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Introduction

Today’s organizations seek to woo
their customers by enticing them to pick
and choose. The new organizational cul-
ture practices seem to further intensify
this trend, and the discourse of CSR
(which, as argued here, is a stylized mar-
keting move to strengthen the Customer
Relationship Management (CRM) move-
ment in the villages and rural poor) seems
to have gained ground recently. Both dis-
courses are based on the promise of
mutual value co-creation, and a win-win
approach for both the organization and
the customer. In the following account,
we debate upon this notion of CSR, and
argue that many of these consumer wants
and desires are unreflectively created.

We provide a critique of two certainly
distinct, but conceptually intertwined dis-
courses on CSR and CRM. We assess
the marketing techniques of value co-cre-
ation (Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 2004a,
2000b), which encourages close and
mutually beneficial company—customer
relationships. Extending the scope of
value co-creation, Prahalad (2004) builds
the business case for tapping the bottom
of the pyramid (BOP). For him, the poor-
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est people of the world can offer lucra-
tive business opportunities for companies
regardless of their less than US$1 income
per day, and also themselves be initiated
to the consumption world. To articulate
how CSR discourse governs both the
consumer as well as employees, we draw
on the work of Michel Foucault and his
understanding of power, power relations
and ‘regimes of practice’ or
governmentality. Thereafter, we briefly
discuss the concept of CSR, drawing on
empirical evidence of a specific case
study within the context of a fast moving
consumer goods (FMCGQG) organization for
a critical analysis.

Theoretical Constructs

A recurrent theme of Foucault’s
work is that of power and the exercise
of power, its relational and omnipresent
character. It is constructed within ‘re-
gimes of practice’ (Foucault, 1991) which
basically are coherent ways of going
about and doing things. Thus, it is in-
scribed in discourse and language struc-
tures and all social practices, producing
subjects — in the present case consum-
ers as well as organizational employees.
For Dean (1999), these regimes of prac-
tice e.g. administering, assessing,
mentoring and the like are seen as
‘governmentality’ regimes, emphasizing
rules, collective thought and practice of
government. Foucauldian ideas within
marketing focus largely on his concept
of disciplinary power (Desmond, 2003;
Kasabov, 2004) involving objectification
of an individual for achieving total sub-
mission. Foucault argues, that such tech-
niques of power, seek to produce com-

pliant ‘docile bodies’ by objectification by
creation of micro-power through constant
surveillance. However, fear driven ex-
ternal threats eventually lead to power
inscribed within language and discourse
i.e. within the very fabric of social struc-
tures.

We argue that the subjectivity of both
consumers and employees within the con-
text of the organization under study has
been, to a large degree, defined by the
discourses of CSR and CRM. These ap-
parently provide set of norms and pos-
sible identity positions to strive for. Thus,
external forms of control give way to self
imposed disciplined individuals. They are
encouraged to view their lives and sub-
jectivity as a creative enterprise of their
own choice i.e. subjectification. Thus, a
second aspect in studies of
governmentality is subjetification. Hence,
power relations established through
governmentality operate by impacting our
subjectivity through our innermost hopes,
fears and desires. Power is exercised
through the ‘conduct of conduct’ by shap-
ing an individuals’ sense of themselves
and their subjectivity which in turn shapes
their conduct. Governing presupposes
freedom, which is an essential element
of the relationship between the govern-
ment and the governed. For Foucault,
power and resistance work in tandem. A
key element discernable within such a
view is a shift away from the way in
which individuals are externally trans-
formed by others to the way in which
they transform and shape themselves
(Best & Kellner, 1991: 55). The process
of subjectification thus involves the ap-
pearance of technologies of domination
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or power to give way to emergence of
‘technologies of self. These are socially
constructed ways of understanding one-
self through acts such as that of self ob-
servation, examination, confession prac-
ticed under the actual or imagined gaze
(Foucault, 1977) of an authority figure or
system of ‘truth’. Truth is a moral im-
perative shared by a particular group. The
purpose of technologies of self is to en-
courage individuals to relate themselves
to ideal forms e.g. as an enterprising
employee, an empowered consumer, a
conscientious citizen.

We utilize the concepts of
governmentality, disciplinary power and
technologies of self to present a re-
newed understanding of employee and
consumer empowerment. We highlight
that the discourses of CRM and CSR
mobilize practices to discipline employ-
ees and consumers through effect of
knowledge systems exercised via
govenrmetnality. These dominant dis-
courses inscribed within the organiza-
tional culture practices, serve to promote
self-disciplined individuals, where mar-
keters through various marketing strat-
egies, attempt to colonize their life-
worlds. Thus by adopting a critical ap-
proach to the area of marketing within
the context of an FMCG industry the
study provides a useful frame for the
analysis of social dynamics of market-
ing practice, and how it contributes to
symbolic and discursive production of a
market oriented culture impacting both
employee and consumer subjectivity. We
discuss how both employees and con-
sumers are embedded within a web of
power relations, where both producers

and consumers shape and are shaped by
the subject of consumption within the
market. Finally, we look at some impli-
cations of state mandated provisions for
CSR as per the Companies Act 2013 for
organizations. We briefly elaborate and
in the process contemplate upon a con-
ventional understanding of CSR and the
marketing communication surrounding it.

Corporate Social Responsibility
(CSR)

CSR coexists with modern strategic
philanthropy and corporate citizenship
(CS). From a protectionist state driven
mixed economy model after Indepen-
dence, to economic liberalization in 1990s,
we are part of the BRICS nations. The
Union Carbide Bhopal tragedy together
with a few other episodes globally, inten-
sified civil society groups and interna-
tional NGOs to confront business ex-
cesses in India. Some key drivers of CSR
in India stem from limited resources with
government to deal with socio-economic
challenges, civil society pressures,
greater global demand for accountability
and disclosure in governance and respon-
sible supply chain.

‘ CSR coexists with modern strate-
gic philanthropy and corporate citi-

zenship (CS).

Vital work on CSR focused on is-
sues in the social (Fredrick, 1960), en-
vironmental areas (Marrewijk, 2003)
contributing to an ongoing debate on
whether CSR and CS are mutually ex-
clusive. Steger (2004) proposes the
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CSR represents an ideological
movement, aimed at legitimizing
and consolidating the power of cor-
porations.

Business Case for Sustainability (BCS)
concept a market-centric rationale for
CSR by companies that operate in the
“smart zone”: creating “economic value
by improving environmental and social
performance beyond compliance”. Very
closely related to BCS approach is the
BOP framework, advocating the eco-
nomic rationale for CSR. For Prahalad
& Hart (2004) involving the BOP which
has a population of 4 billion people with
less than $ 1 income per day can offer
profitable business opportunities. Chal-
lenged by critics (Karnani, 2007;
Davidson, 2009) on many grounds which
are highlighted in the later part of this
paper, the emancipatory potential of the
CSR rhetoric within the marketing jar-
gon is limited, guided by narrow eco-
nomic concerns of its stakeholders.
Thus, CSR represents an ideological
movement, aimed at legitimizing and
consolidating the power of corporations.
By and large literature focusing on
implementing CSR tends to neglect
power issues. Bondy’s (2008) work
seems to be an exception, where em-
pirical evidence sheds light on how some
attacks use CSR to improve their posi-
tion within the organization. Attention
to social and environmental issues, dem-
onstrating ethics, integrity and transpar-
ency in all operations, ensuring welfare
and support of communities an organi-
zation is involved with are three ration-
ales why corporations should engage in

CSR beyond making money (Banerjee,
2007:48).

The historical backdrop and the con-
temporary Indian economic realities
make CSR activities especially relevant
today with the provisions of the Com-
panies Act 2013 relating to CSR, now
firmly in place. The 2013 Act follows a
‘comply or explain’ approach. As per
the provisions of section 135, a company
with a turnover of Rs. 1,000 crore or
more, or of a net-worth of Rs 500 crore
or more or reaping a net profit of Rs 5
crore or more in any financial year shall
constitute a CSR committee and is re-
quired to spend at least 2% of its aver-
age net profits of the past three years
on CSR activities. Further, an explana-
tion is sought if a company is unable to
do so.

Evidently, corporations’ interest in
doing all this is that good CSR activities
lead to better financial performance.
Also in case of failure on the part of cor-
porate license for its activities will be
revoked. This literature also focuses on
how stakeholders are disciplined and gov-
erned to toe the corporate line. Thus,
managing stakeholder interest, as we will
argue, is less to do with generating
knowledge for benefiting communities
and more about power applied by corpo-
ration, acting as new governmental re-
gime to produce conceding subjects or
consumers. Ever since the notification of
state mandated provisions for CSR as per
the Companies Act 2013, important im-
plications for companies like Nutrico en-
sue, as discussed later in this paper. In
order to understand how CSR discourse
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operates, we now situate the study within
the specific context of a FMCG, MNC
organization, Nutrico ' (pseudonym) with
its operations in about 150 counties across
the world. We draw on empirical evidence
from the narratives obtained from em-
ployees.

Research Context & Method

Nutrico is a FMCG organization lo-
cated in Gurgaon, Haryana dealing in
health food, health drinks and over the
counter (OTC) products. It has been
merged with another pharmaceutical
major. The study was conducted in 2008
in Nutrico’s consumer healthcare divi-
sion, its independent subsidiary. Research
interest focused on the cultural and struc-
tural changes in the organization in the
post-merger context. Interviews were
carried out with employees who had wit-
nessed the structural and cultural
changes taking place at Nutrico, over a
period of six months in 2008. The intent
was to capture a diversity of views and
not just the dominant or shared aspects
of culture, in line with the interpretive
leanings of the study. The focus was to
discern the ways in which organizational
practices are constructed in the organi-
zations; degree to which organizational
leaders and top management have a dis-
cretion over the cultural construction of
meaning, i.e. the extent and manner in
which management manipulated the cul-
ture; and its reception among employees.
More specific objectives emerging from
data were: a) identifying managerial and

! Pseudonyms are used throughout the paper to ensure
anonymity

marketing strategies behind the adoption
and use of organizational practices
through narratives of organizational mem-
bers; b) investigation of how power is
made operational regulating employee
and consumer subjectivity among others.

Data was collected from primary and
secondary sources. Primary data involved
semi-structured interviews conducted in
the ethnographic genre. First round in-
terviews involved fifteen managers.
Themes identified in the initial session
informed the construction of semi-struc-
tured interviews with managers of vari-
ous occupational groups, including mar-
keting & sales professionals, R&D ex-
perts, financial analysts, manufacturing,
product designing and procurement
group. Employees were also selected for
interviewing on the basis of job roles and
strategic location at Nutrico, including a
few Vice Presidents as well as new en-
trants and some more experienced em-
ployees.

Secondary data included company
brochures, documents, promotional ma-
terial including some television commer-
cials for Nutrico products. In all cases
the interviews were fully transcribed,
manually coded and analyzed. Analysis
was a unity at three levels. (1) Themes
were identified using grounded theory
methods (GTM) (Strauss & Corbin,
1998) using constant comparison; (2) the
identified set was further subjected to
Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA)
(Fairclough, 2003); (3) linkages were
drawn between discourse as text and dis-
course a context i.e. the larger social
context which may influence the creation
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of texts. Additional observations and con-
textual comments were noted. Detailed
non participant observations helped to
carefully study the day-to-day work prac-
tices at Nutrico. After the Nutrico snap-
shot, we discuss the CSR discourse, a
major discourse prevalent in the organi-
zation to introduce the Nutrico case.
Thereafter, we explicate more fully how
the discourse was operational within the
context.

Nutrico Case: A Snapshot

The Nutrico prototypical employee
displays integrity, ethics and a passion for
the product marketed. The complex vo-
cabulary promoted within Nutrico estab-
lished the supremacy of the guiding force
behind “what we do” -doing business
with integrity. This is the central theme
at Nutrico, with its emphasis on a cul-
ture of ethics and care in the day-to-day
workings and activities. Being one of the
largest pharmaceutical players in the
world, the brand name was its attraction.
The organization is perceived by its em-
ployees as a company seeking more than
just new markets for its products. The
pre-merger history (many years ago) of
a complete monopoly over market was
no longer a reality. The enterprise lan-
guage of the customer is now simulta-
neously promoted along with the moral-
ity driven ethical language of community
service. Official communication sug-
gests: “Excited by the constant search
for innovation we at brand Nutrico un-
dertake our quest with the enthusiasm of
entrepreneurs. We value performance
achieved with integrity. We will sustain
success as a world class global leader,

.... with an unmatched sense of urgency
to our customers and their needs”.

‘ The market driven business dis-
course of the brand and customer
culture, innocuously co-exists with
the discourse of ethical morality at

Nutrico ensuring productivity for
the time being.

Hence, the market driven business
discourse of the brand and customer cul-
ture, innocuously co-exists with the dis-
course of ethical morality at Nutrico en-
suring productivity for the time being. By
critically analyzing the key discourses
operational within the organization, we
discern how power is made operational
by regulating employee and consumer
subjectivity, highlighting the dialectic be-
tween employee and customer interac-
tions.

‘Do Good Feel Good’ Mantra

Nutrico has a sound record of activi-
ties to promote the social and economic
causes of the communities in which it
operates. Nutrico believes its social re-
sponsibility to be stemming from provid-
ing affordable medicines and contribut-
ing to global disease management. It has
focused on several major pandemics. It
announced a 50% lower price for drug
accessibility in 50 poorest countries of the
world. According to the CEO of Nutrico,
“There is no higher priority than the ethi-
cal conduct of our employees and com-
pany. We only exist to improve the lives
of patients, so every decision we take,
every action, every conversation we hold,
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has to have this at its heart and as its
sole purpose. Given to choose between
profit and ethics we would without a
doubt pick the latter”.

The company employees’ involve
themselves in education of poor children
as well as in health awareness issues,
thereby providing inputs to people about
healthier life styles. Thus, Nutrico is ef-
fectively able to channelize these activi-
ties as internal marketing moves, espe-
cially relevant for the company in turbu-
lent times. Besides the ‘feel good fac-
tor’, these initiatives help in humanizing
the company in ways that other facets
of job products cannot.

Corporate Evangelism or
Governmentality?

The NGO flack as a result of
downsizing attempts led Nutrico to spruce
up its efforts to further build the image of
a good samaritan. The initiatives, while
helping Nutrico to keep up with its ideal-
ized vision, also enforce a form of ‘gov-
ernmental regime’ (Foucault, 1977). Gov-
ernment regulations and societal pressures
make this necessary. Besides these are
also, in a Focauldian sense, tacit mecha-
nisms of steering clear of legal wrangles.
“The layoffs caused a lot of uproar in so-
ciety. Our patent application for XXX did
not come through. We found ourselves
reeling under the scanner. We do so much
for empowering the masses... . consum-
ers value us and I know our goodness will
pay off. We will pull it off!”

Nutrico’s societal orientation seems
to positively influence psychological well

being of employees. A close analysis of
the initiatives suggests a strong business
focus as a co- determiner for assuming
such a posture. It is significant to note
here, that these have been in place prior
to the formal state mandate for CSR ac-
tivities, and were voluntary CSR initia-
tives by the firm, which is a significant
aspect of the broad definition of CSR as
“A concept whereby companies integrate
social and environmental concerns in their
business operations and their interaction
with stakeholders on a voluntary basis
(emphasis added). It entails going beyond
minimum legal requirements and obliga-
tions stemming from collective business
agreements, in order to address societal
needs” (The EU Commission, 2006).

The inclusion of ‘voluntary’ implies
that mere acknowledgement of societal
and environmental concerns can prevent
governmental regulations, as long as bare
minimum legal requirements are fulfilled.
Does this indicate that CSR discourse is
yet another powerful mechanism of ar-
ticulating a dominant ‘superior’ form of
knowledge serving the interest of corpo-
rate rather than society? It is apparent
that CSR may be witnessing the emer-
gence of new seductive truth, namely it
is good for economy and business
(Banerjee, 2001b).

‘ CSR may be witnessing the emer-
gence of new seductive truth,

namely, it is good for economy and
business.

The Companies Act 2013, relating to
CSR spending, curiously then promotes
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the CSR by pushing the profit motive and
not restraining it. The tacit message is:
‘do good to do well’. The idea is to instill
a certain mentality in the minds of man-
agers. A pertinent concern here is, how
can the dual understanding of
governmentalization of CSR and ‘com-
petitiveness for business’ be transcended
by both economic and ideological reason-
ing (Scherer & Palazo, 2007; Shamir,
2008). Foucault’s (1977, 1991),
governmentality studies are relevant in
this regard. Governmentality aims to-
wards shaping economic and social con-
duct of business by instilling a sense of
self imposed discipline and ‘choice’
which in no way hinders its autonomous
character (Miller & Rose, 1997 ) and
“thus acts on the governed as basis of
action and freedom” (Dean, 1999). In
what follows, we focus on how specific
forms of knowledge i.e. discourse on CSR
is mobilized within the organizational cul-
ture of Nutrico, to shape the conduct of
others (internal and external stakehold-
ers) to serve the business case. In the
process, we also look at some of the
practices through which power is made
operational. To do so, we first focus on
a particularly significant area deserving
close attention i.e. of serving the BOP.
The BOP represents a fresh slant to the
CSR logic which arguably aims at bring-
ing together the interests of the corpo-
rate and the societal poor by creating win-
win solutions for each stakeholder.

Nutrico decided to go rural and ca-
ter to those who were previously outside
the health food & health food drink
(HFD) domain. The step is pompously
internally marketed as a step to bring the

rural poor at par with their affluent ur-
ban counterparts thus further boosting the
image of good corporate citizenship be-
havior of the company. Employees genu-
inely believe and play an active role in
promoting such acts as evangelic feats.
In so doing the employees themselves
appear to become consumers of the mar-
ket culture at Nutrico; dissolving the pro-
ducer-consumer distinctions. Not only
does the marketing & sales function at
Nutrico take up this task of extolling of
company policies and products but also
the employees across functions. They
thus may be seen as part-time market-
ers (Gummesson, 1991), creating a hype
(apart from marketing professionals who
do this on a full time basis). While talk-
ing of a cheaper variant of its flagship
brand Nutrifit; called Nutrifit XXX, spe-
cifically targeted as a branded product
to be marketed at the BOP at affordable
prices. “This is a product developed spe-
cifically to bridge the BOP gap. There is
aneed for affordable nutrition it’s a huge
opportunity. We need to create aware-
ness where the consumer upgrades (em-
phasis in original) from what they are tra-
ditionally used to (milk?) to a more bal-
anced scientific product”. “We owe it to
society. The uninitiated need to be as-
similated (emphasis in original) to make
their lives worth living. We promote egali-
tarianism, health, nutrition and the spirit
of living. That’s what makes Nutrico.”

Hence, clearly Nutrifit — XXX was
seen as a new ray of hope, making af-
fordable nutrition available to all. The
effort was thus portrayed as a socially
driven move of offering a scientifically
based product to the poor. It is hailed by
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senior management and other employees
as an effort of bringing the ‘unaware’,
and ‘ignorant’ to understand the benefits
of a healthy balanced diet. The product
is interestingly proclaimed (in the narra-
tive) as an up-gradation from traditional
older substitute, unlikely to be anything
other than milk. With no cheaper rival
health drink variants available in the ru-
ral market this is the only possibility. The
question then remains: was Nutrico tac-
itly marketing Nutrifit — XXX as a milk
substitute in the name of providing a sci-
entifically based nourishing product?

‘ Introducing the poor to even a lim-
ited set of choices, away from their

critical day-to-day urgent needs

which are more pressing is hard to
gulp.

Clearly the commercial and strate-
gic viability of rural market penetration
in the untapped segment seems like a
more overpowering concern for the com-
pany, rather than seeking social
upliftment. Introducing the poor to even
a limited set of choices, away from their
critical day-to-day urgent needs which
are more pressing is hard to gulp. Seen
as a win-win opportunity for the company
and consumer it is a move which is
claimed to eradicate poverty by mutual
value co-creation.

Although intuitively appealing, the
assumption can be seriously questioned
on ethical grounds. Karnani (2007) notes
that viewing the poor as resilient and ‘cre-
ative entrepreneurs’ and ‘value conscious
consumers’ (Prahalad, 2004) seems se-

riously flawed. Prahalad’s libertarian
view of reducing poverty assumes that
the poor are ‘sovereign’ consumers ‘free
to choose’ seems a far-fetched thought.
Also, to assume that the uneducated poor
are equally capable of making well in-
formed choices in their own self-inter-
est, may be viewed arguably as a new
form of govenrmetnality by corporates to
further their economic interests. Al-
though, apparently valuable a nuanced
analysis suggests that expense on such
branded HFDs is a frivolous expense
unnecessarily forcing them to incur ad-
ditional cost. Co-occurrence of such
business and CSR discourses is preva-
lent: “We are proud that we make our
products available in far flung villages and
slums. It’s not just the affluent who en-
joy our products but also the very needy.
It’s a whole new world of choices for
them! ... customers... , trust us ... and
our products. We are market leaders due
to our ‘basti’ work.” Making goods
available in slums is indicative of the ser-
vice commitment of the company. Cause
branding and marketing also achieve a
distinct identity for internal employees.
It acts as a key differentiator from com-
petitors.

CRM in Villages: ‘Docile Bodies’
& Governable Subjects

There is scarce literature suggesting
relevance of CRM in emerging and BOP
markets. Traditionally Nutrico’s focus
has been on market segmentation of high
consumption markets with accessible
product and supply structures, purchas-
ing capacity and responsiveness to inte-
grated marketing communications. A re-

The Indian Journal of Industrial Relations, Vol. 53, No. 2, October 2017

191



Garima Kumar & Anand Prakash

newed fervor to serve large subsistence
markets at BOP was now underway. The
challenge arguably, lies in adapting West-
ern models to cater to local needs.
(Prahalad & Hart, 2004; Mahajan &
Banga, 2006). Thus Nutrico has upped
the ante to gain access in this context.

Recourse to direct community net-
works for one-to-one relationships with
potential customers are the key to suc-
cess. Customer engagement through
gramin-melas (village fairs), road shows
apart from CSR activities with commu-
nities in which Nutrico operates, provide
informal rural customer-organizational
networks to create rapport and informa-
tion. These act as distribution channels
for Nutrifit-XXX and other newly
launched products. Identifying custom-
ers in smaller markets, creating product
demand and bringing the erstwhile ‘un-
initiated’ into the fold of consumption are
challenges faced by Nutrico. The move
has been internally touted as a social
cause and is viewed by the non-market-
ing group as a community outreach pro-
gram for mainstreaming the rural masses.

A senior official stated: “Our research
shows there was a dire requirement for
our products in villages. Our work with
communities suggests that marketing of
Nutrifit-XXX will go a long way towards
fulfilling the long standing need for a
health product like this, to counter pov-
erty and malnutrition”.He further af-
firmed “we are not creating needs. We
are simply fulfilling them”. While most
see it as a philanthropic move, it is also
openly acknowledged that as a bonding
exercise geared towards creating inti-

macy with potential customers. Interest-
ingly, it is here that the company has a
procurement plant. Organizationally mo-
bilized self- help groups take up women’s
welfare, health issues pertaining to
mother and children. These also serve as
“great networking sites” as appraised by
a few employees. Collaborating with
women was a stepping stone for getting
a foothold in villages and also tying up
with local NGOs. “... if you convince
women about the credibility of ... a fi-
nance scheme, or for that matter our
product (jocularly), you convince rest of
her family. Appraising communities about
health benefits helps. Even rural women
don’t mind spending a wee bit for nutri-
tion of their kids.” “They.... trust us and
our abilities completely.... Our efforts to
spread awareness will go a long way in
shaping up a new way of life. Nutrition
is every common man’s right and we fa-
cilitate ... it rightfully by our product of-
ferings”.

‘ Apparently philanthropic moves
adding to the ‘do good feel good’

fervor seem to be rooted in seek-
ing commercial viability of their
consumer products.

Thus the apparently philanthropic
moves adding to the ‘do good feel good’
fervor seem to be rooted in seeking com-
mercial viability of their consumer prod-
ucts. All such initiatives advance the
employee wellbeing and encourages the
consumer (creating strong customer re-
lationship ties with them) to view the
company in an extremely positive way,
conveying an almost demi-God like im-
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age. All these also serve as ‘technolo-
gies of power’ (Foucault, 1977) as it suc-
ceeds in cause-branding by creating de-
mand for novel products for the under-
privileged consumers. Cheaper variants
like Nutrifit -XXX are portrayed as a new
ray of hope for the naive poor consum-
ers, who are made to walk the road of
enlightenment, by promising them a life
different from the one they live now.
Consumers are encouraged and “empow-
ered” to ‘rightfully’ make the ‘right’
moves. Other remarks suggested that
facing the realities of the market could
aid in the dual purpose of providing op-
portunity to develop employees’ in a vir-
tuous manner. “The new Nutrifit-XXX is
our genuine attempt to bring nutritive
products... at affordable prices. ...health
is a priority area and thus our product
must be balanced and affordable, an es-
sential daily dose. We now empower
them to take a pick”.

The cheaper substitute offered is
platformed on the value for money propo-
sition. By offering a product like Nutrifit
- XXX Nutrico has opened up a “whole
new world of choices’ for the “’uniniti-
ated”’. HFD supplements like Nutrifit —
XXX which were earlier bracketed un-
der “comfort foods” and considered: “an
unnecessary frill of affluent” is now be-
ing marketed by Nutrico as a necessary
component of diet and a ‘normal’ fea-
ture of day-to-day living.

As Ritzer (1999:28) argues: “people
are lured to the cathedrals of consump-
tion, by the fantasies they promise to ful-
fill and then kept there by a variety of
rewards and constraints”. Thus, these

networks may be seen as mediums via
which products are marketed to consum-
ers with the ‘well meaning’ intent of im-
proving their welfare by expanding
choice. Assuming that the choices made
are well- informed and rational is a mis-
take. In Karnani’s (2007:19) words: “A
poor person is far more constrained by
lack of income than by lack of variety of
goods and services offered by the mar-
ket. “Prahalad (2004), argues how can
anyone else decide what is best for the
poor. He concurs that the poor have the
right, to determine what they spend and
what they do with their limited income
as they are value—conscious consumers;
‘the poor themselves are the best judge
of how to market their utility’”. This, for
Karnani (2007), is taking the free mar-
ket ideology to an extreme; a potentially
dangerous element of BOP proposition.
In response to governmental regulations
for MNCs to act in the best interest of
customer welfare, CRM has now be-
come even more significant for organi-
zations. Government regulations on CSR
as mandated by the Act urge corpora-
tions to know their client needs. It thus
becomes the corporations’ responsibility
to prevent mis-selling products to cus-
tomers. This assumes even greater sig-
nificance in the context of BOP, where
the prospective customers are largely
naive and uneducated.

The responsibility for social welfare
activities is entrusted to corporations.
They are held accountable for effective-
ness of steps taken. Although a set of
activities is specified as to what could
constitute CSR, organizations are given
the flexibility to choose the CSR initia-
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tives to undertake. Thus, despite the im-
position by the new Act, to report CSR
spending and reporting initiatives taken
by the firm as per the government, there
will be no governmental pressure as per
law on what the companies should do
and that it would be up to companies on
how to use it for a social cause. Hence,
‘self —regulation,’ through CSR gives the
impression of moral reflexivity and re-
sponsibility on the part of the companies
without conceding power to the govern-
ment. However, any activity taken up
for commercial profit cannot be counted
as CSR.

‘ Consumers are able to interpret
their desires and are responsive

to suggestions from their trading
partners.

On the other hand, attempts on the
part of the organization to constitute the
‘unsuspecting’, loyal consumer subjectiv-
ity engender a form of subjugation to the
desired ends of the organization. In prac-
tical terms, empowering the BOP con-
sumer, to make informed decisions, to ask
the ‘right’ questions, and to make value
conscious decisions (Prahalad, 2004),
thus appears to be in the best interest of
all. In an attempt towards value co-cre-
ation, Nutrico seeks to make its empow-
ered consumers ‘active agents’ in the
tasks of making their own lives better by
collaborating with the ‘reflexive con-
sumer’ (Beckett &Nayak 2008). Ac-
cording to Pepper and Rogers (2005),
consumers are able to interpret their de-
sires and are responsive to suggestions
from their trading partners.

It is this end, as claimed by officials
of the company that Nutrico wanted to
achieve for the community of villagers it
supports, particularly where its plant is
located. Nutrico collaborated and linked
local farmers, to the supply chain, ensur-
ing a consistent high quality of milk and
raw produce of wheat and barley. Farm-
ers bring milk and produce to Nutrico
representatives, facilitating their own
capacity building, thereby making the pro-
spective consumer a producer. Hailed
by critics of BOP proposition (Karnani,
2007; Davidson, 2009), this nevertheless
creates complete farmer dependency on
Nutrico. Farmers ‘willingly’ gave all their
produce away to Nutrico, apparently a
win-win solution in short run for both the
consumer and the organization (it gets
the raw material as well as market for
its products), for totally loyal, faithful and
‘docile’ (Foucault, 1977), but nonetheless,
‘empowered’ consumers. These consum-
ers are capable of ‘rightfully’ making
‘right choices’, and willingly submitting
themselves to the governmentality of the
enterprises. But, what happens if the
company decides to relocate its opera-
tions to a different location in future for
economic reasons? (Bannerjee, 2001a)

CRM may be thus viewed as ‘fech-
nology of power’ “to aggravate con-
sumers’ anxieties about building their
own future and that of their kin. It en-
courages the ‘responsibalization’
(Burchell et al., 1991) of consumer sub-
jects. Hence the consumer-subject is
reconstituted as an ‘enterprising’ (Du Gay
& Salaman, 1992) ‘empowered’ subject,
autonomous, self -regulating and actual-
izing individual, seeking to maximize the
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Consumer empowerment, thus,
serves “to obscure... power
....and to disarm traditional forms
of resistance”

quality of life. Creating consumer aware-
ness through initiatives, serves not only
an information dissemination function, but
also a way of subjection where consum-
ers conceive of themselves as ‘autono-
mous’ and ‘free to choose’. Consumer
empowerment, thus, serves “to ob-
scure... power ....and to disarm tradi-
tional forms of resistance” (Hodgson,
2002: 326). Is true value co-creation
(Prahalad, 2004) possible given this re-
ality? What are the consequences of
‘romanticising the poor’? (Karnani,
2007), is an idea open to introspection
and discussion.

Road Ahead: Possible Implications

The 2% CSR provision of the Com-
panies Act, a hybrid of state intervened
CSR and some degree of voluntarism
with regard to where Companies want
to allocate funds for CSR is unique to
the Indian economy. However, the effect,
both positive and negative, can only be
contemplated at this time. For organiza-
tions of the likes of Nutrico, self-governed
disciplined subjectivities that toe the cor-
porate line, will build reputational legiti-
macy and trust amongst the communities
it operates in, ensuring profitability. Pos-
sibility of protests is mitigated. Deferen-
tial subjectivities do not apprehend any
reason for the philanthropic intentions of
their messiah. As compliant subjects they
would willingly submit to corporate will.

Spending on education, health care fa-
cilities, bring in greater visibility of the
corporate initiatives, create good-will in
communities and also ensure sustained
profit for the organization over extended
periods.

As the proponents of the mandatory
approach to CSR argue, voluntary modes
of governance should not be the sole or
primary modes of governance of ensur-
ing accountability (Gonzalez & Martinez,
2004). de -Schuutter (2008) strongly ad-
vocates the regulatory case for CSR in
order to ensure transparency with respect
to verifiable benchmarks. According to
KPMG (2017) in India big companies
have been actively engaged in CSR, the
number of such organizations is still quite
low. The new law as per KPMG offi-
cials could lead to significant rise in num-
bers. Others have also hailed the move.
We discuss the resulting change in
Nutrico’s functioning, consequent upon
the introduction of the new guidelines for
CSR for companies.

Since the introduction of the CSR
Act, Nutrico website now has complete
information about its CSR policy and an
elaboration of initiatives undertaken in
this regard in the past. A few years ago
this was not so. 2017 is a different story.
Compliance requirements of the Act are
largely being followed. The CSR policy
contained in the Annual Report is avail-
able in the public domain. As per the Act
mandate, the weblink for the CSR policy
is available on the website. The organi-
zation has a clearly articulated mission
although the same is not mandated. It is
a stand-alone five member committee
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including a woman and independent di-
rector; beyond the mandated minimum of
three members and one independent di-
rector. The role of committee is explic-
itly outlined, with 4 meetings (more than
mandated) held during 2016-17 as per the
Report of Directors. Conducting three or
more meetings by the stand alone com-
mittee is a sure sign of an active com-
mittee ensuring to prioritize CSR activi-
ties. The CSR interventions create a
sense of ownership and ensure suste-
nance of projects. Specified intervention
areas both in CSR policy and in the Di-
rectors’ Report indicate a very strong
strategic CSR focus at Nutrico.

The budget outlay for the CSR ac-
tivities and projects is very clearly pre-
sented. Direct and overhead expenses on
each project are documented area-wise
as per Act requirements. Support for
eradication of Lymphatic Filariasis, a pan-
India initiative of the company, commu-
nity development projects covering mul-
tiple sectors including healthcare, educa-
tion, vocational training, income genera-
tion and child protection etc. covering
more than 8 states of India, disaster re-
lief for victims of Chennai floods in 2015-
16 are key support arcas. All these are
listed areas, recommended for CSR
spending in Schedule VII of the Act.
Besides identifying direct engagement
areas, mode of implementation of
projects entails collaboration with NGOs
and not-for-profit organizations of repute.
This is also disclosed in the Directors’
Report. Area and sector-wise impact of
activities is explicitly stated. Comparison
of amount required to be spent towards,
2% CSR as against amount actually spent

is explicated. Data presented mentions
that Nutrico has spent somewhat less
than its average net profit of last three
financial years. Reasons stated for non-
compliance are reclassification of spend-
ing in accordance with suggestions by
experts and the scaling up of some
projects within Nutrico. However, treat-
ment of surplus attributed to CSR activi-
ties, has not been mentioned, a manda-
tory requirement of the Act. This is defi-
nitely an area of concern.

Nutrico runs two key rural program
steering missions i.e. the Nutrico Health
Scheme (NHS) as well as Rural Entre-
preneurship Program (REP) (pseud-
onyms). “NHS program aims to improve
the standard of living in the rural areas,
engaging with rural medical practitioners
and community workers, thus creating...
relevance for our brands... reaching out

to BOP,... create livelihood for under-
privileged .... enhancing access of our
products ... economically empowering

rural women”. Nutrico’s efforts for its
marketing campaigns in rural India won
it multiple awards at the recently con-
vened XXX Asia awards in 2016-17.
Brand and product penetration is further
ensured by introduction of Rs 10/- sa-
chets of the flagship brand and other key
HFDs marketed for BOP consumers.
From the aforementioned official ac-
counts, we recognize the blurring eco-
nomic- societal distinctions. The social is
encoded as Vellentin & Murrilo (2009)
put it, as a special case of economy
whereby ethical concerns are enveloped
within the logic of economic rationality
and strategic advantage for business
growth (Shamir, 2008).
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A government regulated obligatory
approach, accords greater credibility to
voluntary initiatives through careful moni-
toring (de Schutter, 2008). Pro-2% CSR
economic argument may in fact bring
greater transparency in the endeavors of
Nutrico. It may facilitate in lending some
voice to BOP consumers which seems
like a far cry at the moment. As Van Zile
(2012) avers, the policy may in fact “help
India achieve the twin goals of stability
and growth and bring India at par with
countries like USA who spend about 2%
of their profits on CSR. It may not be a
panacea for all ills but is certainly a move
worth a try.”

‘ The unwary rural consumer is ever
more entrapped in the rhetorical

quagmire of pedantic empower-
ment regimes.

We also however, need to look at the
flip side of the CSR Act for a more nu-
anced understanding. Green-washing is
possible if any organization routes CSR
through its own trust. Corporate driven dis-
courses of strategically targeted CSR seem
to have distanced rural consumers further
away from indigenous modes of
sustainability. These modes relied on na-
tive, local knowledge systems and the ex-
pertise of a community of people about
health benefits of natural foods, nutritional
and medicinal value of home grown herbs
and natural healing. Responsibility of one’s
own health no longer personal is an agenda
to be mobilized by either the government
steered health enhancing initiatives, or the
market driven regulatory rhetoric of
corporates like Nutrico. The unwary rural

consumer is ever more entrapped in the
rhetorical quagmire of pedantic empower-
ment regimes. Erstwhile protectionist policy
treated all consumers at par with universal
rights (Geisler & Veresiu, 2014), the con-
temporary government regulated call for
public-private partnership for nation build-
ing in India comes with a unique twist.

The tutored rural consumer extols the
concentration enhancing qualities of ‘clini-
cally proven health advantage’ of micro-
nutrient enriched milk as regular diet.
Market segmentation exacerbates diver-
sity amongst consumers and consumer
choices. Division of consumer groups into
narrower market segments with a Nutrifit
for every age group; prevents the power
of the collective to emerge, as responsible
community of people, geared towards
their common goal of accomplishing “good
health for all.” This ensures a dependent
relationship on either the government or
the corporate for health. Responsible con-
sumption, no longer an accepted conse-
quence of consuming naturally healthy
diet, even in rural areas, gets entangled
in the jargon of *“ understanding one’s food
choices in relation to....ecological
sustainability, biodiversity, energy conser-
vation, worker safety, living wages and
most important preservation of small
farms and a rural way of life.” (Thomson
& Coskuner-Balli, 2007:138). Hence, ‘re-
sponsible consumption’ becomes a ‘mor-
alistic governmental regime’ of public ad-
ministrative bodies and corporations like
Nutrico, urging consumers to make ‘in-
formed choices’.

The aim here is neither to hail nor
denigrate any one of the two positions.
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What works best in the long run is for
time to unfold. The government’s role as
aregulator for CSR governance requires
a more balanced approach of weighing
both positives and negatives. A pertinent
concern to mull over is whether this is
the desired direction in which we would
like to move ahead, certainly, important
aspects for the future.
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