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ExTENdEd AbSTrACT
Stemming from the work of C.K. Prahalad (2006) market 

development at the bottom of the economic pyramid has emerged 
as one of the viable alternatives for dealing with the challenge of 
global poverty. In the present paper, I contend that the “Bottom 
of the Pyramid” (henceforth BOP) approach is fast emerging as a 
meta-narrative1 (a grand synthesizing framework) providing busi-
ness practitioners and scholars with a template for future research 
and action aimed at creating market based solutions for poverty 
eradication (Anderson & Markides, 2007; Hammond & Prahalad, 
2004; Karamchandani, Kubzansky & Lawani, 2011; Kasturi Ran-
gan et al., 2007; London & Hart, 2004; Prahalad, 2006; Prahalad & 
Hart, 2002; Seelos & Mair, 2007; and Vachani & Smith, 2008).  As 
a meta-narrative, the BOP proposition provides a limited set of in-
terpretative frameworks within which a whole host of issues rang-
ing from globalization, poverty, partnerships to markets, enterprise, 
and development, are understood, represented, and analyzed.  Like 
all meta-narratives, the BOP meta-narrative opens up some kinds 
of debates and discussions while silencing those that lie outside 
its interpretative frameworks. Taking an interdisciplinary approach 
which involves drawing on recent developments in the in fields 
such as marketing, management, economic geography, anthropol-
ogy, sociology, and development studies, I subject this emergent 
meta-narrative to a close scrutiny by highlighting the implicit and 
tacit assumptions, motivations, and commitments that are mobi-
lized to construct the BOP proposition. With the help of examples 
drawn from Prahalad’s definitive work, “Fortune at the Bottom of 
the Pyramid,” (2006), the present paper attempts to explore the 
fundamental conceptual and theoretical issues at stake in the BOP 
proposition, and in so doing, illuminate some of the larger socio-
cultural, political, and ethical implications of the project.   

Broadly, the paper argues that the BOP project presents an inad-
equately contextualized and, in many instances, dehistorized under-
standing of processes and practices that affect the lives of the peo-
ple at the bottom of the economic pyramid.  For instance, the BOP 
proposition draws on a thin understanding of globalization which 
compartmentalizes and fragments processes and relations that are, 
in fact, interconnected and interlinked.  Large private firms (one of 
the principle agents of globalization) are cast as distant and neutral 
players who somehow remain above and beyond the processes and 
relations that sustain and energize them.  Such a sanitized reading of 
1 Meta-narratives can be thought of as dominant paradigms that 
provide conceptual frameworks and tools to arrive at an understanding and 
analysis of processes and phenomena under consideration.  Colonialism, 
modernization, development theory, under-development theory are some of 
the meta-narratives that have structured and shaped our knowledge of colo-
nization, modernity, and development in contemporary times. In his brilliant 
essay calling for a reconsideration of the claim of value neutrality in social 
sciences and humanities, renowned African Studies specialist, Allen Issac-
man (2008) raises an important question about meta-narratives. Following a 
critique of meta-narratives surrounding the continent of Africa which silences 
and renders invisible alternative or local knowledge, he writes: “This is not 
to say that the meta-narratives, paradigms, or chronologies prevalent in the 
scholarly literature are inconsequential or wrong, but rather that they neces-
sarily constitute only one set of intellectual conventions and representations 
of reality” (8).  Also, it must be recognized that we often use the concepts and 
tools made permissible by the meta-narrative to critique the meta-narratives.   
So, instead of claiming a ground outside meta-narratives, the point is to high-
light the fault lines that hold together the dominant logic that underwrites 
meta-narratives.

the large private sector’s involvement in global economy not only 
exonerates them from taking any responsibility for the uneven and 
contradictory consequences of their operations; but it also restricts us 
from thinking about newer ways of building coalitions and solidari-
ties connecting different positions, interests, and stakes in the spirit 
of mutual recognition and responsibility. 

The BOP proposition rests on an essentialist understanding of 
human nature as reflected in the arguments related to the “enterpris-
ing consumers” where the entrepreneurial trait is seen as natural and 
intrinsic to the consumers at the BOP.   Further, the focus on entre-
preneurialism as a panacea for all forms of social problems leads to 
depoliticization of social issues as it rests on an implicit understand-
ing that  the locus of “problems” (poverty, jobless, dispossession, 
environmental degradation, so forth) lies not in institutional, social, 
political and economic dysfunctions but rather in the individual 
themselves (Giroux, 1980, pp. 338). 

The BOP proposition takes a purely instrumental view of 
knowledge which leads to abstractions and generalizations about the 
conditions of life at the bottom of the pyramid.  Indeed, the BOP 
project, as Charusheela and Zein-Elabdin, 2004, in a different con-
text (critique of economics as a hegemonic discourse of modernity) 
put it, is “epistemologically comfortable” with generating disembod-
ied, context free and value-neutral knowledge.  Thus, the BOP pro-
gram presents economic distress and socio-spatial marginalization of 
the poor (for example; high population densities in slums in develop-
ing countries) as “exploitable observations” (Wilson, 1977 quoted 
in Giroux, 1980, pp. 334) which is then used as “knowledge” for 
market development at the bottom of the economic pyramid.  This 
purely instrumental view of knowledge becomes part of the expert 
vocabulary (expertise) of business disciplines be it management or 
marketing which ultimately (although unwittingly) desensitizes pov-
erty.  It hides more than it reveals about the condition the life at the 
BOP as it normalizes acute economic upheavals and instabilities by 
making “the crisis” appear as a normal condition of life at the BOP.  
The claim of equal partnership between the poor and the large private 
sector, a central idea in the BOP proposition, is criticized for  obfus-
cating how power works to shape interactions among differentially 
(hierarchically) located entities in ways which limits the field of pos-
sible actions that can be initiated by the more vulnerable “partner.” 
Thus, given the productive capacity of power (to create individuals 
who are self-directed toward “certain” goals) how can firms and the 
people from poor communities collaborate? 

The paper argues that by glossing over the conceptual and theo-
retical implications of ideas and concepts mobilized to study people 
at the bottom of the economic pyramid, the BOP project ends up 
resurrecting the very biases and prejudices which it allegedly set 
out to challenge, in the first place.  While taking issue with many 
of the central arguments of the BOP project, the paper is not about a 
wholesale rejection of the idea of large private sector participation in 
poverty alleviation; rather the purpose is to confront the blind spots 
and omissions in the BOP project which serves to undermine its own 
potential, and in so doing recover in some measure, the emancipa-
tory thrust of the BOP approach.  In the concluding section, I main-
tain that the BOP project will be well served if it remains reflexive 
(self critical) about its own theories, perspectives, and positions.  I 
contend that an introspective stance would make the BOP project 
sensitive to the uncertainties and contingencies arising from diverse 
historical, political, and socio-economic contexts thereby making it 
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more circumspect (and less celebratory) about the possibilities and 
perils of business innovations and ventures aimed to generate profits 
as well as reduce poverty. 

rEFErENCES
Anderson, J., & Markides, C. 2007. Strategic Innovations at the 

Base of the Pyramid. Sloan Management Review, 49 (1): 83-
88.

Arnould, E., & Mohr, J. 2005. Dynamic Transformations for the 
Base-of-the-Pyramid Market Clusters. Journal of the Academy 
of Marketing Science, 33(3): 254-274. 

Charusheela, S. 2004. Postcolonial Thought, Postmodernism, 
and Economics. In E. O. Zein-Elabdin & S. Charusheela, 
eds., Postcolonialism Meets Economics. 40-58. New York: 
Routledge.  

Karamchandani, A., Kubzansky, M and Lawani, N., 2011. Is the 
Bottom of the Pyramid Really for you? Harvard Business 
Review, March 11, 107-111.

Kasturi Rangan. V. et al. eds. Business Solutions for the Global 
Poor, Creating Social and Economic Value. San Francisco: 
John Wiley and Sons, Inc.  

London, T., & Hart, S. 2004. Reinventing Strategies for Emerging 
Markets: Beyond the Transnational Model. Journal of 
International Business Studies. 35(1): 1-21.

Prahalad, C.K., & Hart, S. 2002. The Fortune at the Bottom of the 
Pyramid. Strategy+Business, January issue: 1-14. 

Prahalad, C.K. and Hammond, A. 2002.  Serve the World’s Poor 
Profitably. Harvard Business Review, September issue: 48-57. 

Prahalad, C. K. 2006. The Fortune at the Bottom of the Pyramid, 
Eradicating Poverty Through Profits. NJ: Wharton School 
Publishing. 

Prahalad, C. K. 2007. Forward. In Kasturi Rangan. V., et. al., eds. 
Business Solutions for the Global Poor, Creating Social and 
Economic Value. San Francisco: John Wiley and Sons, Inc.  

Seelos, C. & Mair, J. 2007. Profitable Business Models and Market 
Creation in the Context of Deep Poverty; A Strategic View. 
Academy of Management Perspectives, 21 (4): 49-63. 

Vachani, S., & Smith, N. 2008. Socially Responsible Distribution: 
Distribution Strategies for Reaching the Bottom of the 
Pyramid. California Management Review, 50(2): 52-84. 


