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1. THE SOCIAL MATRIX OF ACCUMULATION

The expansion of markets and the transformation of surplus into surplus value and then into capitd
takes place ‘ neither in avacuum nor in chaos 1. A plethoraof socid and politica ingtitutions mob the
economy and fill the space between the state on the one hand and society’ s basic building blocks on the
other. Here, we want to explore the indispensibility of this social and political space to the character of
economic development and capitalist accumulation in atown in South India. But before we can
embark, it is necessary to justify our conceptud framework and the main questions raised by our
andysis. Thisisthe objective of the introductory section.

The exploration of the impact of socid indtitutions on accumulation requires atheoretica framework
that takes into account the economic, cultura and political dimensions of change. The 'socid structure
of accumulation’ school has st itsdlf the task of tackling thisissue and provides the conceptua
framework upon which we draw.

The socid matrix in which accumulation is embedded is conventionaly recognised as thet of civil society
- ‘“asphere of free socid interaction and organisation which is separate and independent of the Statel
(White, Howell and Shang, 1996, p1) though, since the definition of the term is, as these authors
proceed to show, contested if not confused, it is necessary to clarify both its meaning for our context
and its ggnificance for the andlysis of economic development. This is something of atal order for its
ramifications are both theoretica and empirical. The substance of the economic processes inferred from
those socid indtitutions which are theoreticaly privileged hangs on the definition of civil society adopted.
As dso will those specific features picked out for empirica enquiry.

The project requires a concept of civil society that encompasses and integrates a wide range of socia
forms, consstent with the rgpidly changing and complex character of the Indian economy.

1.1. SOCIETY, ECONOMY AND CHANGE

The framework for our andysis of the interplay between economy and society during a period of
growth has emerged from economic research into long waves, business cycles, ingahilities, crises,
uneven macro—economic development and capitalist trajectoriesin the developed world 2. Yet its
centrd ideas are dso highly rdlevant to a sudy of accumulation which is not burdened with the
objective of cyclica periodisation; relevant to conditions of underdevel opment and to the question of
backward capitdist trgjectories in which capitalism has developed but without mass consumption (at
least as understood in the west). While orthodox economics externalises the regul ative environment, the

! Kotz, McDonough and Reich p13.

2 Gordon, Edwards and Reich, (1982) and Kotz, McDonough and Reich (1994).
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school of 'socid ructures of accumulation’ challenges the conventiona double reductionism of
capitalism to markets and of markets to the economic domain, and seeks to examine the complex of
socid inditutions in which accumulation is embedded. These indtitutions enable the collection of factors
of production, the transformation of money into the means of production, the organisation of production
and the reconversion of the product into money, through the sdlling of products and by—products.

While accumulation regimes are ated with indtitutiond stability, indtitutions (‘'socid structures) and
thelr interrelationships evolve as a period of accumulation comesinto being and is sustained. But the
development of thisingtitutiona matrix has the capacity eventudly to undermine the system it has
created; hence long waves and periodic crises 2. Thereiis no privileged hypothesis about the relative
importance of dements of the structural matrix, no privileged list of relevant inditutions, though those
commonly needed to explain the driving forces of accumulation include: those structuring labour and
management — regulating competition and class conflict in production — and those managing demand
and consumption; the character of industrid organisation; the ingtitutions of finance, necessary at every
gep; therole of the ate (in regulation of capita and labour, in socid transfers, in shaping politica
gpace and in ideological reinforcements) and of palitica parties, socid inditutions of race and gender
and the dominant culture or ideology (which legitimates the divison of labour, the digtributive share €etc).
At the core of this ambitious intdllectua agendais a question about how this dowly and continually
changing set of structures ensures or undermines sability, by reducing class conflict, conflict within
capita and conflict between concentrations of, or sectors of, capita. The collective action of capitd is
argued to be afunction of class conflict. It isaso in contradiction with the logic of competition. It
co—exists with, and competes against the collective action of other socid groups.

In this paper, usng amicro level snapshot - a most a set of comparative satics, leavened by individua
ora higtories - we will use the framework of 'socia structures of accumulation’ to contribute to a
mapping of the socid sructures revant for accumulation by asking the question: within the set of
indtitutions underpinning capitaist accumulation, whét is the role played by civil socid organisations?
Given that this processis transforming aloca economy, in which, asin so much of Indids territory,
capitaism has developed without mass consumption, how has civil society sustained or sabotaged this
dynamic process and if sabotaged, then how have such indtitutions been transformed, how recently and

why?

3 Inthisit differs from regulaion anaysis which posits crisis as being the resuilt of the internd
dynamic of accumulation itsdf, at its loosest, that the mode of regulation is no longer adequate to the
accumulation process. The socid structures school would argue that thereis far less determinacy in such
aprocess. A great range of mechaniams relaing accumulation and itsinditutional matrix may play arole,
including the collapse of socid indtitutions (Kotz, 1994) (dso Polanyi's 'destructive markets). Crises will
be resolved not (asin regulation theory) by capitd's finding new ways of organising labour but instead
through politica innovations as a result of struggles between and within capital and labour and between
capital—and-abour combined and other socia groups.
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1.2.CIVIL SOCIETY AND THE STATE

In the introductory overview of the intdllectud landscape, White, Howell and Shang in their ‘search of
civil society in Chind (1996) argue that one of the reasons for the lack of consensus over the definition
of 'civil society' isthat it isanaotion vulnerable to political manipulation. While (‘third way") promoters
seeit asaredm of socid virtue, freedom, participation, pluraism, spontaneity and purity, detractors see
the same space as one of co-ercion, hierarchy, conformity, manipulation, unaccountability and
corruption (p. 2). They dso draw the important distinction between a sociologicd understanding of civil
society as an intermediate reallm between the sate and its smal scale components (the space occupied
by church groups, womens ingtitutes, sports clubs, community associations etc) and a palitical
conception (in serious debt to liberd democratic palitics) of the indtitutions through which citizenship,
civil rights, representation and the rule of law are construed and contested. On the one hand civil socid
ingtitutions of both types emerge out of the state and in resistance to state control. On the other they
emerge out of markets and the materid empowerment of new socid spheres counterbaancing the Sate.

White, Howell and Shang clarify the key issue in the century-old debate on civil society: the antithes's
between civil society and the state. The lack of consensus over the definition of civil society depends on
the multiple ways in which the didecticd reation between state and civil society is seen, while the
relevance of the whole concept depends on the terms of the juxtapostion itself (Keane, 1988).

We therefore need to rehearse the well-known debate between Hegel and Marx which nurtured
Gramsci’s conception of civil society which we will use here %, Hegel was the first to recognise an
antithesis between civil society (which covers the sphere of economic relations) and state society (which
coversthe sphere of politica ingtitutions). For him, civil society was a set of pre-political socid forms
that define the 'materid conditions of life, including economic relaions, class formation, the lawvs and dl
related structures. By way of contrast, Marx identified civil society (the sphere of economic relaions)
as an intermediate sphere between the family (the * sphere of natura liberty’, including pre-state
relations and indtitutions) and state (the sphere of law). The Sate defined the super-structure, while civil
society defined the structure. Gramsci drew from Hegel theideathat it is civil society rather than the
date that is the prime mover of development, but contra Marx he argued that civil society is contained
within the super-gtructure, and not within the structure. It does not comprise economic relations, rather
itsredlm is culture and ideology. Moreover, for Gramsci Structure is subordinate to super-structure
(turning Marx on his head). And within the super-structure Gramsci saw an additiona antithes's
between the civil society and the state. For Gramsai, civil society conssts of the politica, cultura and
ideologica hegemony which asocid group exercises over society and by means of which the economy
is regulated. These indtitutions represent the ‘solution’ to socid contradictions and conflicts, and range

4 See the important essay by Norberto Bobbio (1968). See also Quarderni Del Carcere, 1970.
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from the family itsdf to dl socid inditutions that organise and regulate the bigger and unruly family of
economic interests. They condtitute the 'ethical roots of the state °.

A Gramscian concept of civil society combines two spheres of human life: economic interests and
ideology. The inditutions which result are the outcome of socid contradictions and conflicts on the one
hand, and of the ideologicd factors by which consent is gained and persond interests are imposed, on
the other. Ideology becomes amgor component of the ingtitution-building process.

Thisvidon of civil society is conggtent with the 'socid structure of accumulation’ gpproach in which
ingitutions are amgor tool by means of which conflicts within the capitdist syssem areregulated to a
level compatible with the needs of accumulation and which therefore ensure growth and stability. In
cregting forces countering the tendency towards crises, socid structures are underpinned by ideology
and culture. These contribute to the evolution of an environment supportive to accumulation. In this
paper we will use a Gramscian concept of civil society with two ams: i) to characterise socid
indtitutions and then to infer the socid relations regulating the business economy; and ii) to examine the
role of ideologica and cultura factorsin civil society as a Sgnificant feature of the socid structure of
accumulation and one hardly recognised in the literature.

1.3.CIVIL SOCIETY, CASTE AND CORPORATISM

The conceptua framework that we have described (and that appearsinterndly consstent) places
centre-stage the interaction between cultural, political and ideologica factors on one sde, and
ingtitutiond organisations on the other. Thisinterplay isamgor determinant of economic development.
While the conceptual relevance of thisinterplay, viaaccumulation, is clear, we now need to relate it to
our practica question: the development of an Indian urban economy. To anticipate, two aspects of
Indian development (rgpid socid and economic change and an increasing socid complexity) reinforce
the relevance of a Gramscian approach. Casteis central to both aspects.

Cagte is'aspedificaly Indian form of civil society*® which has been characterised by both ‘continuity
and change (Fuller, 1996b). Since the principles of caste are contested (adlong with the notion that there

> Gramsci's framework overcomes the Hegelian antithesis between state and civil society to
propose ingtead atwofold antithesis: necessity/freedom (which derives directly from the supremacy of
the superstructure over the structure) and force/consent (which derives from the supremacy of the
ideology over the indtitutions); the first identifies the essentia factors of the historical process, and the
second distinguishes the phases in the historical process (regressve from progressive historica power
dliances).

® Dirks (1992) quoted by Fuller (1996b).
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might be principles a al) and since there exigts a plurdity of mutualy exclusve ‘modds of caste
(criticdlly reviewed by Armstrong, 1997) we will not spend time here assessing it as a system. The
impact of caste on Indian economic performance has, however , long been debated. Concepts such as
the "Hindu rate of growth" (Rg Krishna) and the "Hindu equilibrium™ (Deegpak Ld) have been needed
S0 as to emphasise the congtraining role played by caste. Recently M.N. Panini (1996) has run with
these ideasto argue that in the long term, economic liberdisation will end up dissolving caste-based
digtinctions and destroy the *true life of the caste system’. That economic liberdisation, and modernity
more generdly will dissolve the caste system is a common ingght (Mendel sohn,1933; Jayaram, 1996),
seeding hypotheses about determinants and consequences. A summary of this literature will help
complete the framework for our origind interpretation of the dynamics of civil society asthey pertain to
accumulation in a South Indian town.

Cadte, legitimated directly from, and *inextricably intertwined with’, Hindu religion, has been an
organising principle of Indian society. Hinduism is not Smply ardigion but dso the source of a
particular socid structure, providing a code for the identification of individuals and interests any time a
persond referenceis necessary. As Jayaram (1996) points out, castes define the structural basis of
Indian civil society, yet a the sametime, each individua casteisa'dynamic force in interest articulation..
Higtorically this second aspect has been congdered of minor importance in the organisation of Indian
civil society. As Bétellle (1996) suggests, Gandhi's support to the caste system was motivated by its
religious roots, and in particular by the importance of the community over theindividud, of co-
operation over conflict, of duties over rights. A mgor consequence of the link with Hinduism is that the
caste has organised Indian society hierarchically, where law, rdigion and mordity become above dl the
means whereby the individud is subordinated to the collectivity (Bé&eille, 1996). While
‘modernisation’ has undermined or transformed the organisation of caste, it has reveded its
‘tremendous flexibility' (Jayaram, 1996) such that caste ftill perssts as a fundamenta principle of socid
organisaion ’ even if under different guises. The processes which substantiate this tranformation are
rooted on one Sde in the ongoing religious change per se and on the other in the change in the rdation
between Hinduism and the caste system. Caste groups have shifted ritud position, due to the increasing
contact of lower castes with the great Hindu tradition (Jayaram, 1996; Karanth, 1996). Thisis
consgtent with * Sanskritisation’, a process identified by M.N. Srinivas by which 'alow caste takes
over the customs, ritud, belief, ideology and style of life of a high caste with the objective of improving
'the economic and political position of the group' (1989, p. 56). In turn, the gyrations of caste groupsis
combined with 'modernisation’ by which is meant - inter dlia an increasing dissociation of castes from
their hereditary occupations.

The combined effect of ‘modernisation’ and of the contested implementation of positive discrimination
viathe Reservations policy of the Indian Government (accelerated with the publication of the Manda

" Along with patriarchy , which we do not have the space to consider (see Harriss-White,
1999).
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Report (Radhakrishnan, 1996)) has been the emergence of a'dud culture’ (Karanth, 1996), according
to which a cagte attempts to clam alow or backward statusin relation to the state, while claming and
protecting a high status in relation to society ©.

The secularisation of caste in India then means a separation between the Hindu rdigious sphere and
the socia sphere. As Béteille suggests (1996, p158), the caste system has been 'truncated’ and its
future is not with religion but with politics. If modernisation has reworked caste, the question then is
what kind of political society isbeing currently shaped by this truncated caste systlem. Again, the recent
literature shows how cagtes play a mgor ‘continuity rol€ as the economy diversfies. It is dill posshle
to observe a caste clugtering in the contemporary distribution of occupations. This clustering, however,
can be explained using aradicdly different anaytica tool kit. Explanations are sought in the distribution
of skills and resources and in the imperfections of the [abour markets, rather than in the caste hierarchy,
in the control of individuals over information on economic opportunities and in alogic of human and
materia support (Panini, 1996). In addition, the society structured by ‘new caste’ alows upward
mohbility and is entirely consstent with a heterogeneous middle or intermediate class buttressed by the
backward caste movement and by policy on Reservations. Lastly, the liberalisation of Indian society
and economy has revealed a deeply segmented socia structure where the caste system is connected
with network of other forms of civil socid organisation thet regulate dl aspects of economic and human
life (Uphadya, 1997; Rutten, 1996; Reiniche, 1996).

Didinctions of gatus, even if they might sill be expressed in the idiom of caste, are rooted neither ina
caste system nor a caste hierarchy, whose legitimacy (if it ever existed) has been eroded, but rather,
as Fuller (1996b) argues, in socid groups that are legitimated in economic terms. Thusin Indian society,
asin dl modern societies, satus distinctions are class-based, even when they are congtructed in a
discourse of cagte that dtill provides the culturd referent. If so, paraphrasing Bétellle, we may say that
the future of the caste sygemisnot in rdligion, but in political economy.

We can now move to our hypothess: that the socio-economic structure emerging from the
secularisation and transformation of Indian society is corporatist. Asthe term is not in common
currency we need to finish thislong initid discussion by outlining the socid equilibriathat characterise
the corporative socid order. To this end we will explore the socio-economic structure of the Italian
Fascigt regime which supplied the ided-type.

Fascism iswiddy undergtood to involve authoritarianism, nationdism, socid pacification and the
domination of the state. But these are only one, albeit an important, aspect of fascism. Another crucid
component was a marriage between a particular socio-economic structure and an authoritarian politica

8 Resarvations are gpplied to the state, the public sector and higher education. Their direct
impact is on employment and incomes but their indirect impact, through education, isto expand and
diffuse capabilities and access to power.
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regime. Recent research on the Italian economic fascism complements the common understanding of
political fascism °. Corporatism is one of two means whereby the fascist state accelerated
accumulation. The first means was a complex attempt by the state deliberately to fashion class structure
according to the needs of accumulation and under its strong control. The second, corporatism itsdlf,
provides another set of ingruments to regulate and support accumulation through the 'self government'
of the economy. For this, not only did capita have to be organised but aso the direct and organised

participation of labour was necessary.

While fascigt ideology played a non—negligible role in cregting a suitable socid and politica climete, the
corporatist economy rested on three ingtitutiond pillars. the fascist party, the trade union and the guilds.
Theroles of thefirg two are well known. Guilds were dso public inditutions. They played arole in the
corporatist framework which has often been overlooked. They were the main insrument of the
delegitimation of class struggle through workers being forced into the governance of the economy. By
means of the guild moreover, the sate synthesised conflicting socia and politica interests. Furthermore
the guild system ratified a hierarchica system of socid relations by which the economy was controlled
19, For its proponents, the corporate construction of the economy constituted ‘modernisation'
(sometimes even termed * Americanisation’ by the critics of fascist economics). For othersthe close
congruence between economy and society distinguishes it from modern 'market society' (Polanyi, 1944
p71) in which the economic indtitutions which regulate markets are 'separate from society'. It would
therefore follow that the corporatist economy was a 'precapitalist’ indtitutiona framework. However, as
Gramsci ** points out, this framework aso justified the ruthless removal of dl points of dlass conflict,
such that corporatism can aso be recognised as a class ideology aiming to refute the very foundations
of class conflict.

All thismay seem far removed from contemporary India but its significance to our project is manifold.
Organisations of economic interest may be created by and strongly controlled by the state for its own

®1n 1982 acollection of papers by fascist economists was published in Italy (La teoria
economica del corporativismo edited by O. Mancini, F. Perrillo, E. Zagari, two volumes, ES,
Napoli) in which the corporative theoretical framework is outlined. These ideas can now be
subgtantiated through officia documents which are now in the public domain (Documenti del
corporativismo fascista: da Palazzo Guidoni alla Carta del Lavoro, Comunismo Informazione no.
6, Laboratorio politico, Napoli, 1995). Seedso G. Gattel, "La culturaeconomicadd Ventennio
(1923-1943): primo rapporto sulla letteratura recente”, in Soria del pensiero economico, 29, 1995.

10 This piece of socid engineering was underpined by an ad hoc economic theory in which homo
economicus was replaced by homo corporativus in which the individud was identified as having the
same interests and vaues with the sate. As aresult of the involvement of society in the organisation of
the economy, the two spheres (socid and economic) were unified.

1 Quaderni del Carcere, | (XVI) p.125.
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project of accumulation 2. Such ingtitutions may not contribute to the democratisation of society. An
aternative conception of the role of ingtitutions of collective economic interest — business and trade
associaions —from that of narrow sectiona advancement to the mediation of potentialy conflicting
interest is opened up. And attention is drawn in the concrete circumstances of South Indiato the
relationship between caste as a system of organisation of occupation and its evolving relation to the
dtate.

To sum up: mindful of the factsi) that in an economy which has been underdeveloped not dl socid
indtitutions may aid accumulation (civil society not dways being good for ether growth or for
democracy), while i) in an economy in which the parameters of accumulation are rgpidly changing — as
in liberalisng Indiain the nineties— socid indtitutions may be rapidly being reworked, the centra
question is the moddlities by means of which civil society supports or shapes accumulation. With the
exception of trades unions, the literature on socid structures of accumulation has paid negligible
atention to the role played by organised collective economic interest, in particular, the potentidly
corporative character of guilds, which will be afocus here.

2. DATA: HOW ‘GIVEN'?

We have conddered severd ways of organising an analysis. Now we turn to the possible inditutions to
study. Our empirica materid isasystematic set of histories of dmost al the groups and associaions
with which the business economy of asmal town islinked and in which it is embedded: market and
political ingtitutions, civil society organisations and associations. These histories map the agendas of
these collective ingtitutions. Conspicuous by their absence however are accounts of the micro-paliticsin
which these agendas effervesce. This material was gathered in 1994 and 1997 and relates to a sevies of
three field enquiriesinto the organisation of loca urban capital, labour , commodities and into their
politics by means of business histories got from random 6 per cent samples of commercia enterprises'
(plus a purposive census of the most powerful firmsin the town) in 1973-4, 1982-4 and 1993-4.

For acomprehensive understanding of the socid structure of accumulation this materid is clearly
inadequate, lacking in detail on the normative complex in which the economy is embedded, in particular
the lega framework for rights, the organisation of the sate, religion and the organisation of families and
households. It is aso hard to identify the ‘ structurd’ double boundary separating the process of
accumulation from the socid inditutionsin which it is embedded on the one hand and separating the
latter from other socid indtitutions which regulate socid life more generdly on the other. Furthermore to
consder therole of socid inditutions such as cagte, locality and gender (on which thereis information)
and economic building blocks (such as firms) through which production and markets are organised

12 See the concluding chapter of White, Howell and Shang, 1996

13 Srratified by neighbourhood and economic sector
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would turn this aready plump paper into a bulky book“. In focussing on ingtitutions of collective action
we are conscious that important parts of the story may be left untold.

Some eements of the SSA framework need to be incorporated even though they are not articulated
through conscioudy designed organisations. Labour and its politicsis one, the rain of ever-changing
new commodities and their economic colonisation are another.

If there is no consensus about the classification of the eements of civil society, thereisaso no
typologica template for those organisations which structure market exchange. Here, the diaectic
between ‘etic’ and ‘emic’ categoriesisingtructive. Etic categories based on ‘interest’ have their own
puzzles for, dthough there are busi ness associations representing capital on the one hand and trades
unions and workers sangams representing labour on the other, business associations and labour
organisations rarely confront themsalves within a given sector of the urban economy. Furthermore, the
line between capital and labour in the urban economy is heavily blurred by the urban equivdent of the
peasant: petty commodity producers and traders who differ from peasantsin that they cannot retresat at
any point from market exchange to subsistence production, but who nevertheess combine capitd and
Iabour in single person firms, who may, like peasants, be compulsively involved in markets and who,
like peasants, may be wage labour in disguise, dependent upon merchant’s or finance capitd for their
reproduction. Thisis one of aset of waysin which class may be deprioritised in associations which
cross class interests. Moreover these organisations of capital and labour can and do perform other
functions than that of economic regulation.

Locd ‘emic’ categories of ingdtitutions of collective economic action are organised around concepts of
‘union’ or sangam, guild or commodity association, the philanthropic club and the caste association.
Therole of caste in the urban economy has been being transformed smultaneoudy in at least two
ways. Firgt caste becomes organised into formal associations, then sometimes apparently delinked by
being relabelled in terms of occupation. We admit to knowing too little about how casteis played-down
in this process. While this is hgppening dowly and unsystematicaly throughout the system of castes,
economic interests come to play a dominant role within the caste/occupationa association. ‘Unions
goparently of workers may actualy be organised by employers. Loca |abels obscure the fact that the
interests of either labour or capital may be concedled under caste, commodity or an invocation to ‘the
town’ and that the interests of capital may be considerably conceded by being presented in an
organised form as those of |abour.

1 Thiswe intend to write later on.
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Theseinditutions line up in five domains as follows

social economic gender local political parties
caste commodity ruling
associations associations

high status (forward/ capital
other backward/ philanthropic
most backward/  |abour urban welfare
scheduled)

low status oppositiona

The eraof liberdisation in Indiais not only an opening up of certain sectors of the industrial economy , it
is adso amoment a which the advancement of interestsis greetly intensfied. It isa specidly good time
a which to examine the collective politics of economic interest. Since our central question is economic,
in order to permit each domain its ‘ relative autonomy’ as an arena of power, we structure the
ethnographic evidence according to caste, class and locdity, taking in gender where relevant and
discussing politics at the end. However, to consder each domain separately invites essentialism and
requires an andysis of the interaction of each domain on each. Because the crude distortions of the
former, the elaboration of the latter and the centrdity of classin the economy, thereis a sense in which
the andysis which follows uses dass asits spine *°.

3. THE TOWN

The market town of Arni in northern Tamil Nadu acts as a central place for more than a hundred
villages. It is 150 kms south west of Chennai with an economic base of administration, commerce
(increasingly wholesdle), paddy trading and milling and silk saree weaving. Five per cent of its
population is agricultura. According to the censuses, its population has grown from some 39,000 in
1971 to0 49,000 in 1981 and 55,000 in 1991. The municipality, created in 1951 and converted to
grade 2 gatusin 1971, has dready engulfed 11 revenue villages. In fact the population directly
associated with Arni's urban economy is likely to approach 1 1akh, the census population being inflated
by trangents and by regular commuting from aring of villages (which resst incorporation into the

5 Aninsight dueto M.S.S. Pandian, 1999
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municipaity in view of the increases this would make to locdl taxation - afact which makes the town
chronicdly reatively underfunded). The growth of urban businessis shown in the Appendix, Table 1.

During the last twenty years the number of businesses visible to our census record in Arni has trebled.
A business census of the socia and economic town in late 1993 reveds a saggering transformation in
its economic base over the previous decade. A number of agricultura and ‘traditiond’ artisan activities
have declined significantly or disgppeared atogether: the maintenance of bullock carts and agriculturd
meachinery, groundnut processing mills, pottery, the making of leaf plates, the crushing of sea-shdlsfor
whitewash and so on. Agricultura inputs firms have stagnated. The activities comprising the economic
base ten and twenty years ago have consolidated their position: rice mills have doubled in number as
have food wholesding firms and durable consumer goods retall units. Urban Sk manufacturing units
have increased by 50 per cent and have spilled over massively into the countryside. Deregulation has
led to athregfold increase in fuel depots and increased incomes to athirty fold increase in businesses
dedling in non-food agricultural products.

New businesses atest not only to the metropolitanisation of economy and culture but to its rapid
globdisation. Brand new telecommunications technologies have gppeared: satellite and cable TV (and
ways to poach it) and new telecommunications rental markets have spread throughout the urban area
aong with courier services, xerox and video libraries. The town can now give up to 20,000 ‘doses of
cinema per day. The explosion of finance companies and chit funds, many not registered, many run with
black money, the appearance of insurance, stocks and share dealing services, speciaised commercia
agenciesfor corporate industry, architectural, accountancy and red estate professons attest to the
emergence of Szable eite markets. Tuition centres, typing and computing ingditutes and students hostels
indicate new patterns of skill acquistion and freedom for young people (dthough the town is extremely
underdevel oped with respect to education). Auto sales and rentas, tourist cars and vans businesses
have responded to locd piety, curiodty and incomes (to service the big Sabarimala pilgrimage to
Keralaand the round-India-tour trade). Prominent expansions of hotels, bakeries and sweets stals and
booths indicate new patterns of commensdity. The boom in scrap, in plagtic recycling and cardboard
packaging is related obscurdly to that in animd feed for urban livestock and in daughter houses for
imported aswell asloca meat: both types of economic expansion are responsesto the decline in

bi odegradable waste which could be recycled in the anima domain. Specidised ancillary crafts and
gpecidised pawnbroking and financid services for these crafts have dso mushroomed in the
backstreets. Modernisation has not smplified the indtitutiona fabric. Quite the reverse. All these
developments have added to the ingtitutional complexity of the town. But while in terms of numbers of
enterprises the town gppears amodel of a growth centre, the prevaence and distribution of black
finance capitd suggests that there is a substantia element of accumulation which is non-productive.
From field research we estimate that the output from trade and the income from finance equas or
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exceeds that from prodictivce industry in Arni. Most towns can be expected to have a composite role
and one challenge for empirica research isto distinguish the generative from the non-productive °.

Appendix Tables 2 to 4 show the organisation of the business economy between 1973 and 1983. It is
dominated by mills- for rice and slk - by the sde of fud and by those industries transporting people
and commodities. Large firms have proved to be durable. Their assets concentration puts into stark
perspective those which have excited scholars of rurd India. In 1973 the gross output of the top assets
decile was larger by afactor of 13 than the entire lower haf of businesses. The top firm had an output
which swamped the entire lower haf by afactor of 4.5. By 1983, the key Statistics were 66 and 9!
Ten years later they were 117 and 43 and an entirely different order of loca capital had been

accumul ated.

The vast mass of businesses are family firms with smal labour forces. The average number of
livelihoods ( 7 to 8 per firm) has not changed much over the period 1973-93. The proportion of small
purely family firms (petty commodity producers and traders) has risen from 28 % to 35 % over the
twenty year period, while the proportion of family [abour in the entire labour force has remained Static
at around a quarter (see Appendix Table 5). While al owners of capita are active workers, the
composition of thiswork force has changed with the entry of asmal number femae or family members
of dl castes. They are hard to locate - working as dhobis, tailors, jewel workers, sewers of leather
goods, deep in the private interiors of their homes.

The workshops and mills however have become increasingly ‘satanic’ over time, through the
casudisation of their labour force. Casud labour hasincreased from 23 % of jobs to 57% between
1973 and 1993.

Forward Caste control over business is stable in absolute terms and their apparent proportiona decline
masks the massive increase in concentration of their capital. Backward Castes have gained ground as
owners, while Most Backward Castes and Scheduled Castes make up around 80 per cent of the
casud labour force. Ten to 15 % of firms only employ labour of their own caste. In the great mgority
of firms, workers form an emulsion of caste, though some employers sill refuse point blank to hire
scheduled caste labourers.

In the nineties, the town has swept by a new wave of accumulation which we have characterised
elsawhere as* primitive - in two senses of the term. First though capitaist production relations have
been long entrenched, each individud capitdist has to develop their own starting point for accumulation.
The wave of new capitaist firms depends on resources which in part depend on non-capitalist forms of
exploitation, notably of unremunerated female |abour. But, second, a Sgnificant eement in theseinitid

16 See Harriss and Harriss, 1984 for an eaboration
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resources, even when acquired in the modern economy, isgot in ‘ primitive’ ways through crime, fraud
and corruption (Harriss-White, 1996).

4. THE POLITICAL ECONOMY OF COLLECTIVE LIFE

While, a the time of the first survey in 1973 there were about a dozen associations, the town currently
has some 60 indtitutions of collective action most of which are registered with the municipdity. Table 1
shows their growth. The first to be created in the early part of the century were public service and
public sector unions together with some of the politicaly militant but numericaly small service castes
Over haf cameinto being since 1980 and 35 per cent in the ningties itself: new palitica parties, town
leve, cross-caste organisations, trade associations for new goods and services, organisations for
scheduled castes and for women.

Table 1: Growth of Organised Civil Society in Arni

n=61
<1960 60-70 70-80 80-90 >1990
percent 15 11 17 22 35

Group sze varies from 20 to 500, averaging 140 people, dmost dl mae. Most of the groups are
funded by subscription, some lapse and reactivate themselves intermittently, while the vast mgjority
have an orderly and forma structure of authority with aleader and secretary. For 33 of these groups
we have data on their size and aso their minimum resources. Membership and resources are not
corrlated gatistically at al. These resources are continualy supplemented, through whip-rounds when
needed (e.g. for emergency rdief or political purposes). These contingent fundraising activies are
important politicaly. In 1997 these societies collected and disposed of the non negligible quantity of Rs
37 lakhs (3.7 million or £54,000) for ‘ non-contingent’ purposes. Many have quite separate but sizeable
rotating credit associations (chit funds) and insurance activity (e.g. for funerals) on top of this. For the
most part, however, their resources were petty: the lowest 50 per cent deployed less than Rs 6,000
(under £90) and 90 per cent used less than Rs 120,000 (£1,800).

Arni has the remnants of an occupation-based caste system, in which endogamous castes can be
organised in loose hierarchies and where several hierarchies based on religion co-exist, see Figure 1.
Here it can be seen that these hierarchies have been structured in a non-congruent way according to a
plurdity of principles’: in no particular order of significance:

7 This depiction was made by a Brahmin and an Agamudaiya Muddiar but it aso made sense
to aChrigtian.
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i) the ‘vedic orders (brahmins and shudras; and dso intermediate, saf-styled or immigrant
kshatriyas and vaisyas (for there were none of these groups classically in Tamil Nadu)) in which
the outcastes are both ranked lowest and classified as separate;

i) according to diet (vegetarian castes, meat-but-non-beef eaters and beef-eaters);

iii) the politicd classfication (forward, backward, most backward and scheduled castes);

Iv) by religion (which separates Hindus from Jains, Chridians and Mudims, dl of whom have ther
own endogamous subdivisions and which can then be ranked as groups or by subdivisons
according to the ‘purity’ of (or protein restrictionsin) their diet)

iv) by region and/or by language (in the case of subgroups of Jains and Mudims).

We have used the palitical dassfication and will first examine the activity of caste associations together
with those commodity associations which are to dl intents and purposes exclusve to members of a
caste.

4.1 SCHEDULED CASTES®*®

‘Thisis apeaceful place where there is harmony between the castes (SC informant) Urban public
hedlth and staple food supplies depend on the work of scheduled castes. Scheduled castes comprise

18 Thereis anon-trivia problem about nomenclature for it is a problem of significance and of
political correctness. In this part of Tamil Nadu right into the nineties, scheduled caste people have
referred to themselves as harijans, (Gandhi’ s labd:’ children of god'). It isalabe consdered
outmoded e sawhere in Tamil Nadu asin India (for its paternalism) and among most scholars of
subdternity. Theterm dalit, which has replaced other terms (and which means *the oppressed’) would
encompass alarge part of Arni’s society and was not being used locally in 1998, though given its
currency it may be being used now. The collective term used locally: adi dravida, adopted by the
Justice Party in the 1920s, refers to subgroups of harijans, in turn asubgroup of ddits. The term is not
gpplied congsgtently in S. India Scheduled castes themsdlves are subdivided into paraiyans (drum
beaters), arundathiars or chakkliyans ( cobblers), and pulaiyars (handlers of carcasses). Wefed that
the gate’ sterm: scheduled castes is most gppropriate asit iswidely understood and it coversa
particular group which are* most oppressed’ being former untouchables (which isaso aword not
used locdly). Thereisasmal number of itinerant hunters (irulars) who are tribas outsde the politica
relations we describe here. Some christians and mudims eat beef as do scheduled castes but occupy
different (highly stratified) positions in the urban economy and are not organised into associations,
expressing themsalves collectively through their churches.
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Figure 1: A Perception of Caste: Arni Area
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about 15 per cent of the population of the town: about 15,000 people. By and large they are poor: 60
per cent of households are estimated to live on total annua incomes under Rs 12,000 (£178). Of the 50
per cent of public sector jobs reserved for castes other than ‘forward ‘ones '°, 18 per cent of posts are
reserved for scheduled castes and 1 % for scheduled tribes. The most menial sector of the urban
economy, sanitary work, isthe preserve of SCsand paid for by the loca municipdity. The most
offensgve kind of work - the manua remova of excrement from latrines - is ill carried out by eight SC
women, though this practice is being ended by the current government at a cost of Rs 20 crores
(£2.9m) by the year 2000 %°. SCs carry on with butchery, leatherwork and cobbling, the ‘traditional’
occupations of some (for scheduled castes are not below caste-dtratification). To a great extent
congtruction work, where labourers are in continua contact with mud and dirt is dso the preserve of
SCs. In addition scheduled castes form part of the [abour in rice mills, particularly the carrying of bags
of hot-steamed and/or soggy parboiled paddy (which is grudling work for men) and the femde-
gendered work of turning and sweeping up paddy under the relentless sunshine on drying yards, where,
though SC women touch the grain with their feet, the edible kerndl is * protected’ from ritud (or any
other kind of) contamination by its silicaceous husk. ‘Harijans are expert a thiswork’. ‘ They are
adapted to hot sunshine', according to rice millers. SCs have aso entered petty service in occupations
with socidly defiling connotations: bullock carting, or modernised related occupations: rickshaw pulling
and trangport sector employees (mainly on buses) aso firewood and furniture making. They have dso
entered business (and employment) where accumulation beckonsin products such as fruit and
vegetables which ether have skins or which will be cooked and thereby transformed. At any given time,
some 10 to 20 per cent of these als and shops are managed by older women whenever their men are
absent - agendering not found in other parts of the urban economy. A very few, mae SCs have
managed to become weavers 2. Those given an educaion (haf have less than 10th standard and only
about 50 have atechnical or professond qudification) have aspired to jobs in education, the army and
the police and to reserved clerica postionsin loca government. But many of these latter posts are
unfilled and the number of SC clerksisvery smdl. There are 4 SC medicd doctors and one lawyer. So
while SCswill be the most highly occupationdly differentiated groups of castes, the biggest category
gl is sanitary workers who depend on the state for employment. And without education, it is ill
extremely difficult to escgpe positionsin the loca economy associated with the notion of defilement.

19 Limited to 50 % from its earlier 69 % in 1993 under a Supreme Court Judgement. The
proortion of posts reserved for Scs varies by state according to their proportion in the population, the
Government of Indiafollowing the All-Indiaratio.

20 Whether women are considered ‘inherently inferior’ and therefore suited to thiswork or
whether thisis the outcome of patriarchd relations within the SCsis not known.

2! Nagargj et a 1996
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Economic aspirations are expressed not by means of caste associations but instead through modern
commodity associations and through politica parties. We have details for eight such organisations 2
and for two political parties. Some of these organisations are very old (e.g. public sector postal
employees, established in 1919 but only relatively recently joined by SCswho have replaced upper
caste clerks and are now 30 per cent of the postal labour force). Other public unions e.g. sanitary
workers date from same erain the 1980s as does the explosion of commodity associations.

One of the biggest SC sectors - mde and femae rice mill coolies - isnot organised a dl. Infact it is
quite deliberately ‘casuaised’ in order to enable employers to evade Factories Acts obligations to
[abour. At the same time rice mill owners (organised since 1980) fix the wages of coolie |abour and
regulate disputes among them. Employers will aso deploy debt (and sometimes paterndidtic acts of
redistribution - help with education or medica expenses - a primitive kind of occupational welfare
system) to tiethe ‘casud’ |abour they value. As aresult: *We are attached feuda |abour. Our wages do
not obey market laws and attempts to organise have been ressted with force and guile by employers.

While two occupationd associations are unregistered and informd, the rest are registered and hdf are
federated within the state and/or nationdly. While federation increases the financid and political
resources avallable to members, the more powerful political process moves avay from the locality and
often directly to the loca metropolis- Chenna from which information and ingtructions are supplied
back to the locd levd. It issurprisng , therefore, that the associations are so active in the town. None
of the registered associations exclude non-scheduled castes, though some (sanitary workers, building
workers and fruit merchants) are dominated by SCs. It is difficult to summarise their economic activity.
We will consder alarge union of public sector workers (sanitary workers) and alarge trade association
(fruit) and then see how other organisations might modify the conclusions we draw from these cases.

The Sanitary workers association was set up in 1981 and federated to CITU, in turn linked to the
CPI(M). The gory of their activitiesis one of reaction to what they describe as ‘ contemptuous
treatment’ by the municipdity - the loca state. Bribes have to be collected in order to obtain provident
funds to which sanitary workers are entitled. The association agitates for them not to be necessary. It
protests at fa se attendance records made out to boost supervisor’'spay and at secrecy about pay
dips. It protests at the requirement of workers privately to purchase some of the equipment needed to
carry out their work (a piecemed and informd kind of *privatisation’). The acute shortage of workers
given the Sze and growth of the town, the relatively high pay 2 and the abolition of hereditary status
mean that substantia bribes ( Rs 15,000 to 20,000 - up to 9 months wages) are needed for entry. As
aresult there is a sizegble reserve army of subdtitutes kept ddliberately in a permanent state of

22 Sanitary Workers, Dr Ambedkar Transport Workers, Fruit Merchants Association,
Greengrocers, Building Workers Association, Posta Employees Union, Bullock Cart Drivers and
Pedd Rickshaw pullers.

23 Annual official incomes vary between Rs 24-36,000 (£352 to £529)
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casudisation. The associaion campaigns in a paterndistic way about the conditions of this unorganised
[abour.

The Fruit Merchants Association was set up in 1982, based in Arni, with a membership which includes
some SC florigts. The organisation contributes to physical security without which trade cannot happen,
defending stdlholders from physicd eviction by the police and defusing tenson between SC traders and
vanniar labourers, of which more anon. It dso regularly collects licence fees thereby saving the Sate
that job (and that possibility of scrutiny). It organises the annud collective gifts to the police, the locd
MLA, the Municipal Commissioner and al political leaders who are currrently out of office. Astraders
in perishables are excluded from eiligibility for bank loans, and as private finance refuses to lend to
SCsor lends on extortionate terms and conditions, the organisation runs adaily chit fund which both
insures traders and supplies funds for trade. The association also organises the collective celebration of
rituals connected with birth, childhood and death and ensures socid as well as materid solidarity among
fruit dlers

Other associations fulfil the same roles and dso lobby the state to implement reservations policy, about
which there were many complaints concerning underfulfilment of quotas in educationd establishments
and in public sector employment. The state is aso lobbied about a much broader economic agenda: for
subsidies on raw materids, for low and controlled prices for essentia consumption goods and for
concessions to SCs (transparently masked as members of specific occupationd groups) of which
house-sites is the most common 4. Public sector employees lobby about the regressive impacts of
privatisation and displacement by new technology. SCs dso collectively raise funds for facilities which
the state has failed to provide. Materid solidarity can involve the collective organisation of medica care
and ad for accidents. New informa groups are centrally concerned with the carving out of economic
niches legd recognition of their Stes, infrastructure, police harassment, auto-regulation and ‘forma’
codes of behaviour (uniforms, sobriety, rate fixing, the excluson of outsders, privileged tieswith clients
etc).

Scheduled castes rue their lack of “unity’ 2 but, since 1994, a politica party, the Indian Republican
Party has represented their interests. It had aviolent local start, born from an incident of caste-based
murder, riot and arson which resulted from a cinema brawl and from the deep structure of competition
for employment in rice mills, fruiterers, greengrocers and porters between scheduled castes and the
most numerous backward caste, the vanniars (see below). The party has successfully organised the

24 Housing is till a sengitive issue. Too many upper caste respondents declared that castes
were segregated in housing, but thet ‘it isno more an issue. SCs certainly face discrimination in housing
on the open market. Theloca gtate attempts to mix castes in new housing colonies.

% Pulaya and Paraiyan hodtility is widespread in Tamil Nadu and both groups despise
Chakkliyans (‘who spoke Telugu not Tamil’) (C. Fuller, Pers Comm, 1999). There are very few
pulayarsin Arni so by regiona standards Arni may be relatively’ united'.
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private policing of a scheduled caste resdential area which has been engulfed by the modern town and
is now centraly located on land which in a society without caste would have pegk renta vaue. It has
aso successfully organised alarge collective bribe of some Rs 40-50,000 to capture for SCs the Sites
for fruit, vegetable, flower and beef tradesin the market owned by the Municipdity. Locd taxes have
been waived on the sdles of beef as areault of their politica activity. The party campaigns for accessto
education, which is the launching pad into higher echelons of the reserved part of the Sate gpparatus.
Among SC members the cause of female education is strongly championed since there is a perception
that girls face fewer obstacles in gaining access to sate employment (thereby helping the upward
mohbility of their households before and after marriage) than do young men 2. The party organises a
successful chit (rotating credit) fund. 1t has been sngularly unsuccessful in widening access to weaving,
in gaining access to house Stes and the right to build awedding hall.

To sum up: at the base of the systems of castes, a high degree of economic diversity and inequaity
coexists with consderable occupationd rigidity and poverty. The only organisation to represent the
interests of SCs as such, other than that of the State isanew political party. It has wrested some
sgnificant concessons from the munipaity in order to capture key Stes and sectorsin trade. The
equation of caste with occupation is being dissolved by markets for certain new products (e.g. eectrical
goods and repairs, modern transport) and where, as in silk weaving, demand for the product
temporarily outstripped supply . Market exchange may also rework caste by transforming a set of
socidly endogamous subcastes into a single economic interest very considerably based on tradein
relatively new and rapidly expanding commodities with certain physica properties (skins) (such asfruit
and vegetables).

The socidly destructive aspects of market exchange appear to operate dowly in the flux of caste
relations. For the most part, our material suggests that the market economy is il rather highly
segmented along caste lines, a least for these castes. So it is more than anice irony that collective
action isformaly cross-caste and organised under ‘modernist’ labels of commodity and profession. For
the lowest cagtesiit is not possible to use the idiom of caste to make economic clams or to engage with
the state. Entry into the urban markets has to be physically forced (e.g. pedd rickshaw pullers and
bullock cart drivers) and territory has to be physicaly defended. Callective activity servesto protect
and defend, to legitimate, salf-regulate and insure in the jungle of markets. What none of these
asociationsis ableto do is collectively and publicly to resist contemptuous treetment by “the public
(about which there is much anecdota evidence %).

% ‘Thereis aquota for women in government’ and al ementary teachers are women, though
whether it is50 or 30 % is not known.

2 Nagargj et a 1996

At their most assertive, SCsin contact with the public will demand bribes to perform the work
they are paid to do at gpeeds and times other than that officidly Stipulated.
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However most collective political energy by far is directed at the Sate, very likely because it is the state
which has succeeded - through reservations - in beginning the transformation of the economic rights of
scheduled cagtes. The state-economic agenda of the collective organisations of SCsis complicated: a
modern, secular and socidist economic development project vies for politica territory dongsde a
sectional socid project of preferment. At one and the same time, the State is considered capable of
mediating between and ddlivering both kinds of project; not only through its direct role in reserving
public sector employment but aso through its capacity to execute socid transfer payments, to regulate
and to congtruct the public space which is the backcloth for the economy and to champion the cause of
femae employment. Y et the collective organisations representing SCs aso continudly confront and
contest relationships of contempt, oppression, harassment and discrimination by employees of the Sate
against SC employees # and by state employees against SCsin the urban economy where quotas are
depleted. Where SCs are forcing entry into markets, their operations are often illega and officid
harassment does not have to be represented only as caste discrimination. When associations and
informal groupings engage in precautionary pleasing behaviour (either through presents or bribes)
againg future contingencies, they are more likely to be responding to their own illegdity than attempting
to recruit champions againgt discrimination. But SCs may be legitimately established in employment,
business or trade and yet Hill face excluson (as with bank loans and informa private finance) or
harassment (as in trangport) on the basis of caste. So some collective activity is openly intended to
bamboozle and to conced activity from the prying eyes of the Sate - in the name of cogt-reduction (as
in the cases of collective licence payments).

S0, the state isthe ‘ collective organisation’ considered empowered to mediate the economic interests
of SCs. Other collective organisations which cannot represent SCs explicitly (using the alias of
occupation) aso embody support for the modernist developmenta project, even by their opposition to
ways in which the state actudly works. These organisations have an important security, insurance and
regulative roles, for SCs continue to face serious economic and occupationd barriersin the urban
commodity and labour markets.

4.2 MOST BACKWARD CASTES

There are five castes classed as *‘most backward’ in the town. Together they make up and estimated
35,000 of its population: vanniar gounders (86 per cent), the main cultivating caste of the region;
yadhavas (idayars) (7 per cent) - shepherds and cowherds by historical occupation; panditars (barbers
(4 per cent)) dhobis (washermen (2 per cent)) and bharadwajars (fishermen). This group of castesis

29 Reservations not filled, casualisation, threatening ‘teasing’ with memos, transfers and
sugpension orders, complaints about cleanliness and uniforms, faked unauthorised signatures etc.
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entitled to 11 per cent of public sector jols *. The vast mgjority - an estimated 96 per cent of
households - are estimated to live on less than Rs 24,000 a year ( £352). The traditiona service castes
have been able to modernise their occupations - dhobis, for example, run “dry cleaners and * power
laundries’ with new technologies and detergents (though some dry-cleaners smply superimpose the
modern label upon the age-old technology but with a cross-caste labour force); some have ironing
shops or mobile dls; some barbers have modern hairdressing sdloons and * sound services (since
their secondary occupation is music); some potters have scaed-up brick-making businesses, building
the new Chennal, attached to lorry firms and operating in the black economy. But one should not
exaggerate this aspect of modernisation because dthough technica upgrading is possible, it isby no
means common. A variety of service ‘technologies co-exist and most are primitive, labour intensve
and associated with poverty. Vanniars have made the legp from agriculture into the urban economy only
in the last two decades. They are very condderably niched as porters and coolie labourers, rice mill
labour, car and van drivers, turners and engine repairers and traders of flowers. The economic elite
own autorickshaws and lorries. Vanniars aso form large segments of less caste-specific workforcesin
other sectors of the urban economy. Much of thiswork involves hard physica labour. Thereisa
longstanding tension between vanniars and scheduled castes based on competition for employment 3.
Default on a cross-caste loan will be interpreted as afailure of the caste concerned rather than the
individua. Incidents like this may then generate violence between these caste groups.

The most backward castes express themsalves collectively through four caste associations, one political
party, four registered commodity associations and four unregistered ‘ groups 2. We will look at the
biggest caste association, that of the vanniars, and at two pure associations: barbers and washermen,
one commaodity sangam (lorry owners) and will discuss the rest with reference to our cases.

The caste associations are dl long established (dating from thefifties) and part of state-level networks.
All the registered commaodity associations are quite new. The oldest, the porters union wasformed in
1987 and backed by the AIADMK party (currently digned with the BJP and in opposition in Tamil
Nadu). They dispose of even more insubstantial sums of money than the scheduled castes.

30 This was 20 per cent before the Supreme Court decision in 1993. Originally the quotawas
18 per cent for al backward castes under C.N. Annadurai’ s rule, then raised to 31 per cent by M.G.
Ramachandran a quota entirely captured by Coimbatore gounders when they were reclassfied by M.
Karunanidhi in order to punish vanniar gounders for their assertiveness.. The quota was regained by the
PMK who got the category ‘most backward’ distinguished in 1989 and then further limited by the 1993
decison to lower the totd quotato haf of dl jobs.

31 See Radhakrishnan, 1996

32V anniars, barbers, dhobis potters (odeyars), (yadavas have no organisation); the Pattali
Makka Katchi; car and van drivers, porters, auto owners and drivers, lorry owners, flower merchants
and quarry workers.
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The Vanniar association is by far the largest we encountered, with an estimated 7,000 membersin the
town done. Even this mass membership is arump, for the caste association has been transformed into a
caste based politica party: the Pattali Makka Katchi whose agendais similar 3. The currently ruling
DMK party is hodtile to the project of the Vanniar caste association 3 so the latter has no option but to
turn to dectora politics. Vanniars have three prongs to their politica and economic aspirations. The first
isto corner athird of al public sector reservations for Vanniars, on the grounds of their numerical
proportion among backward castes. The second isaproject of largely urban-rura redistribution to be
mediated by the state: increased subsidies for agricultura inputs and increased state-mediated product
prices Sgnifying increases in the rates of return to agricultural production; and lowered prices (increased
subsidies) on essentidl commodities %, The third is a redistribution of resources within the caste for the
rituds of mgor life events. The urban association is dominated by rura interests and the rurd political
and economic project would in turn benefit amuch larger congtituency than that of the vanniar caste.

The Association of Shaving Saloons expresses the interests of barbers. Shaving and hairdressing are
dill exclusive to this caste. Owners and employees are mae panditars and the cusomers are dl male,
except at times of pilgrimage. Then, many panditars migrate to sacred Sites causing an acute shortage of
such labour in the town. The sangam defends the rates of return of employers, fixing the rates for
labour, offering a collective guarantee of collaterd for bank loans, protecting members from threats of
eviction and campaigning for alegd changein order to tandardise the commercia week with that of
the rest of the commodity marketsin town . The sangam aso organises collective welfare for funeral
expenses. By contrast, the Washermens' union targets the state for collective property (awashing
shed), to mediate reserved rights to wash hospita linen and for subsidised house Stes and raw materiads
(none of which has so far been achieved). It also campaigns to be reclassified as a scheduled caste in
order to benefit from reservations and educationa policy (also not achieved).

The Lorry Owners association was registered in 1990 and now has 150 membersin the environs of
the town, the mgjority of whom are vanniars and yadavas. It is part of an All-Indian federation. This
association regulates wages for employees. Lorry owners overload their vehicles, a practice which

33 Literdly the party of toiling labour, resonating to, though formaly different from, the 1952
‘Toiler s Party’ of the gounders.

3 Vanniars of the Toilers Party crossed the floor to Congressin 1952 thereby stalling aleft-
DMK-United Front codition and earning the DMK’ s enduring animosity.

3 A ‘pricigt’ kind of agenda aso espoused by SC bullock cart drivers and building workers
asociations (but with prices and subsdies in favour of them..)

3 The Tuesday holiday has been enghrined in law from times when upper caste dlients would
not be shaved on that day. (Those with mothers still alive would not be shaved on Fridays and those
with living fathers on Mondays..) It is being ressted both by barbers and their now heterodox clientele.
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generates a baroque edifice of crime and corruption. The association collects bribe money to pressits
campaign for the abolition of check posts within the state 3 (and thereby to quash the decentralised
bribery of checkpost guards and dso aded of police harassment based on the checkposts, which in
turn provokes lorry owners to develop private armies for the security of drivers and loads). Pending
success, it dso campaigns for the regulation/systematisation of bribes and fines at checkposts especidly
those for overloading *.

Other associations regulate their sectors (porters organise shifts, their territory of operation, wages and
settle disputes; the transport associations sort the collective organisation of licences, orderly waiting,
lost property, appropriate behaviour, pay, the length of the working day and co-operation over the day
of rest). Others operate rotating credit and informal insurance for life events. They mount gppedls for
infrastructure, may act preferentialy in price formation % and may even co-operate to share orders
when they are scarce. There is no significant difference in the modes of operation of the unregistered
organisations and registered ones.

Among the most backward castes in the town, caste is amae, economic unit of trust for credit and
insurance, of colluson in the determination of wages and prices and of co-operation - not smply for the
purpaoses of wefare but also occasiondly in business. These organisations prevent unrest and
unruliness. They soothe and smoothe. Y &, there is an active cagte life beyond the remit of the forma
caste association and not al caste members join caste or occupationa associations, women being those
most obvioudy excluded.

Cadte associations long predate commodity associations. The most detectable difference between caste
and commodity associaionsisthat the former are the vehicle for the ingrumentd inverse-dtatus
campaign for alower ranked classification in order to claim reserved public sector employment . Both
caste and caste-based occupationd associations have not only insurance but aso redistributive
functions which are integra to their roles and which are construed as expressions of solidarity or
welfare or philanthropy. Though the transfers involved are usudly smal (smaller than the occupation-

37 These check posts have had a variety of functions, origindly to pay district level on
trade, most notably to check the legitimacy of the cross-dictrict movement of commodities under the
Essentiad Commodities Act; aswell asto check on loads and road worthiness.

3The association gives financia help to Tamil refugees from Si Lanka a dozen families of
whom livein a store in the Regulated Marketplace.

% Traders are prepared to forfeit profits to producers and consumers of the same caste (a
means of collective advancement, an expression of solidarity and one solution to the traders dilemma
(how to cope socidly with increasing inequdity of wedlth (D. Evers, et d. 1994)).

“0 This does not imply the lack of upward collective aspiration in relation to society at large.
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based welfare doled out by owners of firms), some may be ‘internationd’ as with sustained support
given to destitute Tamils returned from Sri Lanka. Others are cross-class and cross-caste (auto-owners
and drivers). Others confined within the caste (marketplace porters). Beneficiaries gain from the
augmentation or smoothing of low income.

The biggest caste association has been transformed into a politica party with awide ranging economic
project ostensibly hogtile to that of the Government of India s economic reforms and dependent upon
an interventionist date (though the PMK is actudly dlied with the ruling and liberalisng BJP-led
codition!). Aswith scheduled castes, the state is the palitical resource for the privately self-interested
pricist project and for that of preferentia reservations. In neither are MBC organisations successful.
Unlike the scheduled castes, MBCs are dso deeply involved in modes of subversion of state regulation
which benefit aloca nexus of economic/caste and bureaucratic interests. The local MBC economic
eliteisembrailed in an apparently impoverishing but actudly lucrative, ate-level system of corrupt
private tribute in which politicians (and some high level bureaucrats) mediate between individua
capitdigs (for opportunities to defraud the state or for preferentia dlocations or subsidies) in return for
individud and party-based returns to investmentsin the ruling palitica party. In turn they are recycled
for political patronage, conspicuous consumption or for economic investment.

4.3 BACKWARD CASTES

One third of the town comprises ‘backward castes They are the most agriculturadly landed, the most
economicdly differentiated. While haf these households subsist on annua incomes below Rs 24,000,
some 3 per cent (1,500 people) belong to households bringing in more than Rs 1 lakh #, and many
make very substantially more than this #2. Wedlth, notwithstanding, these castes are currently digible for
20 per cent of placesin the state public sector “. And some whose historical occupations have been
displaced by technology (such as the oilmen - vaaniar chettiars) are worse off than many SCsand exist
as casud unskilled labourers. Though backward castes tend to be vegetarian in Tamil Nadu, here they
are further differentiated in satus, forming roughly equaly sized groups of five vegetarian castes ** and

411 lakh = 100,000
“2There are (black market) sterling millionaires in the back streets of the town.
43 Or 30 % of the previous 69 % of reserved positions.

4 Veera Saiva Chettiars, Tulluva Vdldar Agamudaiyan Muddiars (both groups in trade), Jains
(pawnbroking), Acaris (goldsmithing), and Karuneekars (former village accountants).
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three non-beef, meat-eating castes *°. Equality in numbers does not carry income equdity with it: 60
per cent of non-vegetarians BCs being below a Rs 24,000 income level contrasted with 37 per cent of
vegetarian BCs. And dl the declared |akhaires are vegetarian - buying, or having bought, into the most
powerful means of expressing higher rank. They are further differentiated in terms of origin and spatid
mobility: Saurashtrians and some Jains have migrated from North India, Naidus from Andhra Pradesh
and South Indian Jains and Lingayats from Karnataka. Even if these castes have been settled in the
town for decades, by and large the urban business eiteis non locd in origin. Capita is concentrated
ever more disproportionately in their hands. Even o, the economic summits which literdly tower over
the town are eroded into pinnacles where caste is more or less welded with business sector. Thisis
most exclusively in the case of acaris who run the gold quarter - making ornaments of worked gold and
jewds and less exclusively running the pawnbroking sector in and off the shroff bazaar, the C19th
centrd business didrict. To the south , west and in the rurd environs are located the dyeing sheds,
twigting and spinning workshop-factories, looms and showrooms of the silk industry which is controlled
by Saurashtrians and Veera Saiva Chettiars, dthough Sengutha Muddiars who formerly dominated the
weaving workforce have begun to accumulate and break into the ownership of firms. Formerly in the
second heart of the town (around the oxymoronic Gandhi Market Road) but now dotted around its
periphery are the chimneys, go-downs and massive drying yards of the rice industry and its ancillary
components and trades, ownership of which is more dispersed among Chettiars and afew Naidus and
Vanniars (MBCs). The mgority of this eite will deny that caste plays arole in the urban economy and
counter that what matters is wedlth and the capacity (physicaly) to protect one's interests %6, That caste
is not articulate a the upper end of the spectrum does not, we think, mean that it disgppears as a socid
or economic force. But their caste associations al play amore passve role in economic management
than do those of the MBCs and the organisations of SCs.

These organisations differ on other grounds from those previoudy described for SCs and MBCs. They
are powerful and large, mostly federated across the state - or across South India where relevant to
widely dispersed and/or migrant castes. Each is composed of members differentiated by both
occupation and wedth. The structure of authority isloose #7; active membership is comparatively small
and resources are unknown with the exception of the relatively large quantities of funding known to be
formaly available to Saurashtrians.

We will look here at Saurashtrians and will consder the othersin rdation to this caste.

4 Senguntha Muddiars (weavers); Saurashtrians (silk merchants); Ahadudaiyan Muddiars
(cultivators and rice traders) and Vaaniar Chettiars (oilpresssers).

46 On this see Reiniche, 1996 for Tiruchengodu

47 Jainswere organised in 1927, TVAMsin 1953, Acarisin 1963, Saurashtriansin 1968,
Vaaniar Chettiars and Karuneekars in the 1970s and Sengunthas and Naidus in the 1980s.
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While the cagte of silk workersisincreasingly irrdevant, Saurashtrians fiercely guard their monopoly
over the sde of raw sk, which is being dowly encroached on by Veera Saiva Chettiars. Their
economic agendais familiarly state-centred, concerning: i) reservations, first to be reclassfied asa
MBC and second to systematise the bribe *8 necessary to migrate to Chennai and take up reserved
jobsthere and ii) preferential subsidised access to loans (for independent weavers) (none of whichis
successful). The associaion isaunit for wdfare, specificdly for educationd materids and uniforms, the
treatment of occupation-related disease, and for ‘capital goods (sewing machines) for poor caste
members, besdes which resources are poured collectively into atemple, its maintenance and worship
and the performance of initiation rituas (sacred thread ceremonies). Thisisthe mae association. Hard
on itsformation (in 1968), educated and unemployed Saurashtrian women formed their own caste
association (in 1971), which works for an expansion of female education so asto bresk into
professions *° and so as better to bresk into state reservations, which are seen as the keys to upward
mohbility. This association set up arotating credit fund for Saurashtrian women, which failed because of
fraud. Other femade caste based chit funds are informa and operate through networks based on kinship
and neighbourhood. This organisation dso says it provides for the food and hedlth expenses of 75
‘helpless’ Saurashtrian widows.

Other BC associations circulate information about policies, resist al aspects of sate regulation, attempt
to justify claims for lower caste Satus™, and agitate for preferential access to subsidised alocations
from the gate (housing; raw materias). They aso fix wages and rates in markets derived from their
businesses.

Cadte gppears to have different kinds of sgnificance at different points in the system and the economy.
The universa eagerness of higher but backward castes to claim lower status (‘We d be ddighted if the
government classified us as SC!') evinces a cynicaly instrumentalist conception of caste as an digibility
criterion. It is areactive reworking of the inditution as part of along-lagged response to reservations
policy. Clearly these castes have not experienced the economic and socid oppression faced by SCs.
Meanwhile, the caste associations practise targeted and self interested corporate welfare; and while
some of the basisfor their economic politics overlgps with that of lower castes, BCs have mobilised in
new political-economic arenas (over issues of spatia mobility, over gender) and at larger scales (date

% Said to be Rs 5-6 lakhs (£5,350-8,823)

49 Medicine, law accountancy and engineering. There is one Saurashtrian teacher living in Arni
but forced to work el sewhere.

%In fact Sate classifications can fracture castes as well as unite the. While Bdija Naidus are
officdly ‘forward and not eigible for reservations, the caste has differentiated itsdf into Baijawhich
clams BC gaus, Kavaraand Vaduga which defends BC status and Eadigawhich isaBC and cdlams
MBC status.
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and nationa) sometimes requiring organised bribery and fraud (particularly over taxation). Meanwhile
caste and caste-based trade associations attempt to control prices, wages and rates in derived markets
in order not smply to stabilise but to maximise rates of return.

44 FORWARD CASTES

Non Brahmin forward castes, unentitled to reservations comprise some 10 per cent of the population:
the karuneekars (erstwhile village accountants) and Tuluva Veldar AgamudaiyaMuddiars (TVAMS),
who, like many of the other castes which dominate loca accumulation, are migrants. Their rolein the
economy and in the collective life of TVAMs s quite Smilar to that of backward castes. We will look a
them and the Association of Pharmacists (whichis 73% TVAM).

TVAMs have (or have recently had) fellow-patronsin politica office in the Municipdity, the State
Legidature and the Lok Sabhain New Delhi. While 40 per cent are members of the commercia elite,
half arein very smal businesses - bunk stdls and sundry trades and 10 per cent in the professons.
Their association focusses entirely on mobilising private resources for welfare within the caste:
equipment, clothing, the provision of pensons and the mediation of disputes notably with SCs and
Vanniars over urban (temple) land, desirable territory seized for housing.

The Pharmacists Association, dominated by TVAMS; islinked to their caste association and also to
the Town Welfare Assocation (which compensates for state fallures by subsidising schools and repairs
to infrastructure). They act in three ways. i) autoregulation ( the successful prevention of dumping by
medical wholesders, collusion against undercutting on prices, unsuccessful attempts to prevent saes of
banned drugs and sdes without prescriptions); ii) engagement with the state (streamlining of the levy of
commercid taxes, resstance to payment of professond tax on the ground that drugstores are a service
rather than abusiness); iii) engagement with palitics (collective donaionsto al parties).

The three subcastes of brahmins and gurukkas (temple priests) make up under 2 per cent of the
population of the town. Brahmin lawyers migrated within the district when the local MLA failed to
secure for Arni the Didtrict Magidrate' s Court. Others have migrated to Chennai. Others, finding life
‘hot’ in the villages, have migrated in stages usng Arni as a stlepping stone. Their economic bastion,
vegetarian hotels (eating places) where two decades ago their caste enabled them to be ‘universa
providers, has been invaded by backward castes. About forty per cent live on less than Rs 24,000 per
year and there are no declared |lakhaires. Although brahmins can be found in the professions ( the law,
accountancy, engineering, medicine and teaching), they are hardly ever employed in the loca date
(aside the occasond bank or insurance clerk). In this, Dravidian palitics has been successful. There are
two main interndly differentiating fault lines neither of which is represented by what little collective
action has been mobilised: educated unemployment and gender, for it is a the extremes of the caste
system, among SCs and MBCs and Brahmins, that women are economicdly active. There the common



QEH Working Paper Series- QEHWPS38 Page 29

element ends, for the type, conditions and returns to work differ, as do the norms defining * honour’ and
‘respectability’ in work and as do the nature of the economic and spatid safety barriers by means of
which femae sexudity is controlled. It islocd Brahmin women who first qudified in computer skills
athough they have to commute long distances daily in order to goply them commercidly. Brahmins
were among the last to organise collectively - in 1995, for the purposes of resisting what they interpret
to be unacceptable sate discrimination againg them in education and medicd facilities. Temple priests,
who portray themsdlves as deskilled and socidly excluded, have organised last ditch petitioning for
housing, pensons, wedding subsidies (as for BCs) and for protection from encroachment on temple
land. In Arni, unlike many dedtinations of forward caste migration, brahmins play a negligible direct role
in locd urban accumulation. As professonds, they sarviceit.

5. CAPITAL

Now we turn to congder collective action organised on principles of class: the relationship to the means
of production. Classis afuzzy concept when it comes to andysing collective action not only because of
its elison with caste (which we have tried to explain in section 4) but aso because of three other
factors:

i) much of the business economy is trade-based, trade which is ‘ necessary but unproductive' in classica
class schemas. There are four approaches to this problem (ignore; alow that tendrils of production
reach into the mercantile sector and that on account of itsimpurity ‘commercid capitd’ can be
considered as capitd in the identification of class ®!; reconceptualise dassin terms of relationship to the
means of distribution and problematise the aignments of trade-based classes with those based on
production ; reconceptudise economic sraification empiricaly in terms of actualy existing groups of
business *). Thereislittle option for anything other than this last course of action here.

i) highly concentrated configurations of urban capita do not necessarily aign together politicaly ‘for
themselves' to achieve economic gods;

iii) the phenomenon of disguised wage labour in the crowded substrate of petty production and trade.

It is therefore useful to distinguish between i) the collective action of commodity sectors which contain
local big capitd, ii) business elite associations dedicated to ‘ the town’, iii) new capitd and iv)
commodity sectors dominated by petty capitdl.

®1 (Processing, storage (preventing deterioration) and transport (productively relocating
exchange vaue) ) Harriss 1981

52 |_eplaideur, 1994

3 White, 1977
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5.1. LOCAL BIG BUSINESSASSOCIATIONS

The business economy is most capitalised and has grestest concentrations of capitd in a narrow band
of activity: agriculturd wholesaling and rice milling, food wholesding, the manufacture of slk sarisand
other textiles, trangport and fud. Some of this accumulation is non-trivialy embedded in the black
economy by virtue of the initid investment, subsequent borrowings and undeclared returns on rent,
interest and profit: not merely in the black and ‘informa’ side of virtudly every locd, registered,
legitimate, big business but aso and especidly in the sectors of buses, cinema, liquor, finance and
pawnbroking. Accumulation is by legitimate but o by crimina or primitive means. Take bus transport
for one example, where private companies compete with subsidised and regulated state services. It is
normd to find private overloading, the underdeclaration of ticket revenue, informal extensions of Sate-
allocated routes (of which more later), the predatory capture of routes, poor standards of vehicle
maintenance, unlicenced drivers, excessve hours of work for drivers and conductors and a generd
absence of owners bank accounts. Such practices, mutatis mutandis, pervade much of locd big
business.

Theirs are the mogt palitically powerful trade associations in the town: registered and formdised
sructures with authority frequently ceded to asmall cartdl, large in membership and all federated to
date level organisations, linked together through interlocking memberships, cross-cutting control by
dominant caste groups, links with palitical parties and with much more substantia loca resources
(ranging from Rs 60,000 to Rs 4 lakhs). Table 2 summarises their economic roles.

There are eight agpects of their activity which bear on the character of accumulation. Thefirg isthe
ubiquity of parametric, self regulating procedure, even though its detall varies. Wages are s&t, disputes
with labour are managed, prices fixed, weights and measures cdibrated, limits of overcapacity
established (overcrowding in cinemas, overloading of lorries, excess storage in go-downs), rights to
exclusive territories (spatid monopolies) established, terms and conditions of contract (particularly the
length of the working day for Iabour, and the norms of delay on payments) are negotiated independently
of date legidative provison. In certain cases (gold and rice mills) physical security, without which
market exchange and transfers of property rights cannot take place, is collectively organised. In this
way, both open competition in market exchange is reduced and rates of profit intensified. The law is
highly sdectively enforced, with threat as a crucia regulator and pre-emptive development asa
response, but where law is neither enforced nor challenged then informal norms of business conduct will
preval.

The second is the regulation of labour and ancillary trades by the funding and/or the paterndistic
management of their associations (e.g. the craft and labour associations, design and job-work twisting
inthe dlk business) by asmall set of the biggest bosses, or by the deliberate suppression of |abour
unions (bus employees, rice mill labour). Labour costs are pressed down and labour unrest quashed by
these means. The third is an extremely defensive relationship with the Sate, a politics of avoidancein
which corporate activity is confined to the reform or reworking of tax collection so asto gain
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concessions, reduce vigilance, protest againgt scrutiny and harassment by avariety of officids and by
the police, streamline and lower the transactions cogts to capita and generdly evade tax. The fourth is
pro-active political lobbying for preferentia favoursin infrastructure (banks, STD phone lines, long
distance bus services) and to increase preferential access to subsidised capita (loans, subsidised raw
materids). This activity enables the reach of dite firms to Stretch and the urban economy to be more
regiondly integrated. The fifth givesthe lie to the supposed opposition between markets and the state
and consists of appeals to the state to trade and directly to control alocations of raw materias (thereby
absorbing arisk otherwise borne privately). The sixth involves forced concessons and the devel opment
of an daborate and extensive collection of private tribute: ranging from free facilitiesto loca government
officids (free trips to cinemas, free telephone cdls, free passenger trangport) to the private finance of
the public sector dlocation of private rights

The case of bus trangport illustrates both the latter use of tribute and aso the manner in which
bureaucratic corruption has been politicised over time. Bus routes should be alocated bureaucratically
according to closed tender proceedings and bus fares are capped by adminidrative fiat. Adminidiretive
corruption over time ensured a 'clearing response’ type of



Figure 2: Economic Activity of Organised Local ‘Big Business'

Sector Date of Interaction With State
organisation Auto Regulation Piety
State Anti
Inf Physical Price Contract Prices Infra Trading Harrasst Pilot Funds
a
) Jewels/Gold
1960 T T T T T
Rice Mills 1960 T
Whol esale Food T T
Silk Mfg 1963 T T T T T
Buses 1989 T T T T
Cinema 1991 T T
b) 1989
Chamber of Commerce T T
Small Industries Assocn.
T T
Linkages Infrastructure Transfers
©) Health Education  Livelihoods
Lions 1971 business/international T T
Lionesses 1977 wines/international T T T
professional/public sector/ T T T
Rotary 1985 international
Welfare Development -
Committee 1989 local ginger group T T T T
Town Welfare Society 1992 professionals, linked to Lions T T
Inner Wheel Rotarian wives/ T T T

1995 international

Consumer Protection

Society (state) business
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prioritisation of routes according to returns, net of wear and tear which matched the ranking of
bribes. In the next phase, this adminigtrative position of rent seeking discretion was subjected to
political capture. Politicians have inserted themsdlves as regulators and fund collectors and routes
are doled out periodicaly in a'public’ meeting of paliticians and bus owners according to the latter's
individual rolesin dectora and party political funding. The politica executive both commands the
adminigtration and captures the formerly private rents they gathered. Even more recently, the
collective palitical investments of bus owners themselves have been returned in the form of
discriminatory policy changes timed to disadvantage the state's own public sector bus transport and
to advantage private owners. Thisis amore subtle form of corruption >*wherein the state subverts
its popularly mandated development project to powerful economic interests. But political corruption
may bypass the bureaucracy entirdly, the implementation of favours from corrupts aignments being
administered according to politicd command in an entirely legal and orthodox manner. The quid
pro quo for the free access of officiasisablind eye turned towards primitive and illegal busness
practice. Theat for the funding of alocations affects the Sze and profitability of firms very directly.

Seventhly, certain of the associations nurture politica parties either by gathering donations which are
subsequently alocated to each and every party or by organising collections upon specific request.
These are pacifiying and enabling resources. ‘It does not matter if Ramarulesor if Ravanarules'.
Lastly, commodity associations consolidate corporate reputations, which in turn shape demand.
Rice and slk have a powerful but primitive form of branding by identification with the town (rather
than with specific firms). In both cases the town’s and the commodities reputations rely on alink
between high quality, specific attributes and a less than highest class mass find market.

Capital has not yet dissolved or destroyed caste *°. While superficidly cagteis neither
occupationally determining nor an entry barrier, in actua fact, control over the biggest locd capitals
is regtricted to a narrow band. Rice milling for instance is dominated by TVAMs and VeeraSaiva
Chettiars, with avery smal fraction of owners belonging to the Naidu and Vanniar castes. At best
casteis being reworked as an economic force (sometimes as capital , Sometimes cross class but
rarely as labour) while & worst caste is amore powerful socid dréifier than class. Casteisdso
capable of congraining accumulation mainly through the prevention of entry but dso through
redidtributive obligations. Likewise organised capital has not dissolved gender but etches gender
relaions in degp grooves, women being completely absent from these formd inditutions.

To sum up, first some caution. The economic base of the town isfar from being completely
corporaised: eg. dmogt al private finance is unregistered and unorganised (*We avoid organisation
to avoid the palice'), hotels (vegetarian eating places) (‘ There is a Madras sangam which raids us
for collective bribesto reduce sdestax’), fertiliser and pesticides (heavily regulated by the state and
by suppliers and competed with by the state), textiles and ready mades (where tax evason and the
flouting of labour standards is considered better effected without organisation). The economic
agendas of the caste associations hardly figure here. Reservations are completely absent asa

> Theorised by Kahn, 1996 and by Roy 1996

%5 Mendd sohn, 1993 and Panini, 1996
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political and economic cause. Preferentid pricing and subsidies hardly present themsdves. A
modicum of non-caste, paterndistic , corporate welfare or collective expressions of piety appears.
Thereis no collective help with business losses. Contradictions abound: not only the generaised and
defensive corporate finance of palitics but inviduaised contacts and political cum financid relations
combined with generdised and collective bribery. Clearly the state harasses big business for good
reasons (the prevalence of economic crime %) aswell as vend ones (the prevaence of opportunities
for mutudly beneficid fraud and corruption (liquor, gold, essentia commodities, transport). The
state does not ensure adequiate physical security for key fractions of capitd (such that it hasto be
privately substituted) and yet nonetheless it aso harasses and thereby increases insecurity.

Thereisasaying: ‘what thangam (gold) cannot do, sangam (organisation) can do’, but these
asociaions deploy both forms of politics and hedge their bets. There is a second adage to the
effect that not only is callective unity necessary but thet it has to be socid aswell as economic. This
socid unity is not expressed through trade associations, rather through ‘ business philanthropy’. To
thiswe turn.

5.2 CORPORATE URBAN REPRESENTATION

While caste associations date, some, from the 1920s or 1950s and dlite business associations from
the 1960s, associations representing the town as an economic and socid unit date from the 1970s
and later. They are the newest form of socidly engineered indtitution. Two represent the interests of
business ( the Chamber of Commerce and asmdl industries’ association) (Table 2b). Thefirst is
composed of representatives from the ‘big’ business associations plus individua members not al of
whom are necessarily ‘big’ busnessmen and of whom three, including the President, are Mudim.
The second is a codition Smilar to the first but aso representing dl the dite philanthropic
associations (which we describe below). Their common agendais infrastructura and directed at the
date in the name of the town. In addition the Chamber of Commerce lobbies againgt araft of
regulative law and procedure and energeticaly encourages open resstance to al forms of taxation,
while the small industries association clams subsdies on indudtrid infrastructure. We noted this ite
agendaearlier.

Socia service organisations make up the other seven (see Table 2¢). Four are the mae and femde
versons of Lions and Rotary Clubs, Lions for the business dite and the Rotary for both business
people and for senior public sector employees. Their roles are closdly smilar and consigt in the
organisation of eye camps, immunisation and blood donation, welfare for the poor of the town
(educeationad materids, tailoring equipment, even computer training) cycles for disabled people etc).
Such acts a'so compensate for the Sgnd ‘wdfare falures of the locd state and insodoing collude in
the stat€' s sdlective underfunding and socia neglect. Eligibility for such corporate welfare is through
socid networks often crossing caste and class and based upon rural locality. Two other associations
are rdaively recent ginger groups set up explicitly for the welfare of the town. Urban welfare
comprises funds for two types of economic activity: firs for the private maintenance of faulty public

%6 B. Harriss-White 1996
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infragtructure ( repairs to drinking water equipment, drainage, public hygiene and sanitation and to
the dectricity system and awell for the dehydrated fire service). Second, for the defence of a
school playground against encroachment, and for anti-poverty measures such as clamsfor ration
books, sewing machines, cycles for the disabled etc.

These associations enhance the socid structures of caste and class by networks based on locdlity, in
which multiple identities are reinforced through multiple membership. They are dso the only socid
arenafor educated wives from the business dlite, prevented from entry into business and confined to
public sector employment or to unemployment. They enable the forging of contacts between * sate
and ‘market’ (extending to close collaboration in the cases of eye camps and blood donation),
confer socid legitimacy on accumulation and are rather modestly redistributivigt, given the enormity
of tax evasion. Of the Rs 570,000 (£8,382) raised, some Rs 250,000 travelsto the US
headquarters of the Lions and Rotary Clubs.

Although they reinforce a corporate ideology of the town as a unit of wellbeing, the marketplace
basis of wellbeing is extremey weskly organised. Consumer groups are conspicuous by their
absence. One, about which little is known, has been set up at the state' s ingtigation by abig cloth
trader. This entrepreneur aready has an extensve portfolio (lodging house, cinema, computer
training centre) to which he has added an element of socid entrepreneurship. The other, aregistered
organisation, is for the combined complaints of telephone subscribers>’, most of whom are
consuming telecommunications products primarily for business.

5.3 NEW LINES OF BUSINESS

At least adozen new kinds of business sectors, replete with specidist firms, generdly with smdl to
medium capitas, have been created within the last five years. New businessis highly socidly
differentiated, ranging from the sde of nationa lottery tickets (captured by scheduled castes and
serving low caste coolie labour) and revamped mobile stals (‘fast food') at one end to the
ingtalation of cable TV and training in computer keyboard skills %8 at the other , not captured by any
particular caste. While none are officidly organised, these sectors reved the role of socid
ingtitutions in the consolidation of economic toeholds. Many start unlicenced in the informal
economy (for lack of aregulative framework in the state) and immediately face harassment from the
police. Some dso operate crimindly in other ways (encroached gites; illega connections and illegd
broadcasts (of film breaching copyright) on cable TV; blue videos and video copyright breaches;
forged lottery tickets). Y et others are dedling in nationd or internationa second hand markets for

57 Antiquated, unreliable technology; necessity of bribes for connections;  representation
over billing errors etc.

%8 Videocasdtte libraries; cable TV; spare parts from mopeds; computer skills; typewriting
skills; xerox photocopying; STD telephone booths with fax facilities; courers; eectronics and hi-tech
home appliances; globa soft drinks; couriers, lottery tickets and ‘fast food' (push-galls sdlling
rebranded snacks from north India).
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the goods of globa modernity (motor spares, computer components and photocopying machines)
and face high risks of ostracisation by consumers because of the costs and logigtica difficulties of
organising the repair of high-tech commodities which are afflicted by distinctly low tech uncertainty
(from wind, rain and lightning to monkeys, dl of which affect satdlite dishes, dectricity supplies, and
sendtive dectronic circuitry).

New businessis extremely risky. Responses to risk include attachment: depriving a firm of freedom
to trade in favour of security of demand (couriers, agencies of MNCs, maintenance of home
gppliances) and intense relations of bribery. Here new forms of network (unconnected with caste
but based on education and friendship) and new roles for locality and neighbourhood beginto play a
amal socid role. The computer skilling centres are highly innovative. One was established by a
woman, another by one of the town’ s two most successful cloth traders. Agtonishingly, their
clientdleis 70 per cent rurd and 70 per cent femae. Given the absence of local jobs in computing,
and even if dements of credentidism in the marriage market or of screening for reservations underlie
thistrend, it is nonetheless amgor change in rurd gender practices.

54 PETTY BUSINESS

We argued earlier that there isa class of urban business akin to peasant production (one person or
family firms without wage labour or firms using asmdl child Iabour force) which occupies an
intermediate postion between capital and labour and which may be closer to labour than capital by
virtue of its being controlled by capitaist creditors. If such a group exigts its corporate politics can
be supposed to resemble that of labour (discussed below) rather than capital. One of the many
problems with the pursuit of the palitics of petty busnessisthat the sgnificant number of smal firms
which are attached by finance to othersis unregistered, hard practically to pin down or very loosdy
covered by trade associations dominated by their *big’ capitalist patrons. At least we can conclude
with confidence that they are not organised and have no corporate economic project.

However, parts of the urban economy have not ever atracted other than petty capita (for instance
tallors, teaddls soft drinks retailing and pedd cycle hire). They are far from being a homogeneous
group for the purposes of politica representation, united only by the fragility of their organisations.
The association for tea stalls closed down when it was feared that the owners: sangam would
provoke the creation of an employees sangam. In this case, labour was a threet rather than afactor
to be controlled. The numerous tailors have a registered association, run by men athough amgority
are women-homeworkers, whose output is controlled by agents for trading firms which, in some
cases (childrens ready made clothes, legther gloves), export internationally. Thereis a serious
politica issue about the returns to sweatshop labour compared with those from trade which is
pursued paternaigticaly by the association and without success. Attempts are made to regulate and
ration the digtribution of orders for school uniforms. Their agenda of economic clams from the Sate
echoes that of the business dlite *°, once more stressing the role of public infrastructure and spatial

% Abolition of professiond tax; standardisation of tax payments on the basis of annud
esimated income (rather than that of the busiest month), subsidised loans, dlotment of shop Sites
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location in accumulation. Firms assembling cycles entirely from spare parts are evading sdes tax and
have an informa carte which shares information about vigilance and fixes retail prices, and thereby
guaranteeing returns. Soda ‘factories (producing and sdlling lurid, fizzy ‘colour’ from non too
hygienic carbonated water), which have been reduced to being soft drinks retailers by the arriva of
global brands, have witnessed a massive recent expansion in media-created demand. Such lines are
linked to bunk gals, sweet gdls and smdl finance companies. Aswith cycle assemblers, they are
informally organised for purposes of sdlf regulation (regulating entry, adulteration and forged
brands). As with fruit and vegetables they collectively organise physical security and resstance to
harassment over cleanliness. Aswith ‘big’ capita they lobby the loca state for concessions
(subsidised eectricity and sdes tax exemption). They are dso corporate clients of the Chamber of
Commerce from which they demand loans, since (even though few are SCs) they dso are excluded
from access to formal bank loans, because the latter are not given for pure trade. Teken asa
group, the corporate activity of petty capita shows signs of taking aform which straddles the
interests of capita and of |abour in away which is sdf interested for labour rather than contralling.
But it iswesk and unstable.

6. LABOUR

Although the town’ s workforce engulfs dl castes, both gendersand the town and village environsin
aradius of 10 kms, it is dominated by SCs, vanniars and other MBCs and by men. Labour is
recruited by reputation, through kin and at its most elaborate by networks within castes, based on
locdlities and organised by maistries (mde or female foremen). Y et there are remarkably few
organisations representing labour: with the eye of faith there might be ten. The mgority is of public
sector employees (including pensioners), one kind of minority is of semi independent craft or skilled
workers (electricians, handloom slk designers and job-working silk twisters) the second minority is
of labourers (asmdl squad of marketplace coolies on the one hand, a group of weavers and alarge
1,500 gtrong labour forcein arurdly Sted cotton textiles factory which has dowly been engulfed by
the expanding town, on the other).

This means that most of the town’s wage workers (notably the SC and vanniar labour force in the
paddy-rice sector but dso including employees in trading firms throughout the town, wage workers
in the black economy and most female workers) are not organised at dl. Thislarge work forceis
ather deliberately casudised in flagrant defiance of Factories Acts provisions (such that mobility
between firms prevents organisation) or toils on contracts with strong intangible components of
clientelage or with other forms of individudigtic bonding (most commonly by debt to the employer)
where the paramountcy of the ‘verticd’ socid relation prevents ‘horizonta’ organisation. This then
enables wage fixing to be negotiated between employer s and imposed on workers across the firms
in any one sector, thereby contralling the ditributive share.

Public sector unions (electricity board and post office workers, e ementary school teachers,
pensioners) are effectively part of the sate, when they exert influence on wages policy. They act

and preferentia housing quotas, protection from harassment and eviction.
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independently of the state in campaigns againgt unfilled posts, againg the casudisation of workers,
and againgt evadive responses to entitlements (e.g. on compensation for accidents and (frequent)
delaysin payment). Skilled labour organisations, where such labour operatesin avariety of
contractua relations with capital #°, focus on sdif-regulation: in the words of handloom silk
designers. *unity, discipline, remuneration’... The electricians organise accreditation (and therefore
reputation), fix rates, exclude outsiders %, co-operate to prevent and punish undercutting, and
organise collective life insurance. All these organisations work defensively and not aways
successfully to exclude child labour, to resst the lengthening of the working day (in defiance of Sate
law) and the performance of menid extra-contractua tasks ®? for employers. Weavers have been
organised in adeeply compromising way by the ADMK. One example will illudrate: thecdam in
1994 to parity in terms and conditions with weaversin the more famous silk manufacturing temple-
town of Kancheegpuram. In along drawn out negotiation with employers, the loca MLA 2 findly
announced a pre-dated capitulation. Then in the intervening period employers declared that liquidity
problems forced them to raise wages by haf the amount agreed (and it is very widely aleged that
the MLA regped alarge proportion of the other half). Workersin the large textile mill are organised
by the AITUC 8 which becomes active every three years in response to the cycle of wage
settlements in the organised sector. Frequent work stoppages due to inadequacies of demand on
one hand and the oppogtion of the loca MLA to wage rises (who intervened independently to give
political support to employers) have combined to prevent any change in the terms or conditions of
organised-sector [abour since 1996. So gpart from the opposition to communist unions by the
dternaing, ruling dravidian parties, it is clear fird that the primary target of organised labour is
capital rather than the state and that labour has a clear oppositional agenda.

Why thenislabour so rdatively weak? First and foremost and despite the restrictive practices of
recruitment, it is a buyer’s market, owing to urban population growth and the inexorable grind of
rurd (landless) labour supply, whatever its socid origin. It is not that organisation has not been
atempted. Thereisahistory of communist party organisation in the region, beginning with an

% From independent operation, through operation via agency to permanent employment in a
smdl capitdigt firm, dl producing the same output and requiring the same levd of kill.

¢ Such exclusion may be be based on different kinds of principle. While the job-working
slk twigters aso disseminate information about disruptive workers., marketplace coolies have
edged out SCs.

%2 Though not to our knowledge againgt sexua harassment, aleged to be widespread.

®3 Member of the (state) Legidative Assambly, belonging to the then ruling AIADMK (All-
India Anna Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam - the Annadurai branch of the Dravidian People's
movement - led by the migtress of the late filmstar and political leader M.G. Ramachandran: J.

Jydditha).

%All-India Trades Union Congress, the left wing ancestor of the CITU which is effiliated to
the CPI(M).
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agricultura labour union nearby in the early 60s and extending to the senguntha mudaliars inducted
into silk weaving. As both the communist and dravidian nationaist parties split ®° so the trades
unions each created proliferated. Not only did this process of divide and rule weaken the labour
movement, but also the politicad and co-ercive power of the aternating Dravidian party was used to
weaken those unions organised by communists . Meanwhile the Congress Party (which aso split)
organised labour unions and, despite the formaisation of caste redress in reservations policies, the
invishility of caste as an issue in the political economy led to the creation of Ambedkar Trades
Unions to defend the position of SCsin the organised sector. In the last decade, communi st-backed
unionsin the town have collgpsed. Not only has this further debilitated labour as a class-for-itsdlf
but it gave a green light for a caste-based labour politicisation and organisation by |eft and
communist parties with a caste based (anti -brahmin) theory of exploitation. The CPI(M) aso
campaigns on ‘town-unity’ infrastructural issues and leans towards a dravidian communa agenda
rather than one critical of neolibera ideas and actions. The town is amicrocosm of Tamil Nadu
date labour palitics. The party composition of the loca municipa council results from the
combination of the caste of councillors, caste-based bloc votes and the individua party-political
aignment of caste-candidates.

Even an activig and interventionist adminigtration has been drawn into wage formation: the district
collector proposed the mediation of wages by al party settlement - koottukkuzhu - (involving
negotiation by representatives of al party-based trade unions) but this has been ressted by the
politica parties concerned.

7. THE POLITICAL ECONOMY OF ACCUMULATION

We have explored the socid matrix of capitdist accumulation in Arni, the conceptua framework of
our andysis being borrowed from the theory of the 'socid structure of accumulation’. We have
focused on a single component of 'socid structures relevant for accumulation, that is on organised
cvil society. In Arni this comprises anumber of multifunctiond ingtitutions and organisations which
regulate the economic and socid life of the town in subgtitution for, or in colluson with, the sate. In
previous sections we have, distinguished different types of organisations according to their declared
interests. In this concluding section, we summarise this andyss so asto try it againgt our hypothesis
that organised civil society has evolved into a corporative regime of socia ingtitutions that support
and regulate accumulation during a period of mgor structurd change in the locd rurd urban
€conomy.

Aswe saw in section 2, corporatism should be understood as being a particular form of class
gructure which limits class conflict and involves both capital and |abour in the 'sdlf government' of
the economy. A corporative regime rests on two pillars: an inditutiona framework for the

% The former in 1964 and the latter in 1972.

% Thisis not to argue that political forces externa to the Communist Parties alone were to
blame for their failure to organise labour (see E.A. Ramasamy, 1977).
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saf-government of the economy (which isaso employed to ratify a hierarchical concept of socid
relaions and to contain politica and class conflicts); and an ideologicd framework to minimise
divergence or conflict between individuas and society, capita and labour. Ideology and ingtitutional
framework together impregnate production relations and cregte the overlap between economy and
society that is afesture of any corporative regime. We conclude that fundamental aspects of the
urban economy and society are digtinctively corporatist - notably the ingtitutiond framework in
which economic activity is embedded and the dominant ideology. At least they are consstent with,
at most they shape the socid relations of production and trade.

Aswe have seen, Arni's economy has lately been organised into alarge number of private and Sate
indtitutions covering al agpects of socid and economic life, regulating it & the levels of the individud,
the household and the collective. The capillary diffusion of an 'association fever' over the decade of
the economic reforms among al drata of society such that few mae individuas are not incorporated
into any organisation and most belong to more than one is very striking. Many associations have a
cross-class nature and individuas participate irrespective of their class pogtion. Thisis most
obviousin the caste associations but holds for others, particularly the welfare and charitable
organisations. Even the internationaist Rotary and Lions Clubs, while recruiting rdaively ‘big
capital and professionals, are in practice 'open' to al kinds of people ¢ and contribute to
cross-class ideology.

Severd principles of sesgmentation have led to a proliferation of types of organisation and of their
scope and ams. Theinterests of culture and religion come to be organised in part through
associaions. Then organisations not only reflect culture and religion but aso politica and business
objectives - indeed the latter come to dominate the organisations and the urban economy cannot
operate without them. They are the expresson of sdf government in the face of the sdlective
regulative capacity of the sate %.

Thereisastrong ideologica € ement to these groups. Alongsde an economic agenda (and an
integral part of it as experienced by our respondents) are the ams of practicaly every association to
improve their own welfare and solidarity. Groups representing more economically powerful interests
aso am to improve (or to be seen to improve) the welfare of the town itsdlf, dbeit through smal
acts of redigtributive charity which are also open to interpretation as legitimating accumulation (and
which may be exaggerated in sdf-interested hitories). These attempts at sdlf-regulation and
economic governance are supported by awidespread ideology that concedls class interests under
the vell of the wider interest of the ‘community’. Despite the fact that it can easly be shown as such,
the town is not socidly construed as segmented into socid classes with conflicting interests. Rather it
presentsitself at the ideologica level and to some extent in practice as a unified body, composed of

7 A Vanniar motorcyle repairer found it unexceptionable to belong to the Rotary Club.The
globa socid-palitica character of the Rotary Club may be being subordinated to local regulative
requirements and therefore being ‘reworked'.

% What we know by the global term ‘ state failure’ but what we need to andyse in terms of
the interests successfully served.
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individua parts among which there is no conflict, or only ‘sporadic conflict’ (which is how the tense
and competitive relations between Vanniars and Scheduled Castes are described). It isworth
stressing that the strength of ‘town-unity’ extends across religions. See, for instance, the role of
mudim businessmen not only as mudims (who have collectively invested in fadilitiesin which the
date has s0 Sgndly failed (such asthe entirdy secular teacher training indtitute, which has a
widespread intake across religion and community and across the rurd-urban divide)) but aso as
businessmen (in hardware, sweets, textiles and recycling) and as representatives of the town (in the
Chamber of Commerce) ®°.

A very crucid pillar of the ideology which describes the town as a'unified body' is caste, which, in
the case of the urban economy of Arni, shows the same enduring and foundationa importance we
have emphasised for contemporary Indiain section 2. There isno Sign yet of the erosion foreseen
by Panini. On the contrary, caste is being sdectively reworked to mean different things at different
positionsin the economic system of the town. Among SCs and MBCs, caste remains a condition of
hierarchy. Physica and ritua pollution still successfully repe higher (‘ backward') castes from low
caste occuptions. They aso prevent dl but a handful of those associated with this contamination
from access to most “clean’ occupations, from private finance and from residence and worship in
upper caste locdities. Caste cannot even be used openly as an idiom in the organisations struggling
for income, and status for SCs. By contrast, among backward castes, caste is more a matter of
difference, economicaly competitive and increesingly interndly differentiated. Caste openly
embodies the socid contradictions of practices Sgnifying arisein socid satuswith a caculating
politics of inverse snobbery with respect to reservations and to access to the public sector of the
economy. At the top, caste gppears to cease to have arole to play in forma economic regulation.
This does not mean that it drops out as afactor at the locd gpex of accumulation, only that the
practice of caste continues in spheres outside those of the association .

The caste association itsdf frequently undergoes atransformation of role. WWhen a caste association
becomes a commodity association, the two kinds of organisation may split or the caste association
may arophy. Thereisardabdling in recognition of the primacy of economic interests. As castethe
organisation continues targeting the public sector economy for jobs, kegping economic interests
tightly cemented by kin as the range of occupations and of economic inequdity within the caste
grows. Thereisthen, even in the case of Arni, adigtinct interplay between the economy and the

% Elsewhere in Tamil Nadu, religious patronage forms a tactic for corporate urban
representation; it is aso argued that brahmanic hinduism is given aboost by the recycled profits
from liberdisation (Fuller, 1998). On thefird, the spatiad segregation of cagtes in the residentid and
religious geography of the town congrains collective religious patronage. On the second, the
benefits of temple renovation are spread widely among masons, acari-sculptors and other artisans,
may boost the incomes of some priests but not necsessarily brahmins ‘at large’. ( C. Fuller and P.J.
Krishnamurthy, Pers Comm, 1999)

70 E.g. through endogamous kinship and the intergenerationd transfers of economic
resources. As Reiniche observes (1996) for Tiruchengodu, so here, other non-economic aspects
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caste association, which shows the flexibility of caste, the reworking and distancing between caste
and religion and the adding of economic regulative functions both to the indtitution of caste per se
and particularly to its association. For if castes are 'truncated and secularised’ ingtitutions which
have logt ther religious bearings, they are inductably vitd as regulators of the economy.

The interplay between caste and the economy may be differentiated but it is consstent with
corporatism. Wethink caste plays atriplerole. Firg, it provides an ideologica backcloth for the
corporative 'project’. At the sametime it generates (and is easlly congstent with the formdisation of)
the indtitutiond structure on the back of which corporative organisations have evolved. In this urban
society, caste still suppliesthe hierarchica order entrusted to the state in the Italian case ™.
Through the caste system, the link between ideology and ingtitutions is particularly strong. The
ideology itsdf isthe source of the indtitutions. Furthermore, caste helpsin the cregtion of the
conditions for the overlap between economy and society that is necessary to the working of the
corporétive project. We are not implying that because of the caste system local society cannot be
otherwise than corporative, we are Smply suggesting that there is a propengty for thistype of
organisation, that there is no mgor contradiction between the caste system on the one hand and a
corporative form of capitalist development on the other. In fact a corporative socid order may have
kept many potentid socia conflicts under the control of loca capita over a period of history when
the local economy has been transformed by huge waves of capital: first by that of the green
revolution (triggered by a somewhat developmenta state) and later by the unplanned effects of
economic liberdisation and the exuberant primary and primitive accumulation accompanying the
paring back of a predatory loca state.

The corporative ideologicd and indtitutiona framework imprints production rdations, the main
features of which can be gleaned from our andyss. In summarisng them here, we distinguish:
1) dassrdaions, 2) gender; 3) the locd organisation of the urban economy and 4) reations
between urban economy and the state.

1) Capital-labour reations. Thetown is organised according to the needs of local ‘big' capitd.
While not acting in concert, but being divided by sector and by caste, the locad summits of capitd
(qullied foothillsin the nationa context) are not weakened by such a palitical configuration. Rather it
may be seen as the hydraheaded dignments of anumericaly smadl sector so asto maximise tactica
advantages. Witness for example the ubiquitous attempts collectively to fix and control (viathe sate
where necessary) the matrices of market exchange in which these firms are embedded: those for
raw materids, money, rates in derived markets and most particularly labour. The modalities of
labour control include wage rates but aso the means of increasing absolute surplus vaue (the terms
and conditions of work, the length of the working day and week, the extent and periodicity of
holidays, the use of femade and child |abour). Through this control, capita is adle to transform labour

> Thetiming is crucid because of the rapid expansion of capitdist relations inthe last
decade in the absence of a strong State framework to regulateit because the sate itself under the
dternating Dravidian parties was compromised by a project of plunder.
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productivity extensively and without arise in mass consumption’2. In so doing capita frequently
flouts the laws regulaing and protecting labour, but laws are flouted routingly. It is collectively
edtablished business norms which rule, often in cregtive reinterpretations involving officids and
traders such that laws are transformed beyond recognition. At the same time accumulation is
permested with petty crime (adulteration, chicanery with weights and measures, labels and
standards, packaging and prices) and with widespread fraud particularly with respect to every
aspect of taxation.

Labour isweak and not organised. Independent trade unions are dmost non-existent and party
politica support is opportunistic (with tribute supplied to al parties at dections and tribute to the
ruling party throughout its term). Associations of low castes and workers unions are no different
from big commodity associationsin this respect. There is no organised mass protest or rebellion
about working conditions (in relation to the length of the working day, occupationa hedlth, wage
rates, child labour, sexua harassment, ddiberate casudisation etc.), in spite of the fact that, asthe
magor business associations reported, the town is close to full employment. ‘Caste is the strongest
trade union', but caste, even in the case of low castes, is not organising 'labour' as opposed to
‘capita’. In certain castes, occupations with along history of caste-identification are vigoroudy
defended for a mixture of purposes, such as socid identity, insurance, trust and economic
reputation, job security and credit (achari gold workers, marwari pawnbrokers, saurashtrian silk
merchants, sanitary workers), but extremey rarely for classidentity. The commodity branding of
many of the backward castes signalstheir relative status. But it carries no necessary implications for
class pogtion. In this sense capitd is (with few notable exceptions) blind to caste as it transforms the
production and circulaion of commodities. Caste is becoming an insrument to regulate workers
participation in the economy, rather than to legitimate caste/class opposition or to pogition peoplein
aranking of ritual gatus.

Thereisthen asort of structurd disequilibrium between capital and labour asfar as class
consciousness is concerned. On the one Sde, the capitdist class has a strong identity that is
reinforced by widespread convictions about the duties of the loca dites in promoting urban welfare.
On the other hand, labour has a very weak perception of its classidentity due first to the absence of
political representation and second to the role of caste. This disequilibrium is aided and abetted by
the operation of patriarchy on the one hand and the rhetoric of town-unity on the other.

2) Gender: Whilejust under hdf the workforce isfemae, while a handful of busnesses are
managed by women, practicaly no businessis owned by women and corporate lifeisintensdy
mde.

Educated women have economic nichesin clericd jobsin loca government, medicine, teaching, and
atoehold in the professions. It is very rare to find awoman lawyer or member of the police force.
Thaose with other skills (such as computing) work in other towns in organised-sector firms (in
Vellore and Ranipet) but neither in loca business nor inloca collective life except a the margins, in

72 Rather than intensively by means of new technology
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the sex-segregated international socid service clubs. There the resources they handle are not
abundant. Their role is rather to buttress the ideologicd legitimation of the business dite through
cross-caste and class philanthropy. Women are but tiny minoritiesin just afew caste and trade
associations and where they form an important minority (asin tailoring) their corporate affairs are
managed by men, just astheinterests of |abour are frequently managed by capitd. Aslabour,
women are deliberately casudised and attempts to organise them are crushed.

Urban civil society therefore tends towards the reinforcement of patriarchy in the market economy.
It is the Dravidian state which has provided opportunities for the relative empowerment of women,
through education and through employment, though women are still conspicuous by their dbsencein
the higher echelons of the public sector.

3) Locality: There are two aspects of locdity which shape the organisation of the economy. Since
the first wave of commercid capitaist expangon in the 60s, the town has organised itsdf asasocid
unit. But the purposes of this unity have evolved from being socidly redigtributivist and legitimating
(in socid service) viathe accretion of enabling and daiming activity (asin the mobilisation over new
telecommunications technologies) to subgtituting for the state (as in the welfare society's funds for
the fire services water supply and repairs to defective infragtructure). In its new, composite role
‘town unity' is pitted againgt the state as much as providing a crutch for it.

The second aspect of the organisation of locdity concernsits spatio-palitica dynamics. Those
associaions which are not federated operate paliticaly at the level of local municipa governmert,
exerting vigilance on the state and demanding infrastructure. The mgority of civil socid organisations
are components of hierarchical federations with their apexes in date or nationd capitals. This has
two conseguences. Firgt loca organisations have access to higher levels of skill and resourcesin
their political and economic projects. But second, they may aso be construed as conduits of
information and ingtructions from headquarters and/or mobilised reectively in a competitive politica
arenalocated outside the town. We concur with White et a (1996, p. 213) who concluded with
respect to Chinathat there are powerful impulses towards loca or community corporatism, from the
large city down to the smdl rura town which may fud conflict with higher levels and intengfy
competition with other locdities 2.

4) State: Apart from thelocd politics of smdl-scope, clientdist redigtribution and the important
economic politics of loca sdf regulation, the economic role of civil-socid organisationsis directed
towards the state. This direction seems both inevitable (because of the sate's formal economic roles
which are both parametric and active) and extraordinary (because of its contrariness and
complexity). The gate in the town is empowered to organise, mediate, protect, regulate and
redistribute economic resources. Insodoing it redistributes economic power between the genders,
shapes the fortunes of castes, creates and regulates classes and formaises locdlity. At sametimeits

3 See Nagarg) et a 1996 for the competitive relations between Arni and K anchegpuram
with respect to Slk; see aso the corporate urban branding of Arni’swholesde rice and the
competition with Cheyyar over the siting of courts and colleges.
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efficacy is shaped by the private socid status of its officias ™. It is riddled with incompetence,
arbitrariness and oppressve practices. Private interest and private discretionary power (whichis
encouraged by undergtaffing, frequent promotions of superiors and damage to lines of reporting)
generates corruption. So aso does the party-politica capture of bureaucratic adlocative power in
rivers of private tribute based upon departmenta co-option °. More quantitatively important than
corruption is fraud (ranging from moonlighting through payments for illegal operation “®and the theft
of public sector property * to serious evasion of taxes) in which benefits are shared between
individud politicians and busnessmen. Clearly, thisis a collaborative Sate. But one thing its
collaboration does not involve is control over the civil-socid ingtitutions described here.

Yet it isthis state to which politica apped is made through caste and trade associations. There are
seven agpectsto this set of clamswhich have gppeared repestedly through this essay:

i) prices and subsidies to combat the unruliness of market exchange (some claims being highly self
interested (Saurashtrians) some paterndistic
(Vanniars));

i) regulation (particularly of urban space (dl associations connected with trangport and haulage)
while other aspects of the ate' s regulation of markets are energetically contested);

iii) direct commercid intervention (trading in raw materids or finished products, regulation of access,
terms and conditions of finance and loans);

iv) infrastructure (not only physica infrastructure (water, drains, roads, eectricity, housing) but dso
financid and socid e.g. insurance for [abour);

V) reservations and employment (unfilled quotas for those formaly entitled to benefit; appeds for the
downwards reclassfication of less digible castes);

A condition in which persona endowments of energy, incorruptibility,
courage etc may have a disproportionate impact. A characterisation of the ‘ private status Sate is
developed elsewhere (Harriss-White 1996; see also Sengupta 1998)

*Sde of (reserved) posts and college seats, commissions from advance payments to
contractors, bills for non-existent work

"6 Sandalwood smuggling, liquor ditilling

" Electricity, plunder from co-operatives, tapping of drinking water
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vi) colluson over the control of labour - faling short of dienating it politicaly (party politica
colluson with business dites againgt the mass support base on, for example rates of pay in silk and
cotton textiles);

vii) taxation (imaginative efforts to reduce obligations by 'smplification’ and other reforms; outright
evadon; diverdon of revenue into party palitica invetments);

The stes and scale of this politica activity varies, as doesits success. So long asthereisinterest in
the state's performing such roles (and such interest seems to have grown rather than fading over the
decade of liberdisation), it is unlikely that reformsto the state will not face resstance. The dateis
too important as a focus and resource for economic aspiration to be significantly compressed or
downsized.

The new assertiveness of parties and organisations representing lower castes and the democratic
forma Sructure of authority found in many organisations does not mean necessarily or only thet civil
society is democratising, rather that, as eectord democracy deepens, a politics other than party-
electora politicsis aso emerging, a poalitics in which caste-as-economic-interest plays as sgnificant
arole as does persona aggrandisement. On the one hand , electord palitics is suffused with caste
competition and cagte blocs and, in thistown, party political alignment and caste compete as
principles for votes. On the other, thetown isa agage in its palitical development when ectord
politics takes the shape of capitdist business requiring private investment (and alabour force of
fixers and enforcers) and yielding returns not smply through the crude and time-bound mechanism
of votes but through the infinitely more subtle and enduring returns to corrupt intermediation, fraud,
non-compliance and contractual allocations that are possible oncein power 72,

To sum up, Arni's regime of accumulation accords with Gramsci's concept of civil society. In Arni's
civil society we have found the politica, cultura and ideologicad hegemony of a single socid group -
the capitdist class - over the entire society. This class exerts its hegemony with the support of an
ideology based on transformations to the indtitution of caste. Due to the reinforcement of caste and
patriarchy and the rhetorics of the town unity, economic interests and ideologica factors overlgp in
exactly the manner Gramsci thought to be the essense of civil society. In this sense, the indtitutiona
framework of civil society is the outcome of socid contradictions and conflicts, which are resolved

8 The Situation is ripening either for dienation and/or for an authoritarian response With the
cavedt that we are deding with different scales of empirica ambition, we can contrast our finding
with those of White et d (1996) for China. The two cases have in common that civil society
condgtitutes a bridge between the state and other sectors of society; that its recent proliferation is not
addiberate political project but a by-product of other socid forces. Where the cases differ isthat in
the Indian case, these organisations are not, asin China, monopolies of privilege. As fountainheads
of patronage , both the state and civil society operate both ways as patrons and as clientsin the
Indian case; and the relative autonomy of civil society visavisthe sate isincomparably greater in
amall-town Indiafor , whileit ssemsthat in Chinathe state can Hill call the tune, can suppress,
permit or encourage, in Indiathe state is unable effectively or systematicaly to police civil socid
inditutions.
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thanks to an ideologica framework the main role of which isto gain consent for the loca capitdist
class. Through the caste system and through patriarchy, ideology comesto form a significant
component in the local socid structures of accumulation.
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Appendix:

Table 1: Private Firms, Arni 1973-1993

1973 1983 1993

Rice mills 23 46 86
Rice wholesale 17 45 56
Riceretail 22 30 17
Groundnut mills 5 1
Groundnut wholesalers 16 1
Groundnut oil retailers 10 10 L]
Other foods - factory 9 7 1

- workshops 15 262 210

- wholesalers 9 22 52

- retailers 271 273 1108
Non food agricultural products 4 4 116

- workshops 1 3 44

- wholesalers 60 114 87

- retailers 13 28 32
Silk factories 62 243 345
Handloom weavers 1141
Other goods

- factory 1 1 41

- workshops 53 77 112

- wholesalers 25 31 L]

- retailers 52 86 144
Durables - retailers 20 37 76
Fuel and Energy 12 18 59
Transport 16 38 63
Transport Repair and Service 66 98 131
Other repair and services 191 321 623
Financial Services 87 121 152
TOTAL 1194 1923 4703

NOTES (5963)

i) Bracketed 1993 total includes 1141 handloom weaver s not well censured previously, 72 educational and training establishments
and 47 government offices

ii) asthe urban economy changesits structure so the classification requires changing. Within-group diversity has vastly
increased over the last decade.

iii) servicesincludes professional services aswell astraditional handicraft services

iv) food retailing includes petty food stalls and tea stalls.

SOURCE Original field mapping, 1973, 1982, 1993 (Harriss, 1991)



Table 2: Financial Characteristics of Sectors of Arni Business Economy, 1973 (Thous Rs)

Value
sample size Arerage  Average G0 it Average  JGioi P e C'C Addedto  Average ol SOTPIeRERO
Average Capital Output Added Output Costs
Date of (Current (Current (1973 (Current (1973 Ratio (Current (1973

Typeof Firm Number Percent Start prices) prices) prices) (Percent) prices) prices)  (Percent) (Percent) prices) prices) (Percent)
Rice

Mills 3 3.4 1958 24 298 894 7.3 43.4 130 8.2 14.6 7.4 22.2 4.1

Wholesalers 2 2.3 1962 16 500 1000 8.2 15.7 31 2 3.1 55 11 2.1

Retailers 1 1.1 1967 5 26 26 0.2 1.7 2 0.1 6.5 L] 1 1
Other Foods

Workshops 8 9.1 1967 5.5 69 552 4.5 19.3 154 9.7 28 7.7 61.6 115

Wholesalers 3 3.4 1929 5 481 1443 11.8 50 150 9.5 10.4 31 93 17.4

Retailers 11 12.5 1959 6.6 297 3267 26.7 9.6 106 6.7 3.2 1.5 16.5 3.1
Nonfood agric.
products

Workshops 2 2.3 1946 6.2 50 100 0.8 8.8 18 11 17.6 0.6 1.2 0.2

Wholesalers 1 1.1 1970 5 36 36 0.3 8.5 9 0.6 23.6 L| 1 1

Retailers 7 8 1955 5.9 71 497 4.1 6.9 48 3 9.7 1.5 10.5 2
Farm inputs

Retailers 3 34 1964 15.3 330 990 8.1 21 63 4 6.4 5.8 17.4 3.2
Silk

Factories 4 45 1952 62 376 1504 12.3 139 555 35 37 67 268 50
Other goods

Workshops 9 10.2 1959 15 13 113 0.9 4.3 39 2.5 33.1 1 9 1.7

Wholesalers 2 2.3 1954 1 45 90 0.7 3 6 0.4 6.7 0.5 1 0.2

Retailers 11 12.5 1949 8 115 1265 10.3 13.6 150 9.5 11.8 2.5 5.8 1.1
Fuel & energy

Retailers 1 11 1969 1 108 108 0.9 2 2 0.1 1.9 0.8 0.8 0.1
Transport 2 2.3 1955 7.5 9 18 0.1 6.3 13 0.8 70 3.1 6.2 1.2
Other repairs
& services 12 13.6 1954 2 9 107 0.9 5.6 68 4.3 62.2 0.7 8.4 1.6
Financial
services 6 6.8 1958 11 39 234 1.9 7.4 44 2.8 19 0.5 3 0.6
Total 88 100 188.5 2872 12244 100 366.1 1588 100 364.8 137.1 535.6 100

Source: Harriss, 1991



Table 3: Financial Characteristics of Sectors of Arni Business Economy, 1983 (Thous Rs)

Average Average Total Sample Average Total Sample Value Added Average Average  Total Sample
Sample size Starting Gross Gross Output Value Value Added to Gross Value of Rate of Labour Labour Costs
Averag Capital Output Added Output Assets Return Costs
Numbe Percen eDate (Curren (Curren (1973 (Curren (1973 (Per cent Ratio (Current on Assets  (Current (1973 (Percent
Type of Firm r t of Start  tprices) tprices) prices) (Percent) tprices) prices) ) (Percent) prices) (Percent) prices prices) )
Rice
Mills 4 35 1968 46 7495 1626 20.5 584.2 1268 10.3 7.8 613 75.7 63.5 138.5 3.1
3.5 1957 18 4827 10476 13.2 134.1 291 2.4 2.8 98 120.7 9 19.6 0.4
Other Foods
Workshops 10 8.8 1970 15 210 1139 1.4 60.8 330 2.7 28.9 40 115.2 109.8 596 13.4
1 0.9 1946 20 1410 765 1 73.7 40 0.3 5.2 700 9.2 21.9 11.9 0.3
Retailers 15 13.2 1970 10.7 535 4350 55 56.5 460 3.7 10.6 87 50.8 7.7 63 1.4
Nonfood
agricultural
products
Workshops 2 1.8 1958 20 222 240 0.3 51.6 55 0.4 22.8 207 18.8 10.0 10.8 0.2
0.9 1978 3 28 15 1 12.9 7 0.1 46.1 4 122.7 7 3.8 0.1
Retailers 9 7.9 1969 16.4 1359 6633 8.4 60.8 293 2.4 4.4 188 18.6 13.8 67.5 15
Farm inputs
Retailers 3 2.6 1969 40 919 1494 1.9 46 75 0.6 5 919 2.1 35 5.7 0.1
Silk
Factories 7 1954 21 5061 21968 27.7 1763 7655 62.2 34.8 5061 22.9 760 3299 74.3
Workshops 2.6 1975 2.2 55 90 0.1 22.1 36 0.3 40.2 55 18.3 7.7 12.6 0.3



Other goods
Workshops

Retailers
Fuel &

Retailers
Transport

Transport
repairs
& services

Other
repairs
& services

Financial
services

Total

6

15

19

114

5.3
0.9
13.2

2.6

0.9
1.8

16.7

6.1

100

1967
1981
1973

1951
1948
1945

1965

1961

2.2

60

11

17.5

5.5

2.2

18

334.7

36
479
645

5080

166
24

35

371

28957

117
260
5249

8268

90
26

361

1409

79214

0.1
0.3
6.6

10.4
0.1

0.5

100

141
97.6
56.5

116.1

82.9
12

11.8

228.5

3486

46
53
460

189

45
13

122

868

12306

0.4
0.4
3.7

15
0.4
0.1

7.1

100

39.2
20.4
8.8

2.3

49.9
50

33.7

61.6

474.5

70
74

317
800

15

170

9,428

117.5
47.1
45.8

14.1

7.4
327.8

48.2

131.2

1,314.1

3.9
53
4.8

54.7
3.7
0.4

2.4

35

1140.3

12.6

28.8

39

89

0.4

24.7

13.3

4438

0.3
0.6
0.9

0.6

0.3

100




Table 4: Per Capitalncome As Multiple of Poverty Line, Arni And Region, 1983

Average Ilncome

Type of Firm/Household per Capita as Household Size
Multiple of
Poverty Line?

Silk - factories 95 13
Rice - mills 36 8.5
Rice - wholesalers 20 6.5
Other foods - retailers 10 6
Fuel and energy - retailers 5.6 9
Nonfood agric. products - workshops 5.3 6.5
Farm inputs - retailers 4.6 7.3
Other goods - wholesalers (1 firm) 4.4 7
Other goods - retailers 4.5 6.5
(Other goods - retailers: exceptional firm) 15.7 6
Other foods - retailers 3 6.8
Nonfood agric. products - retailers 2.4 7.9
Transport repairs & services 2.4 4.5
Financial services 2.2 8.5
(Financial services: exceptional firm) 226 6
Other foods - workshops 2 7
Other goods - workshops 1.6 6
(Other goods - workshops: exceptional firm) 85 4
Other repairsand services 14 6.4
Rice mill labour (male) 0.49 4.0b
Rice mill labour (female) 0.35 4
Twisting factory labour (male) 0.45 4
Twisting factory labour (female) 0.38 4
Paddy firmsc> 1 ha 1.85 n.a.
Paddy firms< 1 ha 0.92 n.a.
Agricultural labour ¢(male) 0.28 4.0°
Agricultural labour ¢ (female) 0.18 4.0b

a Rs48/capita/month (Dandekar and Rath, 1971), all deflated to 1973 prices

b Simulated household size, not real averages
¢Data for thiscalculation from J. Harriss (1986)

Source: Harriss, 1991



Table5: Caste And Gender in Arni’s Business Economy, 1973-93
(average per firm in percentages of total work force)

1973 no. of firms sampled: 93, work force: 664
Family labour Permanent Wage Casual WageLb.
CASTE male female male female male female
Forward caste/other 9 0 4 0 0.7 0
Backward caste 6 0 15 5 0.1 0
Most backward caste 6 0 14 8 6 4
Scheduled castes 3 0 0.1 0 3 6
Muslims 3 0 2 0 2 0
27 0 35.1 13 11.8 10
1983 no. of firms sampled: 126, work force: 1037
FC 3 0 2 0 0 0
BC 12 0.3 17 3 3 2
MBC 4 0 17 3 5 3
SC 1 0 2 0 10 2
Muslims 3 0 3 0 2 0
23 0.3 41 6 20 7
1993 no. of firms sampled: 253, work force: 1955
FC 3 0.6 0.1 0
BC 10 3 7 2
MBC 5 2 4 0.5
SC 2 0.4 0.6 0.1
Muslims 15 0.2 0.7 0.1
Caste + gender unknown 57
21.5 6.2 12.4 2.7 57

SOURCE: Field surveys, 1973, 1983, 1993.



