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Negotiating the Relationship 
between Commodities and 
Their Images

Nita Mathur

Consumerist Encounters: Flirting with Things 
and Images by Sreedeep Bhattacharya, New Delhi: 
Oxford University Press, 2020; pp xviii+273, ̀ 1,495 (hardcover). Over the years, the thinking that 

market forces have acquired a 
determining role not only in the 

economy of the country but also people’s 
life has become naturalised. This think-
ing provides succour to serious academic 
research, narratives of identity, choice, 
mobility, and social status. At the same 
time, people’s endearing engagement with 
consumption poses new challenges chiefl y 
to materiality, sense of the self, and “tra-
ditional” social order. These developments 
inform critical thought, notions of the 
“normative” in society, and social policy. 
Issues of the practice of exclusionary 
consumption strategies as a contributory 
factor to the construction and assertion 
of middle-class identity in colonial and 
postcolonial periods, play of commodi-
ties in the representation of urban space, 
anonymity, multiple identities and niche 
clientele, presentation of the body as a 
site of desire and pleasure, renewed as-
pirations, screen-mediated navigations, 
and afterlife of things underlie the need 
for new ways of interrogating and inter-
preting the issue of consumption in a 
social context. 

The book, Consumerist Encounters: 
Flirting with Things and Images, address-
es these issues squarely. This volume is a 
laboured attempt to connect seemingly 
diverse concerns and in doing so com-
bines empirical research with conceptu-
al frames, disciplinary perspectives and 
comportment-based positions. The chap-
ters address a range of issues and con-
cerns surrounding commodities, consump-
tion, and the consumerist landscape. Nine 
chapters are framed in discursive prole-
gomena and well-thought-out envoi. The 
book begins with an overview of our 
relationship with commodities which is 
then used to develop an understanding 
of consumption per se and to chart 
out the process of consumption-driven 

transformation in the post-liberalisation 
period. Central to what the author refers 
to as “consumerist landscape” is the 
intersection between the material, the 
visual, and the popular. 

The book brings into focus the way 
middle class perceives, constructs, and 
deals with their relationship with com-
modities. Tracing the trajectory from 
colonial times, the author establishes that 
restraint and thrift have given way to 
guilt-free consumption in the post-liber-
alisation period. Undeniably, the impe-
tus to consumption was fuelled by busi-
ness process outsourcing (BPO) industry 
in the late 1990s. Apart from its impact 
on the domestic economy, BPOs powered 
fairly large segment of urban-educated, 
young, and aspiring consumers with stars 
in their eyes. Many of them were those 
who would have slogged for several years 
in order to meet their consumerist aspi-
rations, perhaps only partially. Sreedeep 
Bhattacharya has discussed that 

BPOs aided a transition from abstinence to 
indulgence—a transition that offered the 
freedom to eventuate material aspirations 
and facilitated their enhanced role as con-
sumers. (p 128)

He maintains that the workforce in call 
centres is driven by the opportunity they 
hold out for fulfi lling their consumerist 
desires (p 128). While accepting the idea 
that call centres lure the young genera-
tion with the assurance of fast money, 
Patel (2010: 84) argues, 

Despite the rhetoric about call centre income 
as an agent fuelling the emergence of the 
consumer class, there is a push–pull in terms 
of how women experience the economic mo-
bility such income provides. Some are cer-
tainly able to use their income to start a busi-
ness or travel extensively. For many women, 

however, call centre employment provides 
the means to keep their families fed and 
clothed and protects them from economic 
disaster along with the ensuing drop in class 
status that such disaster would bring. 

The tension in the two arguments 
serves as the fl ashpoint for meaningful 
debates about workforce, globalisation, 
and consumerism. For employees who 
were not required to support their fami-
lies, the income earned from call centre 
jobs was used to shop for their loved 
ones and themselves, even as liberalisa-
tion of the economy in India fl ooded the 
market with commodities and services 
that were the preserve of only those who 
had travelled or had connections abroad. 
The availability of such commodities 
and services in the market and the newly 
acquired propensity to access them came 
with the diffi culty of establishing exclu-
sivity and clannishness. 

The compelling fervour to assert ex-
clusion and distinction from others is 
negotiated with the role of commodities 
as unifi ers. Having established that, 

inclusion and exclusion, union and segrega-
tion, connection and separation, sameness 
and difference, coherence and demarcation, 
familiarity and foreignness—these are all two 
sides of the same distinguishing agenda. (p 57) 

Bhattacharya examines the nuances that 
underlie the process of transforming the 
mundane into exotic and desirable. The 
emphasis is on how commodities are 
appropriated and reappropriated through 
ingenious ways. Individual consumers 
tend to use commodities to construct a 
sense of the self. 

Following a discussion on images of 
commodities and what they communi-
cate, the author embarks upon an equally 
important concern, that is, the body and 
the circulation of its image. He unleashes 
the pressure on consumers to “reconfi gure 
their bodies to emulate the ideal body 
type” (p 20). The fl oodlight is on how 
the body is worked upon in order to fi t 
into images of visual consumption and 
aesthetic pleasure. This entails an unsa-
tiated obsession with self-reconfi gura-
tion and self-creation of a desirable and 
sexualised body image. The consumers’ 
relationship with commodities is furthered 
in Chapter 4 in which its ephemeral and 
dispensable nature with reference to the 
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use of T-shirt is demonstrated. The im-
pression which is raised is that of people 
preoccupied with consumption. It is in 
this context that the struggles, travails, 
and tribulations of the subaltern await 
attention. Social and economic condi-
tions constrain the realisation of their 
consumerist aspirations. Commodities 
attract, tease, and also inspire them. It 
would be worthwhile to obtain at least a 
bird’s-eye view of their relationship with 
things and images as many of them are 
seen dealing with used and/or discarded 
commodities, many of which fi nd place 
in the junkyard. Importantly, Chapters 
7, 8, and 9 are devoted to material lefto-
vers of tourists, metal junkyard, and a 
site of industrial ruin with the purpose 
of examining the aftermath of heavily 
loaded consumerist endeavours. 

In sum, the book explores the rela-
tionship between consumers and com-
modities. Images of commodities are 
considered diverse and varied sites of 
consumerist landscape: the body, apparel, 
digital remediation, tourist locales, aban-
doned sites, to mention a few. The vol-
ume comes across as an uneven mix of 
ideas: those arising from empirical study 
and praxis-based comprehension, others 
foregrounded in surmises; some well-
baked, others in the process. Undoubt-
edly, this has created scope for further 
research, which, in effect, is the hall-
mark of any serious academic enter-
prise. The merit of the book lies in the 
symbolic meaning and social relevance 
of commodities as also in relating them 
with people’s aspirations, expectations, 
and practices. Viewed from this perspec-
tive, the discussion on commodities ac-
quires a freshness of sorts in which the 
materiality of commodities is revisited 
in a consumerist context. It would, how-
ever, be worthwhile to consider political 
economy consumption, as also the so-
cial, cultural, and institutional process-
es that have generated the notion of con-
sumer in the fi rst place and accorded 
symbolic meaning to commodities. 

Additionally, a clear elucidation of 
methodology of the study on which the 
book is based would not only add merit 
but also quench the curiosity pertain-
ing to a section of the population on 
which generalisations rest and dispel 

the immanence of the notion that eve-
ryone out there is a consumerist. The 
fact, however, is that the relationship 
of people with commodities and their 
images is mediated in different ways 
by family relations, aspirations, pro-
clivity to consume, religious practices, 
politics of everyday life, and several 
other factors. 

There are two ways in which the rela-
tionship between consumers and com-
modities could be approached: fi rst, is 
viewing consumers as social actors who 
are seduced by the images of commodi-
ties carefully crafted by market forces; 
second, is viewing consumers as specta-
tors who are 

typifi ed and removed from everyday life, so 
that they navigate between different images 
without wanting to make any sense of them 
or being able to do so, simply enjoying the 
sensations provided by images and the sur-
face of goods. (Sassatelli 2007: 87)

Bhattacharya takes a middle position in 
which consumers’ relationship with the 
commodities is neither fully governed by 
the market nor is it excessively individu-
ated. The result is a more realistic under-
standing of how commodities are imag-
ined and put to use in daily life. The 
coaction between imagined reality and 
lived reality are played out well. Consum-
erist encounters and fl irting with things 
and images coerce us to rehash the rela-
tionship between global and local; private 
and public; as also the understanding of 

entitlement and create panopticons of 
new consumer citizenship. Some of the 
key issues that would add robustness 
to the argument are: emotions as also 
the propensity to both pay and con-
sume as contributors to our relation-
ship with commodities. 

The envoi makes for most joyful 
reading for several reasons. First, it 
delves into the underlying logic of con-
sumption so as to make it more compre-
hensible. In the process, it provides an 
understanding of why consumerists do 
what they do, that is, unreserved dis-
posal of commodities. Second, it dis-
cusses the underlying consumerist phi-
losophy. In this regard, the strength of 
the chapter lies in the explanation it 
offers on the emphasis on “here and 
now,” dissociation from the past, and 
moving on with things. Third, it ac-
counts for the spillover of the practice 
of quick acquisition and rejection of the 
commodities on human relationships 
and work. In sum, it wraps up the main 
arguments in the book.
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sociology at the Indira Gandhi National Open 
University, New Delhi.
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EPWRF India Time Series 
Expansion of Banking Statistics Module 

(State-wise Data)
The Economic and Political Weekly Research Foundation (EPWRF) has added state-wise 
data to the existing Banking Statistics module of its online India Time Series (ITS) database. 
State-wise and region-wise (north, north-east, east, central, west and south) time series 
data are provided for deposits, credit (sanction and utilisation), credit-deposit (CD) ratio, 
and number of bank offi ces and employees. 
Data on bank credit are given for a wide range of sectors and sub-sectors (occupation) 
such as agriculture, industry, transport operators, professional services, personal loans 
(housing, vehicle, education, etc), trade and fi nance. These state-wise data are also 
presented by bank group and by population group (rural, semi-urban, urban and 
metropolitan). 
The data series are available from December 1972; half-yearly basis till June 1989 and 
annual basis thereafter. These data have been sourced from the Reserve Bank of India’s 
publication, Basic Statistical Returns of Scheduled Commercial Banks in India.
Including the Banking Statistics module, the EPWRF ITS has 28 modules covering a 
range of macroeconomic and fi nancial data on the Indian economy. For more details, 
visit www.epwrfi ts.in or e-mail to: its@epwrf.in




