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ABRSTRACT

This study 1s about the struggle of around 1,300 homne—
hased garment workers of &hmedabad. India, who found a2 way
to fight Ffor higher wages and better working conditions by
joining a trade union, the S=1+f Employed Women™ s Association

{BEWA) . This three part study is based on my field
interviews of hoae—workers, union organizers, union leaders,
emplovers, and state officials. The first part is about
SEWG and its organizing strategy +for  homeworlkers. The

second part shows in great detail bow these homeworkers were
arganized into a uwnion arvd what was the response of the
state.

The third part lists relevant Ffindings about the
strategy Ffor organizing homeworbers; that workers get
organized around shared interest in work-related issues,
that various trade and cccupational groups sharing a common
interest collaborate, and that coeollective bargaining is
against the employers as well as the regulatory institutions
of the state. It alsec emphasizes that the strategy for
arganizing homeworkers is a joint action of union™s struggle
and development of cooperatives, which 1s carried out by
direct, legal, and policy actions. This strategy increases
vigibility of bomeworkers in state palicies and helps the
state counterbalance claims of business interests over
public resources.

t
i

There are conclusions about the state™s view on the
formation of organizations such as SEWA  for not  what they
are, but for what their potential is in asserting their
demands. The state should see these arganizations as
reducing the burden of its regulatory and welfare agencies,
sncouwraging  entrepreneurial talents, and as  examples of
innovative experiments.

At the end of the third part, I have made some
recommendations for the state about providing democeatic and
aptonomous  setup combining trade uwunion and cooperatives.
Such arganisations should be provided with infrastructure,
credit, and training. The state shouid take actions to stop
outright evasions of the regulations as well as expand the
scope and reinterpret existing labor and industrial laws.
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STRATEGRY FOR ORGANIZING HOME-BASED WORKERS
Case Study of the Ready—-Made Garment Workers of
Ahmedabad

INTRODUCTION

what can poor and illiterate women making A
meager living stitching garments in their
ramshackle houses late at night do  to get higher
wages and better working conditions? These women
are home—-based workers who sell their products at
piece rate and are dgpendent on middlemen for raw
materials and sales. There are no laws to protect

their wages and employment and no institutions to

provide credit or health care. The Labor
Department does not consider their stitching as
work, and society thinks oF them as  merg

housewl ves.

Those unacguainted with the struggle of these
women would praobably feel there was very little the
women could do to change their conditions. But
around 1,500 such home-based garment workers in
ahmedabad, India, found a way to fight and try to

bring about some change in their circumstances by

)



jeining a trade union; the Selt Emploved Women’™s
Association (SEWAY. My study of what has been done
by and Ffor these unorganized home—bhased workers to
get organized into a trade uwunion tells us what

actions could be taken to protect many more such

homewor fers in other cities of India.

There are Ffew studies on organizations of
unorganized workers in the informal sector of urban
economy { Feattie 1979 )3 even fewer studiss have
heen done on the process of organizing itself. The
research emphasis has been more on the definition (
1.0 1972 ), characteristics ( Fapola 1978 ), and
linkages of the unorganized sector  with  the
organized sector. Very little attention has been
given to what bhas been done for and by these
workers to improve their wages, benefits, and
working conditions { Peattie 1979 ) { Portes 1981}
{ Weeks 19275 ). Neither has any attention been
given to the question of what legal or policy
actions could be taken to improve their lot. My
study addresses some of these guestions and throws
some lTight s} the state’s response to the
organizations of this iarge portion of  the
population that is currently not covered by its

regulatory institutions.



The Findings of this study may be useful to
two groups. It may provide vseful information to
those interested in organizing homeworkers for
higher wages, better working conditions, increased
bargaining power, and recognition in the mainstream
SCOnomy . The study may also be useful to
qovernment departments interested in how a trade

union of unorgani zed workers cann act  as

1]

representative  for formulating, conveving, and

implementing state policy.

The major questions I have examined in my
study are: How did these women, scattered in
different groups and locations, get organized to
claim the attention nf the state? How did they
make their hard work visible and their problems
audible to policy makers? Without any protective
laws or Jjob security, how did these workers, who
live from “hand to mowuth” , stand against
victimization and sub—contracting? When there was
rmo union and no specific employer, how did the
workers hargain for higher wages? When the other
trade unions felt at a loss. what strategy did SEWA
adopt to organize these women workers, many of whom

had never sven been out of their own neighborhoods

-...‘J



or had ever been allowed to make any major sconomic
decision abhout their own Ffamilies? How did the

state respond te this strugale?

in
-
it
if
1]
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To answer pecitic gquestions, 1 visited
SEWA in January of 1987 and conducted sxtensive
interviews of the active participants and iatoraed
ohservers nf the struggle of home—based garment
workers in Ahmedabad. I talked at grealt length
with the leaders of SEWA about the history and
crucial issues of organizing these workers, to the
organizers of SEWA about the effectiveness of the
strateqgy adopted and the workers® response, and to
the members of SEWA about the garment industry and
about their views on what was done for and by them.

I also studied some of SEWS s records, reports, and

news periodicals.

In addition, I interviewed the Labor
Commissioner and two of his statf mesbers about
their changing attitudes towards home—based work
and workers, and SEWA s efforts in organizing them.
I alz=oc asked them ahout the influence of S3EWA on
formulation and implesmentation of the state™s labor

and soplovyment policies.



I also had a chance to talk to some of the
businessmen who invest capital, provide cloth to
the homeworkers, pay them piece rates, and sell the
finished garments at a large profit margin to other
traders or to +Final users. I talked to these

pusinessmen about their FEsponse to SEWA™s

organizing effarts,

My study is divided into three parts. The
first part describes the Self Employed Women’s
fesociation and its owrganizational setup. It also
describes the home-based workers, their socio-—
economic conditions, and their majior struggles in
organizing. This part also tells the strategy that
SEWA has adopted in  organizing the homeworkers.
The second part of the study analyses the city and
the ready-made garment industry, and the major
issues of the ready—made garment workers., Wi th
this background, the study shows how  these
homewor kers were organized and the vesponse of the
state to their efforis. The third part of this
study lists important findings about the strategy
for organiTing homewor kers., It alsao draaws
conclusions about haw the state should viéw
formation of oroanizations of unprotected workers,

such as SEWA. In this part I have also made some



recommendations for the state about how it can
support and protect homeworkers  in particulars and

unarganized workers in general.
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FART 1

THE SELF EMPLOYED WOMEN’S ASSOCIATION

SEWA, which means “service’ i many Indian
languages, is an acronym of the Self Eanloved
Women®s Association. SEWA is a registered trade
union of 22,000 poor self-emploved women working in
the informal economy of the city of dbhmedabad and
in fhe surrounding villages. SEWA was founded in
1972, nut of the Women’s Wing of the Textile Labor
Acspciation (TLA)Y. SEWA worked within the TLA as a
union until the 1st  of May, 1981, and since then
has been an independent union ( SEWA Annual Report.

1985} .

Gandhian idenlaogy of peaceful struggle is a
maior source of inspiration for S5EWA. The goal is
negotiations without antagonism between workers and
owners. This also means that higher wages and
pbetter working conditions are only a part of the
final goal of development of the worker and his or
her 1ife. With this background, the immediate

goals of SEWA are :

11



1. To make the work of the self-employved women
workers visiiple.,

2. To increass their income.

3

- Ta increase their fair control over the income

in the family and the society.

Rased on these goals., SEWA has organized its
meanbers, who are constituted of:
% Small scale vendors, petty traders, hawkers
selling goods such as  vegetables, fruits. eggs,
househnld goods. and garments.
2. lLaborers selling various services and skills
including cleaning, laundering, catering, coaking,
or praviding 1abaor for construction,
transportation, and agriculture.
3. Home—hased producers wmaking products such as
Ridis { cigarettes); Agarbattis (incense sticksl,
garments, small furniture, foot—wear, +ood

products, and handicrafts. Later, in this st

e

w2
will see the efforts of SEWA in arganizing a part

of this type of home—bhased workers.

Though all  three tvpes of workers ars members
nf SEWA, the membership comprises oply a portion of

the tobal number ot the workers in the various

[
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informal trades and occupations of the economy. in
its many efforts of organizing, SEWA has found it
imonssible and even needless to organize all the
workers nf the sams trades group o oCcoupation.
Even if a small mass of homeworkers are organized,
with the right type of strategy., they can influence
rhe labor supply of the entire market and thus,
pring benefits of the colliective hargaining and

protection to all the workers.

Each member pays 5 rupees as the membership
fee to the wunion and the membership selects
representatives to the General Baoard of 130
membhers. The Board elects 25 members to the
Evecutive Committee, who in turn elect two
Secretaries, one General Secretary, one Vice-—
Fresident, and a Fresident. The union has a team
of 22 organizers and around 7 administrators and
accountants. It is this electoral process that
allows the members of the trade groups,. engaged in
same ongoing struggle, to come +to  the leadership

positions in the union:

SEWA is organizing its own federation at the
national level, called SEWA Bharat, to be effective

in bringing the issues of its members and the other

[y
id



workers into foocus  in the national policies.
Similarly, at the international level, SEWA has
found lang—awzl ted affiliation with the
International Union of Food Workers {(IUFW) in 1984
and the International Federation of Plantation,
Agriculture, and Allied Workers (IFPAAW) in Geneva
in 1985. This has increased the influence of SEWA
on the International iLLabor Orgenization (ILO) and
International Textile, Leather,  and Sarment
Worker s Federation (ITLGWF). The Director General
nf the IO invariably makes a visit to SEWA when he

is in India.

The Organizational Setup

SEWA has Four winagss; the trade uniong the
economic development wing, which includes SEWA s
own cooperative bank; the trust: and the research

and study wing.

The trade union takes up the complaints of the
members. organizing new trade groups, and with the
help of the workers Careies ot coliective

bargaining and negotiations +for the issues of

14



wages, work, and working conditions.

The economic development and training wing
ruins  thirteen cooperatives Ffor block printers,
kerosene vendors, garment makers,. and workers in
acther trades. It also provides training for
upgrading existing skills such  as bamboo  work and
pottery making, and introduces new skills such as
patch—work and radio repairing. It also provides
supplies of raw materials like bamboo and cloth +for
various cooperatives and trade groups. Many of the
SEWA members hold shares and accounts in the SEWA
Cooperative Bank, which provides credit and related
services of accounting and marketing to these
illiterate self-emploved women to make the most of
the market opportunities. The bank is a handy
place for these women to develop a habit of saving

and being able to handle to their own accounts.

The SEWA Trust provides resources such as seed
money to set up a cooperative, room to start an
market outlet for the cooperatives, and initial
funds for new actiwvities. It also provides welftare
and security coverage to its members in the form of
1ife insurance, maternity openefit, widowhood

supnort, and health-care.



The reasearch and study wing carries out

surveys of the conditions of these workers,
documents their situation, and runs two
publications aimed at mobxilizing a favorable

sypport of the middle class and the policy makers.

HOME—-BASED WORKERS

Many of the members of SEWA are home—hased

producers including those wiho make Bidi
{cigarette); Agarbhatti {incense sticks), paper
bags, match—sticks, and 2lectric items. They also

roll papad, shell cotton pods and ground nuts,
embroider and hand print cloth. They are scattered
in many locations in the city of Ahmedabad and the
surrounding villages and have dissimilar work and

working conditions.

Socio-Economic Conditions



SEWA carries out many surveys and reporis on
the condition of home-based workers to understand
it and chart out its cowse of action. These
reports have found that the workers combine their
household and domestic work with production work (
Jhabvala 1986 Y. They toil from 4 howrs to as long
as 10 to 12 hows a day in the season.  When the
spason 1= at its ebb, they are without any work for
weeks, making their survival difficult and pushing
them intoc perpetual  debt to the money lenders.
Their work does not give them more than 3 tao &
rupees a day, up to 130 rupees a month, less than
the ainimum wages declared by the state. These
wages are also less than those of other workers in
street vending and wmanual labor. The illiteracy
rate nf these workers is higher than 707 which 1s &
big hinderance in their attempts to gain access to
the formal  regulatory and welfare institutions of

the state.

Home—based production is also a form of family
labor involving children with supple bodies and
sharper eyes in  the production process of goods
like carpets and hand looms. These children do not
go to school and therefore end wup taking over their

parents’ occupation as a source of employment.

17



The Emplovers

The employers of home—based workers range from
regul ar well—-established businessmen tao sub-
contractors and middle men. Often many large
manufarcturing companies “put out’ work in order to
avoid labor laws and save on the provision of

welfare and social security.

Often these employers have warshouses to store
raw materials, Ffrom where it, is distributed to
home—-based workers  for production. The emplovers
then receive the finished product to =sell in other
shops and outlets. Depending upon the market and
traditional practice, the production process may or

may not invoelve sub—contracting.

The wost common  entereprenewr 1s  the small
trader who lives in the same =aurea wiith the workers.
He also comes from the same community and has his
family and relatives working for him as home—based
warlkers. Often he has worked himseld as a home-—
hased worbker in the past. In this situation, the

wmorkers are directly econemically, socially, and

18



even politically dependent on the employers. Manw
are fatalistic and resigned about their working and
living conditions. This makes it very difficult to

organize them.

Legal Protection

SEWA has found that these workers shouwld and
can be covered under many laws and regulations.
The Minimum Wages Act, the Industrial
Representation and Dispute Act, the Factories Act,
and many other provisions of the Labor Laws can be
applied to these workers and their saplovers to
provide higher wages, better working conditions,
and social weltare. However, the definition of
work, warkers, and work—site in these laws makes it
very difficult for SEWA to fight their case. in
this event, SEWA tries to either set a precedent by
filing a case or collects exceptions to the rules
by Finding examples of inclusion of some of the
workers in the regulations or the welfare
institutions, Arn example is the special welfare
poard established for the Ridi workers to provide

health, housing, and education facilities.



Folicy Protection

Changes in the policies related to technoloogy

or industrialization do not tend to take home-based

morkers into account. This has an adverse effect
on their incomes, and emplovment. The auvbomation
of the Bidi industry for ezample, rendered

thousands of home—-based workers unemploved.

WORKERS® ISSUES

Employer Related Issues

What is an advantage to the employer i1s &
dizadvantage to the workers ( Jhabvala 1986). For
example, the employer saves a lot by having no
opverhead cost in the form of a buallding or &
wor kshop as goods are produced in the homes of the
workers., But this itself is hazardous to the
health of the workers and causes overcrowding in
their small homes. The smplover does nobt have to
buy the tools or the equipment reouired +for the
production. Rut the workers have to invest money

in the machines on the borrowed loans  from the

20



mrivate money lenders. The workers also have to
maintain these machines and tools and spend a lot
an repailrs. This hig sxpense for the workers is
not considered in  their wages. Sometimes the
employvers do give a machine, but the high rents
compensate for the cost of the machine. O+ten the
workers have to pay for some of the raw materials
like nil in making Food products and  threads in
stitching garments. These costs are not considered
in the wages and, as a result, the rise in the
prices of these materials affect workers’ earnings
directly. Thus, it is clear that the workers are
almost subsidizing the employvers, and in return
thev get lpw wages, job insecurity, and no welfare

henefits.

Because homeworkers are not unionized or
protected under many labor laws, the emplovers
treat them like a captive ponl of labor, pay them
way below minimum wages, pravide no protection
against injuries, and have no benefits of health-
care. holidays, and housing. Therefore SEWA finds
it so important Lo organize them to bargain for
higher wages on the one hand, and weanwhile provide

them hetter snocial services on the other hand.



Trade Linion Related Issues

The traditional trade uwunions have not done
much bt attempt to reach homeworkers in India.
Qften they have a rather negative attitude about
such worbkers because  there is no clear enployer—
amployee relationship. The trade unions also see
these workers snatching away the employment and
oulling down the wages of the organized sector
workers,. Often these trade unions are found to be
arguing for restrictions and sometimes even a ban
on the activities of homeworkers, not realizing
that this would only allow employers to carvy on
the exploitative sub—contracting activities without
providing any protection or welfare. The trade
unions of the organized sector find 1t difficult to
organize homeworkers on the grounds that they are
scattered in many locations, have dissimilar jabs,
and do not share a common interest in collective
bargaining. The same factors led SEWA to arganize
homewotr kers and bring them in the mainstream labor

movemnent.

)
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THE STRATEGY

SEWA defines 1ts Stratégy as compr ising thrae
kinds of actions: Direct Action, Legal Action, and
Policy Action. All three actions are directed not
only at emplovers, but also at the regulatory and
welfare laws and the institutions of the state.
Often these actions are directed at the concepts of
WORK and WORKERS as  they are defined 1in  the
policies, The definitions are based on the
understanding of work and workers of the formal
industrial sector, which is <o different from the
conditions of work and workers in the informal
sector of the wban economy. Also all these actions
are in the form aof trade union struggle  or

cooperative development.

Direct Actions: The direct actions against
the employers are in the form of strikes, marches,
and negotiations. There are also development
actions such as providing an alternative supply of
raw materials to home—based workers from one of the
SEWA cooperatives to reduce the control of the

snployer over the workers. The direct actions

b e g
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against the welfare institutions are in the form of
presentations and helping to increase access of the
winrkers to institutions such as  hospitals  and

banks.

tegal Actions: The Iegal actions against bthe
employers are in the form of filing cowrt cases of
individual victimization and getiting informal

transactions vregistered or documented. Demands for

separate labor tribunals for the wor ker s’
grievances and tripartite welfare hoards are
gxamples of legal actions against the state

institutions.

Policy Actions: The policy actions are aimed
against wider and larger issdes of the workers

related to women, to poverty, to the class struggle

and others. SEWA publications. Anasuva and We The
Selt-Emoloved, are their monrth pleces.

Farticipation in  wmany national seminars, nplanning
bodies, labor boards, and having the SEWA General
Secretary in  the Upoger House ot Indian Parliament
has given SEWA a chance to influence government

policies and their itmplementation,

>
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There is ne final strategy for organizing that
SEWA follows. it is the work—-related issues thnat
are the starting noint of the struggle. The direct
actions lead to the legel actions, and in Turna Lo
the policy actions. Often these actions have to be

taken simultaneousivy.



THE SETTING

Like many other cities in India, Abhmedabad was
established in 1415, on the trade routs between the
capital, Delhi, and the sea port; Khambhat. The
trade of hand-crafted items for domestic use and
manufactwring of hand-loomed textiles #mr.expmrts
were major economic activities. Artisans produced
these goods at home and sold them face to face to
the consumners or throuah vendors,
Industrialization reached the city in the latter
part of the 18th century, displacing a large number
of rural artisans and home—based producers.
However, home—based production has continued its
role ir the city—esconomy in spite oF

industrialization and the rules and regulations

related to it

Today., there are &4 textile mills in the city,
and most of the 300,000 textile workers are members

af the Textile Labor Association {(TLAY. The rest

B
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of the workers have formal employment in industries

other than textiles, or are part of the inftormal

sector.  The rensus  and the other aovernment
departments do not collect any Figures on the
numbher of these workers. However ., an estimate

suggests that the informal sector of Aheedabad
constitutes around 35 to 60% of the work force of |
FPapola, 1978.). In the last decade, 704 of the
growth in  employment was absorbed in this informal
sector { Mehta, M. 1782) . Thus, the infoarmal
sector workers play a significant role in the wrhan
economy of Ahmedabad and form one of the largest

renstituencies of voters.

From its direct involvement and many reports,
SEWA estimates that 40Y of these informal sector
workers are women. Workers in this sector include
the pettvy traders and vendors, or workers who sell
their services and labor like laundrymen or cart-—
pullers. Many others produce goods at  home and
sell them on their owni they are called own—account
home—based worksrs. Those who get pisce—rate wages
for their work from employers or wholesalers are
called piece—rate home-hased workers. This stuady
is focused on  the home—based piece—rate garment

warkers or homeworkers.



The Ready—Made Garment Industry

The ready-made garment industry in Ahmedabad
can be diwvided into the upscale, export-oriented
industry producing goods in the mbodern factories,
and the remaining home—industry supplying garments
for the middle—and-lpwer—-income people in the city
and the surrounding villages., Without any state
support of capital ar infrastructure, these
homeworkters have managed to find an occupation to
make a living { Acharya 1986, Hegde 1986). There
are around 100 ready—-made garment businessmen in
the city, of which two—thirds arese progucers and
sellers and the remaining one third are middle—-men
or  subcoontractors. They provide piece—-rate
emplaoyment to  around 3,000 warkers, af which 90%
are home—hased. Fach employer has a minimoam  of 25
to a maximun of 79 workers working for him ( SEWA

Report on Garment Workers, 1786.).

Froduction Arsas and Froducts

Praduction of garments 1s spread over many

areas of the city, and esach area specializes in a

28



certain type of garment. The Sindhi  Bazaar

produces Chaniva (long skirts), Thelil {(hand bags),

and Takiva {ipillow covers)g the Shahpur area
produces only ready—made Ffrocks; the Rewvadi
Baz aar nroduces ready—made Chaniva, Chaddi
{shorts), ar} Fhol {imattress covers): the

Sarangpue area deals in Chaniva; and the Darivapur
area deals in Khaol and Chindi { fans and rags).
Because of india’s strong and diverse religious and
communal traditions, the workers are divided into
many groups such as Hindu and Muslim, Chipa ( hand-
printer community), and Marvadi { people from the
western states of Indial. Thus, garment oroduction
is spread over many areas and varies a lot in the
type of work it involves. The workers are also
scattered in many areas and, therefore, they do not
know the rates, skills, products, conditions, and
problems of workers in other areas. Because these
workers are scattered throughoul variouws locations
angl possess dissimilar jobs, SEWA has bhad to focus

its organizing effarts on defining a shared

wtnterest in collective bargaining.

Fraoductiaon Frocess



The businessmen bring a2 lorry full of cloth
warth about 0 thousand rupees Ffrom  the textile
mills akt a bulk rate. This cloth is sorted out
according to the type and size of the Ffabwric. The
cutters, who are mostly men, cut the cloth in many
designs and patterns, s are paid 200 rupees as
retaimner fees, in addition Lo the piece-rates. The
women workers come to the shop o pick up the cut
clath, take 1t back home, and stibtch 1t into
various products.  When the finished garments are
returned to the shop on the next day or so, the

businessmen make an entry in a record books they

=
it

wepn the record book to themselves and never show
1t to the wirkers or the factory inspectors.  Thus,
it is wvery difficult ko dococument the number of
persons employed, their duration of esployment, and
their wages, which are patd at pilece-rate on a
weekly r fortnightly basis. Besides attending to
the domestic duties aof cooking, cleaning, and child
rearing, women workers may stitoh as o many as two
and a half dozen garments in a day. These workers
have to spernd time and bus fare to go to the
husinessmen oF employers, and wailt long hows to

get npaid. They uase their own corowded bomes as

niaces of orcduction, use their own machines for
stitching, pay for the electricity bills of the

30



stitching machines, and use their own o1l and
threads. pdone of these materials are provided for
in the wages. Having suffered from generations of
spcial, economic, and political dependency on their
employers, these homeworers have devel oped
fatalism and resignation towards their working

condi tions.

Pigce—Rates

The rates homeworkers are paid are dependent
on the margin of profit the husinessmen and
employers make on  their products.  Approxisstely
10% of the homeworkers work for a subcontractoe and
are paid relatively higher wages, but suffer from
unannounced lav—offs. Around 30% are cwn—accounh
workoers who have bheen in the trade for a generation
ar two. Their incomes are moderate, but often they
have some other sewing-related skills such  as
smbvoldery, whiich sSometlmes provide them
alternative work. The majority; around 604 of the
homewor kers, are pisce-rate workers who have been

in the trade for the last decade or two, and 2arn

pod

the least AMONG al the theee types of

MOmRWor Hers. . The bushbands of these homeworkers
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are mostly employed in  casual labor  or some other
add iobh of petiy trading or driving auto—rickshaws
on streets, Frenuently they are seasonably or

sometimes completely unemploved.

Rates wvary Ffrom three to seven rupeecs per
dozen, according to the size of the items and the
1abor involved. Frocks are stitched at the rate of
3 rupees per dozen and T rupees per dozen for

larger +frocks. Chaddis are made at the rate of 1

rupee a dozen, and skirts are made at the rate of &6

to 7 rupees. In spite of 8 to 10 hows of hard
worlk, the workers do not earn more than 12 rupees a
day in peak season. Moreover, the low seasons and
the seasonal  unemplovment average oul these wages
to 120 rupees a month, balf the state minimum wages
of 240 rupees per month.. These rates are also
lawer than those of many other workers in the
unorganized sector, such as vendors. Furthermore,

piece—rate workers are not  incliuded i the

dafinition of work in the Factory aAct;  th:

4

exclusion makes the workers wulnerable to unfair
dismissals, accidents and health hazards, and

leaves their welfare and social security unprovided

Y

for.



ISSUES OF GARMENT WORKERS

Historically, there have been six maior 1ssues
of concern to homeworkers in garment industry.
First, their piece rates have been very low in
comparison to the other workers, as well as to the
state’s minimumn wages. Wages have not  incluaded the
cost of transportation, waiting time, rental of
space used for production, and the depreciation of
sewing machines. Even the costs of the threads and
o0il used for production have never been counted in
the pisce—-rates. The rates have occasionally been
revised, either on bazaar’s special occasions like
the celebration of the anniversary, or when there
are maior fluctuations in the demand for garments.
Labor had never initiated revision of piece—rates
beforse SEWA intervened in 1277. Therese have been no
formal records of raizes and wage revisions in the

industry, nor  have there kesr  any laws and

regulations for such purpose.



Secand, the payment of wages has been very
irregular, Sometimes it is made on the same day,
but most of the time it i1s twelve to fitteen davs
aftter the delivery of the finished garments. Since
the workers can not read and wwite, the records can
pften be manipulated and changed without their
knowledge. The existing Factories Act and Minimum
Wages Act haven’t provided Ffor the protection of
homeworkers and are nob possible to entorce, as
there are 2 state AGencil es mr regulatory

institutions for this purpose.

Third, garnmeni—work has reen erratic,
seasonal . and often requivred +to be done at short
notice. in other words, the workers have ot had
any definite sense of their future and have bheen
dependent on  their employer’s or businessmen’s
goodwill. The emplayers explort this situation,
and plan their production in the lean season, when
the rates are low and the swply af labor 1s ample.
Often, traders ocollaborate to see that they do not
all have their garments stitched at the same time,
causing a demand for labor that may pull wages up.
There have heen no state policies on employment and
labor that can lessen workers’ dependency aon their

employers by providing alternative employment or

-
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proteciion.

Fourth, garment-work has been tedious, done
with nld machines without electric motors. These
conditions reduce  the number of garments oroduced
in & day, S03 the wages earned are lass,
Furthermore, because these homeworkers are women,
they have to do traditional Indian women’™s worlb.
Thus, these hemeworkers bear the double load of

domestic duties and garment-work.

Fifth, these garment workers live "from hand
to mouth”® and daily provision of work is essential.
Because they have not amassed savings or reliable
inComes, they can not hold out without work for
more than a couple of days. Driven by the need for
money it  is very difficult for them not to take up
the iochs of other victimized workers. Without any
alternative employment, access to credit or access
to supplies of raw materials and market outlets, i1t

iz wery difficult for homeworkers to organize or be

arganized for bhetter working conditions.

Sixth, the working conditions nf  garment
workers are wvery poor. Their small, dimly 1tt,

badly ventilated, and crowded houses overflow with



raw materials arnl finished garments. These
nardshins, coupled with poor nutrition, make anemia
and TH very common among these workers.  Ahdominal
diseases and swnllen legs are common complaints of
homewor kers who paddlie sewing machines for long
howrs. There are no welftare hospitals whers
hcinewor kers can g0 for omedical treatment, sineoce
homewarkers do not have identity cards issued by
their employers with which to benefit from public
facilities Ffor industrial workers. Therse acre no
laws requiring employvers +to pay for homeworkers?

health care.

Hard-pressed under abhove circumstances  in
1978, some of these workers decided not to return
the finished garments of a middle—size employver for
three davs. They could not visk asking outright
for higher wages, but made excuses that they were
i1l or had leave town. On the third day, the
employer agreed to raise the plece-rate by 0.10

rupees., Hawever, he did not keep his word for

lomg.

The sense of being cheated and exasperated

compelled some of the homeworkers to go to the



teacher o SEWA™ = loccal SeWlng class.
Significantly, it was the workers who decided to go
tn SEWA and ask for some assistance, not SEWA which

s=nlicited their particips

o
i

L1 O . The workers
dirscted to the SEWA& office in  the Bhadra area,
which was the first major step they took towards
something to improve their situation by and for

themselves.. Recalling her first day in the SEWS

building, one worker reports:

We went to the building, it was full of

womei of all kinds, some were like
college girls and many were workers like
us. They all freely talked with each

pther and asked us a lot of guestions
about our wori.

THE STRUGGLE

-

the workers that initially approcached SEWA were

asked to hold a group meeting of the women workers in

their area. around S0 women came to the meeting., which
was held in the home of one of the workers. SEWA

prcouraged the women to talk at

el

a2noth about their work

and work—related groblems. Three things emerged from

)JJ
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the discussion.. First, SEWA organizers galned a fair
sense of the situation of the homeworkers and the
garment ind@stry. Second, the workers realized that,
despite individual wvariations in their work, they all
shared common handicaps and difficulties. Third, the
workters saw one another neot only as neighbors  or
relatives, but also as workers. In other words, onoe
these workers took a step to contact S5EWS, SEWA helped
them come out of their fatalism and resignation as these
wor kers bhecame visihle to SEWA and its organizers. Most
importantly, the workers saw for themselves that though
they did not have similar jobs and were scattered over
many areas and under many employers, their common
interest was to callectiveiy bargain for higher wages

and better woarking conditions with the state.

Some 10 such meetings were carried out in the aréa
over a period of twe to three months. In order not to
attract the attention of the emplovers, the meetings
were low key, held in some temple or community hall, and
had some entertainment at  the end. As Pallavi, one of
the SEWA organizers said, " The emplayers took my
meetings to be like the other meetings held by the
ladies clubs to tell these woinen how +to improve

(2]

thensel ves.,



The homeworkers discussed how they weres unprotected
by the existing industrial and labor laws. For example,
they became awmare that fhe Factories Act, which mrovides
for protection i+ an establishment has wmore  than 20
workers, served the contrary purpose of encpuraging
emplovers o +alsify f{(underreport) records of their
workers in order to avoid state intervention. The
homeworkers also saw  that the labor and employment
departments af the state had no information or

understanding about theivr problems.

Soon the emplovers came to know of the real puréose
of the meetings. They started victimizing the workers
by isolating the weakest and the neediest and not
providing thea enough work. The employers would make an
excuse that there was a general slump in  the inéuatry,
or that the workers should come baclk again the next Qay.
Thus, although the employers did not come out against
the workers getting organized, they provided a subtle

hut effective demonstration of who was in control of the

situation.

The workers with little or no work became worried
about their fates and decided to no longer attend SEWA
meetings. Like almost all the homeworkers, they earned

all their income from this direct emplovment and had no



other sowce of income, such as rents or capital or
alternative employment in a textile mill or factory.The
state could do nothing to protect these workers, as

there was no legal backing for its intervention.

Renana, one of the SEWA secretaries who was an
organizer at that time, said, " How could we =it back
and preach to these workers to get organized while they
were starving?” The workers had lost their relatively
regular and only source of employment. They contributed
at least a significant 30% of their family’s earnings or
were sole bhreadwinners. Because of high rates of
divorce among Muslims, it has been very common to find
femal e~headed households among these homeworkers. Any
cuat in their income means a direct cut in  their
consumption of food. Based upon SEWA™s experience froam
other cases, the group decided tio take direct actiuﬁ by
providing raw materials to these victimized warkers to

give them alternative work and keep them going.

Ta store the cloth bought from the textile mills,
SEWA rented a small wareshouse next to the sewing class.
This place was a part of the workers® education library,
rurt by the state labor  department. The alternative
sourcs of raw material supplied by SEWA attracted other

workers to the warshouse o supply depot, asking for

4G



wzrk. There was nn way of separating the neerdy from the
neadiest. However, by and large, the victims of

enplovers® harassments  and the nesdiest were preferred

1

for providing alternative employment. This strategy
weakened the control of employers over the workers since
the “punished” ones could still go to the SEWA store and
find alternate work. Thus, on the one barwd, SEWS
struagled for higher wages and betler conditions, and on
the other hand, SEWS tried to provide aliternative work;

credit, and training to the homeworbkers.

Though the employers did threaten to permanently
lay off certain workers,in effect, they could not afford
to do so. To ensure a reliabkle supply of labor, these
emplayers had to at least have some workers working for
them all the time. Iin fact, before SEWA formed its
cooperative, the reasons for leaving an employer ﬁere
limited to either the closure of the establishament or

the dismissal of the worker. In extreme cases,

&

homeworkers left  their emplovers because of unfair
rejection of their finished garments by the emplovers
for which the workers had to often pay market price, or
because of dissatisfaction with record-kseping by the
employers, which did not give bthem their due wages.
Some workers also left their employers because of old

age and failing healih: no pensions were provided. MNow,



frw the first time, workers had left emplovers in order

e join the supply depot run by SEWAL

Dver a period of time, SEWA decided to Fform a
cooperative to run the depot. Arcound 200 worbers bought
ten—rupees shares in the cooperative and elected their
secretary and president. The SEWA crganizers rempember
this event as the day when these homeworkers saw Lhat
the cpoperative was an alternative not only to their
existing economic exploitaticon through low wages, but to
the state’s political connivance with the employers.
The woarkers saw this as both, an sconomic as well as a
political alternative to their existing situation. One
SEWA worbker who had a good background in sewing and the
garment industry, and was talented in dealing with the
textile wmills and the other government departments,
became the manager of the cooperative. Mow 'the
cooperative would compete with the empioyers 11 the
market in  buving the raw materials, storing them,
getting the right designs, and marketing the products.
Though the workers had not ron a business of their own
hefore, they soon came to know  a lot about the garment
industry throungh the cooperative. and the combination
af these worbkesrs and SEWA’ s managerial and ather support
made the cooperative successful. Their piece-rates were

higher than those paid by the employers since the profit

)
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mAargin was  low,

Fallavi. one of the 5S5EWS
alscs a good idea to
workers nad a better  1dea of
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development a novel way of protecting and supporting

wirbers,

Very soon the cooperative had to buy its own outlet
in the markst next to the shops aof the employers. This
act of direct confrontation and competition infuriated
the emplovers the most. Also, S5EWA decided to provide
training tn the vounger ogirls who worked with their
mothers. Most of the new entrants 1in the garment

industry were young. They are not from opther industries

but are the vyoung children of bhomeworkers who are

trained by parents, relatives, and netghbtiors  in
stitching and other skills. There is no cost for the
state to train this work force. But, s=adly enouch, 1t

has no other choice for work, since the homeworbkers aonly
krnow this tvpe of wori. For these girls, training
classes nrovided sSame literacy, sSame funﬁtiﬁnal
krowledge of their work, and some informaticn on women’s
lssues., The training also included petier garment
design and diversification aof the clients. The trainees

found this apprenticeship very useful,

Mow  that the SEWA cooperative paid higcher wages,
the workers could go to the emplovers and demand the
same. Though they did not get the higher wages this

time, they could at 1least get their accounts with the
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employers in nroper  order. They also +elt lesc
dependent on theilr employsrs. The cooperatilve made the
workers feel related to sach obther in teras ﬁf won b, and
made them feel = compon interest and collsctive
strength. This in turn made them less sconomically
dependent on the employers. Also, since the workers now
knew many other people in the area and outside and
mingled amang the workers and leaders of SEWA, they

agained same social status in their communiity. This in

turn  made them less socially  dependent on their
employers. In +act, the regular income improved the
status of these womern breadwinners within their
families. Under normal circumstances, they would have

lost their social status by heing an “employed worker’
instead of a more respectable “homeworker”. However, irn
this case, the workers gained social status by doining
SEWA: as they worked for a cooperative of their ‘5wn’,
they mingled among the respectable aiddle class SEWA
organizers and leaders. And once in a while they had a
chance to go to the capital and meet the lLabor Minister

pr some such dignitary in persant

SEWA has a good liaison with the government and its
olepcted membhers who are on the various hboards and

commissions  appointed for  the welfare and benetit of

workers. Thus, SEWS come in to contact with the



politics at the lecal comsunity  level and at higher
levels. Though SEWA  does not divectly participate in
party politics, it does have a definite political
outlook regarding the problems of the workers, In sach
plection, 5SEWA comes up with its own manifesic of
workers demands and suggests  that its wmembers vote for
the candidate whn they think supports these demands.
Thus, the workers develop theilr own political choice

irrecpective of the emplovers’ persuasions.

Meanwhile the government put a new tax on the cloth
and ¥an5.5n1d i the emplovers., The employers and the
traders argued to the government that they could not
afford to pay this tax and that it would force them out
aof business. This would have caused a widesperead
unemplovment of women workers, Gne  day one of the
employers came to SEWA  to ask for a photograph oflﬁame
working women so that bhe could show 1t to the government
ta praove that they gprovided eaployment to many poor
HWOMET . - Imnediately, one of the SEWA organizers went to
the state capital and +ound oult more aboult the new
taxation on fans. An emergency meeting of the workers
was called, and they all decided to go to the Labor
Minishter and use this crucrial situation to demand higher
mMAgeS. Karima, the garment worbeec, recalled the svent

during my intervisw:
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Imagine, 1 had never hbeen out of oy
area, and never talked to oy elders with
a leoud voice. SEWA wanted me to go to
Gandbhinagar, the state capital, and talk
to the Labor Minister!

Many group meetings and the work-related content of
the discussions helped the workers to clearly represent
their demands to the lLabor Minister. Since the workers
had “said all that they felt about their hard work,”
SEWA organizers and the leaders had only to submit the
typed copy of the workers®™ demand for higher wages,
health protection, and regular employment. Such acts of
putting the workers face to Face with the political
leaders has many benefits. First, the homeworkers get
direct visibility among the decision makers of the
state. Second, the workers see the state as a reality
with which they can deal rather than as a mystifying
abstraction. Third, since they have been fellowing

through the process with BSEWA, the workers develop

-

patience for  resulis. Founrth, even i¥  they get
impatient with the delays, their impatience is with the

state and not  with SEWA.

The businessmen wers soon  summoned to the Labor
Commissioner s office for a tripaectite meeting, with the
employers, workers, and the government officials, on
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higher rates antd better working cocondilitions. The
businessmen werse very upset argd  trierd their best to
delay the meeting. The mailn reason for, their reluctance
was fear of admitting and establishing arn employer —
enplovee relationship with these homgworkers and thus in
turn of heing subliected to the Minitoum Wage Act, which
provides certain minimum wages to their workers. The
Minimum Wage Act in Bujarat is linked with the cost of
living index nf the state. 6Hs the cost of living goes
up, the wages go up, and the emplovers automatically
have to pay more to their workers. They also feared
the additional burden of the bonus thevy would have to
pay the homeworkers under the law if the relationship is
estaplished. Moreover, they did acot want to contribute
to the state’s provident +funds for the workers or give
heaslth care benefits and holidays under various acts of

the state.

But eventually, after 2 month or so, the meeting
was held. The major point of argument was the fact that
these workers were not the emplovess of the businessmen.
in order to make enforcement of the law difficult, they
argued that homeworkers actually "buy” the raw materials
from them and later “sell’ the finished oroducts back to
them. Thus, homeworkers were traders and nol employees.

It was egually difficult %o negotiate Ffor higher wages



and inclusion of the cost of thegads and electricity in

the wages. T e

i
Hil

state  was happy to have SEWHG
representatives at  the meeting to counterbalances the
pressures and claims of the esmplovers. SEWA
representatives had facts and figures and represented an
underlying threat of colliective action on the part of

homewar ket s,

Many SEWS members had to go home +to do their
domestic chores, but others stayed to negotiate. Late
at night, at around 10 pm, the businessmen agreed to
give a raise of 1.20 rupees a dozen Chaniya. Renana,
the SEWA secretary, said, " That was one more victory of
pur strategy of joint action of uwnion strugole and

cooper ative development.”

Thé next step was to gain  strength by increasing
memhership. The SEWA organizsrs would go to the
residential argas of these workers and talk to them
about wark and woark—related problems. Often 1t is
difficult tn separate sccial and family problems, and
the organizers refer homeworkers to the people in SEWA
who take care of health-related or other issues.
However, the organizers remain conscious that they have
to make these workesrs see themselves as workers. The

arganizers did realize that it was difficult to organize
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all the homeworkers in the anian. in fact thev saw that
there was no need for doing  that. Organtzing oanly a
crucial mass of workers was enough since the petential
membership and its possiklie assertion was & good threat

to the state and the emplovers to take S5EWA seriously.

6

It was i the interest of SEWS not to waste all of its

efforts in arganizing all the workers, as in fach 1f
they did: it would have been very difficult to manage
all of them with the limited resources and staff of

SEWS. One organizer reports:

I would go to these women in  small
meetings and talk to  them about their
wor ko, wages, different laws,
unionization, and how other members of
SEWA, like the vegetable vendors,
organized and received a right to sit on
the street, or how the Bidi rollers
benefited from the welfare furds.
Sometime ane of the other members of the
pther trade groups would come with me;
and the nome—based workers could see for
themselves, what workers 1like them can
and had done.

Often workers® education classes are conducted and
around 40 women come together for three days. These
classes are oconducted Just before some collective
artion, such as a march or a demonstration, to build up
the morale of the workers. In 1284, just before the
march tn the Labor Commissioner®s office, several such

mestings were held. OGften  the speakers are  from the

S0



related government deparitments of employvment, labor, and
industries. Once the Commissioner came and heard the
diffiiculties of the wwhkers and improved the factory

inespection in the city. Thus these meeting serve many

functions, inclading education, mobilizing, policy
influence, and as a show of strength. There was also
one more purpose to this meetings. Once the small

nccupational group of faithful and active mehbership Wwas
formed, SEWA realized that the rest of the support will
come from the fact that there were targe oroups of
potential members waiting to lend their support in the
form of marches and demonstrations as well as actual

strikes if need arises.

SEWA prepared a survey and made a report on the
conditions of the workers and submitted its demands for
the garhent workers., The demands are for higher wages,
health henefits, job secuwity, and identity cards for
the workers with the name of the employer on it. The
demands weres acoepted, and now a hripartite committee 15
working to follow up by incliuding homework of garment
making in the schedule of the Minimum Wages Act. Thus
the struggle is still on to change the Fachtories &t to

redefine the concepts of WORK, WORKERS, and WORK-SITES.

w



PART III

FINDINGS, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Rased upon whalt we have discussed in parts I and I1
of this study, I will first list some of the important
findings abhout SEWA™ s strategy fonr organizing
homewor ers., Second, I will draw conclusions about bow

the attitude of the state towards organizations like

SEWA. Third, I will make recommendations to the state
about how to protect and support homewor kers  in

particular and uwnorganized workers in general.

Findings

First, the strategy for organizing homeworkers has
ta deftine their shared interest in work—-ralated issues
of wages, working conditions, and welfare so that a
collective action for these scattered groups of workers

is possible.
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Second, bhecause hmmewnrkers_gmme froum various teade
and ococupation groups  without any single emplover
against whom they can define their common interest, the
strategy for organizing them 15 in identifying
relatively small and somewhat homogenous groups facing
common exploitative circumstances, for example, lack of
legal protection against unfair dismissal. In the next
stage, these gt oups can be joined in  larger
organizations of other homeworkers or unorganize
workers like them to Further enhance their bargaining

power .

Third, collective bargaining against the emplovers
for higher wages is not tihe only goal {for aorganizing
nomewor Ker s, It is equally important to devise
Strategies that struggle for extension of the scope and
reinterpretation of the existing labor regulations,
increase access to the state’s institutions that provide
social security and allocate resources, and change the
limited definitions of work, workers, and work—sites in

state policies.

Fourth, the strategy for organizing bhomewosrkers is
two pronged. On the one hand; the struggle for higher

wages and  hetter working conditions are carried out by

il
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the trade wnion through organizing and meobilizing
workers for collective actions. On the obther hand,
workers are organized into cooperatives to protect them
from victimization and uanemployment theough alternative
mork.as well as strengthen their productivity ard
enhance their capacity of setting up their own business
or entering self-smplovment through credit, training,

and marketing facilities.

Fifth, the strategy for organizing homeworkers
leads to three types of actions: direct action, legal
action, and policy action. Examples of direct actions
are demonstrations, deputations, marches, and
negotiations. Training, providing credit; supplving raw
materials, and oproviding alternative wark through
cooperatives are also direct actions. Erxamples of legal
action ére filing individual court cases and providing
evidence for expansion of the scope and reinterpretation
of the existing labor and industrial  laws. Often
demands for tripartite committees and statutory bodies
to exawmine the issues of workers are also good examples
af legal =actions. Examples of policy action are
participation in policy making bodies 1like planning
comnl ssions and hoards. Innovative and workable
solutions found during organizing the homeworkers are

documentsd and discussed through publications  and



saminars S0 that peolicy—makers in particular  and opubhlic

oninion in general, is favorably ionflusenced.
4 Fa

Sixth, these three actions have an  adcéitional
purpose  of  increasing visibility of homeworkers in
opfficial records, census, statistical surveys, and
reports that are instrumental in policy making. Various
surveys, reports, and publications carried out tno
understand the problems of hameworkers are also useful
in helping the state i1l in missing information about

such workers and their work.

Seventh., by exposing the control of the business
interests nver the regulatory institutions and welfare
resources of the state through effective use of all the
thres actions mentioned ahave, the strateqy For
Drganizing homeworkers can e made useful  to the state

in counterbalancing the established claims of the

business interests.

Conclusions

Keeping 1in  wmind the signiticance af these



unorgani zed workers” contribution to the econamic
develonment and political stability of the country, the
state must change its attitude towards the organizations

that represent their interests.

First, arganizations of informsl sector workers,
such as SEWA, gain their strength not only feom their
girect membhership but also from  their abhility to
effectively mohilize wvast numbers of other workers
around a common interest. Thus, the state should not
view such organizations for what they are, but for what
their potential is in asserting their demands through

large—scale mobilization of unorganized workers.

Second, homework is not a backward and traditional
form of temporary.wark carried out by warkers, till +ull
industrializatimn pf the sconomy 1s achieved. It is a
way of work and production of essential goonds at a very
low cost, for the use of low-income peaple . who are in
a majarity 1in the country. By organizing thesse
homewor kers, organizations like SEWA are supporting them
to find their own souwrces of incoas and employment. The
state should wview these organizations reducing  the
state’s hurden ot providing emplayment and the

recponsihility for the welfares of so many people.
P



Third, unorganized workers sutfer from generations
of social, economic, and even political dependency on
their emplovers. The state should view positively the
role played by organizations such as SEWA in addressing
the fatalism and resignation of large numbers of womnern,
children, and workers toiling for long hours at low
mages in  sweat shops. Such organizations address these
workers? needs not only by encouraging thelr
entreprensurial talents but alsoc by providing examples

of economic sSUCCess.

Fourth, state officials believe that it would be a
chaos if the rules and regulations applied in the formal
sector are alsc applied to the unorganized workers.
However, this very limited experience of the state and
the other trade unions in working with unorganized
wurkersishould he seen by the state as a challenge Lo
break new grounds in search of successful  efforts of

arganizing homeworkers.

Recommendations

The state should make an effortd t curb at least



the worst of the Ffailings of its  labor and welfars
regulations such  as very low wages, sweatshop deudgery,
lack of social security, and lack of collective

bargaining power of workers.

First, in order to protect and support unorganized
workers, the state must see that they form democratic

arganizations of their own for effective representation

in state policies. The state eoust also encourage
autonomy of these organizations tn avoid over-—
institutionalization and averlap of activities.

However, the state®s protection and support should be
available even to the workers whao are oot members of
these organizations, as it is not possible, nor even

required. to organize all unprotected workers.

Third, the state sicnsld see that these
aorganizations are able to carry out their trade union
strugole and cooperative development of the workers.
Frovision of infrastructure, such as storage space,
wmater, and eglectricity should be provided to support
these cooperatives. The state should alse pravide
training programs  in  managerial and  technical skills
that ars useful to hoeeworkers to fore  Ltheir own

cooperatives and incresse productivity.
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Fourth, the state must trv to stop outright svasion
af  labor laws rolated to @minimum  wages, working
conditions, ard welfare of the workers. This can be
done by effectively enforcing the existing labor and
industrial regulations through inspection of not only
the Ffactories but also the areas where home—based
production is done through sub—contracting of work and

under reporting of records.

Fifth, protection and benefits of existing labor
and industrial lahs must be extended to the unemplovyed
and wvictimized homeworkers. Examples are provident
funds, health care, accident compensatian, and

protection from occcupaticonal hazards.

Sixth, the state should make 1t easiec for the
homeworkers to take advantage of market opportunities by
providing them with credii for the purchase of their own
tools of production. e state agencies and
institutions, such as public sector corporations, banks,
and marketing authorities, should also helpn the

homeworkers to obtain reasonably priced raw materials

and access to enpanding sarket opportunities.
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