Coping with Urban Poverty
Ex-Textile Mill Workersin Central Mumbai

This paper tries to examine the socio-economic adjustments of families that have
undergone decline in living standards within a brief period of time. The main earners in
these families were once employed in the textile mills where most often, employment was
regular and permanent with some degree of social security. These people have lost their
jobs and all the other facilities which they were entitled to, becoming a part of the urban
poor which draws its sustenance through employment in the informal/unorganised sector.

How have they adjusted to their new economic status and what are the social
ingtitutions through which they are able to survive?

orkers engaged in the urban in-
formal sector form the bulk of
the urban poor. Workersin this

sector get low wages or if they are self-
employed, their income is meagre. This
impliesthat their living conditionsarelow
and, if employed, their wagesarelessthan
the stipulated minimum wages. There are
hardly any regulations on their working
conditions and social security is virtually
non-existent. A largesection of thispopul a-
tion consists of low skilled rural migrants
or migrants from smaller towns. Hence,
for these people, right from the time of
their entry to the city they become a part
of theinformal sector asthey have neither
the skills nor the opportunities to enter
better paid and more secure formal sector
jobs. They thus move from one level of
poverty, at their place of origin, to another
level of poverty, at their destination. Atthe
same time there are a growing section of
workersin theformal sector who havelost
their jobs and are compelled to work in
the informal sector. For these people and
their families this change means a reduc-
tion in their standard of living and inse-
cure, unregul ated employment. This paper
is an attempt to understand the problems
of this section of the workforce. It triesto
understand the process of adaptation of
formal sector workerstotheinformal sector.

Thefocusof thisstudy ison thefamilies
of former workers in textile mills who
residein central Mumbai, which was once
thecentreof thetextileindustry. Thetextile
industry was established in thisareain the
1850s and it flourished for over acentury.
By the early 1990sthe number of workers
in thisindustry had shrunk to one-fifth of
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their number in the late 1970s and early
1980s. A large number of these workers
stay in one-room tenements known as
‘chawls’, in and around the textile mills
in central Mumbai. These areas are, La
Bagh, Parel, Worli, Sewri, Saat Rastaand
Byculla. Many of them have moved to
other places after losing their jobs in the
mills. Some of them have stayed on even
thoughthey nolonger work intextilemills.

In order to gain an understanding of the
living conditions and the adaptive prac-
tices of these workers, we have collected
information from 100 of these families.
We did not use a questionnaire to dlicit
information but relied on informal inter-
viewsand discussionswith theworker and
his family members. We have taken care
to ensure that a cross section of workers
living in the different areas was covered.
We were thus able to assess the genera
condition of this section of the urban
population. Though both authors were
familiar with the area, when we began our
work wefound that the exercise would not
be as smooth as we had envisioned. Sur-
prisingly, the first problem we faced was
of identifying the ex-mill workers. We
found that alarge number of them had | eft
the area to settle in other places, mainly
in the distant suburbs or in the towns of
Thane district which neighbours Mumbai.
Over the past several years land pricesin
the city have skyrocketed. These workers
were offered fairly lucrative prices by
buildersand businessmenfor vacatingtheir
homes. Since many of them had lost their
jobsinthemills, they preferred to take the
money and settle elsewhere where work
was available. While collecting data we

cameacrossanumber of chawlswhichhad
earlier housed mill workers. We could
barely find a single worker there as they
had moved out.

\We came across cases where after iden-
tifying former mill workers, but when we
approached them they evaded our ques-
tionsby denying that they had ever worked
in a mill. Initially we found this rather
strange. Why should aperson want to hide
thefact that hehad oncebeenamill worker?
We found that in some cases the person
felt humiliated at being removed from the
mill and hence denied that he had worked
there. In other casesthe person felt that by
admitting that hewasaretrenched worker,
hischancesof futureemployment might be
jeopardised. Wehencehadtobemore tact-
ful in our approach. All the same, we did
manageto cover groupsof ex-mill workers
in different parts of central Mumbai and
we could interview them at length.

We tried to collect information on the
various aspects of thelives of theworkers
through interviews. Theseinclude, condi-
tion of the family when the worker was
employed in the mill, how did the family
survive after the main earner lost his job,
what were the alternative work available,
did this affect the education of their chil-
dren, what was the nature of inter-
generational occupation mobility, among
other issues. In the following section
these issues will be discussed, but before
doing that it is necessary to discuss the
position of the textile industry and its
workers in the development of the city.
Thetotal employment situationinthecity,
its emerging trends and the socia impli-
cations are discussed in the next section.
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I
Employment Scenario
in Mumbai

During the past few decades, especialy
since the 1970s, the employment situation
inMumbai hasundergonedrastic changes.
This can be seen from the decline in the
share of the organised sector in employ-
ment and the equally rapid increase in
employment in the unorganised sector. In
a study based on the 1961 Census data,
Heather and Vijay Joshi (1974) found that
65 per cent of the city’s workforce was
engaged i nthe organi sed sector whileonly
35 per cent werein the unorgani sed sector.
Subsequent figuresfromthelater censuses
indicate that the situation changed rapidly
after the 1970s. The draft plan of the
Mumbai Metropolitan Region Develop-
ment Authority (1996) indicates that the
sharesof thetwo sectorsreversed by 1991.
The plan, quoting the 1991 Census shows
that 65 per cent of the workforce was
engaged in activities in the unorganised
sector whiletheorgani sed sector employed
only 35 per cent of the workforce.

Formal employment in the metropolis
has hardly grown during the above men-
tioned three decades. In the decade 1971-
1981 it grew by only 1.4 per cent and
during 1981-1993 it declined by 0.7 per
cent (CRD 1995: 36). Thus during the
period 1971-1993formal employment grew
by only 0.2 per cent. Another important
trend during this period is that employ-
ment share in the manufacturing sector,
which includes the large and small manu-
facturing units, fell from 47.3 per cent in
1983 to 34.7 per cent in 1993. This fall
has been computed in the CRD Publica-
tion edited above computed at 8.9 per cent
per annum. At the same time growth of
unorganised sector employment has been
high as seen by the changesin proportion
of employment in the two sectors between
1961 and 1991. Another trend observed
is that while the share of employment in
the manufacturing sector declined, there
was increase in the employment share of
the services and finance sectors. The ser-
vices sector share in 1983 was 19.6 per
cent, which increased to 25 per cent in
1993, whilethe finance sector’ s share was
7.6 per centinthe 1983 and it roseto 11.5
per cent in 1993.

The rapid increase in the growth of the
unorganised sector indicates that employ-
ment opportunities in the city have in-
creased. At the sametime we haveto con-
sider the types of employment available.

Therearemainly twotypesof employment
available in the city’ s unorganised sector.
These are, casual or contract labour and,
self-employment. For the overwhelming
majority of those engaged in this sector,
both types of employment denote low and
irregular income, lack of socia security,
little regulation in work and, absence of
legal protection. All casual and contract
labour find employment under these cir-
cumstances, as do workers in small-scale
industries. For theself-employed, themain
source of income include hawking and
street vending, providing services and,
home-based work. Most of the laws relat-
ing to regulation of employment and pro-
vision of social security do not apply to
this sector. These laws are usually enfor-
ced in places where the Factories Act or
the Shops and Establishments Act are in
operation. According to the Factories Act,
only those units employing 10 or more
workers and using power in manufacture
or those units employing 20 or more
workerswithout using power areregarded
asfactories. Similarly, the Shopsand Estab-
lishments Act can be enforced in units
where five or more people are employed.
The Minimum Wages Act is applicable to
selected industries. The minimum daily
wageisnotified, usualy onceinthree years,
by the state government and theemployers
are expected to comply by these. Further,
thewagesstipulated aremeant for aneight-
hour working day. However it can often be
found that workers are engaged for longer
periods at wages lower than the stipul ated
minimum wage. Hence, workers in the
unorganised sector usually work for long
hours at low wages. They do not have
security in employment nor any guarantee
of regular work. Other forms of social
security such as health, housing, retire-
ment benefitsareal so denied tothem. This
sector is therefore also known as the
unprotected sector.

Textile Industry

The textile industry occupied a central
position in Mumbai's economy till the
1960s. Chandavarkar (1994 76) notesthat
“From the late 19th century onwards, the
cotton- textile industry formed the main-
stay of Bombay’'s economy. Its develop-
ment shaped the growth and character of
numerous other activities.” In 1921 this
industry employed 16.2 per cent of the
male population and 9.5 per cent of the
female population. He quotes the Census
Commissioner of the 1931 Census who
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stated, “ Save for its textile manufacture,
Bombay has realy no claims to be an
industrial city”.

There were around 2,50,000 textile mill
workersin central Mumbai areatill 1980.
After the 18 month long strike, which
beganin January 1982, thefiguredeclined
to 1,23,000. Over one hundred thousand
textile workers lost their jobs during this
period. After this the number of textile
workers continued to decline and by the
middle of 1990s there were only around
80,000 andtheir jobstoo areat stake[ LHK
Report: 2].

The textile strike of 1982-83 undoubt-
edly had the worst effect on the workers
in thisindustry [Bakshi 1984]. This strike
is recorded as the longest strike in the
country comprising the largest number of
workers. Unfortunately, besides breaking
records, the strike achieved nothing else
for the textile workers. The mill owners
refused to concede to the demands of the
workers. The state government too came
out heavily in favour of the employers,
which in fact helped the employers main-
tain their rigid stand. During the period of
the strike, the chief minister of the state,
Babasaheb Bhonsale, was replaced by
Vasantdada Patil, a formidable political
leader who had the backing to the state's
powerful sugar cooperative lobby. It is
significant that Patil was once the leader
of the INTUC led union, Rashtriya Mill
Mazdur Sangh (RMMS), the recognised
union in the textile industry. This union
was not in favour of the strike and it is
possible that the fact that he was once a
leader of textile workers was a factor for
Patil getting the post. He would be more
effective in breaking the strike.

Thetextileworkers' strikecontinued for
18 months. In the beginning, judging from
the fact that the entire labour force in the
industry joined the strike, the workers had
hopedfor aspeedy decisionintheir favour.
Gradually, asthedayspassed, they realised
that it would be a long drawn struggle.
Somenew factorsintervenedthat alteredthe
course of events. One of these was caused
by the trade unions and the other related
to the changes in the production process.

Thetextileindustry inMumbai had been
the scene of trade union rivalry over sev-
eral decades. The two mgjor trade unions
locked in battle were the RMMS which
was the recognised trade union of textile
workersunder theprovisionsof theBombay
Industrial Relations Act (BIR Act). The
other unionwastheMumbai Girni Kamgar
Union (MGKU) led by the communists
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(mainly CPI). Therewereother tradeunions
toobut they werenot significantinstrength.
The RMMS is a moderate union that
stresses on negotiations and has a repu-
tation of never calling or supporting a
strike. TheM GKU, on the other hand, was
aradical union that had led a number of
strikes of the textile workers. These in-
cluded strikes for improving the working
conditions, for regularising the casual
labour (known as ‘badli’ workers) that
formed one-third of the workforce and for
increasing the share of bonusfor workers.
Though the RMMS had invariably op-
posed these strikes, its appea drew little
response from the workers. Strikes called
by the MGKU were nearly always total.

Despitethese demonstrationsof solidar-
ity withthe MGKU, the RMM S remained
the sole recognised union of the textile
workers due to the peculiarities of the
Bombay Industrial RelationsAct. Thisact,
which is applicable only to the textile
industry, provides for recognition of the
majority union on the basis of its member-
shipandnot throughvoting by secret ballot.
Moreover, de-recognition of arecognised
union is along and cumbersome process
which includes physical verification of
membership of each member by officials
of the labour department of the state
government. The RMMSistherefore able
to retain its status even till the present.

When Datta Samant, a very popular
independent trade union leader in the city,
started a union of textile workers called
Maharashtra Girni Kamgar Union, he got
a positive response from the workers.
Samant had areputation of militancy which
hadforced employerstoagreetolarge wage
increases. Hence textile workers flocked
to his union when he started his MGKU.
Theunionwasformed barely ayear before
the strike took place. The workers, espe-
cialy the younger ones, had different
expectationsfrom hisunionwhich became
evident after the strike began.

Thetwo maindemandsonwhich Samant
based the strike were, increase of Rs 500
aswages and, regularising al badli work-
ers. The millowners' association refused
to accept either demands as they claimed
that they werenegotiatingwiththeRMMS
over the issue of wage increase. After the
strikestartedthefocusshiftedtothedemand
for removal of the RMMS as the repre-
sentativeunion. Theyounger workerswere
fed up of what they felt wasthe corruption
within the RMMS. This issue led to a
deadlock in the negotiations. While the
workerswereadamant on their demand for
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removal of the RMMS, the state govern-
ment was equally adamant that it should
stay. Hence, even though at one stage the
mediation of the central government had
made the mill owners' association agree
toasubstantial wageincrease, theworkers
refused to abide by any agreement aslong
asthe RMM S remained as their represen-
tative. Thisin fact led to the long drawn
strike as the employers and the govern-
ment refused to negotiate on the issue of
recognition of the representative union.
Theother reasonfor prolongingthestrike
was that though the entire industry was
shut for such along time, the markets did
not face any shortage of cloth. This was
mainly becausethemill ownershad shifted
production to the power loom industry.
The textile mills outsourced their produc-
tion to the traditional power loom centres
inthestate such asBhiwandi, Ichalkaranji,
Solapur, Jalgaon and Madanpura. These
centres were now producing cloth under
the brand names of the mills. The power
looms were provided working capital and
raw material by the mill owners. In fact
this period saw aboom in the power loom
industry. New power looms were set up
and employment increased. Thus we find
that while one section of workers were
without work due to the strike, another
section found more employment opportu-
nities. Power loom workers are a part of
the unorgani sed sector and their wagesare
much lower than that of textile mill work-
ersand they work for 10 to 12 hoursaday
to earnthese. Cloth produced in the power
looms is cheaper than mill made cloth
hencethemill ownerstoo benefited by this
arrangement. The mill owners therefore
did not face losses though their mills did.
Thisalso provided them the staying power
in this battle. Conditions of the workers
on the other hand deteriorated steadily.
They lost their only source of income and
they could not find suitable aternative
work. It was impossible for the city to
providealternativeemploymentto2,50,000
workers. They used all meansto stay alive.
Some committed suicide due to frustra-
tion, as they were unable to provide for
their families. We haverecorded theplight
of theworkersthrough our investigations.
Thestrikecametoanendafter 18 months.
During this period workersand their fami-
liesfaced insurmountable problems. They
had subsisted on low paid jobs in the
unorganised sector, their wivesworked in
menial jobs at the homes of the affluent
or did other petty jobs and many of them
withdrew their children from schools so

that they could join the labour market.
Someworkersreturned to their villagesin
the Konkan region to work as cultivators
or agricultural labour.

The situation did not change after the
strike fizzled out. While conducting the
study we found that the strike was amajor
event for the workers. It marked a rapid
decline of the economic conditions of the
mills workers. This was the beginning of
the phase when these workers joined the
unorganised sector and became a part of
the urban poor. The workforce was re-
ducedby over 1,00,000and 10textilemills
closed down as their owners claimed that
accumulated losses during this period had
ruined them. The mills which reopened
decidedtogoinfor massiverationalisation,
which actually meant reduction in the
workforce. Asaresult thelabour forcefell
further and it has now been reduced to less
than 80,000. M ost workerswere unable to
return to their jobs and those that did find
employment found that conditions had
changed. They were asked to join afresh
as new recruits. This meant that they lost
their seniority and continuity of service
which meant that their post retirement
benefitswould reduce considerably. Some
of the others were taken back as casual
workers with no security in employment.

Ironically, we also found that these
workersand their families are able to bear
with their present economic condition
because of the strike. The hardships they
faced during the strike helped them get
used to their present lower standards of
living. Inthisway thestrike prepared them
to adjust to the insecurity they faced after
they lost their jobs. In the following sec-
tionsweshall examinethecondition of the
workers just before the strike which will
befollowed by their conditions during the
strike. In the subsequent section we shall
examine their conditions at the time the
study was conducted (1999). The data
presented in these sectionsis based on the
survey conducted among 100 families of
textile workers residing in the area.

1]
Economic Conditions before
the Strike

Textile mills are a part of the organised
sector andworkersinthesemillsareassured
of need-based minimum wages and are
entitledtosocial security measures. Wages
of textile mill workers were never very
highascomparedtoworkersinotherindus-
tries in the organised sector. As a matter
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of fact workersengaged in industries such
as heavy engineering, petro-chemicals,
especialy thosein Multi-National Corpo-
rations, receive almost twice the wages of
textile mill workers. However, when com-
pared to workers and the self-employedin
the unorganised sector, wages of textile
mill workers are high. Let uslook at their
wages before the strike and compare these
with their income during the strike.

The data we collected from the 100 ex-
mill workers give an idea of the income
levelsof textileworkersintheearly 1980s.
Theirincomevaried between Rs1,000and
Rs2,500 per month depending ontheyears
of service and their position in the work
hierarchy (see Table 1). These figures
represented the average ‘take-home’ pay
of theworkersafter deductionsweremade.
A large section of the workers (44) earned
between Rs 1,000 and Rs 1,500 a month
and another section of them (40) earned
between Rs 1,501 and Rs 2,000 a month.
Hence the income of the magjority of the
workers ranged between Rs 1,000 and
Rs 2,000 a month. Eleven of the workers
covered earned between Rs 2,001 and
Rs 2,500 amonth whilefive earned above
Rs 2,500 a month. As mentioned earlier,
wagesof textilemill workerswerenot very
high, but they were sufficient to enablethe
worker and his family adecent living and
some savings. They were able to educate
their children which would provide better
life chances to them and they could meet
the expenses due to marriages and deaths
in the family through loans from their
employer or from other sources. Workers
could save money to buy jewellery and
land in their villages.

When workers recollected their living
conditions before the strike we got the
impression that life then was very com-
fortable with hardly any financia prob-
lems. This may not be totally correct, but
we must keep in mind that they tended to
compare the past with their existing con-
ditions of existence. Their conditions at
the time of the study (1999), as we shall
see in the following sections, were worse
than before and hence they viewed their
past with nostalgia. This may be true to
alargeextent but thepast (pre-strikeperiod)
was not free of problems. Textile workers
had to agitate frequently for working
conditions. This section of the city’'s
working class was known for its militant
actionsasmentioned inthe earlier section.

Textile workers and their families had
to face severe hardship during the long
drawn strike. All workers we interviewed

had to seek alternative employment during
this period. The jobsthey got were poorly
paid and their income fell between half to
aquarter of what used to earn. Of the 100
respondents covered, 63 earned less than
athird of their wageswhiletherest earned
around half the wages they got as textile
workers. There were 72 workers who had
school going children, of these 25 were
forced to discontinue their education. A
striking fact that we found while probing
into this aspect is that there was no evi-
dence of girls being withdrawn first from
schooal. In @l cases where the family had
discontinued their children’s education,
they had done so for al their children and
had not withdrawn first of the girl child
followed by theboys. In 35 of theworkers’
families covered wives or daughters were
forced to work as domestic servants or in
low paid home-based work to increasethe
meagre family income. Thirty-two of the
families substituted their earnings by
pawning their jewellery and none of them
could get recover these from the money-
lenders. More than half the workers cov-
ered (54) had returned to their villages at
one point of time to seek work there or
to live off their landholdings. All of them
returned, as what they earned was not
sufficient to make ends meet. These are
the general statistics of how workers and
their families existed during the strike.
These give aggregates but they do not
show the actual struggle for existence.
Some of the cases we are stating below
will illustrate these problems.

Kapre staysin achawl at Bhoiwada. At
the time of the strike he earned Rs 2,500
amonth and considered himself well off.
He had five sons who were studying. His
life started changing after the strike. As
his savings resources dwindled he had to
look for other means of survival. He
purchased a few goats which he sold to
amutton shop at a modest profit. He then
started rearing goats on a small scale to
make ends meet. His sons had to leave
school, as he could not afford their ex-
penses. To supplement the family income
hiseldest son worked in asmall restaurant
where he earned Rs 500 a month. All the
timeKapre hoped that thestrikewould end
soon so that he could get hisjob back and
his sons could resume their studies.

When the strike finaly ended, Kapre
found that his job was terminated. He did
not get any compensation or any termina-
tion benefits. One son died due to illness
and two of them left after getting jobs
elsawhere. The other two sons still live
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with him and they have no permanent
work. They have taken to drinking. Kapre
till rears goats for a living.

Dalekar, also from Bhoiwada, earned
Rs 3,000 a month. During the strike he
worked as awatchman in a housing com-
plex and was paid Rs 400 a month for
working 12 hours everyday. He has three
sons and the eldest had sat for his 12th
standard examination. The other two sons
had to discontinuetheir studies. Hetool ost
his job after the mill he had worked in
reopened. Dalekar stills works as a secu-
rity guard though heisnow paid Rs 1,200
amonth. Hiseldest sonisacasual labourer
in the municipality and his other sons
are unemployed. They have not studied
beyond middle school.

G Nandlal staysin Kamathipura. He has
twosonsandtwodaughters. Heusedto earn
Rs 3,000 a month and he lived comfort-
ably. A couple of months after the strike

Table 1: Comparison of Income Levels of
the Workers, 1982 and 1999

Income Range Before Strike
(Rs/month) (1982) 1999
0-999 Nil 32
1,000 - 1,500 44 42
1,501 - 2,000 40 18
2,001 -2,500 11 5
2,500 + 5 3
Total 100 100

Table 2: Total Household Earnings, 1999

Income Range (Rs/month) No of Households

1,000 - 1,500 a7
1,501 - 2,000 24
2,001 - 2,500 10
2,501 - 3,000 7
3,001 - 3,500 10
3,500 + 2
Total 100

Table 3: No of Non-earners (dependents)
in the Households 1999

No of Non-earners No of Households

1
2
3
4 22
5
T

otal 100

Table 4. No of Earners in the
Households 1999

No of Earners No of Households

1
2
3 24
Total 100
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began things changed drastically. He had
to discontinue his children’s education.
His elder son was in the 9th standard and
theyounger wasinthe7th. Hetriedworking
as a coolie and later as a watchman but
he found these too strenuous for him. His
elder son found work in a screen printing
shop where he earned Rs400 amonth. His
younger sonjoinedtheshoplater at alower
wage. After the strike ended, Nandlal got
his job back but he could not hold on to
it. Hisservices, a ong with those of several
of his co-workers, were terminated as the
mill wanted to downsize its labour force.
Hewas paid some compensation but it did
not last for long. His health had deterio-
rated and amajor part of the compensation
was spent on his medica treatment. He
was unableto work after that and hissons’
earnings now support him. He got his
daughters married during the brief period
that he regained his job.

Narasimha earned Rs 2,500 a month
before the strike. He had one son and two
daughters. During the strike he worked as
alabourerinasmall factory earning Rs 500
a month. His wife took up beedi rolling
and later she worked as a labourer in an
industrial estate. The family income was
reduced to around Rs 800 and he had to
pull his daughters out of school. His son
was only three then and was in the pre-
school stage. During thistime his son fell
ill and he could not provide medical help
to the child. He subsequently died and
Narasimha suffered a mental breakdown.

Nempthabad stays in Kamathipura. He
wasworking asasupervisor inamill prior
to the strike and earned around Rs 3,000
a month. During the strike he started
working as a head-loader (coolie) to
maintain his family. His monthly income
dropped to Rs 600 a month. He had four
daughters, two of whom were married at
that time, and a son. He had to take care
of his two unmarried daughters and his
son. With such a drastic reduction in his
earnings he could not afford to educate his
children. He still works as a head-loader
and earns Rs 1,200 a month. He lost his
job after the strike.

We found that families that had lower
earnings were able to cope better in the
changed situation. These were mainly
workers whose earnings were around
Rs 1,200 a month. More, who stays in
Parel village, was one of them. He and his
family survived by mortgaging hiswife's
jewellery and with some monetary help
from his mother-in-law. He worked as a
casua labourer whenever he got the op-

4826

portunity. He had asmall piece of land in
his village and he could get some food
grainsfrom there. Thefamily lived on dry
chapattisandchillies. However hestruggled
to keep his three daughters and one son
in school. He could get his eldest daughter
married during this time. He rejoined his
mill after thestrikebut hehad toretireafter
two yearsduetoill health. Histwo daugh-
tersand hisson now work andthey maintain
the family.

Warke from La Bagh earned Rs 1,200
amonth beforethestrike. Duringthestrike
he worked as a coolie and earned between
Rs 6 and Rs 10 daily. His wife worked
as a domestic servant and his eldest son
supplemented the family income by deliv-
ering newspapers. Y et he did not stop his
children’s education. He joined the mill
after the strike but as a fresh recruit.

Kargutkar, who lived in Bhoiwada,
earned Rs 1,400 amonth before the strike.
He has three sons and a daughter. As he
was unable to find any gainful employ-
ment in Mumbai during the strike he went
tohisvillageand worked asan agricultural
labourer. Hiswiferemainedin Mumbai and
worked as a domestic servant. Both strug-
gled hard in order to keep their children in
school. Hecouldget back hisjob inthe mill
fouryearsafter thestrikebut as anew recruit.
Hisdaughter studiedtill Higher Secondary
and he got her married. Two of his sons
are graduates and have white-collar jobs.
The youngest son is still studying.

Sonawane stays in BIT chawls at
Byculla. He was an electrician in a mill
and earned Rs 1,800 a month. He started
work asaself-employed electricianduring
the strike and earned Rs 1,000 a month.
He has two sons and three daughters and
his family struggled hard to keep them in
school. Two of hisdaughtersaregraduates
while one son is a mechanic in a large
factory. Sonawane is still working as an
electrician as he could not get hisjob back
after the strike.

Desai staysin adilapidated building in
Parel. He earned Rs 1,500 a month as a
mill worker. He has three daughters, two
of whom were in school at the time of the
strike. Desai started work in apower loom
in Madanpura where he earned Rs 15 a
day. He had to work for twelve hours a
day to earn ameagre income. Later, when
his employer started increasing his
workload, heleft the employer and started
work in a power loom in Badlapur, Thane
district. He got the same wages but the
work was less strenuous. However he had
to commute daily for four hours. This put

alot of strain on his health so he returned
to his village with his family. He worked
thereasan agricultural |abourer alongwith
his wife. However he did not discontinue
his children’s education. He now works
in the same mill as a casual worker.

Parab stays at Ka achowki with hiswife
and two children, a son and a daughter.
He left for his village when the strike
began and he stayed therefor four months.
He returned to Mumbai as he could not
get regular work in hisvillage and he was
hopeful of asolutiontothestrike. Hecould
not get work for six monthsand hisfamily
survived by mortgaging hiswife’ sjewellery
and dole from the trade union. Later he
took to street vending and sold vegetables
on the pavements. He earned Rs 30 a day
but, despite the hardships, he did not stop
his children’s education. He is still a
hawker, as he could not get his job back
after the strike.

The above cases are some instances of
the workers struggle for existence during
the strike. A significant feature is that
those workers who earned higher wages
before the strike showed a tendency of
withdrawing their children from school
after their income fell drastically. All the
five workers covered in the study that
earned between Rs 2,500 and Rs 3,000 and
six of the 11 workerswho earned between
Rs 2,001 and Rs 2,500 had discontinued
their children’s education. On the other
hand, we covered 24 workers who earned
between Rs 1,000 and Rs 1,500 and had
school going children and al of them
managed to keep their children in school.
Thedrop-out rate of school going children
was high among families of workersearn-
ing over Rs 2,000 a month.

During the time of the strike earnings
of all workersfell drastically asthey found
employment intheunorganised sector. The
average earnings were around Rs 600 a
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month. This meant a reduction of 40 per
cent or 50 per cent for those earning
Rs 1,200 or less. Whereas, for those earn-
ing Rs 2,000 or more the fall in income
was very high. It was possible for the
former to adjust to the new situation but
for thelatter thiswas asudden plungeinto
poverty. They were not able to cope with
their changedfortunes. Their childrenwere
withdrawnfromschool either becausethey
could not afford to bear the expenses or
because they were expected to work in
order to supplement the family earnings.
Unfortunately, thisimplied that the future
of these children would be equally bleak.
Wefound that the economic conditions of
these families have remained unchanged
even after their children grew older asthey
could only get low paid work in the
unorganised sector. In this sense, the
workers earning better wages became the
more vulnerable section after the strike
when their income fell. This can be seen
from their present economic conditions
discussed in the next section.

11
Present Conditions

Theproblemsof theworkersdid not end
after the strike got over. A large section of
the workers lost their jobs and even those
who found work in their respective mills
wereunder duress. Our dataonthe hundred
workers show that 72 of them were no
longerworkinginthemillswhile280of them
had returned to their mills. Of the latter,
thepast servicesof only threeof themwere
takenintoaccountwhenthey resumedwork.
Thirteen of theseworkerswerereemployed
asnew recruitswhiletwel veworkerscould
get work only as casual labour.

The condition of the 72 workers who
could not regaintheir jobswasevenworse.
Five of them were taken back after the
strike but they had to leave after a few
years. Three were eased out because their
millswanted to downsize and two had left
astheir health had deteriorated during the
strike and they could not cope up with the
work. Sixteen of the workers were unem-
ployed at the time this study was under-
taken. The income of the rest (56) had
decreased. Twenty-five of them were
working in small-scale industries, power
looms, or in part-time jobs. Twenty of
them had taken to street vending, six to
other types of self-employment whilefive
were coolies.

A comparison of their present levels of
incomewiththosebeforethestrikeisshown

in Table 1. There are 32 who earned less
than Rs999. Of these 16 were unemployed
and had no income. Before the strike none
of the 100 workers covered earned less
than Rs 1,000. Forty-two of the workers
covered earned between Rs 1,000 and
Rs 1,500 a month and the remaining 27
earned more than Rs 1,500 a month. Of
these 18 earned between Rs 1,501 and
Rs 2,000, five earned between Rs 2,001
and Rs 2,500 while only three workers
earned more than Rs 2,500 a month. A
majority of theworkers(56 of them) earned
more than Rs 1,500 a month whereas at
present only 26 of them were in that in-
come bracket. We thus find that after a
periodof 17years(1982-1999) the incomes
of theworkershavefallen. Intermsof rea
income, the fall is much greater.

In the previous section we have exam-
ined the incomes of the workers. Let us
now examine their household incomes at
present (1999). Theseweredlightly higher
because most households had more than
oneworker. At the same time the number
of dependents (non-earners was aso high
(see Table 3)) which off-set the gains of
higher income as the per capita income
was reduced. Sixty-one households had
between three to five dependents.

Therange of household incomeisgiven
in Table4. Thereare 62 householdswhich
had incomes of over Rs 2,000. Thisisnot
very high considering that 58 of the house-
holds had more than one earner (see Table
4). Moreover, we found that in several
caseswhere afamily member (usually the
son) got a better-paid job, he separated
from the household after marriage. This
was noticed in eight cases. These sons
were employed in large factories or in
offices and earned over Rs 6,000 each.
They invariably sought other accommoda-
tion after they were married. Hence only
those children who had no job or were
engaged in poorly paidjobsremained with
their parents. Thus a number of low paid
workers, includingtheex-mill worker, pool
their earningsto collectively meet theneeds
of the family.

\Y
Concluding Observations

We havetried to see, in this study, how
a section of the urban poor have adapted
to their changed living conditions. The
people studied are former textile mill
workerswho were once apart of the orga-
nised sector. They had living wages, social
security, permanency of employment and
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post-retirement benefits. There conditions
have now changed drastically as they are
now a part of the ever-expanding un-
organised sector which contains a major
part of the urban poor.

A large part of the urban informal sector
consists of workers who have migrated
from rural areas or from smaller towns
becauseof |ack of gainful employment and
poverty. These peoplethusmovefromone
level of poverty (at their places of origin)
to another level of poverty, at their place
of destination. The choice of moving to
acity likeMumbai islargely motivated by
the fact that there would be better oppor-
tunities of employment which would re-
duce, not necessarily eradicate, their pov-
erty. However, the case of the workers
studied is different from that of the other
sections of the urban poor. These could
never be regarded as a part of the urban
poor. Unfortunately, economic processes
have contributed to their present plight.
They have moved from better-paid work
to poorly paid work after they lost their
jobs. Thishasaffected not only their living
conditions but also the life chances of
the next generation. We have seen that
most of the better-paid workers had to
withdraw their children from school after
their economic conditions deteriorated.
Their conditionsarenot necessarily unique
in the current economic situation. These
could be replicated in the cases of other
workers in the organised sector who have
been laid-off or have had to leave their
jobs due to voluntary retirement or other
such schemes.@l

[This paper is based on a study undertaken by the
first author asapart of aproject on the urban poor,
coordinated by Chandan Sen Gupta. The authors
have collected additional datasincethereport was
submitted.]
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