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Onrganising the unorganised is an impressive account describing the plight of the India’s working classes
stuck in the informal economy which denies rights of decent livelihood for the overwhelming part
of India’s workforce. The compiled volume is a well-deserved tribute to the legion of organisers
engaged in attempts to mobilise this exploited and subjected multitude to collective action. The
assembled essays are dedicated to the memory of Sharit Bhowmik who as an academic researcher,
trade unionist-cum-labour-activist was a role model in efforts to boost economic well-being and
social justice for all and sundry. The book’s editor Kanchen Sarker has outlined in his introductory
summary the conditions of employment of which informality and social insecurity are the pivotal
features.

Informality

Keith Hart (1973) conceptualized this regime when investigating the occupational activity which
he came across in the urban streets of Ghana in the late 1960s. His narrative described the low-
class livelihoods of wage hunters and gatherers disregarded by official agencies in statistical
enumeration as well as in policies of labour market regulation outside the formal economy. The
publication under review zooms in on the same landscape of waged work not put on record in
public registration. The main objective of this endeavour is to articulate the leap made from an
existence of inherent camaraderie, being a class in itself, to becoming a class for itself, that is acting
in a spirit of togetherness. It is a change of proletarian consciousness with organising as the
instrumental device of solidarity creation.

This volume brings together essays that explore a wide range of sectors and sites: from night-time
women’s marches to forest struggles; from Mumbai’s textile mills to brick kilns in Rajasthan; from
domestic workers in Kolkata to sanitation workers in slums of Mumbai; from migrant construction
labourers to beedi workers; from the gendered experiences of sex workers to the growing visibility
of IT and Gig workers. (Sarker, 2026, p. 8)

Part of the introductory set of contributions is an article which discusses why and how the gestalt
of caste operates as a fabric that cannot be restructured to equality and democracy for India’s

1'This contribution extends beyond our standard Book Reviews to offer a deeper, more contextualised
analysis of the volume.
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population at large (Katiyar, 2026). Itis an analysis which is in accordance with Anand Teltumbde’s
(2018) more specified argumentation.

The editing course of this project has, from its inception to completion, been a huge and time-
consuming task, summed up in nine chapters, 45 articles and reported in two sections, altogether
running up to 843 pages. All of these solicited contributions must be read in order to comprehend
the complexity of work and life passed through in informality. Digesting these essays, one is struck
by the immense diversity of employment in the main branches of the economy, scattered over
industry, agriculture, construction, transport, trade and services. The sectors in these different
spheres of work are split between urban or rural; further falling apart in gender and age, casual
versus regular, schooled and skilled as against illiterate and unskilled, bound in workshop or at
home contrary to circulation off-and-on to nearby or remote destinations. The impression of
binaries is misleading because the occupations listed need to be understood not as static entities
but as separated in a more elastic continuum of heterogeneity (Breman, 2013).

Fragmentation is shown and dealt with as a prominent catalyst of the vast terrain in which the
informal workforce is allowed to manoeuvre around. It is both cause and effect of a trend which
seems to lead to an infinite segregation which operates as an obstacle to the articulation of jointness.
However, foregrounding the split of employment in small-scale components runs the risk of
missing out the implicit interconnectedness not only within the elaborated modes of informality
but also its bridged liaison with the outsourced production from the formal economy. Rather than
getting bogged down in a limitless break-up, from the opposite perspective of amalgamation, the
focus has to shift to the ploys of capital. In its drive to maximal accumulation, this dominating
vantage point rejects all claims of the subaltern working classes to share in the profits made.

Having means of production or not is a main indicator of the rank occupied in the hierarchical
setting of informality. At the bottom of the pile, the segments unable to hold on to some land,
tools or craftsmanship gone out of demand are prone to sink into downward mobility.
Dispossessed from ownership other than its labour power reflects the ongoing process of
proletarianization and lowers the leverage required for sourcing decent work and livelihood. And
more so for the destitute residue of the workforce without minimal bargaining power. Locked up
in neo-bondage, they have even lost control over the extraction of their toil in sweat and blood. As
victims of recurrent indebtedness, they are forced to sell away in advance not only themselves but
often also other household members, both adults and children, for short or long spells of extreme
exploitation in the rural or urban labour market (Breman, 2023).

Self-employment, which includes close to half of the workforce in the informal economy, is
considered to increase resilience. It is an opinion not seldom made with the added suggestion that
it tolerates a modicum of self-reliance. But both assumptions have to be thoroughly examined
because self-engagement, as in the case of home-bound workers processing raw material provided
by traders, can disguise dependency relationships. It is an outsourced arrangement not very
dissimilar from a straightforward tie between employer and employee (van der Linden, Breman,
2020).

Social Security

National governance became a major stakeholder in the Great Transformation from an agrarian-
rural to an industrial-urban economy. Anxiety that the direct confrontation, which took place
between capital and labour, might explode in a class war that Karl Marx had prophesied, and
prompted Otto Bismarck, as the founder of the German empire, to introduce social policies to
avert this violent consequence. In the up-and-coming state of France, Alexis de Tocqueville was
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motivated by the same mindset. In his evolving turn from academician to politician towards the
middle of the nineteenth century, he quelled the looming fear of class hatred by warding off this
grave danger to nationalist unity as an advocate and practitioner of colonial expansion. The
resulting patriotism was, in his view, bound to defuse the hostile capital-labour antagonism in the
homeland.

In the wake of Independence, India’s founding fathers set out on the trail earlier blazed in the
Global North. Under the leadership of Jawaharlal Nehru, the Congress government tried to pacify
the radicality of trade unionism, which had emerged in the late-colonial era. Within the frame of
the built-up public economy of substantial size, a series of labour laws were enacted which
promised a fair deal to the working classes. For the time being, the stipulated provisions only
applied to labour in the formally regulated economy, exempting the large majority of the workforce
that had not been organised in the trade union movement. However, the pledge of their eventual
inclusion in this beneficial policy was withdrawn when, in the course of economic growth, the track
towards formalisation abruptly ended in the early 1970s. The turnaround in the opposite direction
of informalisation dictated by the World Bank and other transnational development agencies
coincided with a policy which also forced a fierce onslaught on the public economy, cutting it down
to a minimal size.

The failure to owe up and attend to the dire lack of all-over welfarism was made manifest in
the poverty of the working classes at the bottom of the economy. Compounded by a lack of agency
and representation, their income fell short to satisfy basic needs. Certainly, not all among the
massive army kept in reserve and unable to find regular work and income in the informal economy
were exposed to the kind of vulnerability indicative of the precarious living standard of the
labouring poor. Higher up, a sizable segment managed to become somewhat or much better off,
gathering assets and earnings which tend to remain hidden in official surveys and statistics. But to
this hierarchical scale should also be added the victims of ultra-poverty. It is a destitute sub-class
so deprived that they are fated to survive or die in a condition of pauperism (Breman, 2016).

The United Progressive Alliance, a political platform led by the Congress Party, launched on
its installation in 2004 two flagship social security programmes to lighten the burden of the
households steeped in chronic scarcity: the National Rural Employment Guarantee Scheme and a
National Health Insurance package. Both initiatives, the first one to provide public works in the
countryside and the second one to supply cost-free health care, failed to deliver what had been
announced (Kannan, Breman, 2013, pp. 1-30). Nevertheless, the pretension to also facilitate
inclusion of the extensive segment which fell by the wayside in the nation’s march to progress was
insistently held up in the circuit of bureaucratic officialdom. It has changed the erstwhile design of
social security from a working-class perception to one which confirms neoliberal capitalism, the
free exercise of power, as well as unrestrained labour market flexibility.

The Unorganised Workers’ Social Security Act, 2008, was enacted to provide social security and
welfare measures for workers in the vast informal sector, covering occupations with irregular
employment and limited legal protection. The act defines unorganised workers and mandates the
formulation of welfare schemes related to health, life insurance, old age protection, and skill
development. Despite its progressive intent, the act has faced criticism for weak enforcement,
inadequate coverage, and a lack of clarity regarding employer responsibilities. The act remains a
symbolic step toward social justice, but with limited material impact due to institutional and policy-
level shortcomings. (Sarker, 2026, p. 47)

The new agenda of developmentalism resulted in the forfeiture of the state’s earlier role to act as
an honest broker in the settlement of conflicting interests between capital and labour. The
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dissolution of employment in a formal-informal contrast gave rise to a similar dichotomy in the
provision of welfarism. This watershed divides in coverage implied the delivery or not of social
benefits. The volume under discussion succinctly sums up the revised setting in the duality of public
care arrangements.

Impact of the Collusion Between Government and Business

Acting now in tandem with corporate business also meant dismantling the body of labour
legislation which successive government agencies had introduced, although these prescriptions
were usually not or only niggardly implemented. The collection of essays submitted bears witness
to this downright failure, which, moreover, is not due to the absence of proper oversight but attests
to a built-in device to forestall the targeted outcome. Has the large variety of organised struggles
reported in the volume been successful? The short answer vacillates between yes and no. A more
calibrated response is required to conclude whether the claims raised for decent work and wages,
which led to collective action, have been met. Far from it, not at all is the finding in most cases.
Has participation in the fight for a better deal been consolidated in lasting jointness? A common
assessment in most essays is that the failure to get higher pay, more regular and better regulated
conditions of employment has dampened the spirit to remain teamed up in unity. Does it mean a
return to docile subalternity? No doubt, there are narratives which suggest a sphere of gloom and
doom in the aftermath, as found among migrant workers in an industrial site of New Delhi
(Ramaswami, 2025).

It is a conclusion, however, which should not be generalised along the broad spectrum of
organised activity. A shining exception to this desolate outcome is the Self-Employed Women’s
Association. Its founding mother, Ela Bhatt, was a staff member of the Majoor Mahajan Sangh,
the Gandhian Textile Labour Union located in Ahmedabad. Charged with social work among the
wives of these mill workers, she discovered that they did not need counselling on how to run their
households, but how to defend their own interests in the paid work they performed. She fell into
disfavour with TLA’s high-caste and male leadership and was excited from her charge. Established
independently in 1972, SEWA started to branch out both urban and rural to become the largest
trade union with more than two million members in the country and was the first union of informal
workers welcomed within the ILO fold. Ela Bhatt put on record the success she managed to
achieve in an emblematic book (Bhatt, 2005). I used to meet her frequently in my bouts of
fieldwork in the city and gladly accepted her invitation to join the board’s council as a life member,
which enabled me to remain informed and take part in SEWA’s offshoot in the transnational
domain. Women in Informal Employment Globalizing & Organizing (WIEGO) endeavours to
bring about decent work and dignified life for the unorganised multitude worldwide (Chen, Carré,
2020).

On the dark side of India’s trade unionism in India’s informal economy are the stalwarts of
organised collectives, for example, leaders such as Shankar Guha Nyogi in Chattisgarh and Datta
Samant in Mumbai, who, in fierce opposition to unfair and illegal treatment of labour, were
murdered, respectively, in 1991 and 1997 by gangsters hired for their elimination at the behest of
the industrialist caucus. As already mentioned, the collapse of organised assertion does not mean a
retreat into helpless despondency. Protest and resistance are sustained both in covert activity, either
with some or all workmates and in individual defiance labelled by James Scott as the everyday
weapons of the weak. It is a rich arsenal that runs the gamut from false compliance, feigned
ignorance, evasion, slander, pilfering, a facade of dissimulation and other sabotage to flight from
the work site blamed for the intense degree of exploitation and repression practised (Scott, 1985).
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Predatory capitalism insistently and adroitly aims not at levelling down the gross
maldistribution of economic growth, backed up in ruthless denunciation of the social question.

The Code on Social Security, 2020, does not offer universal social security to the workers of India,
let alone the people of India. Rather, it legalises differential treatment and proposes divergent social
security rights to workers by dividing workers into privileged and underprivileged groups. The
discriminated, differentiated, and underprivileged are the informal and unorganised workers, who
constitute more than 93 per cent of the 47.29 crores of workers in India. This dualism is both
structural and historical and it is worthwhile to examine the historical trajectory of political choices
that independent India had made in denying social security rights to the vast majority of Indian
labour, justifying dualism and creating conditions for exclusion. (John, 2026, p. 60)

Boosting Labour Unrest to the Boiling Point

The earlier development route in the postcolonial era, which pretended to take the working classes
along in the paved route to progress, was abandoned when the authoritarian Hindutva regime again
came to power in 2014 under the supreme reign of Narendra Modi. In the rescheduled design,
Four Codes were fabricated and ordained to discipline labour to higher production and
productivity in order to lower business costs. Consultations with trade unionism were waived to
get these regulatory reforms speedily enacted with the intent to promote the ‘Ease of Doing
Business’. Pushed to the wall in jobless growth, the assembled unions of both tamed and radical
vintage called in February 2026 a general strike, but the well-orchestrated and massive protest came
to no avail.

To prevent the implementation of the pro-employer and anti-labour canons, a broad-based
platform on behalf of India’s organised and unorganised workforce at large, issued a manifesto to
observe 1st April as Black Day (Joint Platform of Central Trade Unions, 2026). Once more, this
signal of anger, grief and despair was made in vain. Waves of industrial unrest swept through the
country from the onset to the end of this month. My reading of the volume’s essays coincided with
the chaotic course of this turmoil. The riots which exploded in the belt around the national capital
were highlighted in the media. Substantial wage hikes and a range of other allowances granted on
the spur of the moment could not stop the mood of discontent from taking a violent turn. The
street protests assembled large masses of workers because the industrial contingents contracted in
irregular employment were joined by, among others, domestic workers, platform workers, builders,
and home-based manufacturers. All these segments, usually portrayed as a fragmented multitude
falling apart in occupational diversity, stood united to demonstrate their shared grievances. Taken
aback by their animus of collectivity, they were now dealt with by that feared shibboleth of having
mobilised themselves as a dangerous class. Caught unaware, the ruling power reacted with hard-
hitting repression, declaring the spirited show of dissent out of bounds.

Casualisation has been rampant among the ranks engaged in mills and all other sites of
employment in which labourers are daily aggregated in sizable numbers. But forms of
contractualization in time-bound service in fixed or circular sites of engagement are a major feature
from the top to the bottom of the workforce. It has made this semi-to-fully proletarianised
plenitude dependent on shifting cycles of hire-retrenchment-fire in lengthy bouts of
unemployment, followed by renewed recruitment, which has weakened their bargaining power.
The spiralled cost of livelihood spoiled the ability to cope with adversity.

The immediate aftermath of the protests revealed both the limits of the concessions and the form
of the state’s response. While wage revisions were announced, they were accompanied by extensive
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police action — arrests, detentions and surveillance targeting sections of the protesting workforce.
Reports suggest that hundreds of workers were detained, often on charges related to “disturbance”
or the alleged circulation of misinformation. The same moment thus combined concession and
coercion. (Dhar, 2026)

The grim spectacle made visible in India’s tempestuous landscape brings back reminiscences of the
upsurge in collective action displayed in the Haymarket upheaval exactly 140 years ago. The upshot
of this head-on confrontation in Chicago between capital and labour climaxed the restlessness
among the diversified pool of mainly migrant workers in the city. Employed for over ten hours
and paid about $1.50 for their daily labour power, they went on strike demanding higher wages in
addition to an eight-hour workday. Their employers responded with instant dismissal and the hiring
of strike breakers for the locked-out workers. Acknowledged as defeat and victory by the opposite
stakeholders at war with each other along distinct class lines, the Haymarket episode became
instituted in worldwide recognition as Labour Day. Celebrated in congruent festivity, it is supposed
to mark the trajectory from a dark past to a bright future. This turning point has still to be reached
in India and not less so in many other countries of the Global South. Sustained denial by the powers
that be of raising the social question to become posed and solved has prevented the emancipation
of work and life so far for these working masses, which constitute a staggering majority in the
globalised economy.
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