sing.  Now to be 
an actress…Actress is still…films and movies are still sort of synonymous 
with a bit of seedy, sleazy kind of world.  Even still, I don’t think so any 
more.  They still want their daughters to grow up and be actresses because 
the whole film culture has changed.27

 
For Alisha and her contemporaries, becoming an Indipop singer is a respectable and 

desirable job, something that they see as empowering and liberating from patriarchal 

Indian traditions.28  Unlike women in the film world, who are either unseen playback 

singers or sexually-objectified actresses, the pop singer feels both secure at work and 

enriched by a career that allows her to develop her own identity.  For Alisha, the 

potential for self-expression in non-film pop is fundamental: "It's very important to 

                                                 
27 ibid. 
28 Alisha is no passive woman.  Like a true diva, she has been embroiled in several infamous scandals.  In 
one, she accused the music director Anu Malik of sexual harassment.  Then she sued Shashi Gopal for her 
royalties, leading to a much-publicized break up with the record company that had carried her to 
superstardom.  And with the press she is often arrogant and snooty. 
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enjoy what you do.  Music has been my life and I am doing something that pleases my 

soul and satisfies my creative instincts as well.”29

 However, Alisha is under great pressure to find another hit with the same mass 

appeal as Made in India. Trying to live in the shadow of such enormous success has 

been a challenge for Alisha.  Her subsequent albums have not, according to public 

opinion, measured up to the mark set by Made in India.  This has led to increased 

pressure on her not to let the industry down.  Yet like many of the top Indipop artists, 

Alisha feels trapped between her own musical affiliations for a musical style that is 

perceived to be too western for the mainstream Indian consumer: 

They have to believe in the artist.  Somehow pop has just made such a…in 
a way a negative impact in their mind.  They consider pop music not really 
Indian Indian.  Like, how would I say…alien to them.  They’ve accepted it 
because we’ve hung in there.  It’s actually just popular music, but they’ve 
always associated it with something that’s western and not part of their 
own music.30

 
Like many Indipop artists and producers, Alisha uses a binary model when 

thinking about potential audiences: masses and elites.  Should she continue the same 

path of innovation and hope that her music will catch on with the masses, or should she 

try to cultivate a sound and image that is more appealing to the masses?  Alisha, who 

claims to find it difficult to conduct interviews in Hindi because of the Anglophone 

environment in which she was raised, believes that adding elements of traditional music 

and dress to attract the masses would be an all-too-transparent charade: 

PK:  Would you say that [current pop artists] are Indianizing their sound? 
 

                                                 
29 “Alisha” (n.d.) 
30 Personal interview (2001). 
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Alisha:  Definitely, because they are working back to their roots.  And 
that’s what the public is accepting a lot more these days.  It also has to do 
with image.  If I get too Indian with them, they can’t handle it.   I’ve 
always had music which is a blend, and it sort of goes with me.  It has 
become my trademark.  If I get too ethnic, they won’t like it…When I did 
Om, they just threw it out.  They kind of rejected that concept from me. 
“Alisha’s going to try to song this kind of music?  Who’s she to try to sing 
this kind of stuff?”   Even with Made in India, it was a complete 
turnaround for me, because I was always associated with this 
western…baby doll stuff, and Made in India kind of changed that.31

 
Not unlike the debates about “selling out” in the realm of American rock music, the 

mass versus elite debate is pervasive among artists and promoters of non-film Hindi pop 

music.  It has led some individuals in the Indian music industry to promote Indipop as a 

“mass niche” product, a music that cultivates broad appeal without losing its innovative 

qualities.  

Alisha feels she is best portrayed as an assertive, cosmopolitan woman.  

Nevertheless, she has recently attempted a more traditional Indian femininity by 

recording “Babul Mora” with traditional-sounding music composed by the music 

composer Sandeep Chowta.32  In an effort to broaden her fan base, she signed with the 

Indian music company TIPS, which is best known for film soundtracks and lowbrow 

pop albums.  Like Magnasound 15 years ago, however, TIPS is beginning to diversify.  

It has now secured the Warner license and is now looking to promote more Indipop 

artists. 

                                                 
31 ibid. 
32 Chowta, a South Indian, has become an important film music composer in recent years.  During my 
fieldwork, his song “Kambakht Ishq” (lifted from a track by the Afro Celt Sound System) was a major 
hit.  He has also collaborated with pop singers such as Sonu Nigam and Sukhwinder Singh.  
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While Alisha is certainly the most successful non-film pop diva in India, there 

are many others who deserve credit for their roles in the emergence of Indipop, 

including Sharon Prabhakar, Shweta Shetty, Suneeta Rao, and most importantly Nazia 

Hassan.  The fact that women played such a major role in this movement is significant 

and deserves to be the subject of further study.  Images of women who are empowered 

to choose their own partners have become more common in Indian popular culture after 

“Made in India.”  Indian women who choose to defy traditional norms of femininity can 

point to Shweta Shetty who, like Annie Lennox of The Eurythmics, appears in a man’s 

suit in one of her best-known videos.  And women who today take the stage with 

confidence can thank Sharon Prabhakar whose touring live show, The Sharon Show, 

brought a new level of professionalism and autonomy to the expanding number of jobs 

available to women in the music industry. 

 
 
Baba Sehgal: Hindi Music Arrives on MTV 
 
 
 The primary exception to the early dominance of women in Hindi pop music 

was Baba Sehgal, India’s first rap star.  Sehgal studied engineering at J.V. Pant 

University of Agriculture and Technology in Nainital.  During his studies, he enjoyed 

playing drums and was particularly fond of American country music.  After graduating 

in 1987, he returned to his native Lucknow to begin work as an engineer.  But the lure 

of fame called his name.  He had procured his first keyboard and began writing his own 
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tunes.  He then met up with Jawahar Wattar,33 became friends and worked on 

developing his songs further.  In one night, they recorded a demo album consisting of 

eight tracks.  Sehgal took the demo to Atul Churamani at the Magnasound branch in 

Delhi.  Atul was impressed enough to send him to the company’s Bombay headquarters.  

This was not an easy move for Sehgal, who was nervous about taking such a big risk: 

I said, “Mom, I’m going to Bombay.”  She said, “Beta, this is very 
tricky.  We’re from North.  Lucknow.”  Anyway, I managed to reach 
Bombay.  I had to start working on the second product, because I had to 
survive, because I knew nobody here.34

 
 Fortunately, he found a home among Magnasound’s growing stable of non-film 

artists.  After releasing his first recordings as the album Dilruba, Sehgal recorded a 

follow-up album, Ali Baba.  Then, a chance moment at a music industry party led to a 

breakthrough for both Sehgal and Magnasound.  Here is the story, as told by 

Churamani: 

In 1992 we were at a party and there was a girl singing “Ice Ice Baby,” and 
Baba said, “Hey hey!  Hang on a sec!  Just play the track again, and I’ve 
got some lyrics here.”  And I was…and I said, “We have something!”  So I 
said, “Off to the office!”  So next morning, bleary-eyed and hung over, we 
dragged ourselves into the office and to Shashi we said, “Listen, here’s 
something.”  And he said, “Yeah, if you think it’ll work, go with it.”  And 
that’s how I think “Thanda Thanda Pani” got off the ground and we got 
involved with Baba Sehgal and kind of created the first major hit in Indian 
pop music.35

 
Sehgal’s appropriation of Vanilla Ice’s “Ice, Ice Baby” was entitled “Thanda, 

Thanda Pani” (Cold, Cold Water).  As Churamani states, the album was the first major 

                                                 
33 Wattar has worked with Daler Mehndi and other big names in Indipop since then. 
34 Personal interview (2001). 
35 Personal interview (2001). 
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breakthrough for emerging non-film music industry.  The album sold nearly one million   

copies and brought Indipop music to the headlines of India’s newspapers.   

 Framed as a story, the song begins as Sehgal first address the audience directly:  

aap sab mere dost     All of you are my pals, 
my friends      my friends. 
jab bhi kisi five star hotel    Whenever you go to some 
jaate hain      five star hotel 
ya to khaane ke liye     either to eat 
ya kisi se milne ke liye     or to meet someone 
aur ya kisi aur kaam ke liye    or for some other matter 
jo aap hi beheter jaante hain    that only you know better 
lekin mere doston     But my friends 
main aaj aap ko anubhav suunata huun  today I will tell you an experience 
jise sun kar      which after hearing 
aap bhi goongoonaenge    will make you hum along. 
 
ThanDha ThanDha pani        Cold, cold water 
 
 
In this opening section, Sehgal simply speaks the lyrics at a casual pace.  He speaks 

directly to the listener as a friend, something that I don’t think has ever happened in 

film music.  Baba’s back-up singers sing the refrain “Thanda Thanda pani” in gentle, 

almost whispered voices – again, something that was rare for Bollywood music of the 

time.  After a break that features the crack and fizz sound of a soda bottle being opened, 

the next section begins suddenly as Sehgal raps quickly and rhythmically36 in the first 

person.   

main five star hotel    I went to a five star 
pehli baar gayaa    hotel for the first time. 
main ne dekha     I saw a swimming pool 
paani se baRha swimming pool  filled with water. 
aaya manager bola     A manager came and said 

                                                 
36 In fact, Baba told me that the word “rap” simply means fast music. 
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baThiye please sir sir sir   “Please sit, sir. 
aap ki seva mein main haazir hoon  I am here to serve you. 
kuch farmaiye boliye     Please tell me 
kya aap ko chaahiye?    Do you want anything?” 
 
ThanDha ThanDha pani   Cold, cold water. 
 

In the song, Sehgal paints a picture of urban cosmopolitanism.  The setting is a five star 

hotel in which he interacts with a vamp (“drinking madam”) and a collection of nervous 

waiters and managers.  According to the story, this is Baba’s first time at such an 

extravagant place, and he is a little shy and overwhelmed by the environment.  Thus, he 

reaches out to the imagination of an audience who, like himself, are just making the 

transition to being on their own in such a massive city.  While clearly a novelty song, 

the piece is also autobiographical of Sehgal’s own journey to Bombay.  

 “Thanda Thanda Pani” also demonstrates the unusual and sometimes ironic 

nature of globalization, in which musical materials are unhitched from their original 

contexts and circulate across time and space.  For example, the basic riff of “Thanda 

Thanda Pani” originally comes from “Under Pressure” by the band Queen, whose lead 

singer was a Parsi from Bombay, Farook Bulsara (later, Freddie Mercury).  But before 

the riff is recycled in Bombay, it must first pass via a white American artist (Vanilla 

Ice) who frames the groove in an emerging African-American performance style of the 

1980s, adding the metaphor of ice to symbolize both his coolness under pressure and his 

prowess as a rapper, while also playing on the double meaning of ice as diamonds.  The 

re-contextualized riff and rap style eventually arrive in Bombay via Baba Sehgal, a 

Punjabi engineer turned pop singer, who transforms the rap from one of arrogant 
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posturing to a story of innocence and experience.  Finally, Baba Sehgal claims that the 

circulation continues as Indian copycats now borrow the theme of his song and sing 

about “Garam Garam Chai” (Hot, Hot Tea). 

 While critics may dismiss Baba Sehgal having a style that is entirely derivative 

of the west,37 he nevertheless seems to base his identity on the ideologies of 

differentiation and self-expression.  His appropriation of hip hop styles and gestures 

(see figure 3.10)into Hindi music has opened up a new avenue for creative expression in 

Indian popular music.38   

 

Figure 3.10 – Baba Sehgal’s street style 

As a Punjabi, Sehgal adds to the diversity of performers and target audiences in Indian 

pop music.  He also demonstrates the dynamic social relationships at play within the 

                                                 
37 Baba’s follow-up to Thanda Thanda Pani was an album entitled Main Bhi Madonna (“I too am 
Madonna”). The title song includes a rap about Madonna and Vanilla Ice coming to Baba’s house.  
Vanilla Ice says, “Baba copy kiye.  Voh ‘Ice Ice Baby’ ko thanda kiya.”  Baba responds by exposing the 
fact that the riff was stolen from Queen, and Baba slides the phrase “Under Pressure” into his singing.  
The song ends with a zany phone conversation where Baba talks to Madonna, using a ridiculously high 
falsetto for the voice of Madonna.  However silly, it does demonstrate Baba’s awareness of the debates 
about ownership and appropriation.   
38 Sehgal’s contemporary and rival, Style Bhai, continues to release music.  And there are up and coming 
Indian rappers such as Blaise as well. 
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field of Indipop.  He differentiates himself from other pop singers, who he believes to 

be too formulaic: 

Fortunately, I find myself the only singer who’s branded.  Baba Sehgal, the 
rapper.  Baba Sehgal, a true pop singer.  I’m very proud to even say that.  
Because everybody else is doing the same thing, one mukhra and “hoy hoy 
Punjabi,” and they have those sample beats they play, they put it on a 
sample computer, they don’t take time.  Because I compose, write all my 
songs, I arrange all my own songs, I engineer all my own songs.  I do 
everything.  Right from the word go, I’m there in my project.  As far as 
other singers are concerned, they are just singers.  Somebody else 
composes for them, somebody else arranges for them, somebody else 
writes for them.  And somebody else gives them concepts.39

 
Again, it is clear that Indipop artists such as Sehgal demand recognition as unique and 

creative individuals, something that they feel has been out of reach for too many 

popular Indian artists. 

In addition to his claim as the first Indian rapper, Sehgal also claims to have 

made the first Hindi music video to be aired internationally on MTV.  Surprisingly, the 

song chosen was not his national hit, “Thanda, Thanda Pani.”  While Magnasound had 

been impressed with the song and wanted to make a video for it, there were changes 

afoot in the Indian media that would take Indipop in a different direction.  MTV-India 

had not yet been created (see the following chapter), but a pan-Asian broadcast of MTV 

had recently begun.  An executive with MTV-Asia named Vinny advised Magnasound 

not to use the song “Thanda Thanda Pani” as the introduction of Indian pop music to the 

MTV Asia world.  Churamani, who was handling the promotion of India’s first rapper, 

recalls: 

                                                 
39 Personal interview (2001). 
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Actually, I spoke with Vinny, and we wanted to do “Thanda Thanda 
Pani” as the video.  He said, “Don’t do it, because we’re going to play 
this across Asia, and people know “Ice Ice Baby.”  So they’re not going 
to react to it because they won’t understand the lyrics.”  And “Thanda 
Thanda Pani” was a funny song.  So he said, “Don’t do that.  Why don’t 
you do the other song?”  Which was “Dil Dhadke.”  It was a pumping 
dance trace and he said, you know, “Just go with it.”  That advice was 
very important.  And we did that.40

 
So although “Thanda Thanda Pani” was setting new records for the Indian music 

industry, the first Indian music video to hit the airwaves of the global MTV network 

was Baba Sehgal’s B-side dance track, “Dil Dhadke.”  According to Sehgal, “They 

played it on MTV maybe 15-20 times a day.  That was the only Hindi song!  Not even 

film songs were played there!”41

The video, released in October of 1993 and directed by Ken Ghosh, was a 

milestone for the Indian non-film music industry.  In order to catch the attention of the 

audience, however, the video’s director needed an appropriate strategy.  How would he 

bridge the gap between Bollywood and MTV?  In hopes of gaining the recognition of 

this new brand of pop music, Ghosh decided to ask for help from the establishment.  

They would need a film star.  Looking back, Churamani jokes that they were in over 

their heads. Nevertheless, they received the publicity boost they needed:  

And, of course, Ken said, “What’ll we do?  Let’s get a hot babe for the 
video.”  And Puja Bedi was the big thing in those days.  So we rang and 
rang and she asked for the entire production, I think!  [laughs]  And we 
laughed and we said, “Listen, this is what I think we can afford.”  And 
she rang back in about five minutes, and she said, “OK I’ll do it.  I know 
this sounds stupid, but yeah, let’s do it.  It sounds very exciting.”42

 
                                                 
40 Personal interview (2001). 
41 ibid. 
42 Personal interview (2001). 
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 With the help of a recognized face from the Indian film world, Baba Sehgal’s 

music was beamed into middle and upper class homes across Asia.  And while the 

response was encouraging for the executives at Magnasound, Sehgal and his colleagues 

were aware that more work needed to be done if Indipop artists were going to have a 

sustained and respected presence among the world’s most-polished music stars. 

“ghar ki murgi daal barabar” 
 
 Back at Magnasound’s headquarters, the executive boardroom was bustling with 

activity.  Thrilled by their first hit on MTV, Gopal and associates continued to forge 

ahead with more research into the Indian consumer’s patterns and expectations.  The 

overall model they developed was based on a rather simple assumption.  According to 

Shashi Gopal, the Indian pop music market was directly determined by the 

environment.  Because the public sphere was totally dominated by film music for so 

long, it was only natural that film music should be the dominant popular music genre.  

But with the emergence of pop music videos on MTV, consumers were now being 

exposed not only to a new product but also to a new cultural orientation.  This exposure 

is what Gopal calls “the demonstration effect.”  According to Shashi Gopal, Baba 

Sehgal’s success was part of the process of the huge cultural transformation taking 

place in urban India: 

It was a time when India was going through the demonstration effect in 
terms of rap.  Meaning that it was always an exhibition of a potential 
country following a bigger potential country, and imbibing from them 
some styles.  The first style that comes through is fashion.  The second 
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style that comes through is music.  Then there’s food.  And then there’s a 
quantum change.43

 
Gopal uses the term “demonstration effect” in many of his interviews.  It is the term he 

uses to explain the impact of music television, films, and whatever other types of 

“exposure” Indians have to the West.  At the same time, he recognizes that cultural 

influences can also flow from a smaller “potential country” a larger one, as is the case 

with bindis and mehendhi becoming popular among suburban American teens.   Having 

entered the arena of global cultural production, Gopal is aware of the dynamic and often 

competitive environment in which culture is constructed through notions of tradition, 

commodity, and practice. 

From Baba Sehgal’s perspective, the presence of his video in the global arena of 

MTV gave him a legitimacy that most local pop artists were unable to achieve.  At the 

same time, he witnessed first-hand the illusory power that western pop culture can have 

over “small peoples.”44  Sehgal takes pride in the great local talent of musicians in 

India.  He complains, however, that Indian audiences are often not impressed with talent 

unless it comes with the proper cultural credentials.  According to Sehgal, a talented 

Indian artist would have better luck coming from abroad than from India itself: 

You know, there’s a saying in Hindi:  ghar ki murgi, daal barabar.45  If 
you do something in India, suppose I sing like Michael Jackson and the 
arrangements are like Madonna’s album, like it’s amazing!  People will 
say [unimpressed], “He’s Baba Sehgal.”  Now same deal, if I settle in 

                                                 
43 Personal interview (2001). 
44 One of the more important studies of the relationship between local and global pop music cultures is 
Wallis and Malm’s 1984 work, Big Sounds from Small Peoples. 
45 Similar to “The grass is greener on the other side,” this idiomatic Hindi expression translates as 
“homemade chicken is equivalent to daal [lentil soup].” 
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America, if I settle in Singapore, come back and promote it, Baba Sehgal 
coming from New York, it’s like “Oh wow!”46

 
 In many ways, this anxiety encapsulates the challenges faced by many early 

Indipop stars.  They are caught in an interstitial cultural zone.  Like the Indian rock 

musicians mentioned in chapter one, the early pop stars enjoy performing music that is 

recognized to be foreign by the mass audience.  Thus, even if they are highly proficient 

and successful, they feel that they will always be suspect and will never be fully 

recognized for their talent.  And as I discussed in the previous chapters, recognition for 

individual accomplishments and creativity lies at the heart of the ideology of both 

western pop and Indipop music cultures. 

 As Baba Sehgal states, his entry into the MTV world dictated an increased 

attention to differentiation as a prerequisite to success.  Now that he was a popular icon, 

he needed to stake out his own space in the landscape of Indian popular culture: 

So after my video was released, “Dil Dhadke,” and people started 
watching a singer on TV.  Playback singers, basically they are backstage, 
they don’t come on television.  So people started showing interest, and 
then I started working out, because I was the only singer who was 
different from other playback singers, you know, with an image, with an 
attitude, with a style, and with different dresses, costumes.47

 
While differentiation between artists is the norm for many music genres 

throughout the world, it articulates a unique cultural statement in the Indian context.  

Not only does Sehgal need to find his place among pop singers, but his very presence 

challenges the expected role of the singer in the Indian music industry.  After Sehgal, 

and because of the increasing reliance on music videos for the dissemination of Indian 
                                                 
46 Personal interview (2001). 
47 Personal interview (2001). 
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pop music, personality has become as important as talent in the quest for popular 

success.48

There are several lessons to be learned from the story of Baba Sehgal.  First, the 

presence of artists whose music is obviously derivative but whose message is 

undoubtedly local reminds us that cultures are never as pure as they tend to be 

represented in public or academic discourse.  An Indian rap star is no exception.  But 

Sehgal’s encounter with MTV also demonstrates the gradual maturation and 

sophistication of Bombay’s non-film industry.  The era of Hindi language disco 

versions of western pop hits was over.   Savvy executives at Magnasound and its 

competitors began to believe that dance tracks would be more broadly accepted across 

regional and international contexts.  And perhaps most interesting of all, personality and 

ethnicity will become indispensable marketing devices.  The most successful example 

of this final point is the Punjabi superstar, Daler Mehndi. 

 
Daler Mehndi:  The Punjabi Side of Indipop 
 
 

Daler Mehndi, a jovial, turbaned Sikh in blue jeans, brought Magnasound an 

even greater amount of respectability and clout in the world of Indian pop music.  

Although the Delhi-based Mehndi performs songs rooted in Punjabi bhangra music,49 

                                                 
48 For Sehgal, this led to his next claim to fame: the first Indian pop singer in drag, for the album Main 
Bhi Madonna. 
49 Bhangra is well-known in the west because of the bhangra pop music coming out of England.  
However, when I asked Gopal about that, he said there was no connection between pop bhangra in the 
UK and what Mehndi was doing in India:  

Let me tell you one thing.  This promotion of Daler Mehndi was absolutely beside the 
bhangra fashion in the US and in Europe.  You have to know bhangra in the UK is vastly 
different from Punjabi here.  And vastly different from what’s happened in America.  
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his widespread success has led many to call him “The King of Indipop.”  Thus, Daler 

Mehndi played a significant role in the formative years of Magnasound. 

 While the early music of Alisha and Baba Sehgal was clearly derivative of 

Western styles, Daler’s pop bhangra sound is more typical of “world music,” where 

musical markers of ethnic difference figure strongly.  This is most evident with the 

emphasis placed on the rhythm of the Punjabi dhol (barrel drum) and on dance over 

lyrical content.  Shashi Gopal, for example, admits that he doesn’t understand much of 

Mehndi’s Punjabi lyrics, but he feels that if you can dance to it, the music will sell 

itself: “And in the whole world, who doesn’t like dance and music?  Who doesn’t like 

rhythm and beat?  And we said we’ll take this guy, and it’s not important what he says!  

You never have to understand what a man is saying, but he can still convey to you with 

his action.”50  Similar to the marketing of Afro-pop music (the preeminent example of 

the world music phenomenon), Mehndi is marketed both abroad and even within India 

via the danceable pleasures of his music. 

At the same time, Mehndi clearly symbolizes the move to market musical   

products by way of their local cultural novelties.  For example, there was a great deal of 

                                                                                                                                               
Because they had their own following.  And that’s the reason why big bhangra politics in 
the UK haven’t sold in India…For example, in any of the Daler Mehndi product, we’ve 
never had any western sound.  They were all Indian instrumentation.  They were all 
Indian rhythm.  Now Indian rhythm and western rhythm are two different rhythms  
completely…What they promoted in bhangra in the UK was around the dhol.  So when 
you went in for the bhangra shows, they used the dhol to Indianize the sound.  They 
would have three or four dhols.  And the people who were there dancing in these Indian 
bars, they would love dancing bhangra, which was basically a village dance, purely to 
manifest and to show, “Hey listen, we are proud of our heritage and of our Indian roots.”  
But the lyrical content was modern.  Whereas in India, the lyrical content was folk.  “Bolo 
Ta Ra Ra” which was the biggest hit, was a traditional song. 

50 Personal interview (2001). 
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deliberation and calculated work to make this Punjabi sardar palatable to the Indian 

mainstream. According to Gopal: 

Instead of taking [Mehndi] to Punjab and promoting him there, we took 
him outside the Punjab.  Because I strongly felt that you needed to have a 
lateral view to market in India.  The lateral view was to do something that 
was normally not done.  Punjabi cassettes were normally sold at 60-70 
rupees.  So I went to Punjab and said, “Hey listen, you’re gonna have to 
buy it at 45 rupees.  Because for us this is good music.”  And we made this 
a national program.  We had this album called “Bolo Ta Ra Ra” and we 
made a very inexpensive video.  And the brief to the video director was 
simply, “This guy is going to come on as a very friendly sardar.  I want 
him to wear an ordinary shirt, or a jean or trouser, so that he doesn’t say 
that he’s Punjabi.  But he has to wear a turban, so we gave him a patka, 
which is like a handkerchief or a turban.  So that we don’t make him look 
like…because by then India had very boxed ideas about music.  People in 
South India would say, “Oh Punjabi, no I’m South Indian, I don’t use it.”  
So we didn’t want to get into all these South Indian manifestations of 
music.  We just wanted music to be appreciated.  So it worked!51

 
The song “Bolo Tara Rara” became a smash hit throughout the country, including in the 

southern state of Kerala (a state known for Christianity, Communism and Ayervedic 

medicine, but not for Punjabi sardars).  Gopal says with pride, “We sold something like 

250,000 cassettes in Kerala, which is the second highest sale after Punjab!”  Mehndi’s 

music became especially popular at weddings, and for the past ten years bhangra music 

has become a staple at weddings among a variety of Indian ethnic groups.  Thus, with 

Mehndi Magnasound proved that the market for Indipop music could be grown both 

vertically - by selling an elite, niche music to the masses - and horizontally - by grafting 

local artists into other regional markets.  

                                                 
51 Personal interview (2001). 
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Atul Churamani, who is now looking for similar cross-over success as the head 

of A&R for Virgin Music-India, believes that Daler is perhaps the best example of 

taking a music that is a proven success locally and then cross-marketing it to a larger 

audience: 

But the point is when you nationalize something that’s a regional success, 
the chances are you will succeed, because they have a strong grounding.  
The music is not manufactured.  It’s authentic.  And people know that.  
Plus, you’re talking about a proven success in a market.  It’s like 
marketing an act from the UK worldwide.  Prove it’s successful in their 
market, and then cross it over.52

 
Back at Magnasound, Shashi Gopal also talks about his plan to develop regional 
markets: 
 

Shashi:  Now you see, we have only seen the national format.  What 
Magnasound has not done is to go to the regional provinces yet, the way 
we want to.  Whatever we have done in terms of merchandising efforts 
with national artists, we want to do regionally now.  In Kerala we want to 
find out….uh, we’ve already talked to three girls who are amazingly 
talented, very good looking, very very different.  You bring them as a 
three-in-one band into India, follow it up with 30-40 shows in Kerala.  I 
think you have a star. 
 
PK:  Are they going to sing in Malayalam? 
 
Shashi:  Malayalam.  Why not?  Because you see, it’s exactly what 
happens in Europe.  People in Spain want to hear Spanish music.  They 
want their own community.  People in England want English music.  
It’s…that’s the kind of people you communicate with.  And you 
communicate in a language you want to hear.53

 
 
As is the case with Magnasound’s other models, the reference is generally toward the 

music industry of the west.  Perhaps Gopal would apply the demonstration effect here 

as well.  Because regional music is a demonstrable success in Europe, he assumes the 
                                                 
52 Personal interview (2001). 
53 Personal interview (2001). 
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same will be true in India.  Given the tendency of capitalist modes to fetishize 

difference,54  it is likely that this trend will continue as capitalism continues to spread 

throughout the subcontinent.55

Magnasound continued to score hit after hit with Mehndi’s danceable beats and 

catchy melodies.  He achieved pop icon status thanks in part to a series of videos that 

playfully constructed a tension between Mehndi’s identity as a friendly sardar and, 

increasingly, his image as a spectacular pop music superstar.  In the video for “Dardi 

Rab Rab Kardi,”56 a glowing Mehndi floats down onto the stage, giving the audience a 

quite literal demonstration of his star quality. 

 

Figure 3.11 – Daler descends from the heavens 

                                                 
54 Claiming that the expression of difference has become little more than a melodrama, Jean Baudrillard 
writes that “Otherness, like everything else, has fallen under the law of the market, the law of supply and 
demand” (Baudrillard 1993: 124). 
55 For example, Shopper’s Stop, one of Bombay’s more popular department stores, has a section labeled 
“Men’s Clothes” where one can find blue jeans, dress shirts, and ties.  Traditional clothing for men, such 
as kurtas, are displayed in another section labeled “Ethnic.” 
56 As an example of the reach that Mehndi’s songs have, I recall dancing to “Dardi Rab Rab Kardi” 
during in Mount Abu, Rajasthan during the 1998 AIIS Hindi language program.  A few months later, I 
recall hearing a desi DJ at a “Music Masala” party in Houston, Texas use the same song as his spun 
records for two-hundred dancing Indian American teens. 
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 Following Daler came a wave of bhangra pop singers such as Jassi, Jasbir and 

Daler’s brother Mika.  Because of this growing body of linguistically, rhythmically, and 

ethnically identifiable music, bhangra has emerged as a separate category from Indipop 

music.  Musical style has coalesced around a few basic formulae, and artists such as 

Daler Mehndi expected to provide only up-tempo dance music.  Since his tenure with 

Magnasound ended, Mehndi has recorded on several different labels, receiving 

inconsistent and limited backing for an artist of his stature. He has also run into trouble 

with Muslims from Bombay’s Raza Academy who protested his use of the lyrics “Nabi 

Buba Nabi,” and he faced a lengthy investigation after being accused of helping 

individuals illegally enter western countries by posing as members of his performance 

troupe.57.   

Daler Mehndi’s music can be seen as a continuation of the youth-oriented dance 

music style of the early Indian pop music by Alisha and Baba Sehgal.  Although this 

mode has certainly not disappeared, the Indipop audience was geginning to segment 

into other branches, including a softer, more mature song-writing style that was founded 

by the fourth of Magnasound’s early superstars, The Colonial Cousins. 

 
 
The Colonial Cousins: Indipop with a message 
 
 
 The arrival of The Colonial Cousins (Leslie Lewis and Hariharan) marked 

another stage in the growth of Magnasound’s experiment with non-film pop music.  

                                                 
57 After a painful year of investigations, Mehndi was cleared of all charges and has mounted a come back 
with a new album, Shaa Ra Ra Ra (Bagchi 2004). 
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Having scored several hits with playful, youth-oriented dance music, the company was 

now positioned to develop a new market demographic.  While the music of the Colonial 

Cousins can be playful and purely pop, the duo is also capable of appealing to adults 

with their mellow style and meaningful lyrics.  

 Leslie Lewis is the son of P.L. (Peter Lewis) Raj, the legendary Bollywood 

choreographer known for directing elaborate, Busby Berkeley-like sequences in films 

such as Teesri Manzil, Junglee, and more.  From an early age, then, Lezz Lewis was 

exposed to such cabaret sequences from films.  He told me that the roots of Indipop 

probably go back to these scenes, which were Indian appropriations of wild jazz clubs 

and rock’n’roll parties to be presented to the public on a mass scene. 

Lewis went to boarding school in Mount Abu, where he recalls with fond 

memories the first rock band he saw:  “I remember the first band I saw was a band 

called The Wildcats.  They were playing ‘The Ballad of John and Yoko.’  [sings]  Of 

course, from The Beatles.  It was the most amazing thing to see.”58  Like other artists 

mentioned in chapter one, Lewis cites The Beatles as the primary source of his desire to 

play the guitar and to write his own music.  During his school days, Lewis was also an 

avid reader of The Junior Statesman, which brought news of India’s underground rock 

scene even to remote hill stations in Rajasthan. 

After returning to Bombay, Lewis played guitar in a country band and a jazz 

fusion group, assisted Louis Banks to write countless jingles for the ad world, and 

began composing songs for some of the first pop stars.  He played guitar on several of 

                                                 
58 Personal interview (2001). 
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Sharon Prabhakar’s records and on Alisha’s first album, Jadoo.  He has continued to 

write songs for the younger generation of Indipop singers, including much of the music 

on KK’s debut album, Pal. 

Meanwhile, Hariharan was developing a major reputation as a live performer of 

ghazals.59  An ex-hippie with a long pony tail and a passion for equality and human 

rights, Hariharan was born in Bombay to a highly-musical South Indian family.  After 

his initial training in Carnatic music, he went on to study Hindustani vocal music with 

Ghulam Mustafa Khan.  By the late 1970s, Hariharan was singing ghazals for Hindi 

film soundtracks and gaining recognition as an emerging playback singer.  He states, 

however, that even with his rising fame in Bollywood, he prefers non-film music to 

playback singing because the former offers “immense scope for innovation,” while the 

latter limits the artist’s potential for self-expression.60  Hariharan links the growth in the 

popularity of non-film music to the decline in the quality of Hindi film music: 

The reason for that wave was because film music had deteriorated.  During 
the 70s it was action-oriented films.  So a lot of… and Indians as such like 
good lyrics and good music, I mean soothing and whatever.  They like 
music period.  They like songs.  So when it was not being satisfied by the 
film media, so this non-filmi repertoire grew.61

 
Hariharan believes that non-film pop can provide a quality that films have at 

times lacked.  He also complains about the financiers in Bollywood who don’t know the 

                                                 
59 A ghazal is a poetic-music form that dates back several centuries.  Popular ghazals became the rage in 
the 1970s and 80s thanks to artists such as Jagjit and Chitra Singh, Mehedhi Hassan, and Anup Jalota. 
60 Hariharan sees film as an necessity to fall back on for financial security, given the risk involved in 
musical innovation.  Furthermore, he feel that the film world absorbs even the best pop singers:  “The 
good talent has been sucked into films [because of the]security.  They offer you security.”  Yet by using 
the verb “sucked,” he implies that artists do not willfully sing for films but instead are forced to do it. 
61 Personal interview (2001). 
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first thing about art and put film-makers under enormous pressure to follow the proven 

trends for mass success.  When I asked him if the same pressures exist in the financing 

of Indipop, he laughingly replied, “No, not really.  I think even in that nonsense there’s 

a lot more freedom!”62  While he admits that the non-film music industry is 

disorganized and still maturing, Hariharan has worked hard to contribute to what he 

sees as a needed culture of professionalism in the industry.63

Like many other Indipop artists, the origins of The Colonial Cousins can be 

traced back to India’s advertising world.   By 1989, Lezz had met Hari and began 

calling him to the studio to record jingles.  In November of 1992, they were in the 

studio waiting for the script for their next project.  While the two were waiting, an 

impatient Lezz began strumming through some jazz changes on his guitar.  Hariharan 

spontaneously joined in with a florid vocal improvisation.  Inspired by this brief 

encounter, the two met up several more times over the next few months to develop their 

ideas and begin to write down some original compositions:  “Six months later we had 

three demo songs which included love songs and Hindi ballads. We took them to 

Magnasound and they had a dealers meet. There was very positive vibes and they said 

lets make a record” (Verma 1996).  Unfortunately, their demand to record the full 

                                                 
62 Personal interview (2001). 
63 Yet Hariharan is frustrated by the lack of attention to quality and the notion that Indipop should merely 
be thought of as a domestic novelty.  In fact, he has volunteered his services to the music companies to 
help them recognize and cultivate talent, but so far no one has taken him up on his offer:  “I’ve told any 
company that I’ll do voluntary service if they want my advice on developing artists.  I mean, what more 
could I do?  I mean, I’m there.  I’ll do voluntary free service.  I’ll develop artists if you want.  I’ll look 
out for artists.  But I think they don’t have…they’re not very keen” (personal interview 2001). 
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album in London for “international quality” was met with resistance from the company, 

and the project was shelved. 

 Meanwhile, Hariharan’s success as a ghazal and playback singer continued.  In 

1993, he was featured on A.R. Rahman’s soundtrack for the film Roja.  Given the 

massive success of that album, Hariharan now had an enthusiastic backer in the person 

of Shashi Gopal.  Likewise Leslie Lewis had accumulated more clout with Magnasound 

because of his work on Asha Bhonsle’s tribute to R.D. Burman, Rahul and I.   Because 

of their proven success, Magnasound offered the duo the artistic freedom they desired, 

and in 1994 they began recording the album in earnest. 

The next priority was to write a song that would differentiate The Colonial 

Cousins and capture the audience’s attention.  Shashi Gopal tells of the moment when 

he first heard just that song: “I got this call at 7 in the evening, on a day I was 

completely tired out. Hari asked me to come to the studio. I went. Lezz was strumming 

his guitar. Hari sat by his side. And they were doing this raga with a western beat – 

Krishna” (Nandy 1999). 

“Krishna,” the duo’s first hit,64 was a bold step away from the other non-film 

material Magnasound had released up till then.  The piece in 7/8 time lacked the dance 

beat of Baba Sehgal, Daler Mehndi or even Alisha.  It was slow and quiet, featuring 

mellow guitars, crooning vocals, and a soft bansuri solo.  While the label had released 

several English albums, they were now focusing on Hindi pop, given the clear success 

                                                 
64 Although The Colonial Cousins preferred to release “Krishna” as the first video from the album, stating 
that the song was a better reflection of their artistic vision, Atul Churamani at Magnasound decided use 
the up-beat pop song “Sa Ni Dha Pa” as the duo’s debut video.  When the video for “Krishna” was 
released, it left a more lasting impression. 
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of the artists mentioned above.  The lyrics of “Krishna” were not only predominantly in 

English, but they also contained an urgent message of humanitarianism and implicit 

criticism of the militant Hindu fundamentalism affecting the country: 

Darkness comin’ round and everybody fighting with their brother. 
Everybody wants control don’t hesitate to kill one another. 
So come back as Jesus, come back and save the world. 
Bless all the future of every boy and girl. 
Come back as Rama, forgive us for what we’ve done. 
Come back as Allah, come back as anyone. 
 
krishna ni bhe gani, baro    Krishna, come hither soon. 
 
 
Religion is the reason the world is breaking up into pieces. 
Color of the people keeps us locked in hate please release us. 
So come down and help us, save all the little ones. 
They need a teacher, and you are the only one 
We can rely on to build a better world, 
A world that’s for children, a world that’s for everyone. 
 
 The imagery in the video also focused directly on communal violence.  In 

particular, it emphasizes the ways in which the Hindu-Muslim conflict takes it toll on 

Indian youth.  The video has three layers.  The first shows the damage and anger 

brought on by communal conflict.  (Figure 3.11)   
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Figure 3.12 – Riot police in the Colonial Cousin’s “Krishna” 

The second layer tells the story of one such youth who turns to delinquency and crime 

because of the chaos in his community.  And the third layer shows the duo themselves, 

as activists and community leaders who use music to restore healthy social relations. 

 Because of the sensitive issues in their lyrics and, more concerning to their 

record company, because no one knew how to position the duo in the current popular 

music market, their eponymous first album, The Colonial Cousins, launched in 1996 

with an initial production of only 10,000 cassettes.  There was a great deal of concern, 

since Magnasound did not know if the same consumers who bought “Made in India” or 

“Thanda Thanda Pani” would spend their money on a grey-haired duo searching for a 

genre.  Everyone involved in the project worried.  It wasn’t an Indian product, nor was 

it western.  How could they sell what they didn’t know how to market?  To their 

surprise (and thanks to some heavy promotion by the music channels), the album was a 

massive success and sold nearly 800,000 copies. 

 A rush of enthusiasm followed, and The Colonial Cousins were held up as a sign 

of what was to come in the world of Indian pop music.  The country now had a 
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diversified domestic music industry to mirror that of the west.  Not only were there sexy 

divas, macho rappers, and dance pop for the youth, but the industry also offered high-

quality, thoughtful music for adults as well.  And this was just the tip of the iceberg, as 

more and more artists were expected to fill out the different genres opened up by 

Magnasound’s stars.   

The growing collection of music channels were also excited about the news and 

played an active role in adding to the frenzy of enthusiasm.  They buried The Colonial 

Cousins under a mountain of newly-created awards such as “Best New Artist” and 

“Album of the Year.”  In a celebrated event, Lezz and Hari were flown to London to be 

the first Asian pop stars to perform live on MTV Unplugged.  Lewis recalls: 

MTV had a party in Bombay. We met Vinnie, and Atul played a sample 
of our stuff. MTV said that they were going to have an Asia Unplugged, 
and ours was the first new sound at that time. In fact, come to think of it 
our first live performance together was for MTV Unplugged. (Verma 
1996) 

 
While the experience was not without difficulty and even danger,65 it was nonetheless a 

huge success.  It elevated The Colonial Cousins even higher by putting them on par 

with western stars like Eric Clapton, Nirvana, and others who had performed on MTV 

Unplugged. 

                                                 
65 The two were mugged in London!  According to Lewis: 

We landed at Heathrow and were booked at Gower Hotel. The next morning, we started 
rehearsing, by the evening we had composed a new song too. It was three or four in the 
evening and I said let's go to Leicester Square and hang around. But we decided against it 
because Scotland and England had played a match and England had lost, we didn't want 
to get caught in any post-match confusion.  
Our friends called us up for dinner and we went out at eight-thirty. I was not in a mood to 
eat. We had some coffee. We were going to leave when three thugs stormed in. They 
took whatever we had. Our lives hung in the balance while they tried to decide what to do 
with us. Eventually they just tied us up and left us. (Verma 1996) 
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The Colonial Cousins made another important contribution to the world of non-

film pop music in Bombay.  According to Leslie Lewis, he and Hariharan were 

responsible for the promotion of the term “Indipop” to describe all of the new non-film 

music.  Consumers could now enter a record store or local shop and find a small but 

growing section of cassettes to rival the stacks of Bollywood soundtracks and 

devotional music being sold.  According to Lewis, this broadened the definition of 

Indian popular music to a more nationalistic, inclusive politics: 

Leslie:  When we came out, there was no category that was called Indipop. 
There was Hindi film music, ghazals, folk and classical…and there was 
Hindi pop, who sang in Hindi with a western base.  You sang in Hindi, but 
the music was western. 
 
PK:  That was Hindi pop? 
 
Leslie:  So it was Hindi pop.  It was a clear category.  When we came out, 
we came up with a category called Indipop.  We said we’re not about 
Hindi.  We sing in English.  On the first album, there’s Marwari, you know 
from Rajasthan.  There’s Hindi.  There’s Telegu.  There’s…  So I said, we 
are about being Indian, not Hindi.66

 
While there are a variety of labels used to describe the collection of non-film music 

released by Magnasound and others, “Indipop” has become the most common term in 

the media, sales, and marketing realms.  According to Lewis, the term  emphasizes one 

of India’s strengths, its linguistic diversity.  As an Anglo-Indian himself, Lewis is keen 

to promote a national vision of multiculturalism, something that he feels is missing from 

India’s otherwise fractured public sphere.  

                                                 
66 Personal interview (2001). 
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 The duo has continued to be a driving force in Bombay’s non-film scene.  Their 

recent album, Atma (2001), features more mellow grooves such as “Guiding Star” as 

well as a hit single with English and Hindi lyrics and a Marathi chorus: kai zhala 

(“What happened?”). The Colonial Cousins represent the maturation of Magnasound’s 

non-film music experiment and demonstrate its broad appeal both within India and 

internationally.  Their lyrics concern topics of social relevance and their musical style is 

held up as an exemplary fusion of western and traditional modes.  Finally, their 

presence in the landscape of Indian popular culture is seen as strictly based upon their 

artistic talent, on what they have to say, rather than on their looks or their fulfillment of 

established roles. 

 
 
 
Conclusion 
 

 The emergence of Magnasound as a major player in the Indian music industry 

represents a significant development for the story of “private albums.”  The company 

emerged as an alternative to HMV or Polydor, who had had success with film, classical 

and ghazal but who saw little scope for the development of non-film, “basic” products.   

Gopal and his associates extended the ideological orientation geared toward western 

concepts of music and business that first developed in Bombay during the colonial era.   

Magnasound was driven by an aggressive sense of dedication to business, primarily 

because the company was a product of their own doing.  Whether the company 

succeeded or failed, it was their money on the line.  According to Gopal: 
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You see it’s very important for us to know, that for any business – 
whether it’s music or otherwise – you talk in terms of 100% commitment 
these days.  You’re not talking 80%, you’re talking 100%.  These are all 
manifestations of 100% commitment.  And in the business that you have 
great belief in, if you meet 100% people, you must collaborate.  It’s not 
important to know whether they were the best at that point in time or not. 
The important thing is the whole excitement, the whole ability to move, 
the hungry look.  All that can only bring more belief into your 
business.67

 
 Gopal describes artists such as Alisha, Baba Sehgal, Daler Mehndi, and The 

Colonial Cousins as “100 percent people.”  These artists were clearly driven be a desire 

to be recognized for their individual talent.  They were (and continue to be) ambitious 

people.  Yet they were also lucky.  During its formative years, Magnasound had 

developed a strong connection to MTV and Channel V.  These multinational music 

channels had little interest in putting movie songs on the air, and Magnasound was 

leading the way to develop domestic product to meet the rising demand for pop stars. 

In the late 1980s, India’s reining pop diva Sharon Prabhakar complained, "Pop 

music will die for lack of exposure. In India, we don't get time on TV and radio. There 

is a lot of talent. Why do they treat us as aliens? We are as important to Indian culture 

as the Qutub Minar. We are as national as anybody else" (Chopra 1988: 77).  Less than 

a decade later, satellite television, economic liberalization, and the boom in technology-

related jobs overseas sparked a massive movement to overhaul Indian national identity.  

Pop stars, it would seem, were to be at the forefront of that revolution. 

                                                 
67 Personal interview (2001). 
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Chapter Four 

 
 The familiar smell of dozens of perfumes mingling in the air is the first thing that 
catches my attention, followed by the blended scents of coffee and industrial strength 
cleaners.  Then the sounds start to register.  The distant sound of a child crying 
punctuates the steady hum of the escalator. The murmur of soft-spoken voices bounce 
down from floors above, my ears picking up distant echoes that remind me of the 
cavernous space surrounding me.  There is something so familiar, almost womb-like 
about a shopping mall for me.  The sounds and smells carry me back to my childhood, 
holding on to my mother’s hand while we take in all the bright, new products and 
wander through the seemingly endless space of the Crossroads Mall in Waterloo, Iowa. 
 Funnily enough, the mall where I find myself now is also called Crossroads, but 
this mall is located in central Bombay, just South of the mill district where Magnasound 
is located.  The location of the mall is at something of a pivot point for the city.  
Residents of the Northern suburbs can reach the mall without having to battle the 
crowds and traffic of the downtown area.  Wealthy folks living in the Malabar Hill area 
can drive north past other fancy boutiques and trendy book stores, and beyond the US 
Consulate and Breach Candy Hospital where Atul Bihari Vajpayee, India’s Prime 
Minister, was recently laid up after having his knee replaced.   

I have stopped in at the mall to grab a snack after my visit to the MTV India 
offices only a block away.  Crossroads is Bombay’s largest shopping mall, complete 
with underground parking, a food court, a large department store, and four floors of 
shops selling designer clothes, electronics, jewelry, and CDs.  There is also a cavernous 
open area in the center, where vendors display their goods in a fair-like atmosphere, 
giant television screens show music videos and ads, and a large stage where concerts 
and other events can be held.  In fact, as I exit the mall I notice that the stage area is 
being put back into order after the previous night’s concert by Silk Route.  The 
performance was broadcast live on a new Internet site called “catch-us-live.com” and 
was sponsored by MTV India. 

Exiting the mall and walking toward my bus stop, I come to one of the most 
interesting juxtapositions I’ve seen in the city.  Directly in front of me, the famous Haji 
Ali mausoleum lies on an island reaching out into the Arabian Sea.  Believers of all 
faiths come to Haji Ali by the thousands to ask for health, security and the most basic 
necessities in life.  I had visited Haji Ali recently with a group of young Muslim men 
from Santa Cruz whose homes had been demolished three years ago and whose families 
continued to live among the rubble without water, plumbing, or electricity.  But only 
yards away from the mausoleum, shiny imported cars turn the corner at the sea wall 
and head for the parking garage at the mall, passing a large billboard reading, “Should 
she do him?  Should he do her?  Should she do her?”  I pause to wonder if the visitors 
to Haji Ali were aware of the billboard, and if so whether or not it offends them.  At the 
same time, I wondered if Bombay’s rather active gay and lesbian community finds it 
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especially meaningful, given the strategic location of the billboard at an intersection of 
religiosity and consumerism. 

Just beside Crossroads is Heera Panna, an older shopping mall and formerly 
the place to buy illegally imported goods during the many years in which India’s 
markets were closed to much international trade.  Heera Panna still attracts shoppers, 
especially those looking for used cell phones, but it is dwarfed by its new neighbor mall, 
the past lying in the shadow of the city’s neoliberal future.   

After a short wait, my bus arrives and I climb up to the upper deck to start the 
journey north into the suburbs.  I watch the busy streets pass by and think to myself how 
lovely Bombay seems on a cool evening like this.  The bus rolls on, crossing the not-so-
lovely smell of Mahim Causeway and into the bustling commercial district of Linking 
Road in the Bandra suburb.  I work my way down and exit the bus in front of a crowded 
McDonalds.  I recall with a smile the innocent joy expressed by the group of 
neighborhood children I accompanied to a movie and then ice cream at this very 
McDonalds.  Their parents must have been a little nervous in trusting the care of five 
young kids to a foreigner, I suddenly realize.  But after the success of our outings to 
play laser tag and go bowling, and after I helped the children organize a fair in order to 
raise the funds to clear the debris and repair the “garden” in which they play cricket, I 
must have gained the confidence of the parents. 

Escaping from the crowds and traffic of Linking Road, I walk a few blocks away 
in to quiet, residential streets.  I find my friend’s building and climb the stairs that lead 
to his door.  After a few knocks, my journalist friend Noel opens the door and invites me 
in.  As is our routine, we fall into the few chairs in his sparsely furnished living room 
and chat until Mahadevan, another journalist friend, arrives wanting to play the guitar 
and sing. 

As the night rolls on, we talk about corruption in politics, about the flight of so 
many young, educated Indians to the west, and about my frustration that the children’s 
garden has once again become a dumping ground for construction debris.  Noel, 
labeled a “USA returned” person because he went to college in American and came 
back rather than trying to stay on, looks thoughtful for a moment and then leans 
forward in his chair and says, “You see, the thing is…Indians don’t take India 
seriously.” 

My thoughts instantly turn to the self-deprecating style of humor on MTV India, 
where tradition often becomes kitsch, and where practically nothing can be taken 
seriously.  But then I think about the incredible amount of work put in by many of the 
people I have met.  Six days a week, twelve hour days, and an hour-long train commute 
to boot.  Surely they are taking something quite seriously!  The topic shifts, but Noel’s 
words stay with me, and I will continue to think about them again and again. 
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Visualizing a New Era for Indian Popular Music 

 

 This chapter covers the period of expansion in the Indian music industry that 

insiders consider its “coming of age.”  I outline three significant contexts for Indipop’s 

brief heyday.  First, the liberalization of India’s economy allowed multinational 

companies to enter into the local music industry, impacting upon the nascent business of 

pop music initiated by Polydor, Magnasound, and other Indian-run companies.  Next, 

the growing importance of non-resident Indians, particularly because of the boom in 

information technology jobs overseas, fueled a burst of creative energy and investment 

within the Indian culture industries.  Finally, the technological revolution that brought 

computers and satellite television into tens of millions of homes in India played an 

integral role in the emergence of domestic music videos and the transformation of 

India’s pop music star system.  In both academic and popular coverage, the contexts of 

liberalization, migration, and technological innovation are viewed as components of a 

quantum transformation that took place in urban Indian society in the 1990s.  My goal 

here is simply to analyze the place of Indipop music during this transformative period.  

 In the following sections, I describe and interpret the enthusiasm and anxiety 

surrounding the emergence of Indipop as an important national form of popular music.  

I outline the role played by the multinational music channels (MTV India and Channel 

[V]) in this enthusiasm and then explore examples from the print media that 

demonstrate the changing place of Indipop in public discourse.  At this level, that of the 

production of cultural meaning, the producers and promoters of Indipop continue to 
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struggle to build audiences and to validate non-film pop for an unknowing and 

sometimes unwilling public. 

 Finally, I examine the visual texts of Indipop as yet another level of 

signification.  Since music videos are created after the music has already been written, 

and since the company often plays as large a role as the artist in packaging the video, I 

feel that an analysis of music videos can reveal some of the most compelling evidence 

of manner in which meaning is produced and ideologies are enacted in Indian popular 

music.  I focus on five themes that appear with great frequency in Indipop videos.  First, 

I explore the ways in which fandom and stardom are constructed in videos.  Next, I look 

at videos which show behind-the-scenes footage from recording studios in order to 

naturalize the act of recording for the audience.  I then examine the ways in which 

consumerism is styled as the norm for post-liberalization urban India.  Fourth, I discuss 

several layers of desire as enacted in video texts.  Finally, I highlight the theme of 

kitsch, a dominant aesthetic of the transnational music channels that has now spread to 

almost all local channels as well.  Ultimately, I argue that this era of suburbanization, 

consumerism, and rapid technological change is also home to a fundamental ambiguity:  

Indipop simultaneously takes itself more seriously as an art and, at the same time, 

trivializes itself as nothing more than a flashy product for sale on the global 

marketplace. 
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Economic Liberalization 

 With its Independence from Britain in 1947, the central government of India 

embarked upon an ambitious series of plans to foster widespread economic growth and 

the modernization of infrastructure.  Under the leadership of Jawaharlal Nehru, the 

government looked to the models of rapid development offered by its neighbors in 

China and the Soviet Union.  Hence, Nehru’s desire to enact wide-ranging 

modernization programs resulted in heavy government involvement in almost all 

aspects of business and trade.1  The rather bulky bureaucracy inherited from the British 

Raj, in which the government was far and away the largest employer in the country, was 

only increased during the post-Independence years, as the nation’s brightest minds 

united to create a modern India.  Nehru was particularly interested in making strides in 

the sciences.  To that end, he founded a series of universities (Indian Institutes of 

Technology, or IITs) that would train Indian students in the latest technologies and 

create a workforce ready for international recognition.2

 After decades of struggle and uncertain results,3 two things became clear.  First, 

the IITs had been successful in creating a substantial workforce of highly-skilled youth.  

However, it was also clear that India offered only limited opportunities for such 

                                                 
1 I should point out, however, that India’s economic policy at times has shifted between centralized 
control and free market control.  Some sectors that had been open to foreign investment around the time 
of Independence were brought under state control several decades later.  For example, Coca Cola sold its 
soft drinks in India until 1977, at which time the company was forced out because it would not reveal its 
secret formula.  Coke returned to India in 1993 with an emphasis on localizing its identity. 
2 As discussed in Chapter One, the IITs became the center for India’s thriving rock music scene in the 
1960s.  In the decades since, these institutes have continued to foster rock scenes and to patronize non-
film pop music. 
3 Great advances were made, but it was unclear if India as a whole could overcome its label as a Third 
World country.  See Denoon (1998) for a thorough analysis of the gains and losses of India’s economic 
policy over the past several decades. 
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workers, who often took their skills and energy overseas.  Through the 1960s and 70s, 

small sectors of the Indian economy were experiencing rapid growth, but it was also 

becoming clear that the grand ideals of Nehru’s socialist state were slowed by 

corruption and inefficiency.4  According to economist Chaturanan Mishra, the 

government’s economic  policies “degenerated into excessive controls and restrictions 

generally called Liscense-Permit Raj” (Mishra 2001).  Those in a position to start their 

own businesses and benefit from free trade, particularly the elites in urban areas such as 

Bombay, were particularly critical of such “excessive controls and restrictions.” 

As the age of information and the spread of global capitalism increased in the 

1980s, the Indian government continued to watch much of the country’s talent and 

human resources depart for better prospects in the UK, US, Canada, elsewhere.  Those 

who remained were anxious to have access to the same economic rewards that graced 

the lives of those who had departed.  According to Purnima Mankekar: 

The rapidly expanding middle classes, whose earnings had increased 
during the late 1970s and early 1980s, were eager to spend their 
discretionary income on consumer goods and thus represented a huge 
market to advertisers.  The expansion of the reach of television and the 
launching of commercials titillated the consumerist desires of viewing 
subjects by introducing them to a range of goods that promised to make 
their lives more modern, more exciting, more middle class.  (Mankekar 
1999: 75-76) 

 
 As noted in the previous chapter, Rajiv Gandhi played a significant role in 

promoting a technologically savvy, capitalism-friendly India.  In this effort, he sent pop 

                                                 
4 According to Tendulkar, former state-controlled policies “reflected the mindset of the deep-seated 
distrust of the market forces and reverential faith in the benevolence and capability of the state” 
(Tendulkar 2001: 8).  But with the backlash against Indira’s strong-armed tactics in Punjab and 
elsewhere, and scandals like the Bofors scandal haunting Rajiv Gandhi’s administration, middle-class 
Indians’ loyalties began to shift from the government to the free markets.   
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musicians to Russia as cultural ambassadors in an effort to highlight the modern side to 

Indian civilization.  Gandhi’s attempts to privatize certain industries, although described 

as “halting and modest efforts at reform” (Mohan 2003), did initiate the move toward 

economic liberalization and the dismantling of License-Permit Raj, but future reforms 

arose from necessity as much as choice. 

By 1991, the Indian government was in crisis.  The short-lived minority 

government collapsed after only five months due to a major economic crisis.5  Former 

Prime Minister Rajiv Gandhi was assassinated while on the campaign trail, and though 

the Congress Party did regain control of the central government, it faced a “foreign 

exchange liquidity crisis” (Tendulkar 2001: 3) and a sluggish, feeble economy.  In a 

story that was becoming all too common, the International Monetary Fund intervened 

with a “stabilization package” requiring massive spending cuts and the devaluation of 

the rupee.  The IMF offered its assistance with the expectations that the country’s 

economy be opened up to greater foreign investment.6  In July of 1991, P.V. Narasimha 

Rao’s newly formed government embarked upon a substantial reconfiguration of its 

economic policy in a now familiar move described as “economic liberalization.”  At the 

same time that the Soviet Union collapsed and the information technology revolution 

spread throughout the developed world, India’s bulky, state-controlled models of the 

                                                 
5 The 1990 invasion of Kuwait halted the flow of money from Indians working in the Gulf region, oil 
prices soared, inflation increased, and GDP declined.  While in the past India might have turned to the 
Soviet Union for assistance, its recent collapse meant that little aid would be available from Moscow 
(Denoon 1998: 53).  
6 According to Tendulkar, the reforms “were presented as part of the package ‘directed’ by the 
International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank” (Tendulkar 2001: 3). 
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past 40 years were overrun by a new discourse of free markets, global trade, and private 

investment.   

This shift in policy was met with great enthusiasm by India’s middle and upper 

classes, particularly those in urban centers such as Bombay.  While liberalization was 

seen as a means to correct decades of stagnating development and improve basic 

resources for India’s millions of poor citizens, its main attraction for many of Bombay’s 

consuming classes had more to do with new products on the shelves, new cars to drive, 

and new television stations to watch.  Furthermore, as I argued in the Introduction, 

economic liberalization has fostered greater individualism and isolation, moving “away 

from an over-extended, overstaffed and inefficient public sector” (Tendulkar 2001: 8).  

Citibank ATM machines offer an escape from the long lines and hand-written 

accounting at the State Bank of India, and air-conditioned shopping malls provide a 

quiet and spacious alternative to crowded public markets.  Within a short period of time, 

the western-oriented elites in places like Bombay adopted the mantra of free trade into 

their daily lives.  Free markets and capitalist consumption are increasingly perceived to 

be part of the normal fabric of everyday life, prompting Rohit Chopra to characterize 

this emerging urban reality as “neo-liberalism as doxa” (Chopra 2003).7

                                                 
7 Chopra draws from Pierre Bourdieu’s work on doxa (Bourdieu 1977) and neoliberalism (Bourdieu 
1998).  According to Bourdieu, doxa defines the range of practices and dispositions for any habitus or, as 
Chopra puts it, the “taken for granted deductions about reality itself” (Chopra 2003: 426). 
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 In the Indian music industry, the impact of liberalization appeared rather 

quickly.8  Once seen to foster a climate of nepotism and stasis, the new Indian music 

economy would be built on healthy competition between a collection of new entrants 

into the market.9  Among the first to leave Magnasound, Suresh Thomas split from the 

company in order to set up his own business, Crescendo, which was soon tied to the 

German conglomerate, BMG.  Sony and Virgin swiftly entered the market, recruited 

more executives from Magnasound, and signed a number of the company’s established 

artists.  For example, Alisha Chinai and The Colonial Cousins left the Indian-owned 

Magnasound label for multinational (Virgin and Sony respectively), hopeful that the 

new companies’ coffers would support higher production and promotion expenses and 

thinking that they’d have a better chance at global success if tied to a company based in 

New York or London rather than Bombay. 

 For executives such as Atul Churamani, who left Magnasound to take the reigns 

at the newly-created Virgin Music branch in India, the opening of the markets to 

                                                 
8 According to Shashi Gopal, the Indian business world suffered from the shock of such rapid economic 
transformations, leading to confusion and frustration with many industries, including the pop music 
industry: 

In ’93 and ’94, you know, the doors were opening in.  And the point is that after the doors 
had opened, it opened very fast, very very fast. That’s the danger of closing doors.  You 
only learn that in hindsight.  The cost of closing doors is that what you should learn over 
fifty years, you suddenly learn in two years.  And then you’re in a muck.  And when 
you’re in a muck, you don’t know how to you don’t know how to figure out the guy’s 
demand.  If you can’t figure the guy’s demand out, you go through an acute recession.  
Because nobody knows what the public really wants to buy, or what he wants to do.  
(personal interview 2001) 

9 According to Shashi Gopal, the music industry, like many other industries, had suffered from years of 
License Raj restrictions:  

If you looked at business ten fifteen years back, it was quite common to find one 
company controlling the other, not realizing that if you did that, the possibility of an 
outside investor coming in and investing in your business, which was the only way you 
could grow your business….uh, you were keeping that man out (ibid). 
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international investment represented an opportunity to dream big, a real shot at 

marketing Indian talent to the rest of the world: 

The reason I left Magnasound was that I felt that we were marking time.  
We had these big talents, and we’d had huge hits.  You know, with Alisha, 
Colonial Cousins, or whoever it was.  But I felt that we needed to reach out 
to the international market, and since Magnasound by that time was not a 
license anymore for Warner, there was no way of doing it.  We tried very 
hard with The Colonial Cousins.  I mean, the amount of calls we made.  
The amount of faxes we sent.  I met people, and we talked and talked and 
talked.  But finally, you need somebody to hold your hand, and that wasn’t 
happening.  I just felt that, you know, you’re playing in the same space.  
It’s time to take the artist further.  So when Virgin was being set up, that 
was a great opportunity.10

 
Churamani’s sense of urgency to “reach out to the international market” marks a 

significant transformation in the imagined reach of Indipop.  With Baba Sehgal, 

Magnasound had offered a westernized Indian star to the mainstream, domestic market.  

But with The Colonial Cousins and the presumed future stars of Indipop, executives 

such as Churamani began to envision their market on broader terms, encompassing not 

only urban elites in India but also the growing number of Non-resident Indian 

consumers in the west.  Their economic clout combined with their assumed need to 

maintain cultural ties to the homeland made them an appealing target audience for 

Indian music executives from both the filmi and pop camps. 

Non-Resident Indian Communities 

 The golden era of Indipop coincides not only with the expansion of a free 

market, globalist mentality among India’s middle and upper classes, but it also 

corresponds to the innocence and enthusiasm of the new wave of IT jobs created in the 

                                                 
10 Personal interview (2001). 
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US and elsewhere during the booming mid-1990s economy.  Although immigration 

from India to the US began in large numbers after the Immigration Act of 1965, in 

which the American government overturned the legislation that barred Asian 

immigration to the country for half a century, it was not until the 1990s that the Indian 

community in the US gained a significant place in the popular culture of the Indian 

subcontinent.  

 There are two important explanations for this.  First, the 1990s witnessed the 

emergence of the ABCD (American Born Confused Desi11) generation along with the 

emergence of the Asian Underground scene in England.  Indian American DJs across 

the country began to spin mixes of bhangra, filmi music and hip hop at clubs and 

private parties for the new desi generation, while in England artists such as Bally Sagoo, 

Talvin Singh, Nitin Sawhney, and Asian Dub Foundation achieved increasingly higher 

levels of acclaim with their fusions of traditional Indian styles and electronic musics.  

While these American and British artists have had only a limited success in India, there 

was a growing recognition that the pop music in India was also being heard and 

responded to in the diaspora.  Producers and performers of Indian pop music (both filmi 

and non-filmi) began to consider the extent to which they could or should tailor their 

music to suit the needs of this audience.12

                                                 
11 Desi (pronounced “day-see”) is the generic term used by various South Asian Americans to 
characterize a member of the first generation to be born in the U.S.  In particular, it is used by the 
segment of that population who attend colleges and participate in Indian American hip hop culture. 
12 This issue is particularly well-covered in the world of Bollywood films (see Rajyadhyaksha 2003), and 
blockbuster films such as Dillwale Dulhaniya Le Jayengee (1995), Pardes (1997), and Kaho Na Pyaar 
Hai (2000) all emphasize connections between the diaspora and homeland. 
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 The second explanation concerns the recent immigration of thousands of young 

professionals from India to the west in search of high tech jobs.  Due in part to this 

movement, the population of Indian-born residents in the United States doubled from 

450,406 in 1990 to over one million by 2000 (Desai, Kapur and McHale 2001: 6).  In 

the US, the “IT immigrants” brought the pop culture tastes of urban, English-educated 

Indians to their new surroundings.13  It was only natural that Indian pop culture should 

follow them there.  When I asked Shashi Gopal, head of Magnasound Records, to tell 

me about his company’s first major hit song, Alisha’s “Made in India,” his immediate 

response concerned the socio-historical context of this migration: 

With Alisha, we had this huge hit called “Made in India.”  Now what was 
the timing with “Made in India?”  “Made in India” was actually recorded 
with Biddu in the UK.  India was under a very protective environment for 
many, many years.  The doors had to be opened.  The world pressure on a 
country like ours was to open the doors and have free and fair competition, 
if you wanted support from funds like IMF and the World Bank.  They 
wanted to see real demand.  Realistic demand by realistic people, and 
those people rather than create prodigies, you know of coteries. They 
didn’t want that system opening out. 
 I figured out that a lot of people, because I used to travel to 
England, didn’t know what India was all about.  Just like we didn’t know 
what Russia was all about.  A lot of non-resident Indians living abroad 
weren’t really proud to be Indians.  They were very submissive.  They 
were very aware that, whether they were in England or they were in 
America, that they were immigrants, and that immigrants don’t necessarily 
have to have a big say.  People are very careful when they talk to you, 
immigrant people, they’re very disciplined, they’re very organized.  It’s 
good.  But some of the ability to say, “Hey listen, it’s not important if I’m 
an immigrant or not.  What is important is, why don’t I use the setup here, 
and why don’t you all use me to create something big and productive?  
That somehow was not being met, because had the local governments 

                                                 
13 When I asked Hariharan about the overseas market, he replied:  “There is a strong section of NRIs who 
just immigrated now, most of them are software engineers.  So we have a market there.  It’s happening.  
And they are more in tune with us, to an experimental music, to a Colonial Cousins or whatever.” 
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supported immigrants worldwide in that fashion, you’d have created a 
huge economic basis for those countries. 
 It happened late.  This IT revolution should have happened ten 
years back.  It happened ‘cause these guys didn’t come out.  The IT guys 
never had the confidence of going out, till America welcomed them and 
said, “Hey listen, guys there’s no problem.  Come enjoy yourselves.  We’ll 
give you your idli and sambar.” If you went to those places, like the tech 
parks, they all have cafeterias only for these guys.  You know, they told 
them, “Hey listen, it’s just another country, but same food, everything’s 
ok.”  And look at the development that happened there.14

 
According to Gopal, the massive success of “Made in India” corresponds not only to 

India’s entry into the global marketplace but also to the growing confidence of global 

Indians.  The encounter of recently arrived workers with the ways of the west may have 

been intimidating, but according to Gopal, Alisha’s lyrics (“I have seen all the 

world…but I need a heart that’s Indian”) and music provide a reassuring bridge 

between the two worlds.  While the earlier chapters of the dissertation do demonstrate 

that, at least in places like Bombay, the “two worlds” have not been as distant as Gopal 

implies.  Nevertheless, a new level of migration, travel and communication has 

intensified the urge toward cultural definition and comparison. 

 Lyrics of other songs (both filmi and pop) from the late 1990s emphasize themes 

that appeal particularly to Non-Resident Indians, such as patriotism and separation.  

With the 50 year anniversary of independence, Bollywood offered songs such as “I 

Love My India” (Pardes) and “It Happens Only in India” (Pardesi Babu), while the pop 

labels put forward “Maa Tujhe Salaam” (A.R. Rahman’s Vande Mataram), “Wajah 

Muskarane Ki” (various Magnasound artists) and “Kasam Lee Hai Hamne” (Anu 

                                                 
14 Personal interview (2001). 
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Malik).15  Such songs generated feelings of cultural pride as well as nostalgia or 

longing, directed to NRIs and those in India with relatives abroad.  Yet while 

Bollywood has always had an element of nationalism, it is sometimes accused of 

promoting a particularly Hindu vision of the state, whereas many producers and 

performers of Indipop promote a more cosmopolitan, relativistic cultural identity.16

 I argue that Indipop resonates with NRIs who are forced to recognize the 

relative place of their home culture in the world but at the same time do not want to let 

go of their national pride.  Both NRIs and the makers of Indipop have grown up with a 

global orientation, are likely to speak of their country in third person (for instance, the 

classic line “Indians are like that only”) and have the cultural and educational resources 

                                                 
15 The titles of these songs translate as the following:  maa tujhe salaam (“Mother, I Salute You”), wajah 
muskarane ki (“A Reason to Smile), and kasam lee hai hamne (“We’ve Taken a Vow”). 
16 In my opinion, this is a reflection of several influences.  First, as I have outlined in the previous 
chapters, members of the Indipop community are almost exclusively graduates of English-language 
education in India and thus have absorbed an objectified, relativist view of Indian culture.  Furthermore, I 
have argued that many of the key figures in Indipop were deeply influenced by the ideologies of the 
1960s counterculture.  Finally, the cosmopolitan nature of Bombay’s elites, who attend concerts and art 
exhibits of international works, who live in a city with a population that comes from every region of 
India, and whose culture has always been formed by trade, travel, and innovation, encourages humanism 
and relativistic thinking.  Bashir Sheikh is a prime example: 

I look at myself, being a Muslim, coming from a pretty orthodox family that way in terms 
of religion and practice of religion. But my dad and my mom, they never interfered with 
us.  You know, we used to practice in my house.  It was a bloody noisy, because I used to 
play the drums.  And we used to have these small amplifiers.  It was pretty noisy.  But my 
parents never raised any objection.  So I imagine parents of Christian boys and girls who 
were involved in this couldn’t care less.  But a lot of musicians of that time were not 
necessarily only Christians.  There was Nandu Bhende who wasn’t.  Prabhakar who 
wasn’t.  Hemant who wasn’t.  Soli, he wasn’t. Sanjana, he was a Parsi again.  Kanga, Ajit 
Singh, Usha Uthup.  So I think the English language really bound everyone together, and 
the love of that form of music. 
 In fact, many a time my friends tell me, you know, that we never had any 
differences.  That I’m a Hindu, you’re a Muslim, you’re a Christian.  You know, as a 
Muslim I have three Christmas albums to my name.  I just was sitting down and just 
plucking the guitar and I wrote a Christmas song.  I presented it to the company, and they 
said, “Why don’t you do a full album.”  And that was the beginning of me becoming 
Santa Claus, you know.  I mean I’ve done three Christmas albums!  [laughs].  (personal 
interview 2001) 
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to see themselves and their heritage from a detached perspective.  This leads both to a 

celebration of cultural identity, but at the same time, also to a somewhat ironic use of 

culture merely as fashion rather than doxa.  Nowhere is this pattern more apparent than 

on Indian MTV, where language, dress, practices, and other markers of tradition 

become little more than tokens of difference.   With the emergence of satellite television 

and, in particular, music television, tradition has been reconstituted and at times abused 

in the effort to catch the attention of the consuming classes. 

Satellite Television 
 
 Television made a relatively late start in India, being confined to Delhi for 

almost ten years before reaching Bombay in 1972 and Calcutta, Madras and Lucknow 

in 1975.  For the first three decades of its existence, Indian television consisted of one 

channel: the state-run Doordarshan network.  In its early years, the network was a 

mechanical, institutional tool of Indian technocrats.  According to Sevanti Ninan, by the 

mid 1970s “Doordarshan was already a bureaucratic behemoth bearing little 

resemblance to a media organization” (Ninan 1995: 25).   

 In 1982, India launched INSAT-1A, the first satellite dedicated to the South 

Asian subcontinent.  It failed after only one month, and Doordarshan was forced to 

borrow time on other satellites.  In the same year, the network began broadcasting in 

color - just in time for the Asian Games hosted by New Delhi.  However, at this point 

the single network broadcasting from the capital was unable to cater to the vast array of 
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regional and class-based interests in such a diverse country, nor could it deliver the kind 

of slick programming seen in other countries.17   

 In 1991, the pan-Asian STAR TV network began beaming English-language 

programming from Hong Kong.  Indian elites would soon have access 24 hours of new 

coverage on CNN, the latest American films on HBO, and of course the latest music on 

MTV.  The STAR TV strategy, known as “cream skimming” (Kumar and Curtin 2002: 

354) was to build an audience of pan-Asian elites to consume its English-language 

programs.  For three years, MTV continued on the STAR network, broadcasting the 

“familiar lineup of Beavis and Butthead, Nirvana, Madonna, and other Generation X 

icons” (ibid: 354).  In 1994, MTV was dropped by STAR (now a part of Rupert 

Murdoch’s News Corporation) which was ready to launch its own music television 

channel, Channel [V].   

 While Channel [V] also initially began as a pan-Asian network, it quickly 

localized, offering Hindi music and VJs familiar with local language and customs.18  

The network even managed to make Bollywood seem cool to “an upmarket urban 

audience that traditionally eschewed Indian film culture” (Juluri 2002: 371).  

                                                 
17 In fact, Ninan writes that the Indian government funded color broadcasts partly because other Asian 
countries were already broadcasting in color and would not have accepted the Asian Games in black and 
white.  Furthermore, she argues that the emergence of color broadcasting fueled a boom in advertising: 

[Color television] unleashed a commercial momentum that would render fuddy duddy 
Doordarshan unrecognizable in parts.  Sponsored programs offering free commercial time 
to the sponsors bloomed, and with them came colour advertisements, furiously borrowing 
jingles, concepts and ideas from the West.  Over the years that followed TV ads became 
the best-produced programming in Doordarshan – slick, fast-paced and eminently 
watchable.  Children, in particular, adored them. (Ninan 1995: 140) 

18 According to Vamsee Juluri, Channel [V]’s choice of VJs was a key reason for its initial success:  “Its 
anchors, many of whom were foreign born and/or biracial people of South Asian heritage, became instant 
celebrities and embodied an emerging sense of Indian-Western hybridity” (Juluri 2002: 371). 
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Meanwhile, MTV struggled to get its foot back in the door, but after two years of hourly 

appearances on Doordarshan, the network launched a dedicated Indian version of MTV 

in late 1996.  In August of the following year, as India marked 50 years of 

independence, MTV India launched a major offensive to recapture the music television 

market by “going Hindi,” switching to a format that emphasized Bollywood film music 

and even featuring the MTV logo in the colors of the Indian flag.19 MTV India and 

Channel [V] were soon at war over who was “more Indian,” tossing jabs at each other 

for favoring too much foreign music and perhaps even sabotaging each other’s 

projects.20

 The move to localize has affected the entire spectrum of television programming 

in India.  By the end of the 1990s, regional language programming became more readily 

available.  During my stay in 2000-2001, television in Bombay featured films, sitcoms, 

soap operas, talk shows, news and music on 78 channels in a dozen languages.  Yet the 

playing field is not even, and although slick production and advertising does not 

automatically lead to mass success, it is clear that the financial resources available to 

the STAR channels and other foreign-owned networks has enabled them to promote 

locally-produced programming capable of success far beyond the niche interests of the 

elite classes.21

                                                 
19 In the summer of 1998, I noticed that the logo still bore the green, orange and white colors of the Indian 
flag.  However, the logo was eventually changed due to the protests of the right-wing BJP government 
(Juluri 2002: 371). 
20 An article from 1997 intimates that, among other battles, the broadcast problems that prevented viewers 
in Bombay from seeing part of Channel [V]’s Music Awards show may have been caused by sabotage on 
the part of MTV (“Channel [V] vs MTV: It’s Open War”). 
21 As I mentioned in the Introduction, STAR TV’s Hindi version of “Who Wants to Be A Millionaire” 
was a television phenomenon of massive proportions. 
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 Keeping up with marketing ploys from their parent companies, MTV India and 

Channel [V] have both broadcast reality shows, and MTV India has recently hired 

Balaji Telefilms, the makers of the hit soap opera Kyonki Saas Bhi Kabhi Bahu Thi 

(translated as “because the mother-in-law was once a daughter-in-law”) to shoot a soap 

opera called Kitni Mast Hai Zindigi.  MTV India has also commissioned a film, Ishq 

Vishq, Pyaar Vyaar, for which they conducted a nation-wide search for actors that was 

broadcast as a six-part reality series (Gunther 2004: 116). 

 With such marketing and programming tactics, Indian pop music has been 

tossed around and often lost in the shuffle.  To many Indipop artists, the switch to a 

near-constant stream of film clips seems to be a denial of authentic, creative music.  

And while many do blame the music channels for not sticking with Indipop, there is no 

doubt that both Channel [V] and MTV India have gone to great lengths to promote a 

pop music culture in India through awards shows, sponsored lived performances, and 

behind-the-scenes programs meant to highlight the personality and creativity of Indipop 

artists.  In the next section, I will discuss several examples of such projects as well as 

the changing coverage of Indipop music by the popular press in India. 

 

Indipop and the Music Television Networks 

 

 As one might expect, it was Magnasound that led the way in using music videos 

as a form of marketing.  By the mid 1990s, the company had emerged as the primary 

source for Indian pop music, and with Baba Sehgal and Alisha Chinai, they had created 
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two of the first pop music stars in the nascent non-film music industry.  This was just 

the product that the newly-arrived music channels were looking for.  According to Atul 

Churamani, the music channels wanted local content, and Magnasound got a great deal 

of encouragement to convert their young recording artists into pop icons: 

In fact it was strange because I was very close to the setup of both MTV 
and Channel [V], because when they came to India, they don’t know 
whom to talk to, or where to go.  And with Magnasound being, you 
know, up there, the calls used to come.   We got down to understanding 
their philosophy.  And they gave some very good advice.  A gentleman 
called Don who was with [V] when they started.  He was the backbone of 
Channel [V] (which operated out of Hong Kong) for a long time.  All 
these guys were very focused, and they wanted domestic product.  They 
were not into film.  They wanted domestic product.  And I think they 
helped develop the industry very quickly.  And thank god they stayed off 
of film…I mean, for a long period of time until financially they couldn’t 
take it, then they had to go into film for commercial considerations.   But 
it was a very good time, because it developed the industry.  It helped us 
to develop.22

 
Before they turned “filmi,” Atul says, the music channels were thirsty for local pop acts, 

and these early years were filled with enthusiasm and ambition within the growing 

Indipop community.  The growth potential for Magnasound in particular seemed almost 

limitless. 

  As I mentioned in the previous chapter, Churamani had called on his old friend, 

Ken Ghosh, to direct the company’s first video for Baba Sehgal’s “Dil Dhadke.”  Ghosh 

quickly made the transition from a successful TV ad producer to the undisputed leader 

of the growing Indipop video market.  Of the 23 music videos released by Magnasound 

in 1994-1995, Ghosh directed 18 of them.  Among these are included the biggest hits in 

                                                 
22 Personal interview (2001). 
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the history of Indipop: “Made in India” by Alisha (released in June of 1995) and “Bolo 

Ta Ra Ra” by Daler Mehndi (released in July of 1995).  Ghosh also directed videos for 

Shaan, Sagarika, Shweta Shetty, Models, the Colonial Cousins, and others.  Like the 

Magnasound label, Ghosh’s name had become nearly synonymous with Indipop. 

 As a “gadget-friendly director with the Midas touch” (Sharma 1998), Ken 

Ghosh’s formula of high-tech wizardry, beautiful models, and dazzling visual effects is 

seen to have raised the standards of Indian music videos, although not without also 

raising the expenses.  But extravagant videos are necessary, according to Ghosh, 

because the use of captivating visuals in music videos is pragmatic:  “While in cinema 

you have a captive audience who has specially come to see your work, in the case of a 

music video you must draw your audience towards television” (Negi 2003).  Thus, 

much like their western counterparts, Indian music videos have engaged in an escalating 

level of sensationalism, revealing more and more skin and always employing the latest 

special effects.23

 Following the model of its parent network in America, MTV India has marketed 

itself as a lifestyle, not just a television station.  In addition to its television station, the 

outfit runs a chain of stores (such as the one on Linking Road in the Bandra suburb) that 

sell MTV branded clothing and accessories.  During my fieldwork, they also introduced 

their own line of credit cards marketed to urban youth.  And they definitely focus on 

                                                 
23 Several videos featuring the model/VJ Malaika Aurora demonstrate the former, while Daler Mehndi’s 
“Saade Dil Te” and many others make use of computer animation and other special effects. 
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demographic research, much like the American originals.24  Finally, both MTV India 

and Channel [V] have played an active role in promoting Indipop artists, a culture of 

music video consumption, and the development of a music industry like that of the west 

- based on concerts, interviews, Top 40 countdowns, awards ceremonies, fan clubs, 

publicity for new releases, and even behind the scenes glimpses into the lives of stars.  

With the music channels leading the way, the Indian media is the backdrop for a 

cultural project of creating and developing a star system and expanding the consuming 

base for the styles and ideologies of Indipop. 

Live Shows 

 For many Indipop artists, live performances provide a significant portion of their 

income.  While the Indian Music Industry has made great progress in curbing piracy 

and promoting open sales records, the country’s retail infrastructure does not permit an 

accurate account of total sales.  Therefore, most music companies offer a lump sum of 

cash to artists as a one-time payment for a recording.25  To generate a more regular 

income, many artists rely on live shows.  However, that infrastructure is also riddled 

with problems, from inadequate venues to political crackdowns on entertainment.  

However the biggest limitation, according to many people in the Indipop industry, has 

to do with a perceived cultural lack of appreciation for pop performances.  The music 

channels have played a key role in address this concern, as both MTV India and 

                                                 
24 In fact, the company sponsors numerous conferences in Bombay focused on studying the changing 
demographics of India’s consuming classes.  One such conference that I attended, the MTV Brand Equity 
Youth Marketing Forum, came complete with a book full of statistics on Indian teenagers, their favorite 
brand names, and the like.  Each participant also received a button that said, “Hi!  I’m _____.  I’m cool!” 
25 Payment by royalties has been tried, but as of 2001 it was seen to cause more harm than good by most 
artists and executives. 
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Channel [V] have promoted live shows and tours across the country.  But according to 

the pop singer Shaan, the early efforts were so eager to generate a fan base that they 

spoiled fans by giving too much for free: 

When we started off, and we were trying to promote our music, and there 
was MTV and Channel V, we did a lot of shows for them.  Which were 
done for free.  People now are not used to paying for a pop act.  You buy a 
can of Coke and you can get in for free.  At discos you can get free tickets.  
People give you free tickets on campus.  So, no one really wants to pay 
money to see a show.26

 
From my own experience in Bombay, I would agree that even among people who 

consider themselves Indipop fans, there is a general perception that the only pop 

concerts worth spending money on are large, multi-act events.  “When individual 

acts, even the biggest names such as the Colonial Cousins, perform for free at the 

local Planet M music store, why would I pay 150 bucks to see them at a club?”  So 

goes the common refrain. 

 Other artists blame Bollywood for preventing the growth of a culture of shows.  

Hariharan, for example, reasons that the consumer of a film song gets everything 

handed to them in an unrealistically perfect form.  Why would they bother with a live 

show, he asks cynically, if they’re already getting a pretty melody and an even prettier 

face?   

I have people asking me, “Why do you want to do this kind of music when 
you’re popular in films?” [laughs]  They’re so aghast.  I mean, “Why do 
you waste your energy?  Just keep singing in films!”  Because they feel 
that’s the ultimate.  They feel I am short-changing myself or I’m diluting 
myself by doing this kind of music… I do a lot of film music in the South, 
in Tamil, Telegu, and Kanada.  Probably I do the maximum.  Last year, I 

                                                 
26 Personal interview (2001). 
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did the maximum number of songs.  That’s ok, but it’s got nothing to do 
with my creative ability...I think people don’t want to think.  They don’t 
want to experience something new.  They don’t want to take the trouble to 
experience something new.27  

 
Like many others, Hariharan expresses frustration that the limited creativity and 

escapist fantasy of a Bollywood song have been embraced by the music channels, while 

artists like himself, who feel that they have something important, personal and creative 

to say, must engage in a constant struggle even to be recognized.    

 Finally, the basic limitations and unpredictable nature of India’s infrastructure 

create major headaches for those who promote live shows. Kalyan Baruah, a studio 

guitarist who has toured with Lucky Ali and KK, recalls that even when Indipop was at 

its peak and performers could fill a stadium with adoring fans, concert organizers lacked 

needed resources and were unprepared to give a crowd of that size a good show:  

Kalyan: When we went out of Bombay, started playing in places like 
Calcutta, Bangalore, then we saw this huge response.  It was a great 
impact.  And there was a time when we thought this thing that we’re 
doing, you know this album thing, really works, because people were into 
it.  We went to do this gig in Delhi, at the biggest stadium in India.  We did 
this gig and it was at least 50-60 thousand people.  But we couldn’t even 
do the gig. 
 
PK: You couldn’t? 
 
Kalyan: Yeah, we just played two or three songs and we had to get out of 
the stage because the crowd went completely mad, because the organizers 
didn’t think there’d be so many people turning out.  So they didn’t have so 
much of security arrangements and stuff.  The PA wasn’t that powerful.  
They thought they would be a small crowd.28

 

                                                 
27 Personal interview (2001). 
28 Personal interview (2001). 
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He goes on to describe some of the difficulties he’s faced when traveling into more 

remote parts of the country: 

Kalyan:  I’ve toured with KK to lots of small towns.  With KK, at that time 
the World Cup was going on.  And we got the stage from a company to 
tour the whole…about 17 cities, you know.  At that time his music was not 
even launched.  I mean the album had not been released…And with KK 
we went to small towns like Indore, Jamshetpur. 
 
PK:  What was the reception like there? 
 
Kalyan:  It was great, just great!  I mean, he was not even known at that 
time.  Compared to Lucky, he was very small.  People knew his name [as a 
playback singer].  I’ve come across a lot of people they ask, “Who’s KK?”  
They know the name but they haven’t seen him.  They don’t know who is 
KK.  Inspite of his songs…If you’ve heard that album, it’s like very rock-
n-rollish, very r&b kind of stuff.  And people really took it well, without 
knowing the album.  Even before the video came out. 
 We may have done about 10 or 12 shows.  We couldn’t complete 
the series because we all fell really sick, you know, traveling.  So towards 
the end we were playing with lots of fever.  We just get off the stage and 
pop this [pill], and there would be a doctor waiting at the hotel.  We were 
all damn sick, so we came back.29

 
Used to the comforts and culture of urban life, touring “the road” in India can be a 

particularly grueling experience.  This has not stopped pop artists from trying,30 

however, and the music channels have worked hand in hand with music companies to 

bring live concerts to India’s “mini metros” and regional centers.  In fact, logistics 

                                                 
29 ibid. 
30 One of the first tours I heard about was “The Sharon Show.”  Since then, Channel [V] has promoted 
numerous road shows, while MTV India now sponsors live broadcasts of Indipop concerts over the 
internet and recently initiated a new program called Live Sessions, the first of which featured the 
Pakistani rock group Strings.   
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aside, Indipop artists agree almost unanimously that they have the most enthusiastic 

reception in the smaller, regional centers.31

Awards Shows 
 
 As a sign of the legitimacy and growing significance of Indipop, Channel [V] 

inaugurated what they expected to be the annual Indian Music Awards ceremony on 

November 30, 1996.  The event, held in the Andheri Sports Complex in northern 

Bombay, gave the nascent pop music industry an image of authority by offering awards 

for Album of the Year, Song of the Year, and a Viewer’s Choice award for the best 

performer or group.  That night, the Colonial Cousins swept all of these awards, thereby 

signifying the maturity and cross-over appeal of Indipop music.  The night also featured 

performances by Daler Mehndi, Suneeta Rao, Baba Sehgal, and Anaida, as well as 

foreign artists Bryan Adams and Air Supply.  Finally, the audience witnessed a 

historical collaboration between western and Indian rock music legends: 

Led Zeppelin and Queen received lifetime achievement honors, setting the 
stage for a surreal, larger-than-life touch to the event: a jam through the 
classic Zep track "Rock And Roll"--replete with Robert Plant, Jimmy 
Page, Queen drummer Roger Taylor, and Indian musician Remo 
Fernandes on bass. (Burpee 1996: 37) 

 
 Channel [V]’s director at the time, Jules Fuller, was a key figure in the 

network’s efforts to legitimize Indipop music, and it was his ambition and perseverance 

                                                 
31 While my study focuses on the production of Indipop in Bombay, I would be interested in doing future 
research on its reception in a smaller town.  One journalist friend remarked to me that he felt Indipop 
really belonged to the mini metros, since according to him youth in the major cities have more access to 
western pop and don’t need to hear “western music sung in Hindi.” 
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that guided the event to fruition, even against significant public resistance.32  According 

to Kalyan Baruah, who performed as part of the house band for the show, Fuller’s 

choice to promote live music was more than a business move.  It was a reflection of his 

own ideology of musical authenticity:  “At that time the Channel [V] boss used to be a 

friend called Jules.  He was a musician himself, so being a real musician he used to be 

more interested in the music itself, in getting a real band to play.  They used to play 

tapes, you know, just back up music.”33  Although “minus one” tapes are still 

commonly used by many Indipop performers, the goal of this event was to enhance the 

profile and respectability of rock band-based music in the Indian public eye, something 

that Fuller took quite seriously during his tenure at Channel [V].34

 Channel [V] produced similar awards shows for the next two years, but they 

were unable to sustain the momentum and have not repeated such an ambitious event in 

the past five years.  Among the many explanations for this turn of events, two stand out 

as the most common.  First, after 1998, the record companies began to recognize that 

even when achieving unprecedented levels of success, they would barely be able to 

break even.  In order to deliver music and video of an equal quality to that of the west, 

they were required to lay out huge amounts of money.  But given the severe limitations 

                                                 
32 In line with protests against the Miss World pageant held in Bangalore and Michael Jackson’s 
performances in India, protesters denounced the Indian Music Awards as an example of the vulgar 
influence of western culture in India. 
33 Personal interview (2001). 
34 Although no longer associated with Channel [V], Fuller still resides in Bombay and continues to be an 
active participant in the city’s live pop music scene, but as a supportive fan and – at times – an energetic 
performer.  For example, he and his wife, the VJ/actress Sophiya Haque, performed at the Tribute to Bob 
Dylan event held in Bombay in 2001. 
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on how much they could charge for a cassette or CD,35 it would be impossible for them 

to recover the expenses without ridiculously high sales figures.  One solution was to 

reduce investments and to allow more self-funded projects rather than emphasizing 

artist development.  This allowed an unfortunately large number of sub par performers 

to enter the market and detracted from the quality and legitimacy of Indipop in many 

consumers’ eyes.  The second explanation for the demise of the Indian Music Awards is 

more straightforward: both Channel [V] and MTV India had “turned filmi” and no 

longer held Indipop music as a priority worth such a financial risk.   

 However, the music channels continue to devote a fair amount of resources to 

the promotion and presentation of Indipop music. MTV India has recently taken up the 

task by offering a new Indian version of the Grammy awards known as “The Immies.”  

Reflecting a renewed effort to balance filmi and non-film music and their related icons, 

the first (of the presumably annual) ceremony in December of 2003 featured live 

performances by the British boy band Westlife, Indipop acts such as the Bombay 

Vikings and Falguni Pathak, as well as Bollywood stars dancing to the music from their 

recent hit films.  The categories for the Immies also reflect a growing balance between 

film and non-film music, with awards going to both playback singers and pop artists. 

Behind The Scenes Shows 
 

The music channels also play an active role in promoting fandom through 

interviews and scenes of artists in the studio.  Executives in the Indian music television 

                                                 
35 Given the influence of piracy and price gouging, most Indian consumers are unwilling to spend more 
than 50 rupees (about $1) on a cassette or 250 rupees ($5) on a new CD.  Indipop albums frequently cost 
slightly more, and marketers try to convince Indian consumers that quality comes at a cost.  Meanwhile, 
vendors on the street and in rural areas charge substantially less for filmi, devotional, or regional musics. 
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industry are quite aware of the work that needs to be done to socialize youth into 

becoming pop music fans.  One of the standard routes to this (in both India and the 

west) is through behind the scenes profiles of artists.  MTV India, for example, offers 

profiles of stars through features such as Apna Artist of the Month and Ubharta Sitara 

(“Rising Star”).  Such programs allow the artist’s personality - an indispensable element 

in the sale of pop music - to be highlighted.  Furthermore, they can also encourage the 

audience to see the artist in the wider context of global popular music.  To this end, 

Channel [V]’s first effort at this was ArtisTREE, a program that highlighted an artist’s 

roots and introduced a new “sapling” artist with potential to be nurtured.   

More recently, Channel [V] has taken such behind the scenes programming a 

step further, bringing fans inside the studio to see the artist as work.  To expose the 

process of music making and to familiarize audiences with both the artist and the 

technologies of pop music production, Channel [V] launched just such a program, 

called Jammin. 

 Launched in the spring of 2001, Channel [V]’s program Jammin was the latest 

in a continuation of attempts by the network to better acquaint audiences with Indipop 

artists.  What host Ranvir Shorey described as “a music lover’s paradise,” Jammin 

brought together two Indipop artists or groups for an in-studio collaboration, tracking 

the complete development of a pop song from composition through recording track by 

track and culminating with a new video for the song.  Each program began with short 

introductions to the artists, showing clips from their previous videos and highlighting 

any international exposure they may have had. 
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 An analysis of Jammin reveals the fundamental ideologies of art and self-

expression outlined in the previous chapters.  The opening credits to the program 

naturalize western instruments as normal and imply that Indipop is both the national 

pop music of India and a part of a global music community.  There is no sign of sitar, 

tabla, or other markers of cultural difference in the Jammin credits.  Rather, the opening 

credits feature diagrams of electric guitars, organological terms such as “woodwind 

family,” and voiceovers with clearly American accents saying, “Pay attention to the 

click track” or “I listen to the bass.”  And even though the songs are sung in Hindi, the 

language in the studio is almost always English.  Finally, the program makes a 

fundamental connection between the unique personalities of the artists and the unique 

sound of their song.  This serves to underline the notion that each individual has his or 

her own musical style.  Thus, the show offers a counter to the system of filmi playback 

music, as artists are shown to have total artistic and creative control. 

 In another effort to revive interest in Indian pop music, Channel [V] recently 

offered a new behind the scenes reality program, Popstars.36  This “making of the 

band” program tracked the creation of a girl group comprised of real, everyday young 

women who won auditions in cities across India.  The resulting group, VIVA, has 

released several albums and been the subject of much publicity, while Channel [V] has 

forged ahead and recently completed Popstars 2.   

                                                 
36 In fact, as I was preparing to leave India in the fall of 2001, there was talk that Popstars would be the 
next major hit for the STAR TV network, taking the slot so successfully occupied by Kaun Banega 
Crorepati. 
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 Finally, both MTV India and Channel [V] have recently run shows similar to the 

hit program American Idol.  [V]’s is called Super Singer, and it had 25,000 youth 

audition in 10 cities.  Channel [V] also has a new show called Pop Diaries that spends a 

day in the life with a pop singer.37  However, like the winners of similar programs in the 

US and elsewhere, it remains to be seen if such pop creations will have any durability.  

Nevertheless, they have proven quite effective in creating sudden and widespread 

excitement among young fans, something that Indian executives find encouraging for 

the future of non-film pop in India.  

 

Press Coverage of Indipop:  Boom and Bust 
 
  
 Since the time I began investigating the emergence of non-film pop in India, I 

have been intrigued by the roller coaster ride that Indipop seems to have experienced.  

When I went to India for the first time in 1998, my arrival coincided with the peak of 

enthusiasm about Indipop.  Visiting with shopkeepers in the Rajastani town of Udaipur, 

I liked to ask them to suggest some “new and good music.”  Often, I was handed 

cassette compilations featuring the Colonial Cousins, Lucky Ali, and Silk Route.  These 

compilations (such as the Channel Hits series) were my first introduction to non-film 

Hindi pop.  The enthusiasm with which these suggestions were made may have been the 

result of several factors.  First, the shopkeepers may have truly been fans of such music 

and were anxious to promote what they felt to be the best new music India had to offer.  

                                                 
37 See their website (www.vindia.com) for more on all of these programs. 
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However, it may have also been possible that they saw me as a westerner and were now 

happy to have their own Indian version of western pop music that they thought would 

appeal to a foreigner.  The role of Indipop as a product for international export should 

not be discounted and, in fact, will occupy a central part of the discussion in the 

following chapter.  Nevertheless, the high profile accorded to Indipop in the local press 

demonstrates that the music is clearly a domestic concern.  The rapid ascendancy of 

Indipop aroused real excitement in the local press, and its equally rapid fall from grace 

provoked substantial anxieties and hand wringing. 

 During my 1998 visit, I also collected a number of newspaper and magazine 

articles on this subject, and I expanded my collection exponentially during my extended 

fieldwork in 2000-2001.  A survey of these headlines can be quite instructive in tracing 

the fluctuating representations of Indipop’s status..  As the music continued to grow in 

visibility and sales, some journalists predicted that it could soon overtake Hindi film 

soundtracks in total sales (“Indipop Going Places” 1999).  Other headlines heralded the 

rise of pop “From Rock Bottom to the Top Ten” (Agarwal 1996) or celebrated “The 

Next Big Thing” (Kripalani 1999) and “The Rising Notes” (Shakeel 1998).  The new 

“mature” acts that followed after Alisha and Baba Sehgal were seen to be “Taking Indi-

pop to New Heights” (Shahryar 1998).  India’s leading English daily, the Times of 

India, announced that “Indipop’s No Wannabe” (Sengupta 2000) and, with the 

emergence of groups like the Colonial Cousins and Silk Route, proclaimed “Indipop 

Grows Up” (Ghosh 1999). 
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 But while some journalists were jumping on the bandwagon, others were already 

forecasting doom.  After Channel [V] abandoned its Music Awards, the music channels 

began showing more and more filmi clips, and the Indipop market was flooded with 

mediocre talent, some journalists began to doubt the optimistic forecasts for Indipop.  

The Hindustan Times asked, “Will It Go Pop?” (Ghatak 2000).  Writing from the 

northeastern state of Assam, another journalist had already given the answer: “Indipop 

Goes Pop!”  (Khurana 1999).  Noting the failure of the music companies to turn a profit 

even with their most successful non-film artists, newspapers announced “The Bubble 

Bursts” (Rodrigues 1999) and asked “Where Did All the Moolah Go?” (Das 1999). 

 Thus, in the short period of time from my first visit to India in 1998 and my 

return in 2000, the bottom had fallen out on the Indipop market and it was clear that 

practically the only thing keeping it going was an ideological commitment to promoting 

artists rather than film soundtracks.  Speaking to other music executives at the MTV 

Music Forum 2000 in Bombay, Tony Fernandes, senior vice president of Warner Music 

(ASEAN) says: 

This is a numbers game, and the media I think didn’t embrace [Indipop] at 
that time.  Suddenly you’re sitting there running a business, you’ve got 
great music, great artists, you’re really investing heavily in pop, and I 
swore it, we were very excited because we think the future is artist 
orientated music and not film music.  That’s what we’re hoping for when 
we come into India.  But suddenly you put out a soundtrack and you ship 
out two and a half million units, which become six million.  It becomes 
tough for the record labels, so there you’ve got to understand the record 
labels.  I think the record industry has to work with media.  It has to be a 
concerted effort with media to try and change the perception of the artists 
here.  (Fernandes 2000) 
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Executives such as Fernandes make it very clear that they need the support of the press 

in order to keep Indipop afloat.  Without sufficient recognition by the papers and 

television networks, pop artists will not be taken seriously.  However, too much 

coverage can also be a concern. Atul Churamani, for example, worries that the press 

shows little distinction in its work.  According to Churamani, this destroys the 

credibility of the established artists: 

What about newspapers and magazines?  You see, there is no credibility 
today.  Shubha Mudgal will get as much coverage as Johnny-come-lately.  
It doesn’t make sense.  We don’t have dedicated magazines, periodicals to 
Indian publics.  You do have Raga to Rock and Rock Street Journal.  It’s a 
mix of everything.  They’re frivolous magazines.  If you really go after an 
artist and say, “This is the hottest thing in India,” the way magazines get 
behind Hritik Roshan, the way they get behind Shah Rukh Khan, you’re 
talking about something completely different.  If you walk into a 
bookstore, you’ll see what?  A hundred magazines devoted to Hindi film?  
And you’ll probably have the same guy on the cover of every single one of 
those magazines.  You don’t have a similar situation for pop music.  How 
many times has a pop star been on the cover of India Today?  I can’t…not 
Alisha, not Daler, not Colonial Cousins.  Nobody.  Not even a mention.38   
 Bruce Springsteen was made by Rolling Stone.  The editor of 
Rolling Stone wrote the famous line that, “Yesterday, I saw the future of 
rock’n’roll.”   That was credibility.  Now the Times of India writing about 
Shaan one day and their own signings the other day who’s an absolute no 
one…Where does that leave Shaan?  Or are you actually saying that 
everyone’s on the same level?  So if you’re not going to get support from 
the media….no radio, no serious press, and no shows, you can’t do it.   
 And the current refrain from the consumer is that, “Oh, there’s only 
one good song on the album.  Only two good songs on the album.  That’s 
why you only did two videos.”  But they’re not going to understand the 
economics of doing videos.  Plus, they see it in films.  Every single song 
on film gets exposed on television.  That’s a film.  So that’s the 
disadvantage pop fights.  Now, somebody’s got to do something about it.  

                                                 
38 While India Today may not have featured an Indipop artist on its cover, the weekly magazine does 
devote a fair amount of ink to the subject.  Even in my limited collection, I have over a dozen articles 
from India Today that are devoted to Indipop music. 
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Otherwise you’re not going to be able to take it forward the way it could 
be taken forward.39

 
Churamani’s words are a call for action.  “Somebody’s got to do something,” he says, 

referring to the need for unity in the struggle to emerge from the shadow of Bollywood.  

Clearly, the music companies, the television channels, and the press must all work 

together in order to forge a functional definition of Indipop and to develop and maintain 

a credible, devoted fan base.  Given the understanding that mass sales and financial 

rewards lie in film music, the concerted effort by artists and executives to struggle for 

the promotion and recognition of Indipop music reveals feelings that lie not merely on 

financial concerns but, as I have argued, at the level of ideology.  In the following 

section, I look at a number of visual texts in order to explore the strategic ways in which 

producers and promoters of Indipop construct notions of the artist, fans, consumption, 

desire, and more. 

 
Constructing Meaning through Music Videos 
 
 
 Without a doubt, Bollywood provides the backdrop for other forms of popular 

music making in Bombay, and as I mentioned in Chapter Two, Indipop is in many ways 

closely connected with the film industry.  Looking at the creation of Indian music 

videos, one can sometimes discern a clear influence from the visual aesthetic of 

Bollywood.40  However, Indipop clearly comes out of the advertising world as well and 

                                                 
39 Personal interview (2001). 
40 In fact, even Leslie Lewis says that the original impetus for Indipop comes from cabaret scenes in 
films, such as those his father choreographed for the legendary dancer/actress Helen.  For Lewis, the 
“vamp” character of films became the nightclub singer, the prototype for the modern pop singer.   
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therefore reflects a rather different visual aesthetic.  Ken Ghosh directed television 

commercials before turning to early music videos, and nearly all pop singers and 

songwriters worked on jingles early in their careers (and many still do jingles on the 

side to supplement their incomes).  Thus, I argue that while Indipop videos are by no 

means impervious to the influence of Bollywood, they emerge primarily from a 

televisual rather than filmic aesthetic.41  They also articulate a specific ideology, one 

that is aligned with individualist global capitalism as outlined above.  For example, Atul 

Churamani complains that while music videos should be used to build artist identity, 

many pop videos today are too filmi and offer little more than escapism and temporary 

appeal: 

Because everybody wants a commercial hit, they think it should be filmi.  
Which is why when you watch music videos, it’s really sad because they 
try to create sound which is like film, and they try to make music videos 
that look like film.  They want to go to Switzerland and shoot the lakes, the 
trees and the grass.  That is irrelevant, I mean, you don’t build an artist!  
Just to feature an artist you’ll have an artist’s face suddenly pop up in the 
video and then vanish again and there’s a guy and a girl being added.  
That’s not a music video.  You’re not using the format of music videos to 
develop your act, which is really what video is about.42

 
Similar to the issues discussed in Chapter Two, we again see the struggle to define the 

Indipop project as distinct from Bollywood, this time with visual as well as musical 

components.  Atul’s antagonism toward pop music videos which draw on Bollywood 

                                                 
41 According to Breckenridge and Appadurai, the filmi and televisual realms are distinct from each other 
in India:  “The visual landscape of Indian films is a dream landscape,” which they contrast with TV, 
saying, “In general, though a number of the most popular serials on television have operated on variations 
of the Hindi film formula, many television programs have a historical, cultural, or documentary 
dimension” (Appadurai and Breckenridge 1995: 9).  Often, Indipop videos are more a product of TV than 
films, thus more in touch with the realist, documentary dimension. 
42 Personal interview (2001). 
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cinematography demonstrates his awareness of the ideological power of sounds and 

images to create the proper response from the audience.   

 As premeditated acts of social signification, music videos reveal patterns in the 

ways that artists and executives strive to create meanings for their work.  My on-going 

survey of Indipop videos43 has led me to recognize a number of common themes.  

Among them, I will analyze five: fandom, musical production, consumerism, desire, 

and kitsch.  While the number of Indipop videos continues to grow with the entry of 

more and more young artists, I will draw my examples primarily from the established 

artists.44   

 Since their inception, music videos have often functioned as a means to define 

the roles of the star and his or her adoring fans.  By filming sequences in which artists 

are chased by adoring fans, company executives reason, the artists will be imbued with 

an aura that carries over to real life.  Indipop videos make use of this technique by 

constructing just such an idealized pop music world.  In the video for “Tu,” for 

example, Sonu Nigam arrives at a stadium already packed with screaming fans.  

Wearing sunglasses and smoking a cigarette, Nigam glides through the crowd as his 

band (we see an electric guitar, bass, and a drum set, even though the soundtrack is 

clearly created by synthesizers), already sweating and rocking out, plays the opening 

bars and fans desperately reach out just to touch him.  (See Figure 4.1)  

                                                 
43 All of the stills appearing in this section are courtesy of Magnasound (India) Ltd. with the exception of 
figures 4.9 and 4.11, which come from videos released by T-Series. 
44 Established artists are more likely to have sufficient financial and artistic freedom to create videos that 
they feel are creative and reflective of their artistic identity, while many of the younger artists rely on 
filmi techniques in order to stay afloat. 
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Figure 4.1 –Sonu Nigam navigates through an adoring crowd 

A powerfully-amplified male voice announces in English, “Ladies and Gentelemen, we 

give you….Sonu Nigam,” and eventually the star emerges from beneath a giant stage 

accompanied by fireworks and laser lights.  (Figure 4.2) 

 

Figure 4.2 – Sonu Nigam’s stadium spectacular 

Though quite obviously fabricated, the images of a giant stadium concert and screaming 

fans serve to imbue the artist with an aura of celebrity, while also indoctrinating the 

audience into the appropriate model for live shows. 
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 Another video, “O Meri Munni,” opens with a teenage woman watching a music 

awards ceremony on television.  As the announcer opens the envelope and says, “And 

the award goes to…” the girl crosses her fingers and prays that her idol, Remo 

Fernandes, will win.  He does, and we see the girl cutting out her own picture and 

pasting it in the newspaper next to Remo’s face  (Figure 4.3). 

 

 

Figure 4.3 – Inserting oneself into the glamour of pop 

We then see Remo arrive at a concert hall, welcomed by cheering fans, desperate 

reporters, and an explosion of confetti.  The rest of the video traces the girl’s efforts to 

meet Remo and his efforts to cool her teenage crush when he discovers that she is only 

13 years old.   

 Videos by several other artists use replicas of newspaper headlines meant to 

evoke national and international stardom.  The Colonial Cousins’s “Sa Ni Dha Pa,” for 

example, features headlines of The Daily Blab that proclaim the group “A Rage Around 

the World” and later position Lezz and Hari in photos with Michael Jackson and Liz 
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Taylor (Figure 4.4), Eric Clapton, and Whitney Houston under headlines declaring the 

global superstardom and influence of the Colonial Cousins.   

 

Figure 4.4 –Michael Jackson and Elizabeth Taylor as fans 

Videos for the female group Models (“Jana Hai Bollywood”) and Penaz Masani (“Tu 

Dil De De”) use the same approach as a means to demonstrate the ideal status of Indian 

pop stars as front page icons.  

 Along with the construction of fandom, Indipop videos sometimes take the 

viewer behind the scenes to see the artists at work in the recording studio.  This serves 

to naturalize the process of song recording and is particularly significant given the 

backdrop of the perceived “unnatural” Bollywood playback system.  The opening of the 

Colonial Cousins’s “Sa Ni Dha Pa” offers a particularly revealing example.  The song 

opens with Hariharan reciting a line in Sanskrit, while visually we see a grainy, blurred 

image of the duo in a prayer-like state, followed by images of the Hindu god Ganesh 

(Figure 4.5) and a group of young students led by a classical vocalist.   
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Figure 4.5 – The hazy look of tradition: Ganesh and Hariharan 

As the drum enters, however, the scene changes to a crisp close up of the mixing board 

(Figure 4.6), and as the camera surveys the recording studio, we clearly see Leslie and 

Hariharan clowning around in the recording booth as their producer signals them from 

behind the mixing board.   

 

 

Figure 4.6 – Moments later, the sharp look of modernity 

In addition to constructing the duo’s playful identity as natural and innate (by tracing 

their pleasure in pop singing back to episodes from their childhood), the video 
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humanizes the mechanized production of modern pop music by incorporating traditional 

icons such as Ganesh and Natraj and by highlighting the continuity of the artists’ 

identities before and after their success as recording artists.   

 In Ali Haider’s video for “Chand Sa Mukhra,” this process occurs through the 

simultaneous representation of pastoral scenes and flashy studio shots.  Moments from 

the studio and stage, where band members passionately play electric guitars, 

synthesizers, and drum sets, are intentionally revealed as a second layer beneath the 

visually-appealing story told on the surface.  In the opening scene, as we see Haider 

singing from a hilltop the green trees below give way to reveal his band mates in 

performance (Figure 4.7).   

 

Figure 4.7 – The two layers of Ali Haider’s video 

Later, as Haider rides a bike across a desert, we catch a glimpse of a guitarist and conga 

player under stage lights.  In another moment, the scene of Haider and his young friend 

fishing peels back to reveal the entire band jamming.  Indipop music videos use such 

scenes strategically both to naturalize the studio for the audience and, perhaps, to 
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demonstrate the human effort that goes into pop music (perhaps as a foil to Bollywood 

(where showing the playback singer would spoil the continuity of the story entirely). 

 The third theme, consumerism, has been documented in various ways by 

Breckenridge (1995), Rajagopal (1998), Mankekar (1999) and others.  Such works 

explore the intricate functions that consumption can serve in national, class-based, and 

gendered contexts.  Two additional themes, youth-based and globalized consumerism, 

intersect with the above issues.  While both Bollywood and MTV India reflect basic 

demographic and cultural realities of multi-generational, collective consumption in 

many households, the world of Indipop music videos emphasizes youth and bourgeois 

identity.  For example, “Aisa Hota Hai” features the brother-sister duo of Shaan and 

Sagarika engaged in a typical scene of teenage boredom.  As they veg out in front of the 

television and bicker over who gets to use the remote control (Figure 4.8), the two 

playfully jab at each other’s sense of style and entertainment preferences.   

 

Figure 4.8 – Shaan and Sagarika bicker over the remote control 
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Eventually, they go to their separate rooms but continue to bicker over each other’s 

taste in products.45  In the end, however, they apologize to each other by saying aisa 

hota hai (“That’s the way it is””).   

 As examples of globalized consumerism, both the lyrics and the videos of Lucky 

Ali46 are particularly rich texts.  Lucky Ali’s videos often feature him as a lonely 

traveler exploring the world.  In “O Sanam,” he roams the Egyptian deserts on a camel, 

taking in the sights at the Pyramids and playing the oud while overlooking Cairo, while 

in “Dekha Hai Aise Bhi” he travels Route 66 in rural Arizona.  “Tere Mere Saath” 

places Ali in Havana, where he drives in a vintage car through the streets of the old city 

and roams its alleys until his irresistible tune creates a spontaneous public dance in the 

street.  Lucky Ali’s recent hit “Kabhie Asia Hota Hai” shows him47 wandering the 

streets of an old world city and as a business traveler wearing a suit and jetting off for 

another destination (Figure 4.9).   

 

                                                 
45 With lyrics contrasting Shaan’s preference for demin jeans, English shoes and tandoori versus 
Sagarika’s choice of Indian clothes, raga music, and Chinese food.  
46 Lucky Ali was also brought into a more direct relationship with globalized consumerism when he was 
the subject of a McDonalds ad campaign called “Get Lucky.”  McDonald’s patrons could win CDs and 
other merchandise, while the grand prize winner would be flown to New Zealand to have lunch with the 
pop singer (presumably at a McDonalds!). 
47 Demonstrating the growing filmi influence on Indipop, the video does show Lucky Ali singing, but it 
also revolves around a plot between two young models.  The young male is frequently seen lip-synching 
to Lucky Ali’s voice. 
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Figure 4.9 – Lucky Ali in his favorite role: the lone traveler 

Such videos reflect the growing emphasis on travel and tourism in the elite-oriented 

media in India, and they place Indian pop stars in a confident dialogue with the west.48   

 Like their counterparts in the United States and elsewhere, Indian music videos 

embody a complex web of desires.  In many videos, the viewer confronts a very 

conventional type of gendered desire, and Indian music videos have no less of the male 

“dreamworld” (Jhally 1990) than do western videos.49  In “Oh O Jaane Jana” by 

Kamaal Khan, for example, the singer and his cohorts admire the physical assets of a 

bathing beauty.  She is always shown alone, thus incomplete and in need of a man such 

as Khan to bring meaning and direction to her life.  Meanwhile, Khan constantly 

                                                 
48 Whereas Bollywood scenes in overseas locations rarely show interactions with locals (and when they 
do it’s usually white males threatening the Indian heroine – see Dilwale Dulhanya Le Jayenge and Dil 
Chaahta Hai). 
49 While plenty of videos do little more than objectify women, Indipop provides many strong women in 
control of men:  Alisha in “Made in India” and Shweta Shetty in “Johnny Joker” and “Deewane to 
Deewane Hai,” to name two examples.  Being closely aligned with the modeling industry (which after 
several victories at Miss World and Miss Universe competitions has become a gigantic business in India), 
Indipop videos commonly feature well-known models.  (Daler’s “Jalwa” featuring Lisa Ray and Instant 
Karma’s remix of “Baahon Mein Chali Aao” featuring Shyla Lopez are two examples among many) Like 
Indipop stars, supermodels are supposed to be respected in both western and traditional clothes.  They 
promote a modern Indian identity that has been both held up as the example of India’s emerging global 
power as well as its weakness to resisting cultural imperialism. 
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engages in social behavior, playing with the boys and proving his social responsibility 

by singing to an infant girl.  To no one’s surprise, Khan’s actions pay off as the beauty 

forgoes a life of would-be solitude and comes to him at the end of the video.  Of course 

Kamaal Khan’s handsome looks don’t hurt his cause, and thus the producers of pop 

videos frequently attempt to construct the desire to have both the looks and the talent to 

attract such a beautiful woman.   

 Yet the commodities found in these videos are not only excessive in terms of 

their monetary value; they are also excessive to the senses.  Much like the sumptuous 

images in contemporary Bollywood films, Indipop videos can also be excessive sensory 

experiences featuring intensely green turf, brightly colored saris, and walls painted in 

vivid colors.  The affect caused by these images is direct and palpable, and it conveys a 

sense of freshness and, more importantly, cleanliness.  In crowded urban India, where 

smog, dust, and stench are practically inescapable, the bourgeois desire for a sterile, 

controlled environment can become an object of intense desire.  Like the Kamaal Khan 

video discussed above, Raageshwari’s “Rangbhar” and Stereo Nation’s “Don’t Break 

My Heart” also take place at tropical beach resorts.  In Silk Route’s video, “Dooba 

Dooba,” the band members gradually sink into the waters of a clear blue lake until the 

entire band is performing underwater, while Daler Mehndi’s video opens with a scene 

of both intense color and pouring rain.50  The presence of water in so many Indipop 

videos evokes a desire for purity, cool temperatures, and vitality.  Finally, scenes filmed 

indoors frequently emphasize quiet, empty rooms and are well furnished but rarely 
                                                 
50 The colors are so exaggerated, in fact, that the video evokes a Disney-like dreamworld, complete with 
pink bus stop signs and green shades hanging from the streetlights. 
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inhabited.  In Sonu Niham’s “Tu” (Figure 4.10), Alisha’s “Made in India” (Figure 

4.11), “Tera Chehra” by Adan Sami (Figures 4.12) and many other videos, we see the 

artists as a lonely wanderer around well-furnished but empty room.  Thus, I find that 

both the sound of Indipop and the visual imagery of many videos evoke an 

individualistic, atomized experience as a symbol of capitalist modernity. 

 

Figure 4.10 – Sonu Nigam stretches out in an empty bedroom 

 

 

Figure 4.11 – Alisha swinging in a vacant palace 
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Figure 4.12 – Adnan Sami’s home: inhabited only by a ghost 

 Finally, the theme of kitsch emerges frequently in the realm of Indipop videos.  

As the defining comic style of both MTV India and Channel [V], kitsch in Indian 

popular culture demonstrates a sense of relativism most appealing to urban, elite youth.  

Well aware of long-standing stereotypes of Indians being “behind the times,” youth in 

Bombay and elsewhere have embraced the ironic use of both tradition and innovation in 

an effort to forge confident subjectivities.51  The music channels first used kitsch as a 

means to reconstruct Bollywood as being a cool resource rather than an 

embarrassment.52  The aesthetic has carried over, however, into the realm of pop music, 

where videos (particularly those for cover versions or remixes of older songs) draw 

upon kitsch as a source of pleasure and pride.  For example, in Sagarika’s version of 

“Disco Deewane” the singer’s bedroom is magically transformed into a 70s 

discotheque, while Sagarika herself watches as her jean shorts become bell bottom 

pants.  Only ten years after the original “Disco Deewane” craze, the video resurrects the 
                                                 
51 This was a central theme in my Master’s research into the remix music of desi DJs in the U.S. 
52 See, for example, the show Bar Bar Dekho on MTV India.  Hosted by VJ turned Indipop singer 
Raageshwari, the program mixes humor by the host with clips from old films that, as the name of the 
show suggests, you have to watch over and over. 
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fashions and dance styles using playful irony.  The video for Instant Karma’s remix of 

the film song “Samne Yeh Kaun Aaya” also employs a similar approach.  In it, a rather 

naïve-looking young man in clearly outdated clothes sings the tune while cruising on a 

scooter. 

 With even a brief look at MTV India or Channel [V], one is practically 

guaranteed to see kitsch in commercials, on promos such as MTV’s “Aunty-Corruption 

Squad” or “Gaseous Clay,” and elsewhere.  Such playful imagery is not confined to the 

western-owned music channels, as I saw similar segments (such as a heavy-set Indian 

rapper wearing a ridiculous number of gold chains in an ad for paint) on a variety of 

television channels, including the state run Doordarshan network.   

 The unfortunate reality for Indipop performers and promoters is that kitsch has 

become so overwhelming that the audience is seen to be in danger of no longer taking 

anything seriously.  Thus, while the performers and promoters of Indipop go to great 

lengths to construct artistic identity and musical ideologies through recordings and 

visual texts, they worry that they will never be accepted as anything more than a 

humorous novelty, and while humor can be a key resource for the development of an 

image for any pop star, no one can afford to be labeled trivial.  Herein lies the dialectic 

of kitsch: making fun of one’s self or one’s traditions can be form of resistance and 

positive subject formation, but at the same time it can also be a self-destructive, 

restrictive practice. 
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Conclusion 
 
 
 In this chapter, I have outlined several key elements that propelled Indipop to a 

position of growing enthusiasm and standing in Indian popular culture.  The opening of 

the Indian economy to foreign and private investment spurred new creative energy in 

the realms of consumerist mass media.  A growing awareness of the global desi culture 

emerging from young adults in NRI communities and the large number of young 

Indians moving overseas in search of jobs fueled a pervasive discussion of the socio-

cultural impact of globalization to which Indian popular music quickly responded.  

Finally, the liberalization of the economy and changing patterns of technology enabled 

millions of homes to tap in to the new Asian satellite television network and marked a 

significant transformation for middle class, urban social experience.53

 While such emblems of globalization were leading to suburbanization and 

fragmentation in urban centers such as Bombay, they also led to a new emphasis on the 

local.  The year 1998 was seen as the watershed year for Indipop, as a new crop of 

artists emerged and seemed to demonstrate what Shashi Gopal and other executives had 

predicted:  Indipop’s market share would continue to grow, and the field of Indian pop 

music would become more sophisticated and diverse.  But rather than establishing itself 

as the new national sound and a legitimate rival to the hegemony of Bollywood songs, 

the fledgling industry began to falter.  Newspapers and magazines began to question the 

                                                 
53 Discussing the retreat of the middle classes from public spaces such as cricket grounds, Appadurai and 
Breckenridge write:  “No longer a complex shared experience between the rich and the poor, the stadium 
spectacle is a more polarized and jagged experience, which many do not prefer to the cool, private, and 
omniscient television screen” (Appadurai and Breckenridge 1995: 10). 
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quality and sales potential of new albums.  The music television channels, essential to 

the success of the Indian pop music industry, transformed themselves by embracing the 

filmi songs they had once rejected.  And while MTV India and Channel [V] did 

continue to promote artists and build a larger fan base for the music, Indipop would 

soon be in a desperate struggle to develop and maintain its credibility and legitimacy. 
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Chapter Five 
 

 
It’s a cool November morning and I’m lying wide awake.  It’s a joy to have fresh 

air coming in from my open window, but I’m still adjusting to the new intensity of 
noises.  The early morning call to prayer from the nearby mosque and the rumble of 
jumbo jets on their way to Europe came through loud and clear even when the windows 
were closed.  Now, however, there’s a new series of sounds.  Today, it is the clarion 
sound of a neighbor’s car playing the Hindu devotional song “Jai Jagdish Hare” as he 
puts his Maruti hatchback in reverse. 

Knowing that I’ll spend most of the day sitting at a conference, I decide to take a 
walk along the Arabian Sea and then take a rickshaw from Juhu Beach to the site of the 
conference.  I bounce down 4 flights of stairs and out into the brilliant afternoon sun.  
Nodding to the watchman as I exit the walled compound of the housing society, I pass 
the Muslim barber shop, Christian butcher, and Hindu convenience store all packed in 
a row and serving the equally diverse residents of the Juhu-Sangeeta Cooperative 
Housing Society. 

I slip into the narrow footpath that I was recently shown as the best short cut to 
Juhu Beach.  Walking between small cinderblock huts packed into tight rows, I pass a 
shrine to Jesus ornamented with colored light bulbs and burning incense.  The path 
becomes even more narrow and is partly obstructed by a few rows of benches set out for 
a church service soon to begin. Through an open door children’s voices arise, filling 
the lane with music.  “Yes, Jesus loves me.”  For a moment, I picture myself as a classic 
anthropologist in the field, a Malinowski among the Trobrianders.   

Reaching the end of the lane, I turn and see a woman selling bits and pieces of 
various fish, surrounded by 6 or 7 hungry cats eager to steal a morsel when she’s not 
looking.  On my left I catch a glimpse of the sea between high-rise apartment buildings, 
while on my right I watch the activity through the windows of various businesses: 
Nandu Bhende’s recording studio, an Italian baked goods store, and the air conditioned 
pet store catering to all the rich folks I see walking their large, purebred dogs on the 
beach in the evenings. 

The tide is out this morning, and several groups of children play in the 100 
yards of flat, wet sand reaching out to the sea.  Having dressed up for the conference, I 
stay on the dry side, walking past the small Sai Baba shrine and near the empty 
hammocks of the Kohlis (the fisher folk indigenous to this area), already out to sea 
fishing for pomfret and “bombay duck.”  After about a mile, I reach the area of the 
beach that locals call “juhu chowpatti.”  I watch a few chatwallahs clean their stalls 
and prepare for the evening crowds.  Heading up the beach, I notice a sign hanging 
over the Dominos Pizza on the other side of Juhu Road:  “Come celebrate international 
pizza month!”  Thai Chicken Pizza.  Hawaiian Garden Pizza.  I marvel at the idea that 
pizza, like music, can be used as a vehicle to market globality and difference. 

I rouse a dozing rickshawwallah and ask if he’ll take me to the Leela Hotel.  He 
turns his head ever-so-slightly toward the back seat, gesturing that I should get in.  The 
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driver reaches down and jerks the starter several times before the engine roars to life.   
Screeching violins explode inside my ears, and I quickly ask the driver to please turn 
down the blaring film music coming from the speakers on either side of my head.  I 
hang on to the thin metal frame of the canopy as we bounce and swerve through rocky 
shortcuts and congested roads.  As we approach the Western Express Highway, I gaze 
at a row of shops where workers carve marble lattice and tabletops under a banner 
reading “The Rotary Club of Bombay – Committed to Polio Eradication.”  The air is 
thick with smoke and dust, and I reach for my handkerchief to wipe the dirt from my 
eyes.   

After we cross the highway, I watch a remarkable transformation take place.  
Along the side of the road, the ditch filled with plastic bags and piles of debris give way 
to a row of manicured gardens as we approach the international airport and its 
surrounding luxury hotels.  The air becomes cool and refreshing once again.  We pull 
up to the rear entrance of the Leela, since rickshaws are not allowed to approach its 
grandiose front.  I check the rickshaw’s meter and reach for my wallet, still surprised 
that drivers in Bombay haven’t tried the type of scams I experienced elsewhere in North 
India.  I hand the driver 30 rupees, climb out of the rickshaw and stand before the 
massive, five-star temple to global capitalism. 

In international exchange, the value of 30 rupees is less than one dollar.  The 
Leela-Kepinsky cost over $2,500,000 to build.  Such is the disparity in Bombay.  Some 
people operate in rupees.  Others count their salaries in US dollars.  Some dream in 
Hindi, Marathi, or Gujarati.  Others dream in English.  As I enter the hotel, a final 
transformation occurs.  The outside world of dust, crowds and noise vanishes 
completely from my consciousness and I enter into a world of clean, perfumed coolness 
and open space.  

At the registration desk, I am greeted by several smiling young men and women, 
all dressed very neatly, all anxious to serve.  This type of training has become a 
common feature of the new private businesses, such as banks, internet companies, and 
department stores that have begun to spring up since liberalization.  Customer service 
is a symbol of the new Indian capitalism and a source of pride for its adherents.  I 
receive a name tag and large bag, filled with the day’s agenda, a folder, spiral 
notebook, and pen – all carrying the MTV logo.  Brand equity is going to be beaten into 
my head, I surmise.  In this universe, it seems, labels are in and logos are cool. 

Since I have arrived early, I have some time to wander around and absorb the 
bourgeois ambiance.  Poking around in the basement club, I strike up a conversation 
with a young man sitting alone at a table.  He tells me he’s just come from Pune, where 
he’s studying marketing and specializes in the marketing of music.  He even wrote a 
thesis on the marketability of Indipop music, and tells me that he gave it a glowing 
review, saying, “There’s an unlimited future for the Indipop market.  After all, look 
what happened in America with rock’n’roll!” 

Some time later, we decide to go upstairs and find choice seats in the large hall.  
As we wait for the conference to begin, my mind once again wanders onto the topic of 
space.  I compare the feeling of these individual cushioned chairs with plenty of 
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elbowroom to the squeezed-into spaces on commuter trains or the dense clusters of 
people seated outside of the food rations centers.   

After settling into my seat, I begin to sense as if I am being watched or 
surrounded by a sacred presence.  I look around more carefully.  The rows of neatly 
aligned chairs face a large stage.  Hovering above the stage an image of global pop’s 
messiah, Michael Jackson, looms over the hall, arms spread wide as if to shepherd his 
people, his signature curl hanging down his face.  But Jackson’s image, along with 
those of Sting, Elton John, and others, is drawn into an Indian reality through 
homespun clothes and a garland of beads.   

The hall begins to fill up with people, from musicians to journalists to 
businessmen suits.  A young Goan Catholic woman who works for Sony Entertainment 
TV sits nearby and asks me a few questions.  I think she’s a little disappointed to 
discover that I’m only a student and not connected to any of the multinational 
corporations represented at the conference.  Suddenly, the lights dim, a few people in 
the audience shout with excitement, and the large projection screens on each side of the 
stage kick off the event with the latest advertisements by the sponsors. 
 
 
 Seeking Out the Global Marketplace 
 
 
 At the turn of the new millennium, the Indian music industry was in a crisis.  

The boom of the mid-1990s was over, the market had become flooded with pretty faced 

no-talents, and the leading personalities of Indipop were struggling to achieve the sales 

and recognition they had just a few years earlier.  Bollywood, which was assumed by 

many to be in decline since the 1970s, had made a comeback and was embraced (albeit 

reluctantly at first) by the television music channels.  What’s worse for Indipop’s 

promoters, the renewed dominance of Bollywood was directly related to the return of 

the extravagant musical rather than low-budget action films.  Journalists lauded this 

“return to melody” and claimed that Hindi film music was entering a new golden era.1  

A slew of young actors graced the covers of Bombay’s magazines and attracted most of 
                                                 
1 According to most sources, this new era begins with the family dramas Main ne Pyaar Kiya (1988), 
Dilwale Dulhaniya Le Jayenge (1995), Hum Apke Hai Kaun (1994) and is followed by hits such as Dil to 
Paagal Hai (1997), Kuch Kuch Hota Hai (1998), and Kabhi Khushi Kabhi Gham (2001). 
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the coverage in the media.  Indipop stars like Alisha and The Colonial Cousins seemed 

to be relegated to the back pages of the nation’s newspapers and to occasional 

appearances between the continual flow of 30 second clips from film songs on the 

music channels.  For the producers and promoters of Indipop, then, the turn of the 

millennium was marked not by optimism but by anxiety and self-searching. 

In this chapter, I will examine the discourses of globalization and localization 

within the post-boom Indipop industry through a detailed account of the MTV-Planet M 

Music Forum 2000, an industry-wide conference on the current state of the Indian pop 

music industry and its potential growth.  I then analyze several of the key themes that 

pervaded the Music Forum, issues that seem to lie at the heart of the current anxiety 

about the place of Indipop in contemporary Indian society.  In the Forum, for example, 

debates raged about language – do we focus on the locally significant Hindi market or 

the global English market?  This belies an even more fundamental question – what is 

Indipop’s target audience?  In many ways, I feel that the forum encapsulates many of 

the relevant issues confronting English-educated, cosmopolitan Indians in an era of 

globalization, fundamentalist identity formation, and widespread efforts to consolidate 

local difference. 

As I have shown in the previous chapters, Bombay is home to a series of radical 

juxtapositions: rich-poor, rural-urban, East-West.  The day-to-day lived experience for 

most Mumbaikars2 is filled with the constant mediation between such juxtapositions.  

For many, a Mercedes-Benz and a beggar with leprosy belong to incompatible realities.  

                                                 
2 The Marathi name for residents of the city. 
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As I have argued, however, such disjunctures are, in fact, an everyday part of Bombay’s 

habitus given the city’s long history of cultural and economic differences.  The 

disjuncture of such seemingly unrelated worlds was never more evident to me than at 

the 2000 MTV Planet M Music Forum, held on November 20 at the luxurious Leela-

Kepinsky Hotel in Bombay.  

 

The MTV Planet M Music Forum 2000 

 

The Leela stands as a monument to Bombay’s modernist aspirations.  The 

audacity for one structure to occupy so much space in an otherwise intensely crowded 

city – the fact that entire rooms in the hotel could be lying completely empty, for 

example – gives the Leela an almost sacred aura.  Inside the hotel, an aesthetic of 

bourgeois globality is palpable.  From the air-conditioned breeze to the unobtrusive 

piped music, from the rustle of wool suits to the plush furnishings, the soothing 

seduction of this particular space3 evokes a sense of capitalist transcendentalism. 

The 2000 MTV Planet M Music Forum brought together musicians, producers, 

executives, and journalists with the goal of brainstorming a way for Indian popular 

music to crack the American music market.  While the $80 registration fee limited the 

                                                 
3 Marc Augé (1995) would call it a “non-place,” arguing that in an age of “supermodernity” urban centers 
throughout the world have more and more locations that are globally non-specific.  To me, however, even 
a site like the Leela hotel is local in significant ways.  It was built by Indian labor.  It is staffed by 
Indians.  And it is a part of the city, even if many of its clients are foreigners.  In fact, I knew several 
long-time Bombay residents who enjoyed coming to the Leela to have a drink or dinner, hear a live band, 
or meet friends in the basement club.  The same is true with the other fancy hotels in the area.  They 
provide employment and entertainment for locals, and to call them “non-spaces” is to deny their presence 
in the local setting.  
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possibility that members of the public at large would attend, the event was heavily 

promoted in newspapers and on billboards (Figure 5.1) throughout the city.  A panel of 

special guest presenters included music industry executives from the US, England, 

Australia, and Malaysia.  Musicians such as Talvin Singh and Sultan Khan, Taufiq 

Qureshi, and the New York-based Alms for Shanti were invited to participate in the 

dialogue and perform at the conclusion of the forum. 

 

Figure 5.1 – Billboard advertising the Music Forum 

(Photo by the author) 

Before the actual discussions began, the forum’s sponsors dazzled the audience 

with a marketing spectacle, a flurry of advertisements projected on the large television 

screens on either side of the stage.  The commercials were a display of the 

technologically savvy identity espoused by Bombay’s entertainment industry.  These 

ads were clearly cutting edge, the hippest in the country, but they also revealed the 
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segregated experiential and symbolic fields inhabited by Bombay’s elites and “the 

Indian masses.”  

For example, in keeping with the comic kitsch nature of many spots on MTV-

India, one ad featured a silly, old Hindi-speaking villager listing off all of his “sexy” 

styles before coming to the conclusion that mera sab kuch sexy hai (“everything of mine 

is sexy”).  The ad poked fun not only at the appropriation of the word “sexy” in Indian 

language, but it also reinforced for the audience a sense of class difference.  Their 

cosmopolitan confidence comes, at least in part, from the knowledge that they know 

what is cool and sexy, and that the rural, poor other does not.  Another ad (for the Leela 

Hotel) opened with Sanskrit chanting and a long “Om,” the told the viewers: “In ancient 

India, there were monks called sadhus who traveled extensively across the country.  

During his travel, a sadhu would seek shelter at any place he wished.  The host would 

welcome him, feed him, and make him comfortable for as long as he stayed.  That was 

ancient Indian hospitality, where the guest was no less than God.  He still is for us, at 

the Leela Group of hotels.”  Thus, the audience members were approached as outsiders 

to Indian tradition, needing an introduction from the advertising world.4

After the ads ended, a series of welcoming remarks followed.  Alex Kuruvilla, 

the head of MTV-India, opened the forum by evoking the authority of the west in 

matters of marketing, pop culture, and style.  Kuruvilla reminded the audience that 

                                                 
4 Expressing a similar type of orientation, the homepage for Magnasound Records is “music-from-
india.com.”  Labeling their product as being “from India” might lead one to assume that Indipop is for 
export only, but even at home the practice of marketing Indianness as a packaged product is well-
established. William Mazzarella’s excellent study of advertising in Bombay devotes much attention to 
this issue, which the author terms “auto-orientalism” (Mazzarella 2003: 138-145). 
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MTV India, and by extension everyone attending the Forum, needed to recognize their 

role in the global history of rock/pop music: 

It is this legacy, ladies and gentlemen, and single-minded obsession with 
music that drives us to create events and shows like today’s.  Music is at 
the heart of everything we do, and we like to be at the heart of everything 
to do with music.  This year’s Music Forum looks inside out at the world 
of Indian music, at a time when India features heavily in the undertow of 
global cultural currents. Whether it’s Goldie Hawn in a six yard sari, if 
you saw this morning’s papers, or a flash of mehndi in a Madonna video, 
a sitar in a Ricky Martin concert, or the Deepak Chopra phenomenon.  
There’s India popping up everywhere.5

 
It is quite a telling sign of Kuruvilla’s global mindset that he speaks in the city of 

Bombay to a primarily local audience saying, “There’s India popping up everywhere.”  

Where does he imagine himself to be?   Again, this statement demonstrates the financial 

and intellectual resources that promote such relativistic thinking.  His use of the 

“undertow” image is also striking, as it positions Indian culture below the surface, being 

dragged along almost against its will into the global tide of commodity capitalism.  

The next speaker, Arun Arora of Bennett, Coleman & Co., emphasized the 

“immense potential” of the India music industry and pledged that his company’s Planet 

M record store chain would soon expand to cover India’s ten largest metros.6   

According to Arora, plans were also in the works for Planet M online, and the Times 

Group was investing heavily in plans for private radio stations7 to promote Indipop 

music: 

                                                 
5 Kuruvilla (2000). 
6 At that time, there were 4 Planet M stores – three in Bombay and one in Delhi. 
7 Since then, several private radio stations have started and are reportedly very popular.  Radio Mirchi and 
Times FM are two of the most successful networks. 
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Privatizing of the FM business is a major growth platform for the music 
industry and will spur the growth of non-film genres. It is well known 
today that all of us in the music industry are finding it extremely difficult 
to find break even levels because there is no credible radio, there is no 
popular radio and this is here where we are going to step in and make the 
private popular radio once again available to you.8

 
The introductions finally concluded, and it was time to hear from the guest of 

honor. This session was entitled “A&R: Turning Talent into Gold” and was led by Sony 

Music’s senior vice president, Peter Asher.9  After a long video montage about himself, 

Asher proceeded to gush complements about India’s fantastic musicians and feigned 

surprise that India had not yet had its own global pop star.  After naming artist after 

artist with whom he worked, from Cher and Diana Ross to Bruce Springsteen and 

James Taylor, Asher lauded the remarkable success of Latin music in the US, citing 

Ricky Martin and Marc Anthony as exemplary models.  Eventually, he got around to 

mentioning Indian music:  “India has an unequal and historic musical tradition, both 

popular and classical.  I probably first became aware of Indian music through George 

Harrison way back in the 60’s and have heard quite a lot of it ever since.  The ears of 

the world may now be ready for this.”10

 Listening to Asher utter this phrase, two issues came to mind.  First, his use of 

the word “this” seems to imply a homogenous sound to Indian popular music, 

something that the artists discussed in the previous chapters would clearly question.  

More concerning, perhaps is his notion of “the ears of the world,” by which we can 

                                                 
8 Arora (2000). 
9 As a friend to The Beatles and part of the British pop duo, Peter and Gordon, Asher has been a key 
figure in popular music for decades.  He produced James Taylor, Linda Ronstadt, Cher, Billy Joel, Neil 
Diamond, 10,000 Maniacs and many other artists. 
10 Asher (2000). 
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probably assume he means bourgeois, western consumers.  Problematic as his 

statements seemed to me, it did seem to resonate with similar ideas among at least some 

of his audience that day. 

Moving into a more didactic role, Asher discussed the importance of A&R in the 

recording industry.  He again referenced his relationship with The Beatles, James 

Taylor, and Linda Ronstadt.  In doing so, Asher confirmed to his Indian audience that 

they were on the right ideological track, that they were a part of this tradition and 

should follow their hearts and aesthetics rather than simply shooting for maximum 

profit: “I hope we all continue to make room for music that we love without being 

overwhelmed by our concern for its commercial potential.”  This comment went over 

especially well with those in the audience who harbor resentment toward the overtly 

commercial approach of Bollywood, although it did not seem to me that Asher was 

fully aware of the local implications of his words. 

As he continued, Asher naturalized the spirit of rock as the basis for all pop 

music ideology: 

Most of us got into this business because I’m sure we loved the music, we 
loved the style and excitement of pop and rock and roll.  We must capture 
and must maintain that enthusiasm at all cost.  I still remember distinctly 
the first time I ever heard Elvis sing “Mystery Train.”  I remember queuing 
for hours to get tickets for Bill Haley on his very first visit to England.  I 
remember as an Englishman seeing our own Cliff Richard at a coffee bar 
in Soho for the first time, seeing the Rolling Stones every Thursday night 
at a jazz club. Rock and roll has come a long way since then and popular 
music as a whole has turned into a huge and diverse industry.  But we must 
never forget that excitement.  Rock and roll is a gigantic and significant art 
form.11

                                                 
11 ibid. 

 263



 
Here, Asher repeats several things.  Rock provides the ideological basis for all forms of 

global popular music.  Asher encourages his Indian counterparts to see themselves as 

inheritors of the Elvis and Rolling Stones tradition.  He also repeats that the record label 

should be devoted not to profits but first and foremost to the music itself:  “Excitement 

and love of music is what should fuel our work.”  The record label should be fueled by 

a desire to be different, revolutionary, anti-establishment:  “I salute the label that signs a 

band they love even though it sounds nothing like what is currently successful.”  

Asher’s use of personal pronouns such as “we” works again as a means to inspire 

members of the Indipop community to see themselves as part of a global rock/pop 

society.  Finally, Asher demands that the music be understood as “a significant art 

form.”  This rhetoric would have gone over well with some in the audience, who did 

indeed experience the rock scene first hand.  But it also creates a fabricated, supposedly 

universal nostalgia that subtly, ideologically, casts other experiences of music (in this 

case the playback singing of Bollywood films) as unnatural. 

 Asher also naturalizes the individualistic reception of music. Rather than 

looking at the function of music, of its potential for creating social solidarity, Asher 

describes an intimate, personal experience between an individual consumer and the 

recording:  “You don’t always have to be asking yourself is this woman right for my 

format, does this guy look right for MTV, ask yourself am I in love?  Am I enthralled 

with this music?”  Once again, the spirit of Romanticism and individual emotional 

experience is evoked as the natural basis for musical meaning. 
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Later in his presentation, Asher spoke of his experience at A.R. Rahman’s show 

in LA.  After complimenting Rahman and the musicians, he outlined the major 

limitation preventing Rahman’s music from having global (or at least American) 

success:   

The one slightly odd thing for us was seeing all these playback singers, 
which I know is a very accepted tradition here in India but with the 
Rahman show there is this fantastic orchestra and all these Indian 
musicians and the singers themselves were incredibly good.  But of 
course they were playback singers, they come out with the sheet music 
and music stands and sing incredibly well but one can only imagine if a 
singer existed who can sing like that but had the glamour and style 
intensity of Ricky Martin, the world would be their oyster.  We would 
have to admit that we become so used to the fact that a star has to look 
and act like a star.  That the playback singing thing would be a sort of a 
setback, I think.12

 
Asher concluded by reaffirming that the world truly is a “global village,” and 

that “it’s not going to matter if the [artist] is politically correct or socially 

acceptable…and it’s certainly not going to matter from which continent the music 

originates.”  While I was left with plenty of questions and concerns,13 the audience 

seemed to be lapping it up and enthusiastically dove into the Q&A period looking for 

wisdom from a pop music legend. 

The opening questions continued to use Ricky Martin as the model that Indian 

artists should follow.  One audience member complained that nothing has happened 

since Ravi Shankar crossed over in the 60s, to which Asher replied: 

                                                 
12 ibid. 
13 Completely baffled and more than a little insulted by his talk, I approached him later that evening to 
find out if he really believed what he was saying.  His answer:  “Oh you know, I was just telling them 
what they wanted to hear.” 
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I’ve already heard some stuff that’s achieving that.  The Lucky Ali 
record sells greatly. That sounds like a hit. There are records that are 
using Indian rhythms but putting more pop songs that have more of the 
kind of hook that slots right into areas immediately. People are doing 
that already and I think that would be those kinds of efforts that with any 
luck will hit the jackpot at some time.14

 
Here we see another subtle cue to the A&R guys and producers in the room.  If you 

want to “hit the jackpot,” he tells the audience, you’d better deliver tunes with “the right 

kind of hook.”  It became more and more clear that when Asher said “the world,” he 

really meant America.  When MTV says “turning talent into gold,” they really mean 

converting Indian talent into US dollars.   

Asher’s unfamiliarity with the local scene became more apparent when an 

audience member complained that the A&R men for Indian music companies stay in 

their offices waiting for people to bring them demo tapes.  Admittedly confused, Asher 

corrected the man by telling him that it doesn’t work that way.  The companies must 

search high and low for good talent.  Asher was clearly unaware of the workings of the 

Indian music industry, where A&R men often do sit in their offices and wait for artists 

to bring their demos. 

While several audience members clearly wanted to learn more about The 

Beatles, asking him questions about Brian Epstein and the band’s relationship with The 

Rolling Stones,  Atul Churamani brought the discussion back to Indian music by asking 

if A.R. Rahman’s music could ever be heard on an American radio station, to which 

Asher flatly replied: “Not at the moment no. Changes would have to be made.”  The 

                                                 
14 ibid. 

 266



contradictory nature of Asher’s advice became even more apparent when another 

audience member asked him about breaking an Indian artist in the west through 

collaboration with an established star, citing the Sting-Cheb Mami track “Adi” as an 

example.  Asher responded, “It’s an introduction. But the tricky part is following that up 

with some thing that America’s going to like.”  At this point, I was engrossed in what 

seemed to be a ridiculous contradiction.  Asher tells the artists that they need to be 

original and different, that they have to be authentic and the music must reflect who 

they are.  But then he says that “changes would have to be made” to tailor the music to a 

different audience and that the Indian artists should come up with “something that 

America’s going to like.” 

 In his final statement, Asher returned to the idea that music must “sound local.”  

Talking about breaking an Indian artist on the global music market, he says:  “When it 

happens it will happen because somebody just finds the right formula, they find 

something that’s very Indian but there’s just something about it that can really catch the 

ears of the western world as well.”   

 Suddenly, this all seemed like a game to me, with culture being nothing more 

than a collection of game pieces that are shuffled to and fro in an effort to gain an 

advantage.  But I wondered about the realities for the performers and songwriters of 

Indipop.  In order to make an international hit, shouldn’t they sing in English?  After all, 

most of them have been doing that for their whole lives anyway.  But where would that 

put them?  Those that have tried, such as Gary Lawyer, faced insurmountable obstacles 

in cracking western markets but were equally shunned for not being Indian enough at 
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home.  Others, such as Altaf Raja and Adnan Sami, have plenty of success within 

Indian communities both at home and abroad.  Shouldn’t that be enough?  The rather 

innocent questions about the role of A&R in the music industry had given way to much 

more complicated questions of culture, and I was ready to hear some different opinions. 

 

Panel Discussion: “Can the Indian Tune Go Global?” 

 

 After the lengthy question and answer period with Asher, the stage was 

reconfigured and the second session, entitled “Reverse Colonization – Can the Indian 

Tune Go Global,” began with brief presentations by each member of an international 

panel of music industry insiders -  including Seymour Stein, Tom Silverman, and Talvin 

Singh.15  Thankfully, the debate became more localized, realistic and more 

participatory.  And while there was still barely a mention of Indian film music (as if it 

didn’t even exist in the field of Indian popular music), the panelists did debate questions 

concerning their attempts to “break an artist” in America and to record music in 

English. 

The guests had a long discussion about what it takes to create a pop music 

success.  Most of this section centered on the idea that the company needs to show 

dedication and have conviction.  As was the case during my interviews with Indian 

executives, the majority of examples come from the west.  The moderator, Brian Tellis, 

                                                 
15 Stein is the legendary founder of Sire Records, home to The Ramones, The Talking Heads, and more.  
Silverman heads Tommy Boy Records, a major label in hip hop.  Talvin Singh is a British-Asian tabla 
player and electronic music producer who played a formative role in the Asian Underground movement 
in England. 
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asked Tommy Silverman to talk about rap, stating that “we could draw parallels with 

Indian music as well.”   Silverman gave a grassroots story, telling the audience that at 

one time rap was considered a fluke, but that it continued to success in the face of 

constant criticism.  Its success, according to Silverman, began to be validated when rap 

localized to meet the needs of other regions, such as France and Japan.  It is ok to 

borrow from other styles, says Silverman, as long as you do it in a way that maintains 

credibility by reflecting local realities and subjectivities.  Countering the implications of 

Asher’s talk, Silverman implores his audience to “keep it real” and avoid the temptation 

to try to please the international market.  According to Silverman, it is the western 

consumer that needs to change: 

We’re the ones who are unworthy, not you. Your music is fabulous as it is 
right now, and maybe we’re not really worthy of your music right 
now…And I don’t think you should think about yourselves as second-class 
citizens.  Musically that’s not the case at all. The fact that we’re so pig 
headed and closed minded and don’t hear it is really not your fault, it’s our 
fault and we are suffering as a result of it. So don’t really apologize and 
don’t really try to make music for America that sounds like American 
music. That could be the worst thing you could do.16

 
Responding to Silverman’s emphasis on grassroots experience, Seymour Stein 

drew from his experiences in the early days of rock’n’roll.  He told the audience about 

one of his mentors, Syd Nathan of King Records.  In talking about the struggles of a 

niche music, he implied that there is a parallel between Indipop singers and American 

legends such as Hank Ballard and James Brown.  Inspiring the business men in the 

crowd, Stein said:  “I think the most important thing, just that I could say to A&R 

                                                 
16 Silverman (2000). 
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people in the audience here is you’ve just got to have the courage of your own 

convictions. You have to be there first, you have to be Johnny on the spot.” 

The frustration of audience members and several panelists was growing, 

however, because of the continued unrealistic statements being made by the foreign 

panelists, many of whom were visiting India for the first time and seemed to be basing 

their comments on a somewhat limited knowledge of local conditions.  Their emphasis 

on international sales left some panelists uncomfortable, as the Indian market and local 

needs were entirely omitted.17   

Another panelist, Donna D’Cruz, offered yet more schemes to attract American 

listeners.  For D’Cruz, cultural difference was even more apparently a marketing ploy, 

and as she played a variety of samples, she used the word “flavor” several times in 

describing the different pieces.  After celebrating the musical genius of Paul Simon and 

Sting and recommending that Indian artists try to get their music played at yoga schools 

in America, she closed by returning to the theme of taste, saying, “Spice it up, mix it up, 

but let’s make it palatable.  A little bit of sugar makes the medicine go down.”  Much 

like Asher’s advice, D’Cruz pays lip service to cultural difference by describing it as a 

spice, but in the end she calls for conformity in order to “make it palatable” for the 

western audience. 

                                                 
17 For example, an audience member who runs a local music label complained that no Indian-based music 
companies were being represented at the conference:  “I represent an independent music label in India 
and also an internet site promoting unsigned musicians.  The question is that since we are all talking 
about reversed colonization of Indian music and the source of this music is India, what is the panel’s 
feeling that today no record labels from India are being represented on stage? Do you think it has got an 
implication?” 
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Fortunately the next presenter, Talvin Singh, spoke on a very specific level 

about the current sounds and images of Indian pop music, rather than merely discussing 

the latest western sounds that ought to be copied.  Singh argued that Indian consumers 

have “dual cultural passports” and should be given more credit as a discerning audience 

that deserves consideration:   

So when I come over here and I see Channel [V] and MTV and all the 
music stations, there is a lot of cheesy stuff as well, and that comes down 
to production line.  It’s like the studio, not necessarily to have a producer 
that’s looking over your shoulder all the time, but just have a sonic 
perception.  I think that’s what’s really important…You know there still is 
the myth of “we need a lot of top end in our mixes, because the taxi drivers 
buy it because their systems are adjusted to that.”  I think that’s a myth, 
I’ve heard some really big sound systems in taxis, so I think we gotta have 
less cheese in the music and more paneer.18

 
Singh’s quirky humor belies a significant point, that the sound of popular music reflects 

social practice.  His “sonic perception” reflects a cultural perception, and this perception 

should reflect self-confidence and innovation.  More importantly, rather than 

disregarding the Indian mass market in favor of a small corner of the western market, 

Indian pop music should engage with local consumers in a way that respects both 

artistic integrity and the overall health of the music industry.  Finally, Singh makes an 

important distinction that the other presenters do not:  “India” and “the west” are not 

exclusive, incompatible categories.  Particularly in a city like Bombay, such a myth 

obscures deeper histories of cultural exchange and awareness. 

 At the conclusion of his talk, Singh created a moment of disjuncture by being 

the first presenter at the conference to speak in Hindi.  He said: 

                                                 
18 Singh (2000). 
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mera dost hai pakistani,   My friend is Pakistani, 
mera dil hai hindustani,   My heart is Indian, 
aur mera sangeet hai globalstani  And my music is global. 
 

Not only was this the first time that a presenter spoke in Hindi, but Singh’s short poem 

was clearly a reference to the film song “mera juta hai japani” (discussed on Chapter 

Two).  It’s a telling sign, I thought to myself, that Hindi language, nationalist 

identifications, and the lyrics of Indian cinema were evoked by an artist coming from 

overseas. 

 Soon time expired, and as the conference ended the participants filtered out to 

the reception area where food and drinks were available.  Friends and colleagues 

chatted and congratulated each other.  Aspiring young college students passed “visiting 

cards” to executives, trying to arrange interviews or inquire about job opportunities.  

Soon, the musical performances began back in the hall.  I headed back in, only to find 

that the room was virtually empty.  It seemed that business models and market research 

were more enthralling to these executives than the music that they try to sell.   

 
“More power to live music in Bombay!” 
 
 
 In the remainder of this chapter, I will reflect upon several issues that emerged 

from the Music Forum and that occupied the minds of almost all of the artists and 

executives with whom I worked.  One of the most common topics of conversation that 

emerged from my interviews with Indipop artists concerned the lack of a healthy live 

music scene in Bombay.  Among the older generation, those who remember the vibrant 

beat band scene in the Sixties, a sense of loss was clearly evident.  The younger artists, 
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on the other hand, complain of limited venues and fickle audiences when they do have 

the chance to play live.  I found myself involved in numerous conversations that 

directly connected the struggles of Indipop to the weak local base upon which artists 

must attempt to build.   

As I argued in Chapter One, Bombay was home to a vibrant rock music scene in 

the 1960s and early 70s.  This scene nurtured some of the key figures who went on to 

establish Indipop, names such as Biddu, Bashir Sheikh, Remo Fernandes, and Lezz 

Lewis.  Today, many graduates of this rock scene lament that times have changed and 

argue that the quality of Indian pop music has declined in tandem with the decline in 

performing opportunities.  While recognizing that the scene had its flaws, Lezz Lewis 

argues that his experience playing before live audiences fueled his creativity as an artist 

and was clearly a source of his success later in life.  After fondly recollecting the 

numerous clubs that featured rock music in his youth, Lewis said: 

These were the places where the bands got to actually mushroom.  I used 
to play in a whore joint.  It was called Slipped Disc.  When I was in 
school, it used to be the place.  By the time I played there, it was a pick-
up joint for the sailors who came to Bombay.  There was a brawl on the 
first day.  But these places at least got you to breed.  It was the breeding 
grounds for musicians, for young bands to develop.  And then if you got 
somewhere, you could advance.  Sunday afternoons, they used to have 
this thing called Jam Session, so all these Venice, Talk of the Town, all of 
these places had something called Jam Session where any musician just 
got up and jammed. So people just came there to hang out and watch 
musicians jamming.  And you didn’t know who was going to be in the 
house. 19

 

                                                 
19 Personal interview (2001). 
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The spontaneity of the times, according to Lewis and others, is completely lost in the 

age of the music video and its visual culture.  In a later conversation with Lewis’s 

musical partner, Hariharan, he passionately argued that the focus on visual spectacle in 

Bollywood and the influence of this visual emphasis in music videos accounts for the 

poor quality of the music on today’s charts: 

I basically feel the companies killed Indipop…and the channels included.  
Because they put in so much of substandard stuff.  It’s unbelievable!  I 
mean if it was my boy singing, I would have slapped him and said, “Don’t 
sing.  You’re singing very badly.  Sit at home.”  I mean it is ridiculous!  
And why should people listen to this trash?  So…it’s nearly dead before it 
started.  It’s just 5 or 6 years old, I mean, the pop world is no more there. 
 And what happened was, a lot of advertisements, technicians from 
the advertising agency and the arrangers, are common for the pop world 
and they’ve also entered the film market.  So the look, the choreography, 
and the songs are nearly about the same.  So the films become more 
popular because you have stars as your models.  You understand?  So 
both the genres of pop, that is non-filmi and filmi, have kind of…it looks 
the same now, unless you are drastically different.  And hardly anybody is 
drastically different.  So, I think [Indipop] just landed.  It was aborted 
before it could fly also.20

 
Thus, the blame for non-film pop music’s perceived decay is connected to 

rampant consumerism and an obsession with visual imagery in both films and on the 

music television networks.  But in addition to the mass media, another aspect of 

modernity, the rise of cultural nationalism, also plays a role in perceived decline in live 

music quality.   In a post-colonial and increasingly globalized environment, 

conservative reactions to urban cosmopolitanism have grown immensely.  The 

performers who played English rock in Bombay during the 1960s claim they had no 

                                                 
20 Personal interview (2001). 
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fears of a cultural backlash at that time.  Even in the 1980s, the English rock scene was 

thriving, as Atul Churamani recollects: 

Atul:  I came to Bombay in 87 when I joined CBS.  And in 87-88 when I 
was here, Rangbhavan every Saturday had a rock show.  Every Saturday!  
We went a lot of Saturdays, and I think it was pretty much the same crowd.  
[laughs]  You got a fairly good crowd.  Guys like Farhad and gang who 
were not the greatest of musicians, but that was the thing to do, you know, 
get up on stage and have an audience freaking out to the music. 
 
PK:  And that was in English? 
 
Atul:  Always!  You were scared when someone tried to sing in Hindi 
because the bottles used to fly.  In those days bottles were allowed.21   
 

In recent years, however, the tide has turned away from English.  Just as Bombay 

became Mumbai, so too have language politics changed in Bombay’s popular music 

sphere. 

Language use in Indipop encapsulates one of the fundamental issues and 

anxieties for urban elites in India.  As discussed above, a great number of performers 

started their careers by singing in English. 22  In fact, according to Kalyan Baruah, 

“They would often refuse of sing in Hindi.”23  However the vast majority of Indipop 

songs are recorded in Hindi.  When I asked Alisha Chinai about that issue, she noted 

that she is more comfortable speaking English and dislikes having to do interviews in 

Hindi.  While as an ethnographer, I must remind myself that my informants may have 

been tailoring their words to meet what they may have thought were my expectations.  

                                                 
21 Personal interview (2001). 
22 This does not seem to be the case in Delhi, which his home to a thriving pop music scene itself.  My 
experience shows that Delhi-based groups are much more comfortable using Hindi (or in the case of 
bhangra music, the Punjabi language) than those artists based in Bombay. 
23 Personal interview (2001). 
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However, I feel confident that the language question is indeed an important one to 

Bombay’s pop music community. 

In one of the most memorable statements I heard on the subject, the pop 

producer and rock drummer Ranjit Barot stood up at the Music Forum and demanded 

that his Anglophone roots be recognized as an authentic Indian experience: 

What I want to talk about is basically, we’ve talked about everything about 
India, except one thing is that when you talk about post colonial India, 
we’re talking about a generation that goes to bed and dreams in English, 
man, and I don’t dream in Hindi.  I do not dream in Hindi, man.  So what 
you’re saying is that I must not acknowledge that part of me, I’ll also point 
out another thing to you – 8 out of 10 artists on television today, dream in 
English – they’re being forced to sing in Hindi because nobody has the 
vision to take them any place else – how is it that this one factor – 
language – which makes us the biggest player in information technology, 
in construction, in bio chemicals, in all of South East Asia, is detrimental 
to music?  How has this become a negative thing?  Today the Chinese 
would’ve kicked our ass if they could speak English.  It’s true, we are the 
only country in this region that grieves and moans and rejoices and 
celebrates in a language which is not ours, so you know what, when we get 
on stage and sing in that language, we feel that, and that doesn’t make me 
less Indian.24

 
Although Barot’s rant is passionate, his frustration is not unusual.  To several people 

with whom I worked the perceived retreat from Anglophone culture demonstrates 

broader concerns: anti-western sentiments, internal colonialism against ethnic/linguistic 

minorities, and a lack of self-confidence in the face of global cultural exchange.  

 Those who perform highly westernized pop music today in Bombay are 

unavoidably aware of their detractors, most obviously the Shiv Sena.25  Over the past 

                                                 
24 Barot, Ranjit (2000). 
25 The Shiv Sena, a working class organization that sometimes resorts to violent means to promote an 
anti-western policy, is responsible for attacks on shops selling Valentine’s Day cards and cinemas 
showing films that they consider vulgar and westernized. 
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few decades, the rise of grassroots organizations like the Shiv Sena has influenced 

governing bodies, leading to greater restrictions and taxes on cultural events that appear 

too western.  According to Leslie Lewis, local politicians were directly responsible for 

the deterioration of Bombay’s live music scene. 

Around that time, just around ’83 or ’84, the government started putting 
in taxes.  So today, you’re paying heavy taxes.  Luxury tax.  The 
entertainment tax started getting very heavy, and because of that the 
restaurants started doing away with the band scene…If you had an air-
conditioner in a restaurant, it was called a luxury tax.  So if you didn’t 
have an air-condition…all of these places had a/c.  The luxury tax got 
too high, and the nightclub scene literally began to disappear.26

 
Strictly enforced noise ordinances have also limited live shows.  In fact, even rehearsals 

for the tribute to Bob Dylan show that was sponsored by the Tata Group (one of India’s 

most powerful industrial houses) and that featured a host of highly successful artists 

were shut down by the police.  “Meanwhile,” said one of the performers at the 

rehearsal, “a million Hindu guys from the villages can run wild in the streets during 

Ganapati and no one will say a thing.”  At the end of the show the following night, the 

host Brian Tellis raised his fist in the air and shouted into the microphone, “More power 

to live music in Bombay!”  Returning to the theme of taking Indipop music to the global 

stage, I imagine that perhaps the reason India has not produced a global pop star like 

Ricky Martin has less to do with finding the right mix of melodies and rhythms.  

Perhaps it has more to do with the limitations that prohibit the development of a scene 

that nurtures creativity and encourages self-expression. 

                                                 
26 Personal interview (2001). 
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As I mentioned in the previous chapter, the efforts of the music industry to 

promote Indipop music have been hampered by the limitations of what they see as the 

basic infrastructure of the country.  According to Atul Churamani, who frames the 

struggles of Indipop as (at least in part) a struggle to overcome the pre-established 

infrastructure of Bollywood: 

Part of the problem is that we don’t have an infrastructure to build pop 
music.  Yes we have television and music television, which is probably the 
most important thing.  But we don’t have an infrastructure for shows.  We 
have to get an act on the road.  Even in the west today, if a ZZ Top or a 
Rolling Stones, at their age, release an album, they support it on the 
ground with shows.  We don’t have radio.  Which is terrible for the 
promotion of music, if you don’t have radio.  You’re fighting at a 
tremendous disadvantage to film.27

 
Later in the same interview, I asked him if the industry was waiting for “an Indian 

Elvis,” to which he responded: 

I think possibly we have them here.  Or should I say, we HAD them here.  
For example, a guy like Adnan.  Now he’s a western classical keyboard 
player, which means he has the elements: he’s a composer, he’s a 
producer, he’s there.  He’s telling you, “Here’s the talent.  Here’s the 
music.”  What are you doing with it?  I think it’s about opportunity and 
what you make of it.  And I think it’s about building the correct 
infrastructure to make that happen.  I mean, before you get a fancy 
Mercedes, make sure you have a road to drive it on.  That’s what it’s 
about.  You build the infrastructure, you slip that in, and you’re talking 
about creating people the size of film stars.28

 
Churamani and others in the industry are trying to fix this problem.  Through the joint 

efforts of music companies, television channels, press, and local promoters, and through 

conferences and meetings such as the Music Forum, Indipop struggles along to carve 

out a place in Indian public culture.  The motivation, as I have argued in previous 
                                                 
27 Personal interview (2001). 
28 ibid. 
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chapters, seems to come from an ideological conviction that music should be rooted in 

self-expression, and that the denial of this in playback singing is a denial of a basic 

artistic impulse.   

 During the question and answer period at the Music Forum, a woman from the 

audience took the microphone and passionately began to speak of the ways in which 

playback singing denies the artistic identity of the singer by relegating the artist to a 

subservient position in relation to the star image on the screen.  Furthermore, she 

expressed a fear that even non-film music videos are losing their artistic integrity by 

featuring lip-synching models rather than the actual artists: 

I really would love to ask anybody here to tell me – who are the artists of a 
Hindi film song – 90% of the Indian film music is fronted by non-singers.  
Mr. Tony has taken Hindi film music to Malaysia, but the people 
promoting it are Salman Khan, there’s no artist there – there is a face, so 
then what you’re saying is that the music is sold by the visual – then what 
kind of a comment is that on the integral artists of the country, singing 
90% of the music.  I really would like to know Mr. Tom, Mr. Seymour, 
what is your comment, what really would you say about our singers who 
sing all day and are never seen, and you know what a scary trend is that 
more and more of the pop songs which are non-Hindi film songs are being 
done with videos where the singer is deliberately left out of the video 
possibly to be shown only in the last sign off.  I mean to me that’s 
pathetic.29

 
I later discovered that the woman asking the question is named Maya and is the wife of 

Ranjit Barot.  Barot, along with a number of other non-film musicians, has recently 

become an important producer of Hindi film music.  His studio aesthetic, combined 

with the voices of pop singers like Sonu Nigam, Shaan, and KK, was just starting to be 

heard in Bollywood during the period of my fieldwork.  Yet in making the transition 

                                                 
29 Barot, Maya (2000). 
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from Indipop to Bollywood, Barot and others claim to be crossing an ideological fault 

line that separates two distinct understandings of art and the artist.   

 As I have already discussed the notion of musical ideology in previous chapters, 

I will merely add that the Music Forum served to reinforce this issue.  Speaking with 

Atul Churamani several months after the Forum, I noticed a clear parallel between his 

words and those spoken by Peter Asher during the meeting: 

There has to be artistic expression.  What’s the point of being a personality 
if you have nothing to say?  “A great personality, but hey, don’t open your 
mouth?”  That’s not a personality.  Baba Sehgal is a great personality.  
People say he doesn’t sing and he’s this and he’s that.  He’s a bloody 
interesting guy because he talks such nonsense that people listen. You 
know, you’ve got to have something to say.  You’ve got to enthrall your 
audience.  If you don’t enthrall your audience, it won’t work.30

 
Music executives like Churamani likely need to believe that there is some deeper 

meaning for why consumers buy their products, however the choices that guide 

individual purchases frequently have little to do with “artistic expression.”  A cassette 

bought on a whim, a gift purchased by a parent, or a teen looking for the background 

music that was playing during their first kiss.  Such purchases fill the company’s 

coffers, but they do not arise from a thoughtful, pre-meditated quest to understand the 

nature of the artist’s identity.  Nevertheless, I have shown that the performers and 

marketers of Indipop music repeatedly evoke an ideology of self-expression and 

grounded engagement with real life through their art. 

 Without denying the possibility that Bollywood music can respond directly to 

everyday realities and political events, I argue that the ideological orientation of non-

                                                 
30 Personal communication (2001). 
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film music artists opens up at least the possibility for an even greater level of 

progressive, humanistic form of popular culture in India.  Admittedly, few Indian pop 

stars are able to base their identity around quotidian concerns, not are many interested 

in singing protest songs.  Nevertheless, the ethos of Indipop affords a greater amount of 

freedom to address social problems than does the filmi world.  And, in fact, there are 

many examples already in the short history of Indipop that point to a growing use of 

music as a tool for political and social equality. 

 For example, the classical singer turned pop diva, Shubha Mudgal, performed 

alongside a host of Bombay’s non-film artists in a charity rock show called “On the 

Waterfront” in December of 2000.  The event was hosted by Save the Children India, a 

non-profit organization that has been working for the welfare of children since 1988.  

Mudgal also participated in Man Ke Manjeere.  The album, released by Virgin Records, 

emerged from a collaboration between the record company and Breakthrough, an 

activist organization that “uses education and popular culture to promote values of 

dignity, equality, and justice,”31 particularly for women.  And while I do not deny the 

possibility for women’s rights to emerge from Bollywood, the Indian film industry does 

not have a good history of feminism according to some observers.   For example, 

Sophia Haque, a former MTV India VJ, demonstrates a harshly cynical view of 

Bollywood when asked, “Why is it that an off-beat movie [like SNIP] always have 

sex?”  She snappily replies, “Why is it that Indian commercial movies always have 

rape” (“I’m an Off-Beat Kind of Girl” 2000). 

                                                 
31 See their website at http://www.breakthrough.tv 
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 In addition to questions of women’s rights, Indipop performers at times have 

addressed questions of national identity and have offered a vision of the nation based on 

cultural pluralism.  A.R. Rahman’s pop album, Vande Mataram, is based on a form of 

nationalism that celebrates the diversity of the Indian subcontinent.  Likewise, the 

Colonial Cousins’s “Krishna” expresses a desire to overcome the communal violence 

between Hindus and Muslims. 

 Yet this celebration of cultural pluralism needs to be contextualized in class 

terms.  In his analysis of the video for “Maa Tujhe Salaam” from the Vande Mataram 

album, Rangan Chakravarty argues that the visual juxtaposition of A.R. Rahman 

wandering alone in jeans and shirt with the nameless poor dressed in colorfully 

traditional clothes demonstrates a clear class-based ethic: 

There does not seem to be any relationship or point of contact between 
the protagonist [Rahman] and the rest of the nation.  There is no 
communication between the locals themselves either.  While they form 
‘human chains’, apparently as a symbol of community and togetherness, 
they remain distinctly silent, aloof and static, fixed in their ‘timelessness’ 
by the gaze of the protagonist and, potentially, the spectators.  In fact, 
these ‘human chains’, against the backdrop of arid deserted landscapes 
and stagnant pools of water, tend to resemble queues for food rations in 
years of drought or other disasters.  The national view, designed for the 
upper levels of citizen-consumers, seems to be marked by a certain sense 
of delinking or abandonment. (Chakravarty 2004: 69) 

 
As I argued in the previous chapter, quite a few Indipop videos reinforce this image of 

distance by locating singers in private bourgeois spaces or remote natural landscapes.  

Furthermore, I have argued that these images are more than fantastic constructions, as 

they do indeed reflect the physical spaces inhabited by many urban elites.  Thus, I do 

not deny certain similarities between Indipop and Thai popular music, which Michael 
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Hayes describes as “a hegemonic force which serves to stabilize the status quo” (Hayes 

2004: 30). 

 Nevertheless, my findings in Bombay point to the shared basis of Indipop in 

both corporate structures and the anti-hegemonic political motivations of 1960s rock.  I 

feel that the ideology of authentic self-expression described throughout this dissertation 

is vital for popular music in India to be able to respond to important historical and 

political events.  When the Union Carbide plant in Bhopal leaked a cloud of poisonous 

gas into the surrounding area, killing or disabling thousands of people, Bombay’s pop 

music community responded with a benefit concert called “Aid Bhopal.”  Daler Mehndi 

has taken a leading role in addressing the unhealthy levels of pollution and garbage in 

India’s cities by founding an environmentalist project called the Daler Mehndi Green 

Drive.  Remo Fernandes, another Indipop pioneer, boldly sings about other issues, such 

as the assassination of Prime Minister Rajiv Gandhi and the destruction of the Babri 

Masjid in Ayodhya.  Non-film artists have also taken a leading role in promoting 

dialogue between India and Pakistan.  Junoon, a Pakistani pop group, has received 

international attention for its progressive political messages and has shared the stage 

with Euphoria, an Indian band, at the United Nations general assembly (Wolk 2001). 

And during the recent thawing of relations between India and Pakistan, live concerts by 

Indipop artists such as Lucky Ali and Strings have become symbols of the potential for 

dialogue between the two countries.   
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Conclusion 

 

 The issues that most concern the Indipop community, therefore, reflect deeper 

anxieties for many Indians.  Frustration over the lack of a healthy grassroots music 

scene exposes two fundamental concerns: the on-going battle to improve India’s 

infrastructure and the fear of a cultural gray-out brought on by escapist, mass mediated 

culture.  Indipop’s struggle to gain legitimacy exposes concerns over the rising tide of 

cultural nationalism and the increasing “otherness” of Bombay’s cosmopolitan culture.  

Third, the debates over the place of English lyrics are a part of a larger post-colonial 

transformation.  While some see the emphasis on Hindi language as a positive assertion 

of local identity, others view it as the imposition of an internal cultural hegemony as 

well as a retreat from the advantages that India might gain in an age of globalization.  

Lastly, members of Bombay’s non-film music community demonstrate an allegiance to 

an ideology of art and subjectivity that has arisen from a long history of 

cosmopolitanism and individualist ambition, and this orientation leads them (along with 

many other urban elites) both to see themselves as separate from “the Indian masses” 

and responsible for maintaining the cultural vitality of the city and indeed the nation. 

 Discussing the business of global pop music, Keith Negus (1999) differentiates 

between “world music” and “international pop.”  For Negus, international pop acts like 

ABBA or even Michael Jackson are often de-territorialized, existing in a kind of global 

everywhere.  World music, on the other hand, becomes re-territorialized as local 

symbols increase their significance on the global marketplace.  Negus writes:  “For 
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world music artists, place became central to their presentation, not only because they 

are often found filed under their country of origin in retail stores, but because this aspect 

is emphasized in their individual presentation” (Negus 1999: 166). 

 The tidiness of this distinction has heuristic value, but it certainly does not seem 

to work in the case of Indipop, a genre that, as I have shown, strives to be both world 

music and international pop.  In many ways, Bombay has always been de-territorialized, 

both culturally and physically separated from the Indian mainland.  The musical 

trajectory tracked in this dissertation follows the changes in international pop style more 

than anything that could be identified as local or traditional.  At the same time, the 

performers and promoters of Indipop music are involved in a project that is far removed 

from the international pop of ABBA or Ricky Martin.  In fact, as Indipop matured and 

gained greater artistic freedom, many performers increased their use of local 

instruments and imagery.32

 I have argued that Indipop emerged during a period of political-economic, 

technological, and ideological transformation.  It has developed alongside India’s policy 

of economic liberalization and is promoted by multinational labels like Sony, Virgin, 

and BMG.  The spread of cable TV and satellite technology has increased the flow of 

globalized media in and out of India.  And Indipop producers are heavily influenced by 

what I have called an ideology of rock.   

                                                 
32 This dialectic relationship of local and global is the backbone of much literature on world popular 
musics.  Sara Cohen, for example, discusses the manner in which local identity is increasingly defined in 
relation to the non-local.  She writes, “‘Locality’ (representing a district, city, region) can thus be seen as 
a political strategy within a global, plural system.  Within this strategy, music expresses territorializing 
power, framing public and private spaces or domains” (Cohen 1994: 133).   
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However, in keeping with the need to view global issues through a localized 

perspective, I should be clear that each of these factors plays out uniquely in national 

and local contexts.  The opening of India’s economy did not lead to homogenized mass 

consumption of Western pop music, but rather it helped to fuel greater diversity and 

creativity within the local music scene.  And while music channels have encouraged the 

creation of pop stars in the Western sense, they have also fueled a greater interest in 

film music and film stars among the younger generations.  Finally, the rock ideology in 

India has little to do with Romanticized discourses of authentic self-expression by 

lower-class and often African-American performers.  In the context I observed in 

Bombay, those aspects of rock ideology are redirected toward two issues: resistance to 

playback singing norms and the demonstration that they are creative, original artists and 

not simply Indian versions of Western pop stars. 

The discourses revealed in the Music Forum reflect the anxieties and 

possibilities encountered by India’s urban elites, for whom globalization is (and has 

been) a palpable element in everyday life.  Many of the youth I met assumed that 

eventually they would be living overseas.  And thanks to the spread of global 

capitalism, an unending variety of consumer good and lifestyle options are now 

available not just for the rich but for a growing segment of the population. Nevertheless, 

many of Indipop’s performers and promoters aren’t fully comfortable with a world 

where identity is reduced to choice, where culture is little more than style.  With a 

musical culture rooted in ideologies of authenticity and self-expression, they refuse to 
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give up, choosing instead to struggle, debate, and participate in the effort to improve 

what they see as the artistic vitality and basic infrastructure of the city and the nation.   

 287



Conclusion 

 

In the dynamic world of popular music, revolutions can happen in matter of 

months, sometimes overnight.  Thus, in the few years that have passed since I left 

Bombay, much of the story written here may have already been radically transformed in 

the minds of my informants.  Keeping touch with people as best I can, it is my 

impression that Indipop continues to be in a state of uncertainty, with companies 

continuing to struggle to make ends meet and few new albums finding much critical 

acclaim.1  However, most of the artists discussed in this dissertation have gained greater 

and greater acceptance in the world of Bollywood.  In fact, the voices of mainstream 

Hindi film songs are now overwhelmingly provided by Indipop singers, and film 

makers are turning more and more to non-film song writers and producers.  According 

to one commentator: “Indipop has been instrumental in making the blinkered 

Bollywood moghuls realize that something known as technology exists” (Malladi n.d.).  

Furthermore, a growing number of Indian films are abandoning playback singing and 

using songs as non-diegetic mood music.  Ram Gopal Varma2 has led the way and 

claims that reducing the lip-synched, spectacular musical sequences is “the way of the 

future” (Chute and Chopra 2004: A1).  Thus, Indipop has not so much disappeared as it 

has diverted.  By and large, the performers and producers of Indipop have been 

absorbed into Bollywood, in the process altering the musical foundation of Indian film.  

                                                 
1 While Adnan Sami, Lucky Ali and Shaan are among the few artists to be finding continued success, 
several music executives and good friends of mine have lost their jobs or chosen to move on. 
2 Varma directed the hit films Rangeela (1995), Satya (1998), Company (2002) and Bhoot (2003), and has 
produced numerous other films such as Dil Se (1998) and Ek Hasina Thi (2004). 
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International history has also changed since the end of my fieldwork.  The 

events of September 11, 2001 punctuated the end of my fieldwork in Bombay, and the 

US’s hard-line approach in the following years seem to have reduced the trust and 

optimism many people had in American culture and economic might. 3  If it is indeed 

true that the 20th century was “the American century,” perhaps the struggles and 

transformation of Indipop at the start of the 21st century reflect a significant break with 

the past.  Perhaps the musical ideologies discussed in the previous chapters will be part 

of the foundation for new uses and understandings of popular music in the years to 

come.  I hope to return to Bombay soon in order to gain further insight into this exciting 

and rapid transformation within the Indian (and global) popular music environment. 

 In the preface, I argued that the emergence of Indipop could be compared to the 

development of rock and roll in the United States.  On a sociological level, there are 

compelling reasons to explore this comparison.  Like rock, Indipop gained national 

significance during a moment of radical social change comprised of previously unseen 

levels of economic prosperity, the sudden emergence of new electronic media, and the 

explosion of marketing toward youth as consumers.  Both genres also reflect “new 

representations of leisure, the body, gender relations and capitalist consumption” 

(Middleton 1990: 11), and the previous chapters have explored the complex connections 

                                                 
3 In my experience, “American” occupied a special place in the hearts of many Bombayites.  The 
examples I witnessed were countless.  After watching the film Almost Famous, a journalist friend was 
moved to tears and said, “I’ve got to get over there.  I don’t belong here.”  Children regularly approached 
me and asked, “What country?”  I conducted an informal study by responding with different answers: 
Canada, France, Russia, England and America.  All of the former received lukewarm responses, but every 
time I answered “America,” the child would become enthralled and ask more questions.  Finally, 
countless Indians move abroad and then return home, but only Indians who return from America are 
stigmatized with a particular title (“USA Returned”).  
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of representation, experience and capitalism among Bombay’s consuming classes.  

More broadly, I have emphasized the apparent relationship between Indipop and 

globalization (both in its recent forms and as a reflection of long-standing historical 

patterns of trade and cultural exchange). However, I have also demonstrated that 

Indipop is not tantamount to the Americanization of Indian popular culture.  Rather, this 

dissertation has shown that Indipop emerges from the unique social context of 

millennial urban India, particularly that of the English-educated community in Bombay, 

and reflects active, thoughtful, and creative work rather than passive appropriation. 

The artists, producers and promoters of Indipop may have one ear of the sounds 

of western pop, and many of them may have one foot planted in the west as they 

frequently travel to and from India, but there is no question that Indipop has evolved 

from social conditions specific to the cosmopolitan, ambitious culture of India’s largest 

city.  However much the music and artists are criticized for sounding, dressing and 

acting “too western,” Indipop is also the music of Indian modernity and a part of the 

globalized soundscape of Bombay.  The timbres and images of “private albums” evoke 

the existential realities for a growing number of middle and upper class Indians who 

inhabit the private, quiet spaces that are as much a part of the city as its crowded train 

stations and bustling markets..  Finally, Indipop reflects a confident, self-reflexive 

practice of cultural production that meets the global head on without abandoning its 

roots.   

As I have shown, the origins of this music can be traced back further than the 

liberalization of the Indian economy and the entry of satellite television and 

 290



multinational record companies.  The jazz band scene starting in the 1920s and the 

English-language rock scene in Bombay during the 1960s and 70s have left an influence 

on both the musical and ideological underpinnings of Indipop.  By the 1980s, the former 

Bombay rocker Biddu returned from a successful career in England with the disco 

music of Nazia Hassan, thereby initiating a new era of Hindi popular song.  And when 

Shashi Gopal founded Magnasound, Ltd. in 1989, the stage was set for a revolution in 

the Indian music industry.   

Changing economic relations with the world market enabled multinational 

music companies to join the Indian pop music scene, but their path to success has been 

slow and rocky.  Their struggles point to the limitations of the cultural imperialism 

thesis.  Both the slick media outlets - such as MTV India and Channel [V] - and the 

international record companies poured huge amounts of money into non-film pop 

music, but after a mere two years of sustained growth, the bottom seemed to fall out.  

The companies that once shunned Bollywood turned to embrace it, at least for its 

money-making potential.  Nevertheless, they have maintained their commitment to 

promote music icons through concerts, videos, and other programs.  While there is 

disagreement as to whether India will have (or has had) its own Elvis, the artists and 

promoters presented in this work have clearly altered the popular music landscape of 

India. 

 Given the historical background of a world city like Bombay, no one should be 

shocked or surprised to see Indian MTV, Hindi rap stars, or desi pop divas.  

Furthermore, to dismiss them as irrelevant or illegitimate would be to deny India the 
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value of its claim on modernity and global significance.   Nevertheless, continued 

orientalist stereotypes in both popular and academic discourse do just that, recognizing 

Hong Kong or Singapore as centers of a dynamic, Asian modernity but passing over 

India’s thriving cosmopolitan centers in the quest for authenticity, purity, and oriental 

otherness.   

 Yet creative expressions of transnationalism have been a part of the culture of 

Bombay for several centuries.  The historical and ethnographic portraits presented in 

this dissertation demonstrate the complex, overlapping nature of culture and undermine 

(or at least call into question) inherited discourses of cultural purity or authenticity.  To 

quote the anthropologist Ulf Hannerz: 

Historically we have been used to think of cultures as distinctive structures 
of meaning and meaningful form usually closely linked to territories, and 
of individuals as self-evidently linked to particular such 
cultures…[However], cultures, rather than being easily separated from one 
another as the hard-edged pieces in a mosaic, tend to overlap and mingle.  
While we understand them to be differentially located in the social 
structure of the world, we also realize that the boundaries we draw around 
them are frequently rather arbitrary. (Hannerz 1990: 238-239) 

 

My hope is that this work provides sufficient ethnographic, historical and musical 

examples to overcome any remaining boundaries that prevent people (both in India and 

abroad) from respecting Indian modernity in the same way that we respect Indian 

tradition.   
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