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Informal Labor, Formal Politics, and Dignified Discontent
in India

Since the 1980s, the world’s governments have decreased state welfare
and increased the number of unprotected “informal” or “precarious”
workers. As a result, more and more workers do not receive secure
wages or benefits from either employers or the state. What are these
workers doing to improve their livelihoods? Informal Labor, Formal
Politics, and Dignified Discontent in India offers a fresh and provoca-
tive look into the alternative social movements informal workers in
India are launching. It also offers a unique analysis of the conditions
under which these movements succeed or fail. Drawing from 300 inter-
views with informal workers, government officials, and union leaders,
Rina Agarwala argues that Indian informal workers are using their
power as voters to demand welfare benefits (such as education, hous-
ing, and healthcare) from the state, rather than demanding traditional
work benefits (such as minimum wages and job security) from employ-
ers. In addition, they are organizing at the neighborhood level, rather
than on the shop floor, and appealing to “citizenship,” rather than
labor rights. Agarwala concludes that movements are most successful
when operating under parties that compete for mass votes and support
economic liberalization (even populist parties) and are least successful
when operating under non-competitive electoral contexts (even those
tied to communist parties).

Rina Agarwala is an assistant professor of sociology at Johns Hop-
kins University. She holds a BA in economics and government from
Cornell University, an MPP in political and economic development
from the Harvard Kennedy School of Government, and a PhD in soci-
ology from Princeton University. Agarwala is the co-editor of Whatever
Happened to Class? Reflections from South Asia (2008). She has pub-
lished articles on informal work and gender in International Labor
Journal, Political Science, Research in the Sociology of Work, Theory
and Society, Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social
Science, Critical Asian Studies, Social Forces, and Indian Journal of
Labour Economics. She has worked on international development and
gender issues at the United Nations Development Program in China,
the Self-Employed Women’s Association in India, and Women’s World
Banking in New York.



“The global rise of neoliberalism, and its increasing strength, means
that whether in India or the United States, labor must develop new
strategies and forms and organize new constituencies or be increasingly
marginalized. As Agarwala brilliantly shows, neoliberalism weakens
traditional union forms, increases the importance of informal labor,
and — most importantly — creates possibilities for informal workers to
act through new organizational forms that pressure the state.”

— Dan Clawson, University of Massachusetts, Amherst

“This is a powerful and measured analysis of how India’s informal
working class makes effective citizenship claims to the state. Dispelling
the myth of an inevitable decline of the labor movement in an age of
alleged neo-liberalization, this fascinating India story offers an indis-
pensable beacon of hope for working people worldwide.”

— Ching Kwan Lee, University of California, Los Angeles



Cambridge Studies in Contentious Politics

Editors

MARK BEISSINGER Princeton University

JACK A. GOLDSTONE George Mason University
MICHAEL HANAGAN Vassar College

DOUG MCADAM Stanford University and Center for Advanced Study in the
Behavioral Sciences

SARAH A. SOULE Stanford University

SUZANNE STAGGENBORG University of Pittsburgh
SIDNEY TARROW Cornell University

CHARLES TILLY (d. 2008) Columbia University
ELISABETH J. WOOD Yale University

DEBORAH YASHAR Princeton University

Rina Agarwala, Informal Labor, Formal Politics, and Dignified Discontent
in India

Ronald Aminzade et al., Silence and Voice in the Study of Contentious
Politics

Javier Auyero, Routine Politics and Violence in Argentina: The Gray Zone
of State Power

Clifford Bob, The Marketing of Rebellion: Insurgents, Media, and
International Activism

Charles Brockett, Political Movements and Violence in Central America

Valerie Bunce and Sharon Wolchik, Defeating Authoritarian Leaders in
Postcommunist Countries

Christian Davenport, Media Bias, Perspective, and State Repression

Gerald F. Davis, Doug McAdam, W. Richard Scott, and Mayer N. Zald,
Social Movements and Organization Theory

Donatella della Porta, Clandestine Political Violence

Todd A. Eisenstadt, Politics, Identity, and Mexico’s Indigenous Rights
Movements

Daniel Q. Gillion, The Political Power of Protest: Minority Activism and
Shifts in Public Policy

Jack A. Goldstone, editor, States, Parties, and Social Movements

Tamara Kay, NAFTA and the Politics of Labor Transnationalism

Joseph Luders, The Civil Rights Movement and the Logic of Social Change

Continued after the Index



For Carsten



Acknowledgments

Nearly twenty years ago, [ arrived on the front door of a women’s organi-
zation in India, eager to begin my internship and oblivious to the journey
I was about to begin. As I entered the office, a tall woman from Kutch
stared at me with a perplexed expression. “Have you come for the march
for rag pickers?” she asked. In response to my blank stare, she squatted
next to me to explain the march and other activities of the trade union
for informal women workers that I had unknowingly come to work for.
The lesson continued for the next year and a half, where the members
and staff of the Self-Employed Women’s Association (SEWA) patiently
introduced me to the informal workers I had seen but never noticed, chal-
lenged me to think beyond the development models I had so diligently
learned, and inspired me to realize the voices that women workers were
asserting every day. I thank SEWA, and especially Elaben, Reemaben,
and Ushaben, for changing my worldview forever.

For changing the way I think, I owe my deepest thanks to Marta
Tienda, Alejandro Portes, Atul Kohli, and Patricia Fernandez-Kelly. They
set a standard for mentoring that will always inspire me. Marta Tienda
introduced me to the discipline of sociology and was unrelenting in forc-
ing me to write clearly. She repeatedly went beyond the call of duty —
reading each of my countless drafts, humbling me with her red pen, and
encouraging me when I was exhausted. Meeting with Alejandro Portes
was like tapping into a river of new ideas that he generously shared with
me. His insights on Latin American workers have been instrumental in
shaping my thoughts on Indian workers. Atul Kohli’s lectures provided
me with an exemplar for passing on knowledge, and his questions pushed
me to dispose of jargon and address the difficult substance of an issue. His

XV



xvi Acknowledgments

work has been a constant guide for me as I try to understand the messy
logic of India. Patricia Fernandez-Kelly’s brilliance, irreverent sense of
humor, and empathetic instruction sustained me through this project.
Her rich fieldwork on women workers taught me the art of listening
during an interview.

My move to Johns Hopkins University flooded me with new ideas,
questions, and approaches to development — all of which considerably
improved the manuscript. More importantly, this rich learning environ-
ment was coupled with the most supportive group of colleagues I could
have wished for. I am especially grateful for the constant encouragement
and feedback I received from Karl Alexander, Joel Andreas, Giovanni
Arrighi, Mimi Keck, Kellee Tsai, and the students of the Seminar for
Global Social Change. I owe a special debt to Beverly Silver for helping
me navigate the world of teaching, for her suggestions on my manuscript,
and for her book that gave me the confidence to assert my findings, not
as an exception, but as part of a global and historical trend in labor
organization.

To Ron Herring, I owe thanks for our countless conversations on class
and the future of India’s marginalized populations. His non-hierarchical
style and his infinite enthusiasm for new ideas are traits that few can claim
in academia. I thank him for going through each line of the manuscript
with me, for being such an inspiring colleague, and for being such a
gracious friend. Sharit Bhowmik taught me much of what I know about
Mumbai and its informal workers. I remain in awe of his commitment to
straddle the (unfortunately) large and difficult gap between scholarship
and public service, and I thank him for our long discussions over multiple
bowls of wonton soup. Jeemol Uni and Anup Karan kindly worked with
me to analyze the National Sample Survey, sharing with me their expertise
and answering each of my tiring questions. I thank Patrick Heller for his
infectious passion for counter movements and his excitement over my
findings. His work on labor in Kerala taught me how to examine India’s
democracy from below. I owe a special thanks to Irfan Nooruddin for
his unending encouragement, for reading the entire manuscript, and for
generously giving me his time and suggestions. Without him, this project
would have remained an unpublished manuscript.

Several people read portions of the manuscript and provided me with
invaluable ideas at all stages. For this, I thank David Bensman, Fred Block,
Miguel Centeno, Vivek Chibber, Jennifer Chun, Dan Clawson, Mary Ann
Clawson, Dorothy Sue Cobble, Peter Evans, Leela Fernandes, John Har-
riss, Devesh Kapur, Ching Kwan Lee, Ruth Milkman, Andrew Schrank,



Acknowledgments xvii

Gay Seidman, Sid Tarrow, Emmanuel Teitlebaum. I thank Ken Bolton for
his help with the index, and I thank my editors, Mark R. Beissinger, Deb-
orah Yashar, and especially Lew Bateman, for their support of the project
and their guidance in the process. I thank Nina Agopian, Jessie Albee,
Anuj Antony, Wayne Appleton, Elana Broch, Linda Burkhardt, Nancy
Cannuli, Elaine Keith, Diane Sacke, Barbara Sutton, Terri Thomas, Judith
Tilton, and Shaun Vigil for making IT, library resources, financing, book
production, last-minute FedEx packages, and grant applications some-
how feel manageable.

Not one word of this project could have been written without the labor,
expertise, and creativity of the 140 women workers and the hundreds of
government officials, union leaders, and activists whom I interviewed. I
thank them for their knowledge, their patience, and especially their time.
My fieldwork would not have been possible without the generosity of
those who housed me, fed me, and opened their Rolodexes to me. A
million thanks to Asha Chatterjee, Sumit Choudhary, Aruti Dasgupta,
Sudha and Lalit Deshpande, Rohini Hensman, Renana Jabhvala, K.P.
Kannan, Arun Kumar, Lakshmi Lingam, Debashish Mazumdar, Kavita
Panjabi, Krishna Raj, Alakh Sharma, R. N. Sharma, Praveen Sinha, and
Shyam Sundar. The research for this project was made possible by the
Fulbright-Hays Foundation, the Sasakawa Foundation, and the Center
for Migration and Development at Princeton University.

[ owe my deepest gratitude to my parents, Ramgopal and Bimala
Agarwala, for inspiring me with their dedication to hard work and their
openness to new ideas. Thank you for teaching me that the means are
at least as important as the end. More than anyone, however, this work
is for Carsten Stendevad, who reminded me in a tiny, crowded Italian
restaurant in Boston about the genius and power of politics. For moving
four times across three continents so I could undertake this project; for
relieving my stress with so much deep laughter that I could keep going
with this project; for providing sweet incentives, computer help, and child
care relief so I could complete this project; and, most of all, for staying
by my side from the beginning to the end of this very long project, I am
forever indebted to him.



Abbreviations

ADMK
AITUC
BJP

cll
CITU
CPI
CPI(ML)
CPM
CSW
DK
DMK
GDP
GOI
ICLS
ILO
ILP
INC
INTUC
KMC
LPF
MLA
MP
NCP
NMPS
NSS

All India Anna Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam
All-India Trade Union Congress (CPI-affiliated)
Bharatiya Janata Party

Confederation of Indian Industry

Congress of Indian Trade Unions (CPM-affiliated)
Communist Party of India

Communist Party of India (Marxist-Leninist)
Communist Party of India (Marxist)

College of Social Work

Dravidar Kazhagam

Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam

gross domestic product

Government of India

International Conference of Labor Statisticians
International Labour Organisation

Independent Labor Party

Indian National Congress Party

Indian National Trade Union Congress (Congress-affiliated)
Kolkata Municipal Corporation

Labour Progressive Federation (DMK-affiliated)
Member of Legislative Assembly (state government)
Member of Parliament (national government)
National Congress Party

Nirman Mazdoor Panchayat Sangam

National Sample Survey on Employment and
Unemployment

XixX



XX Abbreviations

NSSO National Sample Survey Organisation

OBC Other Backward Caste
PWP Peasants Workers Party
RPI Republican Party of India
SDP state domestic product

SEWA Self-Employed Women’s Association

T™MC All India Trinamool Congress

TMKTPS Tamil Maanila Kattida Thozilalar Panchayat Sangham
UF United Front

WBIDC  West Bengal Industrial Development Corporation



Contents

List of Tables page xi
List of Figures Xiil
Acknowledgments XV
Abbreviations XiX
1 Introduction: Informal Labor and Formal Politics I
1.1 Informal Labor Organizes in Unique Classes 7
1.2 Informal Labor Organizes Even Under Neoliberalism 17
1.3 States Condition Informal Labor Movement Effectiveness 23
1.4 Informal Labor Movements Dignify Workers’ Discontent 30
2 Struggling with Informality 32
2.1 Building a New Class Struggle 34
2.2 Creating a New Class Identity 58
2.3 Conclusions 68
3 The Success of Competitive Populism 70
3.1 Tamil Nadu: Substantial State Benefits for Informal Labor 73
3.2 Populism: A Surviving Phenomenon 79
3.3 Caste and Ethnic Nationalism Overlooks Informal Labor
(1800-1977) 82
3.4 New Shades of Populism Protect Informal Labor
(1977—Present) 91
3.5 Project from Below: Framing Informal Labor as
“Common” Voters 96
3.6 Project from Above: Capitalizing on Informal Labor
Support 109



X Contents

4 Communism’s Resistance to Change 117
4.1 West Bengal: Few to Some State Benefits for Informal Labor 118
4.2 Communism: A Radical Class Agenda for Social Justice 125
4.3 Project from Above: Entrenching Power 129
4.4 Project from Below: Failing to Fit into State Interests 138
4.5 Shifting Politics: A Shift for Informal Labor 148
4.6 Conclusions 153
5 The Minimal Gains of Accommodation 156
5.1 Mabarashtra: Some State Benefits for Informal Labor 157
5.2 Dominant Caste Power 161
5.3 Project from Above: Ensuring Economic Growth through
Informal Labor 170
5.4 Project from Below: Finding a Political Voice in the
Economic Agenda 176
5.5 Conclusions 187
Conclusion: Dignifying Discontent 189

Appendix I: Photos of Informal Workers in Construction and

Bidi 207
Appendix II: The Evolution of the Count of Informal Workers 215
Appendix 111: Interview Methodology 221
References 225

Index 241



List of Tables

QN G0 g b i W H

Informal Labor and Class Structure in India
Construction and Tobacco in India

Socioeconomic Characteristics in Three States
Construction Workers Welfare Board

Bidi Welfare Fund Financial Profile

Bidi Workers Welfare Board

Material Benefits (Worker vs. Welfare)

Type of Benefit Received by City/State

Official and Reported Wage by State and Industry (Rs.)
Welfare Benefits from Tamil Nadu Construction Board
(1995-2008)

. Gains for Informal Workers in Tamil Nadu

Informal vs. Formal Workers in India

. Indian Labor Force
. National Sample vs. Study Sample by Industry

page 11
I4
28
52
54
55
71
71
74

77
218

219
222

X1



List of Figures

1. State theoretical framework page 25
2. Evolution of the construction movement 35
3. Evolution of the bidi movement 36
4. Number of disputes in bidi, construction, and all industries 42
5. Reformulated model of state-labor relations 58

Xl1il



Introduction

Informal Labor and Formal Politics

“Listen sister, we are just poor folks who work to put bread in our stom-
achs. We can’t do anything else. If we ask for more, we lose our jobs. If we
lose our jobs, we will die,” explained Basama, an unskilled construction
worker in Mumbai, India.’ Basama’s statement reflects a sentiment of
vulnerability often heard among poor, informal workers in India. Infor-
mal workers produce legal goods and services but engage in operations
that are not legally registered. Therefore, unlike formal workers, informal
workers are not officially recognized by their employers, and they are not
regulated or protected by fiscal, health, and labor laws.* Although some
work at home or in unregistered subcontractors’ workshops, others oper-
ate openly on the employers’ site or in a public space (such as the street).
As a result of receiving decreased protection, informal workers usually
work in harsh conditions, with low levels of technology and capital, and
no labor rights.

In most developing countries, informal labor — labor that is not for-
mally protected — represents the majority of the labor force. In India,
informal workers comprise 93 percent of the labor force or 82 percent

' Interview, August 21, 2003.

* In recent years, these workers have been variously called “informa precarious,”
“casual,” “nonstandard,” “Post-Fordist,” and “flexible.” 1 use the term “informal”
throughout the book. This definition of informal workers was first offered by Portes
et al. (1989). It has been accepted in much of the literature on informal work; see Cross
(1998), De Soto (1989), and Portes (1994). To operationalize this definition, I use the
worker-based definition of informal work that was endorsed by the 17th International
Conference of Labor Statisticians (ICLS) in 2003 and used by the National Sample Survey
of Employment and Unemployment (NSS) in India in 1999-2000.

1.7 «
>



