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Abstract
The subaltern quandary refers to the failure of a fast-growing economy to improve the abysmal living conditions of marginalized
groups. To gain a better insight into this issue, we investigate the subaltern group’s experiences of marketing systems in the
context of neo-liberal reforms in rural India. The qualitative analysis of subaltern narratives shows that subaltern experiences are
shaped by marketization processes that imbue market relations with new stylized meanings of dignity. Despite these meanings
perpetuating limited and distorted constructions, subalterns use them, exemplified in their attempts to minimize their perceived
dissimilarity to other marketing system actors, in order to gain access to predominant, albeit flawed, marketing systems. Thus, the
status quo is rarely challenged. This research suggests that the subaltern quandary can only be resolved when market develop-
ment initiatives take human worth as a main goal, while subalterns are empowered with market system creation, design and
governance capabilities.
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All sisters are sitting together in courtyard and pleading to their

husbands,

Oh, husband! Do not drink liquor, my heart bleeds seeing my son

sleeping hungry!

Rich man’s son eats colorful fruits, grapes, and pomegranates,

Oh, husband! My heart bleeds on seeing my son eating salt and

bread!

Rich man’s son studies in district school and college,

Oh, husband! My heart bleeds on seeing my son playing the

stick-game Gulli danda!

Rich man’s son wears shirt, pants and puts a tie,

Oh, husband! My heart bleeds on seeing my son wearing

torn rags . . .

(A song performed by a group of informants in an Indian village)

The great Indian poverty debate still fascinates many scholars

in different fields (Deaton and Kozel 2005; Deaton and Drèze

2002; Drèze and Sen 2013; Lal 2001; Patnaik 2013; Sen and

Himanshu 2004; Shrivastava and Kothari 2014; Swaminathan

2000; Varman and Costa 2008; Varman, Skalen, and Belk

2012). Despite its many variations, this debate underscores a

general predicament, i.e. the subaltern quandary, the essence

of which is aptly captured by Drèze and Sen (2013) in the

following quote: “The history of world development offers few

other examples, if any, of an economy growing so fast for so

long with such limited results in terms of reducing human

deprivations” (p. viii). Marketing scholars including macro-

marketers contributed to this debate by exploring subaltern

market actors in the context of emerging Indian markets, while

focusing on subaltern empowerment and healthcare systems

(Varman and Vikas 2007b), micro-interactive market action

(Viswanathan et al. 2009), marketization and consumption-

scapes (Varman and Belk 2008, 2012; Vikas, Varman, and

Belk 2015), subaltern consumption behaviour (Chaudhuri

2010; Eckhardt and Mahi 2012; Jaiswal and Gupta 2015), mar-

keting intoxicants to minors (Vikas and Varman 2007), and

public policy and subaltern marketing initiatives (Varman,

Skalen, and Belk 2012; Viswanathan et al. 2012).

We delineate three broad macromarketing approaches that

have been proposed to tackle the subaltern quandary: the bot-

tom-of-the-pyramid perspective (Prahalad 2010; Prahalad and

Hammond 2002; Hart and Prahalad 2002; also see Bonsu and
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Polsa 2011), the moral economy perspective (Varman and

Costa 2008; Belk 2010), and the capabilities economy perspec-

tive (Sen 1985, 1999). Despite drawing strong criticism from

both researchers and practitioners, these perspectives have

been successful in selected areas and have informed a large

number of development initiatives. Yet, we submit that these

perspectives, due to their broad scope and various foci, over-

looked subalterns’ lived experiences, aspirations, and practices

instrumental in shaping their humanity.

The current investigation aims to probe this avenue for

research. In doing this, we focus on the following points in our

analysis: how market system actors become subaltern, possible

reasons for the emergence of dignity experiences in the context

of market relations, and the ways dignity is experienced and/or

problematized by subalterns within marketing systems. We

find that the purposeful perpetuation of a marketized simula-

crum of archaic dignification practices by the elite reverberates

in subalterns’ lived experiences as apophatic dignity. Subal-

terns make attempts to flee such experiences by minimizing

their dissimilitude to the “other”, which paradoxically leads to

their strong desire to assimilate into the same dysfunctional

market structure. As a consequence, the constancy of a proble-

matic structure, i.e. market relations based on the archaic con-

ception of dignity, is rarely challenged, although some

subalterns may individually succeed in their quest for

assimilation.

This investigation contributes to the macromarketing devel-

opment literature (Mittelstaedt et al. 2014) by 1) highlighting

human dignity as a major factor that needs to be taken into

account in development initiatives, especially in the context of

subaltern issues; 2) scrutinizing the capacity of the three afore-

mentioned macromarketing approaches for resolving the sub-

altern quandary in the light of the findings; 3) offering an

interpretive framework of dignity-based marketing system pro-

cesses in the subaltern context; and 4) extending a number of

recommendations with regard to fostering the subaltern capa-

bility of shaping dignity-based marketing systems. Also, we

extend marketing systems theory, specifically the MAS theory

(Layton 2015), by locating dignity related processes and

mechanisms at the heart of marketing systems emergence, for-

mation, and adaptive change. In accomplishing this task, we

first provide a brief overview of the research context and

related theoretical considerations, then describe the qualitative

method and procedures, and thereafter present the results of our

interpretation of the collected qualitative material. The final

section offers the discussion of the findings and implications

for macromarketers and public policy makers.

Research Context and Theoretical
Considerations

The Subaltern Quandary and Neoliberalism in India

The concept “subaltern” refers to impoverished, marginalized,

and underprivileged layers of the population living under the

condition of life-threatening poverty (Varman and Belk 2008;

Varman and Vikas 2007a, 2007b; Vikas, Varman, and Belk

2015). The subaltern group is constituted of the working class

and peasantry who have command of no significant resources

(e.g. human, social and economic capital) or minimal resources

(e.g. labor-power) that are perhaps just enough for bare survival

(Vikas, Varman, and Belk 2015). Subaltern households tend to

live in abysmal material conditions, and predominantly at the

margins of society. The powerlessness, vulnerability, and lack

of resources attributed to this group is so striking that they have

long been ignored by both business thinkers and practitioners

(Chaudhuri 2010; Prahalad 2010). The subaltern population in

India is estimated to be 924.1 million people, constituting a

total market of USD 1.2 trillion (Hammond et al. 2002). The

official government data shows that the rural India represents

an informal economy of 92 million households, where 51.18%
of them cite casual manual labor as their main source of

income, while 54.1 million households (30.10%) derive their

main income from land cultivation and farming. In general, the

census data from 2011 show that in 164.9 million Indian house-

holds (including 91.7% of the rural households) the highest

earning member earns less than $66.22 per month, while 134

million households’ main breadwinner earns less than $33.11

per month. These data approximately coincide with the $1.08

and $2.16 a day poverty threshold as defined by Banerjee and

Duflo (2007).

Narrowly defined market development policies, the

“dismal” governance as defined by Drèze and Sen (2013),

contributed to, rather than eradicating, the appalling economic

conditions of the subaltern group. Driven by the maxim that

human well-being would be best served by free markets and

minimum state intervention (Joseph 2007; Harvey 2007;

Clarke 2004; Smith 2007), India introduced a number of neo-

liberal economic policies in the early 1990s. In particular, the

structural adjustment program (SAP) initiated in 1991 had eco-

nomic liberalization, privatization and globalization (LPG) as

its elements and became the most effective program in terms of

economic growth (Patnaik and Chandrasekhar 1995). How-

ever, since its inception, the economic reform led to relatively

weak state welfare support, a substantial reduction in subsidies,

intensive privatization, and unconditional support for large cor-

porations (Patnaik 2007a). Although these reforms benefited

the middle class and the corporate sector to a great extent, the

poor and the rural world bore the brunt of the government’s

modified policy priorities (Drèze and Sen 2013; Maiorano

2014). The state’s spending on subsidies and welfare programs

have reduced considerably in the last couple of decades (Ghosh

and Chandrasekhar 2000; Chossudovsky 1997; Kurien 1995).

This has effectively led to the higher levels of poverty and

inequality (Ghosh and Chandrasekhar 2000; Patnaik 2004;

Swaminathan 2000; Sen and Himanshu 2004). For example,

the state support to agriculture significantly declined, which

further aggravated the conditions of the poor (Sole 2014).

Some commentators note that neoliberalism entails disman-

tling of institutions that are based on egalitarian distributive

measures (Harvey 2007). Discussing the impact of the state’s

withdrawal of support for small farmers and the rural India,
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Sainath (2009) noted that the most significant impact of neoli-

beralism, perhaps as an externality, was the relentless disman-

tling of the largest market institution of smallholder farmers in

the world. Investments in the rural economy steadily decreased,

in one estimate, by INR 30 billion (USD 6 billion) per year

(Sainath 2009). As existing few protections for small farmers

had vanished, a whole new class of “economic predators”

appeared in the countryside. For instance, the vacuum created

by the state’s withdrawal was filled by MNCs which dominated

the seeds supply industry and were driven by a motivation to

undermine indigenous cultivations systems (Sainath 2009).

Similarly, many small farmers fell prey to mining companies,

while the closure of many nationalized bank branches opened a

way for the newly emerging “financier” class with predatory

moneylending practices. In the last two decades, the country-

side has witnessed about 350 thousand people committing sui-

cide; many of them were small farmers who chose to stay in

agriculture (Shrivastava and Kothari 2014).

Although India climbed rapidly up the ladder of economic

growth, it has fallen relatively behind in general quality-of-life

indicators. In fairness, we must note that some aspects of the

subaltern group’s life improved, but such improvements were

excruciatingly slow, thus failing to significantly alter the

group’s abysmal living conditions (Drèze and Sen 2013).

India’s average annual GDP growth and the average income

growth per capita have been impressive, at 6.3% and 4.6%
respectively in 1990-2015 (Kumar 2016b). However, the pro-

portion of urban population accessing less than 2,100 calories

per person per day, which is the official benchmark of poverty,

increased from 57% in 1993-1994 to 65% in 2011–2012. Like-

wise, the percentage of rural population unable to access 2,100

calories per person per day increased from 58.5% in 1993-1994

to 68% in 2011-2012 (Patnaik 2013).

The urban population below the poverty line increased

from 57% in 1993–1994 to 65.5% in 2004–2005. Among the

rural population, this proportion has apparently gone up from

74.5% to 87% in the same period (Patnaik 2007b). Further-

more, the level of prices for essential services like education

and healthcare increased owing to widespread privatization,

while the lack of growth in full employment has become

apparent. Such deterioration, in general, can perhaps be attrib-

uted to population growth rates as well, however, what is

certain is that neoliberalism has at least failed to reverse such

trends. The dilemma was that the decline in quality-of-life

indicators was accompanied by rapidly increasing the abun-

dance of goods and services (Varman and Belk 2008). Unfor-

tunately, at least in the Indian case the promised “trickle-

down” did not realize, while the vast population was left at

the mercy of ever expanding and intensifying markets (Kurien

1995; Varman and Belk 2008).

Varman, Skalen, and Belk (2012) argue that in the rural

India the individual entitlement, defined by Sen (1984, p.

452) as a set of alternative commodities bundles available

through legal means available in society (e.g. trade opportuni-

ties, entitlement vis-à-vis state), has decreased due to the intro-

duction of policy based limitations to the state’s welfare

functions. Hence, neoliberalism led to the systematic erosion

of public welfare and provisioning institutions (Varman, Ska-

len, and Belk 2012; Varman and Vikas 2007b).

The Caste System and the Subaltern Market Actor

Indian society transcends the rigid economic class analysis (Lal

2001). There are many bases of stratification in the Indian

society including social status, caste, class, gender, age, wealth,

employment and so on, the factors that in their intersection give

rise to ‘social and political hegemonic discourses’ as the com-

plex foundation for subaltern stratification (Spivak 1988). The

caste system and the remnants of the related Jajmani system

represent two major macro-structures that exacerbate the sub-

altern quandary (Vikas, Varman, and Belk 2015).

The caste system is a complex societal stratification institu-

tion that is based on the division of people into distinct heredi-

tary groups, i.e. castes. The system reinforces a ‘hierarchy’ of

castes which are distinctively a) separated from each other in

various milieus, e.g. marriage, contact, food consumption; b)

divided in terms of labor, and c) ranked in terms superiority/

inferiority (Dumont 1970). The caste system embodies norma-

tively imposed unequal rights in all aspects of life (Thorat

2010). In the region under focus, the caste hierarchy includes

Brahmins followed by Thakurs as top castes. There remains an

ongoing political tussle between these castes to claim supre-

macy. They are followed by many castes (e.g. Kurmi, Yadav,

Lohar, and Muslims) involved in agriculture that are classified

as the Other Backward Class (OBC). The Chamar caste is the

lowest in the hierarchy and classified as a scheduled caste (SC).

Other SC castes were Nishaad, Paswan, Sonkar, and

Khuswaha.

In pre-modern times, economic relations were governed by

Jajmani, which involved patronage-based provisioning. The

Jajmani system refers to a religious-economic institution in

which landholding upper castes, zamindars, exchanged food

for varied services of lower castes (Kumar 2016a). The main

features of Jajmani were the use of hereditary relationships to

affirm the established division of labour, the closed pre-

monetary system of privileged redistribution, and the cycles

of (re)payment in kind that is spread over the year (e.g. harvest

time, festivals, and major family ceremonies) (Dumont 1970).

The system was highly exploitative, as zamindars expected, by

their hereditary right, to be served by low caste workers (Vikas,

Varman, and Belk 2015). Although the Jajmani system is not

operational in its conventional form now, its sociocultural

norms are still deeply engrained on how contemporary

exchanges are conducted (Srinivas 2003).

The rise of caste emancipation movements and the deepen-

ing of capitalism, in the form of neoliberal marketization in the

20th century, challenged the privileged position/status accrued

by the high caste groups. Vikas, Varman, and Belk (2015) show

that people who are forced to forgo their privileged status tried

their best to retain their positions by hindering free exchange,

monopolizing markets, or re-configuring value systems to

recast their superiority. The caste system involves exclusion

Jagadale et al. 3



and discrimination in both market and non-market relations,

including access to markets (Ray 2011; Roy 2012).

Although recent market-driven changes have affected the

fortunes of many, the disparity between the life conditions of

the low caste and the high caste continued to grow (Thorat

2002; Kijima 2006; Borooah, Dubey, and Iyer 2007). Lower

castes still lag behind in a number of human development

indicators like education, health, and income (Thorat 2010).

Moreover, there has been a clear evidence of caste-based dis-

crimination in access to work/livelihood (Madheswaran and

Attewel 2007; Thorat and Attewell 2007) and thus access to

markets, specifically in rural North India (Ito 2009). Despite

the caste system or caste based discriminations being officially

outlawed in India, the economic circumstances of lower and

upper castes continue to differ substantially (Ito 2009; Thorat

2002), thus intensifying the subaltern quandary.

Next, we briefly discuss three different economic develop-

ment approaches proposed by influential market thinkers to

specifically address the subaltern quandary in the Indian con-

text. As these approaches are based on restructuring markets

and marketing systems, we believe that this domain pertains to

macromarketing. In the spirit of qualitative investigation, we

offer a succinct overview of the approaches in order to delimit

the scope of this qualitative inquiry.

Macromarketing Solutions

BoP. The bottom-of-the-pyramid perspective (BoP) represents

an attempt to address the neoliberalist oversight by drawing the

attention of scholars and practitioners to the potential, if not

hypothetical, rewards of developing subaltern markets (Praha-

lad 2010). The term ‘Bottom of Pyramid’ was first coined by

Roosevelt in 1932 (Singh 2015), and the first attempt to expli-

citly define the segment came from Prahalad and his co-authors

(Prahalad and Hammond 2002; Hart and Prahalad 2002). The

most popular metric to dissect the tiers of the ‘pyramid’ has so

far been income (Rangan, Chu, and Petkoski 2011). In that, the

variations like ‘extremely poor’, less than $1.08 income per

capita per person per day using the 1993 purchasing power

parity as the benchmark, and ‘poor’ ($2.16 a day) have been

used (Banerjee and Duflo 2007). Other direct measures such as

total per capita income at or below $1,500 or $2,000 per annum

also exist (Kolk, Rivera-Santos, and Rufı́n 2014). Using a def-

inition of income below $3,000 in purchasing power, it has

been estimated that there are 4 billion people at the base of the

economic pyramid (BoP) worldwide who constitute the USD 5

trillion global consumer market.

BoP invests full trust, as well as hope, in neo-liberal reforms

in which profit-oriented private enterprises are expected to

address the needs of disenfranchised billions surviving at the

bottom of the economic pyramid (Prahalad 2010; Hart and

Prahalad 2002). BoP’s central thesis is simplistically alluring:

profit maximization would result in poverty alleviation subject

to global corporations innovatively exploiting existing business

opportunities.

Moral economy. Another macromarketing solution to the ‘sub-

altern’ quandary draws on the moral economy perspective

(Varman and Costa 2008; Varman and Vikas 2007; Vikas,

Varman, and Belk 2015; Weinberger and Wallendorf 2012).

The moral economy perspective is an umbrella term that covers

various perspectives that view markets as socially-embedded

practices and mechanisms of provisioning (Booth 1994; Fisk

1974; Granovetter 1985; Polanyi (2001) [1944]; Belk 2010).

Drawing on the substantive analysis by Polanyi ((2001)

[1944]), which highlights the importance of both market and

non-market mechanisms of provisioning such as reciprocity,

redistribution, and exchange, macromarketing researchers pro-

posed various ways in which fundamentally social practices

(e.g. gifting, sharing) could complement market practices in

improving the situation of the poor (Varman and Costa

2008). From this perspective, market exchanges are seen to

be embedded in encompassing non-market domains of relation-

ships- symbolism, gifting, sharing, communing and mutual

support (Belk 2010; Weinberger and Wallendorf 2012). Hence,

the solution seemed to be in fostering and enhancing tradi-

tional, local, indigenous provisioning mechanisms in addition

to the newly introduced modern market mechanisms.

The moral economy proponents critiqued the rise in ‘econo-

mism’ seen as attaching more importance to economic goals

over societal goals (Varman and Belk 2008), and excessive

‘consumerism’ in the wake of neoliberal policies which led

to the decline in social ties and dilution in the kin-based sys-

tems of exchange (Varman and Belk 2008). Reciprocity was

seen as a major way of provisioning, while ever-decreasing

dependence on kinship structures was viewed as a negative

trend. Researchers argue that although free markets enhance

consumer choice, zealous neoliberal support restricts consumer

power because of the limited participation of public institutions

in the governance of exchanges (Chossudovsky 1997; Kurien

1995) and weakened non-market modes of participation (Kur-

ien 1995; Patnaik 2004; Patnaik 2007; Swaminathan 2000;

Sainath 2009; Varman and Belk 2008). Therefore, most rec-

ommendations center around attaining a balanced development

of both market and non-market spheres of marketing systems

(Kadirov, Varey, and Wolfenden 2016).

Capabilities economy. Poverty can only be overcome if the poor

succeed in developing capabilities which would enable them to

convert resources including market goods (BoP’s emphasis)

and provisioning processes (Moral Economy’s emphasis) into

effective outcomes for themselves (Sen 1985, 1999). The capa-

bility approach proposed by Sen (1985) questions both the BoP

assumption that better access to commercial goods is a suffi-

cient condition for attaining good life and the moral economy’s

focus on accumulating resources (accessed via both market and

non-market provisioning) with no concern over how these

resources are converted into valuable outcomes. While eschew-

ing the effectiveness of resourcism (i.e. well-being is equated

to fair resource distribution) and utilitarianism (i.e. well-being

is equated to psychological constructs such as happiness, plea-

sure, desire fulfillment), Sen (1999) argued that the focus on
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economic development with a view to improving the living

conditions of the poor must be on enhancing individual cap-

abilities “to achieve the kind of lives we have reason to value”

(p. 10). Sen (1999) believes that any solution to poverty should

be based on identifying key ‘functionings’ in a society (what

individuals may value ‘doing’ or ‘being’ such as being ade-

quately nourished, having self-respect, or enjoying good

health), and then fostering ‘capabilities’, i.e. the ability to

achieve these functionings.

In their book An Uncertain Glory: India and Its Contradic-

tions, Drèze and Sen (2013) directly tackle the persisting pov-

erty issue in India through the capability approach lenses. The

authors argue that the story of fast economic growth in India is

illusory, as it does not address social inequality trends. The

authors further argue that Indian policy makers have ignored

the basic needs and capabilities of people, particularly that of

the poor and women. The basic need for dignified life has been

neglected, in turn negating social justice to the impoverished.

The main problem, as highlighted by Drèze and Sen, is a lack

of attention for the essential need provisioning for the poor to

help them to build lives they value. The authors indicate that

India cannot move forward without significant investment in

public services (e.g. health, education) and infrastructure (e.g.

clean drinking water, sanitation, electricity). In their view, the

solution lies in “ambitious social programs” driven by all citi-

zens including the ruling elite, the middle class, and generally

wider publics, to create significant investments in public

hygiene, utilities, infrastructure, education, healthcare, and trans-

portation. They argue that economic growth is meaningless

without the redistribution of its benefits to the underprivileged

and make a case for the development of essential capabilities.

The MAS Theory and the Concept of Dignity

To augment the aforementioned macromarketing approaches,

we draw on the mechanisms, actions and structure (MAS)

framework (Layton 2015) and the concept of dignity (Adler

1967; Egonsson 2012; Kant (2002) [1785]; Nussbaum 2011;

Varey and Pirson 2014). The MAS framework teaches that

effective marketing systems, representing socially embedded

networks of value creation, form, grow, and adaptively change

under the impact of 1) the social mechanisms of co-evolution

and co-operation among individuals/entities with differential

endowments (e.g. beliefs, empathy, skills, abilities) which lead

to the secondary social mechanisms of market exchange; 2)

action fields in which market participants interact in the pursuit

of perceived advantage; and 3) tangible and intangible struc-

tures, functions and outcomes. From this perspective, a mar-

keting system is a much broader and richer concept than the

neoliberal notion of ‘the market system’ which denotes a locus

of economic exchanges (Polanyi (2001) [1944]). A marketing

system is a complex technology of provisioning, whereas a

market system is simply a small part of it (Layton 2009).

Within the MAS framework, the subaltern issue is treated as

‘marketing system failure’ (Layton 2015), whereby a group of

citizens is barred from creating effective outcomes for

themselves due to being transformed into ‘a means’ (via mar-

ginalization and discrimination) while their endowments are

demeaned for the sake of fueling traditionally established

social mechanisms (Vikas, Varman, and Belk 2015).

We note that the aforementioned three solutions to the sub-

altern quandary focus on only some isolated elements of the

marketing system as defined by the MAS framework. While

BoP assumes a paternalistic approach (from the vantage point

of powerful actors in action fields) calling for a minimalist tweak

in the system’s outcome through the inclusion of the subaltern

into the list of passive value receivers (element 3), the moral

economy approach in contrast stresses the supremacy of non-

market social mechanisms over market-driven ones in provision-

ing community needs (element 1). The capabilities approach

re-focuses the discussion toward the enablement of a wide range

of essential ‘beings’ and ‘doings’ (e.g. health, hygiene) which

lead to effective ‘functioning’ in action fields (element 2).

To integrate these various frameworks, we draw on the con-

cept of dignity. The archaic meaning of the concept signifies

high social status within a specific social order and the norma-

tive expectation (by the elites) to be treated in accordance with

elevated status (Rosen 2012). In a reversal of the orthodox

meaning, the broader interpretation of dignity denotes the abso-

lute worth of human beings (Adler 1967; Egonsson 2012; Kant

(2002) [1785]; Nussbaum 2011). While the concept’s religious

interpretation is linked to the special status of human beings as

God’s vicegerent on Earth, the standard principle of dignity

declares that human beings deserve extreme respect and rever-

ence by virtue of simply being ‘human’ (Egonsson 2012).

Rosen (2012) distinguished four meanings of the broadened

concept: dignity as status, dignity as behavior, dignity as inher-

ent value, and dignity as respect. The Universal Declaration of

Human Rights stresses its first meaning thereby positing in

Article 1 that “all human beings are born free and equal in

dignity and rights” and thus eschewing the various assumptions

of intrinsic status differences. Its second meaning denotes that

dignity arises occasionally, due to people behaving in dignified

ways, especially, when they stoically resist their intrinsic neg-

ative inclinations (Schiller 2005). The third meaning is based

on Kant ((2002) [1785]), who proposed that humans, due to

their being the source of the moral law, harbor unconditional

worth (i.e. dignity) which is beyond the valuation of any kind

including that of markets. The final meaning, which we use as a

guiding definition in this investigation, is based on the view

that it is a human duty to respect the dignity of humanity, and

that failure to do so would result in undermining one’s own

humanity (Rosen 2012). Dignity is compromised when peo-

ple’s humanity is denied, even more so if they are prevented

from behaving in dignified ways.

Method

Research Context

With the theoretical underpinnings discussed in the previous

section in mind, we initiate a qualitative inquiry to investigate
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how subaltern consumers understand and interpret markets,

marketing systems, and the impact of marketing systems on

their lives. This investigation is undertaken in the Mirzapur

district of the Uttar Pradesh province in the Ganga belt of India.

This region is also known as Purvanchal, the eastern region.

The district is arguably one of the most underdeveloped regions

of India with the population of around 2.49 million, over 70%
of which is the rural population. Agriculture is the mainstay for

livelihood in this district that in fact represents the overall trend

in India. The district has the literacy level of 68.47% with

female literacy reaching 56.85%, which are well below the

national average. The average income per capita in Mirzapur

was INR 11,408 (USD 171.59) in 2009-2010, which is consid-

erably lower than the provincial per capita income of INR

16,390 (USD 246.52). People in this district speak Bhojpuri,

Awadhi and Bagheli dialects of the national administrative

language Hindi.

Mirzapur also hosts India’s carpet-making industry. There

have been some reported incidences related to bonded labor

(debt slavery) (Srivastava 2005). It has a high proportion of

distress migration of unskilled and semi-skilled workforce to

the western part of the country, particularly Mumbai, the finan-

cial capital of the country (Mishra 2012). Some parts of the

region have also been affected by the extreme left-wing armed

rebellion, called a Naxal movement in India (Ministry of Home

Affairs, Government of India 2016).

Inquiry Approach

Maintaining that general epistemological consideration deter-

mine the choice of a method (Schwandt 1994), in this inquiry,

we follow the constructivist orientation. Constructivism is a

research paradigm that questions the existence of a single

objective reality. The perspective is based on the precept that

“realities are social constructions of the mind and that there

exist as many such constructions as there are individuals

(although clearly many constructions will be shared” (Guba

and Lincoln 1989, p. 43). To inform our understanding of mar-

keting systems (the etic perspective), we explored how research

subjects constructed local, folk, internalized interpretations of

marketing systems and themselves acting within these market-

ing systems (i.e. the emic perspective). People face complex

marketing phenomena and apply mental heuristics and analy-

tical patterns to understand what their lifeworld reality is. In

doing so, they find themselves to be in the process of interpret-

ing markets-related complexity. In these processes, their con-

sciousness tends to engage the complexity (such directedness

of thought is referred to as intentionality) by distinguishing the

order out of chaos. Hence, it would be less tenable from the

constructivist perspective to assume that these local, fragmen-

tal, at times rudimental and “thin layers” views would indicate

the true nature of the marketing system under focus (Peñaloza

and Venkatesh 2006).

This inquiry makes use of a holistic design embedded with

multiple philosophical perspectives to accommodate for

account variations across individual cases. We used intensive

interviewing as the main data collection instrument. We

studied, analyzed, and juxtaposed twenty personal accounts

in detail to disentangle localized constructions. The inter-

views were fully transcribed verbatim (Poland 2002), and

then translated from the local language (Bhojpuri, the dis-

tinct dialect of Hindi) into English. While going through the

transcripts in an iterative manner, we found that many con-

textual nuances tend to fade in the translations. Therefore,

we applied codes in the local language wherever possible.

As the need for triangulation arises from the ethical need to

assure the validity of the processes (Tellis 1997), we

decided to focus on investigator triangulation (Denzin

1984), whereby three authors examined each other’s inter-

pretations to establish truthfulness. Besides, trustworthiness

was assured through prolonged engagement, persistent

observations, peer debriefing, thick description and purposive

sampling (Erlandson et al. 1993).

Data Collection and Analysis

The qualitative material has been collected by the authors in the

Chhanbey block of the Mirzapur district. One of the authors

stayed in the region for 1.5 years, where he worked as a devel-

opment practitioner with the National Rural Livelihoods Mis-

sion (NRLM), which is the poverty alleviation program of

Indian Government. NRLM aims to achieve its objective of

poverty alleviation through developing strong grassroots insti-

tutions of the poor. In all, 20 in-depth interviews were con-

ducted. Out of these, three interviews were conducted with a

group of women, who were from the neighboring province of

Bihar and came to the training session of the Self-Help Group,

an informal group of women (Figure 1). The interviews were

conducted over a span of nine months.

The duration of a typical interview ranged from 40 minutes

to 100 minutes. The follow-up and repeat interviews were con-

ducted with many respondents to decipher contextual nuances

in their narratives. The interviews conducted were semi-

structured. It was ensured that respondents felt comfortable

while narrating their opinions. The semi-structured interview

design enabled an interviewer’s control over a highly unpre-

dictable interviewing process as well as flexibility required to

delve deeper into relevant issues. While selecting respondents,

it was ensured that they represent disadvantaged consumer

groups including women, low caste members, and minority

religion consumers. Along with the above, their willingness

to talk to the interviewer along with an ability to narrate effec-

tively were set as criteria for selecting respondents. Here, the

experience of a co-author staying in the region played a great

role. All respondents were thoroughly briefed about the pur-

pose of the inquiry. Their consent has been duly solicited

before participation. (Table 1)

We carried out a thematic analysis, which is a method that is

essentially independent of epistemology and can be applied

across a range of epistemological approaches (Braun and

Clarke 2006). Using this method, we identified general patterns

(themes) pertaining to the milieu under focus. A number of
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themes emerged through our iterative reading and re-reading of

the transcripts (Rice and Ezzy 1999). The analysis started

immediately after the first interview and continued until we

reached the point of theoretical saturation. We kept notes of

reflections while reading the transcripts and then later com-

pared them to assure consistency in our interpretations. We

used last four interviews to validate and enrich emerging

themes. In most of the cases, we followed up the interviews

by conducting informal discussions with respondents in infor-

mal settings to better understand the nuances of their narra-

tives. These informal discussions were not recorded and

transcribed; however, they helped us to the great extent to

interpret the material.

Interpretation

Marketing Systems, Problematization of Dignity, and
System Building Capabilities

In this section of the article, we present the results of our

interpretation. While reading the informants’ narratives, three

main questions have become prominent in furthering our

understanding: 1) How do potential market system actors

become subaltern? 2) How and why subaltern dignity experi-

ences arise in the context of market relations?; and 3) How is

dignity experienced and problematized by subalterns within

marketing systems?

Orthodox Dignification, Differential Endowments, and
the Impact of Neoliberal Marketization

Dignity has always been a part of hegemonic discourses in

India. The archaic concept of dignity, i.e. respect for high

status, was thoroughly imbued in the caste system and the

socio-cultural traces of the Jajmani order. Dignification was

reserved for the purity and the “pure” forms of labor attributed

to higher castes (Dumont 1970), which also entailed higher

castes’ total control over the emergence and growth of ortho-

dox market systems (e.g. economic activity, entrepreneurship,

ownership, income-generating work, trading, barter exchanges,

distribution, currency) (see Vikas, Varman, and Belk 2015).

Viewed through the MAS prism, such restricted dignification

was a social mechanism that defined how individual endow-

ments were assessed, integrated, and used for value generation.

Although the system greatly favored higher castes while both

limiting and undervaluing the input of lower castes, in general,

it offered a minimal degree of social security to subalterns (e.g.

protection from hunger).

The orthodox system offered relative stability within action

fields as the roles and acts were meticulously predefined. In

principle, although the “symbolic veil of honor” presented

higher castes as selfless caretakers of the order (Vikas, Varman,

and Belk 2015), it appears self-interestedness had for centuries

corrupted the purportedly idyllic structure of the Orthodox sys-

tem. The elites found themselves not only in the business of

defining what needs were and how these needs were to be

provisioned but also in the business of shaping rules and reg-

ulations which guaranteed a steady flow of different types of

capital into the elite “coffers”.

“I mean others, like Thakurs and Brahmins, had a lot of agricul-

tural lands. They would make people slaves. “You stay at our

place, take care of land and cows, and you will get food, but we

would not give money!” Stay there day and night, for 24 hours do

their slavery and they would only give food, this will be slavery.

One could not go anywhere, one had to work bonded. Now there is

no boy who wants to be bonded. Previously we used to stay there,

but if they now call us I do not go. I will not go, I will work in

whoever’s farm I wish. There cannot be any stopping in that. A

tradition is also going for long – this is a small hamlet, and the

villagers of Dewri on the other side of the road were goons from the

beginning. They would keep us bonded, they would keep us tied.

Now, slowly things have changed and nobody goes there now,

nobody does their slavery, nor do they shepherd their cows and

buffaloes, everyone goes their own way. I will work wherever I

wish, earn and eat. I will not be anyone’s slave, I will work

independently.” (Sushil, the Chamar caste)

The quote attests to the change in the viewpoint whereby the

rise of marketization rips apart the veil of honor. For a young

low caste member, orthodox dignification that ensured stability

in action fields for centuries is not meaningful anymore. Now,

working in farms for food only is redefined as ‘slavery” and

people who do that are seen as “goons”. For Sushil, the

Figure 1. Villagers from the lower castes congregate for the self-help
group meetings.
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capability to choose, i.e. independence, autonomy, and free-

dom, is a new hallmark of his dignity.

The newfound resource is a double-edged sword for many

subalterns. Our respondents emphasize “working outside”.

They migrate to industrialized parts of the country in the hope

of capitalizing on new opportunities afforded by developing

markets. However, some of them are unable to quickly adapt

to the new reality and thus fail to secure decent paying jobs. For

example, for Mita Devi, a well-paying job is simply an unat-

tainable dream. She is a 33 years old lady from a landless

family of the Chamar caste (traditional cobblers but considered

one of the lowest ‘untouchables’ in the Hindu caste hierarchy).

Married at age of 14, Mita struggled to complete her basic level

school education. Currently, she is trying hard to get a job in a

state-owned railways company. Another landless female

laments the lack of appropriate market-participation skills:

“I also think that [proper education, skills] I do not have today, but

maybe tomorrow my children would grow up and earn. Then

maybe our needs may be met, we also might get to live good and

happy life. . . . Our life is gone, but our children’s life should be

better when they earn. Due to this, we think that even if don’t eat

one time we would educate our children.” (Kamla Devi, Chamar)

The desired education provides proper skills, but it has to be

through specialized (e.g. a private, English language medium)

schools that are usually beyond subalterns’ financial capability.

Most respondents view state-run schools less positively and

doubt their ability to provide the right education. Hence, Mita

and Kamla’s cases indicate that both lack of schooling and

dysfunctional schooling may contribute to the subalternity.

Nevertheless, simply having right skills may not be sufficient

either. Sudama Singh, a 27 years old young man from the

Kurmi caste (OBC) who currently runs a paan (betel leaf) shop

in his village, was confident in his skills. He used to work as a

security guard, chaukidaar, in a sprawling residential society

(i.e. gated community) in the urban center of Gurgaon, Delhi.

His future seemed bright as he expected promotion and extra

commissions. To his dismay, he had to return to his village as

Brahmin “friends” working with him at the same place incited

others against him which could have potentially turned into

physical violence. This was due to him refusing to do upper

caste “slavery”.

“I went with Brahmins, people from a different caste. For 7 years, I

cooked food for them two times a day, you understand . . . Then, the

Brahmins from D (a village nearby) working there conspired

against me and I had to return home, and thereafter I have stayed

at home . . . Thus, I had to run from there and thereafter I have

stayed here . . . they said that this guy should not stay here. Many

people came to attack me . . . I somehow spent the night, settled

accounts the next morning and came back home. Caste discrimi-

nation is there. The higher caste people (e.g. Brahmins) always

detest the lower caste people, and think that this [lower caste]

person is a servant, and so, and it [this situation] demands great

caution. There, one must, every time, become others’ slave. And

one cannot ward off this slavery, if they say something, this must

be done. Only then the job can be kept, else it cannot be done.”

(Sudama Singh, Kurmi)

It appears that Sudama became a willing participant in this

caste-based custom at first, while increasingly becoming aware

of its problematic nature. He wonders about the metamorphosis

of the caste system which transformed from an overt system

into a covert practice embedded in a supposedly free working

environment. Nonetheless, a working family member may not

be a guarantee against misery. The husband of Komal Devi is

Table 1. Profile of Informants.

# Name Gender Religion Caste Age Profession

1 Sudama Singh Male Hindu Kurmi (OBC) 27 Agriculture /small shop
2 Mita Devi Female Hindu Chamar (SC) 33 Agricultural labourer
3 Minal Devi Female Hindu Kol (ST) 28 Community mobilizer
4 Sushil Kumar Male Hindu Chamar (SC) 20 Student
5 Lakhan Pyari Female Hindu Sonkar (SC) 30 Agricultural labourer
6 Preeti Yadav Female Hindu Yadav (OBC) 50 Agriculture/animal husbandry
7 Dinkar Yadav Male Hindu Yadav (OBC) 55 Agriculture/small shop
8 Kaleva Devi Female Hindu Lohar (OBC) 24 Community mobilizer
9 Sita Devi Female Hindu Nishaad (SC) 20 Community mobilizer
10 Murad Ansari Male Muslim OBC 30 Poultry farmer
11 Kamla Devi Female Hindu Chamar (SC) 35 Agricultural labourer
12 Ravi Kumar Male Hindu Nishaad (SC) 38 Shopkeeper
13 Shah Bano Female Muslim OBC 35 Tailor
14 Mushtaq Ali Male Muslim OBC 37 Shopkeeper
15 Aruna Devi Female Hindu Chamar (SC) 25 Agricultural labourer
16 Komal Devi Female Hindu Chamar (SC) 30 Agricultural labourer
17 Phool Kumari Female Hindu Kurmi (OBC) 40 Community mobilizer
18 Hemlata Devi Female Hindu Paswan (SC) 55 Community mobilizer
19 Belpatti Devi Female Hindu Chamar (SC) 40 Community mobilizer
20 Anchal Kumari Female Hindu Khuswaha (SC) 22 Agricultural labourer
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one of those lucky people who has a decent job working as a

carpenter in Mumbai (2000 km away from the village). How-

ever, he now visits his family and children only once a year.

Since he left, his remittance gradually declined to cause a big

distress for his family, while Komal has yet to visit Mumbai

since they have got married 14 years ago. This appears to be

another path towards subalternization.

Out of the people interviewed, Lakhan Pyari, a 30-year-old

lady of the Sonkar caste (traditionally pig rearers; also considered

as untouchable) is more or less “lucky” as she now owns a pucca

(permanent) house. She had briefly lived in Mumbai where her

father worked as a driver before getting married to a person from

the current village in the Mirzapur district. Her family (including

her husband, four daughters and two sons) is landless, while her

husband sells vegetables on a cart in the nearby town and she

occasionally works as a casual laborer in an agricultural farm.

As she explains, they cannot afford to send children to school,

while frequent bouts of diarrhea in the village causes unplanned

expense shocks. More importantly, their subaltern situation is

driven by the costly debt (approximately 60% interest paid annu-

ally), which is the result of predatory lending practiced by the

Thakur-Brahmins of an adjoining village. Lakhan says that they

face frequent intimidation (both physical and social) from the

lending party who use their dominant social status.

Shah Bano, Mushtaq Ali, and their three children are a

family from the Muslim minority. They have put their trust

solely on market for their livelihood but it failed them. Shah

Bano is well versed in tailoring, sews clothes and also trains

other village women (predominantly non-Muslim). Mushtaq

used to own a TV repair shop, however, he was forced to close

the shop multiple times because of evictions enforced by higher

caste landlords. Now, he is unemployed and trying to set up a

cosmetics/bangles shop. The family currently survives due to

the consistent help of a Hindu friend Mahesh.

Summary. The aforementioned cases indicate that the modern

form of subalternity arises at the junction of the orthodox sys-

tem and the process of marketization. Many subalterns find

themselves between a rock and a hard place, that is, orthodox

market practices and new free-market realities. Marketization

destabilizes orthodox structures and action fields thus freeing

labor from its orthodox bonds on a mass scale (Polanyi (2001)

[1944]), however, new dependencies and vulnerabilities are re-

cast in the process. Although neoliberal marketization allows

subalterns to problematize traditional market relations, it falls

short of offering a radically different system of provisioning.

What is problematic is marketization upsets orthodox dignifi-

cation which guarantees survival, while in turn failing to offer

viable provisioning solutions for impoverished masses.

Problematization of Dignity through Experiencing
Apophatic Dignity

Our reading of interviews indicates that subalternity is purpo-

sefully effected by both subalterns and powerful market agents

as an indispensable element of newly emerging market

relations. Purposeful effectuation (Sarasvathy 2001), i.e. con-

structing and sustaining a meaningful marketing system struc-

ture, can take many forms. In the respondents’

phenomenological world, its impact is experienced as apopha-

tic dignity. Apophatic experience arises when people perceive

a phenomenon by virtue of what it is not (or should not be). By

describing incidences related to the personally experienced

problem with human worth, the respondents indicate what is

structurally absent, and hence, desirable in marketing systems.

By doing this, they problematize the way the whole market

system structure is constructed. We observe the following

dimensions of apophatic dignity: symbolic anchoring, de-

dignifying instrumentalization, and dehumanizing practices.

Symbolic Anchoring. Newfound market wealth combined with

caste dynamics has given rise to extreme consumption con-

spicuousness in India, especially in rural areas (Vikas, Varman,

and Belk 2015). Consequently, success in life in gauged via the

things people own.

“The signs of good living would be these – there should be a good

car so that if we have to travel somewhere we don’t get baked in

sun; there should be a beautiful house in which all my family can

stay comfortably . . . our life should be such that people recognize

us as something when they see us.” (Mita Devi, Chamar)

Mita’s wish is that her family ceases being seen as “nothing”, that

is the threshold they must traverse beyond. In this context, it is

recognized that the subaltern situation, the harsh reality of depri-

vation, has become a symbolic anchor (i.e. a dynamic gauge) for

market prosperity. “Nothingness” needs to be overcome.

“However, so much is not happening as the situation is bad. From

my ‘Ajeevika work’ I get Rs 1000 (US$15) every month, otherwise,

my husband has no work. So, the situation is bad now, but we think

that maybe it would improve in future -we get to have good house,

own shop. Good life everyone thinks that one has a good house. One

gets to eat in comfort, and children also stay well, they study and

move ahead, what better than that!” (Shah Bano, Muslim)

The misery of Bano-Ali’s family, which is measured at $0.10

per day per person, is extreme. We must note that the official

standard of poverty that is $2 per day would be deemed a

luxurious life for this family. Moving beyond “nothingness”

is not just an incremental increase in income, rather it repre-

sents a symbolic shift that reflects the hope of escaping excru-

ciating vagaries of life at the edge of survival. Within society at

large, the subalterns are the group against which wellbeing

judgments are made. The problem is that the relativistic market

happiness perceptions of the members of society depend on

such socioeconomic comparisons. For instance, while contem-

plating on his lack of ownership of a personal means of trans-

port, a respondent makes the following observation:

“On road someone is going by scooter, somebody is going be

Apache, Pulsar [the brands of expensive sports bikes in India];
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four-wheelers are running, some with small tires some with big

tires, but are not they [rich people] man too? Do they have 3 hands

and legs? What has he done [to deserve] so that he is traveling in

such a big vehicle? What is their work? For how much time are

they working? Sir, I think of these things. They are humans too,

they too have 2 hands and 2 legs, but how are they moving around

and how our villagers are moving around in bicycles, they do not

even have motorcycles, even though they work the same [hours].”

(Sushil Kumar, Chamar)

As subalterns realize their dire condition through such market

assortment based comparisons, the similar comparisons are

made by other people to realize that they are relatively happier.

What is problematic is that the subaltern group reacts to this

reality by coming to terms with such rationalization and thus

contributing to the (re)construction of the very system structure

they find problematic. Mita Devi exclaims in despair

“ . . . today we accept that we are poor”.

“Even if I have Rs 10-20 I am happy. I think that I have Rs 10-20,

but some may not have even that much and somebody has Rs one

lakh. Whatever God has given me I am content, and I will work in

that much, I will not take from anyone.” (Mita Devi, Chamar)

“Only future would tell, what can I tell? If God wishes it may

happen, and he if he does not wish it may not happen. We might

think a lakh times that we would become rich, but that would not

happen. . . . When I don’t have so much, I have to stay content with

whatever I have.” (Lakhan Pyari, Sonkar)

These rationalizations illustrate the acceptance, perhaps uncon-

sciously, of the symbolic anchor role within action fields, thus

accepting the burden of becoming an instrument of market

happiness (even if it is minuscule in comparison to Western

countries) for the rest of the population. Although it is a dig-

nified way of accepting an important function within the sys-

tem, harsh living conditions would still require a degree of

contentment. Researchers attribute the observed condition of

compromising with societal injustice to ‘adaptive preferences’

(Sen 1985). Adaptive preferences theory refers to the mental

state of people when they become unable to offer a realistic

assessment of the own situation. A vulnerable group not only

stops expecting any help from anyone but also ends up feeling

content with morally wrong societal practices, including own

subjugation and humiliation. Subalterns start attributing the

new normality of disrespect for human worth to own grim

situation. The only escape is assumed to be via increased par-

ticipation in problematic processes of the same marketing sys-

tem, which leads to further reinforcement of the similar

practices. As symbolic anchoring is a structural phenomenon,

its constant recurrence means that escape from the grips of

subalternity for a member of society will be equally met by a

creation or relegation to this status for other members.

De-dignifying instrumentalization. Instrumentalization occurs

when people are used as means rather than ends (Kant (2002)

[1785]; Laczniak and Murphy 2006). The social norms of using

the other as a means of attaining market happiness are evident

in symbolic anchoring practices as discussed earlier. As Ortho-

dox dignification gave way to market-based dignification, the

construction of subalternity has become even more purposeful.

Previous research also shows that privileged groups, facing the

pressures of marketization, become vicious in hindering

exchange and re-configuring value systems to recast their

superiority (Vikas, Varman, and Belk 2015). We find that, for

example, physical violence is still common.

“if I go somewhere else, they [land owners] will use force . . . If I

refuse they will fight, beat. [They would say] your father is work-

ing in my farm why would not you?! . . . [No!] I will earn by

working somewhere else.” (Sushil Kumar, Chamar)

This commentary demonstrates that in the current marketing

system the actors imbued with disproportionate market

power attempt to effectuate (Sarasvathy 2001), i.e. create,

the powerless to be used as a mere tool to be exploited.

Expressing the need for a new job that would respect his

ability to reason, Sushil finds it frustrating that distorted

market arrangements that instrumentalize individuals could

still exist. The subaltern group is forced to stay close to

large farming enterprises and offer their labor in return for

minimal pay. The neo-liberal policies discussed earlier have

had an impact on everyone, including land owners. In con-

trast to the subaltern group, the land owners have the market

power to act flexibly, so they try to externalize costs and

pass them on to laborers. Another case in point, Shah

Bano’s husband Mushtaq Ali tells about how he used to run

a successful TV repair shop. However, it had to be shut

following frequent evictions by the upper caste landlords

wherever he went. Shah and Mushtaq presently run a small

cosmetic/bangles shop that itself is facing the same danger

of relocation. The problematic nature of these occurrences is

that they lead to perpetual subalternity and ensure that a part

of the population always remains in the dire condition.

Instrumentalization is not always tangible, it can also be

symbolic. Kumar tells a story of how he managed to buy an

expensive shirt to impress his relatives, friends and other villa-

gers. Perhaps, he wanted to use it as a counter-weight in the

game of market dignification based on conspicuousness. How-

ever, this was not appreciated by the wealthy people in the

village who associate themselves with higher castes. They

expressed their doubts about if he could really afford such

product hinting that it might be stolen. Hence, the consumption

of venerable market outputs may not be helpful, as it is con-

sidered socially un-befitting if done by subalterns. This point

challenges the key BoP assumption that market artifacts can

make a significant difference. Rather, symbolic instrumentali-

zation ensures that the elitism of higher castes is reinforced and

maintained. It appears that the logic of free market applies to

the elites only, while the subaltern group is excluded whenever

possible (Varman, Skalen, and Belk 2012).

Instrumentalization is not always a “powerful versus power-

less” phenomenon. In fact, it becomes reinforced among
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subalterns themselves as well when the logic of marketization

fuses into everyday social practices and becomes a way of life.

“Also, even if one tries to earn himself through some means then

there are various social ills in the village like caste discrimina-

tion, jealousy among relatives and friends. They will feel insecure

and try to create obstacles so that one cannot develop.” (Sudama

Singh, Kurmi)

Most respondents dream of ‘good old times’ when commu-

nities were operating as tight collectives based on well-

established reciprocal systems. It is difficult to ascertain

whether such impressions are true, however, many now com-

plain that genuine interpersonal reciprocation has drastically

reduced. It appears that instrumentalization has spilled over

to everyday lives of subalterns. The respondents note that it

has become normal for many to use others, including their

extended families (note that the people living in the same local-

ity are likely to be connected by kinship), as a means for their

individualistic ends.

Dehumanizing practices. Dehumanizing tendencies occur when

people “perceive of or treat someone as less human, not fully

human, or subhuman” (Oliver 2011, p. 87). We observe that

new market-based dignification leads to tendencies through

which subalterns are seen as human beings who deserve less

or no respect.

“People despise the villagers who are growing poor. They think

that they have become smaller, and worthless . . . People will

stop giving them invitations; even they won’t like talking to

them and probably also stop that . . . Only those who have some-

thing from their hard work - have food and shelter is recognized

by other people, otherwise nobody will recognize. Even if one

starves, one will have to stay hungry and nobody will help.”

(Sushil Kumar, Chamar)

Sushil complains about little compassion among people, spe-

cifically, towards people who find themselves in destitute

situations. While the free market ideology agitates the exam-

ples of “market heroes” who became newly rich, the public

opinion of the poor, in contrast, tends to lean towards negative

archetypes. The feelings of worthlessness and ‘shrinking’

emphasized by Sushil highlight the symbolic dimension of

“being” within marketing systems. As we argued earlier

through illustrating symbolic anchoring and instrumentaliza-

tion, subalterns may be precluded from effecting market

exchanges, however, they are still an integral part of the total

marketing system through performing specific functions within

action fields. Hence, subalterns use the concept ‘shrink’ to

indicate the loss of human dignity, and thus their control over

life circumstances.

Within action fields, dehumanizing also occurs when some

market actors label and treat another group as though they are

incapable of independently making rational market decisions.

“In the market, it often happens so that if you go to a big shop the

shopkeeper does not understand who is of higher caste and who is

of lower caste. He assumes that we are of lower caste. What hap-

pens in that is if we ask for good clothes he thinks that they would

not be able to pay. Repeatedly he would bring out the stuff that one

does not want to buy. Then one is forced to buy what one does not

want. This also happens. At times it happens that we think while

going that we would tell them to show good ones. Later they say

that “Yes, yes we would show good ones, but you won’t be able to

buy those. You go!” . . . they identify us from our ways and clothes.

At times in some shops, they utter such words that one does not feel

like going to market.” (Sita Devi, Nishaad)

Sita would like to stress her right to be able to access all choices

in the market without inhibition. She wonders if some market-

ers are in the state of self-imposed denial that subaltern con-

sumers are capable of making right purchase decisions.

Stereotyping biases restrict the ideally free and fair movement

of consumers in the marketplace. The informants mention that

the choice they are offered in some shops is either substandard

or limited. Such elitism has a societal cost – it is based on

dehumanizing the lower castes and denying them access to

market assortments. The informants also talk about some mar-

ket assortments that are used to discriminate and dehumanize

people. The narratives indicate that the elites use certain assort-

ments not to satisfy the demand but to satisfy their own elitism,

and hence by implication, the need for dehumanizing.

“Shops are mostly owned by Brahmins (highest in the social hier-

archy). Sometimes, it may happen that if Brahmins wish then they

will give, else we will have to keep standing and pleading. At times

if we send our children, they will discriminate and send them back,

even when we are paying money.” (Mita Devi, Chamar)

A respondent who had faced the wrath of upper caste on mul-

tiple occasions recalls:

“I was badly thrashed by a Thakur (a high caste person) from an

adjoining village when I asked for a meager one INR due to me

after he had taken a paan (betel leaf) from my shop.” (Dinkar

Yadav, Yadav)

The accounts above are the examples of another dimension of

dehumanization: humiliation in public spaces. The accounts

indicate that humiliation happens irrespective of the subaltern

group acting as the buyer or the seller. In the first case, the

subaltern group is blatantly denied access to products/services

that are otherwise available for exchange, whereas in the sec-

ond case the dominant group simply denies that the exchange

has occurred. Humiliating experiences lead to the disposses-

sion of significant resources by the subaltern group.

Summary. Although subaltern participation in the market sys-

tem is limited, the group’s symbolic participation in marketing

systems is considerable. As Orthodox dignification seamlessly

became co-opted as a new market-based dignification, which

affords respect to the wealthy while inspiring antipathy towards
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the poor, subalternity has taken a new turn. Subalternity as a

phenomenon has become a purposefully effectuated element of

the dominant marketing systems’ structure (Sarasvathy 2001).

Subalternity in most cases serves the function of a “control

group” as flawed marketing structures take this group’s status

as a reference and “feed” it on the receiving end of the pro-

cesses of symbolic anchoring, instrumentalization, and dehu-

manization. The processes reverberate in subaltern experiences

and reveal that the fusion of archaic social and modern market

mechanisms ensure that subalternity remains and grows. In this

context, market and non-market forces do not counter-react as

assumed by the moral economy approach (Polanyi (2001)

[1944]), rather they form an interpenetrating unity that gives

rise to flawed marketing system structures. Both market assort-

ments (the BoP’s focus) and social mechanisms (the moral

economy’s focus) have a potential to undermine dignity, thus

cannot be taken as default solutions.

Enhancing Dignity via Minimizing Dissimilitude

Our interpretation of the narratives shows that minimizing dis-

similitude is the main concern for subalterns dreaming of equal

participation in markets. For them, dignity means indistin-

guishability, that is, becoming similar to everyone else. The

themes that support this interpretation are as follows: aligning

for ordinary livability and market as indistinction-scape.

Aligning for ordinary livability. The informants highlight ordinary

consumption outcomes as means of attaining respect in society.

These outcomes can be understood as functionings (i.e. beings

and doings) that are perceived to be important for attaining

respectful life (Sen 1999). Such functionings include being free

of food insecurity and chronic hanger, being in ownership of

private consumption items such as adequate clothing or a pri-

vate means of transport, as well as more fundamental solutions

like owning a pucca house, being able to educate children in a

well-functioning school, being able to access adequate health

facilities, and being able to hold a secure government job.

“Good life is when one does respectful work, children study well,

move forward and we too feel good in moving forward . . . [Good

life is when] a good house gets built for us – [but now] we are in so

much trouble. This [would happen when] life moves well, what

else! I could not study much, but my children should get to study.

After studying they get some job and do it. Their life should run

better. We have gone through so many troubles but they should not

face them.” (Shah Bano, Muslim)

Shah Bano goes further stressing the importance of reclaiming

their fame, which in this context simply means being able to

own a valuable property or even getting the children educated,

the result of which can only be experienced in distant future.

Thus, fame or respect in this context means ending the restric-

tiveness of destitution and the pain of deprivation. In general,

our respondents are primarily concerned with ordinary but fun-

damental circumstances of life such as personal hygiene,

cleanliness, personal space, privacy, nutrition, clean water,

waste disposal, temperature control which are essential for not

falling under the minimum threshold of bearable human exis-

tence. The primary problem subalterns are concerned with is

the lack of capabilities to attain basic indispensable provision-

ing outcomes (mostly taken for granted in Western countries).

It appears that what they yearn for is the capability to restore

human dignity, which in this context means the bare minimum

of livability. We note that notions such as distinctiveness, rec-

ognition, personal achievement, self-fulfillment, or enriching

experience are absent from the discourse. (Figure 2).

We also find that for most informants simply ending

chronic hunger is another concern of dignity. Recurrent feel-

ings of hunger bring about the humiliation that is not always

apparent.

“I think that in future we do such things that in one village our

name spreads. They say that, “[Look] how she was and what has

she become now!” Say, even if there is no cloth at home but there is

a marriage [party] then we borrow and buy good clothes. Nobody

would come to our homes to see whether we have eaten or not, but

when we go out the clothes would be the thing visible. They would

say that these people are well.” (Sita Devi, Nishaad)

Reaffirming the lack of hunger as a conventional norm of

dignity, Sita explains how they make attempts to mask their

dire situation by exhibiting the faked capability of affording

new clothes for specific occasions. Traditionally, appearing in

the same attire in public for different occasions is highly

stigmatized as the hallmark of poverty. Hence, there is an

ongoing struggle to trade-off publicly observed versus unob-

servable functionings. Faking various capabilities is common

among subalterns. In a few occasions, some of our informants

boasted about big sums of money they spent to throw a large

marriage party or to renovate their house. According to what

we knew about their circumstances, these numbers sounded

unrealistic.

Figure 2. Subaltern women and their substandard housing (in the
backdrop).
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“People do not go to houses to check whatever they are eating.

They see the clothes of the children. They would not see your food

or your money. If your children are wearing torn clothes they

would say, “They have so many children and they cannot even

afford clothes!” Due to that, our status decreases. If there is money,

there is status, otherwise, there is no respect. Previously, there

would be respect even without money, but in this age when there

is money, there is no respect without money.” (Lakhan Pyari,

Sonkar)

Lakhan shares her technique of manipulating symbolic cues to

influence others’ wealth judgments of her family. We believe

that by doing this, subalterns make episodic attempts to flee

their perceived status occupancy. They detest being distinctly

identified as belonging to a group of utter poor households.

There is a constant attempt, both tangibly and symbolically,

to appear as someone who can potentially surmount the de-

dignifying status of the lowest social class, as it is perceived

by others. In doing this, they wish to “disappear” in the crowd

of ordinariness, that is simple humanity, rather being treated as

a specific segment.

Market as indistinction-scape. Market experiences of the subal-

tern group are radically different to those of the privileged. As

the cases of apophatic dignity demonstrate, our informants feel

that they are problematically categorized as “less-than-

human”. In most of the narratives, we came across a normal-

ized, yet slightly noticeable discursive distinction of ‘they’

versus ‘us’. For the subaltern group, ‘they’ represent all others

from their immediate surroundings who are judged to have

adequate life conditions. As language represents the rituals of

recognition (Kuch 2011), this practice reveals the nature of

subaltern experiences: the hope to join the ranks of “they”.

Hence, subalterns dream of a spatiotemporal dimension where

divisive distinctioning and related humiliation does not exist.

“Market is what is called ‘Bazaar’. If you go there [as a free

person] everything is available, be it food, clothes or drinks,

everything is available. According to me, that is a market.-

From small to big things are available [with no restrictions], that

will be called market. [The place] where from Re 1 to Rs 10000 to

Rs 10 lakh worth of goods are available is called market.”

(Belpatti Devi, Chamar)

“Going to market is always a liberating (free) thing . . . I can

enter any shop without inhibition which I cannot do i1n a vil-

lage as I am from a lower caste and a female. Here [in a

regional bazaar] shopkeeper gives me choice to choose the

things which were not possible in a small shop in my locality.”

(Lakhan Pyari, Sonkar)

Belpatti and Lakhan see ‘bazaar’ as a utopian space where

the provisioning of essential needs happens with no impact on

their capability of exercising their free will. They construct this

notion idealistically as the space that allows them to escape,

albeit momentarily, the difficulties of life, and hence, their

undignified lived-in reality. The market is constructed as the

“garden of Eden” where most needs are met, specifically the

symbolic need to freely exercise own autonomy by being able

to easily access various choices. For them, it is an exciting

place where people socialize freely and their actions are not

inhibited by status/caste delusions.

“I always feel like going to bazaar since my childhood. My caste

status is concealed there and people do not probe that. Though

shopkeepers know/understand that by years of association, many

shopkeepers hardly bother about that . . . for them, their business is

important than our caste.” (Sushil Kumar, Chamar)

Sushil is excited about the possibility of transcending the ortho-

dox boundaries of dignification via immersing in the market. In

his view, the market allows him to become indistinct from the

rest of the population, and thus become equal and free. How-

ever, it may not be as straightforward as it seems, since proble-

matic symbolism lingers post-purchase. For instance, an

informant indicated that he wished to challenge perceived

status differences by purchasing and wearing an expensive

shirt. However, in congruence with similar instances observed

by Vikas, Varman, and Belk (2015), this kind of consumption

episode turned into further humiliation as people doubted the

informant’s ability to afford the good while hinting that it might

have been stolen or borrowed. In their focus on orthodox pat-

terns and the desirability of new market relations, what sub-

alterns may fail to realize is that market forces are not as neutral

as it is assumed. Local symbolism gets imbued in market struc-

ture (Kadirov and Varey 2011).

“Marketing is English word by which people mean that they buy

whatever they need. In Hindi, they will say let us go to

bazaar . . . There just needs to be money . . . If there is no money,

the needs would not be met – even through marketing. Or if you are

educated enough and can run your mind for some business then

your needs will be met. Through that, you will earn money, and

according to that, you can meet your needs. If you have no money

or not educated, then none of your needs will be met. One will tell

you to march ahead after beating [you up] if you don’t have

money.” (Sudama Singh, Kurmi)

Sudama realizes that equal participation in markets (i.e. acting

in action fields) is not always possible. Although one may be

theoretically capable of purchasing, and potentially selling any-

thing, such capability requires, using the MAS approach termi-

nology, access to initial endowments (e.g. wealth, education).

Other informants mention such endowments as family ties or

relationships, while others desire access to a bit more power.

Since the inaccessibility of markets reinforces the desire to

participate, attaining similitude in participation turns into a

dream of bountiful life that ends up being projected onto the

future. Therefore, many respondents express strong hope that

their children will get ‘there’, the abode of caste indistinctive-

ness, by means of education.

“In the village, there still are people who will not drink the water

we have touched; who will not sit with us for eating or drinking;
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and Brahmin-Thakurs don’t allow us inside their homes. They will

say that they are from that [high] caste. This is still happening.”

(Aruna Devi, Chamar)

Aruna points out another hurdle subalterns face in the struggle

for market acceptance. The endowments (capital, capabilities,

and labor) that they could bring to the table to contribute to

value creation are distinguished as “impure”, and therefore are

seen as an unwelcome contribution. (Figure 3)

There is a famous saying by the Roman Emperor Vespasian

pecunia non olet (i.e. money doesn’t smell) suggesting that

sources from which money/wealth is earned do not affect its

worth. However, this is far from being true in the subaltern

context. Although participants stress that money attracts

respect, they do not mean any kind of money. In fact, money

does “smell” according to the informants. Many respondents,

despite highlighting the need for more money, stress that it

must earn from the sources that are dignified.

“How should be money earned? It should not be that it is from

Chori-Chamari or loot. Money should be commensurate to (the

type of) work, would not only that be counted? And if it is not

there with us the poor, so what will happen?” (Sushil Kumar,

Chamar)

“Chori-Chamari” is a phrase in the local language meaning

stealing, defraud, and hucksterism. Interestingly, the term itself

is related to traditional work associated with the caste Chamar,

the cobblers. The informants reported that people demarcate

while attaching a strong stigma to certain traditional types of

labor and employment, mostly associated with low castes. In

fact, some types of menial labor such as public sanitation,

recycling, certain types of farming, hide processing, cleaning,

or anything to do with things considered “unclean” is despised.

Subalterns, when talking about human dignity, tend to commit

the same error. They simply accept the mainstream cultural

classification of “unclean labor”. Hence, the group ends up

constructing an inauthentic identity of itself as a reaction to

an externally imposed societal view (Kadirov, Varey, and Wol-

fenden 2013). Such inauthentic acting ends up as shortsighted

denial of opportunities which may, in fact, turn into the very

rich source of legitimate market income for this group.

Summary. The analysis of the interviews reveals that subalterns,

in the hope of transcending beyond the status of symbolic

anchoring and attaining “invisibility” to become free from the

stigmatized label “lower/impure” in market encounters, act to

minimize perceived dissimilitude to the privileged other. In

other words, they hope to develop capabilities to enable them

to participate within existing systems, thereby dreaming of a

spatiotemporal space where their endowments would be

deemed valuable as it is the case for the rest of the population.

Subalterns dream of escaping their lived reality via joining

problematic marketing system processes as the only option to

recover dignity. However, the basic form of such problematic

structure would remain, requiring more people to instrumen-

tally serve as symbolic anchors for those who eventually suc-

ceed attaining indistinction. Hence, we realize that a key

capability that the capabilities economy approach overlooks

is the ability to transcend beyond individualistic quests includ-

ing the capacity to develop and maintain alternative dignity-

enhancing marketing systems.

Interpretive Framework: Subaltern Dignity Experiences

Subaltern dignity experiences arise as a result of fundamental

adaptive changes in marketing systems. As rigid traditional

market relations based on orthodox dignification give way to

fluid marketization underscored by market power/wealth based

dignification, subalternity as a phenomenon in itself and related

subaltern experiences increasingly mirror the problematic

structure of emerging hybridized marketing systems (Figure 5).

Market dignification as a social mechanism perpetuates

unbalanced relations in actions fields and biased evaluation

of endowments. Such structural anomalies consistently echo

Figure 3. Grassroots market activity in an Indian village: A pottery workshop.
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in subalterns’ phenomenological lived-in realities as apophatic

dignity and dissimilitude minimization experiences. This sort

of echoing allows subalterns to continuously problematize dig-

nity, their own and others, as they understand it. In addition,

subalterns construct and maintain specific dreams of equal

market participation, while making constant attempts to gain

access to existing marketing systems. This “in-out” state of

being, i.e. dynamic existence in relation to marketing systems,

fails to solve the subaltern’s dilemma since it requires subal-

ternity as a necessary structural element. We envision a poten-

tial way out of this dilemma: nurturing a new type of capability

related to constructing potential marketing systems that

eschew market-based dignification (refer to the part of

Figure 4 marked in red).

Discussion

Dignity-Enhancing Marketing Systems

We, through this qualitative research, explore how do potential

market system actors become subaltern?; How and why sub-

altern dignity experiences arise in the context of market rela-

tions?; and How is dignity experienced and problematized by

subalterns within marketing systems? This study, focusing on

“voices-of-subalterns”, investigates how this group constructs

macromarketing realities through the prism of their daily

experiences and in situ sense-making. These experiences echo

the contrived nature of existing marketing systems distorted

under the impact of dignification metamorphosis generated

by deep sociocultural/economic divisions that characterize the

Indian countryside.

Our focus on the concept of dignity in interpretation helps us

develop a nuanced understanding of subalternity as a unique

phenomenon within encompassing marketing systems. First, by

focusing on the orthodox-to-marketized dignification shift we

realize that subalternity arises as a fundamental, as well as

purposeful, marketing system element at the confluence of

market and societal forces. Second, we detect that the

problematic nature of biased social mechanisms within market-

ing systems continuously reverberates in citizens’ apophatic

dignity experiences. Finally, our attention to dignifying prac-

tices helped us to see that subalterns make constant attempts to

minimize their perceived dissimilitude in order to gain access

to existing, albeit problematic, marketing systems.

Assessing BOP and Moral Economy’s Potential
in Deciphering the Subaltern Quandary

BoP focuses on harnessing the self-interestedness of powerful

market actors to create targeted and customized market offer-

ings for subalterns (Prahalad 2010; Prahalad and Hammond

2002; Hart and Prahalad 2002; Rangan, Chu, and Petkoski

2011). In doing this, the approach aims at combining two

potentially conflicting societal welfare outcomes: profit gener-

ation and poverty alleviation (Varman, Skalen, and Belk 2012).

The approach has attracted a great deal of criticism (Bane-

rjee and Duflo 2007; Karnani 2012). In general, this criticism

was so far based on the following points: 1) the size of the

market was unrealistically exaggerated (Karnani 2006, 2012);

2) the dynamic nature of the subaltern markets (e.g. practices)

was not taken into account (Lindeman 2012); 3) the approach

ignored unequal power relations and information asymmetries

that led to the de-politicization of market interventions (Arora

and Romijn 2012); 4) it presupposed a top-down approach

which advocated an ambitious neo-liberal incursion into

hitherto inaccessible markets, while falling short of considering

the complexities of subaltern society (Bonsu and Polsa 2011);

and 5) the conceptualizations of BoP relied on the

“economistic” view of the subsistence consumer (Karnani

2006) that entailed only a limited understanding of poverty and

the specific life conditions of poor consumers (Blocker et al.

2012; Sen 2004; World Bank 2008). Specifically, Varman,

Skalen, and Belk (2012) draw on neoliberal governmentality

theory to analyze the e-Choupal initiative and related micro

practices in rural India. They find that the initiative because

it has exclusively been guided by BoP assumptions, led to the

further marginalization of subaltern groups whereby the elite

greatly benefited from the project while the poor were force-

fully excluded.

We develop yet another vantage point for the critique based

on situating subalterns within the dignification processes of

marketing systems. Our research findings suggest that BoP

would be problematic even if subalterns were successfully tar-

geted. The BoP logic is fundamentally antagonistic to subaltern

concerns, interests, and experiences. Subalterns make constant

attempts to escape their subaltern reality, flee the experiences

of anchoring, instrumentalization, and dehumanization which

their unique status occupancy entails, and try to minimize their

dissimilitude to others. Paradoxically, a targeted BoP offering

or scheme would create an opposite symbolic effect, as it

would offer a market-based structure through which humiliat-

ing experiences can be unreflectively channeled in their

morphed forms, while the subaltern group’s specific status

occupancy is continually affirmed. In fact, a BoP action would

Figure 4. Grassroots market activity in an Indian village: A grocery
outlet.
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be like adding fuel to the fire, as it would further facilitate

marketized dignification, and thus reinforce the privileged-

subaltern chasm.

The BoP is designed to relegate subalterns to a passive state

within action fields, i.e. the consumers of solutions imposed

from the “top”. Subalterns dream of markets not only in the

sense that they would benefit from them in terms of daily

provisioning, but also in terms of maximizing their dignity.

Hence, the expected output from a marketing system appears

to be not only product assortments as BoP assumes, but also the

symbolic sense of dignity, i.e. opportunities for inclusion, par-

ticipation, and value creation. We find that in some circum-

stances, due to dignification dynamics, marketing system

assortments are not perceived as neutral. Rather, these assort-

ments become a means of de-dignifying market practices. The

paradox of unregulated markets is elitism, i.e. that they may

become ‘closed’ systems designed, maintained, and managed

by (and for the benefit of) the elites (Kadirov, Varey, and

Wolfenden 2016), “making the country look more and more

like islands of California in a sea of sub-Saharan Africa”

(Drèze and Sen 2013, p. ix). What the subaltern group wishes

is not simply some share in the assortments. Instead, they also

wish to access the ‘common good’ output of the marketing

system: being valued and respect.

In contrast, the moral economy approach emphasizes the

role of non-market mechanisms in countering the harms of

marketization (Polanyi (2001) [1944]). Emphasizing social

embeddedness of market relations, Varman and Costa

(2008) argue that the “invisible hand of social norms” rather

than self-interestedness governs the market system in the

Indian countryside. For instance, one of their informants indi-

cates that serving “uncultured” customers would undermine

his honor. This “norm of honor” is, in fact, paradoxical, as it is

linked to relegating the other to a lower status. We cannot

simply assume that traditional non-market mechanisms

would, by default, work to offset the negative impact of

marketization.

Recent research indicates that supposedly constructive vil-

lage customs such as gift-giving and communal mutuality

may also operate as oppressive systems of domination (Vikas,

Varman, and Belk 2015). In the process of maximizing the

symbolic power, the elite tends to use social mechanisms to

reinforce their privileged position and further humiliate the

disenfranchised consumer (Vikas, Varman, and Belk 2015).

Therefore, the moral economy approach requires, by design, a

common criterion to weigh social mechanisms in terms of

their welfare enhancement for various population strata. The

capacity for human dignity enhancement can potentially be

used as one of such criteria. Moreover, evaluating the

e-Choupal initiative, Varman, Skalen, and Belk (2012) show

that orthodox arrangements (e.g. the caste system) serve a

role of a power structure that restricts the activities of the

poor, while the elite enjoys the freedom guaranteed by neo-

liberal policy making. They note that power relations are

inherently imbued in social mechanisms which, instead of

correcting markets, enable them to function uninhibitedly

while maintaining their inherent biases (e.g. the exclusion

of subalterns).

Our findings, while generally supporting this critical view of

the moral economy, add a further insight. Subalterns’ apophatic

dignity experiences testify that specific social mechanisms

(e.g. symbolic anchoring, instrumentalization, and dehumani-

zation) are employed within the marketing system to effectuate

(Sarasvathy 2001), and then further perpetuate the problematic

structure, the process that underlies the seamless metamorpho-

sis of orthodox-to-market dignification. There is neither

counter-reaction as assumed by the moral economy perspective

nor complete market/power structural separation as proposed

by the existing critique.

What we observe in this specific context is that a social

mechanism (e.g. dignification) assumes its marketized simula-

crum and functions as an integral element of the marketing

system. Marketplace dignification underscored by specific

practices such as symbolic anchoring arises as a kind of domi-

nant social paradigm (Kilbourne et al. 1997) that is at the heart

of how operating marketing systems generate perceived

marked-based happiness. Perhaps, problematic social mechan-

isms require radical transformation based on the broad defini-

tion of dignity.

Can the Capabilities Approach Improve Subalterns’ Lot?

The capabilities approach calls for guarantying the provision-

ing of fundamental functionings (e.g. being free of hunger,

being educated) which would increase life choices subalterns

have realistic access to (Sen 1985; Nussbaum 2011). Offering

unconditional choices to enhance the group’s autonomy is

directly related to dignity. Nussbaum (2011) emphasizes ten

central capabilities which improve personal dignity: life, bodily

health, bodily integrity, senses and imagination, emotions,

practical reason, affiliation, other species, play, and control

over one’s environment. She argues that these capabilities rep-

resent individual abilities that would allow human beings to

live a dignified life. The capabilities approach requires the

assessment of whether subalterns have these capabilities and

the development of institutions that foster and guarantee them.

Our research indicates that capability assessment would

become a complex task as subalterns often fake their various

capabilities to minimize their dissimilitude to others. Hence,

assessments of poverty that are insensitive to dignity percep-

tions of the population may yield biased results. On the other

hand, the subaltern group may end up valuing only the choices

that make sense within the symbolism of existing marketing

systems. As they are constantly fantasizing as well as attempt-

ing to become equal (i.e. dignified) participants in problematic

structures, a key capability – which is not discussed in the

existing capability approach literature – appears to be missing.

This is the capability related to constructing potential market-

ing systems (refer to Figure 5) that are broadly inclusive (Ace-

moglu and Robinson 2013). The capability to set up just

marketing systems (not simply markets) implies social

mechanisms underscored by the broad conception of dignity,
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action fields based on the cooperation of all stakeholders, and

continuous calibration of emergent structures through inclusive

governance.

Varman and Vikas (2007) call for subaltern empowerment

in the production domain as the necessary condition for attain-

ing freedom in consumption. Most problems they list (e.g. low

wages, exploitation) are direct consequences of the lack of

respect for human worth and labor. However, empowerment

would not be effective if archaic dignification were not

eschewed. It appears that an excessive focus on narrowly-

defined dignification within existing marketing systems dulls

a creative focus on self-fulfilling, self-realizing value-creation

experiences based on appreciating rich localized resources,

although this lack of focus is understandable given extremely

dismal circumstances. If creative capabilities are promoted

instead, the subaltern group might realize that their current

aspirations are flawed. Sustainable community building, rather

than individualistic quests, based on small entrepreneurship,

creative craftsmanship, and the provision of other localized

services linked to natural eco-systems would perhaps be more

fulfilling.

Conclusion

Potential Marketing Systems of Dignity

This research augments the MAS framework by highlighting

the dignity-related symbolism of marketing systems (Layton

2015). It also pertains to the domain of the institutional founda-

tions of marketing systems (Kilbourne et al. 1997), symbolism

based marketing system design (Kadirov and Varey 2011), as

well as the development school of macromarketing thought

(Mittelstaedt et al. 2014). We propose that the development

of potential marketing systems must be accompanied by initia-

tives directed at ensuring dignity for each specialized role and

action field within a marketing system.

According to the MAS theory of marketing systems (Layton

2015), marketing systems are formed under the impact of a

number of different causal processes including role specializa-

tion. Our findings suggest that due to orthodox and marketized

dignification some specialized roles within the action fields

under focus are normatively relegated to the ‘filthy’ status

despite representing essential value-creating activities (e.g.

cleaning, sanitation, waste removal, recycling, some forms of

EXISTING MARKETING SYSTEMS 

(endowments, social mechanisms, action fields, emergent structu re) 

Formation, Growth and Adaptive Change 
seamless metamorphosis from orthodox to 

marketized dignification

SUBALTERN GROUP EXPERIENCES 

Apophatic Dignity 
- symbolic anchoring 

- dedignifying instrumentalization 

- dehumanization 

Dignity as Minimizing Dissimilitude 
- aligning for ordinary livability 

- market as indistinction-scape 

Subalternity 
circumstances underscoring the failure 

to adapt to changing conditions

POTENTIAL MARKETING SYSTEMS 

(dignity-enhancing institutions) 

Potential capabilities to create, nurture and 
adapt marketing system structures

Figure 5. Subaltern dignity experiences in marketing systems.
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farming labor). This leads to the flight of the subaltern group

and others from such potentially contributing activities, espe-

cially when the potential of relatively well-organized public

services and utility systems in the developed countries is well

known. Caste-based discrimination practices and their market-

ized metamorphoses become building blocks of distorted mar-

keting systems, while these social mechanisms are used to

enforce de-dignifying market arrangements. The problem

might not be in the lack of opportunities or resources, but in

the absence of appreciation for particular types of endowments

(e.g. labor input).

The importance of respect for work and absorbed passion

for a profession, even if it is as mundane as selling fruits off a

cart in a street, has been stressed by economic historians

(McCloskey 2006). Hence, the subaltern quandary could not

be solved by merely creating work opportunities. Symbolic

elements must also be manipulated to signal respectfulness.

For instance, waste collection systems can be organized in

such a way that there is minimum human contact with waste

materials, whereby workers are appropriately resourced.

Also, such public services can be labeled using more

respect-signaling signs such as ‘environmental services’, or

more contextualized signs.

Most importantly, the long-term approach would be to

develop respect for various professions, skills, jobs, and work

in general among the wider population. For example, the recent

study shows that waste collectors, in comparison to other pro-

fessions, are the most beneficial members of society in the UK

creating £12 of societal value per £1 wages they receive (Law-

lor, Kersley, and Steed 2009). Moreover, the population’s

macromarketing capability, in other words, knowledge,

know-how, skills of initiating and shaping effective marketing

systems, will need to be fostered. The subaltern group’s current

concern appears to be how to transform themselves and their

offspring in such a way that their input to existing marketing

systems becomes dignified. However, what is needed is know-

how and operant resources on building alternative marketing

systems that are based on valuing and rewarding the group’s

existing skills.

Symbolic Marketing Systems Participation and the
Government’s Role

Dignity matters. Transcending beyond its archaic conceptuali-

zation in marketing systems is a complex dilemma that requires

a societal resolution. In India, archaic dignification seamlessly

operates as a new market logic which results in further discrim-

ination, marginalization, and exclusion of subalterns. Yet, sub-

alternity is not simply an externality effect that can be treated

via enrolling the same dysfunctional market structure. Rather,

it is an emergent structural element of marketing systems (Lay-

ton 2015) where subalterns are its symbolic participants. The

irony is that subalternity as a structural element is consolidated

further as subalterns embrace the existing Dominant Social

Paradigm and dream of joining the ranks of the “invisible”

other (Kilbourne, McDonagh, and Prothero 1997). On the

societal level, the logic “comparatively more consumption

equals happiness” which treats others as a symbolic gauge must

be eschewed in favor of the “happiness equals genuine concern

for others” logic that presupposes respect for human worth.

Dignity is a unique locus of public policy making. Without

wisdom-based public interference, as it is seen in the context of

subalternity, unfettered markets, as well as non-market

mechanisms, might fail to deliver on the promise of respect for

humanity. Hence, the government must play an active role in

sanctioning and promoting the development of potential

dignity-maximizing marketing systems. Focused attempts are

to be made to facilitate the development of marketing institu-

tions so that markets can be made just, inclusive, and devoid of

demeaning symbolism. Government legislation and local by-

laws can create a foundation for vibrant and responsive mar-

keting systems that encourage inclusiveness and participation.
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