the demand for factory
jobs in the city far out-
stripped the supply.
Many migrants eked
out work as street ven-
dors or day laborers.
The expanded high-
way was already giving
SuratOs textile industry
boost, cutting the time
to move goods to ports,
and to cities around the
country. It had also cut
the
Mumbai,

travel time to
formerly
Bombay: the 155 miles
separating the two cities
now could be driven in
just over three hours
and Mumbaikars were
coming to Surat to
invest.

But fixing the roads

would not be enough to Indian state of Gujarat.

make India competitive. ~ © 2004 Reuters/Amit Dave

Ports and airports alsc

need work. Inflexible labor laws, excessive bureaucracy and

indifference to quality by industries long sheltered from com-

petition have undermined IndiaOs race for a larger piece of the
I_jobs, and shoehorned relatives and friends from Orissa into

global economy. Even SuratOs two main industries were vu

nerable to these handicaps, and China was hungrily eyeing

them both.

Rigid and strike-happy labor unions, meanwhile, have
cramped growth, and prompted industry to migrate toward
cities without them. One result was that workers like Mr.
Pandey had no union, and thus no benefits, no contract, no
job security. He worked six and a half days a week, his only
shift off stemming from a mandatory power cut, when he
rested in his room. He lived in a barren tenement above the
factory where he worked, in an overcrowded, underserviced
industrial estate.
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Women sew garments in Gandhinagar, the capital of the western

Mr. Pandey had
come to enjoy, but the
city had no real enter-
tainment, and only 774
women for every 1,000
men. For many
migrants, alcohol N
brought down the high-
way like everything else
here N filled the gaps.

MONEY AND
MOTIVATION

If citiesO conditions were
grim, and the earnings
meager, their fruits still
tasted sweet in the vil-
lage. To the rural poor in
IndiaOs
northern states, Surat

eastern and
and other cities to the
south and west offered
the best hope for a
decent job.

The men in the state
IndiaOs
eastern coast, had long ago concluded that literally crossing

of Orissa, on

their country to work beat farming the fields next door. In
Surat, they had cornered some of the more lucrative textile

them as well.

The money-order economy they had created was reconfig-
uring life back home. Sushant Mohanti and two dozen other
men from his village, which sat next to the highway in Orissa,
regularly went to work in SuratOs textile factories, about 870
miles away. He sent to his family at least one-third of the
$150 or more he earned each month, as did the others.

For many rural families, having a member working in a city
protected against vagaries of weather or crops. But it could
also mean enough money for a substantially better life. Mr.
Mohanti swept his hand grandly across the product of the



migrants’ labors: a row of solid, or “pukka,” houses that had
replaced the village's thatched huts.

But migrants were bringing home more than money.

Five hundred to 700 people from the village of Golantara
in Orissa had gone to Surat to work, said Bibuti Jena, a
former village head. They came back with new drive,
haranguing less motivated peers who used caste barriers,
unemployment or a lack of land to justify their inertia.

"l go out and work, why don't you?" the returnees said,
and their words resonated.

""People are less lazy,” Mr. Jena said of the village that
spread behind him. ""The work culture is changing.”

So were desires. A bit north on the highway in Orissa, Nila
Madhayv, 21, stood on the median, next to fellow villagers
selling watermelons to passing cars.

After four years of traveling to Bangalore to do
embroidery work for $90 a month, he said, he
could no longer see himself cultivating watermel-
on, or farming at all. It wasn't only the money: he
had adapted to the city's ways, and south India’s
gentler climate, in the process rejecting the life of
his parents.

"It's very hot here,” he said of the spot his
family had farmed for generations, "and | don't
like to work in the heat.”

Mr. Madhav had returned from the city with
not only a new attitude, but also with a new lan-
guage. His native language was Oriya, but he
was holding forth on the median in Hindi. In
cities like Bangalore and Surat, far from the
Hindi-speaking north, Hindi had become the
migrant lingua franca, the vernacular of a new
pan-Indian culture.

Urban work was creating new identities. And
in a country where caste has determined fates
from birth, it also offered something subversive:

freedom.

THE POWER OF LABOR

Given that they were sleeping at a highway crossroads in the

city of Udaipur, 315 miles north of Surat, Shankar Lal Rawat

www.popconnect.org

and his fellow pavement dwellers did not look like liberated
men. They had come from a village to the north, and were
living day and night on their patch of cement, where they
waited for contractors to hire them as porters or construction
workers for less than $2 a day.

They were farmers, but the dynamics of their village had
made farming unprofitable. As Adivasis, members of India’s
indigenous tribes, their status matched that of the lowest
castes. The power in their village, much of the land, the
money-lending monopoly and access to the water supply all
belonged to a Rajput, or upper-caste, landlord named
Jaswant Singh.

He paid just over a dollar a day for the men to labor in his

fields. He charged prohibitive rates for the water they need-

A worker arranges string at a hand-dying factory in the eastern Indian city of Calcutta.
© 2005 Reuters/Jayanta Shaw

ed to work their own land, and for the loans they took to pay
him for it. In their village, as in much of India, the caste sys-
tem had conflated ritual status and economic power.

So they had chosen to travel down the new highway to the
city and its thriving construction industry. The men's migration
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had deprived Jaswant Singh of his labor supply — a
problem emerging for upper-caste landlords across
India as lower castes leave — and asserted their finan-
cial independence.

Gandhi idealized villages as the way to return
Indians to their precolonial state. B. K. Ambedkar, the
Dalit, or untouchable, leader who helped write India's
Constitution, saw it differently: he called villages a
cesspool, "a den of ignorance, narrow-mindedness
and communalism,” and urged untouchables to flee
them for urban anonymity.

In a modernizing India, Ambedkar's words are
being heeded as never before for economic, not
social reasons. Over time, the results may be the
same.

Mr. Rawat, 30, and the other laborers living by the
highway had traded rural poverty for urban, and left
their families behind. The city's daily wages amount-
ed to only slightly more than they would have earned
tilling Jaswant Singh's fields. But in the choice of

gt 2 S . PRRRESSE  where to struggle, or whom to owe, was power —

hardly a revolution, but a start.

A young girl in Gujarat, India, squats to collect water from a hose From The New York Times on the Web © The New York
crudely hooked to the pipeline passing the fringes of her village.

Times Company. Reprinted with Permission.
© 2003 Shezeen Suleman, Courtesy of Photoshare
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