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Abstract
This research paper focuses on the decline of audio cassettes in the Indian music industry. In the second half of the 20th century, 
cassettes brought about a revolution in the Indian music world. In the 1980s and 1990s, they became the most popular medium 
of music distribution; however, technological changes of the late 1990s and early 2000s, along with the digital revolution, 
CDs, MP3s, and online platforms sharply reduced their use (Bhargava). This study analyses the reasons behind the decline of 
cassettes and the impact it had on the Indian music industry through secondary data.
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Introduction
In the 1980s and 1990s, audio cassettes were the 
dominant distribution medium in the Indian music 
industry and were widely popular among the masses 
(Bhargava). Local production, low prices, and easy 
recording enabled their reach from urban to rural 
India. Companies like T-Series played a major role by 
releasing low-priced devotional music and film songs 
(ICMR). However, technological developments after 
2000 gradually made cassettes irrelevant. This research 
paper analyses the process of their decline.

Objectives of the Study
	 1.	 To identify the major reasons for the decline of 

audio cassettes in India.
	 2.	 To study technological and distribution 

transformations in the music industry.
	 3.	 To demonstrate the decline in market share and 

sales through secondary data.

Research Methodology
The present study adopts a qualitative–quantitative 

mixed-method approach based entirely on secondary 
data analysis. Since the objective is to understand 
historical, technological, economic, and cultural 
processes behind the decline of audio cassettes in India, 
the research relies on documented evidence rather than 
primary fieldwork.

1. Nature of the Study
This research is descriptive and analytical in nature. 
It seeks not only to describe the rise and decline of 
cassette culture but also to interpret the structural and 
technological transformations within the Indian music 
industry.

2. Sources of Data
All data used in this study are secondary and drawn 
from:
	 •	 Industry reports: IFPI (Digital Music Reports), 

FICCI–PwC Media & Entertainment Reports
	 •	 Case studies: ICMR (Saregama India Ltd., 

T-Series)
	 •	 Academic journals and books on music technology 

and media studies.



Volume : 14, Issue-1, January 2026

 Naad-Nartan Journal of Dance & music 	                         ISSN: 2349-4654 w 35 

	 •	 Newspapers and magazines: India Today, The 
Hindu Business Line, Mint.

	 •	 Policy and legal documents: WIPO reports on 
digital transition.

	 •	 Market trend databases and digital music analytics.
These sources provide both quantitative market data 
(sales, format share, growth trends) and qualitative 
insights (cultural impact, technological change, 
consumer behavior).

3. Method of Analysis
The collected data were analyzed using:
	 •	 Trend Analysis – to trace changes in market share 

and format dominance over time.
	 •	 Comparative Analysis – to compare cassettes 

with CDs and digital platforms.
	 •	 Thematic Analysis – to interpret cultural, 

ideological, and pedagogical shifts linked to 
cassette culture.

	 •	 Historical Method – to situate cassette technology 
within broader media transitions.

Statistical tables were constructed from compiled 
secondary data to demonstrate long-term shifts in format 
dominance.

4. Scope of the Study
The study focuses on the Indian music industry from 
the 1980s to the present, with emphasis on the period 
1995–2015 when the most rapid technological transition 
occurred.

Limitations of the Study
Despite its academic relevance, the study has certain 
limitations:
	 1.	 Dependence on Secondary Data
		  The research does not include primary interviews, 

surveys, or ethnographic fieldwork. Therefore, 
it cannot capture real-time consumer emotions, 
memories, or listening habits.

	 2.	 Data Availability Constraints
		  Reliable and consistent market data on cassette 

sales in India after 2010 are limited, as most 
agencies stopped tracking obsolete formats.

	 3.	 Regional Variations Not Fully Covered
		  India’s music consumption patterns vary widely 

across regions and languages. This study uses 
national-level data and cannot fully represent 
micro-level regional differences.

	 4.	 Rapid Technological Change
		  The digital music landscape is evolving 

continuously. Findings may become outdated as 
platforms, algorithms, and business models keep 
changing.

	 5.	 Historical Interpretation Bias
		  Since cultural and ideological interpretations rely 

on existing literature, the analysis may reflect the 
theoretical perspectives of earlier scholars rather 
than direct contemporary observation.

This research is based entirely on secondary data sources, 
including IFPI reports (IFPI, Digital Music Report 
2005), FICCI–PwC reports (PricewaterhouseCoopers), 
India Today (Bhargava), case studies like Saregama 
India (ICMR), and digital transition reports of WIPO.

Rise of Audio Cassettes in India
Cassettes offered portability and affordability, which 
vinyl could not. Their popularity began in the 1970s and 
expanded massively in the 1980s. By the late 1980s, 
cassettes overtook vinyl records to dominate more than 
90% of the market (Bhargava; “Saregama India Ltd.: 
Excerpts”). T-Series' low-cost devotional and film music 
further popularized them across rural India.
1. Devotional Music and the Mediation of the Sacred
The cassette fundamentally reconfigured the relationship 
between sound, space, and the sacred in modern India. 
Prior to the cassette era, devotional music functioned 
within a regime of ritual temporality and collective 
embodiment, where bhajans, kirtans, qawwalis, and 
shabads were anchored in specific institutions such as 
temples, mosques, and gurudwaras. Cassette technology 
disembedded devotional sound from these fixed ritual 
sites and relocated it into domestic, mobile, and semi-
private contexts. This process produced what may be 
theorized as a regime of mediated religiosity, in which 
spiritual affect was no longer dependent on physical co-
presence but on technologically reproduced (sound). 
The cassette thus participated in a broader modern 
transformation of religion, where faith practices 
became individualized, repeatable, and temporally 
flexible. Rather than secularizing devotion, the cassette 
intensified everyday religiosity by saturating daily life 
with sacred sound.
2. Regional Music and the Politics of Cultural 
Circulation
Cassette culture radically altered the political economy 
of music circulation by undermining centralized control 
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over production and distribution. The low cost of 
recording and duplication enabled regional, folk, and 
vernacular genres to bypass metropolitan studios and 
national broadcasters such as All India Radio. This 
created what can be understood as a counter-public 
sonic sphere, where Bhojpuri, Rajasthani, Chhattisgarhi, 
Garhwali, and other regional musics articulated identities 
previously marginalized by elite cultural hierarchies. 
Cassette circulation did not merely distribute sound; it 
redistributed cultural power. By enabling subaltern and 
rural performers to reach mass audiences, the cassette 
challenged dominant narratives of “national” music 
and contributed to the pluralization of India’s musical 
modernity. In this sense, cassette culture functioned 
as a medium of cultural democratization and political 
visibility.
3. Classical Music: Archival Modernity and the 
Fixing of Form
In the field of Hindustani and Carnatic music, cassette 
technology introduced a form of archival modernity 
that transformed pedagogical and aesthetic norms. 
The गुरु-शिष्य परंपरा traditionally privileged embodied 
memory, improvisation, and situational knowledge. 
The cassette supplemented this system by creating 
portable archives of performance, allowing students 
unprecedented access to the sonic authority of 
maestros. However, this also reoriented classical 
music toward textualization, where ragas, bandishes, 
and kritis were increasingly perceived as fixed objects 
rather than fluid processes. The cassette thus produced 
a tension between preservation and ossification: 
while it safeguarded stylistic lineages, it also risked 
standardizing interpretation and reducing the space for 
creative deviation. Cassette culture, therefore, inserted 
classical music into a modern logic of documentation 
and repeatability.
4. Pedagogy and the Technologization of Musical 
Memory
Cassette-based learning introduced a significant 
epistemological shift in music pedagogy—from 
embodied apprenticeship to technologically mediated 
cognition. The cassette functioned as an external 
memory device, enabling students to outsource recall 
and repetition to machines. This altered the internal 
structure of musical learning, privileging auditory 
replication over experiential internalization. While 
this expanded access and enabled distance pedagogy, 
it also transformed the learner’s relationship to 
authority: the recorded voice of the guru became 

fixed and unresponsive, replacing dialogic interaction 
with mechanical repetition. At a deeper level, cassette 
pedagogy reflects the technologization of memory 
itself, where musical knowledge becomes reproducible, 
detachable, and transportable. This shift aligns music 
education with broader modern trends of standardization 
and rationalization.
5. Cassette as a Medium of Ideology and Social 
Mobilization
The social life of the cassette extended far beyond 
music into the domain of politics, religion, and public 
discourse. Cassettes operated as portable infrastructures 
of persuasion, circulating speeches, sermons, protest 
songs, and propaganda at the grassroots level. In 
regions with limited access to print and television, 
they constituted a parallel media system capable of 
mobilizing affect and shaping collective consciousness. 
The ease of duplication enabled rapid, informal 
networks of distribution that escaped state regulation 
and corporate control. The cassette thus functioned as 
what may be termed an acoustic apparatus of power, 
embedding ideology in sound and circulating it through 
everyday life. In this sense, cassette culture was not 
merely cultural but deeply political, participating in 
the production of publics and counter-publics in late 
twentieth-century India.

Reasons for Decline
Reason for the decline of audio cassettes in India was 
the rapid growth of internet connectivity and mobile 
technology. By the early 2000s, affordable smartphones 
and data plans made digital music easily accessible to 
the masses. Listeners no longer needed to purchase or 
carry physical formats like cassettes. Platforms such as 
MP3 downloads, music websites, and later streaming 
services allowed users to store thousands of songs on a 
single device. This shift reduced dependence on cassette 
players, which were bulky, fragile, and required regular 
maintenance. As convenience, portability, and instant 
access became priorities, audio cassettes lost their 
practical value in the modern digital lifestyle.
	 1.	 Technological Advancement : The arrival of 

CDs and DVDs offered better audio quality and 
durability (PricewaterhouseCoopers). Cassettes 
wore out quickly and were not long-lasting.

	 2.	 Digital Revolution : With MP3, internet 
downloads, and later platforms like YouTube, 
Spotify, Gaana, and JioSaavn, music consumption 
patterns changed drastically (OECD).
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	 3.	 Piracy : Illegal duplication caused major 
economic losses to companies like Saregama and 
T-Series (ICMR).

	 4.	 Change in Consumer Preference : Consumers 
preferred portable, multi-storage digital devices 
and easy one-click access (CNM).

	 5.	 Industry Shift : Major companies shifted focus to 
digital distribution, reducing cassette production 
(Saregama India Ltd.).

	 6.	 Quality and Durability Issues : Cassette tapes 
often broke or reduced in quality after repeated 
use. 

In conclusion, the decline of audio cassettes in India was 
the result of interconnected technological, economic, 
and cultural changes. The rapid growth of internet 
connectivity, smartphones, and affordable data plans 
transformed how people accessed and consumed 
music. New formats like CDs, MP3 files, and streaming 
platforms offered superior sound quality, greater 
durability, and instant, on-demand access to vast music 
libraries. At the same time, widespread piracy weakened 
the cassette market economically, while changing 
consumer preferences favored portable, multi-storage 
digital devices over fragile and maintenance-heavy 
cassette players. As major music companies shifted 
their focus to digital distribution, cassette production 
and relevance steadily declined. Together, these factors 
made audio cassettes practically obsolete in India’s 
modern digital lifestyle—marking a complete transition 
from physical to digital music culture.

Statistical Analysis
Market share estimates based on secondary sources 
(ICMR; IFPI; FICCI–PwC; Bhargava):

Year Cassette 
(%)

CD/DVD 
(%)

Digital (%)

1990 90 5 5
1995 85 10 5
2000 60 30 10
2005 30 40 30
2010 5 20 75
2015 1 5 94

1990–1995: The Golden Era
Cassettes remained at nearly 90% market share 
(Bhargava).
1995–2000: Beginning of Competition
CD/DVD share rose to 30% by 2000 

(PricewaterhouseCoopers).
2000–2005: Digital Entry
Digital formats reached 30% by 2005 (IFPI).
2005–2010: Digital Revolution
Digital music rose to 75% by 2010 (OECD).
2010–2015: Digital Dominance
Digital consumed 94% of the market (CNM).

IFPI Report (2000–2004)

Year Cassette Sales  
(M Units)

CD Sales (M 
Units)

2000 180 20

2001 160 35
2002 120 60
2003 80 85
2004 45 100

Between 2000–2004, cassette sales dropped from 180m 
to 45m — a decline of over 75% (IFPI). CD sales rose 
from 20m to 100m, indicating a shift toward digital 
formats.

Key Findings
	 1.	 Cassette sales declined by more than 75% between 

2000–2004 (IFPI).
	 2.	 CD sales increased significantly, becoming the 

primary medium (PricewaterhouseCoopers).
	 3.	 This period marks India’s transition from analog 

to digital.
	 4.	 Consumer preference shifted from ownership to 

convenience (CNM).

Comparative Analysis

Side Cassette CD Digital
Period 1980–

1999
1998–
2010

2010–
present

Abundance  High  Medium Extremely 
High

Sound Quality  Medium  High Very High
Cost Cheap Expensive Mostly free/

affordable
Convenience Limited Medium Maximum
User Class Middle-

class/
Rural 

 Urban All age 
groups
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Consumer Preference in the Digital Era
Digital platforms like YouTube, Spotify, Jio Saavn, and Apple Music have made music available on-demand. 
Consumers now value convenience over physical ownership (Suhasini).

Conclusion
The shift from cassettes to CDs and finally to digital platforms reflects a major technological transformation in India. 
Although cassettes played a crucial role in expanding music access across India, advancing technology, piracy, and 
changing consumer preferences turned them into nostalgic artifacts rather than functional mediums (International 
Federation of the Phonographic Industry).
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