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Abstract: The article briefly presents the empirical results of a large research project focused on Polish
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urban marketplaces, commonly known as bazaars, and their interactional order. Due to the spatial sepa-
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ration and legal regulations concerning bazaar trade, a relatively constant community of market vendors

Bazaar; Street

is created in the area of the particular marketplace. The primary activity of each merchant is to offer and

Vendors; Grounded

sell goods; however, the specificity of marketplace trade results in the necessity to maintain relationships

Theory; Qualitative

with other vendors to keep this primary activity going. Thus, the activities of merchants are carried out

Economic Sociology

in the same direction for both economic results and performance (sales and profit) and social action, that
is, building and managing relations with vendors operating in the same marketplace. A wide range of
activities and interaction strategies is developed that create an order of interactions between vendors,
both in terms of perceiving and assigning meanings, interpreting, and taking actions. The consequences
of such an interactional foundation affect the economic layer of the market, embedding, on the one hand,
economic phenomena in social phenomena, and, on the other hand, generating paradoxes of prices and
competition—the two economic concepts that cannot be analyzed without their social contexts.
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S

treet vending is a world-renowned phe-

studies, neither in the cultural dimension of this

nomenon that takes many different forms

phenomenon nor in its model approach, as an in-

and types. In Poland, street vending is le-

teractional representation of economic relations at

gally organized and localized, and large

the macro-level. The research conducted so far in

clusters of various vendors (merchants in Polish

the field of marketplaces, both Polish (Misztal 1971;

legal terminology) create the phenomenon of an

Kurczewski 2010) and international (Geertz 1978;

urban bazaar—a place where cultures, values, sym-

Chiu 2013; Rosales 2013; Papadantonakis 2020), has

bols, and meanings intertwine; a place where doz-

primarily an anthropological profile, focusing on

ens of interactions, interpretations, and activities

the local “folklore” of the street vending.

occur at any moment. Each of the dimensions of the
marketplace, from its spatial organization to eco-

The issues focused on the social context of econom-

nomic aspects such as competition or price forma-

ic phenomena locate the work at hand among the

tion, is an interactional construct whose symbolism

achievements of economic sociology and market

and meaning play a key role.

sociology, especially the approach known as the
New Economic Sociology (Granovetter 1974; Was-

The primary action taken by each merchant is to

serman and Faust 1994; Carruthers and Babb 2000),

sell the goods they offer, but the specificity of a ba-

which aims to go beyond the model of the econom-

zaar trade means that this primary action cannot be

ic equilibrium, showing the dynamics, complexity,

carried out without maintaining relationships with

and multidimensionality of all activities, process-

other bazaar vendors. Thus, the activities of mer-

es, and economic phenomena that are socially em-

chants are as much focused on the economic result

bedded (Granovetter 1985; 1992; DiMaggio 1990). In

and performance (sales and profit) as on social ac-

this dimension, however, it is not about applying or

tion, that is, building and managing relations with

collating economic and social theory as in the case

other merchants in the same marketplace.

of economic sociology, but it is rather about developing sociology of economic action (Konecki 2007;

The aim of the research on which this article is

2008), the analysis of interactions, building relation-

based was to reconstruct and describe the processes

ships, distancing, and cooperating towards goals of

shaping the relations between buyers at marketplac-

an economic nature (trading goods and generating

es and the contextual conditions in which they take

a profit), and in an economically defined context of

place. Further, such reconstruction and explanation

the market.

were to enable understanding of the complexity of
the social organization of merchant activity and the

The interest in interactions, interpretations, and ac-

importance that this organization may have for eco-

tions that construct the order of economic phenom-

nomic aspects of the functioning of the marketplace.

ena (from general issues like the market itself to the
concept of prices, from the construction of the de-

Theoretical Background

mand to the origins of economic crisis) is not new
in sociological research. From such a paradigmatic

The issue of interactions between marketplace ven-

perspective, there are classic studies on closing fairs

dors has not been widely explored in sociological

and, more broadly, creating marketing (Prus 1989a;
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1989b; Moeran 2006), the social construction of the

approaches are based on the same assumptions as

value of works of art and wines (Velthuis 2003; Chif-

to the criteria of effective research, while simulta-

foleau and Laporte 2006), the advertising market

neously striving to develop theoretical effects based

(Moeran 2006), the social order of auctions and the

on systematic empirical work. The first approach

way the value on the market is socially construct-

shows the researcher how to work in the field, the

ed (Smith 1990), constructing the financial market

second one—how to work with the data from the

(Ho 2009), or economic crimes (Baker and Faulkner

field, which makes both approaches complementary.

2004). The premises of symbolic interactionism were

The consequence of the adopted research strategy

successfully used in relation to the socio-economic

was the limitation of preconceptualization and the

phenomena by Herbert Blumer (1990) himself, tak-

generation of subsequent hypotheses as an effect of

ing up the issue of industrialization as a social pro-

the conducted analyses, and not a starting point for

cess and the resulting social changes. On the other

them, as is the case in the classical research scheme.

hand, studies on work, labor, and market, especially
in the urban contexts, have a long tradition in the in-

The research was conducted in five locations—large

teractionist legacy, and those classic symbolic inter-

urban marketplaces in four cities in Poland.

actionist works of Robert Park and Ernest Burgess
(1925), Roderick McKenzie (1921), or Everett Hughes

At this point, it is worth adding that each of the

(1958) are also a point of reference for this study. The

examined places had the character and formal-

article, and, most of all, the research on which it is

ly regulated status of a marketplace—a perma-

based, is a continuation of this interactionist tra-

nent, continuously operating, or at regular inter-

dition in research on socio-economic phenomena,

vals—a commercial space where various products

treating these phenomena as one of the aspects of

are offered—food, clothing, household goods, and

everyday life, which, in their structure, do not dif-

others, mostly new goods, provided by vendors

fer from the rules that constitute this everyday life

with a specific and legally regulated professional

in human experiences (Karp, Yoels, and Vann 2003;

status—marketplace and mobile merchant. In this

Jacobsen 2009).

sense, the researched bazaars differed both legally
and culturally from fairs (jarmarki in Polish) also

Methodology

present in Poland (operating occasionally) or flea
markets (pchle targi) where second-hand, cheap

The study was based on two methodological ap-

goods are sold, offered by people who do not neces-

proaches. The first is analytical ethnography as

sarily deal with trade daily.

a special type of fieldwork for collecting empirical data (cf. Lofland 1970; 1995; Snow, Morrill, and

The choice of particular locations was related to the

Anderson 2003; Anderson 2006). The second is the

course of the analytical process and the emerging

grounded theory methodology, which is a strategy

needs to make comparisons and differentiate con-

for working with data and organizing the entire

textual elements to capture the processes and prop-

research process (Glaser and Strauss 1967; Konecki

erties of processes associated with the studied phe-

2000; 2005; 2012; 2019; Gorzko 2008; Charmaz 2009).

nomena, regardless of the situational conditions of

Such a juxtaposition is not accidental because both

their occurrence. The data were collected in stages,
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in 2007-2012, and comparatively in 2016-2019, with

occasionally, and the collected data were used to

a schedule developing gradually along with the

supplement or guide theoretical sampling and ana-

progress of analytical work and the emergence of

lytical constant comparisons.

new premises for theoretical sampling.

Empirical Findings
For a community as diverse as a merchant community of the urban bazaar, and with research con-

Understanding the activities and interactive strate-

ducted in five different locations, it was necessary to

gies of merchants that make the overall social or-

implement several data collection strategies. Due to

ganization of urban marketplaces requires compre-

their importance and place in the research process,

hension and insight into the context in which these

they can be divided into basic and auxiliary. The

phenomena occur. An urban marketplace is a spe-

methods used include:

cific place, on the one hand being a space of mixing local and supra-local cultures, and on the other

• Non-participant ethnographic observations

hand, the subject to legal and formal regulations.

• Participant ethnographic observations

The same goes for the work of marketplace vendors,

• In-depth interviews with vendors

which in its multifaceted nature is both focused on

• Semi-structured interviews with buyers

earning (sales is the only or the main source of in-

• Observations while accompanying the buyers

come) and on creating a local community of mer-

(shadowing)

chants of the same marketplace.

• Observations with a standardized list of information

For this article, key analytical concepts and threads
were selected from the research results. A short

It is also worth adding that the collected data were

presentation of contextual aspects introduces the

a combination of analytical and evocative data (see:

description of the most important analytical cate-

Ellis and Bochner 2016; Kacperczyk 2017), consti-

gories of the social organization of activities to the

tuting a collection of observations and information

presentation of two primary interactional ventures

obtained through various techniques of data gath-

creating a spatial, relational, and interactional order

ering, as well as recorded experiences and feelings

in the social dimension of the marketplace, and the

of a researcher involved in the activities of local

presentation of the key consequences of such an or-

merchant communities as part of ethnography. The

der at the economic level of the market.

author spent three months at one of the marketplaces, actively selling as a merchant’s assistant, while

The Contextual Aspects of the Studied

overtly taking notes on the observations. At the next

Phenomena

marketplace, for a total of three years, he conducted regular observations and interviews, remaining

During the research, four key aspects of the context

fully in the role of a researcher, but at the same time

of marketplaces activities were identified, which at

getting to know the merchant community from the

every level of analysis, from micro to macro, shape

inside, gaining their trust and acceptance. The next

the external conditions of the social organization of

three marketplaces were visited by the researcher

trade activities.
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The first of the contextual aspects is the trade cul-

merchants, both in the individual and collective

ture prevailing in Poland, the most important ele-

dimension, in creating a professional group. It is

ment of which—bargaining for sale prices—is limit-

significant, however, that the professional group of

ed, and sometimes even non-existent, in the context

merchants is so extensive and diverse that it does

of the conducted analyses. While price negotiation

not shape a coherent pattern of collective identity,

is permissible for specific transactions (such as the

transmitted through secondary socialization or the

purchase of a car or wholesale purchase of goods,

symbolism (see: Strauss 1962; 1969), and the culture

etc.), it rarely occurs in the case of everyday pur-

of the profession. Therefore, in their case, it can be

chases of common goods, and these are offered at

stated that professional identity is neither a compo-

urban bazaars in Poland.

nent nor a subject of reflection for subjective identity
(self-identity; cf. Goffman 1963), but the identifica-

Another, apart from the trade culture, contextual as-

tion of the self and others as merchants plays a key

pect of the studied phenomena turned out to be the

role in the further organization of the social rela-

collective and spatial organization of the market-

tionships on the bazaar (for more detailed analysis

place activity. Bazaar trades are carried out in spe-

of the identity work among merchants, see: Marcin-

cially designated places. Each merchant deciding to

iak 2016).

trade within the marketplace must accept the fact
that they will be operating in the vicinity of other

The fourth of the contextual aspects identified in

merchants, and more broadly—as a group. This also

the study are the formal and legal frameworks

shows the constitutive feature of the marketplace the

for merchant activity. The validity of formal norms

necessary condition for which existence and opera-

shapes the methods (barriers and possibilities) of

tion is the commercial activity of many merchants.

starting merchant activity within the marketplace,

This obvious interdependence of bazaar vendors has

the features of marketplace work, and the scope of

a crucial meaning for merchants, as well as for the

legality and illegality of activities undertaken at the

exploitation of the entire market. Collective action at

marketplace.

the marketplace guarantees a relatively continuous
flow of buyers. Contrarily, independent street vend-

The last contextual aspect is the locally produced

ing would deprive buyers of free and wide choices

cultural and ethnic order, the heterogeneity of the

commonly associated with the marketplace, forcing

merchant community, as well as the group of cus-

vendors to develop more advanced tactics of striv-

tomers and visitors to the marketplace. At market-

ing for customers.

places, you can meet people of various origins and
biographies, whose individuality sometimes disap-

The third contextual aspect is the identity of a mer-

pears in the “melting pot” of the marketplace, and

chant profession. The connection with the trade

sometimes it clearly shows up on the surface. Of

in the marketplace as an everyday, primary work-

course, you can try to illustrate the social structure

place brings further consequences; working in the

of individual marketplaces by looking for something

marketplace becomes a source of identity referenc-

similar to a scaffold, but a long-term comparative

es for vendors, which will ultimately result in the

study shows how fragile, fluid, and unstable this

crystallization of the professional identity of the

structure is. This community is constantly chang-
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ing. In annual, weekly, and sometimes daily cycles,

indicated by buyers may differ significantly within

traders repeatedly go from high profit to the limit of

one assortment category.

loss, from stocking to a shortage. They change their
strategies, product range, and specializations. Some-

The satisfactory profit is variable because it is di-

times they work constantly and sometimes season-

rectly related to the profit that can be obtained in

ally. Sometimes they work together, and sometimes

a given situation (with resources, at a given time of

they work separately.

the year, etc.). In light of the data, it can be concluded that for vendors, the goal, much more important

The Social Organization of Merchants’ Activities

than increasing profit, is to keep it at an even level
and minimize the decline in profit resulting from

The conducted research has shown that the every-

seasonality.

day understanding of the marketplace as a place of
unlimited competition and activities aimed at con-

A full understanding of the earning goals set by

cluding mutually beneficial fairs differs significantly

market merchants may help us learn, apart from the

from reality. There are several identified, analyzed,

level of satisfactory profit, also the profit necessary

and described interactional phenomena organizing

to obtain weekly, that is, the minimum that mer-

the activities of merchants.

chants must earn to have enough to cover the fees
and, in their opinion, to have enough to live on.

Focus on Profit and Sales
The satisfactory profit and necessary profit are the
Profit is the primary goal of any marketplace mer-

two boundaries within which vendors undertake

chant. Regardless of the type of goods offered, trade

their sales activities while shaping specific goals. First

experience, or place in the market community, each

of all, each merchant strives to work out a minimum

vendor strives to obtain a satisfactory profit. Mer-

as a subjective break-even point for their activities.

chants’ understanding of profit varies, although the

Secondly, after exceeding this threshold, merchants

most common and shared implicitly is one in which

try to increase revenues and move away from the

profit is the money merchants have from net trading

minimum threshold. However, increasing profit has

after subtraction of monthly marketplace fees and

its limit at the level of satisfactory profit, which is the

taxes. Therefore, when it comes to possible profit,

limit in the sense that after reaching it, the determi-

buyers mainly talk about how much can be earned,

nation to increase revenues significantly weakens.

while a satisfactory profit is, in their understanding,
the amount they would like to have after covering

Operating in the range of two profit boundaries,

the costs. The level of satisfactory profit in the dec-

necessary and satisfactory, and in the annual cycle

larations of buyers is very varied and fully individ-

of changes of seasons, merchants develop a rich rep-

ualized. Based on the data obtained in the study, it

ertoire of strategies to intensify and weaken sales

can only be concluded that factors such as the type

activities. Following the situational needs of cus-

of assortment, the position of the trade, or the mar-

tomers and enriching, expanding, or replacing the

ket where the merchant works change the range of

offered assortment, striving for regular customers

satisfactory profits; however, individual amounts

are among the most important.
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Profit and sales are shaped in the annual cycle of de-

7. Universal vs. Unique (in terms of the availability

creases and increases, at the same time shaping the
scope and intensity of merchants’ activity. Seasonal-

on the particular marketplace)

8. Polish vs. Chinese1 (in terms of its symbolic com-

ity, it might seem, should primarily affect buyers of-

bination of origin and quality)

fering fruits and vegetables, that is, products strongly related to periodic supply and demand. However,

Depending on the categorization of the offered

the collective nature of marketplace trade means

goods, work may be identified and interpreted in

that the decline in demand for agri-food products

various ways by buyers. The study managed to re-

also affects merchants offering other products.

construct four varieties of trading work at the mar-

When customers stop coming to the marketplace for

ketplace distinguished by merchants:

fruits and vegetables, the chances of selling clothes
or industrial products also decrease. On the other

a. Selling is an activity undertaken by mer-

hand, customers interested in buying clothes at the

chants offering legal, good, and reliable goods.

market can also do grocery shopping. Thus, the es-

Often the condition is also that the product is

sence of the mercantile activity in the marketplace

not “Chinese.” Selling is displaying goods of

appears, namely, that it is a related activity.

satisfactory quality and proven features, consistent with what the customer is informed

Basic Interactional Categorizations: Type of

about.

Goods and Type of Work

b. Crookering is the activity of offering a good
The goods offered by the merchant are the primary

that differs to some extent from its properties

trading resources and, at the same time, the main

presented during an interaction with a cus-

factor that categorizes the merchants in the market-

tomer. It will still be goods with generally

place. However, it is not about a purely theoretical

good quality characteristics, in the sense that

categorization (external to the reality of the market-

it will not be defective or non-functional, and

place) regarding the type of assortment, but a prac-

of a relatively certain origin. Crookery will

tical categorization that merchants make in their

consist of increasing the presented values

daily interactions. During the field research, it was

above the actual ones of a given product.

possible to identify eight dimensions of the characteristics that merchants use to categorize the offered

c. Cheating is an activity related to the trade of

goods. Marketplace assortment can be identified as:

a defective product of questionable origin, as
well as a “Chinese” product if it is offered as

1. Sourced vs. Manufactured (handmade or culti-

a domestic product, or a second-hand prod-

vated)

2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

112

uct if it is displayed by the merchants as new.

Legal vs. Illegal
Year-round vs. Seasonal
New vs. Used
Good vs. Defective (in terms of its quality)
Reliable vs. Doubtful (in terms of its origins)
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The term “Chinese” is an in vivo code in the analysis, taken
directly from the language of street vendors. At the same time,
it refers to the broader context of Polish culture in which the
adjective “Chinese” is used to describe a specificity of goods
massively imported from South-Eastern Asia and customary
associated with low quality and low price.
1
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Cheating occurs whenever a customer pur-

ture of horizontal distancing is the significant im-

chases a product completely unaware of the

portance of possible ethnic diversity. In the everyday

actual characteristics of the goods, assuming

experience of bazaar vendors, more important than

that knowing them would discourage them

the ethnic origin is belonging to the category of the

from buying.

work, except situations when belonging to an ethnic
group is associated with the category of the offered

d. Crime fiction (criminal trafficking). The term

goods or the category of trading work.

“crime fiction” was an in vivo code in the analysis, taken directly from the language of mar-

The key basis for the distancing that takes place

ketplace merchants who use it to describe ac-

at marketplaces is the way merchants evaluate the

tivities related to the trading of illegal goods.

moral activity of other merchants operating within

Crime fiction may therefore refer to offering

the marketplace. This assessment is always compar-

weapons, drugs, counterfeit documents, pirat-

ative, based on ones’ commercial practice. Distanc-

ed software, stolen items, but also medicines,

ing as an activity undertaken to construct a moral

alcohol, cigarettes, pyrotechnic materials, and

distance has two basic forms:

fuels in the marketplace.
• Avoiding—related to the lack of acceptance
Creating a Horizontal Distance

for activities considered inconsistent with the
merchant’s moral standards and minimizing

Based on the categorizations, merchants make mutu-

the possible exchange, cooperation, and com-

al evaluations of their actions, assortments, and mo-

munication with vendors belonging to the

tives. Thus, in this way, groups of the same and dif-

negatively assessed category of trading work.

ferent types of the assortment and the types of work
appear: groups that are accepting others belonging to

• Engaging—associated with expressing sup-

their category and relatively not accepting those who

port for actions in line with individual moral

do not belong to it among the marketplace communi-

criteria and striving to strengthen relation-

ty. However, the lack of acceptance for merchants as-

ships, intensify contact, and cooperation with

signed to other categories is expressed very subtly in

vendors belonging to the positively assessed

the realities of the marketplace, as it cannot contrib-

category of trading work.

ute to the elimination of the category. The overriding
feature of the market, which is responsible for its at-

Although in colloquial language, creating distance

tractiveness to customers, is the multiple-choice and

is associated only with avoidance (as a form of en-

diversity, and each category of merchants contributes

larging a distance), in the interactional dimension,

equally to this achievement.

constructing distance is based on these two activities, avoiding one and, at the same time, getting

An action that allows them to achieve the effect of dif-

closer to the other. Distancing is a process of nego-

ferentiation without fighting dissimilarity is distanc-

tiating space in between (in a spatial and interac-

ing, the purpose of which is to distance themselves

tional sense), which may be closer or more distant,

from other categories of merchants. A significant fea-

setting a dynamic order of interactions.
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Table 1. Distancing of particular categories of merchants from other categories.
Categories of
merchants

Other selling
merchants

Other crooking
merchants

Other cheating
merchants

Other criminal
merchants

Approach to
distancing

Merchants
selling
towards…

Engaging

Avoiding

Avoiding

Avoiding

Strongly
distancing

Merchants
crooking
towards…

Neutrality

Engaging

Avoiding

Avoiding

Moderately
distancing

Merchants
cheating
towards…

Neutrality /
Avoiding

Neutrality

Engaging

Neutrality

No distancing

Criminal
merchants
towards…

Neutrality /
Avoiding

Neutrality

Neutrality

Engaging

No distancing

Source: Self-elaboration.

Table 2. Moral distancing—actions and interactional strategies.
Form of distancing
Avoiding

Engaging

Limited neighborhood cooperation

Extensive neighborhood cooperation

Not engaging in joint social activities

Engaging in joint social activities

Limited information transfer

Extensive information transfer

Do not recommend/advise customers

Recommending regular customers

Formal communication

Informal communication

Applying the “us-them” dichotomy

Applying the “we” association

Source: Self-elaboration.

Moral distancing, in both its forms of avoidance and

avoidance and minimization of exchange, cooper-

engagement, can result in many different activities

ation, and communication with vendors belong-

and interaction strategies.

ing to the negatively assessed category. Avoiding
merchants limit interactions in the neighborhood,

The lack of acceptance for activities considered in-

and their activities come down to a completely

consistent with one’s moral standards results in the

basic exchange of favors, to a limited extent and
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frequency. A merchant who distances from their

In the opposite case, there are engaging strategies,

neighbor in a stall may, for example, in response to

based on the extensive cooperation, communica-

a request, look after the neighbor’s stands in their

tion, and everyday activities, and perceived by mer-

absence, but they will not sell for them anymore;

chants as a value-based process.

in an emergency (e.g., a storm), they may help to
temporarily hide the goods, but they will not be

That is a matter of similar views, but also values.

constantly lending storage space. They will not en-

It is the best, the easiest way to talk to those who

gage in joint social activities, refusing invitations

share such values. There is a group of us here, may-

to join the entertainment others organize in their

be a small group, but very well-known, we see the

spare time at the marketplace, or conversations.

same situation in the marketplace, we have similar

Avoided merchants are only provided with key in-

aspirations. We can easily communicate with each

formation in the possession of the distancing mer-

other, and often also work out a common position

chant that has an impact on the overall function-

towards problems and towards other groups at the

ing of the bazaar. Information critical for further

market here. [Merchant, Bałucki Bazaar, Lodz]

work will be provided (e.g., about the police raid,
about the upcoming snowstorm), but not the infor-

Merchants help each other in exceptional and ev-

mation that could facilitate their work (about the

eryday situations, lend trade resources, and try

client’s interest during their absence, about chang-

to facilitate work. Help can often go beyond the

es in rates, new requirements, etc.). And that is

marketplace itself and be related, for example, to

also connected with the limited recommendations.

acquiring goods, joint trips to a warehouse, or

Most often, avoiding merchants simply do not in-

dealing with official formalities. Such cooperation

form their regular customers about the availability

is also based on demonstrating trust and, for ex-

of a given product from a distant merchant, but it

ample, entrusting the stand (and sales and bill-

may also happen that they advise against buying

ing) in the absence of the vendor. In their spare

at a specific stand, warning their best customers

time, when there are not many customers at the

against faulty or uncertain goods. The distancing

marketplace, merchants play cards, checkers, or

strategies are also visible in direct communication,

other board games. It is also popular to tell vari-

which in this case is highly formal, with the prev-

ous stories, jokes, show photos and videos on the

alence of indirect and polite phrases, the use of the

phone. They read the press, exchange it, and dis-

form “Mr./Mrs.” towards known merchants, and

cuss threads in it. They show each other photos

the formulation of the requests in an official man-

of the family, talk about their private lives. They

ner (examples from the field notes):

exchange news constantly, share their knowledge,
provide tips and suggestions. They inform each

I kindly ask you to do your suspicious business some-

other of key and side events, which is not neces-

where else.

sary, but can be helpful in commercial activities,
procurement, assortment changes, and customer approach. And they recommend intensively,

Please take a step off.

inform their customers about the availability of
Would you be so kind, Mr. Jones, and lend me a lighter.

a good and reliable product, or suggest that the
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goods available from a particular vendor are wor-

Merchants are fully aware of the differences in

thy of attention as a whole. Recommendations are

ownership and, more importantly, the resulting

an element of building relationships with regular

distinctions. Experiencing the market reality, they

customers; therefore, only proven products and

easily identify those who have more and can do

trusted vendors are recommended. Finally, they

more and those who have less and therefore can

communicate directly, referring to each other by

also do less. Defining such differences is, in fact,

name or pseudonyms, formulating requests and

defining the situation of not equaling others or

suggestions in a confidential, free, and direct man-

surpassing others from the perspective of a specif-

ner (examples from the field notes):

ic merchant, which is directly related to the feeling of disadvantage (towards others) or distinction

Honey, give me your pen.

(among others) that develops in vendors. The perceived inequalities contribute to the second, apart

Adam, take a look here for a moment because I’m go-

from moral distancing, the process of dividing the

ing to the car.

merchant market, namely, hierarchization, which
results in the appearance of a vertical distance be-

I will help you, baby.

tween merchants, on a scale from those who have
the least and are the most dependent, to those who

Creating a moral distance is a step-by-step pro-

have the most and can enjoy great independence

cess, starting with identifying your category of

(decisions, actions).

belonging, engaging in contact with merchants of
your category, and building a resource of shared

Hierarchization is based on three basic types of

interpretations regarding other trading practices,

inequalities distinguished by merchants: inequal-

to undertaking activity towards vendors of other

ity of profit, inequality of knowledge, inequality of

categories.

influence. Vertical distance, constructed by identifying inequalities, relating to them, and explaining

Moral distance creates a horizontal order of rela-

one’s position in the community of marketplace

tions between merchants because it does not con-

merchants, is a phenomenon much more dynam-

tain a uniform criterion for deciding what is better

ic than the horizontal distance, and its dynamics

and what is worse, what is “more” and what “less.”

resembles the so-called basket of crabs (according
to Bischof-Kohler 1990; 1992). In such a system,

Creating a Vertical Distance

each participant of the hierarchized reality may,
depending on their motivations, strive to occupy

Referring to the primary trade resources owned

higher positions, which is not met with resistance

by everyone who undertakes business in a mar-

from others, but may only intensify the efforts of

ketplace, merchants begin to distinguish between

others to raise their ranks. As is the case in a bas-

different states of ownership, which are of great

ket filled with crabs, everyone climbs one after the

importance for the position that a merchant can

other, but it does not arouse fights or disciplining,

occupy in the community of a given marketplace,

but only a general striving to take the highest pos-

influencing the agency and autonomy of decisions.

sible position. Such an order is characterized by
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high dynamics and relative impermanence, con-

• Striving for belonging. Each merchant is

stant falling and climbing, losing and regaining

looking for groups with a similar state of own-

position.

ership and similar morality in action to have
others around them who share the perspec-

Constructing the Order of Relations

tive of perceiving the reality of the marketplace and share the axionormative standards

Distancing and hierarchization, as immanent pro-

manifested in the assumptions about possible

cesses taking place in the marketplace community,

ways of working (selling).

result in the creation of a relationship space experienced by vendors. Each merchant takes a specif-

• Striving for similarity. Each merchant, while

ic position in this space, determined by a certain

remaining in contact with their group of rela-

horizontal (moral) distance to other merchants and

tions, strives to equalize the state of the prop-

a vertical distance (hierarchy) to others. Other mer-

erty to the level of other members of a given

chants may also be in the same or a similar position,

group and to adopt moral standards shared in

together creating a specific group of a given mar-

the group.

ketplace remaining in the same position concerning
other (groups of) merchants.

As a result of the occurrence of both of these tendencies, the initial assignment to a specific group

Although the categories of inequality and morality

of relations manifests in a deepening and tighten-

are the same for each marketplace, the occurrence

ing of contacts and intensification of cooperation.

of specific groups of relationships (close in terms of

For the existence of any network of relationships

both distances) will be varied and dependent on the

formed from close groups, two aspects determin-

local situation in a given marketplace.

ing the specificity, scope, and durability of such relationships will be of key importance, namely, the

By tightening cooperation and contacts within

sources of shared experiences and the dependence

their group, merchants begin to arrange relations

of cooperation.

with the closest groups due to the vertical and horizontal distance, thus creating a network of rela-

In the space of marketplace merchants’ accounts,

tions, defining the scope of possible contacts and

one can see dependencies, which Mark Granovet-

cooperation, still based on the criterion of similar-

ter (1973; 1983) called “strength of weak ties.” Rela-

ity. Although other groups do not have the same

tionships connecting vendors, both in relationship

position due to the state of property and morality

groups and in networks, are neither particularly

of the action, they are still in a relational neighbor-

affective nor intimate and not necessarily long-last-

hood close enough to concentrate possible cooper-

ing.

ation among the entire community of the marketplace.

Merchants selling clothing from kiosks (a type of
market stall) remain in the network of relationships,

Two trends can be observed in the space of market-

among others, with merchants trading citrus fruits

place relations:

from open stalls. As support, vendors with better
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equipment and access to electricity offer the possibil-

The paradox of competition of a marketplace that

ity of using utilities and storage space, storing some

is diversified in terms of morality and the inequal-

products after the end of the trading day. Merchants

ity of its subjects lies in the fact that the most com-

from the open stalls take advantage of the opportu-

petitive vendors are, at the same time, the closest in

nities offered by kiosk merchants, in return offering

terms of similar experiences and their position in

protection through contacts with local street hooli-

the community. In other words, in the realities of

gans. After such an exchange for a long time, mutual

a marketplace, direct competition comes from simi-

aid became established. Kiosk merchants resigned

larity, and at the same time, similarity restricts com-

from paying security companies, and at the same

petition.

time, decided to leave even valuable goods overnight
at the kiosk (with the certainty of protection). On

The price paradox of the marketplace, which con-

the other hand, the merchants from the open stalls

sists in the fact that with a large supply and variety

decided to organize their work differently, storing

of products, and even the existing variety of prices,

products in kiosks on a daily basis and resigning

in reality, there are no price alternatives for buyers

from the daily delivery and collection of goods. That

because the difference in prices is not a sign of mar-

led to a mutual dependence of cooperation when

ket competition, but the market agreement between

merchants from kiosks without support would be

merchants concerning the qualitative incompatibil-

in danger (theft, vandalism), and merchants from

ity of goods. In other words, a different price of the

stalls would have serious logistical issues. This re-

same products is information that they are different

lationship became so solidly established that in the

products (superficially the same, qualitatively differ-

opinion of both groups of merchants, a sudden break

ent). The setting of prices by merchants is the setting

of this relationship turned out to be impossible. [ex-

of a specific applicable price, from which deviation

cerpt from the field notes, Jeżycki Bazaar, Poznan]

may only be related to a change in the properties
of the product (qualitative and functional changes).

The Consequences of the Social Organization on

It can take the form of setting the starting price of

Merchants’ Activities

a good, adjusting prices, and correcting prices to the
level prevailing in the marketplace.

The organization of merchants’ activities, constructed by connecting and dividing forces, dy-

Summary

namizing and stabilizing, resonates in the economic operation of the marketplace, reflecting the

The conducted research allowed us to generate sev-

created order of relations on phenomena such as

eral coherent and conceptually saturated hypoth-

competition or prices, at the same time showing the

eses concerning the context of market merchants’

extent to which economic processes are embedded

activities and the processes taking place inside the

(see: Granovetter 1973; 1983) in social processes.

marketplace community and organizing these activities (for further reading see: Marciniak 2016).

Thus, in the socially organized activity of marketplace merchants, there may be two paradoxes in the

The context of bazaar vendors’ activities is not a set

economic context.

of determinants, but a framework or, as Herbert
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Blumer (1986) would define them, sets of factors

The network of dependencies created between buyers

with which traders must cope and learn to use, thus

and groups of buyers (similar in the distance) shows

shaping their activities.

the strength of weak ties (Granovetter 1973; 1983), not
based on intimacy or emotional closeness, but influ-

The socially organized venture of marketplace mer-

encing the actions of each individual and everyone as

chants is a social activity in the meaning of George

a market collective. There are also visible consequenc-

Mead or joint action, according to Herbert Blumer

es of the social organization of merchants’ activities,

(1986; see also: Gillespie 2011; Azarian 2015). The

which are reflected not only in the social order of the

specificity of such an activity is the matching of

marketplace, but also in the economic order.

participants who establish a joint action in which
they will engage and then mutually interpret and

However, a further generalization of conclusions,

define their activities while shaping the collective

going beyond the context of marketplace trade, will

action.

require further comparative research.
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