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The overlap spaces of alternative economy 
and subaltern businesses: a study of emigrant 
peddlers
Dev Narayan Sarkar1* and Kaushik Kundu2

1 Introduction
The economic crisis of December 2001 in Argentina, and the subsequent hegemonic 
behaviour by the industrialists of factories gave birth to a movement by unemployed 
workers to build an alternative economic network through the creation of “productive 
projects” like bakeries, brick factories, popular education, and child care (Dinerstein 
2003). Daya and Authar (2012) integrated the narratives of 12 women members of the 
Heiveld, a rooibos (herbal tea) producer cooperative in the Northern Cape Province of 
South Africa, to discern that human development is central to alternative economies. 
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Subalterns constitute the large majority of the members of any social system and are 
closely associated with the geopolitics of any geographical area. Subalterns have often 
created alternative economies through their networks of solidarity to rally themselves 
against the hegemonic scourge of mainstream economies. A subaltern business group 
is identified in the present study, and the applicability of the characteristics of alterna-
tive economies is researched. The objective of the present study is to explore the over-
lapping space of subaltern business groups and alternative economy. The subaltern 
has often spoken through qualitative studies in the past. The present study embraces 
the following steps: (a) tracing the evolution of alternative economy with a view to 
understanding the characteristics of alternative economy; (b) identifying some distinc-
tive characteristics of alternative economic networks; and (c) utilizing the distinctive 
characteristics of alternative economic networks, to conduct a qualitative study of an 
organization of subaltern street peddlers. The narratives collected from the subaltern 
peddlers are used to present certain inferences about the nature of the overlapping 
space of alternative economy and subaltern businesses. A conceptual framework is 
constructed for this overlapping space based upon the present study. Such a concep-
tual framework of the overlapping space of alternative economy and subalterns may 
add certain important aspects to the simultaneously burgeoning body of academic 
works on alternative economy as well as subaltern studies. Scholars and policymakers 
may be able to understand the alternative economic networks of subalterns better and 
may establish policies for the sustenance of such networks.
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Subalterns, who for ages have been exploited by hegemonic forces, often create their 
own alternative economy (McCormack 1981) by manipulating social networks built out 
of a bonding named “subaltern solidarity” (Ortner 1995). Activism is often a means to 
social recognition (Reysen and Hackett 2017). Subalterns constitute the large majority of 
the members of any social system and are closely associated with the geopolitics of any 
geographical area (Sharp 2011). Grandia (2009) suggested that subalterns play an impor-
tant role in catalysing social change through their business endeavours.

The term “subaltern”, coined from Antonio Gramsci’s (1971) writings, refers to sub-
ordination in terms of class, caste, culture, gender, race, and language and was used to 
signify the importance of dominant/dominated relationships in antiquity. However, sub-
alternity may not be restricted to class relations and rather is comprised of exclusion, 
domination, and marginality in their numerous forms (Green 2011; Perkins 2011). In a 
sense, groups and individuals marginalized by social and economic hegemony have been 
conceived as “subalterns” (Spivak 2000, p. 325). In the context of the present study, “sub-
alterns” have been defined as the people who are uneducated farm labourers in their 
villages. Subalterns have also been referred to as the “humble classes”, meaning peasants, 
artisans, servants, villagers, and so on (Green 2002). In this context, we may ascribe to 
the term “hegemony”, which implies that a given group becomes more dominant and 
powerful in terms of social and economic position and try to dictate the conditions for 
the others. Subalterns often participate in alternative economic arrangement that is 
known as “alternative economy” (North 2010).

A variety of phenomena have been found to be related to that concept (Bianchi and 
Birtwistle 2010). A comprehensive definition of alternative economy was provided by 
Haase et al. (2017, p. 1) as follows: “an economy within which actors (1) strive to avoid 
the effects of economic value creation that harm society or nature, (2) reject the sepa-
ration of the social and economic spheres, (3) perceive and accept their responsibility 
for their social and economic activities and the consequences of these activities in the 
social and natural realms, and (4) attempt to engage in new or revitalized forms of socio-
economic practice”.

An inclusive definition of alternative/community economy was provided by Homer 
(2017), “A community economy, sometimes also known as an alternative community 
economy, is a type of diverse economy that prioritizes community and environmental 
well-being, often attempting to reduce global and national dependencies”. Campana 
et al. (2017) highlighted the potentially transformative role of alternative economies. A 
territorially self-reliant economy results in less pollution and resource depletion, which 
increases the benefits of community building, development of local and locally oriented 
social and human capital, ecosystem restoration, and the consequent improved quality 
of life (Combes et al. 2018; Curtis 2003).

Consequently, an understanding of the alternative economies is critical to understand-
ing the prospects of the world’s poorest (Storr and Butkevich 2007). The character of 
material/social relations is often entangled with the geographies where subalterns oper-
ate (Featherstone 2004). Such a contention indicates the academic need for research in 
the field of subaltern traders, who are subaltern entrepreneurs, specifically in developing 
economies. Spivak’s (1992, p. 46) appealed to “let the subaltern speak”, highlighting the 
need for further research on subalterns.
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While research on alternative economy and on subalterns has been progressing simul-
taneously, the overlap of these two concepts has been rare. North and Huber (2004) 
suggested that the characteristics of subaltern entrepreneurs often overlap with those 
of businesses operating in alternative economy. The forms of transactions conducted by 
subalterns often fall in the realm of alternative economy (North 2016). A usually less 
visible function of social movements, which reach out to subalterns, is to provide alter-
native spaces where the sense of powerlessness may be counteracted (Cassegård 2012). 
In developing economies, subalterns comprise of a relatively large portion of the total 
population, and “subaltern economic networks and social environments (SENSEs)” play 
a pivotal role in the sustenance of subaltern livelihoods (Varman and Vikas 2007). Thus, 
policymakers, scholars, and economic entities may need to be cognizant of the impor-
tance of these networks and the reasons thereof. Consequently, it seems pertinent to 
study the characteristics of alternative economies that are applicable to the businesses 
run by subalterns. A subaltern business group is identified in the present study, and the 
applicability of the characteristics of alternative economies is researched. The objective 
of the present study, therefore, is to explore the overlapping space of subaltern business 
groups and alternative economy.

The present study embraces the following steps: (a) tracing the evolution of alterna-
tive economy with a view to understanding the characteristics of alternative economy; 
(b) identifying some distinctive characteristics of alternative economic networks; and (c) 
utilizing the distinctive characteristics of alternative economic networks, to conduct a 
qualitative study of an organization of subaltern street peddlers. The narratives collected 
from the subaltern peddlers are used to present certain inferences about the nature of 
the overlapping space of alternative economy and subaltern businesses. A conceptual 
framework is constructed for this overlapping space based upon the results of the pre-
sent study.

Such a conceptual framework of the overlapping space of alternative economy and 
subalterns may add certain important aspects to the simultaneously burgeoning body of 
academic works on alternative economy as well as subaltern studies. Scholars and poli-
cymakers may be able to understand the alternative economic networks of subalterns 
better and may suggest policies for the sustenance of such networks.

2  Objective of the study
The phenomenon termed as “outside” development or “anti-development” started prom-
inently figuring in the development frame under the aegis of “alternative economy” in 
the first decade of the new millennium (Gibson-Graham 2006). Gibson-Graham (2006, 
p. 87) presented a tabular representation of the characteristics of alternative economy 
as compared to mainstream economy. The framework separates the mainstream econ-
omy from the alternative community economy according to differing values. The main-
stream capitalist tenets include elements such as a spatial/global, large-scale, non-local 
ownership and export oriented. Whereas community and alternative economies reflect 
contradictory qualities to the mainstream, including place-attached, small-scale, local 
ownership and ethical, Gibson-Graham’s (2006) research focuses on much of the theory 
behind “capitalocentrism”, and creating a new language and landscape for community 
and alternative economies.
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Heley et al. (2012) assessed Gibson-Graham’s conceptualization of alternative commu-
nity economy as possibly simplistic and consequently limited the ability to systematically 
view, research, and understand the range of economic activities. They build on Gibson-
Graham’s (2006) binary framework to suggest a new model they call the “compound 
economy model”. The concept of compound economy is influenced by culture and shows 
its influence on the ways in which local, regional, and global economies interrelate. This 
model is relatively more multifaceted and capable of explaining more complex phe-
nomenon than. Heley et  al.’s (2012) model pushed beyond the binary model of either 
“capitalist” or “non-capitalist” economic occurrences by incorporating the capacity to 
appreciate the “multiple drivers, relations and logics that combine in complex ways to 
produce, reproduce and transform local and regional economic space” (Heley et al. 2012, 
p. 368). Compound economy is a specific case wherein some interaction exists between 
an alternative economic network and the mainstream economy.

Gollnhofer and Schouten (2017) used the term “alternative market arrangement” 
to mean an alternative subsystem within a market. A particular supply chain may not 
constitute a market as such, but it may represent an alternative arrangement operating 
within a more formal market structure. Alternative economies may exhibit historical 
continuities with a traditional, and non-market exchange system employed by indig-
enous communities, or may emerge in response to anti-market or anti-consumption 
sentiments (Gollnhofer and Schouten 2017). The present study seeks to extend the argu-
ments presented by Gollnhofer and Schouten (2017) through a field study of an “alter-
native market arrangement” and its attributes. While neoclassical economists argue in 
favour of free markets without any interventions (e.g. Hazlitt 1979), welfare econom-
ics focuses on policy interventions for the benefit of the downtrodden (Arrow 1963). 
This is not as out of place as free market economists would have one believe, because 
labour is not as freely transferable from poor countries, like India, to developed coun-
tries, as goods are transferable from rich countries to the poorer countries (Sassen 
1990). Alternative economic system may combine with the traditional framework by the 
objectification of four dimensions, namely political dimension, social dimension, wel-
fare dimension, and marketing dimension. Hence, instead of reinforcing the present het-
erodox theory of economics, it may complement and expand the scope of neoclassical 
theory of economics.

3  Attributes of alternative economy in developing economies
As a central concept, the characteristics of alternative economies provided by Campana 
et al. (2017), in their editorial in a special issue on alternative economies, have been used 
in the present discussion. While Campana et al. (2017) provided a listing of the charac-
teristics, they did not provide an elaboration of the same. Campana et al. (2017) seemed 
to have been inspired by the prior works by Gibson-Graham (2006) (The Community 
Economies Framework, p. 87), and the present study attempts to elaborate these char-
acteristics with the stated objective of validating each of these characteristics in the con-
text of a particular business run by subalterns. The generic framework is presented first 
followed by its validation with respect to an organization run by subaltern peddlers in a 
further section, and the consequent presentation of a framework that may be applicable 
specifically to alternative economic networks of subalterns. Figure 1 presents a listing, as 
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well as a categorization, of the characteristics of alternative economic networks. Each of 
the elements is explained using extant inferences from the available literature.

3.1  Territorial self‑reliance

Notions such as “self-reliance” and local equivalents of “Local Economic Development” 
(LED) appear to be among the alternative economic development options available to 
the “poorest of the poor”, who often get a raw deal from the mainstream economy (Binns 
and Nel 1999). Shuman (2013) defined self-reliance as the nurturing of locally owned 
businesses which use local resources sustainably, employ local people, and sell to local 
people.

2. Value 
Centricity

3. Community 
Centricity

4. Physical 
Attributes

5. Social, 
Cultural & 

Environment 
Sensitivity

1. Locality 
Centricity

Territorial self-reliance

Domicile attachment

Insular market orientation

Circulation of regional values

Confined ownership

Cooperative

Culturally distinctive

Ethics and norm based operation

Harmonious relations

Socially embedded

Community owned, led and 
controlled

Community appropriation & 
Distribution of surplus

Solidarity based diversified 
production system

Heterogeneous practices

Micro scale of operations

Decentralized and dispersed

Territorial independence

Vitality oriented

Holistic existence

Long-term sustenance is valued

Spontaneous sustainability

Characteristics of 
Alternative 
Economies

Fig. 1 Characteristics of alternative economies in the context of subalterns. Source: figure constructed 
by authors with a special emphasis on subalterns from a list of the characteristics of alternative economy 
provided by Campana et al. (2017) and also inspired by The Community Economies Framework 
(Gibson-Graham 2006, p. 87)
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3.2  Domicile attachment

Subaltern strategies of localization by communities, place-based strategies that rely 
on the attachment to territory and culture, encourage the engagement of people from 
similar subaltern groups in alternative economic communities (Escobar 2001). The 
alternative economy is often distinguished from the mainstream economy through 
domicile attachment and small-scale cooperative producers and sellers (Steele 2012). 
Ballamingie and Walker (2013) studied an alternative economic system named, Just 
Food, that is, domicile attachment, and rooted in both the Ottawa foodshed and the 
Greens Creek/Blackburn Hamlet site for procuring and selling local food products.

3.3  Insular market orientation

Alternative economic systems strive for the creation of sustainable economies and the 
establishment of alternative market institutions, such as fair trade and local market 
systems (DuPuis and Gillon 2009). A small firm with spatially fixed capital and pro-
duction for the local market has great incentives to build a strong social capital with 
the local community (Westlund 2003).

3.4  Circulation of regional values

Alternative economies should be understood as material circuits of value, the means 
by which value is consumed, exchanged, and produced (Fickey 2011). Alternative 
economies and marketplaces are often marked by the prevalence of barter system 
as Benmecheddal et al. (2017) found developing in Greece after the austerity meas-
ures imposed by government stifled the mainstream economy. The role of bartering 
in ensuring the short-term economic survival of otherwise threatened producers 
and consumers, the use of alternative currencies as complementary rather than fully 
antagonistic to conventional currencies, and the underlying agenda of barter econo-
mies are some of the bases of alternative economies (Benmecheddal et al. 2017). Col-
lom’s (2005) research traced the use of corn to the use of labour time ($10 equivalent 
for an hour’s labour) as the alternative forms of currency in USA.

The “use of money”, which is often taken for granted in formal marketplaces, can 
lead to many socio-cognitive tensions in other “alternative” contexts (Godinho et al. 
2017). The introduction of money into previously non-monetary, alternative econo-
mies can lead to many socio-cognitive tensions, if money is perceived as having been 
imposed from the “outside”, and disconnected from traditional ways of life.

3.5  Confined ownership

North (2000) suggested that the advocates of alternative economies prefer localized 
production and consumption since it reduces transport costs, and thus fossil fuel 
burning, pollution, and the need for roadbuilding. The idea of setting up an alterna-
tive economy is based on the opportunity to develop ownership of projects confined 
to the local people (Dyck 1994). It is hoped that the newly gained institutional skills in 
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alternative economies will guarantee the success and confined ownership of the man-
agement system over the long term (Galvin and Thorndahl 2005).

3.6  Tendency to form cooperatives

Alternative economy is often centred on small-scale cooperative enterprises (Hankiss 
1988). Cooperatives in general are not well suited to compete with multinational cor-
porations, given that they are highly specialized at the first handler level (Levi 2001). 
However, some cooperatives are able to compete like the multinationals, i.e. non-price 
competition in product differentiation, branding, advertising, research, and capacity 
expansion (Levi 2001).

3.7  Culturally distinctive

Ethnicity is claimed to be the primary basis of perceived distinction between human 
communities, which can be generally defined as “the existence of culturally distinctive 
groups within a society, each asserting a unique identity on the basis of a shared tradi-
tion” (Xie 2010, p. 2). Such distinctive groups often form alternative economic systems 
(Homer 2017). Ballamingie and Walker (2013), in their study on an alternative food 
production community in Ottawa, stated that alternative economies are culturally dis-
tinctive and socially embedded (drawing on extensive connections to local producers, 
restauranteurs, and community supporters).

3.8  Ethics and norm‑based operation

Baskerville and Dulipovici (2006) found ethics to be a major determinant of the forma-
tion and sustenance of alternative economic networks. Parkins and Craig (2009) based 
their theory of local economic networks on the pivotal role played by ethics in social 
life. Economic initiatives and enterprises, within alternative economic frameworks, can 
encourage collective and ethical decision-making rather than individualism, exploita-
tion, and market logics (Shear 2014).

3.9  Harmonious relations among actors

Subalterns are suggested to have a collective ethos (James 2015). Diversity, solidarity, and 
interdependency are the foundations for shared commitments and collective attempts to 
minimize economic exploitation and to empower local subjects (Campana et al. 2017). 
“Subaltern peasant revolts” are extreme examples of the strong community solidarity as 
well as negative opposition to certain perceived exploiters (Chatterjee 2008).

3.10  Socially embedded

Analysts and activists alike strive to re-socialize economics so that those whose interests 
it serves can be recognized and so that innovative, socially embedded forms of exchange 
can emerge (Maurer 2008). Islamic finance, for example, is a form of alternative econ-
omy in certain countries (where it is not the usual form of finance), based upon a socially 
embedded community (Rethel 2011). Alternative economies focus on acknowledg-
ing, recognizing, and even propagating the socially embedded character of economies 
(Wright 2010).
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3.11  Community owned, led, and controlled

“Alternative economies have (re-)emerged in local communities where various groups 
and social movements are working towards localized development driven by their hope 
to improve human conditions” (Campana et al. 2017, p. 125). One answer to the issues 
of citizen participation and local anchoring, transparency for customers, distribution of 
profits, is when citizens come together to build community-owned businesses pursuing 
social and environmental aims prior to profit maximization (Huybrechts 2013). Alter-
native economy projects seek to empower marginalized actors within core community 
activities such as education systems, labour markets, political institutions, and sociocul-
tural life by emphasizing upon community-controlled businesses (McCauley 2012).

Lauria (1986) asserted that community-controlled implementation organizations are 
necessary to initiate redevelopment in many areas. Groups based on alternative eco-
nomic frameworks agree to a common set of principles for community control and 
democratic governance (Nembhard 2006). Loh and Shear (2015) advocated community-
controlled financing for the success of alternative economic initiatives. Kröger (2014) 
studied certain community-controlled tree plantations, whose benefits included distrib-
uting benefits equally to the community members.

3.12  Community appropriation and distribution of surplus

St. Martin (2007) suggested the presence of an alternative “livelihood” economy where 
surpluses generated from common resources are “shared” among the members of alter-
native economy within specific places. Community appropriation and distribution of 
surpluses are highlighted by Smith (2012) as the building blocks of an alternative econ-
omy. Tolley and Hall-Arber (2015) studied the Fish Locally Collaborative (FLC) of New 
England that promotes diversity with small-scale fisheries as an alternative economy. 
The “lay system of payment” in which fishermen receive a share of the proceeds from 
the catch rather than a wage is an indicator of this alternative economy (Tolley and Hall-
Arber 2015).

3.13  Solidarity‑based diversified production system

Diversity, solidarity, and interdependency are the foundations for shared commitments 
and collective attempts to minimize economic exploitation and to empower local sub-
jects (Campana et  al. 2017). The societally defining differences at the symbolic centre 
of subalterns’ identities motivate them to strive for social recognition from the broader 
society through their alternative economic networks (Thompson 2014). Diversity in pro-
duction methods is a notable feature of alternative economic systems (Steele 2012).

3.14  Heterogeneous practices

Dansero and Puttilli (2014) suggested the existence of multiple territorialities of alter-
native food networks. Alternative economic networks involve heterogeneous activities 
(Ofstehage 2012). Alternative economy involves heterogeneous practices, which in turn 
enables us to see the material, cultural, and subjective impacts of these heterogeneous 
organizational forms (Bergeron and Healy 2013). Multiple heterogeneous economies 
coexist in the larger context of the informal economy within a country (Bureau and 
Fendt 2011).
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3.15  Microscale of operations

The microscale of operations in the alternative economy spawns a sense of well-being 
that is good for labour market participation or for that community (Amin 2005). Many 
of the more mainstream organic companies, offering produce, grains, and processed 
goods, started as “small-scale firms” dependent on a politically or nutritionally aware 
consumer who purchased food in alternative marketing channels such as coops or food 
clubs (Belasco 2014).

3.16  Decentralized and dispersed

The emergence of the idea of a self-conscious, multi-local, alternative economy high-
lighted the decentred nature of this form of resistance to the mainstream economy 
(McMurtry 2004). Decentralizing capitalism and entrepreneurship to local communi-
ties is a recurring objective in the formation of alternative economies (Smith 2012). Via 
the experience of Alliance to Develop Power (ADP) and Nuestras Raíces (Our Roots), 
two long-standing community organizations of the Pioneer Valley of Massachusetts 
researched by Graham and Cornwell (2009), the domain of economy was shown to be 
enlarged and radically decentred, becoming an unstructured space of diversity, no longer 
colonized by the master signifier of capitalism. Tolley and Hall-Arber (2015) studied 
the long history of alternative economies constituting of successful small-scale, family-
owned businesses dispersed in small hamlets. Supporters of alternative economics seek 
to avoid the negative repercussions of both markets and bureaucratic planning by elimi-
nating the “problem” these allocative mechanisms address—coordinating a division of 
labour among geographically dispersed groups (Galvin and Thorndahl 2005).

3.17  Territorial independence

Daya and Authar (2012) attempted to understand how cooperative members reaped the 
benefits of participating in an alternative economy by their products being shaped par-
ticularly through work which is territorially independent, while connections with others 
are valued especially for their businesses. The practice of an “alternative” economy pro-
duces an assemblage of place-specific practices and institutions that may be described as 
“relatively autonomous spaces” (Vanolo 2013).

3.18  Vitality oriented

If one looks at alternative economies from modes of governance perspective, one can 
also argue that such economic systems will always include public deliberation and that 
the vitality and growth of these markets will always depend upon democratic engage-
ment (DuPuis and Gillon 2009).

3.19  Holistic existence

Studies in alternative economies concern themselves with the society as a whole and, at 
the same time, provide the instruments needed to make the social economy work (Mou-
laert and Ailenei 2005). The ideal of alternative economy is to enable a holistic existence 
by empowering whole communities through comprehensive management of social and 
physical conditions (Stoecker 1997). It has to address humanity as a whole and the world 
society we are making (Hart et al. 2010).



Page 10 of 24Sarkar and Kundu  Economic Structures            (2018) 7:30 

Long-term sustenance is valued. The concept of sustainable development has met with 
great success in the fields of ecology and the alternative economy, and where the contin-
uous development of human capabilities is seen as a profitable long-term investment for 
both individuals and society (Marquié and Duarte 2008). Engendering alternative eco-
nomic systems often means a long-term investment of time and manpower, which binds 
people with the places of their economic activities (Jacobi 2016).

3.20  Spontaneous sustainability

The alternative economy is distinguished from the mainstream economy through the 
diversity of processes of production and products, the amount of surplus, and the orien-
tation towards environmental and socially responsible practices (Steele 2012).

From the preceding discussions on the characteristics of alternative economies, it is 
observed that the underlying theme of the identified elements seems to be a survivalist 
attitude. Participants form alternative economic networks to survive in the face of larger 
organizations that operate within the mainstream economy. Alternative economies con-
tinuously adjust to the environment for existence. As depicted in Fig. 1, these character-
istics of alternative economies may be grouped into the following: (a) locality centricity; 
(b) value centricity; (c) community centricity; (d) physical attributes; and (e) social, cul-
tural, and environment centricity. Having identified the characteristics of alternative 
economies from the extant literature, these characteristics may now be studied in the 
context of subalterns.

4  Formation of alternative economies by subalterns in India
4.1  Subalterns in India

The global restructuring in the developing economies has been the double process of 
integration with the global economy, on the one hand, and social exclusion and infor-
malization, on the other (Bayat 2000). These processes have led to the further growth of 
a marginalized and deinstitutionalized subaltern in developing economies (Bayat 2000).

Gramsci identified slaves, peasants, religious groups, women, different races, and the 
proletariat as subaltern (Green 2002). Such a contention subsumes the Marxian concept 
of “proletariat” as one of the groups that Gramsci (1971) classifies as subalterns. Green 
(2011) confirmed that Gramsci did not use “subaltern” as merely a code word or euphe-
mism for “proletariat”. However, for Spivak (1990), the subaltern classes are not just the 
oppressed; the subaltern groups are those people that are so displaced they lack political 
organization. It is in this sense that she contends that the proletariat is not a subaltern 
group because it is organized in most instances (Spivak 1990). Thus, Spivak (1990) pre-
cludes “proletariat” from the definition of subaltern classes.

The concept of alternative economies, as succour for subaltern people in India, seems 
to be as relevant in the present times when governance still follows the logic of domi-
nance above all (Beasley-Murray and Moreiras 2001). A case study from Kerala province 
in India affirms that alternative economies have the ability to transform the lives of poor 
people through collective enterprises (Gibson-Graham 2016). Touri (2016) explored 
alternative economic networks in India through the case study of a community of Fair-
trade, organic farmers in South India—the Indian Organic Farmers Producer Company 
Limited (IOFPCL)—and their foreign buyers, a group of small private enterprises.
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The Warna Bazar cooperative movement, formed by rural inhabitants to enable 
the marketing of their produce to their fellow members, is an appropriate example of 
alternative economy (Kumar and Babu 2013). Tribeni Floating Markets, a set of retail-
ing barges operated by a cooperative on the Alapuzho backwaters of Kerala (a state in 
India) to service the island villages, is another example of alternative economic networks 
(Sarkar 2013). The concept of “Haat” (periodic markets in rural India) is an age-old phe-
nomenon that has engendered alternative economic networks since villagers sell their 
produce in these markets and buy or barter the goods which they need (Velayudhan 
2014).

4.2  Alternative economic networks by subalterns in India

Salvatore (2003) categorized the class of poor peddlers, shopkeepers, and traders oper-
ating in rural areas as subaltern in nature. Salvatore (2003) suggested that “wandering 
peysanos” (street peddlers, p. 394) are a class of subaltern traders. The street peddlers at 
the centre of Kothari’s (2008) account are “artful political subjects” whose everyday cos-
mopolitan practices shape the political picture of a marketplace and often extend to the 
community. Abdullah (2016) observed that mobile trading (hawking) is now a full-time 
occupation for Freetown’s (in South Africa) teeming subaltern population.

Marketization itself often creates new groups of subaltern from that part of the pop-
ulation which fails to convert capital from their traditional field to the new economic 
fields (Vikas et al. 2015). The business of subaltern peddlers has been claimed to be a 
social activity involving solidarity within subaltern groups (Salvatore 2003). Such entities 
assume importance as they produce positive socio-economic impact in the form of bet-
ter livelihoods and reduce social strife, as explained by Tugba Kocabiyik (2017).

In the floods of Uttarakhand, a state in India, in 2013, it was found that the villages in 
the districts of Uttarkashi, Tehri, and Pauri Garhwal, could subsist better despite all con-
necting roads being washed away because of their well-built alternative economic net-
works (Srivastava et al. 2015). The rich diversity of Non-Wood Forest Products in Indian 
forests generates alternative income opportunities with many local communities using 
forest produce for livelihood and planting new trees to replace the ones cut down for 
local use (Painkra et al. 2017). Gandhi, the father of the nation, had wanted everyone to 
have a breathing space in his alternative economy to find one’s own livelihood with dig-
nity and freedom in self-contained villages (Nadkarni 2015). Hazare (1997) created one 
such alternative economy in a village named Ralegan Siddhi, in the state of Maharashtra, 
India.

Although enough research exists on subaltern consumers (Varman and Belk 2008), 
there is a need for further theorization on subaltern entrepreneurs in the context of 
alternative economies (Tugba Kocabiyik 2017). Peddling by subalterns has been claimed 
to be a social activity involving solidarity within subaltern groups (Salvatore 2003).

5  Background
The subaltern is often so disarmed by attention that the responses are lamentably unreli-
able (Sharpe and Spivak 2003). It is often suggested that research on subalterns should 
involve “studying with the subalterns” rather than “studying the subalterns” (Mato 2000). 
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Subaltern research should involve the subalterns themselves, drawing on Spivak’s call for 
“learning from below” (Kapoor 2008, p. 56).

The subjects of the present study are illiterate emigrants from Mahnar (see Fig. 2), a 
village in the Mahnar subdivision of the Vaishali district of Bihar (a state in India). These 
emigrants come to Kolkata (see Fig. 2), in the state of West Bengal, the largest metropo-
lis in Eastern India. The migration of subalterns to larger cities is often claimed to lead to 
the emancipation of themselves and their native villages (De Haas 2006). They speak the 
Bhojpuri language. Bhojpuri is an Indo-Aryan language spoken in some parts of Uttar 
Pradesh, Bihar, and Jharkhand, which are states in India.

Poverty-stricken rural people in India, whose primary occupation is agriculture, 
often migrate to cities in search of an alternative livelihood. This happens mainly dur-
ing the non-agricultural seasons in India. Seasonal migration is always a very interesting 
phenomenon to observe in India as the bulk supply of the physical labour, even in cit-
ies, comes from village areas. All these people may be identified under the category of 
“migration for livelihood”.

However, all these village-based migrant workers may not be called subalterns, as sug-
gested by the definition given earlier (Haase et al. 2017, p. 1). Another interesting point 
is that emigration presumes the concept of seasonality. However, in the case of migra-
tion, often the particular individual or group of people may settle down permanently in 
city areas and often change their characteristics of subalternity.

The subjects of the present study speak the language known as Bhojpuri, which has 
some similarities with Hindi, the national language of India. A generation ago, a poor 
emigrant from that district, Mr. Amarnath Shaw, came to Kolkata to find some work as a 
labour and hawker in the streets of Kolkata. After working for a score of years and build-
ing some capital, Amarnath started calling other illiterate villagers to Kolkata.

Since groups and individuals marginalized by social and economic hegemony have 
been conceived as “subalterns” (Spivak 2000, p. 325), the subjects of the present study 
appear to be subalterns. They are the “humble classes”, which includes villagers and 

Fig. 2 Geographical locations of the places mentioned in the present study. Source: figure constructed by 
authors for representation only and is not to scale
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petty tradesmen, as defined by Green 2002. Going by the comprehensive definition 
of alternative economy that was provided by Haase et al. (2017, p. 1), the chosen sub-
jects may be claimed to be operating within an alternative economic network since 
they (1) strive to avoid the harmful effects of economic value creation by not using 
any factory produced goods and by avoiding polluting vehicles, (2) work in groups 
along with their subaltern brethren, thus merging the social and economic spheres, 
(3) accept the social and environmental responsibilities of their actions, and (4) 
attempt to engage in the peddling business on the streets of Kolkata, a revitalized 
form of socio-economic practice. This may be seen as a case of a “subaltern economy 
evolving within capitalism” (Fraser and Ettlinger 2008, p. 1648).

These subalterns from his home village of Mahnar, in Vaishali district of Bihar (a 
state in India), visited Kolkata for a couple of months at a time. The subalterns are 
supplied daily with some locally made snacking products, in sealed packages, stacked 
in a three feet by three feet wooden tray to be carried on their heads. The subaltern 
head-load hawkers sell these products at street crossings at Rs. 5 per packet. In the 
evening, these street hawkers return to the warehouse of Amarnath, pay back Rs. 3 
per packet to Amarnath, and keep Rs. 2 per packet as profits.

They sleep on the warehouse floor on flimsy mattresses. At the end of 2  months, 
these subalterns return to their villages with Rs. 10,000–20,000 cash. There is no con-
cept of banking among these poor and illiterate villagers, but the cash in hand with 
them is a veritable fortune for them. Amarnath is their only touchpoint with the for-
mal economy that supplies them with packets of snacking products.

Since the subalterns are more open when discussing things with their own brethren, 
Amarnath was retained as the interlocutor between the researchers and the subaltern 
peddlers. A process of long interviews (as suggested by McCracken 1988), often in 
groups (Frey and Fontana 1991), was chosen for data gathering to allow the subjects 
to expound upon their beliefs, life situations, and societal norms. Bewley (2002) rec-
ognized interviews as an important empirical tool in economic research.

There were two hundred and twelve subalterns operating from the warehouse at 
the time of the present study. Cochran’s (1977) formula for finite population was used 
to calculate the necessary sample size of 64, using a confidence level of 86% (corre-
sponding Z-score is 1.48, and confidence interval is 0.14) and a p value of 0.5.

SS is the sample size calculated using an assumption of infinite population.
Since the population is finite, Cochran’s (1977) correction formula is used as 

follows:

A random number table was used to select the 25 respondents from the universe of 
212 subalterns using a random number table in situ. Interviews of twenty-five subal-
tern peddlers were conducted by the researchers with the help of the interlocutor.

Sample size for infinite population = (Z-score)2 ∗ p ∗ (1− p) /(confidence interval)

= (1.48)2 ∗ 0.5 ∗ (1− 0.5)/(0.14) = 28 = SS

Sample size for finite population = SS/(1+ ((SS− 1)/Population))

= 28/(1+ ((28−1)/212)) = 25
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All the respondents were made to sit together since subaltern consciousness has been 
suggested to be an emergent collective consciousness (Spivak 2003). The language used 
was a mix of Hindi (the national language of India) and Bhojpuri (a language spoken in 
the state of Bihar).

6  Data collection and analysis
Interviews began with ice-breaking inquiries about the history of the operations and the 
well-being of the respondent (considered as polite, ice-breaking questions). Open-ended 
questions on the general business situation in the streets were asked. This was followed 
by open-ended questions on the economic environment of the head-load peddling busi-
ness. The subaltern interlocutor requested each subject to respond to ten specific open-
ended questions. The broad open-ended questions that were asked are related to the 
elements presented in Fig. 1. These questions are enumerated in Table 1.

The answers were duly recorded by the researchers who are also experts in the regional 
vernacular. The narratives were translated from Hindi to English by the authors.

The analysis of the qualitative data was conducted through the use of MAXqda soft-
ware that helps in the systematic analysis of qualitative data (Godau 2004). Qualitative 
data analysis (QDA) attempts to develop an understanding of the social reality and to 
develop relevant conceptualizations about a particular social phenomenon (Denzin and 
Lincoln 2002). In the present study, data entry and analysis were supported by MAXqda 
software which facilitates data management, the assignment of labels, codes, and themes 
to text fragments and the generation of thematic matrices containing these elements 
(Odusola et al. 2011).

Performing qualitative data analyses with MAXqda enables the construction of empir-
ical types of actions, situations, experiences, or attitudes while conducting a case-based 
analysis (Godau 2004). The qualitative interview data, after transcription, was analysed 
by means of content analytical techniques: fragments containing the subaltern peddlers’ 
ideas about major themes, for example regarding the shared nature of decision-making, 
were identified from each interview and coded. Similar codes were assigned to related 
statements, causing a “code list” for each interview to be created (as suggested by, Odu-
sola et al. 2011). Code lists were assessed to identify common and unique themes, using 
MAXqda software, leading to a thematic matrix for the characteristics of the subaltern 
peddlers (each theme highlighting an antecedent of buying behaviour). Likenesses, dif-
ferences and patterns between the themes were compared, using these matrices. The 
common behaviorial themes identified by these resultant matrices are represented 
in Fig. 3 and are enumerated in Table 1. These narratives collected from the subaltern 
peddlers were analysed to draw certain inferences about the structure of the alternative 
economy and the interaction of alternative economy with the mainstream economy.

7  Findings
The findings on the overlaps between subaltern business characteristics and alterna-
tive economic networks, as inferred from Table 1, are depicted in Fig. 3 and discussed 
below. The dashed boxes and arrows (in Fig. 3) denote weak characteristics, while the 
solid boxes and arrows depict strong characteristics of the overlapping space between 
subalterns and alternative economies. This may be seen as an interdisciplinary study, as 
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suggested by Stember (1991). Following our qualitative analysis, it is seen that local cen-
tricity and community centricity seem to be related. Consequently, these two character-
istics are enclosed in a common dashed box.

“Local centricity” as a factor in the subalterns’ functioning in their alternative eco-
nomic network presents a situation wherein the participants are all attached to the vil-
lage of Mahnar in Vaishali district of the state of Bihar, in eastern part of India. However, 
all the participants are working in specific areas within the metropolis of Kolkata as 
street peddlers. The business is territorial self-reliance within the metropolis of Kolkata, 
and no transactions are made outside the city. Their orientation is towards the local mar-
kets. The business is owned by a person who had emigrated from the aforesaid village a 
long time ago, and ownership is not confined to the local people of Kolkata. Value is not 
necessarily circulated locally since the profits eventually flow back to the villages from 
which the subalterns hail.

“Community centricity” seems to be closely related to the characteristic of “local cen-
tricity” among the studied subalterns, as indicated in Fig.  3. Analysing the qualitative 
statements that are relevant to the aspect of “community centricity” (Fig. 3, Table 1), it 
may be said that while these subaltern peddlers from Bihar are socially embedded and 
have a reasonable voice in their peddling organization, the ownership is vested with the 
controller of the peddling organization. The owner of the peddling organization is more 
akin to the head of a family rather than like the owner of a corporation. The owner takes 

2. Value 
Centricity

3. Community 
Centricity

4. Physical 
Attributes

5. Social, 
Cultural & 

Environment 
Sensitivity

1. Locality 
Centricity

Territorial self-reliance

Domicile attachment

Insular market orientation

Cooperative

Culturally distinctive

Ethics and norm based 

Harmonious relations

Socially embedded

Community led & controlled

Solidarity based diversified 
production system

Heterogeneous practices

Micro scale of operations

Decentralized and dispersed

Territorial independence

Vitality oriented

Holistic existence

Long-term sustenance is 

Spontaneous sustainability

OVERLAP 
SPACE: 
Subaltern 

businesses & 
Alternative 
economy

Key: Dashed lines 
denote weak 
characteristics & 
solid lines denote 
strong characteristics

Fig. 3 Overlap space of subaltern businesses and alternative economy. Dashed lines denote weak 
characteristics and solid lines denote strong characteristics. Source: the figure is a result of the present study
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care of his “children” and makes sure that the workers do not suffer owing to occasional 
drop in revenues. It follows that the alternative economy in which the subalterns work 
is characterized by social embeddedness, and moderate levels of community lead, and 
community control. Community ownership and community appropriation are not man-
ifested owing to ownership by a benevolent patriarch.

Subaltern peddlers consider “value centricity” to be a significant factor in their trans-
actions within the alternative economic framework. Business operations are run in 
a cooperative manner by the culturally cohesive subalterns. However, the business is 
owned by one subaltern and is not strictly a cooperative enterprise. Transactions are 
harmonious and based on ethical considerations since all transactions are based on ver-
bal commitments and extralegal accounting methods.

The present study seems to validate all the elements classified under “physical attrib-
utes”. The subaltern peddlers are reasonably diversified in their manufacturing processes, 
and the lack of standardization seems to be a defining feature. There are heterogene-
ous methods of doing business. The overall operations are small scale. The operations 
are decentred and dispersed with multiple groups of peddlers working in different areas 
following different modus operandi. Despite being part of a bigger business, each ped-
dler operates independently in his territory his own salesmanship skills (all are males). 
A vitality-oriented environment (an attractive and conducive economic environment) is 
crucial to the operation of these subaltern peddlers. The business helps in the upliftment 
of the whole community of subalterns, extending to the non-working family members 
back in their village.

On the aspect on “ spontaneous sustainability”, the subaltern peddlers seemed keen 
to sustain the business for long enough to let their children also enjoy the fruits of their 
labour. The villagers take turns to visit Kolkata. Members of a household visit Kolkata for 
2–3 months at a time and, in turn, are replaced by their brethren. This subaltern busi-
ness is a source of secondary income for the entire village, and the subalterns appear 
desirous of its long-term survival. Although no specific comments were made on spon-
taneous sustainability, it is apparent that the manual labour and manual transportation 
involved in the business operations preclude much of environmental damage or carbon 
footprint. The aforesaid discussion is represented in Fig. 3. The picture of a typical sub-
altern peddler, the subject of the present study, is presented in the ensuing subsection.

7.1  Portrait of a Bhojpuri subaltern peddler

Bhojpuri is an Indo-Aryan language used in the eastern part of India, as well as the 
Terai region of Nepal, a bordering country. It is primarily spoken in the western parts 
of Bihar and the eastern parts of Uttar Pradesh (both are states in India). The Mahnar-
Bhojpuri subaltern (since they hail from the village of Mahnar and speak the language 
named Bhojpuri) is typically a small landholder in his (the person is typically a male) 
native village in Vaishali district of Bihar, in India. The subjects of the present research 
are educated only till a primary level and can only read and write a few words in Hindi 
script, the national script of India. Their average annual family income is only eighty 
thousand rupees (approximately $1100 at prevailing exchange rates in August, 2018). 
The fragmented nature of his landholding forces him to seek secondary engagements 
to support his large joint family. While one brother manages the meagre farming assets, 
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the subaltern in question leaves his village, catches an overnight train, and goes to the 
metropolis of Kolkata to work as a peddler in the organization run by Amarnath Shaw. 
The subaltern peddler sleeps on a mattress spread on the floor of Amarnath Shaw’s large 
warehouse. Nights come early for the subaltern, and sleep comes on at 9 pm every night. 
The subaltern wakes up at 5:30 am and joins the other members of the organization 
to fry and cook the eatables using wood-fired or liquefied petroleum gas stoves. After 
2–3 h of cooking and packaging the eatables in sealed transparent polyurethane packets 
(without any branding), the peddlers step out with their head loads of goods to sell on 
the streets of Kolkata.

Once the subaltern peddler reaches his assigned traffic crossing or busy thoroughfare 
in the metropolis, he sells his goods to consumers and collects cash from them. There are 
no invoices or receipts involved in such transactions. After 7 pm, the peddler returns to 
the warehouse of Amarnath Shaw and hands back all the collected money and the lefto-
ver stocks. The stoves are fired up again to cook some rice, lentils, and some vegetable 
curries for his dinner (non-vegetarian fare is a rare dinner treat). The peddler sits around 
his friends eating his dinner and gossiping about his family and his experiences for the 
day. These selling experiences also serve as training cases for the newcomers among the 
peddlers. After dinner, the subaltern goes to sleep, often playing cards for 15 min before 
his fatigue gets the better of him.

8  Conclusion
The term “alternative market arrangement” has been used to mean an alternative sub-
system within a market. The present study sought to extend the existing academic 
thought on “alternative market arrangement” through a study of the attributes of such 
an arrangement. A qualitative study of subaltern peddlers, operating within an alterna-
tive economic framework on Kolkata, was conducted. Certain attributes were discerned 
from the narratives recorded during the long interviews with the subaltern peddlers.

The attributes of subaltern peddlers, presented in Fig. 3, may be used for future stud-
ies (both qualitative and quantitative ones) on alternative economy. The present study 
aimed to fathom the characteristics of an organization of subaltern peddlers who oper-
ate in an alternative economic framework. The elements identified in Fig. 1 were used as 
the filter to study their characteristics. Figure 3 depicts the overlap between subaltern 
business spaces and alternative economic spaces through a study of the characteristics of 
subalterns operating in alternative economies.

In developing economies, subalterns comprise of a relatively large portion of the total 
population (Varman and Vikas 2007), and “subaltern economic networks and social 
environments (SENSEs)” (to introduce a more appropriate terminology) play a pivotal 
role in the sustenance of subaltern livelihoods. Marketization itself often creates new 
groups of subaltern from that part of the population which fails to convert capital from 
their traditional field to the new economic fields (Vikas et al. 2015). Thus, policymakers, 
scholars, and economic entities may need to be cognizant of the importance of these 
networks and the reasons thereof.

The contribution in the poverty alleviation of informal economic networks engendered 
by the subalterns may attenuate concerns about the role of poverty in the occurrence of 
social flaws such as terrorism (Tugba Kocabiyik 2017) and political uprising by subaltern 
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groups (Ortner 1995). “Subaltern peasant revolts” are characterized by strong commu-
nity solidarity as well as negative opposition to certain perceived exploiters (Chatterjee 
2008). In markets where the consumers are predominantly subaltern, governments have 
a role in creating policy frameworks to resolve the conflicts between poverty alleviation 
and profit seeking (Varman et al. 2012) and an understanding of subaltern traders may 
help governments in formulating suitable policies. Such moral dialogues often help in 
resolving social conflicts (Silver 2018). While the nature of such struggles by subaltern 
groups is fundamentally bottom up, “the intervention of enlightened outsiders is often a 
necessary and frustrating complement” (Loftus 2009, p. 326).

The elements presented in Fig. 3 may be used for future studies (both qualitative and 
quantitative ones) on overlapping phenomenon of subalterns and alternative economy. 
Statements could be made for each of these elements, and surveys could be conducted of 
specific alternative economic networks. Development of such an instrument to measure 
the elements of alternative economic networks falls in the future scope of work.
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