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Market has taken an upbeat in the present globalise world. The idea of market has dominated the 
discussion in both academic and practical worlds. It is in this context, it is more essential to 
understand, the local knowledge especially when the Multinational companies are expanding into the 
new spaces. At the outset, it might look as though the globalise world has one language, whereas, the 
regional factors circumscribe the onset. The actors involved in routine activities in a market like 
situation, enact their roles in a contextual setup. With these premises, a field-based research was 
carried out in a marketplace situation in India. It was intended to understand the relationship between 
the two important players, especially the buyer and seller. As a factorial point among the actors 
involved, the socio-cultural aspects play a predominant role in predefining the long lasting 
relationships in the market situation. The process of establishing a relationship was predefined by the 
identities of the actors involved. Indeed, the outcome of any transaction, by and large, can be projected 
with a proper understanding of the actors involved and the context in which the transactions are made. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
‘Market’ has become important in this liberalised era of all 
economies in the world. It is such a common institution 
that it is a part of everyday life of the individual today. The 
idea of market dominates our everyday discourse and 
political reality. After the collapse of communism 
(market), the open market (capitalism) appears to be 
perhaps the only viable form of exchange or co-ordination 
in a complex economy. With the changes in the world 
and urbanisation market has gained more importance in 
the academic and practical world than ever before. With 
the changes in the global phenomenon, because of glo-
balisation, liberalisation and privatisation, it has become 
all the more important to study and analyse ‘market’.  

The ever-changing global phenomena and the fact 
reacting political realities find it difficult to cope with 
alterations and modifications in the present system of 
exchange. These markets evolved with time and space, 
have taken different forms uniting and integrating 
ultimately leading to Single Market Programmes (SMP), 
like European Union and to some extent SAFTA, 
SAARC, etc. At the global level, market integrations are 
being discussed to have ‘space-integration’, while at the 
micro/regional level instead of ‘space-integration’, ‘space-
segregation’ prevails both at the subjective as well as  the  

objective levels. It implies ‘social distance’ between 
people, including the semaphoring of social hierarchy. 

The exchange of goods and services is a central theme 
in economics, but it has many social dimensions. The 
present research work examines how economic ex-
change or ‘market’ is affected by the social and cultural 
contexts within which it occurs. As a well known fact, the 
exchange system, that is, ‘market’ has changed 
considerably from medieval and traditional ‘marketplace’ 
existences to modern ‘place-less markets’ and further, to 
the new modern political economies. These transfor-
mations from one form to another, with the changes in 
the contents as well have raised certain apprehensions 
about how market works. Further, the context in which 
the developing countries are outsourcing their back office 
work, the reality in the developing countries or even in the 
outsourcing economies are not just the way it is visible. 
The market structure and functioning patterns are more 
complicated with the interwoven of various social and 
cultural aspects of the societies.  

Several studies have been conducted by scientists 
from various disciplines on matters concerning ‘market’ 
including Economic Historians, Anthropologists, 
Geographers, Rural and  Development  study   scientists,   
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Economists, Sociologists, and the like. Economic 
historians have conducted several studies to understand 
the market from the historical perspective as well as in 
their respective time and socio-historical context. Polanyi 
(1944) has analysed precapitalist or traditional societies, 
Blackman (1962) looked into Britain’s grocery trade in 
nineteenth century, Britnell (1978), Yousef (1999). 
Grabowski (1999) Hayes (2002), have attempted to 
understand trade, market activities in the past. Miller 
examined the grain trade in Northern France between 
1700-1860 (Bossenga, 2000). Economic Anthropologists, 
on the other side, have also tried to understand the trade, 
market and exchange activities in various societies 
across the world. Malinowski (1922) Knight (1933), 
Bunzel (1938) examined the economic life of primitive 
peoples. Berdan (1989) unveiled the trade and markets in 
precapitalist states; Bossen (1989) tries to explore the 
women and economic institutions. Geographers have 
studied ‘market’ in terms of location, distance, patterns 
and weekly market structures. Bromley (1971), Bohle and 
Goettingen (1981) analysed the weekly market and on 
spatio-temporal patterns, whereas, Yousef (1999) on 
transportation and other geographical dimensions. Simi-
larly, agricultural scientists and other experts from other 
disciplines have studied market from their own limited 
perspective.  

The ‘Market’ is a central building block in the edifice of 
modern economic theory (Wang 1999). It has been the 
central and sole property of economic discipline and it 
has been argued that in market the people (‘economic 
agents’ or players) act rationally to maximise the utility 
and profit (the rationality of economic activity was rooted 
in the self-interest of the individual). Hence the econo-
mists’ (classical and neo-classical; Adam, 1986; Robbins 
1935; Alfred, 1920) argue that there is little place for 
social aspects in market. Classical economists have 
predominantly influenced their doctrine of ‘homo econo-
micus’ and the actors in the market being ‘rational’, 
having profit/utility maxims’ which strongly influenced the 
studies mentioned earlier. Economists have conducted 
innumerable studies on ‘market’ and plethora of works 
can be cited in this context; Smith (1776) Marshall 
(1920), Robbins (1935) Akerlof (1970; 1980) on rational 
models, exchange system, labour contracts etc. 
Duesenberry (1960) wrote that “Economics is all about 
how people make choices”. Dyer (1989) analyses the 
‘consumer’ in the market of late middle ages, and 
Grabowski (1999) analyses the evolution of impersonal 
market along with the market evolution and economic 
development. 

Questioning the economists’ hegemony on the study of 
market, many sociologists have raised logical questions 
about the concept of ‘homo economicus’, the doctrine of 
‘rationality’ of man in the market and the maximisation of 
profit and utility. Classical sociologists like Weber (1978), 
Durkheim (1984), and other sociologists like Veblen 
(1898),  Parsons  and  Smelser  (1956);  Smelser  (1963),  

 
 
 
 
Simmel (1990), and Pareto vehemently argued for the 
study of markets from the sociological perspective. Later 
number of sociologists like Goffman (1983) Granovetter 
(1985) and especially Weber (1978) highlighted the 
importance of the study of sociology of markets. Weber 
was fascinated by the market as a social phenomenon, 
and he called the market a ‘community’ (1978). Weber in 
his writings asserts that the mundane roots of law resided 
in the primacy of everyday social life, but he resisted the 
view that the everyday nature of economic activity 
automatically reflected its intrinsically social nature 
(Albrow 1990: 261). Sociological investigations of 
economic exchange reveal how institutions and social 
structures shape transaction patterns among economic 
actors (Sorenson and Stuart, 2001).  

Economic sociologists Smelser and Swedberg (1993) 
and Swedberg (1987, 1997, 2001) argued specifically for 
‘economic sociology’ as a discipline and worked empha-
tically for the growth and development of the same. Burt 
(1993, 1997), Davern and Eitzen (1995), Fligstein (1996, 
2001), Aspers (1999), Carruthers and Uzzi (2000); 
Granovetter (2001); Randles (2003); Samuels (2003) and 
others have been working on various aspects of matters 
concerning ‘market and society’ to cite a few from 
different perspectives and angles.  

It is evident from the literature that the arguments of the 
presence of social factors in the market are being 
discussed. Interestingly not many studies seem to have 
been carried out on markets in transition. The line of 
thought and the argument in this paper is not the 
question of who has the legitimate right to study markets. 
Many economists themselves have accepted the fact of 
social elements present in the market.  The fact and the 
important aspect that is missed out are one, the studies 
on transitional markets and secondly, to what extent the 
socio-cultural factors affect the market transactions. 
 
 
RATIONALE 
 
Finest and the intricate socio-cultural factors which affect 
the exchange or transactions at the market situations are 
yet to be visualised along with its intensity. Touching 
upon these issues, this paper tries to identify these two 
aspects (transitional market and socio-cultural aspects) 
and analyse the market reality. When we discuss the 
market, it necessarily has to be groups of people 
interacting with each other on certain grounds (till now 
mistakenly established as economic/monetary). These 
people are the members of the society with specific 
socio-cultural background. Anyhow, this issue will be 
discussed later at length, but definitely, they are 
individual entities and are actors (exchange) who engage 
in transactions performing different roles designated at 
different times. It means, one could be a seller and 
another buyer, and they may enact different roles in 
different contexts, though not mutually.  



 
 
 
 

The ‘market’ is a galaxy of events and phenomena and 
no activity can be understood or studied in isolation; it 
was in this regard, that several related aspects are 
brought under one package and are analysed to under-
stand phenomenologically, market as a whole. In ‘market’ 
all events are interconnected, interdependent and inter-
woven just like social matrix.  If one tries to understand 
one phenomenon or event of market another automa-
tically gets revealed and many cases very interesting and 
unassuming facts do emerge.  Therefore, unless all such 
things are studied, in-depth, the gamut of market is not 
understandable properly. The present paper has attempt-
ed to go to the field to explore the activities of the players 
in market transaction. It would be better to understand 
the process in which the relationship is built. The relation-
ships are established over a period of time with lots of 
social interlinkages.  
 
 
METHODS 
 
This paper attempts to understand market conceptually with the 
help of empirical data as well. For the said purpose, it is endea-
voured neither to understand & analyse the traditional markets 
(marketplaces, villages) nor the modern hi-tech markets (like cyber 
markets, metropolitans). Rather, the study attempts to understand 
‘markets and societies’ which are in transition from earlier form to 
later. A town Shimoga (Karnataka, India), with relatively less popu-
lation neither a village nor a modern urban agglomeration is ideal 
for this kind of study. It is also important that such a town should not 
be too orthodox or too cosmopolitan in terms of culture. This study 
is based on the empirical data collected from the field considering 
the two majors role performers in the exchange activity in the 
market situation. Marketplace is used to understand the market 
activity, particularly the shop owner and their permanent customers 
and their relationship. For the study, four categories of market 
(shop) that is grocery, garment, stationery and vegetable were 
selected for the study with 30 retail shops in each category which in 
total were 120 retail shops (owners as well). Further, in each shop 
five permanent customers were selected which totalled up to 600 
customers with 150 customers in each category. These shops were 
selected especially because of the fact that people necessarily 
have to visit these shops and it was assumed that there exists 
relationship. Interviews were conducted with the help of structured 
interview schedule for both the actors spending one full day in each 
shop.  

Data collected from the field explain the relationship and asso-
ciation between the socio-cultural backgrounds and the preferences 
of the actors (shop owner and permanent customer) in the market 
situation. The market in Shimoga is also complicated as is found in 
any other city in India. It is a mixture of different groups of various 
social categories. Meanwhile, one could also witness that certain 
caste groups dominating certain markets, similarly, certain other 
communities or caste groups have not entered other markets other 
than their traditional spaces. It is not only the entry or non-entry in 
to the market but also the power and access to do so is very much 
important, which needs to be noticed. Entry of certain communities 
in the market was time specific along with dominance and resis-
tance to the same by the established, traditional and conventional 
business communities. Weber (1978) defines social closure as a 
process by which a collectivity of people attempts to maximize 
rewards and opportunities by limiting access to rewards and 
opportunities only to their own group.  

Based on the data collected it was found that there were 
statistical   significance   as   well   as   the  substantial  significance   
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between the social backgrounds of the shop owners and the 
perma-nent customers. Among the class background of both 
permanent customers and shop owners, correlation (at the 0.01 
level (2-Tailed) Pearson’s) was 0.519 in the provisions/grocery 
market, 0.493 in the textiles/garments market and 0.218 in the 
stationery market. However, correlation was only 0.018, which is 
not significant. It is obvious that upper class people would not get 
into vegetable business, even if they, it could be found in wholesale 
rather than in the retail business.  

In relation with caste, not much significant relationship was found 
statistically though, substantial analysis established the relationship 
and association between the common caste background of the 
actors. For instance, discriminatory interaction was observed many 
a time, the actions of the individuals in the market situation are also 
because of certain relative and subjective discriminations, pre-
ferences, and reservations. Based on certain social factors, there 
could be political discrimination of oneself towards ‘others’, or it may 
be the discrimination of actions on the basis of politics of 
preferences. This is also because of the cultural discrimination and 
cultural preferences which is built systematically through socia-
lisation process by the family on the one side and society in general 
on the other. 

On similar lines, the close association with the actors involved 
were found in connection with their respective native places, mother 
tongue and religious backgrounds. It was found there was an 
established structure within the market based on several lines. 
However, it was observed that relationship was not just economical 
but more of social and cultural aspects. Further, it was more 
complicated as every time a new variable intervened. The process 
through which the market relationship was explored was revealing.  
 
 
THE PROCESS OF MARKET RELATIONSHIP 
 
Having understood the market structure in relation with 
caste background, family structure and support it is 
essential to understand the market in connection with the 
actors of market. The important player and actors of 
market interaction are the buyer and seller, more than 
that their relationship between the two upon which the 
whole transaction is built. Further, market activities can 
be better understood only when the actors and their inte-
ractions, intensions, purpose behind their activities are 
understood. It is in this direction, as mentioned earlier the 
level of interaction, basis and aspects are examined in 
relation with the shop owner and the permanent 
customers. Market interaction is taking place in a social 
context and they belong to different social entities, hence, 
the interactions will have different purposes and agenda.  
 
 
ACTOR DYAD IN MARKET RELATIONSHIP 
 
While studying the relationship between the players of 
market, only the permanent customers of specific shops 
and their relationships are being examined. In other 
words, in this research the market situation and activities 
are being understood under the presumption of two basic 
actors, that is, shop owner and his/her permanent 
customer. Before they come in contact with each other 
and become dyad in the market relationship they are 
separate individual entities having their identity (social) 
and background. These aspects of identities are taken as 
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Table 1. First phase -Fresh new contact. 
 

Customer Shop owner 
* Need 
* Appeal 

* Availability 
* Proximity 
* Location 
* Appearance 

 
 
 

Table 2. Second phase -Acquaintance and interactional level. 
 

Trying to build relationship (mutual benefit) 
Customer Shop owner 
Economic (Expect and check) 
* Product 
* Price 
* Quality  

Economic (Cross verify ) 
* Affordability 
 

  
Social (Project and check) 
* Interaction 
* Mannerisms 
* Culture 
* Status 
 

Social (Enquiry through other means) 
* Background 
* Social  
* Cultural 
* Mannerisms  
* Respect  

Trial period Experiment period 
 
 
 

premise for the establishment of relationship between the 
two. The dyadic relationship built over a period of time is 
attempted to explain in the graphical manner which is 
understood to have taken several phases and is bound 
as a process in the present scenario.  
 
 
The process model of Dyadic relationship 
 
When these two individuals converge then there are 
possibilities of interaction � Enquiry � Bargain � 
Market Activity. 
 
It was observed in Table 1, that the factors of outer circle 
(Rajesh 2005) like gender, profession, proximity, price, 
product, time, goods, gestures, behaviour, respect, 
honesty and loyalty influenced the relationship to move 
on to the second phase.  

Where as in this phase (Table 2) the factors of inner 
circle (Rajesh, 2005) like caste background, nativity, 
religion, language, community (ethnic), class and other 
such close social affiliations.  

The initial need of both the players makes them to get 
in contact with each other through various ways (ex-
plained later) starts the relationship that concentrates on 
the economic frontier. However, this would happen every 
time when a new customer encounters with the shop 
every day. The present research is not concerned with 
this type of one time interaction, but in the interactions 
which reoccur, leading to the formation of relationship.  

In the second phase, it is interesting to note that initially  
the relationship  started  with  the  commodity  need  gets 
transformed into a social need of having a continuous 
and permanent relationship. In this process, the relation-
ship starts building after the fulfilment and satisfaction of 
economic factors like price, product, quality and time 
(availability). 

These economic factors are fulfilled by all the shops 
because of competition, hence, these factors are treated 
as constant in this present research and particularly 
where the products, with all types of quality are available 
in the fixed price context of MRP (maximum retail price). 
Then, the next question is when all the economic related 
aspects are available in all shops around, what makes 
one to get close and become a permanent customer of a 
particular shop? The obvious response is the social 
factors which attracts and pulls towards each other. But, 
the realisation of these social backgrounds of each actor 
takes time. Even before that the relationship can get 
established, the basic human interactional symbols are 
important which in fact brings people together. These 
symbolic factors are culture, respect, recognition, 
mannerisms, etc. work towards each other.  

In the later stage that is in the III phase (Relationship 
includes; More than Acquaintance, Good established 
Relationship, Mutual Trust and Belief, Honesty, 
Enhanced Co-operation, Interaction (social) 

Elongated Discussion, when all the mentioned factors 
are fulfilled, the two factors ‘Mutual Trust’ and ‘Social 
Control’ act operational for integration. This process  gets  



 
 
 
 
confirmed by a prolonged and ever testing period from 
both the sides. By this time the relationship would have 
been built leading to the permanent customer of the said 
shop. 

The relationship built between the actors the time, 
perpetual and frequent contacts are very essential. This 
helps in understanding each other better and come 
closer. In this connection, it is attempted to examine the 
frequency of visit by the customers to the market in 
relation with their time spending is made. The market is 
"a social institution which facilitates exchange" and this 
institutionalization of a market is a "political cultural 
construction" reflecting power struggles among firms 
attempting to control the market and ensure their survival 
(Fligstein, 1996). This power struggle, as Weber saw, 
includes both a "struggle of competition" among rivals 
"vying for opportunities of exchange" (Weber (1922, 
1978) and an "interest struggle" between the buyer and 
seller engaged in an actual exchange relationship 
(Swedberg, 1999). Here in this research, measures of 
institutional forces are seen or measured as general 
isomorphic effects and social embeddedness in different 
types of market. 

While understanding the ‘market’ Plattner (1989) 
stressed that ‘the most significant piece of information to 
know about a trader is what social category he or she 
belongs to. In the extreme this may be a caste identity; 
otherwise, it may be a class, kinship, or social network 
affiliation. Knowing who a trader is may sometimes be the 
best way to know what he is buying or selling” explains in 
the context of analysing the economic behaviour’. 
 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
In ‘market’, both market and ‘non-market’ (conventional 
understanding) exchanges or economic aspects and 
social aspects jostle together to make an activity 
complete. After having a detailed analysis of the market, 
it may be inferred that in every market transaction, one 
can find the different levels of interaction and intensity of 
the same, which are based on various contextual, 
historical and based on socio-cultural background. The 
patterns that exist in the market can predict the business 
activity. It is precisely because of these reasons some 
make good business and some do not. Those who can-
not are not because of outer circle factors, but because of 
inner circle. It is precisely, for this reason many people 
think several times before establishment of business 
units.  

Further, it is also true that the factors of inner circle 
matter a lot when the customers are from the same 
section, the pattern already exists, and the concept of 
insider and outsider resides in the minds. Whereas, the 
customer base is not the same and floating population, 
the factors of outer circle come into picture. Again, the 
elongated relationship and information spreading through 
the word of mouth would not happen.  
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All the markets need not and would not have same 
pattern of market. Different societies with different 
composition will have varying patterns and hence would 
not emerge as the similar phenomenon. These patterns 
also change with time and space as societies and 
markets are changing. As a result, different markets and 
even individual interaction per se would have their own 
logical to rationalise and cannot be generalised. Hence, 
the construction of maxims and rationalisation by Neo-
classical economists seems illogical and their generali-
sations of the theory itself seem irrational. Every 
individual, group and society will have its own logical and 
reasons for rationalisation of its act, as they are time, 
region and socio-cultural specific and that cannot be 
equated and evaluated.  
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