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Informal and Everyday Markets — Histories of Business and Entrepreneurship in India since the 19th
Century

The history of business in modern South Asia has tra-
ditionally focused on large-scale Indian firms and corpo-
rations in an attempt to study the contribution of big cap-
ital to the historical development of the sub-continent.
At the same time, social history has tended to narrate the
worlds of small-scale actors on South Asian markets from
a perspective of labor or as regimes of production, es-
pecially when concerning artisanal populations. The in-
ternational workshop &Informal and Everyday Markets 4
Histories of Business and Entrepreneurship in India since
the 19th Centurya, held at the University of GA{ttingen
from 18 4 20 June 2014, has instead attempted to supple-
ment this focus of the historiographical discourse by de-
bating a business history of the informal and the local as
well as the everyday worlds of small-scale entrepreneurs:
a social history of South Asian markets. The workshop
was jointly funded by the Center for Modern Indian Stud-
ies and the Chair for Economic and Social History, Uni-
versity of GAqttingen, the German Historical Institute
in Washington DC, the Forum Transregionale Studien
Berlin, the InhA%lsen Foundation and Volkswagen.

The interdisciplinary workshop identified inter-
personal, often dbelow the radara practices of small-scale
entrepreneurs as constitutive of actual markets & as op-
posed to the market & in modern South Asia and pro-
ceeded to discuss regimes of market governance outside
of or parallel to statutory regulations of economic be-

havior in various spatial and historical settings. After
an introductory note by INGO KAHLER (GA{ttingen)
that outlined the intention of the workshop and situated
the discussion within larger debates on the evolution of
capitalism in the Global South, the first panel discussed
the relationship of informality, trust and risk in South
Asian financial markets. RITU BIRLA (Toronto) set the
tone for the ensuing discussion with her paper on the
futures contract, showcasing the embedment of specu-
lation in both colonial and post-colonial Indian govern-
mentalities and local conceptions of licit and illicit mar-
ket behavior. SADAN JHA and NISHPRIHA THAKUR
(Surat) followed with an ethnographic analysis of Chauta
Bazaar in Surat which identified the history of small-
scale businesses as a quasi-commodity used (among oth-
ers) in generating trust between entrepreneurs and cus-
tomers and therefore as a legitimizing entity shaping so-
cial and economic dynamics of a market. SEBASTIAN
SCHWECKE (GAqttingen) concluded the first panel with
a discussion of the changing characteristics of infor-
mal financial transactions in late colonial and contem-
porary Banaras, defined by the disappearance of a statu-
tory framework for these financial practices and a corre-
sponding emergence of distinct economies governed pri-
marily by conceptions of reputation. Following the first
panel, CLAUDE MARKOVITS (Paris) discussed the con-
stitutive character of informal business relations and en-
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trepreneurial networks in market relations in his special
lecture. Here Markovits referred to debates on the em-
bedment of markets in social institutions, arguing with
Geertz that informal markets could not be understood
as unregulated markets, but their regulatory mechanisms
were not of a legal nature and illustrated this argument
with two case studies on entrepreneurial networks in-
volving the management of inheritance affairs outside
British India by Shikarpuri traders and their role in in-
telligence gathering.

The second panel discussed the efforts and impacts
of state regulation on informal aspects of market gov-
ernance. RITAJYOTI BANDYOPADHYAY (Calcutta) dis-
cussed the adaptation of street vendors and hawkers to
state attempts to regulate their operation on public space
and traced the ways in which street vendors were navi-
gating a world changing due to the impacts of legal dis-
courses while, in turn, affecting the direction of legal
discourses through their collective action and everyday
practices. SUJEET GEORGE (Calcutta) followed Bandy-
opadhyayas paper with a discussion on the regulation of
the salt trade in colonial western India, especially focus-
ing on the ways in which the everyday practices of local
business life uneasily entered the colonial logic of order
and governance, while pointing out how the everyday
practices of the salt trade themselves affected the nego-
tiations of the shifting sign posts of profitability under
changing rationalities of market governance. Conclud-
ing the second panel, KOYEL LAHIRI (Calcutta) returned
to the subject of street vending in Calcutta, contrast-
ing colonial legislative discourses on the identification
of hawkers with contemporary socio-political activism
by hawkersa unions and on-going legal discourses and
analysing the hawkersd management of a complex ter-
rain defined simultaneously by legal and social practices.

Following the debate on regulations of the informal,
the third panel concentrated on the histories of mar-
kets as distinct spatial entities. SAUMYASHREE GHOSH
(Calcutta) opened the discussion with a paper on the his-
tory of railway trading marts in colonial Bengal, deci-
phering the morphology of a new business landscape in-
troduced by the arrival of the railway in eastern India
and the shaping of these new markets by the interaction
of two different forms of capital 4 big capital in the form
of the railway and local, commercial capital. ANWESHA
GHOSH (Toronto) followed with a study of the establish-
ment of the New Market in Calcutta as a model market
place catering to the consumption patterns of Europeans
in the colonial metropolis, though remaining embedded
in a web of illicit entanglements characteristic of atradi-

tionala business practices that shaped markets as social
institutions for the exchange of goods. LUCY NORRIS
(Berlin) concluded the panel with a study of the work-
ing of second-hand clothing markets operating below the
radar in liminal quasi-regulatory spaces that simultane-
ously function at different scales & the formal, informal,
and black economies 4 and illustrating the fuzzy charac-
ter of dualistic distinctions between these categories.

The fourth panel carried on the focus on local
economies, but instead of focusing on markets as spe-
cific sites centered on the observation of local forms and
varieties of capitalism. SURESH BHAGAVATULA (Ban-
galore) opened the discussion with a paper on the hand-
loom industry in Andhra Pradesh, emphasizing the en-
trepreneurial tenacity to subsist of artisans and artisanal
small-scale capitalists (master weavers) as an underlying
reason for the survival of the industry in contrast to de-
pictions that trace this survival rather to intervention-
ist efforts by the state. YUGANK GOYAL (Rotterdam)
followed up the discussion with a study on institutions
of trade credit in the footwear industry of Agra, delin-
eating how market relations and social hierarchies kept
alive informal financial arrangements embedded in so-
cial relations and institutions which extract surplus but
also enhance trust and regulate economic behavior. STE-
FAN TETZLAFF (GA{ttingen) concluded the discussion
with a paper on the worlds of small-scale entrepreneurs
in road transport, focusing on the navigation of eco-
nomic vagaries and opportunities for entrepreneurs in an
emerging branch of small-scale business. Following the
fourth panel, DOUGLAS E. HAYNES (Dartmouth) in his
keynote lecture outlined the potential of the overlap be-
tween economic and social history as a social history of
markets and market governance with a study of market
relations of small-scale textile manufacturers in western
India from the perspectives of both business and labor
history.

The fifth panel returned to the analysis of long-
distance entrepreneurial networks that had earlier
been introduced by Claude Markovits. =~ TORSTEN
TSCHACHER (GA{ttingen) opened the discussion with
a study of interwoven cultural and economic aspects in
family and business relationships characterizing long-
distance trading networks of Tamil Muslims in the Bay
of Bengal and colonial Southeast Asia. NISHA MARY
MATHEW (Johannesburg) shifted the debate to the post-
colonial period in her discussion of smuggling networks
operating between Dubai and India.

In the sixth panel the focus of the debate shifted from
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the embedment of markets and economic actors in so-
ciety to the social embedment of goods and commodities
through constructions of consumer identity. V. KALYAN
SHANKAR (Pune) opened the discussion with a recon-
struction of the social history of the television market
in Pune, contrasting the efforts to create brands by li-
censed companies with the evolution of the generic im-
age of television sets and the role of the secondary and
informal industry of television maintenance and retail.
JASON PETRULIS (New York) followed up the discussion
on the embedment of commodities with his paper on the
hair market in modern India, depicting how markets pro-
duce sites of liminality where objects can take on multi-
ple identities. Following Panel 6, BARBARA HARRISS-
WHITE (Oxford) in her special lecture outlined the ex-
planatory value of the concept of local capitalisms to
our understanding of development and clusters of de-
velopment through an analysis of the local food-grains
economies in post-colonial northern Tamil Nadu, depict-
ing local capitalism as a building block in which the state
and state-led regulation constitute vital elements but in-
formal activities, in turn, penetrate corporations and the
state itself.

Concluding the workshop, panel 7 introduced the
study of transnational actors and their management of
the social embedment of South Asian markets into the
discussion. CHRISTINA LUBINSKI (Copenhagen) ana-
lyzed the management of notions of (German and com-
mon European) racial superiority in a context defined
by competitive advantages due to non-British foreign
origins of economic actors in her study on the recruit-
ing practices of German multinationals in colonial In-
dia, illustrating how perceptions of Otherness in both the
country of origin and the local target markets defined
changing business practices. Concluding the panel, RA-
MAN MAHADEVAN (Chennai) argued for an introduc-
tion of social history perspectives into the study of for-
eign trade, typically dominated by quantitative analyses,
in his depiction of the IG Farben subsidiary Havero in the
dye market of British India.

Together the papers showed the potential of a busi-
ness history of the informal. All papers paid special at-
tention to the informality of economic transactions and
to the inter-personal characteristics of markets instead of
their abstract nature. They thus shed light on markets in
practice and offered conceptual ideas of how to integrate
marketsa cultural and social embeddedness, informal ex-
changes, everyday interactions and illegitimate or illegal
market activities.

Conference Overview:

Opening remarks
Ingo KAYhler (GAqttingen)

Panel 1 Informality, Trust and Risk: Finance and Spec-
ulation
Chair: Jan Logemann (GA{ttingen)

Ritu Birla (Toronto), The Informal, Illicit and Com-
plicit: Speculation, the Futures Contract, and Genealo-
gies of Neoliberal Governmentality

Sadan Jha / Nishpriha Thakur (Surat), Ethnography of
Trust and History as Circulating Commodities in Chauta
Bazar, Surat

Sebastian Schwecke (GAYttingen), A ATangled Jun-
gle of Disorderly Transactionsa? Informality and Trust
in Quotidian Finance in Late Colonial and Present-day
Banaras

Claude Markovits (Paris), South Asian Business Net-
works and Informal Markets - Reflections around an
Equation

Panel 2 Regulating the Informal
Chair: Ravi Ahuja (GAttingen)

Ritajyoti Bandyopadhyay (Calcutta), Paving the In-
formal: The Archives of Street Vending in Postcolonial
Calcutta

Sujeet George (Calcutta), Negotiating Multiple Lan-
guages of Trade: Regularizing the Salt Markets in the
Bombay Presidency

Koyel Lahiri (Calcutta), The Politics of Hawking: A
Reading of the Hawker Sangram Committee, Calcutta

Panel 3 Shapes and Sites of Informal Markets
Chair: Christina Lubinski (Copenhagen)

Saumyashree Ghosh (Calcutta), The Making of the
mokam: Relations of Exchange in Railway Trading
Marts, Bengal ¢.1870-1914

Anwesha Ghosh (Toronto), The Making of New Mar-
ket: A Constitutive Paradox

Lucy Norris (Berlin), Secondhand Clothing Markets
in India: An Anthropological Perspective on Exchange
and the Transformation of Value

Panel 4 Local Capitalism: Clusters and Institutions of
Small-Scale Business
Chair: Sebastian Schwecke (GAqttingen)
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Suresh Bhagavatula (Bangalore), Recent En-
trepreneurial History of Handloom Industry in Andhra
Pradesh (1970-2013)

Yugank Goyal (Rotterdam), Understanding Trade
Credit Institutions in Small Businesses: History and So-
ciology of the Informal Footwear Industry in Agra

Stefan Tetzlaff (GAqttingen), Owner-Drivers Sur-
veyed and Reformed: Life-Worlds and Business Activi-
ties of a Prominent Social Figure in Interwar India

Key note:

Douglas Haynes (Dartmouth), Viewing Small-Scale
Textile Producers through the Prism of Business and
Labour History: Everyday Markets and Relations of Pro-
duction in Western India, 1900-1960

Panel 5 Informality in Long-distance Trading Networks
Chair: Joachim Ahrens (GAttingen)

Torsten Tschacher (GAqttingen), Money-Making is
Their Prime Concern: Markets, Mobility, and Matrimony
among South Indian Muslims in Colonial Southeast Asia

Nisha Mary Mathew (Johannesburg), Migration,
Smuggling and a Transnational Economy in the Making.
Dubaiis Indian Contexts of Urbanization

Panel 6 Selling Modernity or Embedment of Goods and
Consumer Identity
Chair: Ingo KAhler (GAqttingen)

V. Kalyan Shankar / Rohini Sahni (Pune), From “Black
and White” To “Color” and the Grey Areas in Between:
The Evolution of Local Markets for Television Sets in an
Indian City, 1975-2010

Jason Petrulis (New York), From Temple Tonsure to
Woman’s Wig: Making Indian Hair Markets in the 1960s

Barbara Harriss-White (Oxford), Local Capitalism
and the Foodgrains Economy in Northern Tamil Nadu,
1973 4 2013

Panel 7 Into the Global South. Foreign Agents in South
Asia
Chair: Douglas Haynes (Dartmouth)

Christina Lubinski (Copenhagen), On Race and Re-
cruiting Practices in Foreign Firms in India: The Case of
German Multinationals before 1947

Raman Mahadevan (Chennai), Wrangling over the
Colonial Indian Market: The Untold Story of German
Commercial Presence between the Wars

Concluding Discussion
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