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ABSTRACT 

Scholarship on dress and identity among post colonial societies, in recent decades, has increasingly 
taken cognizance of consumption within the new global order as an important arena of study. The 
persona of the Non Resident Indian (NRI), as this paper will show, is an important site and agency for 
this globalised consumption articulated here as fashion. The terrain is marked by debates about 
tradition and modernity, as well as on the category of the “ethnic” understood variously as marking 
identity and difference within a multi-cultural, transnational setting. Taking the case of the sari and 
other ethnic fashion commodities, this paper will show how NRI identity construction is a complex 
and continuously changing landscape of negotiations, choices, strategies and decisions of life-style 
and clothing. 

 Far from being a homogenous category as defined by the Indian state, it will be seen that NRI’s, and 
equally their fashion, vary greatly according to income, age, gender, sexual preference, status and 
regional identity in the homeland. The pattern of consumption at weddings and popular culture of 
Indian diasporic communities in the UK and the US reflects the interplay between a cultural 
imaginary of the homeland on the one hand, and global commodity consumption under fashion on the 
other. For the NRI, the modernization of the sari and its post modern articulation by the national and 
global fashion industry, it will be seen here, provides them with both a counterpoint to western style 
as well as an allegiance to their lost cultural heritage.  

The burgeoning fashion industry catering to NRI taste and style, in India as well as among 
entrepreneurial diaspora is testimony to this ever changing canvas of global consumption of ethnic 
clothing. In this context, the sari - in its design as well as its use - becomes a relational, essentially 
mobile object of differentiation. For the NRI’s the sari is the site of reference to notions of feminine 
beauty influenced by Bollywood and international beauty pageants; it foreshadows the nostalgia for 
an imagined collective past; and represents the luxury of the handmade amidst mass produced 
clothing. This article calls for viewing diasporic fashion, as seen in its articulation at weddings and in 
popular culture expressions, as a category of global consumption that has implications for the 
institution of the museum viewed not merely as a site for the preservation of lost traditions but as sites 
for the creation of culture in multi-ethnic settings.  

 


