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ABSTRACT
In this paper we extend Holt’s (2004) seminal Cultural Brand-

ing Model within emerging economies, namely India. By studying 
the genealogy of an iconic Indian brand – Bajaj – we reveal how 
a transforming political and socio-economic infrastructure supplies 
opportunities for building iconic brands in the age of fast-moving 
consumer culture. 

THEORETICAL UNDERPINNINGS
The recent conjugation of traditional brand management and 

consumer culture research has transformed the way we used to inter-
pret the winning stories of some of the most powerful iconic brands 
in the history (McCracken 2009; Holt 2004; Holt and Cameron 
2010). In 2004, Holt noted “Brands become iconic when they per-
form identity myths: simple fictions that addresses cultural anxieties 
from afar, from imaginary worlds…[that reflect] expression of [con-
sumers’] aspired identities [within a nation]” (ibid, p. 8). Conven-
tional branding models have largely misinterpreted identity values 
as cognitive resources for branding. Instead brands that enjoy suc-
cess emerge from their ability to inspire identity values as products 
of a nation’s cultural brief - something Holt identified as The Prin-
ciples of Cultural Branding. Holt believes that targeting a nationwide 
ideological demand with an authentic story-telling (myth) capabil-
ity supplies a brand with intensive and pervasive societal meanings 
and catapults them into iconic status.  For example, think about how 
the historical fit between the populist world of outlaw biking and 
the counter-cultural texts of alternative American masculinities had 
paved the raw materials for Harley Davidson’s iconic constituencies 
(Holt 2004; Schouten and McAlexander 1995).

In this paper we analyse the iconic constituencies of an Indian 
two-wheeler brand – Bajaj – and reveal how cultural innovation has 
been achieved and sustained by constant (re)innovation of myth mar-
kets addressing anxieties and orthodoxies hidden within socio-cultur-
al spheres of a transforming post-colonial society. The inspiration for 
such debate comes in the form India’s changing social, economical, 
and political agendas that supplied widespread ideological resources 
for identity construction as India moved from a post-colonial to a 
modern society (Varma 2007; Desouza et al. 2009), and Thompson’s 
(2011) call for increased research, following CCT conference 6, into 
a nation’s dominant political ideologies and it’s impact on consumer 
culture and identity politics. Our analysis reveals what we like to 
think of as a tale of two campaigns, one rooted in a nostalgic impulse 
for the past and the glory days of yesteryear.  The other, forward-
looking, aspirational, clad if you like in new clothes and new styles 
of riding fit for New Times.

In the past century India has experienced two different kinds 
of economy - first suffocated by slothful growth, multiculturalism, 
genocides, civil wars, and a conservative form of modernity; second, 
economic liberalisation and a land of surging growth and optimism 
which brought a significant transformation in consumption culture, 
identity, and class politics. Today with a projected 34% of youth 
population of the world by 2020, today’s India is young, vibrant 
and restless. Its growing aspirations we suggest are no longer lim-
ited within the postcolonial discourse of Swadeshi1 or multicultur-

1 Swadeshi is an anticonsumption ideology evolved during India’s in-
dependence movement against British colonial rule. The key construct of this 

alism as expressed through Nehru’s ideology to achieve modernity. 
Contemporary India is thus a context of significant change, and such 
changes can be distilled in the ways material objects are advertised 
– the representations which surround such objects of desire – more 
so – we can suggest that such changes can be explored at the level of 
consumption practices.

To express this transformation, we coin the phrase FMCCs 
to characterise consumer culture within economies such as In-
dia, Brazil and China to name but three, as Fast-Moving-Con-
sumer-Cultures. Such economies require objects for movement 
and transportation, objects that are rich in expressive and intensive 
potential (Miller 2010).  Objects which can transcend tradition, na-
tionhood, generation and local community; objects which are full of 
richer promises initiated we believe at the level of representation (the 
changing forms of advertising imagery employed); but also which 
herald and bring in their wake changes at the level of practice – in 
this case how to ride a motorbike with sufficient glamour and allure 
to stand out.

METHOD
Our analysis takes the forms of a case examination of Brand Ba-

jaj, we initiated by investigating the historical development (brand 
genealogy) of brand Bajaj within the Indian marketplace. In doing 
so we scrutinised a number of secondary sources, i.e., Market In-
telligence reports by McKinsey, company reports and case studies 
produced by Bajaj, the official website of Bajaj two-wheelers, and a 
number of influential business magazines and biking gazettes (Forbes 
India, India Today, Business World, Bike India etc.). To complement 
this analysis the first author travelled across India to experience the 
socio-political situation within the context and to collect a number of 
Bajaj two-wheeler advertisements (printed and television) released 
within the Indian mass market. In our efforts to develop a brand ge-
nealogy of Bajaj we moved back and forth between Holt’s (2004) 
suggested ‘three levels’. During the primary analysis we scoured the 
managerial archives to trace the history of Bajaj’s marketing practice, 
while we interpreted the advisements to understand the “resonate or 
disconnect” between the brand and a transforming postcolonial soci-
ety (Holt 2004, p.227). Our systematic comparison of cases reveals 
how the brand Bajaj acted as a ‘cultural activist’ by emulating the 
postcolonial models of ‘desired Indian manhood’ since 1980s (Cayla 
and Koops-Elson, 2006). 

Finally, to add nuance to this textual analysis the first author 
conducted in depth interviews with a number of influential person-
alities within the Indian advertising industry with connections to 
the brand (Cf. Appendix 1). We only chose to participate in those 
agencies who are actively engaged in the creation and promotion 
of Bajaj two-wheeler brands in India, i.e., Lowe-Lintas, Ogilvy & 
Mather, Leo Burnett etc. On average the interviews lasted between 
40 minutes to an hour. The interviews were further supplemented 
by additional observations, photographs, and field notes collected 
throughout India.  

ideology stated: “indigenous goods should be preferred by consumerseven 
if they were more expensive and inferior in quality to their imported substi-
tutes.” (Sarkar 1973, p. 92)
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The first cut:  Hamara Bajaj
The company Bajaj Auto Production was established most sig-

nificantly in 1945, one of the iconic years when India was at its final 
stage of negotiation for independence from British colonial rule. In 
this instance, from the outset it must be understood as one of In-
dia’s first local brands that came into existence by celebrating the 
‘spirit of national independence’ (Cayla and Koops-Elson, forth-
coming). Initially the company sustained their business by selling 
imported Italian Vespa scooters under the name of brand Bajaj. In 
the 1970s however the two-wheeler market in India started to be-
come increasingly competitive and Bajaj was forced to move into its 
own production category. The importation of Japanese motorbikes 
and increasing popularity of the British-made Royal Enfield made 
it increasingly harder for Bajaj to sustain their image on technologi-
cal grounds alone. This was the time in our view when Bajaj turned 
their back on a ‘better mousetrap’ strategy (Holt 2010) and started 
to compete on the grounds of culture. With the release of their land-
mark advertising campaign ‘Hamara Bajaj’ (our Bajaj) in the 1980’s 
Bajaj became so popular that they achieved widespread appeal in the 
national consciousness. Owning a Bajaj in the ‘80s appeared to be 
“similar to owning a station wagon in 1950’s and 1960’s America” 
(Pyssler 1992). People were happy to remain on the waiting list for 
seven years for their chance to purchase a Bajaj scooter (ibid). 

In understanding the logic for the campaign and it’s connection 
with the Indian nation, we reflect on our analysis along with the ex-
director of Lowe-Lintus India, Alyque Padamsee’s interview – the 
man who acted as the head of creative for the campaign: 

Our analysis reveals that Bajaj’s first landmark campaign de-
picted a picture of peace, unity, and most importantly Indian men 
from different religious community (Hindu, Muslim, Sikh, Parsi 
etc.) in the time of social turmoil, when the nation was struggling 
to deal with its post-colonial diversity, multiculturalism, and conse-
quent civil wars. In this context the ‘Hamara Bajaj’ campaign rein-
forced the secular idea of different communities existing peacefully 
and collaborating with each other (Cayla and Koops-Elson 2006). 
The campaign name - ‘Hamara Bajaj’ (our Bajaj) - itself depicted a 
collectivist theme, a sense of Indian citizenship, where as the theme 
song symbolised Bajaj as a symbol of the nation - “our past..our 
present…the stronger India has a stronger picture - Hamara Bajaj 
(our Bajaj)… Hamara Bajaj (our Bajaj)”. 

Images from the campaign express how such sentiments were 
encapsulated within the visual iconography of the brand to add reso-
nance and meaningfulness to its appeal:

In their efforts to supply extraordinary identity value to the 
brand, Padamsee inscribed Bajaj within the nation by depicting it as 
an old, reliable, and hardworking individual, just like the majority of 
Indian men. More so, the phrase ‘Hamara Bajaj’ (or the message of 
collectivism) received a warm reception because of its strong senti-
mental association with colonial movements and wars.

Therefore, the 1980s Hamara Bajaj campaign presented the 
scooters as an object of national consciousness and togetherness, 
powerful seeds to lay as they served to remind Indians of golden 
times when the Indians congregated together to reclaim their identity 
from a foreign power. 

The second cut:  shifting tales of masculinity, power and per-
formance 
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A rich stream of research has explored how economic prosper-
ity and the flow of global knowledge have increasingly educated the 
Indian middle class about global consumption patterns (Mish 2007; 
Varma 2007; DeSouza et al. 2009; Rajagopal 1998). With discre-
tionary buying power middle class Indians have crucially started to 
reinvent their identity and class affiliations (Fernandes 2006; Varma 
2007).  Bajaj has managed to survive this widespread cultural shift 
by renewing their ties with the emerging consumer class. In the most 
recent embodiment of the brand, Bajaj reinvented their image by, 
scrapping scooter production and, introducing a range of motorbikes. 
The earlier versions of national iconic names (Bajaj Chetak2 Scoot-
ers) have been replaced by Western versions of motorbikes (Pulsar, 
Discovery, Avenger, Eliminator etc.). The names seek to signify as-
sociations with power, experience and driving desire as suggested 
through the shift from ‘everyday’ scooters to a new generation of 
faster and sleeker motorbikes.

Central to the new brand imaginary, as we suggest, is not only 
the shedding of the previous national and collectivist ethos, but also 
what, we believe, is championed imagery of modernity, individual-
ism, and risk consumption (Celsi et al. 1993). An image for a rebel-
lious and cosmopolitan Indian Youth who lives for the autonomy and 
free spirit of the open road; an image at one with the fast-moving 
zeitgeist of Contemporary India.  In such images the emphasis is 

2  The ‘Chetak’ was named after the famous horse of the Hindu 
ruler Maharana Pratap. The heroic performance of Chetak in the bat-
tle of Haldighati and his contribution in saving his master’s life made 
him a heroic and iconic symbol of carrier in Indian history.  Elimina-
tor was a name used by Kawasaki in 1984.

upon standing out from the crowd, rather than being at one with the 
crowd.  In explaining the shift, the regional manager of Ogilvy & 
Mather India, Abhijit Avasthi suggested:

“Hamara Bajaj was a different era. In this case we were very 
clear from the beginning that we should position the bikes 
somewhere in the lines of rawness...something that captures 
the macho effect of youth.”

Essential to this new imaginary was the revalorisation of Indian 
Manhood, but not draped in the religious traditional whiteness of Ne-
hru and Gandhi, rather a new style of riding which is encapsulated in 
considering masculinity as an expression of ways of movement, em-
bodied in deed and action. Essential to these changes are not simply 
those of representation, but also how the object affords a new style of 
travel, confident in its status and future potential.  Not nostalgic, but 
driving fast into its anticipated future of possibilities.

Signing Off
Our point of departure for this study was Holt’s (2004) explana-

tion of cultural branding strategies within American societies. The 
aim of this study was to examine the cultural branding principles 
operating within transforming India. Our analysis reveals that what 
we like to think of as a tale of two campaigns, one rooted in a nostal-
gic impulse for the past and the glory days of yesteryear.  The other, 
forward-looking, aspirational, clad if you like in new clothes and 
new styles of riding fit for New Times.  A new ethic of consumption 
which appears to fit more snuggly with the confident days of the here 
and now in contemporary India and thereby find broader appeal with 
the rootless, forward looking, thrill seekers of youth in India.
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