
Markus Keck

Navigating Real Markets

The Economic Resilience of Food Wholesale Traders  
in Dhaka, Bangladesh

 

M
ar

ku
s 

K
ec

k

In 2007 and 2008, Bangladesh was subject to a food crisis, which intensely 
hit the country’s capital. Dhaka's food supplies were repeatedly discon-
nected due to floods and cyclones and world market prices for staple foods 
increased dramatically. In the middle of this situation, the national gov-
ernment launched eviction drives of numerous informal markets in Dhaka. 
Yet, despite of all these constraints, food traders still managed to guarantee 
steady supplies. Who are these traders and how did they make Dhaka’s food 
system robust enough to avoid a catastrophe? This study concentrates on 
Dhaka's wholesale markets where food enters the city, and from where it 
flows into the urban food system. 

The book offers a fresh analytic perspective for economic geography by plac-
ing emphasis on “real markets”, their institutional architectures, their actors 
and networks, and their specific political arena. Its focus is on the resilience 
of Dhaka’s food wholesale traders. The study demystifies megacities as syno-
nyms for human misery and hardship – not by overlooking poverty, exclusion 
and vulnerability, but by highlighting people’s strengths, their confidence 
and their capacities to cope with crisis.
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1. INTRODUCTION 

 
 
“Its trees were burned decades ago, its hills leveled and the fresh ponds drained and 

filled […]. Reaching out urbanizing tentacles from its island home, the city has become 

a megalopolis [...]: a slab of primordial granite and metamorphic rock bounded on all 

sides by water, squatting like a steel and stone spider in the midst of its web of bridges, 

tunnels, tubes, cables and ferries. [...T]here seems to be no limit to the people crowding 

here. They press in from the outside and raise their families, and their children and their 

children’s children raise families, until this city is populated as no other city has ever 

been in the history of the world”.  

Harry Harrison (1966: 11) 
 
 

1.1 AIM OF THE STUDY 
 
Hardly any other city in the world grew as fast during the last decades as the capi-
tal of Bangladesh. Due to the political violence in the aftermath of the declared 
independence in 1971, Dhaka’s population growth reached a peak with annual 
rates of 8.9 percent. This meant nearly a doubling of the city’s population in not 
more than eight years. Although the urban growth rate decreased gradually to 3.5 
percent (World Bank 2007), Dhaka’s pace of urbanization has remained high until 
today due to ongoing rural-urban migration (Siddiqui et al. 2000). Every year, the 
city becomes the new residence of approximately 450,000 people. In 1951, Dhaka 
had a population of 336,000 (BBS 1951 after Islam 2005). Today there are rough-
ly 14.2 million1 (Islam 2010): 42 times more inhabitants than before. 

When I visited Dhaka for the first time, I was simply shocked by the mere 
number of people who moved back and forth through the labyrinth-like road net-
works. I remember very well one of my first CNG2 rides through the city. It was 
August and while the monsoon rainfalls got less and less, heat and dust recon-
quered mastery over the city. Out of my vehicle I saw an old looking woman who 
sat under a sunshade and mashed bricks in order to sell the obtained “soil” as fill-
ing material. Behind her two garbage collectors searched through mountains of 
foul-smelling waste for items still usable. Not two meters away, a white-collar 
professional sat in his air-conditioned four-wheel drive truck behind shadowed 

 
1  While the first figure refers to the area of the Dhaka City Corporation (DCC) with an exten-

sion of 145 square kilometers, the latter number refers to Dhaka Metropolitan Development 
Planning Area (DMDP) with a size of 1,528 square kilometers. 

2  The autorickshaws in Dhaka are run by compressed natural gas, from which the name “CNG” 
stems from. The vehicles were converted at the behest of the government, mostly on private 
workshops, from the mid-1990s onwards in order to reduce air pollution and greenhouse gas 
emissions in Bangladesh’s cities (Rahman 2006a). 
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window glass focussing on the screen of his laptop computer. In roughly one hun-
dred meters height behind him I realized the vitreous façade of a skyscraper under 
construction. … I felt like someone had transferred me into the unsettling dystopia 
“Make Room! Make Room!”, in which Harry Harrison (1966) described the hard-
ships of human life in a world driven by overpopulation and depleted resources, in 
which only a small elite can afford vital means while the masses of people suffer 
from the harsh consequences of environmental pollution, ongoing supply crises 
and extreme poverty.3  

In subsequent years, I realized that I was not alone with this feeling. In the 
literature, megacities in the Global South are regarded as risk areas (Kraas 2008). 
Due to the concentration of people, their unprecedented growth rates, their com-
plexities, and their dynamism, these agglomerations are seen as one of the major 
challenges of contemporary urbanization (Kraas 2010).4 From a development per-
spective, the concern is about the expected loss of urban governability, the uncon-
trolled spread of informality, crime and violence, and the inexorable increase of 
deprivation and vulnerability (Bronger 2004; Kraas & Mertins 2008; Satterthwaite 
2005). Of central concern in this regard is the supply of megacities with resources 
essential for survival, such as water, energy or food. Megacities are seen to be 
particularly prone to supply crises (Kraas 2003). Against this background, I as-
sume, one major proposition drives the entire international research initiative: 
Megacities are taken to be synonymous with human misery and hardship, whereas 
a seemingly “natural” link is established between the concentration of people and 
an expected urban crisis. 

I gathered my first impressions of the megacity of Dhaka in 2007, a time 
when a rapid rise in food prices pushed hundreds of millions of people around the 
globe into hunger and poverty – especially in cities (Cohen & Garrett 2010; FAO 
2011; Ruel et al. 2010). In Bangladesh, this global food crisis was exacerbated 
due to the fact that it was accompanied by an ecological and a political crisis. The 
ecological crisis resulted from the combined effects of the 2007 monsoon floods 
and Cyclone Sidr (November 2007) and brought devastation, destroying much of 
the paddy crop in Bangladesh’s North and South (Webster et al. 2010). Conse-
quently, the country had to import large quantities of food grain just when world 
market prices started to rise to unprecedented heights. In consequence, the “rice 
nation” of Bangladesh was particularly sensitive to the global food price hike of 
2007/2008 (FAO 2011; World Bank 2010). This economic crisis most severely 

 
3  Cf. the quote at the beginning of this chapter. 
4  This fact is reflected in a number of interdisciplinary research programs that work on the 

topic since 2005, among them “Risk Habitat Megacity” (German Helmholtz Association), 
“Emerging Megacities: Research for the Sustainable Development of the Megacities of 
Tomorrow” (German Ministry of Education and Research), “Megacities-Megachallenge: 
Informal Dynamics of Global Change” (German Research Foundation), “Urbanization and 
Global Environmental Change” (International Human Dimensions Program), “Urban 
Resilience” (Resilience Alliance), and most recently “North-South-Network on Urban Self-
Organization. Public Life in Europe, India and China” (European Union). 
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affected the country’s urban poor, because they primarily rely on their cash in-
come for accessing food, and thus face difficulties if prices rise rapidly while their 
income does not (Zingel et al. 2011). In addition, 2007 and 2008 were marked by 
a political crisis in Bangladesh, as the 2006 elections were suspended and a care-
taker government took control. This military-backed interim government was sup-
posed to remain in power for three months, until free and fair elections could take 
place. In fact, it ended up maintaining control of the country for two years in an 
effort to re-establish law and order and eradicate corruption throughout the politi-
cal-economic system. Yet most visible among the interim government’s actions 
were large-scale slum clearance drives and evictions of informal markets, which 
again affected the livelihoods of the urban poor severely (IGS 2008; Siddiqui et 
al. 2010).  

This multidimensional crisis had devastating effects in the country’s capital, 
the megacity of Dhaka. Nevertheless, a large-scale catastrophe was prevented. 
Although Dhaka’s supplies were repeatedly disconnected as a result of production 
shortfalls and road blocks due to flooding, there was always enough food in the 
city (Keck et al. 2012). Even though the interim government evicted thousands of 
hawkers, street food was still available and the sale of prepared food was not sub-
stantially disturbed (Etzold 2013). And finally, even though the prices of staples 
rose by more than 100.0 percent within two years (MoA 2009), most of the urban 
poor found ways to endure the crisis (Zingel et al. 2011). Against this background, 
I want to raise the following questions: Who are the people who constitute Dha-
ka’s food system? How did they make it robust enough to avoid a catastrophe of 
even larger dimensions? And what hardships did they bear in building and main-
taining this resilience? By answering these questions on the basis of empirical 
evidence, I attempt to contribute to the deconstruction of megacities as synonyms 
for human misery and hardship – not by overlooking poverty, exclusion and vul-
nerability that without doubt exist in Dhaka, but by highlighting people’s 
strengths, their confidence and their capacities to hang on despite all difficulties. 
 

1.2 OUTLINE OF THE STUDY 
 
Geographers have contributed a lot to improve our common understanding of 
food systems and food security worldwide. With this study I want to add to this 
knowledge. I do this by diverging from other studies in three respects: 1) With a 
focus on the food system of Dhaka, I place attention on food security in cities in 
contrast to other studies that focus on rural areas (cf. Adhikari & Bohle 1999; 
Bohle et al. 1993; Devereux 2007; Dittrich 1995; Raithelhuber 2001; Rettberg 
2009; Tröger 2004; Van Dillen 2004; Watts 1983). Even though in recent years, a 
number of studies on urban food systems have been put forward (Bohle & Adhi-
kari 2002; Gertel 1995, 2010; Lohnert 1995), until today, food distribution in cit-
ies is least understood (Bohle et al. 2009). 2) While most of the above mentioned 
studies put the focus either on food production and food-short regions or on food 
consumption and food-insecure people, I concentrate on the locations where food 
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enters the city, i.e. on wholesale markets, from where food flows into the various 
channels of the intra-urban food system. By doing so, I seek to meet Maureen 
Mackintosh’s (1990) call to study “real” food markets that she perceives as crucial 
link in the food system which determines who eats, how much and when. 3) In-
stead of asking for those factors and dynamics that make food systems vulnerable 
(cf. Blaikie et al. 1994; Bohle et al. 1994; Chambers 1989; Swift 1989; Watts & 
Bohle 1993), I shift attention to the resilience of Dhaka’s food system (cf. Bohle 
et al. 2009; Ericksen et al. 2010; Le Vallée 2008). From this vantage point, the 
focus of this study shall be directed toward people’s strengths to cope with and 
recover from adversities despite their limited resources and to their potentialities 
to develop institutions that improve their individual welfare and foster societal 
robustness toward future crises. I do this by emphasizing the particular role that 
wholesale traders play for feeding a megacity like Dhaka in the face of stress and 
crisis. By taking rice and fish as cases, I am in a position to compare the mer-
chants’ situations in markets for perishable and non-perishable goods. 

This study exhibits the following structure: In the second chapter, I present 
key theoretical considerations and develop the conceptual framework that serves 
as guideline for the latter analysis. In the first part, I provide an outline to the con-
temporary geography of food systems and its current debate on vulnerability and 
resilience. In the second part, I compose a people-centered approach to social re-

silience which stands opposite to systems-oriented interpretations of resilience 
that are popular in the current debate on food systems and global environmental 
change. In the third part, I anchor the notion of social resilience in neoinstitutional 
organization theory and transfer it from development studies to economic geogra-
phy in order to make it fruitful for the study of real markets. Real markets – the 
focus of part four – are understood as partly localized, partly virtual social spaces 
that comprise a set of institutions and a number of actors who are mutually inter-
linked by social relations, who possess divergent power resources, and who or-
ganize repeated exchange of goods while following the general aim to ensure the 
survival of their business organizations (Fligstein 1996, 2001; Fligstein & Dauter 
2006). Three levels of analysis are distinguished for the study of food markets in 
Dhaka, i.e. practices, networks and arenas, which together reflect actors’ structur-
al and their institutional embeddedness. In the fifth part, eventually, I summarize 
the findings of the theory chapter and specify the concern of this study: This is to 
study the economic resilience of food wholesale traders to business related risks 
and political uncertainties with the aim to understand the specific role they play 
for Dhaka’s food system. 

In the third chapter, I depict the methodology of the study. For data collection 
and analysis I resorted to the triangulation of qualitative and quantitative re-

search methods. Mappings provided insights into the spatial organization, recent 
developments and present dynamics of the megacity’s food system. Observations, 
guided interviews and focus group discussions were of great use for getting in-
sights into the everyday practices and personal perceptions of the wholesalers, and 
for revealing prevalent governance modes in Dhaka’s food markets. Venn-
diagrams, a participatory research tool, were of particular avail for understanding 
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the meaning of the merchants’ business relations. Standardized surveys allowed 
for testing the representativeness of findings of the ethnographic field work, and 
proofed to be indispensable for capturing the different structures of the wholesale 
traders’ business networks.  

The empirical results of this study are presented in the chapters four, five and 
six. The fourth chapter (“The food system of Dhaka”) serves to equip the reader 
with the research context and illustrates the current situation and robustness of 
Dhaka’s food system. In the first part, I retrace Dhaka’s history and its develop-
ment from city to megacity. In part two and three, I introduce Bangladesh’s rice 
and fishery economy, present recent production figures and assess Dhaka’s food 
system in terms of food availability and food accessibility. My principal research 
questions in this part are: How productive is Bangladesh’s rice and fishery econ-
omy? How is Dhaka’s food system spatially organized? And how can we evaluate 
it from a food security perspective? In chapter five (“Food wholesale markets in 

Dhaka”), I change the perspective and introduce Dhaka’s food markets and its 
actors to the reader. In the first part, I present how the numerous wholesale mar-
kets for food emerged in Dhaka in the past century. Subsequently, I outline Dha-
ka’s value chains for rice and fish in order to highlight the role that wholesale 
traders play for the urban food system. I complement this rather abstract descrip-
tion by more concrete figures on the very people who are involved in food whole-
sale trading in Dhaka and on their business organizations. My guiding questions 
in this section are: How did Dhaka’s food wholesale markets emerge historically? 
What are the basic characteristics of these markets? Who are Dhaka’s food whole-
sale traders? And what role do they play for the urban food system? After having 
answered these questions, the ground is prepared for discussing “The resilience of 

food wholesale traders in Dhaka” in chapter six. In a first step, I outline the food 
traders’ embeddedness in their business networks and depict basic organizational 
patterns of the food wholesale business that are fundamental for the traders’ ca-

pacities to cope with their everyday business. Afterwards, I ask for major threats 
to the more long-term survival of the business organizations in Dhaka’s wholesale 
trade and present evidence on what I call the adaptive capacities of the traders. 
Finally, I shift attention to the wholesalers’ position in the urban arena and to their 
potentialities for upgrading and development. Particular emphasis in this regard is 
put on the access to and appropriation of public places for marketing purposes, 
which turns out to provide key insights into underlying power structures of Dha-
ka’s food markets and into the traders’ so-called transformative capacities. My 
key questions in this part are: What are the major threats food traders have to deal 
with? How do the traders cope with and adapt to these threats? What can be said 
about the traders’ potentialities to transform present conditions? And, finally, who 
benefits from the current system and who bears its costs? 

The seventh chapter eventually provides space for a summary of findings and 
for some reflections on the meaning of this study for future research on megaci-
ties, urban food systems, real markets and social resilience. Figure 1 shows the 
research framework of this study. 
  



 6 Introduction  

 

Figure 1: Research framework 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Own draft

Research focus: 

Rice and fish wholesale traders in Dhaka’s food markets 

Theoretical background: 

Geography of food systems 

Social and economic resilience 

Neoinstitutionalism and real markets 

Research questions: 
 

The food system of Dhaka 

How productive is Bangladesh’s rice and fishery economy?  

How is Dhaka’s food system spatially organized?  

How can we evaluate it from a food security perspective? 
 

Food wholesale markets in Dhaka 

How did Dhaka’s food wholesale markets emerge historically? 

What are the basic characterics of the markets? 

Who are Dhaka’s food wholesale traders? 

What role do they play for the urban food system? 
 

The resilience of food wholelsale traders in Dhaka 

What are the major threats food traders have to deal with? 

 How do the traders cope with and adapt to these threats?  

What can be said about the traders’ potentialities                          

to transform present conditions?  

Who bears the costs of Dhaka’s food markets? 

 

Central objectives: 

 To study the role of wholesale traders in Dhaka’s food system 

 To comprehend the factors that make Dhaka’s wholesale traders                      

resilient against threats to the survival of their  

business organizations 

 To understand the (individual) benefits and the (social) costs of 

contemporary food wholesaling in Dhaka  

Normative perspective: 

Food security in megacities of the Global South  

Research methods: 

Triangulation of qualitative and quantitative methods 



 
  

2. NAVIGATING REAL MARKETS 

 
 

“Absorb what is useful, discard what is not, add what is uniquely your own” 

Bruce Lee (1940-1973) 
 
 

In this chapter I am going to craft the conceptual framework of this study. The 
chapter is divided into four sections: The first one provides the reader with a short 
introduction to the geography of food security and retraces its trajectories from 
Malthus’s theory of famines to the actual call for resilience in globalized food 
systems. In the second section, the notion of resilience is re-framed from a social 
science perspective. Based on a critical review of recently published literature on 
the issue, social resilience is defined to comprise three dimensions: 1) Coping 
capacities: the ability of social actors to cope with and overcome all kinds of ad-
versities; 2) adaptive capacities: their ability to learn from past experiences and 
adjust themselves to future challenges in their everyday lives; and 3) transforma-
tive capacities: their ability to craft sets of institutions that foster individual wel-
fare and sustainable societal robustness towards future crises. 

Such a people-oriented understanding of resilience presumes a profound theo-
retical model of human agency, which is developed in the third section. Based on 
a critique of Marc Granovetter’s (1985) embeddedness approach, a call is made 
for an attention shift from actors’ structural to their institutional embeddedness. 
Programmatically positioned in the center of this chapter, an “actors-institutions 
loop” is developed that brings about the underlying theoretical key concepts of 
this study, i.e. institutions, actors, knowledge and practice. This heuristic allows to 
elaborate in the fourth section an explicit understanding of real markets, which are 
conceived to be constituted by the continuous interplay of powerful actors who 
create specific institutional arrangements in order to resolve fundamental coordi-
nation problems of interaction and exchange, and thus (re)produce – either implic-
itly or explicitly – the social order that constitutes markets as institutional facts. 
Section five provides a summary.  

I quote the famous martial artist Bruce Lee at the beginning of this chapter in 
order to express my personal attitude toward theory in general and the modus op-
erandi of this chapter in particular. As Taoist and Buddhist philosopher, Bruce 
Lee argues for not following only one scholar in an orthodox manner, but for tak-
ing into account various schools of thought and different academic disciplines and 
for choosing one’s own perspective on the basis of a careful consideration of ar-
guments. 
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2.1 GEOGRAPHY OF FOOD SYSTEMS 

2.1.1 Food Production 
 

Thomas R. Malthus (2007[1798]) – well known as founding father of theoretical 
concern with food security – argued in his “Essay on the Principles of Population” 
that “[t]he power of population is indefinitely greater than the power in the earth 
to produce subsistence for man. Population, when unchecked, increases in a geo-
metrical ratio. Subsistence increases only in an arithmetical ratio” (ibid.: 13f.). 
Malthus argued that the exponential population growth would sooner or later ex-
ceed available food supplies as the food production curve shows only a linear 
slope. He concluded: “The constant effort towards population […] increases the 
number of people before the means of subsistence are increased. The food there-
fore which before supported seven millions must now be divided among seven 
millions and a half or eight millions. The poor consequently must live much 
worse, and many of them be reduced to severe distress” (ibid.: 19). As such, Mal-
thus continued, the limited carrying capacity of a particular region would play the 
role of a “natural” regulator of population growth in a world of generally finite 
available resources. In the absence of control mechanisms and “moral restraint”, 
hunger, famine and war would decrease population growth rates to finally balance 
food supply and demand in a drastic manner.  

Ever since the publication of Malthus’ study, the world has changed dramati-
cally. One might think of the industrial revolution, the demographic transition in 
some regions of the world where populations have stabilized at zero growth, ad-
vances in transportation and communication technologies that have allowed food 
to be shipped around the globe to meet food deficit regions, and the significant 
increase of yields due to the widespread adoption of green revolution technolo-
gies. And yet, despite all these developments, Malthus’ explanations of hunger 
and famine have remained hegemonic for centuries – also in geography. Wolf-
Dieter Sick (1997) claimed even in the 1990s that food security could be under-
stood in Malthusian terms.  

At that time, the topics of food insecurity and famine were dealt with in the 
subdiscipline of agricultural geography, which was understood as spatial science 
(Raumwissenschaft). The subdiscipline stood in line with Dietrich Bartels’ (1968) 
research agenda which implied a concept of absolute space in the tradition of 
Isaac Newton (Werlen 1999) and which sought to identify optimal agricultural 
regions on the basis of universal spatial laws (cf. Glückler 1999; Werlen 1997). 
Sick (1997) focused primarily on food production systems. As part of a similarly 
understood economic geography, the general aim was to elaborate localization 
theories for each economic sector that were coherent with models of classical and 
neo-classical economic theory. Only a short chapter in Sick’s (ibid.: 171-183) 
textbook was devoted to the food question in developing countries. Right at the 
beginning of this part, it was argued that this was essentially a question of the re-
lation between food production and population figures. This clearly reflected a 
Malthusian perspective on the subject matter. 
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2.1.2 Food Distribution 
 
In the 1980s, however, another groundbreaking work caused this well-established 
explanation to hunger and famines to totter. In his famous study on “Poverty and 
Famines”, Amartya Sen (1981) criticized Malthusian explanations of food insecu-
rity for their bare emphasis on food production and on questions of food availabil-
ity. Instead, he called for the need to overcome production-centered approaches to 
hunger and famine and to shift attention to questions of distribution and people’s 
access to food. By means of empirical case studies on famines in Bengal (1943), 
Ethiopia (1972–74), the Sahel5 (1968–73) and Bangladesh (1974), Sen convinc-
ingly showed that famines had happened in times when there was not even a 
shortcoming of food supply. For the cases studied, he rather proved that rising 
prices next to unchanged income, associated with disastrous mismanagement of 
responsible governments, had barred large parts of societies from accessing 
enough food to survive. He concluded that “[s]tarvation is the characteristic of 
some people not having enough food to eat. It is not the characteristic of there 
being not enough food to eat. While the latter can be a cause of the former, it is 
but one of many possible causes” (ibid.: 1; emphasis by Sen).  

With his entitlement approach, Sen pioneered studies on the institutional 
frames that structure people’s capabilities to command over food, in times, when 
famines were still widely understood as “natural” disasters. Critique was men-
tioned that the entitlement approach, as developed by Sen, was biased by focus-
sing legal rights while omiting prevalent local institutions (Devereux 2007). How-
ever, Sen (1981: 152ff.) himself noted that “[t]he analysis of [...] entitlements [...] 
can be extended in many ways by taking a more detailed view of the relationships 
that govern people’s ability to command food and other essential goods […] going 
from economic phenomena into social, political, and legal issues”. Against this 
background, large parts of the last decades’ studies on food insecurity can be said 
to be the analytic continuation of Amartya Sen’s ideas. In this spirit, geographers 
called for an alternative geography of food security in the 1980s and 1990s that 
would emphasize the very people who are suffering from malnutrition and food 
insecurity in order to better understand underlying causes of their situations (At-
kins 1988; Bohle 1990; Watts 1983). Accordingly, a shift “from space to the hu-
man being” was called for, from geography as spatial science to geography as 
social science, with the aim to understand the vulnerability of people to hunger 
and famine (Bohle et al. 1993; Bohle & Krüger 1993). The vulnerability approach 
was elaborated that centered on Robert Chambers’ (1989) programmatic defini-
tion of the term: “Vulnerability here refers to exposure to contingencies and 
stress, and difficulties in coping with them. Vulnerability has thus two sides: an 
external side of risks, shocks and stress to which an individual or household is 

 
5  Sen used a political definition of the sahel zone, covering Mauritania, Senegal, Mali, Upper 

Volta, Niger, and Chat (ibid.: 114). 


