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Gender and Commodity Aesthetics in Tamilnadu,
1950-1970!

Anandhi. S

Abstract

Beyond use value and exchange value, commodities encapsulate semiotic
values too. They function as markers of status, domesticity, social discipline,
rebelliousness and so on. These functions are contextual, contingent
and change over time. In other words, commodities reinforce as well
as reconstitute the social world and social values of individuals and
commodities. Advertisements which appeal to the multiple desires and fears
of individuals and communities play a significant role in this process. This
paper examines how advertisements for commodities of everyday use such
as cosmetics, food supplements, and gadgets manufactured by multinational,
national and regional companies, use images of men, women and children
to valorise and reconstitute forms of domesticity.

It is impossible to look at modern advertising without realizing that the material object
being sold is never enough: this indeed is the crucial cultural quality of its modern
forms. If we were sensibly materialist, in that part of our living in which we use things,
we should find most advertising to be of an insane irrelevance. Beer would be enough
for us, without the additional promise that in drinking it we show ourselves to be
manly, young in heart or neighbourly. A washing machine would be a useful machine
to wash clothes, rather than an indication that we are forward looking or an object
of envy to our neighbours. But if these associations sell beer and washing machines,
as some of the evidence suggests, it is clear that we have a cultural pattern in which
the objects are not enough but must be validated, if only in fantasy, by association
with social and personal meanings which in a different cultural pattern might be more
directly available.

- Raymond Williams, ‘Advertising: The Magic System’?

Beyond use value and exchange value, commodities encapsulate
semiotic values too. They function as markers of status, domesticity,
social discipline, rebelliousness and so on. These functions are contextual,
contingent, and changing over time. In other words, commodities reinforce
as well as reconstitute the social world and social values of individuals
and communities. Advertisements which appeal to the multiple desires
and fears of individuals and communities play a significant role in this
process. As Wolfgang Fritz Haug argues ‘commodity aesthetics’® in the



form of advertisements, not only manipulates the needs and desires of the
consumers, it also repackages the human body itself to meet the demands
of fetish cult of beauty and ever youth and expropriates the languages of
liberation.* The images used by the advertisements “not only attempt to
sell the product by associating it with certain socially desirable qualities,
but they sell as well a world view, a lifestyle, and a value system congruent
with the imperatives of consumer capitalism”.

Literature on the history and culture of consumption practices
mainly deal with the consumption behaviour of people in shaping their
class and gender identities.Very little attention is paid to the semiotic
values of commodities in shaping these identities.® The proposed paper
on the other hand, will examine how advertisements for commodities
of everyday use such as cosmetics, food supplements, and gadgets
manufactured by multinational, national, and regional companies, use
images of men, women and children to valorise and reconstitute forms
of domesticity in Tamil Nadu during the period 1950 to 1970. This was
the period when the new modern nation came into being and the ideas
of modern family were being consolidated. The 1950s in particular was
marked by the intersection of the new national sovereignty and citizenship
and the high diffusion of modern commodities with the proliferation of
images of ‘ordinary citizens’ in commercial advertisements.

Advertisements for a variety of products used images of middle-
class men and women promising them ‘citizenship’ through consumption.
For instance, the commodity campaigns carried out during this period
persuaded men and women to buy national products and promote Indian
goods to attain ‘true citizenship’. Significantly, during these decades
middle-class women were provided ‘new public visibility’ through these
advertisements. This is despite their relative absence from the real public
sphere.” The three decades are also significant in terms of commodity
advertisements shaping the ideas of modern femininity, masculinity and
domesticity. Advertisements have reconstructed and reinforced the ideas
of private and public spheres and the role of men and women in these
spheres. For instance, as Anne McClintock has argued, advertisements
take intimate signs of domesticity (children bathing, men shaving, women
doing make-up or wearing inner garments) into the public realm. Despite
such boundary-crossing between the private and the public, they continue
to reproduce the private and public distinction by assigning the former
to women and the latter to men.

It is in this context, this paper will deal with the visual economy of
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these feminine and masculine displays in advertisements. In particular, the
paper will analyse how notions of gender division of labour and space,
norms of domesticity such as nurturing children and invisibilisation
of unpaid domestic drudgery of women’s work are produced in
advertisements for various commodities. The focus is on the semiotic
values of association between gender, modernity and the commodity. In
this sense, this paper departs from the existing scholarship on commodity
culture and gender which places its emphasis only on the production of
a new aesthetics of ‘modern girls’ and modern femininity through their
use of specific commodities.®

The data for the paper are mostly drawn from two widely
circulating Tamil weeklies — Ananda Vikatan and Kumudam — which
were and continue to be popular among the Tamil middle class. Started
in 1928, Ananda Vikatan has a circulation of about 4,30,000 copies and
Kumudam which was published from 1947 has about 5,20,000 readers.’
The phenomenal readership for these two magazines indicates how they
mediated ‘mass culture’ in Tamilnadu, which during this period had
become inseparable from the commodity culture. Advertisements for
toiletries, cosmetics, clothes, domestic appliances, food supplements and
so on not only used images of women and men but also disseminated
modern middle-class values, beliefs and ideologies. As Kathy Peiss has
argued, the cosmetic advertisements have not only served an important
role as markers of normative female identities, which included the new
middle-class values of female individuality but also represented these
commodities as of utmost importance for women to constitute their
selves.!

The 1950s: Nationalising Commodities

The 1950s, the decade following Indian independence, was still
marked by the euphoria of nationalism as well as Gandhian notions of
austerity with an emphasis on use value. Given this scenario, both the
national bourgeoisie such as Godrej, Tata, and Bajaj mobilised both
national appeal and the utility of commodities to market them. Women
who appeared in the advertisements for their products were distinctly
marked by costumes, hair-do and make-up. as Hindu/Indian. Importantly,
the national companies that distributed multinational products such
as Nivea cream, Pears soap, and Colgate Eclat Talc powder, adjusted
the images in their advertisements to appeal to the so-called national
sensibilities. For instance, the Colgate Eclat Talc Powder used the image
of'a Bharata Natyam dancer (Fig: 1) and the Ponds cold cream mobilised
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(Fig: 1, Ananda Vikatan, Vol.32, no.35, (Fig: 2, Kumudam, Vol. 10, no.16,
September 1, 1957 ; Fig : 2, Kumudam, June 1, 1957)
Vol.10, no. 16, June 1, 1957)

(Fig: 3, Kumudam, Vol. 10, No.16, June 1, 1957)



(Fig: 4, Ananda Vikatan, Vol .28, n0.29, July19, 1953 ; Fig: 5, Ananda Vikatan, Vol.
29, no.11, March 14, 1954)

the image of an Indian woman in a saree and her forehead adorned with a
bindi to market their products (Fig: 2). The advertisements also claimed
that the commodities were produced by means of Indian capital and
Indian management (Fig: 3).

Occasionally, the national companies fused together different
images from the north and the south of India to appeal to certain form of
composite nationalism. For instance, an advertisement for the Himalayan
Bouquet snow in 1954 presented an image of a North Indian actress in
front of a South Indian temple (Figs:4 and 5). The advertisement was
also, though in Tamil, carried inscriptions in Hindi.

Two aspects of this nationalism invoked by the advertisements need
special mention. First of all, most of these advertisements used women
and not men — as the trope for national authenticity. In one of his very
influential works, Partha Chatterjee has convincingly demonstrated that
the nationalism’s claims to hegemony was grounded on the distinction
made between the spiritual / inner and the material / outer world and
women being located in the inner world, were crucially implicated as
representatives of the national tradition.!! The ‘new woman’ of the
nationalist project had to display the signs of nationalist tradition inorder
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(Fig: 6. Ananda Vikatan, Vol.25,no.1,
January 1950. This advertisement
states that the ‘soap belongs to mother
India; it is a supreme swadeshi soap;

guaranteed of hundred percent pure (Fig: 7, Kumudam, Vol.14, no.16, June
hygiene with no animal fat in it”) 1, 1957)

to be different from the ‘western woman’. In the specific context of
tropising of women in visual culture, Patricia Uberoi, in her research on
the calendar or bazzar art has discussed how images of women worked as
tropes for the nation and how the visual medium connected the national
values and the ideas of womanhood. '* This is, however, not to say that
women have been denied agency in these representations rather they
clearly underlined the role of women in making the nation."

Second, the national authentic was aligned with the upper caste
in these advertisements. For example, during the 1950s, the cosmetic
producers advertised their products as containing ‘no animal fats’. An
advertisement by the Godrej for its Vatini Soap claimed that the product,
which was a matchless swadeshi soap, belonged to mother India and
was of hundred per cent purity since as it did not use any animal fat
(Fig : 6).

However, there were counter tendencies too in operation.



Significantly, the regional manufacturers of cosmetics and food
items from South India rarely appealed to the national sentiments but
employed international images of western women or of Tamil women
with international iconography, in their advertisements. For example, an
advertisement for Remi Snow and Talc Powder, offered an image of a
Tamil actress with a Japanese hand-fan in the foreground and a Chinese
lantern symbol at the background (Fig : 7).

The Parry and Company in Madras produced an image of a western
woman with a short hair, well groomed and polished nails relishing the
Parry’s chocolate (Fig : 8):

(Fig : 8, Ananda Vikatan, Vol. 27, n0.26, June 29, 1952)



This may be politics in the Tamil-speaking South India had
developed a critique of pan-Indian nationalism from the 1920s onwards
in the form of the Non-Brahmin Movement. The movement also viewed
the West as a source of enabling ideas such as women’s freedom. '’

Most of the advertisements of the 1950s were in the form of line
drawings of commodities and images, mostly of ordinary middle-class
consumers appearing along with the product. During this period, the
advertisements also spoke directly to the consumers by offering them
with ‘hard facts’ about the products as long write-ups. For example, the
advertisements for cosmetics meant for both men and women appealed
to the consumers on the ‘economical value’ of these products. The
advertisement for the Godrej Company’s Turkish bath soap claimed it to
be ‘common people’s soap’ that would suit the purse of the poor men who
could keep his family happy and clean with this economical soap (Fig:
9). The advertisement for Blue Gillette blades claims that a man does
not require wealth to be attractive if he could just shave with this blade
(Fig: 10).¢

(Figs: 9 and 10, Ananda Vikatan, Vol.25, no.18, April 30, 1950, pp.23, 32)
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The 1960s and 1970s: From Use Value to Semiotic Value

By the end of the 1950s, the images of film actresses in the form of
drawings were used in the advertisements mainly for cosmetics increased
phenomenally. However, this was to change during the 1960s and the
1970s. The advertisements of 1960s and the 1970s marked the increasing
use of photographic images of celebrities to lure the middle-class to buy
various commodities. An important aspect of the commodity culture
during this period is the overt sexualisation and the eroticisation of the
commodity. Femininity in this context became a primary signifier for
the commodity aesthetics.!’

One of the key aspects of commodity advertisements during these
decades, is the projection of images of well-known film actresses from
South India - mainly from the Tamil film industry to advertise the famous
Lux beauty soap, and later the Ponds beauty products. The mobilisation
of the image of film actresses promoted the product by linking these
extraordinary looking women in the advertisement with the ordinary
people, thus suggesting the possibility of social mobility of ordinary
women through the cultivation of glamour.

The advertisement for Lux soap which was well-known for
mobilising the images of actresses represented the soap as ‘cine star’s
beauty soap’. ‘The fair-skinned” actresses, on their part, endorsed the
soap for its miraculous power to transform their life by enhancing their
beauty ( Figs: 11, 12 and 13). For instance, in a Lux soap advertisement,
actress Pushpalata claimed that ‘Lux plays wonder in my body’. Besides

(Fig: 11, Kumudam, Vol.7, no.22, August 1, 1954 ; Fig: 12, Ananda Vikatan, Vol.
35, no. 18, May 1, 1960; Fig: 13, Kumudam, Vol.11, no.19, July 1, 1958)

11



(Fig: 14, Fig: 15, Fig: 16, Kumudam, Vol.12, no.4, Febraury, 1, 1959)

its appeal to female consumers the explicit eroticism of these images
catered to the voyeuristic gaze of men, appealing to their desires and
thus inviting them to buy the product. Though these images were
sufficiently eroticised they were rendered glamorous only within what
was acceptable for the public. Thus it was no longer use value, based
on utility, but semiotic value based on attributes such as beauty and
upward mobility which animated these advertisements. In other words,
the gendering of commodities produced certain glamour for the products
enabling circulation and consumption of goods as a symbol of modern
social status.

The erotic appeal of the commodity was highlighted through the
so-called desirable feminine images and thus such images of femininity
became the ‘supplementary emblem of the commodity itself”.'® A local
hair perfume company, K.T.R from Thanjavur district presented an
image of a seductive looking woman who expressed her desire for KTR
products. The erotic appeal of the product was inferred through the image
of the erotic woman’s expressions of desires. Similarly, another local
soft drink company ‘sarbath’ produced an image of an attractive woman
holding a glass of sarbath against her as though she is offering it to her
consumer and also as ready to drink it, thus making the act of drinking
and the product as seductive (Fig: 17)." The erotic appeal of women
was sought even for cooking oil with the image of a woman sensuously
dropping stuff for frying (Fig: 18).
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(Fig: 17, Kumudam, Vol.9, no.12, April 20,1956; Fig: 18, Kumudam, Vol.7, no.22,
August 1, 1954)
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The Modern Women in Commodity Culture

In the context of the assertion of semiotic values in advertisements,
one needs to be attentive to the new kind of images of women which were
used in them. In these advertisements, there was an overarching presence
of the so-called modern women, commonly adduced as navayuga penn,
navanagariga penmani, navayuvathi and by other epithets. These women
are represented as elegantly dressed and as combining their self-interest
in taking care of their looks with their traditional roles of a daughter,
mother and housewife. In the domestic sphere, these modern women are
depicted as suave, intelligent and prudent who know how to ‘limit the
family’, display intimacy beyond the confines of the domestic sphere,
bring up a healthy children, and socialise with other women to become
knowledgeable on consumer goods.?® While some of them are presented
as spending time in outdoor activities and seeking adventure, they were,
for most part, presented as obsessed with their looks. For example,
the advertisement for Himalaya Bouquet Talc and Snow presented the
modern woman’s daily routine as this: In the morning, she stands in
front of the mirror; in the afternoon, she goes out to buy her cosmetics;
and in the night, she enjoys her good sleep (Fig: 19).

(Fig: 19, Kumudam, Vol.16, no.22, July 10, 1953)
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(Fig: 20, Ananda Vikatan, Vol.27, no.11, March 16, 1952; Fig: 21, Ananda Vikatan,
Vol.27,n0.18, May 4, 1952)

Middle-class women represented in these advertisements were
showcased as representing their individuality through their consumption.
The language used in these advertisements is explicit on this. Such a
representation of women’s individualism marked by images of women
with elegance and beauty, in these advertisements, invisibilise the
domestic drudgery of women. They at once appeal to the semiotic
value of the commodities to market them. In a manner of speaking, if
hygiene was the keyword in the 1950s, beauty was the keyword in the
1960s and the 1970s.

Commodity advertisements consciously produced the modern
femininity as always desirous of beauty with the use of whole array
of cosmetics (Figs: 20 and 21). Thus, commodities were employed to
reconstitute notions of femininity and new gender values.

Commodity Fetishism and the Cult of Domesticity

Simultaneously, commodity advertisements for household products
presented the modern woman as ‘domestic woman’. They promoted a new
model of domesticity in which women were persuaded to acquire a sense
of accomplishment within their home with the help of consumer products.
Women were reminded of their domestic duties and the need for an artful
selection of products to enhance their family and social status. As one
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(Fig: 22, Kumudam, Vol.7,n0.22, August 1, 1954; Fig: 23, Ananda Vikatan, Vol.29,
no.11, March 14, 1954)

could see images of women taking care of her family (Figs: 22 and 23)
-- tending the children, attending to the needs of her husband, attending
to her household chores with the aid of modern consumer products are
abound in the advertisements for domestic consumer products.

These commodity advertisements offered images of women as
enjoying domestic work with the help of modern gadgets and food
products. They often persuaded women to find satisfaction in their
confinement at home and seek pleasure in their accomplishments of
‘feminine duties’ in that space.?! In the process, such advertisements
continue to reproduce the gendered divisions of private and public spheres
by assigning the former to women and by fixing their identities primarily
within the domestic sphere. For instance, a woman serving Lipton Tea
to her family is full of smiles and without the trace of the burden of the
housework (Fig: 24). The motherhood image, the motherly love and
care are constantly invoked in advertisements for all the household items
and food products with images of women enjoying their domestic chore.
The Suryan Mark Flour advertisement reinforced the idea that a woman
could bring about happiness to the entire family by cooking delicious
food for her family (Fig: 25).

The socialisation among women is suggested in these advertisements
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(Fig : 24, Kumudam, Vol.19, n0.31, June 2, 1966; Fig : 25, Ananda Vikatan, Vol.33,

n0.40, October 5, 1958)

(Fig: 26, Kumudam, Vol.25, no.11, January 6,

1972)
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as a mode of sharing
knowledge about and
endorsement of new
products which were
claimed to reduce the
burden of domestic
work, such as washing
clothes. For example,
the advertisement for
New Det, a detergent,
alluded to the magical
power of the washing
soap that could unburden
the overworked woman
(Fig: 26). The image of a
happy woman who holds
her husband’s washed
white shirt conveys
that she could make her
husband happy with the
well-washed white shirt.



In an advertisement titled as ‘gossip
time’, a woman expresses her worry
about not having made any snacks for her
children returning from school and her
friend says that during such ‘crisis’ she
buys ‘Kwality’s Golden Biscuit’ packet,
which is ‘economical and a time-saver,
other than being nutritious’ (Fig: 27).
Commodities were also presented as
taking care of women’s anxieties about
household work and child care. The
arrival of various milk powders such as
Ostermilk and Glaxo were presented as
if they were meant to relieve the worried
mothers (Figs: 28 and 29).

As Anne McKlintoc argues, the
commodity fetish masks the domestic
drudgery of women by claiming with its

(Fig: 27, Ananda Vikatan, Vol.54,
no.22, June 3, 1979)

(Fig : 29, Ananda Vikatan, Vol.29, no.17,

April 25, 1954, A worried woman confesses

that she was shocked to learn from her
(Fig : 28, Ananda Vikatan,Vol.26,10.8, qoctor that she had become responsible
February 25, 1951. The advertisement fo the illness of her children, her husband
for Ostermilk has this caption : *Good and that a tinned Dalda oil which is full of
News for the Worried Mothers™) nutrition helped her save the family)
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‘magic’ of relieving the consumer woman of the household drudgery.
In one of the advertisements for household appliances, the Kleertone
company provided the following image (Fig: 30):

A woman chained on her leg, a symbolic representation of her
slavery at home, is offered gadgets that ultimately frees her from the

(Fig: 30, Kumudam, Vol.27, n0.50, October 3, 1974)

19



(Fig: 31, Kumudam, Vol.7,1n0.22, Augustl,
1954)

(Fig: 32, Kumudam, Vol.8, no.21, July 20, 1955; Fig: 33, Kumudam Vol.7, no22,
August1,1954)
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slavery. Interestingly the advertisement assures women that wifehood and
motherhood are enjoyable and libertative when these gadgets are used.
The 501 bar soap of Tata company claimed that the soap reduced the
burden of women washing clothes (Fig: 31). Images of women enjoying
their household chores and finding happiness in their motherhood roles
are central to various commodity advertisements.

Advertisements were also suggestive of new bondage that women
can forge with the help of products, learn lessons about modern living
so on. For instance, the sunlight soap produced images of women in
conversation, learning lessons from each other on the benefits of using
this soap. The Glaxo milk powder advertisement elaborated how a
worried mother who could not see any change in the weight or growth
of her child conversed with her friend, also a mother, who introduced
her to Glaxo products which ultimately helped her child gain weight and
energy. Soaps, oils, utensils all of them advertised images of happy
and content women who sought the same from their household chores
through the use of these commodities (Figs: 32 and 33).

Commodity advertisements associated commodities with new
domesticity, individual pleasures and thus consciously produced images
of new woman and new forms of socialisation. However, as Gloria
Steinem has observed, advertisements subscribe only to a very limited
values and ideas of femininity that promoted dependency, women’s
obsessive concern with beauty and dedication to domestic roles, fixation
on family and fear of technology and so on.?

Men and Masculinity in Commodity Culture

Although studies on commodity culture and gender have in general
focused mostly on the images of women, commodity advertisements have
equally presented and produced ideas of new malehood and masculinities
which once again reconstituted as well as reinforced the pre-existing
notions of ideal men and their roles in private and public spheres.

These advertisements presented men as sources of knowledge
about different products, while women were presented, in contrast, to
learn about them through experience. Similarly, while men, in these
advertisements, were providers of knowledge, women were seekers
of knowledge. For instance, an advertisement for Dalda cooking oil
presented a man teaching his wife about the benefit of this product, while
the woman is proud of learning the ‘lesson that [her] husband taught’.
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(Fig: 34, Ananda Vikatan, Vol.29, no.11, March 14,1954; Fig: 35, Ananda Vikatan,
Vol.33, n0.36, September 7, 1958)

(Fig: 36, Ananda Vikatan, Vol.27, no.11, March 16, 1952 ; Fig: 37, Ananda Vikatan,
Vol. 29, no.46, November 14, 1954)
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The conjunction of the product with masculinity, power and nature
need to be noted here. The commodities through the associated meaning
of masculinity, power and control acquire the value.” Significantly,
advertisements for various cosmetic products reinforced the idea that a
woman acquired her value through the use of commodities whereas the
commoditities acquired their value through men using them. The telling
example in this case is the advertisements for Lifebuoy soap. The value of
the soap is projected through images of male athletes and hardworking
muscular men who are purposeful in their action. In other words, the
choice of Lifebuoy soap by these men imparts a semiotic value to the
soap (Figs: 34 and 35). The advertisement mobilized this semiotic value
to attract new consumers. Similar is the case with the advertisements for
the Blue Gillette blade and 70’Clock blades, which claim that its users
are successful men or men qualified for higher posts.

The first advertisement (Fig: 36) states that the world over successful
men use only the Gillete blades. It assures the male consumer that he
can easily join the collective of desirable modern men of the world by
using these shaving blades and that it
can provide him more happiness than
just acquiring wealth. In the second
advertisement (Fig: 37) emphasis is on
invocation of the values of frugality
and prudency which are considered
natural qualities of men to be utilised
while purchasing commodities. These
commodities also assure men upward
mobility and persuade them to consider
the care for male appearance for such
mobility.

The images of men in the
commodity advertisements associate
an appropriate masculinity with
productiveness such as men producing
for the family and for the nation and
also producing a self that leaves
a legacy beyond the self. * The
advertisement below (Fig: 38)
emphasizes the importance of health, (Fig: 38, Ananda Vikatan, Vol.29,
wealth and good physique as important o 46, November 14, 1954)
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(Fig: 39, Ananda Vikatan, Vol.32, no.1,
January 6, 1957)

for ideal men whose healthy and hard
physique can add happiness and new
status to the entire family.

The modern man is identified
with the use of specific products such
as the shaving blade, shaving cream,
bicycle, cigarette, soaps and inner
garments and so on.

(Fig: 40, Ananda Vikatan, Vol.33,
n0.36, September 7, 1958. This
advertisement states that ‘A man
who rides the motorcycle has the
masculinity and the success belongs
to him. Therefore he is able to
attract people’. According to this
advertisement, it is his successful and
attractive masculinity, enabled by the
motorcycle, that has brought him the
social status.)

The above advertisement mentions that the doctors, politicians
(nationalists), sports heroes and the journalists use only the Palmolive
shaving cream, which has brought the success to them. It not only
associates ‘ideal masculinity’ with the above professions but assures all
men that the use of this particluar commodity could make them realise

these ideals.

A man’s success as access to women through the quality of
attractiveness is also invoked in advertisements for commodities like
motorbikes. Forinstance, the Royal Enfield motorcycle presented a man
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(Fig: 41, Ananda Vikatan, Vol. 29, no.46, November 14, 1954; Fig: 42, Ananda
Vikatan, Vol.33, no.14, 1958)

whose image is reflected on the sunglasses of a woman who is struck
by his attractive look (Fig: 40). The moving motorcycle symbolically
represented his ride to success.

Images of individuated modern men acquiring malehood and
embodying powerful masculinity proliferate the advertisements for health
tonics and potions. For instance, the visual above invites the consumer to
partake in building an ideal masculine body through the consumption of
an ayurvedic tonic (Fig: 41). One finds that a number of advertisements
constantly engage with muscles of men not just to reiterate the ability and
power of masculinity and of men to perform their provider and protector
roles, but also to demonstrate how commodities can mark out muscles
as important for separating ideal and ‘other’ men (Fig: 42). Therefore
commodities create the desirability for muscle building among men. As
Alan Klein states, ‘every man is engaged in a dialogue with muscles’®

Conclusion

In this paper through the use of advertisements for various
commodities, I have attempted to illustrate how various commodities
were signified through the association of them with ideologies of gender,
nationalism, modernity and development. In doing so, commodity
advertisements have not only deployed certain hegemonic values of
femininity, masculinity and modernity prevalent among the new middle-
class but also resignified them by bringing in and adding new values

25



of liberation, independence and freedom through consumption and
commodity culture. For instance, ideologies of motherhood, domesticity,
feminine beauty and sexuality were comfortably conflated with notions of
‘women’s independence’, ‘male individuality’ and so on. Drawing upon
the modern conceptions of domesticity, public sphere, citizenship so on
and at the same time assigning ‘traditional’ and ‘localised’ meanings to the
practice of consumption, these advertisements have associated desirable
lifestyles, sense of the modern self, ideal femininity and masculinity with
commodities. This has produced new commodity aesthetics, which on
the one hand, reinforced the ideas of the divide between the public and
private and the latter as women’s legitimate space and on the other, new
‘public visibility’ and ‘consumer citizenship’ to women.

Notes
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(Berkeley, California : California University Press, 1996), p. 117. In the case of
India, the post-independent period had seen declining participation of women
in the political process virtually invisibilising their presence while commodity
advertisements provided high visibility to images of women. On the decline
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