
1 
 

 Exploring the work and lives of Indian middle-class entrepreneurs. 

 

A THESIS 

SUBMITTED IN PARTIAL FULFILLMENT OF THE REQUIREMENTS FOR THE 

DOCTORAL PROGRAMME IN MANAGEMENT 

INDIAN INSTITUTE OF MANAGEMENT INDORE 

 

By 

Rimleena Boro  

2020FPM15 

Organizational Behaviour & Human Resource Management Area 

 

 

THESIS ADVISORY COMMITTEE 

Prof. Srinath Jagannthan (Chairperson) 

Prof. Ranjeet Nambudiri (Member) 

Prof. Aditya Billore (Member) 

Prof. Mit Vachhrajani (Member) 

 

INDIAN INSTITUTE OF MANAGEMENT INDORE 



2 
 

Acknowledgement 

This dissertation marks the culmination of my long and arduous doctoral journey that has 

been nothing short of a rollercoaster. I am profoundly thankful to all the wonderful people I 

have met along the way and grateful to each of them for being part of this path.  

First and foremost, I extend my heartfelt gratitude to my supervisor, Professor Srinath 

Jagannathan, whose intellectual generosity, critical insights, and unwavering encouragement 

shaped this work in fundamental ways. His ability to push me toward conceptual clarity while 

respecting my voice as a scholar has been invaluable. I am deeply thankful for his patience, 

trust, and rigorous engagement with my ideas.  

I am equally grateful to the faculty members of my Thesis Advisory Committee, Professor 

Ranjeet Nambudiri, Professor Mit Vachhrajani, and Professor Aditya Billore, who have been 

key drivers in my doctoral journey. I also thank Professor Nobin Thomas, Professor Shrihari 

Sohani, Professor Srinivas Gunta, and Professor Surbhi Dayal, who have been critical in my 

learning journey. I want to thank my institution, the Indian Institute of Management, Indore, 

for fostering an environment of critical inquiry and thoughtful debate. The academic spaces 

created here have allowed me to think expansively about questions of identity, inequality, 

entrepreneurship, and organizational life. I acknowledge with appreciation the DPM Office 

and the administrative staff, whose quiet efficiency has enabled us to achieve every milestone 

smoothly. 

To my Mom and Dad, and to my brother and sister, who held space for my silences, my 

stress, and my endless explanations of abstract ideas. I appreciate your patience when I was 

physically present but mentally elsewhere. Your love has been my quiet strength. I am 

blessed to have such a family that believed in me.  



3 
 

There were days when this work felt impossibly heavy, when the questions I was asking 

academically mirrored questions I was asking about myself and the world around me. In 

those moments, I learned that research is never detached; it is entangled with who we are. 

This dissertation carries my doubts, my anger at injustice, my hope for more inclusive 

futures, and my commitment to critical inquiry. 

I have a special space in my life for my friends, especially for Priya, with whom I have 

shared aspects of this journey and beyond. Her presence has been the cornerstone of my life 

over the last five years, and I am forever grateful. I extend a sincere note of thanks to Pankesh 

for being a dear friend and the best company. I am thankful to Akansh for being with me 

through the joy and pain of this long and gruelling journey. Thank you, Hari, Manu, Poonam, 

Manan, Samrat, Arundhati, Amit, Alokparna, and Neha, for being my sounding boards, my 

critics, my co-travelers, and sometimes my therapists. The long conversations over tea, the 

shared anxieties before presentations, the collective frustration over theory, and the laughter 

that followed are core memories of my life. 

I also want to thank Nabarun for being with me through thick and thin. His presence has been 

the most outstanding support for me, and his faith in me kept me going. This journey would 

not have been possible without his companionship and support.  

Finally, I thank myself for persisting, for choosing depth over ease, for embracing 

vulnerability in research, and for refusing to simplify complexities that deserved careful 

attention. Completing this dissertation is not an end, but a beginning. 

 

 



4 
 

Table of Contents 

Abstract………………………………………………………………………………………..6 

Chapter 1: Introduction……………………………………………………………………....9 

Chapter 2: Literature Review and Theoretical Framework…………………………………16 

2.1 Entrepreneurs and worlds of simulation………………...……………………………….16 

2.2 Entrepreneurship in a world of Consumption……………………………………………19 

2.3 Picture Perfect Entrepreneurship: A Mirage…………………………………...………..22 

2.4 Entrepreneurship: Caught between shock and the imaginary of social good………..….25 

2.5 Winners and Losers: But who is who?...............................................................................29 

2.6 The Mentor as Curator of Simulacra: Entrepreneurial Mentoring in Late Capitalism……..……31 

2.7 Gendered Entrepreneurship……………………………………………………………...33 

2.8 Engaging with Critique of Baudrillard…………...……………………………………...35 

2.9 Contributions of the study……...………………………………………………………...38 

Chapter 3: Research Design…………………………………………………………………39 

3.1 Research Methodology…………………………………………………………………...40 

3.2 Reflexivity of the Author………………………………………………………………….50 

Chapter 4: Findings………………………………………………………………………….53 

4.1  Education as industrial production and the birth of the entrepreneur…………….…….54 

4.2 Cosmopolitanism and sacrifice in the entrepreneurial imagination ………………....58 

4.3 Entrepreneurial stories of conscious choice and coherence……………………………..64 

4.4 The entrepreneur's gendered stories of loss……………………………………………...68 

4.5 Entrepreneurial caution, passion, carefulness, and precariousness……………………..74 



5 
 

4.6 The entrepreneur's personal capacity and questions of death…………………………...79 

4.7 Mentorship, trust, consumption, and normalising the ambiguous……………………….84 

4.8 Mentorship as the social system bestowing entrepreneurial identity…………………….91 

4.9 Entrepreneurial introspection as simulation…………………………………………..…97 

4.10 The entrepreneur's ideas as an ironical moral critique of the market………….…..102 

4.11 Entrepreneurial eliding of grief……………………………………………………..107 

Chapter 5: Discussions…………………………………………………………………….113 

Conclusion…………………………………………………………………………..………128 

References…………………………………………………………………………………..130 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



6 
 

Abstract 

Entrepreneurship literature engages with questions of culture, discourse, narratives, and 

identity (Hjorth & Steyart, 2004). Production in contemporary times is not limited to 

economic production, but extends to the social production of communication, relationships, 

and forms of life (Hardt & Negri, 2004). Today, lifestyle, political objectives, and social 

causes can drive business creation, and entrepreneurship is an opportunity to break free from 

dominant organizational forms. Studies investigating the symbolic connotations of 

entrepreneurial ventures can shed light on the tropes, discourses, and fantasies that inform the 

process of entrepreneurship. 

One of the symbolic fantasies associated with entrepreneurship is that every individual can 

become an entrepreneur and thereby have a chance to break class barriers and to receive 

unimaginable rewards (Jones & Murtola, 2012). The aspirations are to set up your own 

business, create a better life, do something more fulfilling and creative, or access greater 

freedom (Graeber, 2018). Contemporary discourses about entrepreneurs suggest that 

intangible assets, the platform economy, and alternative forms of currency have enabled 

individuals to become entrepreneurs while remaining true to their personal and ethical 

aspirations. Entrepreneurs are seen as continuously challenging and refining conventional 

practices (Strandvad, Davis, & Dunn, 2022). They are seen as heroic figures who bring 

innovations into being ex nihilo (Williams & Nadin, 2012) and create cultural symbols. 

Social, cultural, and symbolic capital play an essential role in the advancement of 

entrepreneurial ventures (Whitson, Simon, & Parker, 2021).  

Organization theorists argue that the economist’s view of the world is under-socialized, 

implying that it excludes the impact of social relations, such as trust and support networks 

built by the entrepreneur (Granovetter, 1985). Also, an early study in entrepreneurship 
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suggests that entrepreneurs tend to have transactional relationships with their stakeholders 

(Collins & Moore, 1970). The entrepreneur accumulates much social capital in the early 

years of his venture through these social interactions (Aldrich & Fiol, 1994).  

Drawing on the theories of Jean Baudrillard, a French sociologist, I explore the social impact 

of consumption processes and their implications for entrepreneurship. The critical aspects of 

entrepreneurship are discernible in a socio-symbolic world where meanings are hidden under 

desire and consumption (Baudrillard, 1970). By drawing on concepts of subject-object 

duality, hyperreality, simulation, mimesis, and symbolic exchange, I want to explore the 

intersection of entrepreneurship and Jean Baudrillard’s work on these themes. By referring to 

Baudrillard's work on The System of Objects (1968), The Consumer Society (1970), 

Simulations (1983), Symbolic Exchange and Death (1976), among other seminal works, I 

will explore the significance of his theories for understanding entrepreneurship.  

Using a qualitative research paradigm, the study was conducted by interviewing forty Indian 

middle-class Indian entrepreneurs. I used a Critical Narrative Inquiry frame (Connelly & 

Clandinin, 2012) to explore entrepreneurs' narrative work in a hyperreal world (Baudrillard, 

1981). Baudrillard’s work on the meanings of objects and his theory of consumption culture 

provide a critical lens through which to examine entrepreneurial consumption patterns and 

the performative decision-making of entrepreneurs. It allows us to examine the cause and 

effect of entrepreneurial thoughts and behaviour in today’s world.  

Drawing on Baudrillard's work, I explore how entrepreneurs are curated as figures of 

autonomy and creativity in a simulated world grounded in signs and symbols such as 

technology, media, and branding. Similarly, his work on The Consumer Society allows me to 

critique modern society, which is coaxed into using products based on their personalities, 

images, and social standing, with little utility. In a hyperreal world (Simulacra and 
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Simulation), the entrepreneur is also an agent of a consumption culture that promotes hustle 

and customization. Using Baudrillard's theory of mimesis, I contend that entrepreneurs are 

constantly trying to mimic the dominant narrative of how entrepreneurs are supposed to 

behave (Simulacra), which is not authentic but a copy without an origin.  

Entrepreneurs are constantly challenged to tell stories of struggle, ambition, and hustle 

without losing their authenticity. Every entrepreneur is expected to amplify networks of 

digital capitalism propagated by social media platforms, advertising, branding, and 

consumption. Reality television shows like Shark Tank promote the idea of being a hyper-

vigilant, agile individual who gains the audience’s legitimacy and creates an authentic 

connection with them. Digital capitalism promotes the trope that greater visibility leads to 

better sales and bigger profits, luring more entrepreneurs to curate stories of mass 

consumption.  

Drawing on Baudrillard, I contend that romanticized imaginings of entrepreneurship mask 

several aspects of the entrepreneurship process. Entrepreneurial narratives that share stories 

of grief, loss, gender barriers, and inequality have received attention in the critical 

entrepreneurship literature. More attention could be paid to the sites that engender 

entrepreneurial desires, and to the tropes entrepreneurs use to articulate their lives and work 

in ways compatible with reason and coherence. It is difficult for entrepreneurs to express 

their feelings of insufficiency, constant self-doubt, forced hustle, and the promotion of a 

founder's personality that resonates with the product. The experiences of entrepreneurship 

that turn towards consumption culture and simulation require greater scholarly attention, 

which I address in this dissertation.  
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