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Investment and 
its Discontents

ABSTRACT

Mainstream debates on European investment in India do not consider 
the full and diverse impact of investment on economic and social life, and 
therefore narrow the terrain for crafting richer, alternative investment 
policies and strategies. This paper examines three misguided—and 
recurring—ideas that arise in investment debates: (1) consumption 
growth as an inevitable effect of investment liberalisation; (2) efficiency 
in fresh food retail as a feature distinctive to foreign investment 
practices; and (3) regulatory tactics as a panacea to address exploitation 
in the global value chain for apparel. The paper calls for an unorthodox 
approach to common-sense ideas in investment policy discussions with a 
view to unearthing the unaddressed stakes of transforming economies.

What exactly is foreign investment? Orthodox thinking on the subject 
has rendered certain insights on investment’s full impact on Indian 
society difficult to grasp. Conventionally, the idea of ‘foreign 
investment’ is understood as negotiations on approval routes, sector 
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limits, sourcing requirements, shareholder value, vertical 
disintegration of firms, et cetera. Yet investment must be about more 
than simply this. Otherwise, debates on European investment in India 
would not involve claims of ‘Westernisation’, calls for self-
determination, or charges of exploitation. Something other than the 
standard set of business concerns seems to be at stake in investment 
policy—a realm that investment policy touches but does not 
consciously address. The link between investment and social impact 
seems palpable enough—even intuitive—but at the same time remains 
exceedingly difficult to trace.  

For example, foreign investors eager to set up retail outlets in India 
claim the existence of a consumer market equally keen to spend 
disposable income on increasingly diverse goods and services. What has 
convinced these investors that consumers would view part of their 
income as ‘disposable’, to begin with? Is there a more circuitous link 
between investment and consumption than otherwise assumed? When 
investment calls for the efficient reorganisation of supply chains – 
whether through the entry of European players in food retail or the 
outsourcing of apparel production from Europe to India – does it also 
call for reorganising, even if unconsciously, the relationships between 
people? 

This paper is less of an argument headed in a straight trajectory than 
it is a set of reflections on debates concerning European investment in 
India: the kind of vocabulary these debates use, their unaddressed 
premises, and the implications that follow for crafting alternative 
policies. Foreign investment is transforming and cultivating new 
relationships within India and between India and Europe; to say this 
much is already passé. But what happens to our conventional 
understanding of investment when its unacknowledged impacts are 
brought to the fore? 
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I.   THE READY-MADE CONSUMER 

The middle-class consumer is the protagonist across a vast array of texts 
1on European investment in India.  Often in these works, the tone is 

decidedly celebratory, excited for an opportunity still to be fully realised. 
In reports where investment is projected on consumption growth, it is 
suggested that this much touted consumer lies dormant, waiting for 
some extant, conservative policy regime to change its mind. As if the 
rise of the Indian consumer is simply a natural consequence of the rise of 
disposable income or purchasing power. Apparently, according to these 
texts, the sheer presence of more goods and services and/or higher 
salaries is enough to trigger increased consumption. In this assumption, 
an entire social context is made invisible, and a vague theory of desire 
lies unstated. What, to begin with, will make consumers view part of 
their income as ‘disposable’? And why does their discretionary 
consumption never seem to be finally satisfied? 

It is possible to start accounting for such questions without 
immediately having to delve into the finer details of the psyche – or 
blame the entire phenomenon on the advertising industry. Instead, one 
could think about investment as more than just strictly debates about 
negotiating repatriation, dispute settlement, recourse methodology, 
and so on. After all, in the liberalisation of investment policies, in the 
catchphrase ‘liberalisation’ more broadly, is condensed far more 

2multifaceted ways of shaping economic actors.  In liberalisation, a new 
way of thinking—about ownership, about money, about what is public 

3and what is private, and much more— has to be fostered.  Today, talking 
about choosing between several brands of jeans as a type of freedom 
might seem normal to some, but it is a consequence of decisions made as 
if somewhere in the background. A history of Indian liberalisation 
attuned to how these decisions slowly became naturalised as today’s 
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common sense could begin to describe this transformation in the 
4country’s economic development.  

To paint this alternative story of modern Indian consumerism and 
its relation to investment liberalisation is, however, difficult. After all, 
liberalisation is an ongoing process, not a single moment. To work 
backwards to describe the present is to contend with the weight of 
jargon that has taken on the status of dogma. Take, for example, a 
phrase as seemingly innocuous as ‘the middle class’ – the alleged 
bulwark of Indian consumerism and the object of some investors’ 

5desires. It turns out that it is not so simple to define this term.  There are 
indeed standard pitfalls such as the need to measure income beyond 
what is formally earned, but perhaps that could be curbed by factoring in 

6various other assets.  There is also no official clearing-house in India 
that compiles consumer data on store choices, or purchases or brand 
behaviour, but this too could perhaps be remedied through a patchwork 

7of primary surveys.  Moreover, even if figures were rather vague, 
middle-class consumer behaviour may be simply a way to proxy 
changing standards more broadly rather than a means of expounding 
hard science. 

If, as some scholars have written, “the growth of the middle class is a 
development that does not on its own explain the ability of liberalization 
policies, once considered politically untenable, to take root in India,” the 
task of defining the “middle class” in the context of investment 

8liberalisation becomes even more difficult.  The question at hand is: to 
what extent is it difficult to entangle definitions of the Indian middle 

9class from the interests to court investment?  After all, there do exist 
enough self-styled business specialists who are keen to construct and 
examine the middle class as a quantitative and qualitative 

10phenomenon.  To do so—to understand a group of people as a 
prominent force for consumption—can have the effect of engendering 
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11further interest in them as a continued force for consumption.  It is to 
bear proof to the continued success of policies that liberalise investment, 

12as a promise for the good to come from global integration.  In other 
words, if defining what the middle class is, can enable investment, then it 
is hard to separate seemingly neutral economic categories like ‘the 

13middle class’ from investment strategies themselves.

To be middle-class in India could be said to be not only about metrics 
such as income but also about a particular attitude towards 

14consumption.  In this particular sense then, who is not part of some 
kind of middle/aspirational class? Seemingly infinite demographics 
could be carved out to show one’s unique potential to be inculcated as 
the next modern Indian consumer. How then, ultimately, could one 
start to tell the story of how policies associated with liberalisation in 
India have “created” the seemingly organic consumer desire that 
investment is eager to harness? Government policies, after all, do not 
necessarily force anyone to buy anything as such. Instead, as an article 
(aptly titled “Construction of Consumer Choice in the Market”) in The 
International Journal of Consumer Studies puts it: 

“It is not about forcing people to do something against their will 
but rather about structuring their possible field of action to 

15 generate sales.”

With this metaphor of “field of action” in mind, one could consider 
spaces—literal and figurative—that produce in prospective consumers 
the experience of having chosen to buy something of their own accord. 
Indeed, it is this phenomenon that those interested in investment policy 
ought to examine more fruitfully. 

The city might be one such space. The priority accorded by 
liberalisation to develop Indian industry (over, say, agriculture) involved 
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a disproportionate attention towards urban areas where international 
commerce had historically been located. It meant revitalising urban 
infrastructure in missions such as the Jawaharlal Nehru National Urban 
Renewal Mission (JNNURM), creating higher education for industry-
relevant disciplines with the IITs and IIMs (themselves sometimes 
located in cities), and attracting an ever greater workforce to meet the 
demands of urban industry. 

This urban concatenation can produce a rather dense site for 
investment to target and foster a potential consumer base with greater 
ease than sparsely populated rural areas. With busy jobs and significant 
traffic, urbanisation can structurally induce time pressures and 
consequently create incentives for ‘convenience shopping’. Urban 
density creates a propensity for large-scale trends to emerge with greater 
speed. As the site where wealth has historically been concentrated, the 
city can model what self-advancement could and/or should look like: 
whether in the form of celebrity hangouts as seen from informal 
settlements nearby, or the juxtaposition of diverse economic classes 
previously separated by distance but now walking on the same street. 

Another “field of action” enabling consumerism has of course been 
the television. Creating national television network Doordarshan, 
launching satellites that increased its transmission, creating 
entertainment programming to generate advertising revenue, and 
eventually opening the network to other channels—these were all policy 
decisions which paved the way for images of consumption to reach 

16 people directly in their homes.

All this being said, it can also be argued that urbanisation or 
broadcast media merely amplified what was already a preexisting will to 
consume. This chicken-or-egg dilemma (‘What came first policy 
decisions or consumer appetite?’) may seem irresolvable. One can 

—
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instead examine the way both these decisions and consumer desire are 
symbiotic; their interwovenness can suggest both the many strategies 
through which desire can be directed towards consumption (as opposed 
to savings, remittances, or philanthropy) as well as the vast policy 
framework needed to make such strategies effective. ‘Infrastructure’— 
cities, satellites, roads, networks—is more than a prerequisite onto 
which policies about investment and consumption then take place. 

17 Infrastructure can be itself the “field of action to generate sales.”

Ultimately, if consumers’ drive for exceedingly discretionary goods 
and services is not in fact an a priori given, those interested in 
investment policy should consider what decisions encourage this drive 
and make it appear natural. A lot more of how and why people consume 
goods and services may be in one’s hands – and therefore capable of 
being harnessed for diverse ends – rather than the half-theory, implied 
by mainstream investment thought, of an ‘organic’ consumer desire. 
Indeed, consumers have to be tailored; they are not ready-made.  

One of the sectors in India where European investment is seen to 
present diverse risks is fresh food retail. It is hard not to overstate the 
sector’s relevance: not only is it said to be “the single most dominant and 
lucrative structure in the Indian retail market,” but it also provides 
livelihoods for over half of the employable labour force, which works in 

18 agriculture. Moreover, fresh fruits and vegetables make up a large part 
of the staple diet of most Indians. Therefore, a domestic consumer 
cannot easily do without these goods. The premise of a good number of 
foreign investment practices in this sector involves larger retailers 
working directly with Indian farmers to provide food to a growing 
domestic population. Walmart, Tesco, and Carrefour, for example, have 
all been eager players at one time or another. 

II.   EFFICIENCY AND CULTURE IN FOOD RETAIL
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Opponents of foreign investment in Indian food retail argue that 
vulnerable players stand to lose: the small-time vendor, a poor 
consumer, and/or the subsistence-level farmer. In these scenarios, 
critics concede, tacitly or otherwise, that it is the supposed strengths of 
the foreign retailer that play to the disadvantage of smaller players. If, as 
proponents claim, these foreign retailers are in fact good at selling 
cheaper goods more efficiently through economies of scale and/or 
better supply-chain practices, their capacity to do so seems intertwined 
with an outcome wherein small kirana retailers are crowded out and the 

19 farmers cannot barter their (declining) wages.

Indeed, the ‘for’ and ‘against’ arguments both appear to see the same 
thing in different ways. For example, proponents claim that FDI will 
reduce losses in the distribution channel of food retail with the entry of 
the larger foreign retailer whose efficient gains will be reflected in, 

20among other things, increased incomes for farmers.  Meanwhile, critics 
cite wildly varying supermarket orders in the absence of written 
commitments to farmers, purchase prices renegotiated downwards if 
market conditions look unfavourable, and fees for promoting certain 

21 products or penalties for failures to supply agreed-upon quantities.
Whereas proponents talk about provision of credit at favourable terms, 
technology transfer and price guarantees, critics fear payment to be on 
supplier lists, minus margins where supplier price is fixed to the most 
currently competitive rate, and the requirement of farmers to plan 
certain crops or seeds, over-fertilise, or emphasise storage and shipment 

22requirements over nutritional needs.  Overall, it seems that FDI 
proponents see a foreign retailer who does not appear to need any 
benevolent gesture to maximise its gains in efficiency across the 
distribution chain. The critics, on the other hand, see a supermarket 
that places the burden of price fluctuation on the producer and supplier, 
a burden that even paying significant premiums above market prices to 

23 small players cannot adequately remedy.
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There is, however, another way to have the conversation on FDI in 
food retail. It would involve examining more closely the meaning of 
efficiency and what it has to do with culture, and what culture, in turn, 
has to do with how foreign investment is discussed. 

For example, critics need not look only to the entry of foreign players 
in the Indian food retail sector to realise some of their fears. Farmers in 
India are known to pledge produce output at the village-level as payment 
for debt or input to domestic vendors, leaving them unable to set prices 
for their produce. Furthermore, large corporations such as Reliance, 
Birla and Bharti have already entered the food retail market. In fact, it is 
through a joint venture with Bharti that Wal-Mart has come to India; the 
same is true for Tesco with the Tata Group. The fear that only foreign 
retailers would prioritise profit and neglect local social concerns can 
obscure the fact that these risks are inherent in domestic investment. 
This has certainly been the case for farmers within some European 

24 countries and their respective large food retailers.

Even if it is not always the cultural identity of the investor that is 
responsible for investment’s risks, something starkly cultural is 
nonetheless at work where investment is concerned. In the case of food 
retail, there is a lot of talk about ‘organised’ or ‘formal’ vendors making 
the sector ‘efficient’–semantics that presents itself as neutral in nature 
when it is in fact value-laden about how the social realm should work. As 
it is now, ‘unorganised’ and ‘informal’ food retail can be said to be 
efficient. After all, it suits a particular social context in India (that it also 
circularly shapes). For example, in dense areas, the small vendor can be 
said to have made efficient use of the space, doing its business out of 
their own home perhaps, with no overhead costs or separate salaries if 
their employees are their family. With fluctuating power supply or lower 
chances of owning a refrigerator, or simply an insistence in buying fresh 
and local, as is recently the vogue in Europe—an Indian consumer may 
seek out fresh food in smaller quantities: an egg or two, a few slices of 
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bread, portions that larger stores selling in bulk often cannot affordably 
25manage.  Accepting returned products, providing credit, adjusting 

prices for extenuating circumstances, knowing customer taste, indeed 
knowing the customers who might even be neighbours of the 

26 vendor—these services are characteristic of a typical kirana store.
Would a Carrefour cashier or Amazon Go be able to readily give a 
discount for a kilogram of potatoes after being told that their 
longstanding customer recently lost their job? 

Then there is also the symbolic place which retail occupies in the 
community, aspects of which are not customer services as such but 
nonetheless interwoven with neighbourhood life. As it is put delicately 
in one text:

“[P]eople build routines around and derive pleasure from the many 
small aspects of shopping: the daily call of a vegetable seller, 
haggling over price at the weekly street bazaars, the nightly paan 
and cigarette, and the chai shop, are all part of the rhythm of Indian 

27 life.”

Indeed, making food retail, as some Indians today know it, 
‘organised’ would involve a transformation of a much larger social 
milieu than those who claim that investment in the sector would only 
impact ‘efficiency’ seem to believe. After all, making food retail 
‘efficient’ or ‘organised’ is not simply a matter of learning how to queue 
and clip coupons but how to live in a different type of community. 
Therefore, when we think about efficiency, we should be asking 
efficiency for whom, for what? There are ideas about efficient supply 
chains reducing losses in profit for someone in the production process 
just as there are ideas about efficiency in how far food travels and the 

28environmental impact it involves.  If efficiency means maximising 
profitability, we could ask who along the supply chain is capturing the 
added gain and who is losing out? If efficiency means continuously 
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supplying any consumer demand at the expense of social or ethical 
concerns, we could ask: is it more efficient not to be able to get what you 
want whenever you want it?  

All this said, to look at any transformation in the culture of food retail 
with only utter horror, or instead revolutionary joy, involves its own 
misapprehensions. Like the fear of the foreign, a fear of the new also 
runs through a significant part of the critique of investment in sectors 
such as food retail. It is in particular a fear that India will be transformed 
by foreign investment into an unrecognisable country, the rebuttal from 
the other side of the debate being that ‘modernising’ India through 
investment is inevitable and even desirable. Although they appear to 
oppose one another, both sides make the same error: the so-called 
traditionalists who lament the erosion of Indian culture in the face of 
European investment and also their ostensibly cosmopolitan opponents 
who embrace the new as necessarily progressive. Both think there was 
ever any ‘original’, ‘pure’ Indian culture to begin with, free from internal 
contradictions and constitutive links to whatever in a given moment was 
considered ‘non-Indian’. If India has endured, it has done so in large part 
because of – not in spite of – a perpetual dance of encounters with so-
called strangers, each brought into the social fold to make for a rich, 
dynamic, and composite culture. Europe and India are after all not new 
to shaping one another. Therefore, to examine the value of either 
domestic or foreign investment policies, both of which necessarily 
transform culture in their successes and failures, there is a need for an 
appropriately cultural way of thinking about efficiency.

It is difficult not to come across the term ‘global value chain’ in 
discussions about European investment and India’s apparel 
manufacturing sector. Rather than setting up shop in India, the 

III.   APPAREL MANUFACTURING AND THE CHALLENGE OF 
EXPLOITATION 
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European clothing company often outsources part of its production to 
India and sells the final product abroad and in its own markets. Foreign 
firms do not necessarily legally own subsidiaries or franchisees but have 
a contractual relationship with them to divide the labour. The foreign 
firms often perform market research, design sales and marketing 

29strategies, and engage in financial services.  Meanwhile, the Indian 
counterparts may work on activities that can cover the rest of the 
production process, including making cotton, ginning, spinning yarn, 
weaving, knitting, and tailoring. 

However, even this rather general description of Indian apparel 
manufacturing and its relationship to European investment should be 
approached with caution. The way production is understood to be taking 
place can determine both policy interventions and who is able to 
generate more or less of the gains from commerce. It is therefore no 
surprise that across the vast literature on the topic, there is neither 
consistent terminology nor the same description of how apparel 
production is “actually happening”. Are cotton spinning, weaving, and 
clothing industries an “integrated cotton sector” or are they distinct 

 30 industries with competing claims? Is the sector marked by a diversity 
of small suppliers whose success is in the flexibility that prevented their 
“Walmartisation”, or is it characterised by structural fragmentation that 

31prevents a productivity hitherto unrealised?  Posing the question one 
way or another, imagining the value chain as one way or another, will 
suggest different paths for intervention.

Indeed, producing a picture of the value chain can be one tool at hand 
32 in transforming it. For example, conventional thinking mistakes 

European consumer desire for increasingly cheap and diverse clothing as 
the sole impetus for the apparel industry’s turn to the ‘fast fashion’ value 
chain. What goes undiscussed is how apparel companies are increasingly 
capturing more precise information on product stocking and 
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replenishment, streamlining its organisation, and reducing the cost of 
communication in the production process—ultimately doing their part 
to shorten the product life cycle and even generate consumer 

33expectations.  With accounting practices and information technology 
that produce better and better pictures of consumer spending, a 
company has a terrain on which further management of consumer 
desire can happen. Research and development—or “picture-making”, we 
might call it—in European company headquarters might apparently be 
seen as a “high-value generating activity” in the apparel industry value 
chain for precisely this reason.

Yet the most heated debate on European investment and Indian 
apparel production is not about whether fast fashion or European 
consumerism precede the other. Rather it concerns the outsourcing of 
apparel production to India and how it relates to labour and/or 
environmental exploitation. In this case, non-equity contract 
manufacturing rather than a strict vertical FDI can often be what is at 
play. It seems, though, that the debate is not always over whether this 
human or environmental exploitation exists or not. It is not even always 
necessarily over its extent. It seems more to have to do with the 
possibility of curbing or ending these practices. The debate over the 
degree to which managing exploitation in the apparel value chain is 
possible might tell us something much larger about the place of 
investment policy in today’s world. 

One problem in regulating the exploitative behaviour is said to take 
place because some Indian factories—to whom the Western buyer 
directly outsources production—themselves subcontract production to 
another Indian entity, a tactic which may or may not be officially 
authorised by the Western buyer. If Indian labour law is seen to oblige 
factory owners to provide protective entitlements to workers, 
unauthorised or informal subcontracting may be a way for the employer 
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to cut these costs and in doing so be instrumental to the cheap 
production which they believe attracted the Western buyer to outsource 
to them in the first place. These complex domestic subcontracting 
networks—some of which can account for the historical prowess and 
rich legacy of Indian textiles—may also make it difficult when a Western 
buyer wishes to enforce good practices with their Indian business 
partner, who can apparently find ways to disguise through 
subcontracting the actual wage they pay their employees or their real 

34environmental impact.  At the same time, it is unclear whether the 
salaries of Indian labourers are significantly higher if there were a formal 

35contract.  Formal employment may help workers access social services, 
but those contributions may not always be portable, binding the 

36 employee to what could be a detrimental work environment.
Furthermore, salaries in informal versus formal entities may be 
comparable, and the working conditions of informal “factories” may 
even be better, enabling collective solidarity that is not always possible 

37in formal colonies.  Rather than serve as agreements to which 
employees readily agree because they provide security, formal labour 
contracts may rather be a disciplining tool which favours the employer to 
dismiss arbitrarily and hold the employee accountable to unfair 

38outputs.  Where contracts do specify labour rights for workers, if they 
are short-term and precarious, it is sensitive for the employees to 
demand their rights lest they risk non-renewal. Young, unmarried 
women who may have difficulty finding any employment but require 
something to support themselves and their families can especially be at 

39risk.  There are also the migrant workers, for example in Gurgaon in the 
national capital region, coming from elsewhere in India or from 
neighbouring countries who remain unaccounted for or unable to access 
government services through formal contract—putting themselves at 
risk of criminalisation and being unable to work altogether. It is 
therefore difficult to say whether contract formality is what is truly at 
stake in making labour and environmental practices better. 

INVESTMENTS AND ITS DISCONTENTS
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Other critics seeking to curb exploitation instead bring up the 
difficult demands to which Western buyers hold Indian employers who 
then pass on this burden to their employees. The argument is that 
financial success for European apparel companies in fast fashion is 
premised upon the unrealistic timelines imposed on Indian producers 
who compete with other producers in ‘developing countries’ on who can 
pay their employees less: a “race to the bottom”, in other words, or 

40“global competitive pressure”.  When the price of cotton, fuel or other 
utilities rises, the wage may the one remaining lever Indian producers 
have at hand when European buyers compel them to produce at a lower 

41price and will go elsewhere if their demands are not met.  In other 
words, some critics argue that even if Indian factory owners exploit their 
workers, these owners themselves are exploited by the buyers to whom 
they sell the finished product. The focus of this goes straight to the top of 
the global value chain, i.e., the buyers who tacitly accept even the 
unauthorised subcontracting if it means the commodity is delivered 
under the conditions requested for their profitability. The companies are 
therefore also to be held responsible for actions they might condone but 
do not always explicitly acknowledge. In this logic, the failure of sticking 
to any official contractual rules is actually part of the game, to begin 
with, and not an exceptional circumstance whose unfortunate 

42 consequences can be done away with so neatly.

There are also calls for codes and performance of audits that would 
transform European companies’ investment practices by explicitly 
installing ethical considerations. Here too are critics who contend that 
these efforts do not go far enough or may even be counterproductive. 
For example, when leading investors commit to the concept of “living 
wages” in their company codes, auditors may be using “minimum 
wages”, reporting violations based on a lower or inconsistent set of 

43standards.  Auditors may also only be evaluating formal contractees as 
44opposed to informal subcontractors.  Well-meaning company 

INVESTMENTS AND ITS DISCONTENTS
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certifications and codes can be costly, even unrealistic, for Indian 
suppliers to institutionalise especially if the Western company will not 
financially contribute or when complete overhauls of the building 
infrastructure itself are required to reduce environmental waste or 

45adhere to safety codes.  Smaller and/or informal entities in Indian may 
effectively be punished when they cannot comply and lose their business 

46 to bigger and more capable suppliers.

What about boycotting? Could it effectively safeguard labour and 
environmental concerns? The critique here is that boycotts by European 
customers—if they even can be successfully mobilised en masse—can 
possibly hinder the chances for significant wages that Indian workers do 
currently have. These boycotts, it is argued, can miss out on some crucial 
context. For example, there may be some migrant workers who prefer to 
work longer hours, or avoid workplaces that deduct benefits from 
salaries, given they live away from their family to whom they want to 

47send as much money as possible.  Or, even when European customers 
are willing to pay more for products made ethically in India, it can be a 
challenge to ensure that the added profit to the company makes its way 
to the most vulnerable employee in the lowest rungs. On top of it all, if 
mass consumer protests in Europe could articulate that the demand of 
large apparel companies to do fair trade means helping the most 
vulnerable, the result of more “expensive-but-ethical” goods could 
disadvantage European low-wage earners. 

Ultimately, the point is not to overstress the intractability of altering 
the apparel supply chain to prioritise certain values of fairness and 
sustainability. Rather, it is to take into consideration what is implied by 
the perceived limits of the standard set of prescriptions expected to deal 
with, curb, or end exploitation in the apparel industry posed by vertical 
disintegration. Formal contracts, audits, fair trade brands, 
boycotts—they are apparently unable to cohere any consensus among 
critics concerned with investment practices that protect the vulnerable. 

INVESTMENTS AND ITS DISCONTENTS
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In part this might have to do with how a zero-sum game is imagined in 
relationships which foreign investment in Indian industry can cultivate. 
The exemplar here is the relationship that ties a job for Indian workers 
making cheap goods—an opportunity to possibly make more money but 
an exploitative one—to the purchasing habits of Western customers, for 
whom more expensive products are seen as a risk to their livelihoods. 

However, it is not as if these are the only relationships knitted 
together by the apparel industry. Perhaps the profits from companies 
exploiting labour and the environment are also tied to salaried workers 
in these same companies. Indeed, one writer remarks that “[t]he £4.9 
million sign on fee paid to new [Marks & Spencer] CEO Mark Bolland 
with additional compensation of £7.5m and potential bonus of £2.4m 
could have paid for a living wage for more than 10,000 garment 

48workers.”  For some mainstream analysts, this is simply “natural 
economic value” brought about by exclusive ownership of the brand 
name and the knowledge developed in marketing research, supposedly 
inherently worth more than mere trimming. Even if these observers are 
genuinely concerned about exploitation, their belief that the situation at 
hand is a natural one, imposed by the supposedly immutable laws of 
supply and demand may well be self-fulfilling—or serve to evade the 
experience that human choices are responsible for current trading 
relationships. If one understood the ‘global value chain’ as a fractured 
result of who succeeds and fails to compel their interlocutors in ‘vertical 
disintegration’, the situation at hand is a far more dynamic and 
unfolding story than it is the necessary answer to a traditional economic 
question that one could calculate neatly in advance.

The technical language of investment policy need not explicitly address 
social relations or notions about desire for it to nonetheless enact a 

IV.   CONCLUSION
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transformation therein. ‘Middle-class’, ‘efficiency’, ‘consumer 
demand’—what might have once been jargon is now ubiquitous, 
assumed to be part of how things just simply are. The task of taking a 
moment to divine what these words mean can seem counterintuitive, if 
not a violation of the sacrosanct. 

There is a kind of deep-seated discontent for those within 
investment policy circles who seem fettered to a faith in a golden 
regulatory tactic that is nevertheless unable to put to rest their 
unnerving sense of some foreign infiltration. Meanwhile, by sheer 
construction of knowledge of what is getting sold and who is buying it, 
investors seem to be carving out an increasingly bigger space for more 
sales. Their faith in supply-and-demand seems untarnished even if they 
sincerely lament the unfortunate, perhaps even tragic, price a society 
may pay for that elusive dream of economic development. 

Each side could do well to ask questions that are unasked at the 
highest levels of policy-making: Why is it cheaper to invest 
exploitatively rather than sustainably? How can we tell the story of how 
we arrived at such a moment without resorting to the idea of a market as 
natural and fixed? Why is it easier to install consumer desire, even, or 
rather especially, when done ‘indirectly,’ than it is to address and curb it 
through ‘direct’ means? Does this tell us something about the culture we 
live in nowadays? Namely, that seemingly all around us, in the design of 
cities, in the structure of mass media or information technology, in 
apparently neutral infrastructure, are policies which feed and 
encourage, in perhaps unconscious ways, a drive for consumption, one 
which can seem to be endlessly refined once it starts to take hold but 
subsequently difficult to restrain? Is there something about the legal 
regime—in not just investment law proper but in more foundational 
ideas and rules about contract and property—which leads us astray 
when we try to develop policies that create a more just economy? 

INVESTMENTS AND ITS DISCONTENTS
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And finally, what does investment tell us about human desire? Is 
desire both malleable and fickle? That is, able to be constructed and 
directed but stubborn when asked to look after something other than its 
own perceived satisfaction? “Economics are the method; the object is to 
change the soul”—even the figurehead for the state’s ‘non-interference’ 

49 in the economy understood what is at stake in governing a market.
Something far more intimate and slippery than ‘economics as method’ 
openly acknowledges. Understanding what this might be requires de-
sedimenting the language and premises which orthodoxy holds dear as a 
strict science. What we might unearth is a renewed scope for investment 
policy, a “field of action” hitherto unseen. A terrain—albeit a strange 
and sensitive one, rife with desire and conflict, wants and needs up for 
grabs—that makes visible strategies which before seemed unrelated to 
investment as we once knew it.  
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