
 

 
 
 
 
ASSOCIATION FOR CONSUMER RESEARCH 

 
Labovitz School of Business & Economics, University of Minnesota Duluth, 11 E. Superior Street, Suite 210, Duluth, MN 55802 
 
 
Understanding Sub-Cultural Identity and Consumption Among Indians in the United States: From Desis to Coconuts

Minita Sanghvi, University of North Carolina Greensboro, USA 
Nancy Hodges, University of North Carolina Greensboro, USA 

 
This qualitative study illustrates how the dynamics of consumption are used to control, create and communicate diasporic sub-cultural

identities. Fanon’s theory of internalization is employed as a means to understand how and why Indian immigrant identities are in

flux.  Findings suggest that these identities are best interpreted through a continuum.

 
 
[to cite]:

Minita Sanghvi and Nancy Hodges (2012) ,"Understanding Sub-Cultural Identity and Consumption Among Indians in the United

States: From Desis to Coconuts", in NA - Advances in Consumer Research Volume 40, eds. Zeynep Gürhan-Canli, Cele Otnes,

and Rui (Juliet) Zhu, Duluth, MN : Association for Consumer Research, Pages: 462-468.

 
[url]:

http://www.acrwebsite.org/volumes/1012058/volumes/v40/NA-40

 
[copyright notice]:

This work is copyrighted by The Association for Consumer Research. For permission to copy or use this work in whole or in

part, please contact the Copyright Clearance Center at http://www.copyright.com/.

http://www.acrwebsite.org/volumes/1012058/volumes/v40/NA-40
http://www.copyright.com/


462 
Advances in Consumer Research

Volume 40, ©2012

Understanding Sub-Cultural Identity and Consumption Among Indians in the United States: 
From Desis to Coconuts

Minita Sanghvi, University of North Carolina Greensboro, USA
Nancy Hodges, University of North Carolina Greensboro, USA

ABSTRACT 
Much has been written regarding the multifaceted, fragmented 

relationship between ethnicity, identity and consumption (Burton, 
2009), especially since Belk’s (1988) seminal piece on possessions 
and the extended self. Consumption among wide-ranging subcul-
tural groups has been investigated, including fundamental Christians 
(O’Guinn & Belk, 1989), Harley Davidson aficionados (Schouten 
& Alexander, 1995), gays (Kates, 2002), Burning Man constituents 
(Kozinets, 2005), and many others. Consumption is a critical piece in 
the formation of subcultural identities and a site where common val-
ues and meanings related to brands and products are shared (Kates, 
2002; Mehta & Belk, 1991). Belk (1988) suggests that shared con-
sumption helps identify group membership and define group self. 
Specific brands are intrinsically related to subcultural identities and 
help create boundaries from the dominant culture that foster group 
identity. However, consumption in contemporary subcultural con-
texts is often fraught with countervailing and ever shifting meanings 
(Kates, 2002). 

Kates (2002 p. 384) defines a subculture “as a way of life ex-
pressing shared meanings and practices different from or opposition-
al to dominant, mainstream culture.” Members share a common goal, 
an area of interest or band together because they are in minority to a 
dominant culture. There are voluntary subcultures based on interest 
or brand consumption as well as subcultures based on race, ethnicity 
or sexuality where the members group together because of lack of 
power or discrimination issues. Race and ethnicity, as cultural condi-
tions play a pivotal role in the consumption practice of various indi-
viduals, and especially immigrants (Sekhon, 2007; Venkatesh, 1995). 
Immigrants often choose to hold on to certain patterns of culture and 
identity that connect them to their culture of origin through consump-
tion (Sekhon, 2007). 

This study looks at the interplay of ethnicity, identity and con-
sumption within the Indian sub-culture living in the United States. 
While there have been some studies about the consumption habits 
of the Indian diaspora within the British-Indian milieu (Lindridge, 
2010; Lindridge & Dhillon, 2005; Lindridge & Hogg, 2006; Sekhon, 
2007; Sekhon & Szmigin, 2011), as well some among the American-
Indian diaspora (Bhatia, 2007; Mehta & Belk, 1991) there is often a 
propensity among researchers to lump ethnic minorities having com-
mon ancestry as an analogous group (Lindridge, 2010). However, the 
Indian diaspora is diverse, comprised of a multitude of languages, re-
ligions, and ethnicities, making it difficult to combine them into one 
homogenous group. Thus, Lindridge (2010) suggests that it is critical 
to uncover and understand the various subcultures within a diaspo-
ra who have their own unique consumption habits and rituals. Our 
study identifies and explains the continuum of identities within sub-
cultures of the Indian diaspora, specifically from Desis to Coconuts. 
Desi is a neutral term used by Indians to refer to their compatriots in 
the Indian diaspora. On the other end is the Coconut, a derogatory 
term used to describe Indian immigrants who act contrary to the par-
ent culture’s norms and group expectations by aligning themselves 
to the dominant, white culture. That is, they are brown on the outside 
but white on the inside. 

Consumption is a critical aspect within the Indian diaspora and 
members often use consumption to showcase the degree of accep-
tance or rejection of cultural norms within the community (Lindridge 

& Hogg, 2006; Sekhon, 2007). Our study reveals how consumption 
patterns are the primary mode of identifying and delineating desis 
and coconuts. 

LITERATURE REVIEW
In this section, we begin with a historical analysis of the Indian 

diaspora, after which we analyze intersections of culture, ethnicity 
and identity as related to consumer culture to build a foundation for 
delving specifically into identity and consumption within the subcul-
ture of the Indian community residing in United States. 

Indians in the United States
While the first known records of Indians entering the United 

States date back to 1820 most researchers have concluded it was that 
the Immigration and Nationality act in 1965 that brought a wave of 
Indian immigrants to the United States (Bhatia, 2007; Jacoby & Bal, 
2007; Mehta & Belk, 1991). These individuals were mostly doc-
tors, engineers, scientists, university professors or graduate students 
(Bhatia, 2007). 

The Indian population’s higher education levels and elevated 
job profiles afforded them a successful start (Mehta & Belk, 1991) 
and they have continued to succeed ever since. Indians account for 
less than 1% of the total US population yet they constitute 3% of 
engineers and 8% of physicians and surgeons in the U.S. (Richwine, 
2009). They are considered the model minority for their academic, 
economic and social success as compared to the Latino and African-
American minorities (Bhatia, 2007). It is no surprise that Indians 
consider achievement and success to be an intrinsic part of their iden-
tity and culture (Bhatia, 2007).

Identity, ethnicity and culture
Identity is a complex phenomenon that involves several parts of 

self. Factors such as culture, ethnicity, race, religion, sexuality, and 
language contribute towards a sense of self. To support the various 
parts of self, people consume an assortment of brands and products 
that they utilize to piece together and showcase their identity (Ahu-
via, 2002; Belk, 1988). These products and brands are consumed not 
just for their functional value but also because they are symbolic and 
communicate cultural meaning (McCracken, 1986). The products 
and brands may represent different and sometimes even countervail-
ing parts of the person’s identity (Belk, 1988; Thompson & Hay-
tko, 1997). Thus people may associate (or disassociate) with certain 
products and brands based on the cultural meanings they want to 
associate with. Consequently elements that contribute to a sense of 
self such as culture and ethnicity factor into a consumer’s product 
and brand choices. 

Identity is not a fixed construct, rather it is dynamic in nature, 
evolving continuously to integrate new possibilities and forms with 
old traditions and creating a dialogical model that is often conflict-
ed, contested and countervailing (Bhatia, 2007; Lindridge, Hogg & 
Shah, 2004). There are several elements, both inherent and acquired, 
that influence identity. Among them race and ethnicity are inherent 
and unchangeable. However, culture is not inherent, rather it is ac-
quired, often from family or members of society that the individual is 
attached to or inclined toward (Wallendorf & Reilly, 1983). Culture 
is a product of history as well as present day practices and evolves 
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constantly to combat and inculcate various aspects of old and new 
traditions simultaneously. Culture represents a critical context for 
identity formation as well as identification, and provides a frame-
work for social life and consumption (Lindridge, Hogg & Shah, 
2004). An individual’s identity is a part of the culture in which the 
individual chooses to exist. However, for an immigrant that often 
involves spanning at least two or more cultures comprising often 
disjointed and conflicting expectations within one identity. It is no 
surprise then that Belk (1988) suggests not just one product, rather 
an ensemble of consumption objects, represent the various, protean 
and countervailing aspects of the self. 

An individual’s identification with a specific culture is also 
identifiable by ethnicity, where an individual organizes themselves 
and others into specific groups by using ethnic labels (Lindridge & 
Dhillon, 2005). In other words, sometimes culture and ethnicities are 
interchangeable. For example, an individual may be white (ethnic-
ity), but being southern comprises his or her culture. The dominant 
society assumes that because one belongs to a certain race or ethnic-
ity; one must emulate the culture and traditions associated with it 
(Kibria, 2002). Belonging to a certain ethnicity automatically associ-
ates an individual with the culture of that particular ethnicity. That is, 
the values, religion, etiquette, language and customs inherent to that 
ethnicity (Lindridge, Hogg & Shah, 2004; Venkatesh, 1995). While 
ethnicity encompasses several identifiers such as race, religion, na-
tionality, and language and is used to define the social identity of a 
person or group, it is not just a summation, rather a complex inter-
play of identifiers, especially within sub-ethnic groups (Lindridge, 
Hogg & Shah, 2004; Venkatesh, 1995). Cultures are constantly ne-
gotiating the past and the present, as well as contemporary versus 
traditional values and particularly within diasporic communities 
(Lindridge & Hogg, 2006). Individuals, families and communities 
as a whole are involved in this process as they evolve and adapt to 
their surroundings. 

Indian identity
India is an amalgamation of various religions, languages, tra-

ditions and customs with Persian, Arabic, Tibetan, Portuguese, and 
English influences enmeshed over several centuries. India encom-
passes over 22 official languages and is home to several religions 
such as Hinduism, Islam, Buddhism and Sikhism. Thus, the Indian 
immigrant comes from a land that is as varied as it is vast, making it 
difficult to establish a single, homogenous Indian identity. 

 For the Indian immigrant, the question of identity is directly 
related to how the nation is remembered in the minds of individuals 
within a diasporic community (Bhatia, 2007). Thus, what it means to 
be an Indian depends on what the population deems Indian behavior 
or Indian culture. However, identities are shaped by personal memo-
ries and connotations that are not necessarily universal. Moreover, 
identities are often in a state of constant flux as cultures mix and 
move creating a myriad of experiences, some of which may be con-
flicting (Bhatia, 2007; Meamber & Venkatesh, 2001). 

Bhatia (2007) writes, “the migrant community imagines and 
stitches together diverse notions of ‘Indianness,’ which are shaped 
by the members’ class positions back home, nostalgia, memories, 
emotions, and longing for the original desi nation and culture of their 
homeland” (emphasis in original) (p. 14). Moreover, there is signifi-
cant variation within the Indian sub-culture based on language, reli-
gion, ethnicity, etc., and this variation is rarely addressed in research. 
For example, a south Indian’s perspective of what it means to be an 
Indian may be drastically different from that of someone from the 
north (Cardon, 2010). 

Being Indian is not based on skin color alone, but by the way a 
person talks or behaves.  Being Indian is measured by others via the 
norms within the culture. Thus, the community decides how “Indi-
an” someone is and can pass judgment on that person’s “Indianness” 
regardless of whether or not the individual agrees. The person who 
embraces the group ideal of Indianness is known as a desi, while 
for someone who deviates from the norm, the term coconut is of-
ten applied. Indian migrants have a complicated relationship with 
their ethnic identity. Although they are proud of their Indian culture 
and heritage, many shy away from displaying their Indianness in the 
United States for fear of negative effects on their social and profes-
sional lives (Bhatia, 2007). This largely stems from a feeling of infe-
riority about being brown skinned after nearly two hundred years of 
British rule, when race was employed as a cultural product used to 
dominate people in colonies like India (Singh, 2007). 

After studying the relationships between the White and Black 
races in French colonies, Fanon (1967) theorized that the White col-
onizers consider themselves superior to people of color and that the 
people of color “want to prove to White men, at all costs, the richness 
of their thought, the equal value of their intellect” (Fanon, 1967 p. 
10). Gaining approval from colonizers often lead to economic suc-
cess and social standing, for which one had to give up their original 
culture and act white (Fanon, 1967). Acting white meant, among 
other things, talking English instead of the native language, adopting 
white customs and habits such as eating with a fork and knife versus 
eating with hands or with a spoon as is popular in India, and so forth. 
According to Fanon, this leads to an inferiority complex, wherein 
one internalizes these values while suffering from dislocation with 
one’s native culture, and results in a feeling of separation from one’s 
compatriots (Fanon, 1967). Fanon (1967) suggests the inferiority 
complex is particularly intense among the most educated who have 
to deal with the perceived ‘betrayal’ to their race, culture and identity 
on a day-to-day basis. 

Although India gained independence in 1947, traces of inter-
nalization after approximately two hundred years of being colonized 
still exist. For example, many Indians still use creams such as Fair 
and Lovely to lighten their skin in an attempt to improve social stand-
ing and marriage prospects in the community. Indian immigrants 
who choose to leave their country for the ways of the west have 
a more agitated sense of identity. They adopt western customs in 
the workplace in order to succeed but resist assimilating by creating 
close-knit ties to the desi community in the USA whereby they try 
to keep the native culture alive (Bhatia, 2007). A certain resistance 
to western culture is thus expected from all Indian immigrants. An 
Indian immigrant who adapts to western culture too easily is seen as 
someone who has betrayed their race and can be ostracized within 
the desi community. 

Thus, there are values about what an Indian migrant must “be 
like” to remain Indian enough in the eyes of the other Indians. Coco-
nuts, or Indians who do not act Indian enough, are usually rejected 
by the broader Indian community. Consequently, some coconuts 
seek to align themselves with the dominant culture. By embracing 
white culture, they effectively distance themselves from the Indian 
sub-culture. However, their acceptance in the mainstream culture 
is not necessarily guaranteed, and as Lindridge and Dhillon (2005) 
point out, marginalization, or the rejection of the individual by the 
dominant culture as well as their own ethnic sub-culture, can lead to 
self-destructive behaviors such as substance abuse or isolation. 

Consumption in the Indian community
Our possessions help create and communicate our identity and 

are often linked to our past as well as our present (Belk, 1988; Lin-



464 / Understanding Sub-Cultural Identity and Consumption Among Indians in the United States:From Desis to Coconuts 

dridge & Dhillon, 2005; Mehta & Belk, 1991). Objects produce a 
shared sense of belonging to a specific time, place or culture. Shared 
consumption defines group membership (Belk, 1988), and aids in 
ethnic group formation, as well as creating and maintaining boundar-
ies, especially in the context of social interactions with other groups 
(Lindridge, Hogg & Shah, 2004). Moreover, consumption can be 
used as a symbolic marker providing instant non-verbal identifica-
tion with a certain ethnic group and a mode of creating a culturally 
derived self-identity (Lindridge & Dhillon, 2005). 

Within the diaspora, the Indian ethnic sub-culture uses con-
sumption as a means of negotiating the multiple identities that an 
individual must use to traverse the various cultures he or she encoun-
ters on a daily basis. The relative variability of consumption within 
the sub-culture reflects the degree to which the individual relies on 
the group for identification (Belk, 1988). Thus an individual can 
use consumption to assimilate into, as well as disassociate from, the 
dominant culture as well as their own ethnic sub-culture (Lindridge 
& Dhillon, 2005). 

Since the Indian community strongly values achievement and 
success, members often seek external validation within society 
through conspicuous consumption.  Consumption is therefore used 
proactively as a tool to indicate rank and position, a way to gain 
respect, approval and even offers of marriage (Sekhon, 2007).  For 
this reason the literature suggests that conspicuous consumption is 
important within the Indian community (Lindridge & Dhillon, 2005; 
Lindridge & Hogg, 2006; Sekhon, 2007). A person’s cultural worth 
or status can often be deciphered through brands of clothes, cars, 
and so on (Lindridge & Dhillon, 2005; Lindridge & Hogg, 2006). 
Status is showcased and maintained via material possessions and is 
considered a natural part of being Indian (Sekhon, 2007). The op-
posite is also true wherein strong disassociations with certain brands 
are equally important. 

An ideal balance of identity is difficult to achieve, as it is a 
moving target, created by the members of the sub-culture based on 
locally defined expectations and norms. As such, Indians who stray 
too far out of that ideal sub-cultural norm are deemed coconuts (not 
Indian enough) while people who identify themselves firmly with the 
ethnic sub-culture are considered too desi (too Indian). 

METHOD
The goal of this study is to identify and understand the subcul-

tures within the Indian diaspora by delving into the experiences of 
members of the Indian-American community and investigating their 
consumption patterns vis-à-vis the dominant Indian sub-culture. We 
use the ethno-consumerist methodology espoused by Meamber and 
Venkatesh (2001) as a basis for our research design in order to en-
sure that the various voices in this study are interpreted within their 
own multi-cultured context. Meamber and Venkatesh (2001) argue 
that it is imperative that culture be studied not as a backdrop to con-
sumer behavior but rather to position consumption as a culturally 
constituted activity.  The ethno-consumerist framework relies on the 
following tenets: (a) behavior is grounded in culture; (b) cultural cat-
egories are dependent upon both historical and socio-cultural forces 
as well as current practices; and (c) culture is constantly changing 
and, therefore so are the categories of culture (Lindridge & Hogg, 
2006 p. 985). 

The research was undertaken in two concurrent stages. The first 
consisted of review and analysis of relevant concepts in the literature 
providing a foundation for the study purpose. The second consisted 
of primary data collection in the form of focus groups and interviews 
with ten first generation immigrant men and women from India. Par-
ticipants represent Indian immigrants in diverse regions across US 

and differing socio-economic backgrounds, including working pro-
fessionals, housewives, and students. Participants were from both 
large and small towns, with some having lived in the United States 
for several decades and others coming relatively “fresh off the boat” 
(also known as “FOB”). In as much as participants immigrated after 
the economic liberalization of India, they come from a rapidly de-
veloping economy, therefore their experiences and viewpoints are 
probably divergent from the Indians who left the impoverished third 
world country that India was in the 1960s. Participants come from 
both northern and southern India. Participants were recruited via a 
purposive sample approach to ensure a holistic study of identity, cul-
ture and consumption as experienced among the Indian community 
living in the United States. 

Interviews were semi-structured to ensure that the participant 
had enough latitude to express him or herself while remaining on 
topic (Lindridge & Hogg, 2006). This approach allowed us to cap-
ture the participant’s own viewpoints, understand the cultural nu-
ances in their own words and glean insights from their particular 
experiences (Lindridge & Hogg, 2006). Interviews lasted from 1-2 
hours each and were audio recorded with their consent. Once focus 
groups and interviews were complete, each was transcribed verbatim 
and the transcripts were read and re-read to establish preliminary 
codes. The process of coding, categorizing, and iteration as outlined 
by Spiggle (1994) was followed. 

The following interpretation provides a window into the Indian 
immigrant’s worldview. Excerpts from the data help illustrate the 
major findings.  Pseudonyms are used to protect participant identity. 
As consumption is a critical aspect within the Indian diaspora and 
because members often use consumption to showcase the degree of 
acceptance or rejection of cultural norms within the community, we 
use consumption as the primary mode of identifying and delineating 
coconuts and desis. A thematic interpretation of the data resulted in 
the identification of four themes, (a) bridging the gap, (b) commu-
nal influence, (c) breaking away, and (d) evolution of the immigrant 
identity.

FINDINGS AND INTERPRETATION
Before we analyze the consumption patterns of desis and coco-

nuts, we need to first understand how pre-immigration contact with 
the United States through word-of-mouth, media, and tourism affects 
the immigrant’s worldview (Peñaloza, 1994). Shortly after economic 
liberalization in 1991 many Indians saw brisk economic growth in 
India and an influx of western brands. As one participant, Manpreet, 
explains, “And then mid-90’s to late 90’s the American brands start-
ed popping up (in India). I think Bollywood cinema was also influ-
enced by that. You would see film stars were wearing designer shoes 
and big brands.” Moreover, this generation grew up around movies 
such as Kuch Kuch Hota Hai (1997) and Mohabbatein (2000) in 
which Bollywood film stars portraying cool college kids were sport-
ing brands such as Gap, Nike and Ralph Lauren Polo. Brands such 
as Levis and Nike, which had set up shop in India, quickly became 
the cool brands. Brands such as Gap and Ralph Lauren Polo gained 
prestige and status since they could be acquired on trips abroad by 
the wealthy and ultimately became aspirational brands for the mid-
dle-class urban Indian who did not have access to them in India. Be-
yond a few specific brands, knowledge of brands and brand culture 
remained fairly limited in India by the late 1990’s. 

Bridging the gap
Coming from this mind-set, when Indian immigrants land in 

the United States, they often feel overwhelmed in the American con-
sumerscape. Suddenly they are exposed to a plethora of brands that 
they have never heard of and many participants indicated feeling lost 
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when they first arrived. They found that brands that were popular in 
India were not popular here. As Sanjana explains, 

After coming here, we face sometimes an identity conflict. You 
know, like Levis was my [favorite] product in India. Levis, I 
would wear Levis jeans. I would go to the store, buy Levis. But 
when I came here [there were] all these different brands. Levis, 
nobody wears Levis. Levis was like OK here. So first, it took 
me a while to actually explore what brands do people wear, 
what is higher, what is lower. Still I’m learning, because still 
I don’t fit into that…In India you know what is good, what is 
bad, you just know what brands [are cool], but here brands have 
different meaning. You just get lost sometimes.

Newly arrived immigrants will often seek out brands that help 
to bridge the gap between the two cultures. Similar to Peñaloza’s 
(1994) experience with Mexican immigrants, Indian immigrants also 
use brands to maintain ties to their previous cultures even as they 
work on building a new identity in the United States. They do so in 
different ways based on brands or styles, as Priyanka says, “When 
an Indian consumer comes to US they try to fit in between US and 
India…You try to be little modern as well as you have to maintain a 
little conservative culture of India. So like instead of deep [cut] neck 
[line], you will buy sleeveless but make sure it’s not very deep. You 
know you just try to maintain a balance.”

Some bought brands that had name recognition within the In-
dian diaspora. Nikita suggests, “Indians…often lean towards brands 
that are also prestigious/ recognizable in India…like Nike over 
Puma, Gap over Eddie Bauer.” Nandini furthers the point, “Brands 
which are visible to others, Indians love. Like a Harvard degree! 
Those [brands] which are not visible, I think, they are less interested 
in.” Manpreet adds, “When you wear these [well-known] brands or 
shop in certain places, you know, you’re making a statement to oth-
ers too. I guess they are trying to say, ‘Hey look, I have arrived or 
look at the hard work I did and where I am.’  And I think it is…an 
ego boost”

Respondents also pointed out that Indians are apathetic to the 
social or environmental policies of the manufacturers and retailers in 
their fervent search for a good deal. As Nikita says, “Most Indians 
will not give a damn about the social policies of a store.” Words such 
as frugal, price sensitive, looking for deals, and bargain hunting, all 
surfaced frequently. Eesha discloses that she buys name brands, but 
only if she can get them at a significant discounted rate. “I don’t 
mind spending a little extra time…I would only shop at TJ Maxx 
or Marshalls. A lot of Indians won’t say it.” It is important to keep 
up the appearances of conspicuous consumption within the Indian 
community but is often done “on the sly” through outlets or off-
price retailers. As Eesha explains, “It’s a prestige issue. They want 
to talk about Neiman Marcus or Louis Vuitton but they don’t want 
to talk about how they got a good deal. They want to pose superior 
financially for their peers, with everybody. It’s in the culture.” When 
asked to contrast Indian consumption behavior with that of main-
stream American, price was a fairly common distinction. 

Communal influence
Frequently, new immigrants are taken under the wing of large 

Indian groups and ‘tutored’ on the ways of American life, includ-
ing what and how to consume. This process may start even before 
they arrive in the USA. Nikita points out that “most Indian students 
abroad usually enroll in these Indian community groups” which of-
fer pick-up services for Indian students from airports and accom-
modations with Indian students or families for the first week or two. 
Participants talk about how Indians tend to stick together, travelling 

together, socializing frequently and even making communal buying 
decisions. This trend is reflected in movies such as The Namesake, 
where the main character Nikhil tells his American girlfriend about 
his communal family vacations involving various Bengali (a sub-
group based on language within the Hindu religion) families, rid-
ing together in mini-vans, stopping for eight course Indian lunches 
at rest stops. Similarly, the book of the same name discusses how 
the Bengali families often confer with each other before making any 
major purchases. Manpreet adds, “Within your little community…
there are collaborative decisions made about what you would buy 
or where you would shop…if you go shop [elsewhere]…in some 
ways your loyalty in that community is threatened. So you would 
conform more towards that.” As Rohan puts it, you are not pres-
sured to conform to the group, “Instead of peer pressure [to conform 
to the group], it is peer influence.” However, not everyone saw this 
influence in a positive light. For example, Manpreet felt forced to act 
“more Indian” to fit in among the Indian diaspora. 

When I came to (a particular city in US), I started socializing 
with all the Indians there. When I would go to all these par-
ties and… the [elder Indians] were…shocked at what kind of 
clothes I was wearing. To the point that they said I should not 
be wearing such clothes. I was aghast. When I was in India, my 
parents were not so conservative, and then I went to school in 
Bombay and I wore all kinds of clothes. I’m sure when I came 
they expected me to be an Indian from India and to be and eat 
and wear a certain way. And I was forced to be more Indian 
than I ever was.

Faced with such pressure to conform, many decide to break 
away and choose their own path, often aligning themselves to the 
dominant white culture and as a result are typically referred to as 
coconuts.

Breaking away
Coconuts are those individuals viewed as betraying Indian cul-

ture by the larger Indian subculture. That is, someone who eschews 
expectations of the collectivist culture of a tightly knit Indian com-
munity to venture out on their own within the American consump-
tion landscape. Manpreet explains that being a coconut is not about 
acting white as much as it is about rejecting the Indian community.

I think it is more to do with the fact that you’re not conforming 
to what you are first. Or dismissing your true identity to identify 
in the white culture. I think that for somebody, say for an Indian, 
it would mean maybe you’re not proud to be an Indian or you’re 
ashamed to be an Indian. You’re trying your best to disassociate 
yourself from it. So that’s why you would be termed a coconut 
by your community.

Sanjana adds, “[Coconuts] think Indians are inferior.” Coco-
nuts are seen as individuals who reject their Indian identity and em-
brace all things western, often white, and more specifically, liberal 
white. Nandini referred to the website and book, Stuff White People 
Like (SWPL) in her description of coconuts, “Every single thing on 
SWPL – I am. Camping in the woods? Check. Attending art exhibits 
and blithely discussing artists? Check. We are such a cliché, heading 
off to the farmer’s market every week with our canvas bags and with 
our baby strapped to us”

According to the participants, coconuts prefer to hang out with 
Americans versus Indians and thus have more American friends than 
Indian friends. They are more brand conscious and less price con-
scious as compared to the average Indian immigrant. Moreover, they 



466 / Understanding Sub-Cultural Identity and Consumption Among Indians in the United States:From Desis to Coconuts 

are more embedded in American politics and often make buying de-
cisions not based on price, but on the social policies or reputation of 
a retailer of manufacturer. As Nikita explains, 

I think coconuts in general are more likely to care about poli-
tics, which translates into policies on a micro scale. I think 
coconuts don’t view America as a “foreign country.” There is 
some involvement even if it’s passive in the countries policies/
issues. And by default it trickles into how companies behave 
politically. For example, as a personal issue I care deeply about 
gay rights and will not enter a store that discriminates against 
gay people but most Indians I know will not give a damn be-
cause it is not something that affects them personally.

Both Nandini and Nikita have embraced the term coconut, 
however Sharmila sees it as a derogatory term. She feels that she is 
different from other Indians in that she focuses on “being indepen-
dent…valuing privacy…not seeking out other Indians” as well as 
breaking away from stereotypical molds and expectations of Indian 
women such as pre-marital sex or going to bars, all of which makes 
her stand out among other Indian females. 

Obviously there are several reasons why someone is labeled a 
coconut and why coconut behavior is understood as a contradiction 
to the more expected desi-like behavior. Indeed, there is a marked 
difference in consumption habits of desis and coconuts. From sports 
to music, language to travel, participants enumerated several ex-
amples of typical desi consumption habits vis-à-vis coconuts. These 
differences are illustrated in Table 1. 

Evolution of an Indian immigrant’s identity
Those participants who self-identify as coconuts also see them-

selves as Indians. As Nandini explains, “I still feel profoundly In-
dian. Carrying the baby close, shopping at an open air market with 
my own bags is so very Indian, when I think about it.” Similarly 
Sharmila argued that even though she considered herself outside of 
the Indian community, “I don’t consider myself less Indian.” Man-
preet says her brother was called a coconut by fellow Indian graduate 
students for playing soccer, including taking off his shirt on the field 
and having American friends. However, she attests that none of this 
was unusual behavior for her brother. “I’ve seen him play back in 
India. He would take his shirt off all the time.” In the same vein, she 
explained that her brother made American friends while his room-
mates stuck to their own core Indian group and that this stems from 
their unique upbringing: 

The fact (is) that my father was in the army and we changed 
schools every two-years, we had to make new friends, new 
teachers, so you had to learn to adapt pretty quickly. That just 
became a part of life. And the fact is when you’ve travelled 
across India and don’t grow up in a certain region; your level 
of comfort with new people is just there. So it makes it easier 
to blend in.

Allegations of being a coconut in such instances are a means 
of passing judgment on someone who is deemed not Indian enough. 
Nandini, Nikita, Manpreet, all lived in large cities in India and grew 
up in fairly liberal households which enabled them to blend in with 
the American fabric more easily once they immigrated.

Table 1: Consumption habits of Desis and Coconuts
Desis Coconuts

General Characteristics Inquisitive. Share a lot of personal 
information within the Indian social circle. 

Value privacy and independence

Food Mostly Indian food. Sometimes they will 
eat other cuisines

Will eat various cuisines, will sometimes eat 
Indian food

Restaurants Prefer restaurant chains Prefer local restaurants and diners 
Music Indian music or mainstream American such 

as Kanye West and Lady Gaga
Indie or lesser known bands

Movies Bollywood, Tollywood and mainstream 
American movies

Prefer indie movies, foreign films, 
documentaries

Retailers Costco, Wal-Mart, TJ Maxx Target, Thrift Stores, etc. 
Friends Mostly Indian friends Mostly American friends
Ties to the community Join Indian associations, go to temple/ 

Gurdwara/ mosque regularly, socialize 
mostly with Indians

Does not join Indian association, may go to 
the temple/ Gurdwara, mosque sometimes or 
never, doesn’t socialize with Indians

Sports Play carrom, chess, cricket or badminton Play tennis, soccer or other American sports 
Shopping Care mainly about price Care mainly about fashion and style
Grocery Shopping Prefer mainstream grocery stores Prefer stores like Whole Foods, Trader Joe’s 

and farmers markets
Travel Prefer going to India. When traveling within 

USA will travel with other Indian families. 
Prefer traveling by themselves or with 
American friends.  Often engage in outdoor 
activities and adventures such as camping and 
hiking. 

Language Will talk mostly in the regional language at 
home. 

Will talk almost exclusively in English.  
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The process of integrating or “becoming Americanized,” as 
Gayatri puts it, is a slow process for most Indian immigrants. How-
ever, in the case of a coconut, because of their background, culture, 
upbringing or general willingness, this process may be fast-forward-
ed several years, thus making them not Indian enough in the eyes of 
the general Indian diaspora. 

All participants felt that some identity issues were common 
among the immigrant population. Likewise, the tension between 
their Indian identity and their American identity was prevalent among 
all participants. Many of the participants said that when they were 
newly arrived, they felt their compatriot’s accent or way of talking 
was a bit different, and that there was a marked difference between 
the newly immigrated Indian’s accent and that of someone who had 
lived here for a long time. However, as years went by, the partici-
pants realized that they too had picked up the slight accent necessary 
to be better understood by Americans. Gayatri explains that being an 
Indian immigrant is a constant process where one changes little by 
little while adapting to American culture. 

Discussion
Among the Indian immigrant community it is expected that 

each individual will go through the integration process. However, 
the desi community in the United States, in an attempt to seek con-
trol in a non-native land, sets up narrowly defined expectations as 
to how much and how quickly an Indian immigrant must integrate.  
Consequently, people on either extreme are frowned upon. 

However, participants believe that some do a better job of inte-
grating in the American culture than others depending on the region 
that they come from in India .  For example, Sanjana, who is from 
North India contends, “I’m not being biased here, but I personally 
think that North Indians, they adapt. They look better, they adapt 
[more] easily than girls from South India.” In contrast, Gayatri, who 
is from South India, argues, “It is not about the state, it is about the 
place that they come from…if you compare someone from a small 
village…possibly the girl might not be exposed to the city life.” 
Nikhil, on the other hand, suggests that men do a better job of accul-
turating to the western way of dressing than women. Thus we see a 
North-South divide, a gender divide or even a rural versus urban life-
style divide playing pivotal roles in immigrants’ consumption habits. 

Being too desi is a sign of failure. It implies that the person is 
incapable of adapting to American culture. However, being a coco-
nut is also considered a negative as it implies that the person suffers 
from an inferiority complex, having internalized western values and 
chosen to disassociate from his or her desi identity. However, as is 
indicated by the participant responses, the person may not be acting 
contrary to their culture at all, especially if they grew up in a liberal 
environment and/or adapt easily to diverse cultures. 

The participants indicated that the desi community prefers an 
in-between stage, defined by an acceptable degree of assimilation 
while retaining significant aspects of the native identity. This stage is 
a mix of being assimilated, yet still Indian enough, thus being “Prop-
erly Americanized.” Due to the cornucopia of identities and the vary-
ing degrees of integration and/or assimilation that can be found in the 
diaspora at any given time, we have represented them in a continuum 
shown in Figure 1. A continuum that spans the two poles helps reflect 
the journey and the varying transformations immigrants go through 
when they are away from their homeland.

Figure 1. From desis to coconuts –  
the continuum of varying degrees of Indianness  

Each newly immigrated Indian can be placed on the continuum 
based on past experiences, travels, culture, upbringing, and so on. 
Each individual makes his or her own journey and stops where he or 
she feels most comfortable with their culture and identity. Those who 
are “properly Americanized” will have Indian as well as American 
friends and eat Indian as well as American food, but the longer they 
stay in the country, the more they gravitate toward coconut side of 
the Indianness continuum. 

CONCLUSION
From desis to coconuts, immigrant identities are wrought with 

conflicting desires, and consumption choices often help people stitch 
together an identity that represents the self to themselves and others 
(Ahuvia, 2005). Today, a consumer with a fragmented identity or 
sense of self does not have to reconcile contradictions but can incor-
porate them using products to signify association (Ahuvia, 2005). 
Yet, by choosing different paths of consumption, individuals can 
align with or be alienated from their ethnic culture. 

This paper uses Fanon’s perspective on race discrimination and 
internalization to frame an understanding of the coconut subculture 
and overlay the politics of identity in the consumption context for this 
particular immigrant community. In the United States immigrants 
play a pivotal role in the creation of the national culture (Peñaloza, 
1994), and while culture is a product of history (Burton, 2002) power 
structures between races are also a part of that history and serve to 
complicate matters of identity, especially within the diaspora. Coco-
nuts are not just an Indian diasporic phenomenon; similar terms are 
also used within other ethnic sub-cultures. Insights from this study 
open the door for further research to understand how race relations, 
power structures and culture affect identity and consumption within 
various sub-cultures in a diaspora. The study adds value to the cur-
rent body of consumption research by showcasing the intricate dy-
namics of consumption within a diaspora used to control, create and 
communicate identities and group identification. Moreover it posits 
that immigrant identities are in a state of constant flux, thereby mak-
ing it impossible to fit them neatly into boxes. Instead these identities 
are better represented on a continuum.  
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