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While the movement of goods between India and China are usually 

discussed in terms of trade, these imported and exported 

objects have lives that far exceed their financial value. They 

enter into dialogical relationships with people and their 

desires, values and practices to create new interactions, 

concepts and spaces; a politics that complicates conventional 

understandings of geopolitical exchange. This book traces the 

itineraries of shoes.
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A Butcher and a Cobbler

In the 1970s, Illiyas’s family was displaced 

from the nicer parts of the city to marshy 

lands on the outskirts along with all 

others in his neighbourhood. He belonged 

to the butcher’s family. Illiyas’s father, 

uncles and cousins had to walk for about an 

hour every morning to reach the abattoir. 

Life had become difficult with meager 

facilities and no resources in this new 

location. Illiyas’s best friend’s father 

was a cobbler, who had set up a shop in the 

neighbourhood. Illiyas would spend a lot of 

time at this shop observing him repairing 

old shoes. The shop was a simple wooden 

box with a lock. The cobbler would sweep 

the floor every morning before opening the 

box and spread a clean sheet of tarpaulin 

to sit on. The box contained a piece of 
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wood, a cobbler’s stand, some hook needles, 

some special threads, and some old leather. 

Illiyas was particularly in love with the 

hook needles. The cobbler gave Illiyas 

one of those, which he kept on his person 

all the time, like a talisman. At home, 

Illiyas would mend all the broken shoes. 

The cobbler was often able to identify the 

animal from which the leather was made. Soon, 

Illiyas was able to do the same. He started 

collecting different pieces of leather and 

making a variety of things out of them. As 

the neighbourhood settled, it had become a 

large political constituency and facilities 

like water-supply, schools, dispensaries, 

etc. came into the neighbourhood. Illiyas’s 

interest in leather and shoe 

repair continued. While he 

would still stitch broken 

shoes in his house, he also 

made new ones. 
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The Shoemaker

Illiyas wanted to set up his own shop. But 

his family did not have money to lend him. 

Illiyas did not have the courage to set up 

a shop on the street – he had seen other 

shops being evicted by the municipality. 

Once, he saw a cobbler setting up a new shop 

on the street. Illiyas was sure that the 

shop would be removed by the municipality 

soon. But that never happened. After a few 

weeks, Illiyas garnered up some courage to 

ask the cobbler why he was not evicted. The 

cobbler told Illiyas that he was protected 

because of his caste. He belonged to the 

‘untouchable’ cobbler community and there 

was a government policy that  allowed  him 
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to set up a shop anywhere. The government 

in fact protected such shops from vandalism 

by other communities. This was the 

government’s way of providing opportunities 

to the untouchable community. Now things 

were clear to Illiyas – he understood why 

the municipality never touched his friend’s 

father’s shop, while other shops were 

demolished. Illiyas now had an idea for 

setting up his shop – he would partner with 

his best friend. This would ensure that 

the shop was never demolished. His friend 

readily agreed. But Illiyas insisted that 

the shop should be in the South Mumbai, 

where rich people lived. There they would 

be able to sell the shoes at a good price. 
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In a month’s time, a shop was set up on a 

busy market road. Like the friend’s father’s 

shop, even this one was just a small locked 

box when closed. But unlike his father’s 

shop, when opened, the box turned into a 

full-fledged shop with a lot of space for 

display. Illiyas decided to call this shop 

‘Shoemaker’. They rented a small part of 

an old lady’s house in a nearby 

building to store shoes in the 

night. Some young cobblers 

were employed. Soon they made 

enough money to expand their 

business. They rented a tiny 

cupboard shop on a wall. This 

shop was just a foot deep. 

But it could open into a 

large space that was able to 

display more than a thousand 

shoes. This shop was also 

called ‘Shoemaker’. Illiyas, 

since his childhood, was 

familiar with a neighbourhood 

in Mumbai at Kurla, where 

every household produced shoe-

parts. This was where most shoe 

shops of the city sourced shoes. 

He decided to get his shoes 
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made here. He would design the shoes and 

make one prototype himself. Then he would 

make drawings of small variations to this 

prototype. The shoe making neighbourhood 

was able to produce all his designs. The 

business grew well in the subsequent years 

and several small shops were established. 

All of them were called ‘Shoemaker’. In 

ten years, Illiyas was able to buy a large 

shop in the market, near the place where he 

had set up his first box-shop. The box-shop 

was now used by his friend’s brother. He 

continued to call the newly acquired shop, 

‘Shoemaker’.  



10

Hongkong Agents

By the mid 2000s, Illiyas had noticed many 

small shoe vendors selling extremely good 

looking shoes at half the price of what his 

shop was selling. The retail price of these 

shoes were sometimes even lower than the 

cost at which Illiyas was purchasing from 

Kurla. He came to know that the vendors 

were procuring them from Masjid Bunder 

markets where these shoes were auctioned. 

These shoes would come in bulk quantity 

from China. Illiyas decided to procure his 

shoes also from China. His friend who sold 

glass chandeliers used to visit China very 

often to procure his stock. Illiyas spoke 

to him and decided to accompany him on his 

next journey. The flight from Mumbai was 

usually to Hongkong where his friend would 

visit Kowloon market. There were several 
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agents there who could speak in most Indian 

languages as well as Mandarin and Cantonese. 

Illiyas was introduced to a couple of agents 

by his friends. Illiyas fixed up his travel 

to China with one of the agents and visited 

Guangzhou via Shenzhen. The agents were 

useful in negotiating the specifications 

and prices. The agents also arranged for 

transport logistics of the products from 

China to India. 
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Guangzhou

 

Illiyas’s first visit to Guangzhou was 

revealing, when he saw large number of 

factories of all sizes that made shoes of 

all kinds. His Hongkong agent took him to a 

few factories over three days. When Illiyas 

left for China, he was wary about the food 

he would get to eat. But his Hongkong agent 

took him to places, where he found Halal 

meat cooked with Indian spices and rice.

In course of time Illiyas also picked up a 

taste for the various Chinese cuisines. He 

went everywhere he was assured hahal meat. 

In one of the encounters with a factory 

owner, the factory owner communicated the 

price using a calculator and not via the 

Hongkong agent. Illiyas realised that this 

agent could not be trusted anymore as the 

factory owner was not sure of the price 

that the agent was relaying to Illiyas. 

Illiyas decided to finalise the deal with 
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this factory. Illiyas had identified 

the designs, the specifications and the 

quantity. All of this would be produced by 

the factory and filled up into a container 

and sent to Guangzhou Port. The Hongkong 

agent had already arranged the transporters 

who handled the exporting and importing of 

goods. After returning to Mumbai Illiyas 

had to urgently do two things - first, become 

a Indian Partner with the Chinese Factory 

and get an Indian Import Export Code. There 

were Indian agents in Masjid Bunder who 

facilitated these. The container with shoes 

arrived after five weeks. Illiyas was very 

happy with the shipment. 
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International Design

Illiyas started visiting China every 

four months and now he would directly 

visit Guangzhou. Usually there were 

other acquaintances with him who were 

traveling to procure other kinds of goods 

- electronics, glassware, plastic products, 

and many different household items. They 

now had made enough contacts in China and 

did not require agents from Hongkong. One 

of them also managed to speak some broken 

Cantonese. The transport logistics were now 

arranged from Mumbai itself and usually 

three of four friends would jointly hire 

one container. As most production affairs 

were now managed in China, Illiyas spent his 

time collecting and going through fashion 

magazines for international designs. He had 

realised that he was not only competing 
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with other shoe selling shops and street 

vendors, but also with powerful aggregators 

like Amazon and Flipkart. Moreover, there 

was also the issue of big brands who were 

selling products promising cutting edge 

designs and quality. The designs were now 

focussed on being comfortable, durable, used 

for all seasons, environmentally friendly, 

etc. Illiyas decided to upgrade his shoes, 

copying international designs and ensuring 

reasonable durability within a good price. 

His Chinese friends would manufacture the 

shoes as he would specify. 
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Shoe Lining

One night, a couple of days after Illiyas 

had returned from Guangzhou, he received a 

phone call from China. The person on the 

other side spoke English and said that the 

factory owner with whom Illiyas had placed 

the order was with him and had asked him 

to call Illiyas. The person said that the 

soft inner lining that Illyas has specified 

for one of the designs had to be made with 

pig skin as it was the softest. The owner 

wanted to ask if Illiyas was okay using pig 

skin as he was a Muslim and pigs were unholy 

in Islam. Illiyas thought for a while and 

then requested the factory owner to use 

some other skin. Illiyas told this story to 

me when I asked him about the perception of 
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poor quality with respect to Chinese goods. 

He quoted this story as an instance of 

sensitivity amongst the Chinese. He further 

asked me very firmly, “what phone do you 

use?” I said, I used an IPhone. He replied, 

“where do you think your good quality IPhone 

is made? It is made in China”. He explained 

that quality depended on the specification 

and the price. He said, “the Chinese will 

make anything as per your requirement 

- if your specifications are cheap, 

then the products will be cheap 

and the price will be less; if 

your specifications are good, 

then the product will also be 

good and the price will be 

according to that”. 
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The Corporator

 

Illiyas established two more shops, which 

his brothers ran. Now he traveled to China 

once in a while and most communications 

happened via video calls. His brothers 

visited China more often and were also hooked 

to fashion magazines. As Iliyas’s wealth 

grew he became famous in his neighbourhood. 

He would generously give money to many 

people of his community during festivals 

and other occasions. By the 2010s, his 

neighbourhood had become a prime location 

in the city and many aggressive developers 

eyed the neighborhood for developing real 

estate. Their plan was to build very tall 

dense towers to rehabilitate the existing 

inhabitants and release the land for new 

real-estate. They promised good quality 

houses. Illiyas thought that if the 

community could come together, they could 

themselves become developers and get good 
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quality houses, plus keep the money from 

the profits. He started convincing people 

and people agreed. In the recent Municipal 

Corporation elections, Illiyas contested 

from his constituency. He was elected as a 

local Corporator. 
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Itinerant Desires looks at the lives of some ‘usual and unusual 

commodities’ as they travel from China to India to inhabit a 

transactional object/space, a scaffold. This scaffold draws 

its form from the urbanity of Mumbai, where high densities and 

intensities of built form create new vectors for activities, 

networks, and livelihoods while providing, in the museum, a 

space for intimacies and rest. 
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