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ABSTRACT

KEYWORDS

Retailing, in the context of developing economies, has been
claimed to be a social practice. A review of ﬁctional literature
from the ethno-linguistic region of Bengal may enhance our
understanding of the social and cultural history of independent
retailing. The evidence from social sciences shows that most retail
markets in the economically less developed countries function in
similar ways. Such a similarity in social structures may be explained
using the concept of embeddedness. This article identiﬁes the
history of socio-economic roles of rural unorganised retailers in
the embedded markets of developing economies through the
discourse analysis of Bengali ﬁctional literature.
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Introduction
When my anxieties became unbearable, I would go and sit in Mujibur’s shop. The shop
was just a low thatched room emanating smells of castor oil, kerosene, various spices, dust,
strong tobacco and rancid mustard oil mixed together that resulted in a strange odor that
hung in the air inside the shop. The smell cast a hypnotic spell on me.

Such was the description of a small village shop by Moni, a protagonist village doctor at
Palashpara, a village in Nadia district of West Bengal1. The writer, in his story, portrays
the character of the village grocer, Mujibur, who provides groceries on credit to this
unemployed doctor, Moni, and also helps the doctor to canvass for patients in the
village. Mujibur’s shop is also depicted as the hub of social interactions in the village
and Mujibur himself is seen as a source of advice and guidance by the village consumers
clearly emphasising the societal role and status of a village grocer.
‘A few people, soaked to their skins under the torrential rains, were buying provisions at the grocer’s shop. Bhupen (the grocer) was sitting under the shelter of a canopy,
with his piles of onions and potatoes’ – this is how Sirshendu Mukhopadhyay2 describes
a village grocer in his story, ‘Brishtite Nishikanta’ (the person, Nishikanta’s, life on a
rainy day).
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The enormous banyan tree between the settlement and the marketplace of the village stood
with its branches spread out day and night. Jashim had set up his shop around its roots.
There were cane seats (without hand rests) and low wooden seats strewn all around. That
was everything the seating arrangement consisted of. In any case, the youngsters preferred
to sit on the extended spread of the roots of the banyan tree3.

Jhumur Pandey’s story4, ‘Oi Sritigulo Amay Hashay Kadai Ghumpariye Dai’ (those
memories make me laugh, cry and put me to sleep), describes the lives of impoverished
Bengali villagers like Lakhimani and Mangal who survive on the grocery they get on
credit from their village shopkeepers. The characteristics of a rural shop do not seem to
have changed much since the days of Bankim Chandra Chattopadhyay’s Devi
Chaudhurani5 to the characteristics described by Jhumur Pandey6. The proﬁles of
shops and its keepers appear to withstand the passage of time. The poor, unorganised,
and yet a friendly village retailer whose makeshift and shanty-like shop serves as a place
for socialising appears consistent over 128 years of Bengali literary works.
During the period, the society of Bengal has no doubt undergone a tremendous
transformation. However, certain elements of rural retailing tended to show continuity
with static inertia. This is seen in the consistent picture of the poor, unorganised, and
yet a friendly village retailer whose makeshift and shanty-like shop serves as a place for
socialising, for example, Nalu Pal’s shop7; Jashim’s shop8.
Bengal, as mentioned here, is an ethno-linguistic region geographically situated at
the eastern part of the Indian subcontinent, just above the Bay of Bengal (map
presented in Appendix 2). This region was politically divided in the 1947 during the
Partition of India. The predominantly Hindu West Bengal remained as a state with
India, while the other part, East Bengal dominated by Muslims, became a province of
Pakistan but, in 1971, gained independence to emerge as a sovereign country,
Bangladesh. Some areas of Bengal are part of Nepal and the neighbouring Indian states
of Assam, Tripura, Meghalaya, Manipur, Odisha, Bihar and Jharkhand. The Bengali
people, whose vernacular is the Bengali language, populate the region.
The purpose of the present article is to identify the historical socio-economic roles of
rural unorganised retailers in the embedded markets of developing economies and
thereby developing a proﬁle of those entities through the discourse analysis of the
Bengali ﬁctional literature over a period of more than 100 years from Bankim Chandra
Chattopadhyay’s Devi Chaudhurani9 to Jhumur Pandey’s Oi Sritigulo Amay Hashay
Kadai Ghumpariye Dai10.
Most interestingly, during this period, the particular region has been through a
number of intense socio-political changes that, in turn, initiated signiﬁcant changes
in the lives of Bengali people. From the impact of western education introduced by the
British – the colonial rulers during the period, the so-called renaissance in Bengal, all
the social reforms, the geopolitical partition of Bengal, to ﬁnally the inclusion of one
part in India and the other in Pakistan, which, in 1971, emerged as an independent
country, Bangladesh. All these historical events inﬂuenced the lives of all the people of
the region to the deepest social roots. However, some aspects of the rural unorganised
retailers appeared to remain unchanged, despite such changes in social life.
While developing the model for purchase behaviour of rural unorganised retailers of
Bengal, initial focus was to search evidences from the past academic literature. Extant
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literature, however, did not present a large number of evidences, and evidences were
totally absent prior to 197811. The dearth of evidences from research work initiated the
notion that the ﬁctional literary works might be potential sources for such evidences. It
is claimed that literature is often a reﬂection of society12. Such a mirroring of society by
ﬁctional literature has been termed as ‘reﬂection theory’13. Literature as a documentation of social life is lent credence by ‘expression theory’ which suggests that authors take
into account the feelings and emotions emanating from their social experiences14.
Extant literature shows authors favouring the use of literary pieces as sources for
studying social15, as well as, economic16 phenomena. Joan Rockwell developed a convincing argument for the use of literature in the systematic study of society17. She
declared that literature is neither fantasy nor simple entertainment, but is indeed a
product of society, as much so as any institution such as the family or the State.
Literature provides information on such aspects as the state of technology, laws,
customs, social structure and institutions, and it also points to values and attitudes
especially at times of fundamental social changes18. Therefore, the ‘patterned connection between society and ﬁction is so discernable and so reliable that literature ought to
be added to the regular tools of social investigation’19. Laura Tisdall used evidences in
pre-war (the Second World War) and post-war ﬁctional novels to study the growing
post-war pessimism among teachers about their students20.
Marc Shell, in his prominent study, The Economy of Literature, suggested that
‘literary works are composed of small tropic exchanges or metaphors, some of which
can be analyzed in terms of signiﬁed economic content and all of which can be analyzed
in terms of economic form’21. Such an economic study is often termed as ‘Poetic
economics’ which scrutinises ‘the ways in which literary writers use this ﬁctive economic discourse. . .as an ordering principle in their work’22. David Kaufmann enquired
the reason for ‘economic theory and narrative ﬁction’ both becoming objects of and
media for intellectual debate23. In answering the question, Kaufmann argued that
the rapid growth and institutional consolidation of commercial capitalism in the eighteenth century created a demand for new descriptions of and apologias for the economy,
the state, morality and citizenship, a demand that was taken up by. . .both the ﬁeld of
political economics and the novel24.

Literary texts, and particularly novels, thus reﬂect the nature of representation embodied in the economic system in general25. Establishing real social and economic
phenomenon through the study of ﬁctional literature seems to be widely accepted by
scholars and the present study follows the aforementioned practice.
Demographic and ethnic data used in research works are often supplemented with
content from general popular media, website material and secondary literature26. Russel
Belk used indications from mythology, religious scriptures, books and the literary works
(some of which were written long ago) to explain the concept of ‘benign envy’ as
applicable to consumer behaviour in the present times27. A recent trend involves
analyses of blogs and writings available on the cyber-media for sociological evidence28.
Indications in literary works often help to fathom social phenomenon. Retailing is
generally accepted as a social phenomenon in the relationship marketing literature29.
An important caveat, at this juncture, lies in the deﬁnition of ‘retail’. Wet-market
traders, pushcarts and ‘mom-and-pop’ stores make up the category of retailers known
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as ‘small independent retailers’30. A broad deﬁnition of rural retailing, as advocated by
Sanal Kumar Velayudhan, encompasses multiple forms of retail establishments/endeavours like grocery shops, mobile traders, makeshift shops in periodic markets, small
eating establishments (that also sell consumer goods from counters) and any other
endeavour that allows consumers to buy goods for consumption31. Moreover, the
nature of retail establishments may also have evolved over the period of the present
study. Disaggregating the diﬀerent classes of retail may provide more granular insights
into the socio-economic behaviour of retailers. However, the present study aggregates
all retail establishments/endeavours into a single class for the purpose of analysing their
socio-economic behaviour. For the purpose of the present study, any endeavours that
involve a small amount of capital, day-to-day cash/credit/barter transactions, and do
not involve business to business transactions are classiﬁed as retail ventures. This covers
a gamut of entities like Nalu Pal’s peddling business32, to Hajari Thakur’s pice (the
lowest unit of currency in colonial days, connoting cheap) hotel, where customers avail
of one meal at a time and pay for each meal immediately33.
The article begins with certain theoretical considerations on unorganised retailers
and the uniqueness of their socio-economic behaviour. It proceeds to a discussion of
the social structures in embedded marketplaces that lead to the socio-economic signiﬁcance of unorganised retailers in developing economies. Extant academic literature
is reviewed to aﬃrm that ﬁctional literature often reﬂects contemporary society. Critical
linguistics (CL) and critical discourse analysis (CDA) have been used to analyse the
elements of ﬁctional literature of the present study. Regional (Bengali) ﬁctional literature is reviewed to discern the social aspects and the economic aspects of unorganised
retailers. The discourses manifested in the reviewed ﬁctional literature are analysed
using the lens of embeddedness to ensure generalisability across developing economies.
Towards the end of the article, a few relevant ﬁctional literatures from other parts of
India and from Latin America and Africa are also presented to establish embeddedness
of rural retailers across other developing economies. An outline of the future scope of
studies concludes the article.

Theoretical considerations
Economists often view markets as arenas for the exchange of goods and services, where
the participants attempt to maximise their interests34. However, economic sociologists
argue that markets can also be seen as being contingent on social relations, the
psychology of participants, structures, and norms35. Economic sociologists do not
separate human behaviour into mutually exclusive domains, deﬁned as rational domain
and behavioural domain36. The Individual economic action is not about self-interest
alone, but can also involve reciprocity and redistribution37. Market expressions, therefore, reﬂect settlements negotiated by human actors who are motivated by multiple
goals and inﬂuenced by their embedded location in social relations and contexts as
deﬁned by broader political economies38.
The concept of embeddedness manages to integrate the concepts of the rational man
with social and behavioural economics to provide a theorisation which has proven
worthwhile in explaining a behavioural phenomenon in marketing ﬁeld39. Network
structures can generate the competitive advantage known as social capital40. The
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concept of social capital explains the loyalty of community-members towards small
retailers within their community41. In other words, networked businesses are embedded
in social relationships that over time can generate trust and expectations of fairness and
reciprocity42. Because of the commonality of embeddedness among small retailers in
developing economies, it may be expected that the inferences from the present study
would be generalisable to rural unorganised retailers across most developing economies.
Retailers are often “embedded through complex integration and interaction with the
surrounding community and society of which it is a part43. The study of social
structures and the relationships of marketing entities with society is the subject of
macromarketing research44.

Unique behaviour of unorganised retailers in developing economies
In the past few decades, the neoclassical interpretation of human behaviour (rational
considerations and individualistic decisions) has been contested by an alternative
named behavioural economics, which analyses how human beings and ﬁrms make
economic decisions45. Studies in behavioural economics suggest that a more complex
model of human motivations is required to explain behaviours such as those that lead
to stock market booms and busts, the ways that human beings react to turns in fortune,
and why people often seem to put aside their self-interest46. Daniel Kahneman found
that people tend to give undue weight to information that is easily available or vivid47.
It is not uncommon for consumers to decide upon the quality of goods on the basis of
its price48. Another such potential deviation from rational behaviour is observed when
experimental subjects appear to care about fairness and reciprocity, are willing to
change the distribution of material outcomes at personal cost, and are willing to reward
those who act in a cooperative manner while punishing those who do not even when
these actions are costly to the individual49. Therefore, societal considerations also play a
role in economic behaviour.
Retailers and their customers engender enduring relationships vis. a vis. the relatively
higher transaction orientation in established markets50. Customers have been found to
have such relationships with retailers that they would rather wait to get their preferred
brand from their favoured retailer or switch brands rather than go to other retailers51. A
narrative may clarify this characteristic:
For several years Kumar has been purchasing from some speciﬁc stores in the market.
Kumar visited his regular grocery store and requested a certain brand of mosquito
repellent lamp. This lamp, however, was not available with the seller. The retailer asked
us to wait in the shop and ran across the street to another grocery store; after a few
minutes, the retailer returned with the required product and gave it to Kumar52.

It is noticeable that the customer, Kumar, preferred to wait rather than go to another
store. Unorganised retailers are sustaining in rural areas of India because of the strength
of their relationships with their customers53. Such close relationships in embedded
marketplaces allow rural unorganised retailers to play pivotal socio-economic roles in
Indian villages.
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Social structures in embedded markets
Though the concept of economic embeddedness is applicable to many economic
situations, a review of literature shows that the concept has been applied in the past
to explain the economic behaviour of marketing entities like channel intermediaries54,
small businesses55, rural entrepreneurs56, and to explain the signiﬁcance of local
relationships to rural economy and rural livelihood57. It has been suggested that socially
mandated behaviours compel retailers and consumers to be sensitive to stable, sustainable collective welfare in embedded markets58. Therefore, the theory of economic
embeddedness may provide a mechanism for explaining the economic behaviour of
rural storekeepers owing to its established applicability to the rural economy, to rural
small businesses. Enduring personalised relationships convert trust and asymmetrical
power into assets that create exclusivity in individuals dealing with rural
entrepreneurship59. Rural retailers in India are indeed small entrepreneurs – and the
theory on economic embeddedness may be applicable to these entities.
Since the concept of embeddedness (cohesion in a social network) seems important
to the present study, it may be pertinent to explore sociological literature on the
aforementioned concept. Political sociologists study how a cohesive civil society engenders democracy60. Historical sociologists highlight the signiﬁcant role played by solidarity for revolution to occur61, and the success of social actions is dependent on a
cohesive critical mass of believers62. Solidarity among workers is a crucial concept in
the ﬁeld of work sociology63. Social psychologists have persistently focused on issues
related to cohesion and solidarity, and have attempted to analyse both its character64
and its importance65. It is also observed that the social cohesion and embeddedness of
entities in a social network is dependent on the prevailing social structures66.
The diﬀerence in the levels of embeddedness in societies depends on the social
structures prevailing in the society67. Such social embeddedness appears to be higher
in developing nations than in developed nations68. However, embeddedness is a
property of a society and there are examples even in western rural69 and urban70
societies of such embeddedness. The present study is based on the contention that, at
least the rural societies in developing economies represent embedded societies and such
embeddedness deﬁnes the socio-economic choices made by rural consumers71.

Socio-economic signiﬁcance of rural unorganised retailers
Economic choices and decisions are often shaped by the social interactions of everyday
life72. While neo-classical economists consider an actor as independent of other actors,
economic sociologists argue that an actor is inﬂuenced by other actors and is part of
groups and society73. One’s own well-being is often seen as connected to the well-being
of society. The building of ‘social capital’ seems important for the general welfare of a
community74. Therefore, people are often willing to participate in the creation of social
beneﬁts as long as they feel that others are also contributing. Economic sociology is the
ﬁeld of study which explores the sociological inﬂuences on economic behaviour75.
Economic sociology is deﬁned as the sociological perspective applied to an economic
phenomenon76. In the initial years of research on economic sociology, the sociological
inﬂuences were initially grouped into personal interactions, groups, social structures
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(institutions), and social controls. In later years, social networks, gender, and cultural
context have also come into focus77.
In its application to markets, economic sociology has been deﬁned as the application of
the frames of reference, variables, and explanatory models of sociology to that complex of
activities concerned with the production, distribution, exchange, and consumption of
goods and services. Arthur Stinchcombe presented a framework of interaction between
individual choice motives (akin to individualistic rational choices) and the social factors
inﬂuencing choices – accepted norms of behaviour in a particular society and consequences of deviation from norms aﬀects an individual’s decisions78. Patterns of behaviour
are institutionalised and society inﬂuences individual decisions79. As neo-classical economists were challenged by behavioural economists (claiming that human behaviour goes
beyond rational motives) and economic sociologists (society has an impact on economic
behaviour), the need to propose a more integrative theory was evident80.
It has also been suggested that marketing phenomenon in developing economies that
integrate rational, behavioural and social domains of economic research may often be
explained by the concept of socio-economic embeddedness81. Social interactions and a
human being’s own reactions to the social stimuli are considered as important to
decision-making as individualistic rationalisation82. Networked businesses are
embedded in social relationships with other businesses that over time can generate
trust and expectations of fairness and reciprocity that leads to some unique characteristics of such businesses83.
Rural unorganised retailers perform multiple social roles by serving as hubs of social
interactions, by helping rural consumers to form purchase opinions through the dissemination of product knowledge and by regulating supplies of consumer goods to
villages in developing economies84. Their economic roles involve generation of selfemployment, enablement of rural to rural trade, enablement of urban to rural trade,
helping seasonal earners through the provision of goods on credit and the allowance of
a barter system85. Social (or relational) and economic aspects become important in
macromarketing studies involving small retailers in embedded markets86. The attempt
in the present study would be to bring out such characteristics of rural retailers in India
through a study of ﬁctional literary works in Bengali language. A review of Bengali
ﬁctional works may yield inferences on the importance and behaviour of rural unorganised retailers.
The portrait of village shopkeepers in literature basically reﬂects their economic and
social status, and their importance in the contemporary societies of developing economies like India, which may be identiﬁed more as a cultural entity rather than a geopolitical entity. Despite often being akin to cottages with temporary, makeshift walls
and roofs, operating a village shop seems to endow the shopkeeper with social recognition and prestige. Village shopkeepers are portrayed as well-networked in the village
society and are shown to possess the ability to inﬂuence individuals’ decisions as well as
collective opinions. Based on this understanding of the signiﬁcance of traditional stores
of rural India, the present study attempts to construct a portrait of rural unorganised
retailers, with a special focus on FMCG retailers (village grocers). Rabindranath Tagore,
in his Glimpses of Bengal, indicates that economic and social aspects are intertwined in
village life87. Therefore, socio-economic considerations have been used to paint the
aforesaid portrait or rural retailers.
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Critical discourse analysis
CL and CDA are terms that are often used to convey the same meaning88. The term
CDA seems to be favoured and is being employed to signify the theory that was
previously identiﬁed as CL89. There are multiple origins of CDA in anthropology,
applied linguistics, cognitive science, literary studies, philosophy, pragmatics, rhetoric,
socio-linguistics, socio-psychology, and text linguistics90. Currently, some researchers
prefer the term Critical Discourse Studies (CDS). Teun van Dijk presented an overview
of the ﬁeld of CDS and highlighted that CDS emerged as a closely related discipline in
humanities, as well as in social sciences, between the mid-1960s and the early 1970s91.
CDA views the use of language as a social practice (ﬁctional literary works in the case
of the present research) and considers the context of its use to be an important
element92. CDA recognises that discourses are reasonably stable uses of language that
represent the organisation and structuring of social life93. Discourse may be deﬁned as
‘the ensemble of phenomena in and through which social production of meaning takes
place’94. ‘Since a text is a typically social product, created by users in an environment of
socially determined conditions, discourse (in the sense deﬁned above) looms large in all
textual interpretation’95. Therefore, a CDA of the texts in ﬁctional literature would
indicate the social conditions in the contemporary society. The texts have been analysed
by the authors of this article with the help of Bengali academicians from a prominent
university in Kolkata (the capital city of the state of West Bengal, in India).
The sampling method used is a simple random sampling of Bengali literary works
listed in the ‘The Oxford India anthology of Bengali literature’96. All the novels/stories
mentioned in the aforesaid anthology of literature97 were listed in an excel sheet and a
simple random sampling was done to select 53 novels and stories. Some of these literary
works had descriptions of rural retailers and their behavioural aspects. The depictions
presented in the identiﬁed novels and stories point towards certain aspects of rural
retailing or rural shopkeepers that make these entities pivotal to the socio-economic
fabric of villages in India and similar developing economies.

Socio-economic functions of rural retailing from discourse analysis
Retailing is often claimed to be a social occupation in relational marketing literature98.
The social functions of retailing seem to be accentuated in rural areas of developing
economies like India. The norm of generalised reciprocity is so deeply entrenched in
market relationships that the social aspects of behaviour in embedded markets often
outweigh the economic aspects of behaviour99. The portraits of shopkeepers in the
regional ﬁctional literature reﬂect their status and importance in the contemporary
rural societies of developing economies like India. The ﬁrst mention of the rural retailer
has been identiﬁed in the novel, ‘Devi Choudhrani’, by Bankim Chandra
Chattopadhyay way back in 1884100. However, literature or its creation is not something
whose ﬂow remains continuous and unchanged over a period of time. During Bankim
Chandra Chattopadhyay’s time (1838–1894), Bengali language as well as Bengali literature were at the stage of germination, and evolved over the period of the next 100 years.
It is still evolving. During this period, the social, political, and cultural dynamics have
given birth to a range of writers like Rabindranath Tagore (1861–1941), Sarat Chandra
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Chattopadhyay (1876–1938), Bibhutibhushan Bandopadhyay (1894–1950), Tarashankar
Bandhopadhyay (1898–1971), Manik Bandopadhyay (1908–1956), Samaresh Basu
(1924–1988), Sunil Gangopadhyay (1934–2012) and so on101. These authors came
from a wide variety of socio-cultural backgrounds which have been reﬂected on their
creations. It cannot be denied that most of the authors from the late nineteenth century
to the earlier half of the twentieth century have come from rural backgrounds102. As a
result, their creators depicted rural life of Bengal with greater care103. The latter half of
the twentieth century, however, has seen the rise of a galaxy of authors predominantly
from semi-urban or urban backgrounds104. Because of their urban inﬂuence, only a
handful of evidences of rural life can be identiﬁed, those also with lesser authenticity105.
This resulted in the disproportionate representation of works during the period of
around 100 years. However, the ﬁrst evidence has been identiﬁed from 1884106 and the
latest evidence has been identiﬁed in 2012107.
While searching for evidences of rural retailers in ﬁctional works, emphasis was
given on the identifying of literary pieces rather than identifying selective authors. The
authors, whose works have been mentioned in the present article, are the ones who
have described some characteristics of rural unorganised retailers in Bengal in diﬀerent
social settings. Authors of the ﬁctional literature who have been mentioned in the
present study have speciﬁcally pictured at least some shops in villages (speciﬁed as
‘gram’, Bengali for village, in their novels). However, some cases like the establishment
of Hajari Thakur, in the semi-urban locality of Ranaghat (‘Adarsha Hindu Hotel’108)
have been incorporated.
The formation of a railway station generally transforms a village into a town as we
see in the transformation of the village Konkona in Bengal, as depicted in ‘Panchagram’,
a novel by Tarashankar Bandhopadhyay109. With the establishment of a railway station
in a village, factory-made goods appear in the village shops. Some small-scale industries
(like rice mills) come up in the village leading to further population increase and
urbanisation. Such is the progression depicted in describing the evolution of a ‘gram’
(village) into a ‘gonjo’ (semi-urban trading centre) and then into a ‘shohor’ (town).
That, however, didn’t change the fundamental socio-cultural texture of Konkona.
However, Hajari Thakur, the central character of the Novel, ‘Adarsha Hindu Hotel’,
along with some of the main characters such as Kusum and Atasi, and the majority of
the customers of the pice hotel, are shown to be hailing from villages110. It is, therefore,
assumed that the Adarsha Hindu Hotel (an ideal restaurant serving food according to
Hindu Customs) would retain a number of attributes of the rural shops in Bengal. It is
also admitted that the hotel cannot be called a retail shop in the strictest sense of
deﬁnition.
The discussion begins by highlighting the kinds of entities that take up retailing as
the means of earning a livelihood.
Retailing as a socio-genic self-employment option
Often societal networks encourage and enable community-members to up retailing as a
means of self-employment111. It is often seen that members of an embedded community are supportive of micro-entrepreneurial ventures by other members of the
embedded community. A villager who establishes a shop in the community is
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patronised by the other villagers112. Members of embedded communities take up
micro-entrepreneurial ventures (like small retailing) owing to the inherent support of
community members113. Incumbents in the rural community are seen to take up
retailing as a self-employment option. Such an inference is inherent in the following
excerpt from the novel ‘Ichchamati’ by Bibhutibhushan Bandopadhyay:
Even a few years ago, Nalu used to peddle betel leaves and nuts in diﬀerent village markets,
carrying his own load of goods. One of his maternal aunts provided him a bare capital of
seventeen rupees. During the last one year that seventeen rupees capital had increased to
ﬁfty-seven rupees after meeting all the expenses. This was his net-proﬁt. Nalu now has
started his own shop. There is a narrow canal which comes out of the river, Icchamati,
actually was the old course of the river itself. The river current no longer ﬂows through the
canal; water has become stagnant and accumulated water hyacinths and mosses. Nalu Pal’s
shop is just beside the canal114.

Ever since Nalu Pal became a mobile trader (‘Hawker’) selling goods at the various
periodic markets in and around his village, he was on the lookout for a suitable location
to set up a permanent shop. The location had to be on a path frequented by villagers.
Operating a ﬁxed shop, according to Nalu, is more prestigious than being a mobile
trader since the villagers would patronise and respect a shopkeeper in their community.
Proud Nalu Pal later reminiscences about the fruitful nature of opening a grocery shop
in his village (N15, Appendix 1).
The thought process of Hajari Thakur, a shop-owner in the novel ‘Adarsha Hindu
Hotel’, by Bibhutibhushan Bandopadhyay, highlights the socio-genic nature of opening
a small eating joint in an embedded marketplace:
He (Hajari Thakur) will start his own hotel right in this rail market (marketplace near an
upcoming railroad station). He will not take any short-cut route to success. Business
means satisfaction of his customers. He will not cheat over what his customers will
order. He will cook his own and will keep his customers satisﬁed by serving quality
food. He does not believe in cheating and fraud115.
(Hajari Thakur says) I know everything of this trade with your blessings. Two main
functions of hotel business are purchasing (raw material) and cooking. Anybody who
learned these two jobs would make a proﬁt in the hotel business. I have acquired mastery
in both these jobs with an eﬀort over a long time. I also know what the customers want
(being a villager himself)116.

The shopkeeper’s understanding of the local consumers is an important determinant of
the success of micro-retailing ventures in villages. The relationship between shopkeepers and community-members represent the social capital. Hajari Thakur’s understanding of his consumers led to the success of his venture117. Vial and Hanoteau
suggested that micro-entrepreneurs endure because of the social security net provided
by the personal relationships developed by these entities with their customers, suppliers
and among themselves118.
The social capital built by a villager may encourage the opening of shops in the
embedded communities119. In the novel, ‘Kalindi’ by Tarashankar Bandhopadhyay,
Sribash Pal, a prosperous man in the community, opened a shop for knick-knacks in
his village120. In one end of the settlement, Sribash built a large shade and started a
grocery store within a few days. Since Sribash is a respected man in the community, his
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shop is bound to be trusted and successful. Girls of the settlement are seen crowding in
front of this shop to buy goods. Such community-patronisation of shops opened by
local inhabitants is a characteristic of the embedded markets of developing economies.
The converse of this logic may provide a clue to the failure of organised retail chains in
rural India121. Stores inaugurated and operated by external entities are often not
accepted by the members of an embedded community as witnessed in the welldocumented failure of Hariyali Kisan Bazaar, the largest chain of rural supermarkets
in India122.
Mukhopadhyay (1957) weaved a story about a village shop providing self-employment
to the leading character, Ajit, in her novel titled ‘Milan sankha’ (N8, Appendix 1)123. Ajit
is hard pressed to make a living but has a little money and has earned the support of the
market community. Fortuitously, Ajit is able to buy a small shop and its stock-in-trade.
The shop sells pan, bidi, cigarette, soda, lemonade and coconut water. The income from
the shop proves to be adequate for Ajit’s livelihood. The local inhabitants are shown as
supportive of Ajit’s shop. Jashim, an unemployed village boy, is seen to start a shop at the
roots of a Banyan tree to earn his living, in Selina Hossain’s story124. Rohit Varman, Per
Skålén, and Russell W Belk emphasised the value of retailing as a means of self-employment in rural areas of developing economies125.
While retailing is highlighted as a self-employment option by the litterateurs cited in
the preceding discussions, another common theme that emerges is that it is primarily
the existing incumbents of a village who seem to be getting into retailing. Indeed, S 126.
Jin Shi and Amelia Yuen Shan Au-Yeung suggested that belonging to the local community is often a source of competitive advantage for small retailers126.
Community root of retailer
Small retailing is an embedded activity that is best performed by local inhabitants127.
The wife of Subola, a deceased ﬁsherman, and a member of the village community in
the novel ‘Titash ekti nodir naam’, by Adwaitya Mallabarman, peddles pan leaves;
beetle-nuts and clay utensils in and around the village Gokarna in district Kumilla,
East Bengal (now the independent country, Bangladesh)128. In the evening, she returns
home carrying a bundle of paddy on her head, the payment that she receives for her
wares. The peddler is shown to succeed because of the support from the villagers of
Gokarna, who empathise with her bereavement.
Nalu Pal (in the novel ‘Ichchamati’ by Bibhutibhushan Bandopadhyay) is patronised
by the inhabitants of his native village when he starts up a grocery store129. A local boy
trying to make a living is seen to be a potent appeal for neighbours to start buying from
the grocery store that is set up by Nalu Pal.
In a classic Bengali novel based on a village marketplace, Hatey Bazarey (literally
meaning, rural marketplaces in Bengali) by Bonophul, Jagadamba, a 30-year-old ﬁsherwoman in village Hajipur, in Vaishali district of Bihar (a state in India that adjoins
West Bengal), is shown to have opened a tea-shop at the entrance of the wholesale
market for tea leaves130.
Sribash Pal is a prosperous man among the community of his village in the novel,
‘Kalindi’, by Tarashankar Bandhopadhyay. In addition to expansive farming, he also
dabbles with trading in grains and in the moneylending business. Sribash starts a
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grocery store in the village hoping that the villagers would buy from his shop, an
expectation that is seen to be rightly placed.131 The expectation of Jashim, the shopkeeper in Selina Hossain’s story, that villagers would patronise the shop of a village boy
also seems justiﬁed132. The local engagement between consumers and retailers seems to
be a signiﬁcant reason for some incumbents taking up retailing in embedded markets133
. The strong linkages with local community often make the premises of small shops
the virtual clubs in developing economies134.
Shop premises – country club
Nelson Turgo studied the phenomenon of community members gossiping in ‘sari-sari’
(independent stores) in the Philippines135. The depiction of rural shop premises as the
places to socialise for villagers is omnipresent in regional literary works. The depiction
of rural shop premises as a place for socialising is presented repeatedly in the various
novels and stories penned by Bibhutibhushan Bandopadhyay136. Nalu Pal, the grocery
store owner in the village Mollahatir Hat in East Bengal (presently the independent
country, Bangladesh) in Bibhutibhushan Bandopadhyay’s novel ‘Ichchamati’, is seen
discussing a pilgrimage by villagers to the holy city of Kashi (the city of Varanasi in
present-day India)137. Nalu Pal’s shop is a favoured location for societal interactions in
the village. Old man Hari Napit (Barber) was seen gossiping with Bhudhor Ghosh at
Nalu’s shop in the village of Mollahatir Hat in Jessore district of Bengal138. Nalu Pal’s
grocery shop is depicted as the country-club of the village at multiple instances in the
novel.
In another celebrated novel, ‘Pather Panchali’ (literally meaning, ‘Saga of the road’),
Bibhutibhushan Bandopadhyay described the social interactions at a grocery shop
owned by Prasanna in village Nishchindipur, in Paschim Medinipur district of West
Bengal, India139. Apart from running a school at the shop while servicing customers (a
unique endeavour in itself), Prasanna also converses with villagers. Prasanna is seen
discussing the arrangements for a folk-theatre (‘jatra’) in the village with Boidyonath
Majumdar, an elderly villager. The benches in Prasanna’s shop seem to be always
occupied by villagers who treat the shop as their country-club. This is in line with
the observation by 43.Rohit Varman and Janeen Arnold Costa that small retailers are
often seen chatting with each other and with their customers in embedded markets140.
‘Aleek Manush’, the celebrated novel of Syed Mustafa Siraj provides the description
of a number of rural shops at ‘Fatehpur Choti’141. It generates a clear portrait of a rural
shop in an ideal socio-cultural setup. Harinath’s shop, in ‘Aleek Manush’, emerges as a
social hub in a rural area.
The grocer, Dhoniram, in Mimi Radhakrishnan’s story, Saadhpuron, does not earn
much from his shop in village Hazaribagh Road, in Hazaribagh district of Jharkhand (a
neighbouring state of West Bengal), but it is well-known and villagers drop in to chat
with him (N3, Appendix 1)142. The shop keeps Dhoniram socially engaged and serves as
a hub of social interactions in the village. Since the premises of rural retailers are the
hub of societal interactions, the shopkeepers tend to achieve societal recognition and
prestige.
Grocer Srivash, in Bibhutibhushan Bandopadhyay’s novel, ‘Kedar Raja’, is shown to
virtually employ his shop as a club for the village Garhshibpur, located in Nadia district
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of West Bengal143. After Srivash shuts his shop at the end of each day, a group of
villagers, including the local landlord, Kedar Raja, assemble behind the closed doors
and spend time singing and playing musical instruments (Kedar Raja plays the violin).
The shopkeeper seems to enjoy the company of his fellow-villagers during the musical
soirees at his shop. In another portrayal in the same novel, grocer Sidam is seen
encouraging musical jamborees in his shop, all the while participating enthusiastically
himself. Kedar (the village landlord) arrives at Sidam’s grocery shop in the evening
along with an old man, Gopeswar Chattopadhyay144. Such is the predisposition of
Kedar, the leading character in ‘Kedar Raja’, to discuss matters at the village shops
that his daughter, Sarat Sundari, says that her dad cannot keep secrets145. Kedar would
discuss all matters freely with other villagers at the grocer Shrivash’s shop (another
narration from the story is presented in N2, Appendix 1).
The only grocery shop of the village depicted in Sarat Chandra Chattopadhyay’s
novel, ‘Palli Samaj’, is owned by Madhu Pal146. Madhu Pal’s shop is depicted as the
country club of the village with the community-members lounging on bamboo weaved
stools at the verandah, adjacent to his shop. Sunil Gangopadhyay, in his story, ‘Warm
rice or just a ghost story’, portrayed the son of the village landlord asking grocer Panchu
about the address of Suren, who had reputedly organised a ghost-hunting brigade147.
Panchu appeared to know all the residents of the village because of his status as the hub
of social interactions in the village. Satyajit Ray, in his novel Gosaipur Sargaram,
depicted Yogesh’s grocery shop in the village Gosaipur as the hub of social life as
well as a popular stop for buses plying through the village. Tulsi babu is shown to meet
visitors at Yogesh’s grocery store, a hard-to-miss spot near the entrance of the Gosaipur
village. The conductors of the buses plying through the village use Yogesh’s shop as the
bus stop for the village.148 Such a community function ﬁnds reﬂection in recent
academic literature. Rohit Varman and Janeen Arnold Costa had depicted shopkeepers
and customers gossiping in an embedded marketplace in India149.
Village shops may be appropriate locations for explaining the beneﬁts and usage
procedures of new products since prospective consumers gather there150. Sandip Anand
and Rajneesh Krishna suggested that rural consumers get to know of new branded
products through ‘shop-keepers’151. Rural shop premises are also important for conducting pilot launches of rural-speciﬁc products and brands152.
Personal relations between rural retailers and community members
A retail merchant often becomes an insider in close-knot communities153. Nalu seems
to also know his customers well (N7, Appendix 1)154. He describes a ‘Santhal’ (tribal)
girl and her family who had come from afar and settled in the village, Mollahatir Hat in
Jessore district of East Bengal (now the country of Bangladesh), for trading activities.
The girl came to Nalu’s shop to buy cooking oil and salt worth two paise (64 paise made
one rupee at that time; now 100 paise makes one Indian rupee). Village shopkeepers are
seen to know each customer personally.
Intimate relationships are seen between the three grocers depicted in the novel Kedar
Raja (by, Bibhutibhushan Bandyopadhyay), namely Shrivash, Satish Kolu and Sidam,
and the villagers of Garhshibpur, in Nadia district of Bengal, on the border of Jessore
district155. All the shopkeepers in this novel are seen to know their customers
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personally. The phenomenon points to a very personal form of customer relationship
management.
Manik Bandyopadhyay, in his novel, ‘Putul Nacher Itikatha’, shows that customers
know rural shopkeepers by name and also indicates the benevolent nature of the
relations between shopkeepers and their customers156. Kirti takes out one paisa (the
hundredth portion of a Rupee) and says to the shopkeeper, ‘O Srinath, give me
Sabudana (Sago, prepared from Tapioca roots) worth one paisa.’ The amount of
Sabudana that Srinath (village grocer) packs in a piece of paper and gives the customer
makes everyone (sitting in the shop premises) envious because the amount was more
than one paisa could buy. Such benevolence on part of shopkeepers indicates the
personal relationships.
An extreme case of a retailer’s hospitality has been represented by Manik
Bandyopadhyay in his novel, ‘Padma Nodir Majhi’ (Boatman of river Padma), where
Kuber, a boatman, sleeps on a shaky bench in front of a shop in the village Aminbari (in
East Bengal, now the independent country, Bangladesh) using a blanket provided by the
shopkeeper when he comes down suddenly with a debilitating fever157. Kalam Majhi
and Mukunda Saha, the two shopkeepers in the rural community of Golabari Haat (in
Khoabnama by, Akhteruzzaman Elias), are shown to have political discussions with
community members in their shops, thus depicting their close personal relations158.
Rural retailers are friends, family-members and advisors to consumers in villages
leading to social recognition of shopkeepers in rural areas of developing economies159.
Social recognition and prestige of rural retailers
Rural unorganised retailers provide an interface with the outside world for villagers160.
The respect and recognition of retailers in rural communities are built over years, and
often over generations161. In Bibhutibhushan Bandopadhyay’s novel ‘Ichchamati’, Nalu
Pal reﬂects that everyone respects him because he is a shopkeeper162. Once he becomes
aﬄuent, Nalu arranges feasts for respectable holy men in the village (holy men in
Hinduism are known as ‘Brahmins’) to secure their blessings, especially the blessings of
‘Brahmins’ returning from pilgrimages. Conducting ‘Durga Puja’ (a festival celebrating
the goddess of strength, ‘Durga’) seems the high point in Nalu’s climb to societal
prominence as a village shopkeeper (N5, Appendix 1). Moreover, villagers are shown
respecting even Tulsi because she is the wife of the village grocer, Nalu. Nalu is seen to
achieve social recognition and prestige through his grocery shop in the village.
Bibhutibhushan Bandopadhyay describes a grocer’s (Prasanna’s) desire for social
recognition in the form of a grocery shop owner running a school in his shop (village
Nishchindipur, in Paschim Medinipur district of Bengal)163. Prasanna’s desire for
societal engagement and respect, as well as his need for self-employment, leads him
to run a village shop along with a school. The grocer, Mujibur, in one of
Bibhutibhushan Bandopadhyay’s short stories named ‘Moni Doctor’, is shown to be
inﬂuential in his village. Mujibur advises villagers on their healthcare and the village
doctor is seen to be asking his help in canvassing for patients164. Yogesh, a shopkeeper
in Satyajit Ray’s novel, Gosaipur Sargaram, achieves social recognition owing to his
chosen means of self-employment165. Social respect and recognition help a rural shopkeeper in inﬂuencing rural consumption. Thirty-ﬁve per cent of purchase decisions in
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rural areas of India are inﬂuenced by the village shopkeepers166. Following Herbert A.
Simon, behavioural economists have studied the cognitive constraints in decision
making167. Rural consumers often select from a constrained set of options (brands)
available in each category, tempered by their relationships with rural unorganised
retailers168.
Opinion-formation role in consumption
It is observed that rural consumers often make choices within the constrained set of
brands available in each category169, tempered by their relationships with SRIs170. In
‘Panchagram’, a novel by Tarashankar Bandhopadhyay, when a new station comes up
in village Konkona in Bengal, multiple new shops come up around the station
(N6, Appendix 1)171. Owing to these new shops, villagers came to know of new-fangled
oil lamps and lanterns, ink pens, ink cakes, match boxes, imported scissors, knives,
factory-made utensils, black cloth umbrellas, pick-axes, shovels etc. from the shops
around the station (N6, Appendix 1). This shows the pivotal role played by rural shops
in the diﬀusion of innovation to rural communities.
Adwaitya Mallabarman described the village Gokarna in district Kumilla (three miles
from Brahmanberia town in East Bengal, presently Bangladesh) on the banks of the
river Titash, where the author himself spent two decades of his life172. Retailers in
Gokarna created a fascination for urban goods by procuring stocks of hair oil, towels
and soaps from urban markets and selling those in the village (N10, Appendix 1). Such
is the representation of urban to rural trade by Adwaitya Mallabarman in the novel
‘Titash ekti nodir naam’ (Titash is the name of a river). Even political propensities are
shown to be inﬂuenced by the two shopkeepers in Golabari Haat, Kalam Majhi and
Mukunda Saha (in Khoabnama by, Akhteruzzaman Elias)173. The ability to recommend
products and services is intertwined with the personal relations shared between shopkeepers and villagers174.
Because of the good relations between shopkeepers and villagers, they often become
councillors to the rural denizens in developing economies175.
Councillor for rural people
The social standing of a village retailer often makes Villagers look up to Nalu for
information since he is considered as knowledgeable about socio-economic aspects176.
The advisory role of shopkeepers is depicted in Bibhutibhushan Bandopadhyay’s novel,
‘Ichchamati’, where the grocer Nalu Pal (himself belonging to a lower caste) is seen
advising Brahmins (holy men belonging to the upper caste of society) on how to carry
themselves during their impending pilgrimage to the holy city of Kashi (in the Central
Province of British India). Nalu is also seen explaining the rising prices of agricultural
produce to a couple of villagers, Hari Napit and Bhudhor Ghosh177. Members of the
upper echelons of the community taking advice from a shopkeeper show their acceptance of the shopkeeper as an expert in worldly matters. This is because Nalu Pal, like
all village grocers, visit nearby towns and villages for trading goods and is seen to be
more aware of the greater world. Rural retailers have been found to be trusted advisors
and friends to the inhabitants of villages in developing economies178.
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In one of Bibhutibhushan Bandopadhyay’s short stories, the author describes an
instance where the village retailer, Mujibur, advises his customer to apply for a job as a
primary school teacher at Pankhola, a diﬀerent village (N4, Appendix 1)179. The
unemployed village doctor, Moni, is shown to confer at a grocery shop owned by
Mujibur Rehman in village Palashpara, in Nadia district of West Bengal, to ease his
anxieties.
Moni doctor is portrayed seeking advice from the village grocer, Mujibur, on his
profession and on some job opportunities in nearby villages. In the words of Moni
doctor:
There was a case of pneumonia last month in the household of Damu Ghosh, the milk
man. Mujibur (the grocer) was the local leader; people valued his advice. I canvassed to
Damu Ghosh through Mujibur that they should consult me (village Palashpara, in Nadia
district of West Bengal)180.

One of the epic Bengali novels, Khoabnama (by Akhteruzzaman Elias), revolves around
the two shops facing each other in the Golabari Haat181. One is the shop of Kalam
Majhi and another is the shop of Mukunda Saha. In the novel, Kalam Majhi’s shop
emerges as a centre of opinion formation and discussions for political activities.
The social relations of shopkeepers in embedded markets lead to certain instrumental aspects in economic transactions, like the ﬂuidity of transactions, word-ofmouth credit and the allowance of a barter system182.

Informal reciprocity through barter system
Stuart L. Hart and Ted London suggested that there is a thriving community of small
enterprises and barter system in the bottom of pyramid markets183. In Bibhutibhushan
Bandopadhyay’s novel ‘Ichchamati’, Nalu Pal is seen exchanging groceries for vegetables and subsequently exchanging the vegetables for ﬁsh in one instance184.
Bibhutibhushan Bandopadhyay portrays Nalu’s use of barter system with the traders
and hawkers who pass by his shop to procure goods for his shop as well as for his
personal consumption.
In Bibhutibhushan Bandyopadhyay’s Bengali classic, ‘Aranyak’, it is portrayed that
cash transactions are very limited in the village Lobtulia Boihar in Purnea district, of the
state of Bengal at that time (now in Bihar, on the border of present-day West
Bengal)185. Farm labourers receive mustard seeds as wages for their toil. Most of the
mustard seeds received as payment are used to barter for goods the labourers need.
Some of the receipts (mustard seeds) are also sold to shopkeepers to get ready cash
whenever required (N12, Appendix 1).
In the village Lobtulia Boihar in Purnea district, in the state of Bengal then (now in
Bihar, on the border of present-day West Bengal) farm labourers are paid in mustard
seeds after the harvest186. They barter the mustard seeds for various goods that they
need or desire. Labourers often pay ferriwalas (hawkers) in mustard seeds while buying
goods. Men buy cigarettes, shoes, clothes using mustard seeds for barter. Manchi is a
young Gangota girl (Gangota is a tribe in Bengal). Monchi has a great interest in cheap
fancy commodities. If she receives eight to 10 mon (mon is 37.3242 kg) mustard seeds
as payment for her labour, she would spend three mon in bartering for stuﬀ she desires.
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Monchi buys a blue and yellow Hinglaj (a cheap stone) necklace and seems very happy.
She asks the protagonist, Satyacharan, to guess the price and contends that people in
Kolkata must be wearing Hinglaj necklaces. Satyacharan smiles since he knows that
such cheap trinkets are not worn by urban people. Satyacharan asks her how much she
bought it for. She replies, ‘Seventeen ser (dry measure equivalent to a liter) of mustard
seeds’. Monchi also buys a perfumed soap with ﬁve ser of mustard seeds.
The novel, ‘Aranyak’, portrays the barter system allowed by village retailers and
depicts their role in the ﬂow of petty cash in the rural economy.
At the other end of the social continuum is a village beggar named ‘Dayini’ (literally
meaning, a witch) in Tarashankar Bandhopadhyay’s short story by the same name187.
The village beggar does not have to visit too many huts since households dole her
relatively higher alms out of fear. However, she does not ever have ready cash and has
to buy small quantities of goods every day. She receives rice as alms (1kg per day) and
exchanges half of the alms received daily at a village grocer for a little salt, a little
mustard oil, and a little kerosene oil. Such a depiction reiterates the phenomenon of
barter system as well as the lack of ready cash with villagers.
The wife of Subola, a deceased ﬁsherman in the novel ‘Titash ekti nodir naam’ (by,
Adwaitya Mallabarman), is seen to accept bundles of paddy in exchange for peddles pan
leaves; beetle-nuts and clay utensils188. This demonstrates the existence of barter system
in the retailing landscape of villages.
Tarashankar Bandhopadhyay, in his sociological tome, ‘Hansuli Bank-er Upakatha’
(The Folktale at the Hansuli bend of the river), described the contribution of shopkeepers in helping villagers manage their seasonality of income189. Nearly in the middle
of Kopai River in West Bengal, there is a turn in the river where it looks like a necklace
– this turn is known as ‘Hansuli Bank’ (‘Hansuli’ literally means a necklace; ‘Bank-er’
implies a bend). The river changes direction quite suddenly at this turn. At this place is
located the village Bansbadi in district Birbhum, West Bengal.
The protagonist of the story, Banwari, often goes to Jangal and Chandanpur (nearby
hamlets) to help the Kahars (a poor class of poor tribals in the village) sell manure to
the farmers in Jangal. In return farmers of Jangal pay the Kahars in kind, in the form of
harvested produce (paddy). In Chandanpur, shopkeepers provide credit to the Kahars,
that they pay back when they receive paddy as payment for the manure that they
supplied to the farmers of Jangal (N9, Appendix 1). Dutta Moshai, a shopkeeper in the
novel, ‘Hansuli Banker Upakatha’, is seen to sell goods to the Kahars against payment in
the form of paddy at a preﬁxed rate (INR 4.50 per mon, i.e. 37.3242 kg). Such a
description highlights the pivotal roles played by rural retailers in helping villagers
through the allowance of barter system.
Heru, a character in the novel ‘Uttar Jahnabi’ by Syed Mustafa Siraj, is shown to lack
ready money to even buy a single meal190. Whenever he earns one ‘sikki’ (quarter of a
paisa) he buys puﬀed rice from the village shop near Chiroti station in Murshidabad
district of Bengal with his daily earnings and eats it with a little mustard oil provided
free by the shopkeeper and with a green chilly picked fresh from a chilly-plant
belonging to the shopkeeper. The shops also allow barter system and a chart of
bartering rates is presented by Syed Mustafa Siraj.
In another instance in the novel, ‘Uttar Jahnabi’ by Syed Mustafa Siraj, Hiru earns
one ‘katha’ rice (katha is a wicker basket used to measure goods in villages of Bengal),
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eight ‘katha’ chickpea and one ‘dhela’ jaggery (dhela means a lump)191. He barters these
payments in kind, at the shop run by Kurani Thakran, for food items. Syed Mustafa
Siraj presented a charter of rates that was used for barter system (N14, Appendix 1).
Rural unorganised retailers often allow barter system of trade by supplying his consumers with packaged goods and receiving agricultural produce as payment192. Stuart L.
Hart and Ted London suggested that there exists a ﬂourishing community of small
enterprises and barter system in India193.
Word-of-mouth lending practices
Ready-cash is always a constrained resource in embedded markets in developing
economies that are dominated by subsistence-consumer merchants194. Kedar Raja,
the landlord of village Garhshibpur, in Nadia district of Bengal, is shown to have
problems with ready cash since the taxes he collects from villagers depend on the
agricultural cycles (by, Bibhutibhushan Bandopadhyay, N11, Appendix 1)195. When
Kedar asks a lady to pay her taxes (as a landlord in British-ruled India, Kedar was
eligible to collect taxes), she replies that she has to harvest pulses and sell it to pay
taxes (N11, Appendix 1). No wonder that even the landlord Kedar is forced to ask for
credit from shopkeeper Satish. Though Kedar Raja is a landlord (Raja meaning King,
as big landlords were called during the days of British rule over India), he is
incapable of collecting taxes from the villagers of Garhshibpur, in Nadia district of
Bengal (landlords in British-ruled India had to collect taxes and submit a portion to
the government). Therefore, Kedar is seen to buy mustard oil on credit from the
grocer, Satish Kolu.
The protagonist, Moni doctor, of Bibhutibhushan Bandopadhyay story, ‘Moni
Doctor’, is seen to receive groceries on credit from the village shopkeeper, Mujibur
Rehman196. When Moni does not have a steady ﬂow of earnings, Mujibur provides him
groceries on credit (N13, Appendix 1) and keeps him from starving.
The only grocery shop of the locality (in a village near Tarakeshwar in the district of
Hooghly in West Bengal) depicted in Sarat Chandra Chattopadhyay’s novel, ‘Palli
Samaj’, is owned by Madhu Pal197. The shop is located on one side of the haat (periodic
marketplace in rural Bengal) on the way to the river. One ﬁne morning, a villager,
Ramesh, goes to the shop to return the credit of 10 rupees that the grocer had extended
to him. Madhu Pal was ecstatic and welcomed him oﬀering a bamboo woven stool at
the verandah, adjacent to his shop. This portrayal depicts the extension of credit by
rural retailers and also highlights their hospitality.
In another instance, Madhu laments before a group of villagers socialising in his
shop premises, ‘How can I continue operating this shop, Chotobabu? Lending 1 penny,
2 pennies, 4 pennies, 1 rupee, dozen pennies almost accumulates to a credit of ﬁfty to
sixty rupees. . .’ At that moment, a villager named Banerjee rose and dipping the
measuring cup at the oil-pot of Madhu, took out around a quart of oil. He took the
oil on his left palm and poured half of it in his nostrils and ears. Rest he applied in hair
and commented, ‘It’s getting late, let me have a dip in the pond and then I shall go
home. Madhu, give me some salt for 1 paise, I shall pay in the evening.’ Banerjee
stepped ahead and took a palm full of salt in the paper sack. Standing nearby, Madhu
begged in a distressed voice, ‘Banerjee Sir, you still owe me ﬁve pennies for the ﬂour
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you had purchased. . .’ These depictions bear testimony to the roles played by rural
retailers: providers of credit to the villagers and serving as a social hub for the village.
Bhavani, a landlord in Rabindranath Tagore’s novella, ‘The son of Rashmani’, is
portrayed as lacking ready cash to buy his son, Kalipada, a toy that he desired198. This
short tale by Rabindranath Tagore depicts rural retailers as the enabler of urban to rural
trade, information providers, imparts them with an opinion formation role, and shows
the lack of ready-cash with even a landlord.
The importance of credit from small grocery shops to households has also been
indicated by Bonophul in his story, ‘Humorous story’199. The story depicts an author
trying to pen a humorous story despite being in the thralls of poverty and misery with
sustenance made possible owing to the credit line from the local grocer. In another
story by Bonophul named, ‘Only ten rupees’, the aspect of grocers’ credit sustaining
poor households is highlighted200. Jhumur Pandey’s story, ‘Oi Sritigulo Amay Hashay
Kadai Ghumpariye Dai’ (those memories make me laugh, cry and put me to sleep), on
the rural areas around tea gardens of the Bengal region, writes about the signiﬁcance of
buying groceries on credit from village shops. Impoverished villagers like Lakhimani
and Mangal survive on the grocery they get on credit from their village shopkeepers201.
Economic exchanges in embedded markets are marked by trust and ﬂuidity202. Owing
to the existence of trust among the players, market transactions are not based on
negotiations and formal agreements. They are mostly based on past experiences and
long-standing relationships203. Moreover, there appears a primacy of word-of-mouth
(oral) contracts and allowance of credit rather than formal agreements204. The relationships developed by shopkeepers in embedded communities often leads to retailers
assuming community leadership roles205.
Leader of community in some cases
Village shopkeepers are so well-connected to their community that the Robin Hoodlike bandit, Bhabani Pathak, is seen to assume a second (disguised) identity as a village
grocer (the village itself is unnamed) in Bankim Chandra Chattopadhyay’s masterpiece,
‘Devi Choudhrani’206. This probably helped the brigand to be aware of the happenings
in his proximate society.
Bhabani Pathak is portrayed as a person who is aware of the downtrodden living
conditions of Indians under British rule and motivates a young lady, Prafulla, to
dedicate herself and spend her wealth for the welfare of poor people – Prafulla assumes
the name, ‘Devi Choudharani’ (literally meaning the goddess and queen). The grocery
shop owner in Bankim Chandra Chattopadhyay’s masterpiece, ‘Devi Choudhrani’,
Bhabani Pathak, is depicted as a wise and well respected social reformer. Prafulla, in
‘Devi Chaudhurani’, is taken under the guidance and tutelage of Bhabani Pathak, who
transforms the simple, ignorant village girl into a conscious, sophisticated and educated
lady named Devi Choudhurani. In the aforementioned novella by Bankim Chandra
Chattopadhyay, the storyteller depicts a rural shopkeeper as a social reformer, educated
rebel protesting against the atrocities of the rulers and wealthy feudal class. Kalam
Majhi and Mukunda Saha, two shopkeepers in Golabari Haat, are also seen to provide
thought leadership to their communities (in Khoabnama by, Akhteruzzaman Elias,
1996)207.
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Thus a picture of unorganised retailers emerges from Bengali ﬁctional literature.
Rural shopkeepers are shown to be socially as well as economically signiﬁcant in Indian
villages. Though inferences are drawn from ﬁctional literature, it is often seen that such
ﬁctional literature is a true reﬂection of contemporary societies. Therefore, it may be
inferred that the importance of rural unorganised retailers leads to their signiﬁcance in
rural social networks and such networks help in sustaining small shopkeepers through
thick and thin. The conceptual model represented by Figure 1 is explained further in
the next section.

Discussion
Rural retailers have been visualised as a historically signiﬁcant entity in Bengal, a
representative region in the Indian subcontinent, for the past 100 years. Time and
again, their roles in rural life have found their place in the numerous ﬁctional literary
works of eminent writers over the past century. Such is the portrayal of retailers
pencilled in from a review of existing literary works of acclaimed Bengali authors.
Society often ﬁnds a suitable mirror in the novels and stories of eminent litterateurs.
Rural retailers perform important social functions as well as participate on the rural
economic stage as important actors. Inferences from literary works, and the indications
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Figure 1. Socio-economic roles and signiﬁcance of rural unorganised retailers.
Source: Constructed as part of the present study using evidence in Bengali literary works
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on the reasons for the socio-economic importance of small shopkeepers, sometimes
appear as peripheral themes in the writings of litterateurs.
Figure 1 shows a conceptual framework of the signiﬁcant roles that are performed by
unorganised rural retailers. The potential of small village shops in providing alternative
means of livelihood is often underplayed and underestimated for developing countries
in Asia, Africa and Latin America208. Owing to a growth in agricultural productivity in
developing economies, labour has been released from this sector209. Running small
shops provide non-agricultural self-employment for the unemployed in the rural areas
and would help in increasing the overall standard of living of the rural population in
developing economies. Rural retailing indeed provides a socio-genic self-employment
option to rural inhabitants. Shopkeepers are essentially local inhabitants since entities
without roots in the local community may not be successful, as organised chains often
realise when they expand to the rural hinterlands210.
Rural retailers are considered as a social-interaction hub for the village community211 and
play a vital social and community function212. Organised chains may not serve as the social
clubs (hubs for social interaction) that unorganised shops tend to become. This is because
rural consumers prefer to shop close to home and to avoid new types of stores like the chain
store at some distance from their village213. Karen Witten, Tim McCreanor, and Robin Kearns
argued that the neighbourhood store increases social cohesion as compared to ‘box mall’
shopping complexes”214. The shift of shopping preferences from small stores to organised
chains is impeded owing to the role of small stores in providing a vital social and community
function215.
Fictional literature has consistently depicted the premises of village shops as locations for social interactions. Rural unorganised retailers are considered as a socialinteraction hub for the village community and play a vital social and community
function. In the rural societies of developing economies, such social interactions at
independents become important as a means of diﬀusion of information and innovation.
Indeed, business transactions in embedded markets are said to be mixed with social
exchanges which inﬂuence sociability, status, and power216.
Rural shopkeepers achieve social recognition and prestige because of their role as the
hub of social interactions in the village. The ambiances of village shops have been
described in detail in the reviewed literary works. Such descriptions indicate that the
prestige of a shopkeeper in a rural community depends on the ambiance of the shop.
The social recognition of shopkeepers lends them an opinion-formation role in
consumption.
More often than not, the recommendation of the rural unorganised retailer is heeded
by rural consumers since the retailer assumes the role of an expert in the subject. The
inﬂuence of retailers’ recommendations is a signiﬁcant variable in the trust factor
among rural consumers. Retailers guide villagers with usage instructions for most
new products. Brian Uzzi suggested that choices are often made within a bounded
rationale in embedded markets217.
Rural retailers and village consumers share intimate personal relations with their
customers that often go back generations. Enduring personalised relationships in rural
markets convert trust and asymmetrical power into assets that create exclusivity among
rural retailers. Rohit Varman and Janeen Arnold Costa’s study on retailers in India and
the special facets arising therefrom highlight these personal relations43. Relationships
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between competing unorganised retailers and with customers play an important role in
unorganised retailers’ behaviour218. Dahab et al. suggested that business entities
embedded in society often buy repeatedly from their favourite suppliers and share
long-term personal relations with their customers219. Customers have been found to
have such relationships with retailers that they would rather wait to get their preferred
brand from their favoured retailer or switch brands rather than go to other retailers.
Social status, personal relations, and opinion formation roles of rural retailers often
make them councillors to the villagers. Such counselling goes beyond product-related
advice. Shopkeepers are seen to provide socio-economic advice to community-members. In Indian villages, shopkeepers visit urban areas more frequently than most others
and are seen to advise others regarding socio-economic behaviour. In some cases,
shopkeepers are seen to become leaders of the community, like in the case of
Bhabani Pathak, a grocer who is hailed as a freedom ﬁghter.
The embedded nature of rural shopkeepers also results in a couple of instrumental
aspects of unorganised retailing. Because of the seasonality of agricultural income,
villagers are obliged to buy on credit. The rural retailers provide such micro-credit to
the consumer in the period between two successive harvests. The accrued credit is paid
back after harvesting and selling agricultural produce. In such a situation, the consumer
cannot possibly walk to the next store and buy his preferred brand. Accrued credit is
often paid back in kind by the villagers.
The retailer supplies consumers with packaged goods and receives agricultural
produce as payment. Since the consumers are dependent on the rural retailer for this
barter system, which most urban and semi-urban retailers would shun, he accepts any
brand of packaged goods recommended by the retailer within the product category. A
shopkeeper supplies consumer goods against farm-produce or artisan products or a
promise of such payment in kind in future. The preceding discussions are diagrammatically represented in Figure 1.
The review of ﬁctional literature shows diﬀerent classes of people coming into the
retailing business in the villages of Bengal. The village shopkeeper is shown as a male,
friendly ﬁgure who shares good relationships with his customers and has a higher
degree of awareness of social and economic happenings than the average villager. One
class of shopkeepers, Nalu Pal, is shown as an impoverished boy who borrows a meagre
capital from his aunt and starts peddling goods, later opening a village shop. Nalu Pal
eventually emerged as the most prominent member of his village community as
evidenced by his organisation of Durga Puja in his village (a sign of upward mobility).
During the process, Nalu did not deviate from the standard social and family value
systems. In another instance, Hajari Thakur, a poor villager, ultimately emerges as one
of the most successful entrepreneurs, however, retaining his humility and fundamental
value systems. Sribash Pal, a prosperous man in the community, represents a second
class of people who open village shops to attain respectability and increased incomes.
The common theme that transcends these classes is the need to be upwardly mobile and
achieve respect in society. Nalu Pal and Hajari Thakur are shown to achieve an aﬄuent
status despite their humble beginnings whereas Sribash is shown to achieve a higher
degree of aﬄuence that what he began with. The social status of rural shopkeepers
allows them to mediate in social, economic and political matters and their advice is
considered valuable by the villagers.
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It cannot be denied that most of the pieces mentioned in the present article have
been written by upper caste ‘bhodrolok’ (gentlemen) authors. However, this is a
common trend in Bengali literary works. It may be also pertinent to mention that
some authors like Adwaitya Mallabarman and Akhteruzzaman Elias emerged from the
lower echelons of society. Except for Tarashankar Bandhopadhyay’s Ganodebata220 and
Rabindranath Tagore’s novella, ‘The son of Rashmani’221, nowhere a retailer has been
portrayed as a vicious and viliﬁed ﬁgure.
The cultural worlds of representation, in which village shops are shown to operate, have
undergone a few transformations over the period of the present study. Novels from the preindependence era (pre-1947) of India depict an environment of ‘Zamindari’ system (permanent settlement system introduced by Lord Cornwallis). Running a retail establishment in
this era seems a prominent way to make a living without taking land from the landlords. In
this era, villagers are shown to be completely uneducated, and the lack of banking system
drives them to the clutches of moneylenders, some of whom are the shopkeepers themselves.
In the post-independence era, with the abolition of the ‘Zamindari’ system, the environment
changed to a more liberal one with farmers owning their lands and not having to pay taxes.
Across these phases, the social and economic functions of rural retailers seem to remain fairly
consistent.
The representation of rural unorganised retailers, as portrayed in the present study, is also
validated by ﬁctional literary works from rural areas of other developing economies.

Conclusion
We would like to close with some relevant excerpts from ﬁctional literary works outside
the region of Bengal to demonstrate the universality of the historical and social
inferences presented in this article. Following is the representation of a village shop
in Hindi litterateur, Yashpal’s story, ‘Phulon ka kurta’ (i.e. the shirt of Phulon) to
demonstrate the phenomenon of embeddedness in a diﬀerent part of India. The setting
of the story is in the backdrop of an unnamed village in erstwhile United Province, a
state in the Hindi heartland of British India (presently Uttar Pradesh, a state in India).
Villages in our part of the world are very small. In some areas, they are even smaller. They are
generally comprised of ten to twenty hutments, sometimes even ﬁve to six houses within a close
proximity. If one village is situated at the foot of the hill, other is situated on the slope. Banku
Shah’s shop with thatched roof fulﬁlls all the requirements of our small village. The veranda of
his shop serves as the “choupal” (community space in an Indian village) or the meeting place of
our village. Children play under the shade of the peepal tree (Scientiﬁc name, Ficus religiosa) in
front of the shop while cattle sit under the tree ruminating lazily. A few simple village folks are
usually seen squatting in the veranda, smoking “hukkah” (Hubble-bubble) and gossiping.
Phulon, the ﬁve years old daughter of Banku, along with some other children were playing
“kira kiri” (an Indian version of hopscotch) in front of the shop222.

In his celebrated novel, One 100 years of solitude, Gabriel García Márquez describes
the self-employment opportunities provided by shops in the village of Macondo (a
village of 20 adobe houses in Colombia, Latin America that embodies an embedded
community):
Don Apolinar Moscote, the benevolent ruler of Macondo, whose activity had been reduced
to the maintenance from his scanty resources of two policemen armed with wooden clubs,
was a ﬁgurehead. In order to support the household expenses his daughters had opened a
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sewing shop, where they made felt ﬂowers as well as guava delicacies, and wrote love notes
to order. . ..
He (Pilar Ternera, a villager) had arrived in Macondo during the splendour of the banana
company, ﬂeeing from one of many wars, and nothing more practical had occurred to him
than to set up that bookshop of incunabula and ﬁrst editions in several languages. . .
Bruno Crespi, who was married to Amparo Mos. cote, and whose shop of toys and musical
instruments continued to prosper, built a theatre which Spanish companies included in
their Itineraries223.

Sneha Susan Shibu highlighted the helpful nature of a village shopkeeper in an embedded
marketplace. The short story, The Sign, follows the life of a poor villager, Majid, who lives in
his one-roomed desert home in the settlement of Panar (in Egypt, Africa):
Being a Bedouin, neither Majid nor his father or his grandfather ever attended school. A
lot of disadvantages came with being illiterate in a modern society. He was sustained by the
mercy of Aziz in whose shop he kept his tools (Majid worked on odd jobs, most of them
illegitimate). Aziz was a good citizen with a golden heart. He ran a modest shop that sold
electrical goods. He allowed Majid to put up a notice that announced the service he
oﬀered, but he did not seek anything in return. All that he felt in his heart was a burning
zeal to help a fellow being to make an honest living.

Each continent yields its own stories (from ﬁctional literature) on the embeddedness of
rural unorganised retailers in developing economies224. The three preceding excerpts
are meant to show that the concept of embeddedness goes beyond Bengal to the other
regions of India, and beyond India (Asia) to the developing economies of Latin
America and Africa.
In summary, the emphasis of this paper is on developing a proﬁle of rural unorganised
retailers in developing economies from regional ﬁctional literature. The proﬁle of these
micro-entrepreneurs is connected with the concepts applicable to embedded markets. In
macromarketing terms, the connection between societal norms and marketing entities (rural
retailers) is explored for the beneﬁt of consumer marketing companies operating in
embedded markets. Since a major portion of the global population resides in the embedded
markets of developing economies, this article may be especially relevant.
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APPENDIX 1. NARRATIONS FOUND IN LITERARY WORKS
No.
Author
N1 Sirshendu
Mukhopadhyay225
N2

Bibhutibhushan
Bandopadhyay226

N3

Mimi Radhakrishnan227

N4

Bibhutibhushan
Bandopadhyay228

N5

Bibhutibhushan
Bandopadhyay229

N6

Tarashanker
Bandhopadhyay230

N7

Bibhutibhushan
Bandopadhyay231

Narrative
A few people, soaked to the skin under the torrential rains, were buying provisions
at the grocer’s shop. Bhupen (the grocer) was sitting in the shelter of an awning,
with his piles of onions and potatoes.
Chibas, the grocer, has already downed the shutter of his shop as the customers in
this village will not visit the shop at such a time of night. A few people are sitting
inside the closed shop. Chibas cordially invited, “Welcome Babathakur (Kedar Raja,
landlord of the village), all of us are waiting for you. We are wondering what
makes you come late. Please take a seat.”
Saratsundari (daughter of Kedar Raja) rightly guessed that a musical soiree is
about to start. However, this event is quite diﬀerent from the Krishna folk theatre
of Baruipara. Everybody shifted to make space for Kedar. Kedar started playing his
violin with great enthusiasm, as per his reputation of a good violinist in the
village. The evening soiree continued for a long time. A few more village folks
joined the event.
He (Dhoniram) had a sweet small grocery store of sorts near the station. Besides rice,
dal, some stationery items and a few magazines, it also kept a couple of
newspapers which came via the evening mail. Some would drop by in the
evening. Some left after a brief chat and reading the newspaper. He did not earn
much from this shop, but it was well-known.
“No one stood up for me (Moni, the protagonist doctor) except Mujib. Had he not
supplied grocery on credit from his shop for the last three or four months, I would
have surely starved. Nobody in this village had ever done for me even a fraction
of what he had. I would never be able to repay his debts.
One day I heard about a job of a teacher in the primary school of Pankhola from
Mujibur Rahman. He advised me to try for the job.”
Nalu Pal has improved his situation through his business acumen. Last year Nalu Pal
built a hut with a covered verandah, a symbol of aﬄuence (ath chala bari), and
also conducted Durga puja (a prominent festival). His name is counted among the
rich now. Villagers respect Tulsi since she is the wife of Nalu Pal, the village
grocer.
His (Srihari’s) age has crossed the 45 years. Although the main railroad was
constructed long time ago, the station at that time was a smaller one. The village
was also remote and insigniﬁcant. When he was about 12–13 year old, the station
became a big junction. Two more new branch lines were constructed. He still has
vivid memories of all the events. In the past, Srihari took a ride on the main
railroad several times to take holy dips at the river Ganges in places such as
Ajimganj, Khagda.
At that time, nothing was available on that station. A few shops beside the station
only sold puﬀed rice and sugar or jaggery candies. People used to travel all the
way to Konkona (a nearby town) to buy quality goods, sweetmeats or garments.
As soon as the branch lines were constructed, the station became a junction.
Traders from distant places started to gather in this place and they constructed
big storehouses of rice, pulses, potatoes and mustard. They imported diﬀerent
items such as colourful garments, machinery, spices and rare convenience articles.
The ﬁrst hurricane lamps were bought from these stores. Articles like hurricane,
matchbox, glass ink-pot, holder pen with nibs, dye-balls, knives with bone-handle,
foreign scissors, pots and pans of cast iron, manufactured in factories, tumblers,
umbrellas with black clothing, burnished shoes, even the farming equipment
manufactured in factories were introduced by the stores.
Some customers visited Nalu Pal’s store. They hailed from the tribal community.
Their forefathers migrated from Santhal Pargana (a tribal area of Bengal) to this
place to work for the Neelkuthi (Manors for Indigo cultivation). Now they are well
versed in the local language, Bengali. They worship goddess Kali (Goddess of
Power) and Manasa (Goddess of Snake) and wear sarees (a yard long piece of
cloth worn by women in India) like Bengali girls. One girl asked, “Give me cooking
oil and salt worth 10 paise.”
Tulsi’s father would be at cloud nine had he asked for Tulsi’s hand. At his age,
through marriage, Nalu needed a father-in-law who could also act as his parent
and guardian. He himself was parentless and nobody was there to encourage him.
None was there to advise him in trouble. He was struggling alone for the family
after his father’s death. Vinod Pramanik (father of Tulsi) was a small trader of that
village. He used to trade mustard seeds, black lentils, moongs (a kind of pulse) etc.

(Continued)

412

D. N. SARKAR ET AL.

(Continued).
No.

Author

N8

Falguni
Mukhopadhyay232

N9

Tarashankar
Bandhopadhyay233

N10 Adwaitya
Mallabarman234
N11 Bibhutibhushan
Bandopadhyay235
N12 Bibhutibhushan
Bandhopadhyay236

N13 Bibhutibhushan
Bandopadhyay237

N14 Adwaitya
Mallabarman238

N15 Bibhutibhushan
Bandopadhyay239

Narrative
Four to ﬁve months had passed – Ajit left his shop and home. Nobody knew where
he went; he never informed anyone his whereabouts. In this far-oﬀ village, he
started a small shop with minimum capital, selling betel leaves, cigarettes, bidis
(hand-rolled tobacco sticks), soda-lemonade and green coconut-water. The
earning from the shop was suﬃcient for Ajit. It is a sheer stroke of luck, that he
owned the shop as soon as he came. It actually belonged to a Bengali. He sold
the shop with all its articles to Ajit and returned to his native. Since that time, Ajit
remained as the owner of the shop.
The Kahar community (a tribal community in the village) would supply the fertiliser
on credit to farmers against the promise of agricultural produce on the harvest.
Also, visits would be paid to the traders of Channanpur (a nearby town) and some
garment lots to be bought on credit during the festive time. The Kahar
community would repay the debt in kind as soon as the rice would be harvested
and they are paid in kind by the farmers. Banwari (local leader of tribals) would
stand guarantor.
When jatra (village folk theatre) started happening in villages, the desires of village
women increased. Because of this the shopkeepers of the village started bringing
goods like hair oil, towels and soaps from cities and started selling them in the
village.
Kedar goes to a lady to ask for taxes. The lady says, “Sir, I have not been able to
collect money yet. I have to sell pulses to collect money and pay taxes”.
If they (farm labourers) bought any goods from the mobile peddlers, they barter
with mustard seeds (the payment received against their labour) instead of paying
cash money. They, particularly the women, ended up paying greater quantity of
mustard seeds in comparison to the actual price of the purchased item.
They were too simple and innocent; therefore it was not diﬃcult to extract four
times more harvest than the actual price, convincing them with bogus logic. Men
too were not practical. They used to buy foreign-made cigarettes, shoes, and
dresses. Women ordered for colourful garments, glass and metal utensils, packs of
kachuris and laddus (eatables) were bought from sweet shops, alongside they
spent all their earnings watching dances or listening to musical programmes.
I (the protagonist village doctor, Moni) had not earned a penny in the last six or
seven months. I had posted my fees of measly twenty-ﬁve paise for a visit and an
anna for each dose of medicine. Even then the patients did not show up.
Fortunately, Mujibur Rehman was a good man, he had been supplying me basic
groceries from his store for the last four to ﬁve months on credit; that was how I
managed to survive.
Wife of Subola, a deceased ﬁsherman roams around in villages peddling pan leaves,
beetle-nuts and clay utensils. In she returns home using the earthen roads of the
villages with a bundle of paddy on her head. Earlier she used to make threads for
making ﬁshing nets and sell those to ﬁshermen – when the condition of
ﬁshermen deteriorated, she started peddling.
The shop (Nalu’s shop) got very crowded after the day when people pass his shop
on their way back from the periodic markets after selling their wares. This
continued till 8pm. When the crowd dissipated, Nalu sat to balance his books in
the form of the currency, “kauris” and the in-kind payments received. In one-half
of day he had sold goods worth INR 2.50 – it seemed to him that he hit the
jackpot, almost as if he had opened a shop of gold-ornaments. He felt proud. It
seemed a world of diﬀerence from the days when he was himself a feriwala
(mobile trader) – the shopkeepers of Gopalnagar used to disrespect him during
those days for being a petty mobile trader.

Source: Translation of narratives in Bengali literary works (translated by authors in consultation with language experts)
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APPENDIX 2. THE BENGAL REGION
Source: https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Map_of_Bengal.svg
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