BEWARE OF THE    INTELLIGENT    CONSUMERS

(Yes, they do exist, I happen to be one of them)
Walk or drive down the streets of our Mumbai-nagri and you will have any number of advertisement-hoardings attacking you, screaming down at you, compelling you to buy that something, demanding of you to try out that new product, to watch this or that show on TV, to see the latest film, to take a particular flight to somewhere, etc., etc. You simply can’t miss the urgency of their messages, the “it’s now or never” hysteria, as if your very existence depended on buying, or not buying, that particular product.
It doesn’t get any better at home. Whether you’re leafing through a magazine, listening to the radio or watching TV, those demands continue. Just as you’re reaching that exciting moment in the cricket match on TV, after a long, lack lustre innings, bang! Gone are our men in blue! Now in their place we see some fat and smug kid making big eyes at us and telling us (most unconvincingly) how tasty his mother’s noodles/bhajiyas are (as if we care!) and his impossibly young mother appearing from nowhere, joining in with the inanities…need I say more? After a lot, lot more of this, gone is the cricket mood out of the window and we are left asking each other, what do you think could have happened on the field in the meantime? Field? What field? Even Steve Waugh says that the cricket telecast in India is unwatchable, and that coming from a man who lives in Australia, the heart of western consumerism (or so we think).

              One more TV episode, the compere is just about to announce the names of the three new Miss India’s, when in a flash they are gone, as if by magic! Of course we know why, so we slyly switch over to the news channel, which mercifully is giving us some news (surprise, surprise!) and learn from them the names of the three beauties. Thank you. Or a film of two hours’ duration takes a good four and a half TV hours to complete, ending way past midnight and we have to be up at five the next morning for our jog and no, we can’t miss the ending of that film. What a predicament, won’t wish it on our worst enemies.

              And as if all this wasn’t bad enough, we are made to watch reruns of the same mind-numbing, inane ads ad nauseum. What the advertisers forget, or probably don’t know in the first place, is that repetition is the surest way of putting someone off what is being advertised. Even little children watching TV ads (they shouldn’t be watching in the first place, but unfortunately they do, and do so quite a lot!) groan and moan “not again” when these ads keep coming without any respite.

                Can we complain? Can we protest? Well, there seem to be ways of doing that. For instance, a friend of mine never buys any product which appears on a hoarding that hides the scenery or consumes too much electricity, or in an advertisement (not commercial, that’s American!) that spoils her TV watching. So what, you’ll say, there are plenty of others who will buy. No doubt there are, but at least she’s making her statement in her own little way. And besides, even one person can make a difference. Don’t ever underestimate the power of ONE! But surely, there must be more than one. (Are you listening, you advertisers?)

                Then there are the World Social Forum people, who never ever touch anything that is multinational. So no Coke or Nescafe or Nike shoes or Camay soap or Colgate toothpaste. How dull, how sad. Yes, I’ve heard such comments. But why dull or sad, there’s so much good stuff which is not multinational. Thanda matlab nimboo pani?  Just Do It – your way? Because I am worth it – Nirma?

                A TV model once told me that she had to wear a wig made of horse hair to advertise a shampoo which is supposed to make your hair straight and shiny. I should have guessed that, because her real hair is anything but straight and shiny. Or that fairness creams are supposed to make you fair and lovely. Whatever for? How is fair equated with lovely? In Udwada village most of the young ladies work in the nearby factories and earn rather well, so the most-sold product in the village shop is the fairness cream! Their beautiful, shining, bright, dark complexions are ruined forever… Such products only contribute in giving people terrible complexes, in lowering their self-esteem and in supporting the false notion that fair is beautiful and that fair people are in some way superior. So instead of bringing some truth and goodness into this dismal world of ours, the advertiser does exactly the opposite. How many lies do we and, worse still, our children have to confront day in and day out?

              This fairness obsession is so far gone that, in a country which until some decades ago was under the rule of the White Man, there is now a new kind of colonialism, that of the ubiquitous White Model. They are offered assignments to advertise anything from clothes to soaps to cars. They earn good money which could well be used by more needy locals and there is no dearth of good looking desi models, as we all know. But here too, I have been told that there is a support group somewhere in India, which consists of patriotic people who will not buy any goods which have been advertised by the “goras”. Maybe that’s going too far, but they seem to have made their point. Rather than encourage fairness of the skin, there should be an emphasis on fairness in one’s dealings. But there’s no cream for that!

            It’s all about bringing consciousness into our daily lives, and protesting against the mindless consumerism and the manipulative hard selling trends of our times. The discerning buyer buys what is needed and not what is greeded. If an advert says that a certain product is the best, then that buyer makes the necessary checks and only when convinced is the money spent. After all, many people do work very hard to make their money. As the old adage goes, money doesn’t grow on trees! And that’s what it’s all about.
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