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Abstract: 

The paper is an attempt to look at the ever-escalating culture of consumption championed by 
media and media-managed festivals and celebrations like Onam and Christmas. It examines how 
the religious images like Santa Claus and Mahabali are appropriated by the market in order to 
project them as agents of hedonistic consumerism and indulgence.  The paper examines Mikhail 
Bakhtin’s theory of carnival and tries to propose that media-market space in a hyper-consumerist 
society appears as a permanent ‘carnival’ condition. 
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This paper is a mapping of the carnivalesque topography of postmodern market space in 
Kerala with particular reference to the media-managed festivals and rampant consumer culture.  
What is meant by market-space is the entire consumer culture that has become one of the 
noticeable trademarks of Kerala society. The term includes both the physical market where 
goods are sold: shopping malls, supermarkets, retail outlets etc., and a pervasive media through 
which the physical world of goods meet the human world. The paper is built on the premise that 
advertising, with all its nuances, forms the language of capitalism. Advertising is the medium 
through which “the commodity world interacts with human world” (Jhally).  We come to know  

about goods and services through media and advertisements; and the market-oriented capitalism 
cannot mediate with the society without a language and advertising serves that function 
amazingly. No wonder why advertising is described as the poetry of capitalism. Like a poet 
allures and persuades his/her readers to a world of imagination and fantasy, an aesthetically 
constructed advertisement persuades it’s viewers to the shopping centers - the fantasy world of 
capitalism.   

The first part of the paper attempts to equate the media-manipulated market-space of 
Kerala society to Bakhtin’s theory of carnival in order to establish the argument that a modern 
consumerist society is immersed in a perpetual state of carnival. Consumption in a postmodern 
society is not an endeavor of the society to fulfill its material needs alone. Shopping itself is a 
means to find happiness for postmodern humans. Governments often promote a rather 
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entertainment-oriented consumer culture by linking the same with tourism, socio-cultural events 
or religious festivals like Onam or Christmas. Hence we have in our state an annual Grand 
Kerala Shopping Festival which has become more of a tourism affair pepped up with celebrity 
endorsements and accompanied by cultural and carnival like events. Almost all religious and non 
religious festivals have become occasions for media/market carnivals of consumption and 
entertainment.    

Mikhail Bakhtin’s analysis of carnival in his Rebelais and his World will render 
tremendous insights to understanding the carnivalesque elements that constitute the present-day 
Kerala market-space.  Bakhtin gives a detailed analysis of carnivals performed by the oppressed 
people who belonged to the lower strata of society in the medieval feudal Europe. On a typical 
carnival day, the oppressed people were allowed by the church and the feudal authorities to break 
away from their routine drudgeries and the state of bondage- a permitted anarchy. The divide 
between the social elites and the oppressed was temporarily removed on that particular day.  The 
occasions of Carnival:  

were sharply distinct from the serious official, ecclesiastical, feudal, and political 
cult forms and ceremonials. They offered a completely different, nonofficial, 
extra ecclesiastical and extrapolitical aspect of the world, of man, and of human 
relations; they built a second world and a second life outside officialdom, a world 
in which all medieval people participated more or less, in which they lived during 
a given time of the year (Bakhtin, 5-6).  

According to Bakhtin, a carnival time is an occasion when the existing social hierarchies were 
reversed. (Waugh, 230) 

This temporary suspension, both real and ideal, of hierarchical rank, created 
during carnival time a special type of communication impossible in everyday life. 
This led to the creation of special kinds of marketplace speech and gestures, frank 
and free, permitting no distance from those who came to contact with other and 
liberating from norms of etiquette and decency imposed at other times (Bakhtin). 

What Bakthin theorized about the permitted laughter of the preclass and precapitalist medieval 
Europe sounds more than true when applied to the contemporary Kerala consumer society as the 
coordinates of a typical medieval carnival are easily traceable in the latter as well.  Let us further 
examine the individual coordinates of a carnival and how they are giving shape to a perpetual 
carnivalesque society like ours. The most striking aspect of a medieval carnival is the temporary 
suspension of the existing social order. On a carnival day all sorts of excessive joy and 
merrymaking is permitted. What makes the celebration more enjoyable is the presence of 
oppression preexisting the carnival time. There is no space for a carnival time without the 
existence of a highly repressive time prior to and after it. In that sense carnival is a temporary 
liberation allowed for the masses who remained repressed for the rest of the time. On the day of 
carnival, there is joy for everyone, irrespective of social divisions. There are two parallel worlds 
in a carnival as Bakhtin puts it: a primary, routine and hence permanent world of social divisions 
and violence and a secondary, momentary and therefore temporary world of social equality and 
universality.  
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Now let us bring this theory in to analyzing the emergence of market in Kerala as an 
everyday form of carnival. Notwithstanding the disparities between components of a medieval 
carnival and modern market-space, there is ample scope to designate the latter as a current 
version of carnival. The very formation of market in the agrarian communities shows the 
resemblances of a carnival. In its formative phase, market was a joint where people from 
different strata of the society met and bartered their wares and produces. Many forms of 
entertainments were also added in a later stage rendering the market a more carnival color. It also 
served as a hub for people to share news and gossips and different forms of folk entertainments. 
It was a social space where trading, entertainment, news, information, fun and culture converge. 
This is exactly the prototype of a postmodern market-space which permeates every walks of 
human life through media. What we have in the contemporary media/market society is just an 
extension of the agrarian marketplace. The advent of modern media helped the market space to 
reach to the households of the stakeholders as opposed to the pre-modern market place where the 
stakeholders had to be physically available for business or fun. In that sense media brings about a 
major split in the form of market and divides it into two selves; namely the physical place where 
things are transacted and the virtual market-space in the form of advertisements and other media 
contents including fun and information. Thus the combination of media and market create a new 
world of carnival in our society. It is a world where every other social difference doesn’t figure 
or matter. Everyone can join the party thrown by the media-market combo. It is a world full of 
fun. You don’t even need to actually spend money and purchase a commodity from the physical 
market. The consumerist carnival is already there in your drawing room or highway side as a 
promise of pleasure or joy. The actual purchase of a commodity is only the final component in 
the long chain of interactions between the commodity and the consumer. So a consumer can have 
at least a partial actualization of his/her immersion in media/market by simply subjecting 
him/herself to the advertisement and entertainment orgy which are abundant in the media.  

If we take a look at the content part of advertising what we see is just a cheerful pack of 
people who are not like the viewers. Advertisements, especially TV commercials give us images 
of people who live in immense happiness and enviable self-content. We see the images of middle 
class families who are always in a holiday mood. They work in kitchen as if they are performing 
a really enjoyable theatrical or musical feat. Their dining table is full of pleasures and surprises. 
They are extremely beautiful, well built and healthy people with no worries. Even if they have 
some minor worries like a pimple, hair loss, dandruff or potbelly, or even some bigger worries 
like employment, matrimonial or monetary; there is a quick-fix solution out there in the market 
that will solve their problems almost magically and they are instantly happy. Isn’t what we see in 
such commercials and advertisements a contemporary version of happiness that the participants 
in medieval carnivals displayed? : happiness for a permitted time. The actors who perform 
happiness are taken out of their daily worries to don the costume of pleasure and excitement. 
Whereas the audience who view the commercials too are temporarily relieved of their routine 
worries and are left with a false hope that by using a given product or service their lives too will 
become happy and self-content. This is how the capitalist system allures its subjects to the 
domains of false happiness like the feudalist system along with the church in the medieval 
Europe allowed its citizens a day off from their daily agonies. Both the medieval carnival and the 
postmodern media-market are typical instances of allurement and falsification.  

What is called a temporary suspension of prevailing social order in a carnival time 
becomes an almost permanent deletion of social barriers when it comes to a media-market space. 
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The platter of pleasure offered by media and market is accessible to every single member of the 
society irrespective of the caste, color, creed, gender or any other demarcating factor. As it is 
already mentioned elsewhere, one doesn’t even require money to enter the realm of this 
happiness. The very fact that one is part of a media/market saturated society is a promise of 
happiness upon which one can relish.  

The second part of the paper addresses the issue of media manipulated festivals and how 
the same contributes to the functioning of media-market space as a permanent carnival. Here I 
would like to analyze the portrayals of religious images like Mahabali and Santa Claus. Let us 
begin from the debate on using Santa Claus as a commercial icon in some highly capitalistic 
societies. 

To whom does the celebration of Christmas belong; to Jesus Christ or to Santa Claus? 
This is a vital and controversial question that is repeated during every Christmas season in the 
US, Canada, the UK and certain other societies. This question redirects us to the different views 
on the celebration of Christmas in these countries and to the anti-consumerist advocacies 
generated during the holiday season and subsequent debate called ‘Christmas controversy’.  

Christmas controversy refers to the dilemma surrounding the celebration or 
acknowledgment of the Christmas holiday in government, media, advertising, and 
various secular environments. In the past, Christmas-related controversy was 
mainly restricted to concerns of a public focus on secular Christmas themes such 
as Santa Claus and gift-giving, rather than what is sometimes expressed by 
Christians as the real "reason for the season"—the birth of Jesus  

Whereas ‘modern-day controversy… usually stems from a contrast between the 
holiday's significant social and economic role in these countries and its strong 
association with Christianity in an increasingly multiculturally sensitive and 
religiously diversifying society (Christmas controversy). 

As Belk argues there are two types of Christmas. A traditional religious and ritualistic 
celebration of Christmas: as a time of love, family, generosity, charity and other values.  The 
second one is a modern media-manipulated secular celebration which is more fun/entertainment 
oriented and consumeristic in nature. Christmas tree, gift exchanges, carol and other festooneries 
and entertainments are part of the celebration represented by Santa. Where are as the religious 
rituals and upholding of the values taught by Christ constitute a religious celebration. If Christ is 
the hero of the traditional Christmas, Santa is the hero of the secular Christmas. Santa is 
presented as the god of materialism and hedonism and of modern material culture.  

We have a similar controversy around the celebration of Onam in Kerala also. There are 
arguments that in a media saturated and consumerist society like ours, religious festivals have 
lost their “original religious values” and have become more of media- chartered programs.  The 
critics of tele-mediated Onam furthers their charges with the argument that even the image of 
Mahabali, to  commemorate whom the festival is celebrated, is caricatured in media as a 
Hedonistic, pleasure loving buffoon king. It is also argued that Onam in the contemporary Kerala 
is an occasion for a shopping spree rather than an occasion for reviving the traditional value 
system and spiritual awakening. What is argued against a media manipulated Onam is applicable 
to the celebration of other religious festival Christmas, Eid or not-so religious festivals like 
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Akshyathritheeya, Dhanteras or even non-religious occasions like Valentine’s day, mother’s day 
etc. Even highly secular and nationalistic occasions like Independence or Republic days are 
adapted by the media and market for tailor-making them to fit in to a consumerist culture.  

Let us go back to the images of Santa Claus and Mahabali as portrayed in both print and 
visual media. In popular media Santa appears wearing  

rather than humble white robes … dresses in rich red and furs sometimes smoking 
a pipe. Santa is also more jolly and is often portrayed laughing his characteristic 
“ho,ho, ho”. Christ lived in a land of warm deserts, while Santa lives in a cozy 
house nestled in the cold snow of the North Pole. Christ was single and Santa is 
married. And most importantly, the miracles of Christ provided health and 
necessities while the miracles of Santa Claus provide toys and luxuries. Indeed 
while Santa brings an abundance of good things, Christ often condemned these 
things and the wealth they represent (Belk). 

What we perceive in the above description is an icon of Christmas which fully satisfies the 
requirements of a media-managed consumerist festival. In the case of Mahabali also, the 
portrayal is more fitting to an ideology of Hedonism. Mahabali often appears as a caricatured 
image with long moustache and pot belly wearing highly ornate jewelry.  The moustache doesn’t 
appear as the so called symbol of gallantry, rather it is often seen as a symbol of foolhardiness. 
The potbelly which reminds one of the potbellied idols which are placed near the cash counters 
of some popular vegetarian hotels symbolizing gastronomic extravaganza is also an icon which 
endorses consumption. The media portrayal of both Santa and Mahabali is clear indicator of how 
media has successfully manipulated the popular religious symbols in to a consumerist format. 
Both stand for enjoyment, merrymaking, and indulgence in material pleasures- an essential 
prerequisite for the existence of consumer culture.  

To put it in Bakhtian terms, both Santa and Mahabali who are dressed up comically and 
jovially and appear to be indulging in the material comforts are representing the carnivalesque 
media-market space that offers unlimited pleasures and happiness. 
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