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w Preface

CHRIS HANN

Industrial methods of production have transformed the planet in the last
two centuries and continue to do so. But is the social theory produced in
those world regions where the transformations began sufficient to grasp
the global industrialization of the twenty-first century? The concept of
class, as exemplified by the urban proletariat, has always been contested.
Is the Marxist definition still analytically helpful? If not, can the concept
be constructively reformulated? Does the concept of precariat (Standing
2011) usefully supplement Marx’s proletariat? Does it denote a separate
social class? Can class express a powerful subjective identity? If not, what
other factors shape the collective identities and personhood of industrial
workers? These are just a few of the questions explored in this book.

The “second world” of socialism was a monumental effort to organize
industrial society along lines radically different from those of the prototype
in the capitalist West. The realities seldom lived up to the ideals of Marxist-
Leninist-Maoist ideology. From Lenin’s enthusiastic espousal of Taylorist
managerial philosophy to more subtle patterns of mutual influence during
the decades of the Cold War, East converged with West in certain respects
(Bockman 2011). But factory organization and incentive structures for
both managers and workers continued to diverge from capitalist proto-
types in significant ways. In Eastern Europe, for example, a high proportion
of factory workers commuted throughout their working lives from vil-
lages, where they continued to cultivate small plots. Thus they participated
simultaneously in agricultural and industrial divisions of labor. This was
less common in the Soviet Union and East Germany, but here too evidence
shows that no matter how alienating the factory work process, industrial
relations and workers’ social life outside the factory differed significantly
from what sociologists documented for the West. It is unsurprising that
researchers have recently identified a sense of loss and even nostalgia about
the era in which jobs were secure and membership in a socialist brigade
brought emotional satisfaction that is hard to find today (Miiller 2007).

By the end of the twentieth century this experiment was at an end—
even in a few large states in East Asia that still claimed to be socialist.
Instead of comparing the second world to the first, social scientists realized
that many postsocialist states had much in common with the states of the
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“Global South” (a label that is beginning to look as inadequate as the earlier
notion of a “third world”). Now, in the era of neoliberalism, some observers
argue that the logic of capitalist class struggle results in global processes
of dispossession and the polarization of societies (Harvey 2005). Others,
however, detect more positive trends: for the first time since the original
industrial revolution, massive regional shifts and the rise of new “middle
classes” may be contributing to a reduction in global social inequality
(Milanovic 2015). The statistical calculations supporting these analyses are
controversial; scholarly positions tend to correlate with political and ideo-
logical standpoints, most notably concerning “the market”.

In order to move beyond ideologies and develop better theories of where
human society is headed, it is necessary to have empirical data. This volume
presents the results of field research, primarily ethnography. No other
method gives comparable insight into lifeworlds—in this case, the worlds
of industrial workers at their workplaces, but also in their domestic set-
tings (which occasionally coincide with the locus of production), and with
careful attention to their age and gender, to rural backgrounds and migra-
tion histories, to ethnicity and caste, and so forth. When persons whose
incomes and degrees of job security vary greatly are found to be living
alongside each other, and even within the same household, their patterns
of interaction have implications that are unlikely to emerge from published
statistics or from formal interviews with individual employees.

Industrial work remains relatively unfamiliar territory for social anthro-
pologists. In the years 2012-2015 it was my privilege at the Max Planck
Institute for Social Anthropology to share the leadership of a postdoctoral
research group with Catherine Alexander and Jonathan Parry. In recruit-
ing the team for the project “Industry and Inequality in Eurasia,” we chose
to expand the postsocialist framework elaborated by previous groups of
this kind at the institute. The members of the core group, who all carried
out fresh field research during their fellowships, were Michael Hoffmann,
Eeva Keskiila, Dimitra Kofti, Dina Makram-Ebeid, Andrew Sanchez
and Tommaso Trevisani. During the three years of the project, I-Chieh
Fang and Christian Striimpell collaborated closely with us as associates.
Jonathan Parry visited most researchers at their field sites. Our enquiries
were enhanced by several internal workshops. We thank James Carrier,
Geert De Neve, Don Kalb, and Massimiliano Mollona for augmenting the
critical feedback to individual presenters at these sessions, which helped
greatly in the clarification of collective goals.

All members of the core group contributed to the organization of a final
meeting in May 2015, “Regular and Precarious Forms of Labour in Modern
Industrial Settings,” which expanded the geographical frame to include
several regions outside Eurasia. Thanks are due to Michael Burawoy not
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only for his stimulating keynote but for participating throughout and deliv-
ering a comprehensive digest at the end of the meeting. Preliminary ver-
sions of the chapters of this volume were presented at this workshop, where
they benefited from the comments of a distinguished crew of discussants:
Sarah Ashwin, Jan Breman, James Carrier, Don Kalb, Sharryn Kasmir, Jens
Lerche, Massimiliano Mollona, Frances Pine and Gavin Smith.

Final editorial responsibilities were shared between myself and Jonathan
Parry. Johnny’s Introduction reviews the case studies presented in the
chapters that follow and places them in the broader empirical and theo-
retical context of other writings on labor in our globalized world. We both
extend our warm thanks to Anke Meyer for all her assistance in preparing
the manuscript.

Chris Hann is a Founding Director of the Max Planck Institute for Social
Anthropology in Halle. He has published extensively on Eastern Europe,
especially Hungary and Poland, both before and after the collapse of social-
ism. He is co-author of Economic Anthropology: History, Ethnography,
Critique (with Keith Hart, 2011), and co-editor of Economy and Ritual:
Studies of Postsocialist Transformations and Oikos and Market: Explorations
in Self-Sufficiency after Socialism (both with Stephen Gudeman, 2015).
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w Introduction
Precarity, Class, and the Neoliberal Subject

JONATHAN PARRY

Industrial Labor on the Margins of Capitalism: the title of our volume
requires explanation. It is not our intention to imply that the multina-
tional mega-corporations that employ some of the workforces it describes
are peripheral. By “margins,” we aim to conjure settings geographically
removed from the historical epicenter of industrial capitalism. Rather than
Western Europe and North America, our case studies come from Eastern
Europe, Africa, Asia, and the Caribbean. Five are from the postsocialist
world; that is, they deal with contexts where the whole basis of the social
order has profoundly changed within the last generation.

Many of the chapters deal with workforces that are divided between
a core of regular company workers and a penumbra of insecure casual
and temporary labor. With globalization and economic liberalization, the
relative size of these two kinds of workforce has in most cases changed sig-
nificantly, as have the relationships between them. The first section of this
Introduction discusses this division in general terms. The second asks if the
two types of workers should be seen as belonging to separate social classes.
The final section addresses the issue of personhood. The neoliberal order,
we are often told, instills a new kind of subjectivity, an idea of the entrepre-
neurial individual engaged in a constant process of self-fashioning. What
does our ethnography tell us about the success of that project?
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The Decline of the Regular Worker?

In The Great Transformation, his most powerful and passionate work,
Karl Polanyi (1957 [1944]) told the story of an institutional revolution that
occurred in England in the first half of the nineteenth century and eventu-
ally transformed the world economy. Its most profound consequence was
that the “factors of production”—land (which is to say, nature), labor (the
human person), and money—became commodities (“fictitious” commod-
ities, Polanyi insisted) that could be freely transacted on the market and
were regulated by it. Formerly restricted in its scope, the market principle
now dominated both the natural environment and human society for the
first time in history. Otherwise stated, this institutional revolution was a
precondition for the emergence of an integrated, full-fledged market system
based on laissez-faire doctrines that presupposed as complete a separation
as possible between the economic and political spheres. The invisible hand
of the market can result in the greatest good of the greatest number only if
the market is liberated from the meddlesome interference of the state and
allowed to develop as an autonomous domain, supposedly governed by its
own distinctive rules and principles, and free from the requirements of ordi-
nary morality (Dumont 1977). As Adam Smith famously taught: “It is not
from the benevolence of the butcher, the brewer, or the baker that we expect
our dinner, but from their regard to their own self-interest” (quoted in ibid.:
63). As Polanyi saw clearly, however, the state had never in reality renounced
its role in the direction of the economy. It was midwife and nursemaid to
the “free market” “Laissez-faire was planned. Planning was not” There
was “nothing natural about laissez-faire ... [it] was enforced by the state”
(Polanyi 1957: 144). What was in fact largely spontaneous was the collectiv-
ist reaction against it—the inevitable result of the suffering caused by com-
modification. To mitigate its human costs, society was forced to bring the
economy back under social control by ‘re-embedding’ it in its social matrix.

This counter-movement involved (albeit limited) steps to de-commodify
labor and provide it with some protection against the vagaries of the
market. Under pressure from organized labor and its political allies, the
state established a social safety net and legislated on the terms of the
employment contract. By the mid-twentieth century, what became known
as the “standard employment relationship/contract” was the norm in the
wealthier capitalist countries of the West. It was premised on stable, full-
time jobs. Maximum working hours were regulated; workers were paid not
only for days worked but also for periods of recuperation, and were some-
what shielded from arbitrary dismissal. That enabled them to organize in
support of their demands.
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What Polanyi did not foresee was that the market would not remain
caged, that there would be a reaction against the reaction to it that would
include concerted attempts to remove what were now billed as “rigidi-
ties in the labor market” and dismantle the social safety net. He did not
predict that the more frictionless flow of capital across national boundar-
ies, buttressed by neoliberal policies and dogma, would move things back
toward the re-commodification of labor. Even where once it was dominant,
the standard employment relationship is, according to some (e.g., Castells
1996), a form that is now superseded.

That may be an exaggeration. According to European Commission
statistics, in 2003, permanent full-time jobs were still “the predominant
employment relationship” (Bosch 2006: 47), though the issue is compli-
cated by problems of comparability. What that relationship means in dif-
ferent parts of the European Union is variable. In terms of working hours
and pay, the gap between full and part-time workers is wider in the United
Kingdom than elsewhere, though in terms of statutory protection against
dismissal it is narrower. Those in full-time employment may be no more
secure because Britain, like the United States, has done more to deregulate
labor conditions and gone further in weakening the influence of unions
(ibid.: 48—50). Throughout most of Europe over the past three decades,
however, a growing proportion of the workforce has been hired on a casual
or part-time basis. This is correlated with growth in female employment
and of the service economy, and the trend has been toward an erosion of
the standard employment relationship in terms of both the proportion of
workers it covers and the protections it affords. Moreover, greater precarity
affects a broader range of positions on the hierarchy of labor. While vul-
nerability to unemployment was once seen as the hallmark of the proletar-
ian condition (e.g., Lockwood 1958: 55), today managers and white-collar
workers are often equally exposed.

Setting aside the “second world” of Marxist-Leninist-Maoist socialism,
the “standard employment contract” was only ever of major significance
in the most affluent Western countries and possibly Japan, and only at a
specific historical juncture. As Breman (2013) has emphasized, it was never
standard for most workers in most parts of the world. In India, for example,
it is almost exclusively organized/formal-sector workers (never more than
about 8 percent of the total workforce, the majority of them employees of
the state) who have been the (at least theoretical) beneficiaries of most of
the labor legislation that guarantees enforceable minimum wages, regu-
lates hours and conditions of work, requires employers to heed health and
safety rules, gives workers the right to join unions, and provides them with
a considerable measure of job security. Unorganized/informal-sector
labor, the overwhelming majority of the manual workforce, is (in practice)
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unprotected. Further, Fernandes (2000) has shown how a large segment
of the “new middle class” who work in Mumbai offices now experiences
employment conditions that differ little from those of contract workers in
industry: jobs are insecure and allow them little autonomy, they are subject
to strict surveillance and subject to periodic layoffs, and wages are well below
those of regular employees and lack the fringe benefits that the latter receive.

Several of the chapters in this volume document cases in which the
regular workforce has historically enjoyed significant job security. What
most of them stress is workers’ growing precarity and the deteriorating
conditions of their employment. Hoffmann’s chapter is an outlier here.
The power of the recently installed Maoist union has made workers in
the Nepali food-processing factory he studied—or at least, those of the
“right” ethnicity—more, rather than less, secure. In instances in which
there was formerly a large regular workforce, its strength has been radically
reduced and its labor replaced by that of much cheaper and more flexible
contract workers.

But there is again an exception. In the coal mines and coal-washing plant
that Keskiila studied in Kazakhstan, there is no subcontracting. Instead the
entire workforce is made up of regulars who overwhelmingly come from
Russian-speaking backgrounds and are of non-Kazakh ethnicity. Mining
communities, concentrated in separated townships scattered across the
steppe, have a strong sense of solidarity and of their distinctive identity.
There is no contract labor, Keskiila suggests, because the owner—the steel
magnate Lakshmi Mittal—acquired these mines almost by default when he
took over the nearby Temirtau steel plant (see Trevisani’s chapter). Lacking
previous mining experience, Mittal delegated their operation to local man-
agers, who considered it impossible to run them with low-skilled casual
labor—a judgment colored by two recent major accidents that resulted in
serious labor unrest and adverse publicity. Also significant is the prefer-
ential recruitment of the children of existing workers, a long established
policy that led to the formation of much valorized “labor dynasties” Of
these management often positively approves. They are seen as an instru-
ment of control (recalcitrant workers jeopardize not only their own jobs but
those of their kin), and as a way of economizing on training (recruits learn
the ropes from family members). In this case, moreover, many managers
themselves come from mining backgrounds. Thus both sides of indus-
try have a stake in ensuring that only regular workers are employed, and
that those recruited are qualified by kinship. It is a form of “opportunity
hoarding” that keeps outsiders out—perhaps especially those of Kazakh
ethnicity (who now monopolize government jobs).

Even in this case, however, a shrinking of the permanent workforce
has given rise to a problem that several other contributors stress—that of
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reproduction. Earlier, the child of a regular worker could expect to succeed
to a parent’s job as a matter of customary right, but that is no longer so.
Members of the younger generation are now generally condemned to work
on casual or temporary contracts, eke out a living in the informal economy,
emigrate, or face unemployment.

Whereas the strength of the permanent workforce has everywhere
declined, the degree to which those who still hold regular posts in these
large industries are now more precarious, and have experienced any
marked deterioration in their terms of employment, is variable. The com-
parison between our five steel plant examples is suggestive. In the cases of
Bulgaria (Kofti) and Kazakhstan (Trevisani), many workers with notionally
permanent positions have been made redundant, wages have been cut and
benefits curtailed, and those who manage to cling to their jobs are now
required to work with greater intensity in worse conditions. Casualization
has hit women harder than men, with knock-on effects on gender relations
and domestic power. Though formerly public-sector units, both of these
plants (which notably are the ones located in postsocialist settings) have
been privatized, and only since privatization have these changes occurred.
The other three plants (in Indonesia described by Rudnyckyj, in Egypt
described by Makram-Ebeid, and in India described by Striimpell) remain
in the public sector. Though in these the subjective sense of precarity
may have grown—partly because of the threat of privatization and partly
because everybody is aware that alternative jobs in the local economy are
much less secure— the objective conditions of the regular workforce do
not appear to have deteriorated greatly. Its size has been radically cut, but
that has been accomplished largely through voluntary retirement schemes,
natural attrition, and a moratorium on recruitment, rather than through
enforced redundancies. Wages and benefits have not been significantly
reduced, and there is little evidence of any significant intensification of
labor. Many of the most unpleasant, arduous, and dangerous tasks are
now performed by insecure, poorly paid contract laborers, often under the
supervision of regular workers.

In the Tata Motors plant that Sanchez studied in Jamshedpur (India),
the situation is similar. The core workforce continues to be extremely
well remunerated by all local standards, to enjoy considerable job secu-
rity, and to work at a rather relaxed pace. Though Tata is a private-sector
conglomerate, a significant stake in it is owned by the state (Sanchez
2016: 94), and historically pay and conditions in its companies come as
close as the Indian private sector gets to those in public-sector units. In
his present contribution, Sanchez is mainly concerned with the contrast
in political outlook between these workers and workers in a small, un-
organized sector scrapyard. What his ethnography sharply brings out is a
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characteristic of the workforce we encounter elsewhere: regular and tem-
porary workers are often close kin (compare the chapters by Makram-
Ebeid, Kofti, and Trevisani).

The plant’s management is predominantly Bengali; its workforce, pre-
dominantly Bihari and almost exclusively male. Managers and workers are
distinguished by regional ethnicity and language. Tata has always prided
itself on providing its workers with lifetime employment, decent wages, and
generous welfare provision, and has long operated a policy that gives each
worker the right to nominate a “ward” (usually a son), who on the worker’s
retirement will in principle be appointed to a regular post in the plant.
Under the pressures of economic liberalization and globalization, however,
this paternalistic regime has been undermined. The permanent workforce
is dwindling, and their labor is being replaced by non-unionized, imper-
manent workers who are paid much less and have no claim on company
welfare. Most of the latter are the often highly educated wards of regular
workers. Many are notionally appointed as “apprentices” and “trainees”
who do not even have to be paid the legal minimum wage, and though they
do exactly the same jobs as the permanent workforce, most remain low-
paid casual workers indefinitely. They consequently burn with resentment
and a sense of betrayal—not least of betrayal by their union, which has
been complicit in this informalization. Thus permanent and impermanent
workers often belong to the same households or at least share the same
regional origins, though by now most have been settled in Jamshedpur so
long that they no longer have meaningful ties with their ancestral villages
and no rural base to fall back on.

What ‘manufactures consent’ in this context? Why does this younger
generation of workers work? A large part of the answer is their dream
that a secure Tata job might eventually materialize. As Sanchez shows
in his recent monograph (2016: chapter 6), in the performance of their
duties regular employees can get away with a good deal of truculence and
foot-dragging that would never be tolerated from temporary workers (who
are now more than three-quarters of the total labor force [ibid.: 8]). So
why does Tata retain a regular workforce at all? The obvious explanations
are that the company is constrained by labor laws, by the legal difficulty
of laying them off, and by the legacy of its carefully nurtured tradition of
paternalism. But Sanchez himself comes to the more intriguing conclusion
that the existence of permanent workers is what allows management to
count on the compliance of the rest. Temporary workers put up with their
lot only because they believe in the possibility of being eventually regular-
ized. A core workforce, however small, is needed less for its own contribu-
tion to production than for the effort that others can be induced to make in
the increasingly forlorn hope of one day joining its ranks.!
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It has, of course, always been the case that even when companies run
their core operations with a regularly employed full-time workforce, it
makes business sense for them to hire temporary labor to cope with spikes
in demand and do unskilled ancillary jobs that are only intermittently
required. Indeed, it would often seem that a high degree of job security for
the regular workforce is contingent on a pool of flexible labor that can be
taken on when needed and dumped when not. Through much of the second
half of the twentieth century, the Japanese “salaryman” working for a big
corporation could expect lifetime employment with pay and conditions
markedly superior to those of the much larger number of workers in small-
scale factories (Dore 1973; Roberson 1998). Both were again sharply dif-
ferentiated from casual labor hired through the yoseba (day labor market).
These “men of uncertainty”—mostly rootless and (by the time of Gill’s field-
work) aging single men cut off from their kin and employed on short-term
contracts—represent the antithesis of the salaryman in that they live apart
from the two main institutions of Japanese society, the company and the
family (Gill 1999, 2001). When recession hits the big corporations, the
yoseba degenerates into a species of skid row. The two poles of the hierar-
chy are inseparably linked: the lifetime employment of the salaryman could
only be sustained while there were flexible workers to meet employers’
fluctuating demand for labor. As Parry (2009, 2013a) has also suggested for
the central Indian steel town of Bhilai, the security of some is dependent on
the precarity of others.

It seems obvious that the ratio of casual to regular workers will vary from
one to another industry, and depend among other things on the sophisti-
cation of its technology and the need for specialist skills to operate it, and
on the volatility of the market for its products. Construction is clearly an
industry that needs flexible labor, as sites turn over rapidly, there is no fixed
place of employment, and labor requirements fluctuate day by day—and
indeed, a high proportion of its workers are temporary the world over.
In the service sector, the tourist industry stands out. At the other end of
the spectrum, large-scale integrated steel plants would be hard to operate
without a reliable nucleus of regular workers. If production is disrupted at a
critical point in the cycle, the whole plant grinds to a halt and crucial items
representing enormous capital investments, such as blast furnaces and
coke oven batteries, are at serious risk of long-term damage. It is different
in their ancillary mines: while a blast furnace that is subject to an unsched-
uled stoppage of even short duration might take months to repair and
re-fire, coal and ore can be stockpiled and what is left in the ground today
can be dug up tomorrow. That makes steel plants peculiarly vulnerable to
lightning wildcat strikes, which gives labor considerable bargaining power
and management every incentive to create at least a core of “loyal” workers
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who can be counted on to keep the plant running in return for high wages,
good benefits, and the promise of secure jobs.

Though now privatized in Pernik (Bulgaria) and Temirtau (Kazakhstan),
all five of the steel plants discussed here began by providing housing for
workers, and three of them built company townships. That says something
about the political aspirations of the state at the time of their construction—
aspirations that included the creation of a modern industrial working class
that would carry the torch of history for a resurgent nation, fashioning a
new kind of worker in a new kind of society. More prosaically, this invest-
ment in housing also tells us that those who planned these mega-industrial
projects envisaged a settled labor force with considerable security and
commitment to their jobs.

These plants are now technologically quite antiquated and the replace-
ment of many machines is long overdue. As Trevisani describes in his
chapter and as Makram-Ebeid (2013) shows elsewhere, it is experienced
workers, not managers, who know how to keep this increasingly unreliable
machinery running. Such workers are not easy to replace.

It may also be significant that steel is a capital-intensive industry with
high energy and raw material costs. As a proportion of total production
costs, the cost of labor is characteristically quite low. Relatively high rates
of remuneration for the core workforce do not greatly add to the price of
saleable steel, and it is plausible that public-sector management has been
historically predisposed to regard them as a price worth paying for indus-
trial peace. In the current era of globalized competition, however, that
concession tends to look less appealing. In India, labor costs per tonne
have recently been up to seven times higher in state-run plants than in
some large private-sector units.”> And self-evidently, management compla-
cency about the cost of regular labor does not square with the fact that all
the plants discussed in this volume have taken steps to reduce their wage
bills by substantially cutting their core workforce and replacing it with
contract labor.

It is, however, doubtful that this has been solely driven by the desire to
cheapen labor. Often it would seem that its casualization is as much about
discipline and control as it is about cost. Being easier to fire, temporary
workers are generally easier to sweat—even if, for reasons we come to later,
in Trevisani’s case it is regular workers who feel most compelled to intensify
their labor. But certainly, private industrialists in India—although seldom
slow to take advantage of the lower price of contract labor—commonly
claim that their main reason for favoring it is that while temporary workers
work, regular workers malinger. And more generally, the subjugation of
labor is as important a consideration as its price—even if that subjugation
is ultimately also directed at the extraction of greater surplus value.
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The two chapters in this volume that deal with the clothing industry
suggest it is significantly less reliant on a stable regular workforce. Garment
production, especially when heavily exposed to a fickle export market, is
plainly vulnerable to volatility. Fashions change rapidly, and much demand
is seasonal. Flexible labor is what employers want. The chapter by Carswell
and De Neve deals with the booming urban and peri-urban agglomera-
tion surrounding the south Indian garment-producing town of Tirupur,
which now manufactures for export on a very large scale. Workers work
long hours at high intensity to fill orders with tight turnaround times for
a market that brooks no delay. Labor turnover is high, and few workers
remain with the same employer for more than two or three years. Almost
all are hired through a contractor, whom they often follow from factory
to factory, though others strike out on their own in search of more skilled
employment and better pay and conditions. All of these jobs are flexible—
which is to say that in this industry, there is no division between regular
company and irregular contract labor.

In the Trinidadian case discussed by Prentice, garment production
began as a home-based cottage industry organized on a “putting-out”
basis, though it was subsequently centralized in factories. Her story is
of a widespread return to a putting-out system, and of the implications
for labor of this reversal of the old teleological narrative in which cottage
industry is permanently superseded by factory production. Globalization
and economic liberalization inexorably fostered competition between
garment-producing countries. Caribbean manufacturers found it hard to
survive, resulting in factory closures and widespread layoffs amongst the
predominantly female labor force. Those quickest on their feet responded
by shifting production from the formal to the informal sector. Workers
were sent home with industrial-grade sewing machines to become self-
employed “micro-entrepreneurs’, who are, for the most part indistinguish-
able from disguised wage laborers. They produce on piece-rates and have
no guaranteed hours, and their employers are no longer obliged to pay
them the minimum wage and can cut their costs on electricity and the
provision of work space. The risks of production and of market fluctu-
ations are devolved onto the workers themselves, and unionization has
declined as formal wage employment is replaced by insecure home-based
work. The state has actively promoted this trend by deciding—as neoliberal
orthodoxy teaches—that the salvation of the national economy depends on
removing the fetters that once stifled the entrepreneurial capacities of the
individual. In the state rhetoric of empowerment, Prentice writes, “insecu-
rity becomes recast as freedom, self-exploitation reframed as ‘being your
own boss.” The reality is that most of these workers are now more precari-
ous and materially worse off.
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However, it would be too simple to put this kind of “regression” down
to recent neoliberal trends alone. They have certainly given new impetus
to putting-out, but periodic reversion to the practice has probably been
a recurrent, long-standing feature of capitalist production. Based on
research conducted in 1980, Harriss (1984) has documented for a very
different industry a similar trend: owners of medium-sized engineering
companies were laying off regular workers, and encouraging some to set up
small workshops, to which they supplied secondhand machinery and gave
orders. For them the advantages were manifold, but the most prominent
was that of alleviating their problem of labor control.

Though in a less pronounced form, the textile industry (which produces
cloth rather than clothing) often has has similar characteristics to garment
production. Chandavarkar’s (1994) study of the Bombay mills during the
first four decades of the twentieth century privileges the constraints that
confronted the owners, preeminently the difficulty of mobilizing capital,
which required them to pay attractive dividends to investors; and market
volatility. In response, they tailored production to short-term demand.
That required flexible labor. About one-third of the workforce was taken on
casually at the factory gates, and even “permanent” workers were subject to
layoffs and redundancy. By comparison with the Japanese textile industry
over that period, however, both the productivity and the turnover of labor
were low (Wolcott 1994). Japanese mill workers were mainly girls aged
fifteen to eighteen who typically remained in the industry for no more than
a couple of years, and who consequently saw little benefit in striking. Indian
mill hands, by contrast, were predominantly male, aspired to permanent
employment, and were prepared to strike for long-term goals and to make
it both costly and risky for their employers to force through productivity
deals that would result in job losses. The moral seems simple: the social
profile of the workforce, and its willingness to assert itself, may explain a
great deal about the degree of precarity to which it is subject.

Where workers are highly skilled and companies invest heavily in train-
ing, it is a priori probable that they will try to retain them in regular jobs.
But though Tirupur’s tailors and cutters are extremely skilled, their skills
are generally acquired on the job and are not in short supply; and labor
turnover is high. As Carswell and De Neve emphasize, skill is a necessary
condition for getting and retaining employment but is by no means suffi-
cient. Its deployment is structurally constrained—by gender and caste in
particular. Many married women cannot get jobs commensurate with their
skills because they are hamstrung by their domestic responsibilities; many
Dalits (ex-“Untouchables”) from outlying settlements cannot move into
better ones in town, or upgrade their skills, because they are bonded to
dominant-caste power loom owners in their villages. To keep their families
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afloat, they have taken advances they cannot repay. That they would other-
wise prefer work in town is due less to the difference in pay than to a wish
to escape rural caste oppression through urban employment. Partly for that
reason, the wage gap between the skilled and the unskilled is surprisingly
low. Caste oppression deflates the price of skill because many low-caste
people are prepared to accept low wages in order to free themselves from
it. The general message, however, is that by itself skill is no guarantee of
regular or even of more rewarding employment because structural inequal-
ities determine who can acquire and deploy it. In Prentice’s chapter, what
enables Victoria to succeed as a micro-entrepreneur while Lana cannot
is not differential skill, but social capital. In the very different setting of
the Stomana steel plant (Kofti), it is not competence that gets you a job or
protects you from redundancy, but real or fictive kin relations with people
higher in the factory hierarchy.

If skill alone is not much protection against precarity, the want of it
certainly makes workers vulnerable, because they are readily substitutable
(Beynon 1984). Taylorist management methods break production down
into the simplest, most mindless steps (Braverman 1974). A labor regime
of this sort underlies the alienation, the high turnover, and the easy dispos-
ability of workers in the German-owned car factory in Russia described
in the chapter by Morris and Hinz. But as the history of Ford shows, even
where labor is unskilled and easy to replace, excessive workforce churn-
ing can be prohibitively costly to the company, which is why Henry Ford
took the dramatic step of simultaneously cutting working hours and more
than doubling the wage by introducing the five-dollar day (Miller 1992:
65f). High labor force turnover has elsewhere been seen as a problem for
reasons that are not simply economic. The regularization of labor in the
Mombasa docks in colonial Kenya was driven by political and ideological
considerations. Casual labor was associated with indiscipline and political
subversion, and challenged the colonialists’ conception of what a modern
industrial labor force should be. Decasualization was above all about pro-
ducing predictable, tractable workers (Cooper 1992).

Plainly, globalization has shifted the balance of power between capital
and labor. Confronted by labor conditions not to their liking, companies
can realistically threaten to shift production to other national jurisdic-
tions where regulation is laxer, and labor is cheaper and more compliant.
Schober’s chapter deals with a large South Korean shipbuilding concern
that has relocated a substantial part of its operations to the Subic Bay
Freeport Zone in the Philippines. One major objective of this move was to
neutralize the power of the assertive unions at its yards in Korea. In Subic,
nearly all labor is hired through subcontractors. As this case and others in
this volume remind us, these globalized capital flows are not simply another
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instance of the economic imperialism of the usual suspect Western powers.
One of the three mining companies on the Zambian Copperbelt on which
Lee focuses is Chinese-owned, while a second is owned by a UK-registered
Indian company. The Temirtau steel plant (Trevisani) and the Karaganda
mines (Keskiila) in Kazakhstan were acquired by a London-based Indian
steel magnate. The Nepali food-processing units of which Hoffmann writes
were set up by a Marwari® industrialist of Indian origin. One of the factories
in mainland China on which Fang reports is Taiwanese-owned, and the
Bulgarian steel plant that Kofti studied belongs to a Greek multinational.

Capital flight is constrained by the costs of relocation and by the own-
ership structure of the company. Of the five steel plants examined in this
book, two have been privatized. At these there is a real possibility that the
company will run down its operations, sell, or even close the plant. Should
bottom-line calculations dictate, it will switch its investments elsewhere,
and the company may have a clear interest in ensuring that this bottom line
is illegible to outsiders (see Trevisani’s chapter). Keeping workers guessing
about the company’s intentions and in suspense about the security of their
jobs predisposes them to acquiesce to the deterioration of their employ-
ment conditions. Meanwhile, the three public-sector plants are differently
placed. The Steel Authority of India, for example, would stir up a political
storm if it closed its plant in Odisha in order to release funds for invest-
ment in another Indian state, and there is no question of relocating to
Kazakhstan. Capital flight is a much smaller threat. That is of a piece with
our earlier observation that in none of these public-sector instances have
the labor conditions of the regular workforce degenerated to the extent that
they have in the privatized cases.

The threat of capital flight to labor in countries from which it might
exit is well understood. Equally important is the impact that the obverse
process of capital incursion has on labor conditions in the places to which it
flees. It is often accompanied by a dilution or even a wholesale suspension
of workers’ rights as governments vie with each other to attract inward
investment, thereby creating the “race to the bottom” that Cross (2014: 35)
identifies in his discussion of Special Economic Zones in India. Investors
are offered significant tax breaks, as well as exemptions from many gov-
ernment controls and labor laws, including the obligation to recognize
unions. Following the liberalization of the Indian economy, state govern-
ments were given more autonomy to set their own economic strategies and
drum up inward investment. Initially these zones remained under tight
state control, but liberalization created inexorable pressure to deregulate
further. It was not only state governments that competed with each other to
attract outside capital, but also different national economies (ibid.: chapter
2). The cheaper and more submissive the workforce they could offer, the
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greater their chances of success. Assuring the “right” labor conditions may
involve stamping on nascent labor movements.

A case in point, drawn from central India, is the brutal suppression
to which a group of unions united under the banner of the Chhattisgarh
Mukti Morcha (CMM) were subjected in the early 1990s. The movement
specifically championed the rights of contract workers in the iron ore mines
attached to the Bhilai Steel Plant and in Bhilai’s private-sector industry—an
unusual phenomenon in that most such labor is in India non-unionized.
Other notable features of the CMM included its militancy, its attempts
to make common cause between workers and peasants, and the compar-
ative modesty of its immediate demand that existing government legisla-
tion on contract labor should be actually implemented (Parry 2009 and
forthcoming). This last notwithstanding (it aimed to uphold the law, after
all), the state hounded it with ruthless determination, acting in collusion
with local industrial interests (which had a notorious record of flouting its
laws). Though we cannot elaborate here on what is an extremely complex
story, one headline conclusion is that a major part of the explanation for
its nakedly partisan role was the timing. In Bhilai itself, CMM militancy
was reaching a crescendo on the private-sector industrial estate just as
the central government was embarking on serious measures to liberal-
ize the economy. That offered unprecedented opportunities for attracting
inward investment—provided that the region could offer a cheap, flexible,
docile labor force. As the state government and local industrialists saw it, it
was imperative that the new labor movement should be speedily crushed.
It was.

In this volume, Schober reports allegations that unions were unofficially
banned from Subic as a sop to potential investors; and the Philippine state
certainly adopted a relaxed interpretation of its own laws to make sub-
contracting easier. The resulting fragmentation of the labor force makes
it even harder to organize strong unions. Of the three Copperbelt mining
companies Lee studied, the Chinese-owned one has had the most effective
union because it hires labor through a single contractor. The others recruit
through a number.

We cannot, of course, assume that capital incursions are unwelcome to
the local populations they most directly affect. There are generally both
winners and losers. Though the jobs created may pay only a fraction of the
wage they attract in the country from which the capital has fled, they are
frequently far better rewarded than any other work that is locally available.
Often, however, it is not the locals who get them. Outsiders are easier to
discipline (e.g., Cross 2014: 85-86). Though employment in start-ups on
green field sites may offer an escape from local structures of domination,
the dominant are commonly less sanguine, though some will be consoled
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by the boom in real estate prices that new factories may bring. Jobs in them
provide new opportunities for self-fashioning. “It is important,” Wolf (1992:
135) writes in her study of “factory daughters” in Java, “to understand that
workers find factory employment preferable to arduous agricultural labor,
to highly controlled and poorly paid positions in domestic service, and to
being under the eyes and constant control of parents and other relatives in
the village. ... Although it is undeniable that factory work is exploitative, it
is equally undeniable that young village women prefer it to other meager
choices” It gives them a new sense of self-worth.

The impact of capital incursion on the local labor regime may criti-
cally depend on the objectives of the investors. What fundamentally dis-
tinguishes the Chinese-owned company from the other two multinational
mining corporations in Lee’s chapter is that its strategy was geared to
obtaining the ore the Chinese economy requires, whereas the other two
companies set their sights on short-term shareholder profits. From that
the rest follows. In the interests of fulfilling its target output, the Chinese
company ran its operations through a single contractor; its workforce was
consequently less fragmented and its union was able to leverage significant
gains in terms of job security (if not wages). In the interests of maximizing
shareholder returns, both other companies ran their operations through
multiple contractors, between whom they fostered competition and from
whom they squeezed the cheapest possible deals. The workforce was par-
celed between them, the unions were weaker, and the workers, though paid
somewhat better, were more likely to be laid off at short notice.

To draw together the main strands in our discussion so far, we can say
that in most industrial settings at most times and places, the standard
employment relationship was never the predominant form. Even where
it formerly existed, the protections it once afforded have now been sig-
nificantly dismantled. The global trend has been toward increasing pre-
carity, and a weakening of the power of organized labor brought about by
the threat of capital flight and incursions, the casualization of jobs, and
increased subcontracting. The more casualized the workforce, the harder it
is to organize strikes. Those who lead and actively participate in them are
more easily fired; workers who are anyway unlikely to remain in the job for
long have little incentive to make immediate sacrifices for future gains, and
casualization and high labor turnover are conducive to the atomization of
the workforce and inimical to the development of strong workplace soli-
darities. Job insecurity inhibits not only collective action but also rational
planning (Bourdieu 1998), and in the absence of adequate state welfare
provision it encourages reliance on familial networks of support, and on
patrons and brokers. That in turn promotes dependency and an unwill-
ingness to challenge the status quo (Wood 2003). Skill by itself is scant
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protection against precarity, but to be unskilled is to be highly vulnerable to
it. The uncertainty bred by job insecurity affects those who currently have
jobs as well as the unemployed, and rapidly becomes a widely diffused state
of mind that gnaws at the collective consciousness. Though the precariat
has been called “the new dangerous class” (Standing 2011), it is neither new
nor dangerous. It is too difficult to organize, too fragmented, and often too
demoralized to be that.

This pessimistic conclusion admittedly runs counter to a recent liter-
ature that stresses the success of informal labor organizations in various
parts of the world. Take Agarwala’s (2013) argument that in India the
“informal” cannot be equated with the “unorganized,” that informal labor
organizations have managed to extract significant gains for their members,
and that neoliberal policy agendas have in fact strengthened their hand in
launching a “Polanyian” countermovement against the commodification
of labor. These gains have been won by making welfare claims on the state
as citizens rather than by wringing concessions from their employers as
workers. According to Agarwala, the differential success of this strategy
in different Indian states is explained by two key variables: the intensity of
competition between political parties (irrespective of their ideological ori-
entation) for the electoral support of the poor;* and the extent to which they
have espoused a neoliberal policy agenda. Electoral competition persuades
parties to champion worker demands because informal labor organizations
offer them vote banks. Neoliberal development strategies push the latter
into a Faustian bargain: in exchange for welfare benefits, they promise the
compliant and flexible workforce on which those strategies are premised.
The case is cogently made but not quite conclusive. Even in Agarwala’s
privileged examples, only a small fraction of informal labor appears to be
effectually organized, and she offers no hard evidence on whether they
vote as a block on the basis of class interests or on how that vote is mobi-
lized (supposedly through neighborhood organizations). The compulsion
to “buy” workers’ consent to current labor conditions is surely diminished
by the capacity of the state and the employers to coerce consent, and by the
fact that workers have no alternative but to submit to them. Many of the
most basic rights of citizenship often have no real meaning for the truly
disadvantaged. Most relevant here, however, is that none of the chapters
in this volume suggest that informal-sector labor is effectively organized.

Our discussion further suggests that there may be limits to casualization,
and particular circumstances in which the existence of casual labor sustains
the security of a regular workforce. These limits vary significantly between
industries. Maintenance of a core labor force of regular workers may be
the employers’ best strategy, encouraged by the high costs of training, the
need for predictability, and their investment objectives. Casualization of
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the workforce may be limited by its commitment to industrial jobs and
its willingness to defend them, which in turn depends on its sociological
makeup and historical experiences. In our steel plant examples, workers
in public-sector units have proved less vulnerable than those in privately
owned plants, largely because they are shielded by the political imperatives
of the state.

Unquestionably, casualization is driven by capital’s quest to cheapen
labor, though its objectives are commonly equally aimed at making it
more tractable and subservient. In the end this second objective may serve
the first, but it is not safe to assume that the two are always in harmony.
De-casualization may also be seen as an instrument of control—a means of
producing a less unruly and unpredictable workforce—even if this strategy
proves more costly in financial terms. Under neoliberal conditions, the role
of the state has proved equally crucial in shaping the landscape of labor,
almost always in the direction of making it more flexible. Political consid-
erations may be as consequential as economic ones. As Mirowski (2014: 40)
observes, “mature neo-liberalism is not at all enamored of the minimalist
night watchman state of the classical liberal tradition” The “neo” in neo-
liberalism signals the role that the doctrine accords the state in molding
subjectivities, social relations, and collective representations (ibid.: 54).
The neoliberal order is a product of “political will,” “a mode of domination”
(Bourdieu 1998: 84-85). In many of our case studies, it was the devel-
opment policies and the legislation of the postcolonial state that created
and entrenched a sharp divide within the manual workforce between a
privileged enclave of regular company workers with secure jobs and the
rest of the labor force; and it is the state—often under pressure from inter-
national financial institutions—that later led the assault on the “rigidities
in the labor market” that it had itself created. In so doing, what it had also
fostered was the development of a huge gap in the conditions of the two
kinds of worker.

That raises the question of whether—and under what circumstances—
this differentiation has given rise to a distinction of class between them,
and it is to this issue that now we turn.

A Distinction of Class?

In the past, regular jobs in many of the workplaces dealt with in this collec-
tion were, by the standards of the manual labor force as a whole, privileged.
Some still are. Compared to informal-sector workers, permanent employ-
ees in India’s formal sector are highly remunerated. Their jobs are often so
secure that they constitute something like a property right (which is how



Introduction = 17

Makram-Ebeid’s Egyptian steel plant workers describe them). They are
often, in effect, heritable. As in Sanchez’s case, the right of workers to nom-
inate their own successors has been widely conceded. Quasi-hereditary
succession to industrial jobs has been common elsewhere. The “labor
dynasties” of Soviet industry were valorized and remain so in much of the
postsocialist world (as Kofti, Keskiila, and Trevisani testify).> The literature
on Indian industry reports many instances in which jobs have been seen as
a legitimate source of what amounts to a rental income: a worker hives off
all or part of his (or very rarely her) duties to a substitute who receives some
fraction of the wage while he collects the rest. Sometimes he was able to
surreptitiously sell the position (or his nomination of a successor to it).® The
crux is that such jobs provide a degree of security that may constitute “a
partial alternative to ownership” (Lockwood 1958: 204) in that they provide
shelter from the uncertainties of the labor market.

In a country like India, the significance of such security can hardly be
overstated. Sengupta, Kannan, and Ravendran (2008) estimated that in
2004/05 more than one-fifth of the total population had incomes below the
official poverty line (i.e., insufficient for their minimum nutritional needs).
More than another half teetered on the brink of that condition or were
vulnerable to it, meaning that their households were “only one illness away
from chronic poverty” (Krishna 2011: 157). A regular job in a state-run
enterprise or one of the big private factories is an effective shield against
that kind of vulnerability. The distinction between those whose employ-
ment has meaningful legal protection and those whose livelihoods depend
on the immediate requirements of their current employer marks one of the
deepest rifts in the Indian social order. Job security is at least as important
a determinant of class positioning as ownership of the means of produc-
tion. For many workers, a regular job is often far more significant than the
possession of land.

Standing’s (2011) discussion of “the precariat” highlights this divide. The
precariat, he proposes, constitutes a “class-in-the-making” that is separate
from both “the salariat” with stable full-time employment, and the shrink-
ing proletariat. Breman (2013), however, calls it a “bogus concept” that
sets up artificial distinctions between different fractions of labor that share
the same fundamental predicaments. Several of our contributors are also
skeptical —Striimpell because different forms of precarity may be cumu-
lative, whereas Standing privileges work and employment and has little
to say about the precarity of habitation; and Kofti because company and
contract workers in Stomana are now both precarious, and because they
often belong to the same households. That makes it unrealistic to see them
as separate classes. Sanchez (on whose analysis we comment later) makes a
similar case; and further argues that there is no divide between regular and
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temporary Tata workers in terms of values and political attitudes, though
between the latter and informal-sector workers there is a big gap. The pre-
cariat cannot therefore be understood as a unitary class. All that notwith-
standing, Standing’s class scheme underscores the stark division within the
manual labor force that several of our case studies suggest. Several but not
all—and the crucial question concerns the conditions under which that
division gets crystallized.

As already suggested, the state has often played a critical role. In mixed
economies with important state sectors—like Turkey, Mexico, India
and Egypt—government-run enterprises developed generic similari-
ties, including workforces that enjoyed high wages and considerable job
security, and that were increasingly separated from unorganized sector
labor (Waterbury 1993). From the Communists’ coming to power until at
least the early 1980s, the Chinese industrial workforce was differentiated
between those employed in modern, large-scale state-owned factories and
those working in cooperative and more small-scale local government units,
in addition to which there were temporary workers in state enterprises
and workers in rural industries (Walder 1986; Lee 2007: 36). In terms of
pay, perks and security, a large gap separated these fractions of labor, and
mobility between them was limited. For more recent times, Pun (2005) has
emphasized the division between gongren, the old “proletariat” with secure
jobs in state-run factories and rights of permanent urban residence, and the
dagongzai and dagongmei (the “boys” and “younger sisters” who “work for
a boss” in Special Economic Zones), who are overwhelmingly flexible rural
labor with only temporary residence rights—rights that are a major deter-
minant of life chances. In this volume Fang discusses the divide between
the old working class (gongren jieji) and peasant workers (nongmingong),
as well as the difference in one of the factories she studied between “staff
workers” (zigong), who are nearly all locals with residence rights, and “basic
workers” (yuangong) who are overwhelmingly rural migrants without such
rights. In terms of pay and security they are sharply differentiated.

For sub-Saharan Africa, Arrighi and Saul (1973) once argued that secu-
rity and high wages encourage the “labor aristocracy” to sever ties with
their rural roots, and that politically they are aligned with the “elite” and
“sub-elite” as “junior partners” in “the dominant power bloc” This thesis
was hotly contested, perhaps most compellingly by case studies of labor
disputes in West Africa (Peace 1975; Jeffries 1975). These seemed to show
that these workers were capable of radically challenging the political elite,
and that in doing so they had the support of other sections of the working
population, for whom they were spokesmen and from whom they did not
see themselves as distinct. Cooper (1996: 462) subsequently dismissed
the argument as “misplaced from the start” because it was based on the
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false premise that such workers are indeed deracinated. Ferguson’s (1999)
account of Copperbelt miners, however, presented evidence that they
frequently are cut off from their rural kin; indeed, Cooper’s (1992) own
study of the decasualization of labor on the Mombasa docks had showed
that colonial policy had created a separate enclave of secure, highly paid
workers. Later, Saul (1975) conceded that there may be instances in which
the most privileged workers identify “downward” rather than “upward”
and suggested that the analytical challenge is to specify the conditions that
favor one or another of those outcomes. The discussion of “structuration”
that follows is intended to bear on that agenda.

Though Standing sees the precariat as a distinct social class, he is not
explicit about the concept of class that informs his analysis. The one adopted
here owes more to Weber than Marx. Weber gives the state greater scope
for autonomous action independent of class interests, and his concept of
class allows for distinctions (based on their market capacities) between
those separated from the means of production—between, for example,
white- and blue-collar workers, or between manual workers of different
kinds. The focus is on life chances, which members of the same class share
and which differentiate them from others. The approach (like Marx’s) is
relational, and it encourages us to look at the way in which the privileges
of some come at the cost of others and are reproduced through processes
of exclusion and opportunity hoarding that restrict outsiders’ access to
positions of advantage. Class is at bottom an economic phenomenon, and
a social class is made up of the totality of economic positions “between
which mobility either within the lifetime of the individual or over succes-
sive generations is a readily possible and typically observable occurrence”
(Weber 1978: 57). Unlike social stratification theory, which portrays the
social order as a gradation with multiple rungs, the idea of “class society”
is premised on its division into a small number of distinct groups defined
by their unequal economic positions. For classes to have any social reality,
there must be significant breaks between them, marked by differences in
the lifestyles and life experiences typical of their members. Classes must
have some sense of themselves as identifiable groups if they are to pursue
their own interests.

Giddens’s notion of “structuration” addresses how that sense of iden-
tity comes about—how economic classes become social classes that are
no longer merely a matter of economic differentiation but are freighted
with wider social meaning and salience (Giddens 1975; Kingston 2000).
Economic inequalities do not of themselves produce that result, nor is it
necessarily the case that the steeper the inequality, the more crystallized
social classes will be. Economic inequality is a necessary but not a sufficient
condition for class structuration. Among the variables that determine its
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degree, mobility between classes—both within the lifetime of the indi-
vidual and across generations—is critical. The more mobility there is, the
less likely people are to identify with a stable class identity. A working
environment that minimizes contact between members of different classes
is important, as is residential segregation, which partly sets patterns of
socialization outside the workplace. Structuration plainly depends on the
degree to which social interactions are confined to people of the same class,
on the frequency with which marriage ties and the bonds of kinship and
friendship cross class boundaries, and on whether individuals of different
classes join in associations that bring them together or set them apart.
Common consumption patterns and lifestyles, along with shared tastes,
attitudes, and beliefs, also have a self-evident bearing on whether people
think of themselves as being of the same kind and as having a distinctive
culture. Where classes are highly structured, they are likely to be charac-
terized by common political orientations and sympathies. Classes may be
more strongly structured on some of these parameters than others, and
structuration is always matter of degree and is never complete. The tighter
their structuration, however, the more sharply classes emerge as identifi-
able groups, though their boundaries can never “be drawn like lines on a
map” (Giddens 1975: 273).

The manual workforce of the central Indian steel town of Bhilai, as Parry
(2009, 2013a, 2013b, forthcoming) has argued, is bifurcated into two dis-
tinct classes that are strongly structured in the ways described. In the mid
1980s, the public-sector Bhilai Steel Plant (BSP) had 65,000 workers on its
direct payroll—a total since cut by more than half, despite expansion of
output. This was achieved without forced redundancies, and those who
have regular posts continue to enjoy high wages and secure jobs. It is the
deployment of cheap, “flexible” contract labor that makes this possible.
At the same time, private-sector industry in the area has boomed, though
only a minority of the sector’s workers are company employees. To evade
the labor laws, most are hired through contractors. Apart from the divi-
sion between the workforces of public- and private-sector companies, and
between regular and contract workers within each sector, there is also a
vast army of largely unskilled temporary labor that works for daily wages in
both the formal and informal economies. Materially and socially, however,
the real rift is between those with regular jobs in the organized sector on
the one hand, and on the other those who work in it as contract labor, or
outside it in the unorganized/informal sector. The distinction is entrenched
in local categories. The first kind of worker “has naukri” (a “service” posi-
tion seen as a kind of “office” and spoken of as something one possesses).”
The second “does kam” (insecure untenured “work,” paradigmatically for
daily wages). Those who have naukri refer to those who do kam as the
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“labor class,” which is certainly not how they think of themselves or are
thought of by others—which is unhesitatingly as “middle class” As every-
body sees it, these are distinct kinds of people, unequal in dignity and
resources, and different in outlook and values.

Only the baldest summary of the evidence that supports this analysis is
possible here, but amongst the most salient findings is that over time the
BSP workforce has become a largely self-reproducing stratum into which
mobility from below is highly restricted. Given today’s minimal recruit-
ment, BSP sons can now no longer count on following in their fathers’
footsteps, but they have a significantly better chance of landing some form
of middle-class employment than the son of a contract or construction
worker has of obtaining a regular BSP position. Rather, “labor-class” people
move readily and frequently between typically labor-class jobs: contract
work in the plant, construction work outside it, loading and unloading
jobs, and various forms of self-employment. In earlier times it was not
uncommon for one member of the household to hold a BSP post while his
sibling(s) worked in the informal sector; but as households have partitioned
and the generations have succeeded each other over the years, “the axiom
of kinship amity” (Fortes 1969) has often buckled under the pressures of
class differentiation as the BSP branch of the family distances itself from
the embarrassing encumbrance of its poor relations. Residentially, the two
strata are also increasingly segregated (for much the same reasons explored
by Striimpell). In terms of the “size of the purse,” BSP workers comfortably
qualify as middle-class, and on top of their wage they get valuable bene-
fits and easy access to soft company credit that enables them to invest in
urban property and/or agricultural land. Furthermore, their undemand-
ing work schedules allow them to run lucrative moonlighting businesses.
Meanwhile, the monthly incomes of many contract workers in the plant
fall below the poverty line. BSP workers can sustain life styles and afford
consumer durables of which contract workers can only dream.

Though company workers and contract labor often rub shoulders on
the BSP shop floor, they do not fraternize. In the mid 1990s the plant was
greatly overmanned; for regular workers time discipline was lax and the
pace of work leisurely (Parry 1999). Ten years later time discipline was
tighter, but BSP workers were doing less of the work themselves, having
increasingly become a supervisory workforce overseeing the labor of the
contract workers who were assigned the most arduous and unpleasant
tasks, often toiling continuously throughout two back-to-back shifts. It
seems reasonable to infer that BSP employees can only be paid so well and
work so little because the contract labor that is progressively replacing
them is paid so little and must work so hard—in short, that the relationship
between them is one of exploitation. Certainly they do not always share the
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same interests, and union politics both reflect and exacerbate the division.
The regular BSP workforce is represented by a “recognized” union that
has generally cooperated closely with management. Most contract labor
is un-unionized, and whenever it has tried to organize, the official union,
contractors, and management have colluded to suppress their lese-majesté.
In the late 1970s and the 1980s, there was a prolonged period of strife in
BSP’s iron ore mines and a series of violent confrontations between a new
union championing the cause of the contract workers in the manual mines®
and the officially “recognized” union that represented regular workers in
the mechanized mines. The main bone of contention was a mechanization
program that threatened jobs in the manual mines. When the trouble sub-
sequently spread to Bhilai’s private-sector industrial estate, contract labor
went on strike while company workers either stayed out of the fray or took
the company’s side. Meanwhile, the official union from the mines supplied
the bosses with blackleg labor.

The two kinds of workers are also set apart in numerous ways outside
the world of work: their children have very different kinds of upbring-
ing; the conjugal bond and the stability of marriage are valued differently;
and the two groups have markedly different propensities for suicide, ideas
about the costs and benefits of industrial modernity, and orientations to
time (Parry 2001, 2005, 2007, 2012). In short, we are dealing here with two
distinct social classes that are highly structured on the axes Giddens iden-
tified: low rates of mobility across the divide, a high degree of residential
segregation, attenuated kinship ties, contrasting lifestyles and consumption
patterns, and a distance maintained between them on the BSP shop floor,
where their interactions are hierarchically structured. Their interests are
not always the same and sometimes conflict, and their relationship may
involve a significant element of exploitation.

Given their institutional links (both are managed by the same
public-sector holding company), their common history (both were part of
Nehru’s modernizing vision and began production in 1959), and their geo-
graphical proximity, it is unsurprising that the pattern of differentiation
that Striimpell reports for contemporary Rourkela is close to that out-
lined for Bhilai. What he shows, however, is that until recently the divide
between organized and unorganized labor was masked by ethnicity, and
that greater residential segregation has played a crucial role in restricting
mobility and hardening the class boundaries between them. The Rourkela
Steel Plant (RSP) was built in the highlands of western Odisha in an
area dominated by Adivasis (supposedly autochthonous “Tribals”) who,
as part of the compensation package for their requisitioned land, were
promised one compensatory plant job per household. The many cases
of failure to fulfill this commitment have been a running sore ever since.
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Though many of the pioneer workers were migrants from distant parts
of the country, a clamor soon arose for preference to be given to recruits
from coastal Odisha. The plant belonged to “their” state, even if the local
Adivasis regarded them as “foreigners” Their demands were difficult to
resist because the state government’s survival hinged on electoral support
from the eastern coastal belt. In those early years, ethnic politics became
explosive and Rourkela experienced horrific communal violence (Parry
and Striimpell 2008). Its ethnic divisions were reflected in its spatial orga-
nization: the company town was the preserve of nonlocal RSP workers,
both coastal Odias and those from outside Odisha. The displaced Adivasis
were relocated in resettlement colonies on its periphery or lived in bastis
(slum-like settlements) on encroached land, where they were joined by
rural kin who came in search of employment. These settlements were
thus a mix of RSP workers who had been given jobs in lieu of their fields,
and informal-sector workers. Union politics in Rourkela broadly reflected
its ethnic divisions, and RSP workers from the resettlement colonies sup-
ported the campaigns for compensatory RSP employment for the so far
neglected locals. Ethnic loyalties overrode the incipient class division
between them.

That has since changed. Nowadays out-of-state migrants are rarely
recruited, the RSP workforce has been radically cut, and the RSP township
can now accommodate its entire workforce. Fresh Adivasi recruits and RSP
Adivasi workers from the resettlement colonies move to the township “for
the sake of the children,” particularly the better employment prospects they
will gain from its higher quality company schools and its more “civilized”
atmosphere. One consequence is that Adivasi RSP workers have largely
lost interest in their erstwhile neighbors’ struggles for jobs in the plant, and
often are hostile to them. A second is that these settlements are now almost
exclusively inhabited by unorganized labor. The situation is reminiscent of
Wilson’s (1987) argument that the north American ghetto has become a
“sink” for the “truly disadvantaged” as upwardly mobile blacks have moved
out of what was once a mixed-class neighborhood, leaving behind a socially
isolated underclass without mainstream role models or the capacity to
sustain local institutions. Though Strimpell does not put it in these terms,
it seems plausible to suppose that the increasingly precarious housing sit-
uation he describes is exacerbated by the social isolation of the informal
sector workers that remain and the lack of a leadership that is able to effec-
tively articulate their grievances. In any event, the trajectory is one in which
a division in the workforce that once was strongly inflected by ethnicity has
given way to one that is primarily based on class. It is the opposite of the
development that Hoffmann reports from Nepal, where the Maoist agenda
has shifted from the politics of class to the politics of ethnicity.
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The naukri/kam distinction found in Bhilai has strong resonances, and
sometimes almost precise analogues, in the local categories documented
in several of our case studies. Hoffmann’s Nepali informants distinguish
between workers with isthai and asthai kam, fixed employment versus
casual work. As mentioned above, Fang’s ethnography brings out a sharp
distinction between urban and migrant peasant workers. In China, Lee
(2007: 130) reports, informal-sector jobs are not regarded as “real work,’
which is employment in the state sector. That’s what they say in Bhilai, where
naukri is a “proper job” and those without it are often described as berozgar
(unemployed) even when they toil day and night in terrible conditions.

The way in which these categories may be ideologically freighted is
vividly brought out in the vignette that opens Rudnyckyj’s chapter. The eth-
nographer had blundered by referring to his interlocutor, who had a regular
post at the Krakatau steel works, as a “worker” (buruh), and was indignantly
set right: he was an “employee” (karyawan), not a worker. There is a world
of difference. Employees receive a salary and a variety of benefits, and they
have permanent positions from which they are hard to remove. Though the
plant is highly overmanned and its workforce is being softened up for neo-
liberal restructuring by a management-sponsored Islamic reform program,
there have yet to be significant redundancies. Workers get a wage (which
in the case of Krakatau contract labor may reach up to half the amount an
employee receives) and can easily be “let go” It appears more difficult for
a contract worker to become a karaywan than for a karyawan to become
a manager. Contract laborers are assigned the most taxing and danger-
ous tasks, often carried out under the supervision of regular workers. The
two groups are distinguished by their uniforms and different demeanors;
they have different break rooms, sit separately in the canteens, and belong
to different unions. Whereas workers are mainly locals, employees are
predominantly outsiders, do not understand the local dialect, and regard
themselves as superior. They have middle-class lifestyles and consumption
patterns, and do not live in the same neighborhoods that workers inhabit.

In Helwan, the steel town south of Cairo where Makram-Ebeid worked,
the key distinction in the labor force is between a muwazzafa (one who
owns a post [wazifa]) and an ‘urzuqia (one who does not know what
tomorrow’s job will be and does only “work” [shughl]). A wazifa is para-
digmatically a secure and well-paid government job. Regular EISCO (steel
plant) workers “own” it and have been able to pass it on to the next gen-
eration by custom and practice. It has now become a “right” Only the
children of regular workers are eligible for recruitment. It is now hard to
get a temporary contract or even a day labor job in the plant unless one
comes from an EISCO family, but is possible to progress up the ladder
from day laborer to regular worker (though it is unclear how common that
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is). That distinguishes this situation from our Indian and Javanese cases,
where such mobility is now highly restricted. Given that possibility, and the
probability that they are kin, the distinction between EISCO workers who
have “posts” and those who do not is less marked than that between plant
workers in general and workers in the informal sector outside the plant.
The latter are pre-eminently al-tababna, displaced local villagers. The two
groups characteristically differ in their lifestyles, household structures, and
values and aspirations. EISCO workers consider themselves middle-class
and superior to the rough, uncouth al-tababna. Formerly, the two strata
were more residentially segregated. That is to some extent breaking down,
but closer proximity has not promoted sociability or trust. What has not
broken down is the al-tababna’s exclusion from plant jobs. That is largely
the product of opportunity hoarding by current workers. Makram-Ebeid
describes the relationship as one of exploitation.

While Sanchez wants to stress the growing precarity that affects all seg-
ments of labor, and to play down the divisions within it, another reading of
his evidence shows a pattern that is very similar to the one just described:
a gulf separates Tata workers (regardless of their employment status) from
informal-sector workers (like those in the scrapyard he studied). The two
kinds of Tata worker are probably kin and members of the same household.
It is only to be expected that their ideas and interests should be the same.
However, it would seem—at least if we can extrapolate from evidence about
the neighboring Tata steel plant—that in the past, large numbers of local
Adivasis were employed as contract labor. Permanent workers, predom-
inantly immigrant Biharis, were totally unsupportive of their campaigns
for permanent positions (Sanchez 2016: 95). It seems that Tata has since
replaced them with Tata “wards” taken on as cut-rate apprentices, and that
regular workers now show interest in their plight only because they are
their sons.

One obscurity in Sanchez’s account is how his stress on the deteriorating
conditions of all workers squares with his argument that management has
to retain a privileged core workforce if it is to keep its temporary laborers
committed to their jobs. It is also unclear what evidence he has for claiming
that regular workers are now more precarious. If that is true, how do they
get away with the malingering and shirking he describes (ibid.: 138—139)?
Admittedly, it might be claimed that the casualization of their sons leaves
them exposed in old age, but the fact is that they receive a decent pension
and a substantial Provident Fund payout on retirement. What Sanchez
does, however, convincingly bring out is the contrast in political attitudes
between Tata apprentices and scrapyard workers. While the former have a
strong sense of entitlement, of betrayal and outrage at a birthright denied,
life teaches the latter that the world owes them nothing and they must
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submit to their lot with resignation. This is so, he emphasizes, despite there
being little to distinguish them in terms of pay (though it must surely make
a difference that one’s father is a Tata worker and belongs to the same
household). These different attitudes point to the essential conclusion that
the two kinds of workers regard themselves as existentially different, as
belonging to separate worlds. The Tata apprentice’s outrage is at his own
fate alone. He is indifferent to that of Rakesh and his scrapyard co-workers.;
and Sanchez graphically evokes the contempt and derision to which Rakesh
is subject on the streets. It seems unlikely that the latter’s tormentors would
feel licensed to treat a Tata scion so.

In each of these cases, it thus seems plausible to speak of distinct social
classes. The cases differ, however, in where the boundaries between the
classes are drawn: between workers with urban residence rights and
migrant peasant workers, in China; between regular workers and con-
tract and informal-sector labor in the Bhilai, Rourkela, and Krakatau steel
plants; and between EISCO and Tata workers—regardless of their employ-
ment status—and non-company labor in Helwan and Jamshedpur. In other
cases, however, class structuration within the manual labor force is fuzzier.
Though the picture that emerges from these falls far short of portraying a
unitary working class, nor is it possible to identify separate classes of labor.

Keskiila writes of mine workers in Kazakhstan who remain compara-
tively well paid (they can afford foreign holidays) and have a strong sense
of solidarity, of their distinctive identity, and of being the old Soviet labor
elite. Though they predominantly live in their own communities and are
all company workers, their separateness is severely compromised because
only a minority of their children will get mining jobs. As non-Kazakhs,
they stand little chance of obtaining government employment. Even if they
speak Kazakh, they have “the wrong eyes” Most are forced into low-paid
work or remain unemployed, and must either continue to depend on their
parents or emigrate. Their sense of forming a distinct vanguard enclave of
labor is being radically undermined.

In nearby Temirtau (Trevisani) and in the Bulgarian case (Kofti), the
process of de-structuration has gone further. As we have seen, the pay,
working conditions and security of the entire workforce have declined,
resulting in a gap between company and contract labor that is narrower than
it is in our earlier examples. Even regular employees are now precarious
and often work alongside contract labor doing much the same jobs under
the same harsh conditions. In the past, Temirtau workers could nominate
their own successors, but that privilege has now been rescinded, just as it
has been, for all practical purposes, in Pernik, where at the time of Kofti’s
fieldwork around 80 percent of workers and administrative staff were the
children, nephews, or nieces of current or former employees. Today they
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have little chance of having a regular job, and their parents have little desire
for them to follow in their footsteps. In both cases, although managers and
workers alike used to live in housing provided by the company (in Temirtau
most managers had risen through the ranks), they are now more residen-
tially dispersed, and regular workers are likely to live alongside contract
labor. With profound consequences for domestic life, their households are
also more likely to contain still dependent adult children, as well as women
who have been made redundant. Though Stomana employees are still well-
off compared to workers in Pernik’s new garment factories, and though
in Temirtau the “Mittals” (as regular workers are mockingly known) and
contract workers have different political orientations and different attitudes
to work, in the broad picture no one is secure, and downward mobility
is “a readily possible and typically observable occurrence” The result is
low structuration.

As observed earlier, what most obviously sets these two cases apart from
our other steel plant examples is that both companies have been privat-
ized and their managements’ goals are geared to shareholder returns. (This
recalls Lee’s argument that management objectives aimed at acquiring
“use values” cause workers to be differently placed.) Both cases have to do
with a former labor elite whose position of pre-eminence in the hierarchy
of labor is now seriously compromised. A priori we might suppose that
such workers would be more inclined to identify “downward” with other
fractions of labor whose conditions they now share, than “upward” with
management and the middle classes. Likely as such a development might
seem, however, neither case gives much indication that de-structuration is
leading to a wider political mobilization of “the working class”

One reason for that concerns the way class intersects with ethnicity.
Although ethnic divisions may inhibit the emergence of more generalized
sentiments of “proletarian solidarity” (as the early history of Rourkela sug-
gests), they may help to solidify the sense of common identity shared by
workers in a particular niche of the labor market and to set them apart
from others. Ethnic identity is often a “market capacity” or its opposite—a
market disqualification. Class structuration may be boosted by the overlap
between class and ethnicity (Giddens 1975: 111-112). What is certainly
striking in our case histories is the way workforce divisions based on differ-
entiation between formal- and informal-sector workers are often congru-
ent with, and reinforced by, divisions based on ethnicity. In Pernik, Roma
are over-represented in Stomana’s contract labor force, though hardly any
have regular positions; and much the same goes for the Oralman (people of
Kazakh ethnicity who are return migrants from Mongolia and Uzbekistan)
in Temirtau. Hoffmann’s paledars (who have insecure portering jobs) are
all (“Tribal”) Tharus, whereas those who are sponsored for regular jobs by
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the Maoist union come mainly from the local Madheshi peasantry. The
Tata Motors shop floor is dominated by Biharis, who differ ethnically from
both Tata management and the workforce in the Lohar Enterprises scra-
pyard; while in our Egyptian, Indonesian and Chinese examples there is a
high degree of overlap between regular and precarious employment and
the distinction between outsiders and locals. At the same time as ethnic
identities may subvert “working-class” unity, our case studies suggest that
they frequently strengthen class structuration within it.

Workers as Neoliberal Subjects?

In the ideology of neoliberalism, however, class disappears. Society is
supposedly made up of autonomous individuals without collective identi-
ties. As Harvey (2005: 2) defines it, neoliberalism is “in the first instance a
theory of political economic practices that proposes that human well-being
can best be advanced by liberating individual entrepreneurial freedoms
and capacities within an institutional framework characterized by strong
private property rights, free markets, and free trade” In that framework,
individuals are resourceful and creative, take charge of their own fate, give
free rein to their entrepreneurial instincts, and adapt to market conditions.
If they fail, they have only themselves to blame. It is they who must accept
the burden of risk. Welfare is debilitating because it creates a “culture of
dependency”” Neoliberalism has achieved the status of a “hegemonic” dis-
course that is disseminated in innumerable ways by innumerable author-
ities who champion competition, self-reliance, and individual initiative.
Its doctrines now pass as “common-sense,” its economic “discipline” as
“inevitable” (Bourdieu 1998; Harvey 2005; Miller and Rose 2008; Mirowski
2014). Neoliberal subjects fashion themselves (Tiirken et al. 2016). They
are protean beings with chameleon-like qualities. “Flexibility” is a sancti-
fied value, and all commitments are provisional. Harvey (2005: 4) quotes
Lyotard’s “famous description of the post-modern condition as one where
‘the temporary contract’ supplants ‘the permanent institutions in the pro-
fessional, emotional, sexual, cultural, family and international domains,
as well as in political affairs” Even gender identities are now negotiable.
Giddens’s (1992, 1999) “sociological” analysis of intimacy celebrates this
transformation in the personal realm, where couples are now, at any stage,
(supposedly) free to terminate their relationship when it is no longer fulfill-
ing. Neoliberalism is a mindset and a way of life.

One striking feature of the literature on neoliberal subjectivity is how
much of it is really about neoliberal discourse. Subjectivity surely conveys
the idea of some internal reality, but of the thoughts and feelings of ordi-
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nary actors we get little idea. What we learn is what the doctrine requires
them to be. Of course, the discourse is much easier to access than the states
of mind, but it is not a reliable proxy. The match may be very imperfect. As
our ethnography shows, people cannot possibly believe all that neoliberal-
ism tells them, and even if they did, their understandings might prove dif-
ficult to predict since the neoliberal agenda is self-contradictory. Although
its doctrines and practices might have a significant impact on conscious-
ness, that impact is indeterminate.

Ferguson’s (1999) study of Zambian miners at the time of a dramatic
downturn in the world market for copper makes it clear that neoliberalism
may be chiefly productive of a paralyzing despair—a sense of abjection,
of being expelled from the modern world and cast aside by history. These
miners were far from being neoliberal subjects in the textbook sense. In a
very different context, Gooptu’s (2009, 2013) studies of retail workers and
security guards in Kolkata shopping malls set out to show how their subjec-
tivities are strongly shaped by the workplace, though the kinds of workers
that populate such settings bear little resemblance to the go-getting entre-
preneurial neoliberal subjects that figure in the dominant discourse. What
the retail staff actually experience is the tyranny of targets, continual scru-
tiny of their performance, and a gnawing realization that they are in jobs
with no future. The security guards continually encounter customers who
regard them with contempt. Their training and experience teach them that
the quality they most need is “the ability to accept,” and that they must
fashion themselves for servility. The market, Gooptu concludes, produces
the kind of workers it needs; and her picture is of a rather effective ideo-
logical project that does indeed succeed in colonizing hearts and minds.
Of that, however, it is difficult to be certain. We get little idea of how these
workers talk about their jobs outside interview contexts, and no idea of the
values they take from the workplace into their lives outside it. To neolib-
eral ideology in its “pure” form, one might expect some resistance. It is not
obvious how its valorization of protean persons is to be reconciled with an
ideology that claims that each caste has its own immutable essence.

Neoliberal subjects are the autonomous, self-directed sovereigns of their
own persons. They must be flexible, which means disposable. Neoliberalism
has shifted the already unequal balance of power between capital and labor,
making jobs less secure while work regimes become subject to speed-ups
and enhanced surveillance, and demand intensified effort. From Prentice’s
chapter we learn that although some women in Trinidad’s garment indus-
try say factory work is preferable, many others see greater advantage in
home-based production, where they can better juggle their income-gener-
ating activities with their domestic responsibilities and “cast an eye” on the
children—even if it means they are materially worse off.
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The kind of person neoliberalism tells workers they should be is in con-
tradiction with the kind of person the neoliberal work regime allows them
to be. This is evident in Trevisani’s account of conditions on the Temirtau
shop floor and in Schober’s description of the military-style discipline, long
hours, and compulsory overtime that are enforced in the Subic Bay ship-
yard. It emerges even more strikingly in Morris and Hinz’s ethnography of
workers in a multinational car plant in Russia. Their jobs are unskilled and
unfulfilling; they have minimal scope for initiative; and compared to yes-
terday’s workers in old-style Soviet factories, they have experienced a loss
of autonomy and must work at higher intensity. Yet at the same time, they
need the higher wages that the car plant offers if they are to be the kind of
get-ahead worker they have always aspired to become. This tension under-
mines their sense of self-worth. Outside the factory they can hardly bring
themselves to speak of their jobs. In it, they are thoroughly alienated—even
from the union, on which they remain free riders though it has brought
them tangible benefits.

Another disjunction is between the ideology of the entrepreneurial indi-
vidual and the indubitable fact that nobody can make it alone. Success is
contingent on the ability to mobilize networks of support. Workers in the
Tirupur garment industry take considerable pride in their skills, and gov-
ernment-sponsored training programs foster the idea that their well-being
depends on their individual capabilities. Men in particular are expected
to strive and “get on” by graduating from apprentice to master tailor and
hopefully becoming a contractor or even an owner. But the key to that kind
of success is backing. As Carswell and De Neve observe in their chapter:
“Against the widespread neoliberal rhetoric of individuality, self-reliance
and independent enterprise, our informants reveal themselves as quint-
essentially non-neoliberal subjects whose lives continue to be shaped by
family relations and domestic responsibilities, and whose entrepreneur-
ial success is as likely to rely on the support of kin, caste and friendship
networks as on individual skill, ability, or drive” Or consider Fang, who
argues that although the young women workers in one of the factories she
studied have insecure jobs, they are not afflicted by their precarity because
they see factory employment as a stepping-stone to becoming indepen-
dent entrepreneurs. We do not know how often they succeed (rarely, one
suspects), but Fang clearly shows that they imagine they can realize their
aspirations by assiduously cultivating, in the traditional Chinese way, rela-
tionships based on guanxi with co-workers, bosses, and others—that is,
relationships based on reciprocity, gift giving, mutual obligation and trust,
and often on hierarchical deference. As they plainly see, the only way to
become a successful neoliberal subject is to embrace dependence on old-
style collective support.
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Different groups of workers often have quite disparate reactions to the
very similar conditions with which neoliberalism confronts them. Though
the young female employees in Fang’s THS factory (which is located in the
Shenzen Special Economic Zone) may not be much concerned by job inse-
curity, it is a constant source of anxiety for the somewhat older cohort of
workers in KSI (which is close to Shanghai). Sanchez’s Tata apprentices and
scrapyard labor respond to precarity in contrasting ways. Trevisani reports
that for company workers in Temirtau the conscientious performance of
their duties is almost an act of defiance—an assertion of their determination
to keep the plant going despite the machinations of Finance and the London
Office. They perform “work as resistance,” whereas contract workers “work
for subsistence”—to put food on the table. It is the former who work hardest.

Not only are workers’ reactions far from uniform, but the lessons they
are intended to learn about neoliberal subjectivity may depart radically
from the authorized script. In his study of the aftermath of the Gujarat
earthquake of 2004, Simpson (2013) shows how the devastation of Kutch
allowed powerful political and economic interests from the eastern part of
the state to impose their own agenda on it. The earthquake provided both
the opportunity and the catalyst for a massive piece of social engineering. It
created the space for a radical reorientation of the region’s economy along
neoliberal lines. By offering tax concessions and cheap land for industry,
and giving investors every confidence that it would be extremely unlikely
to implement its own environmental and labor laws, the state government
turned Kutch into “a large and cut-price industrial estate” (ibid.: 39). But
hand in hand with this economic program went a political project that
aimed to refashion local society along lines laid down by an assertive ideol-
ogy of Hindu supremacy. The reconstruction of towns and villages meant
that formerly mixed communities could be unscrambled, and new separa-
tions between Hindus and Muslims, and between castes and classes, were
created. Those who pulled the strings had no interest in nurturing mallea-
ble neoliberal individuals with transient commitments. What they wanted
were hard-core Hindus.

There are echoes of that in the situation that Rudnyckyj describes.
According to the diagnosis of the Emotional and Spiritual Quotient (ESQ)
training program that Krakatau steel employees were encouraged to attend,
the problems of global competition that the plant has been facing are
pre-eminently due to the inadequate Islamic piety of its workforce. For
the plant to be restored to health, workers must become better Muslims.
This message is conveyed in protracted, carefully orchestrated, intensely
emotional mass sessions in which participants are encouraged to weep in
atonement, and which combine conventional Islamic teachings with lessons
culled from Western self-help manuals and business management-speak.
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How far that message is heeded, however, seems variable. While many
managers talk of a profound spiritual awakening, workers are generally
more skeptical: “Oh no, now we have to cry again!” ESQ training is explic-
itly intended to inculcate a spirit of individual initiative and self-reliance,
and—skepticism notwithstanding—many trainees report that it does. To
that extent we can say that it helps to install a neoliberal subjectivity. But
at the same time it congeals identities. Elsewhere, Rudnyckyj (2010: 201f.)
reports on a remarkable case of spirit possession that occurred during one
of the ESQ sessions he attended. The possessed worker was an employee
called Arfan, one of whose grandfathers was a Chinese Christian. The spirit
that spoke through his mouth did so in “Chinese” (a language of which
Arfan was ignorant) and displayed other distinctively Chinese characteris-
tics. Through ESQ, it would seem, he was exorcising the Chinese part of his
person to become a more complete Indonesian Muslim, a more “properly”
anchored person with a more firmly fixed identity. That is not the individ-
ual of conventional neoliberal theory.

Neoliberal economies produce precarious workers, and precarity, as
previously noted, is inimical to planning for the future and encourages
clientelism and dependence on family support. How, under these circum-
stances, are such workers expected to be autonomous individuals capable
of coolly evaluating their (often non-existent) options? Self-fashioning
is a project for the relatively privileged, not for those who “do not know
what tomorrow’s job will be” (as Makram-Ebeid’s informants express it).
As the contributions by Keskiila, Kofti, and Sanchez poignantly illustrate,
the casualization of labor has forced many in the younger generation into
prolonged dependence, “infantilizing” them (Keskiila) and strengthening
patriarchal authority within the household (Kofti). That might give pause
to anybody tempted to suppose that, of Standing’s three precariat “fac-
tions,” it is the educated young robbed of a future who are going to prove
the most “dangerous” What it rather suggests is that neoliberal condi-
tions expose the neoliberal subject as a chimera from an imaginary world.

Lee reports that on the Copperbelt it is, tellingly, the older workers
with regular jobs who have been best able to set up viable side businesses.
The same is true in Bhilai, where BSP wages and credit have capitalized
much of the most dynamic entrepreneurial activity in the informal sector.
Often it is not, as the theory supposes, those outside the formal economy
who start the small businesses that thrive, but those whose moonlight-
ing enterprises are underwritten by it. Whereas regular Stomana workers
continue to cultivate land in the nearby villages they come from, and can
earn a supplementary income from their membership in collective herding
groups (batchia), Kofti shows how this is impossible for contract workers
due to the unpredictability of their jobs. They are consequently more fully
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proletarianized and less capable of entrepreneurial initiative. Neoliberal
subjects are regularly smothered at birth by neoliberal economics.

The conclusion to be drawn from all this is that in the world created
by the neoliberal economy, most people are positively prevented from
becoming anything like a “proper” neoliberal subject. It may be true that
in certain restricted circles the discourse has achieved a hegemonic status,
but any claim that it is now firmly installed as part of the general “common
sense” smacks of hyperbole. Such a proposition requires us to suppose that
ordinary working people are willing to indefinitely suspend the common
sense rooted in their everyday experience, which tells them that such a
subject cannot possibly inhabit the same space as they do, and that the
ideology and the practices that derive from it do not constitute a seamless
and coherent whole. In that realization there is perhaps some glimmer of
hope for the future.
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Notes

1. The argument clearly assumes that mobility between the two employment statuses—
permanent and temporary—is understood to be possible (and that company policy
deliberately fosters belief in that possibility). In Indian public-sector steel plants, the
chances of such promotion are now squarely recognized as being extremely remote
(see Striimpell in this volume; Parry 2013a); considerations of that kind cannot
therefore explain the consent of contract labor.

2. This estimate was reported for 2014/15 by Business Line (16 June 2015). It is consis-
tent with comparative data compiled by the Rashtriya Ispat Nigam Ltd for 2015/16,
which show that while manpower accounted for 21 percent of total expenditure in
Steel Authority of India units, it was a mere 3 percent in two big private companies.
Extrapolating from figures provided by D’Mello (1991: 195), labor costs in the Indian
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steel industry at the end of the 1980s—that is, before liberalization—had accounted
for about 15.7 percent of total production costs.

3. The Marwaris are a well-known mercantile community from Rajasthan who now
have huge commercial and industrial interests throughout the subcontinent and in
many other parts of the world. Lakshmi Mittal, owner of the Temirtau steel plant, is
a Marwari, as is Anil Agarwal, the founder and executive chairman of the Vedanta
mining company, which figures in Lee’s chapter.

4. Compare Teitelbaum (2011), whose argument on this, and on a number of other
points, converges with Agarwala’s.

5. See also the current Code of Business Ethics issued by the Magnitogorsk Iron and
Steel Works. One of the clauses relating to the “Observance of Employees’ Labour
Rights” commits the company to fostering “labour traditions and so-called ‘labour
dynasties” in the interests of promoting “corporate loyalty, labour discipline and
productivity” (http://eng.mmk.ru/upload/iblock/717/Codel.pdf; last accessed 19
October 2017). Publicity material from the United Cement Group’s plant at Semei
in Kazakhstan proudly includes an account of the Belenko family’s association with
it over three generations (http://www.unicementgroup.com/news/show/id/27/lang/
en.html; last accessed on 19 October 2017).

6. The sources on such practices are legion, but see, e.g., Breman (1996: 66), Sen (2008),
Ramaswamy (1988: 29, 39, 181-182, 1994: 116-117), Chandavarkar (1994: 225),
Holmstrom (1984: 214—6), De Haan (1994: 208), Parry (2013a).

7. More precisely, this category includes all who have posts in public-sector concerns
but only those private-sector workers with regular employment in the largest, most
modern and most bureaucratically organized factories. Only on these do the labor
laws have any real purchase, and only such workers are said to have naukri.

8. This was the Chhattisgarh Mukti Morcha, mentioned earlier.
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V Varieties of Capital, Fracture of
Labor

A Comparative Ethnography of Subcontracting
and Labor Precarity on the Zambian
Copperbelt

CHING KwAN LEE

Mines a thousand meters deep are unforgiving places. My ethnographic
fieldwork in the mines began in October 2012 at the Chambishi mine,
now owned by the Chinese state company Nonferrous Metal China,
Africa (NFCA). As I shadowed safety officers and maintenance engineers
to observe how miners work underground, I found myself utterly unpre-
pared for the oppressive humidity, high temperatures, deafening noise, and
pervasive, disorienting darkness. Trekking across uneven, muddy terrains
and walking through sometimes knee-deep waters, I struggled to keep my
balance and capture my share of the inadequate circulation of oxygen, all
the while sweating profusely like everyone else. Sometimes between shifts,
right after blasting, dusty, smoky air would move across dark and rugged
rocks hanging over a stope ten meters wide that looked like a bottomless
dark hole. If Hell existed, this would be it, I said to myself. I had no other
vocabulary for this world.

On one of my first few trips down, after more than an hour at a particu-
larly suffocating corner at level 826 meter, I felt as if my lungs had collapsed
and stuck together: no air went in, no matter how hard I breathed. I told
my colleagues that I would faint if I had to be there another five minutes
and implored them to bring me up to the surface immediately, which they
graciously did. Even as my lungs recovered, I felt deflated as a fieldworker.
Later, when I moved on to the depths of two other mines in this study,
Konkola Copper Mines (KCM) and Mopani Copper Mines (MCM)—both
owned by London-listed multinationals—I was not only more acclima-
tized, but also aware that other underground mines were as hot, dark, and
dangerous as the Chinese one. The Copperbelt made my old stomping
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grounds—factories in the sunbelt and the rustbelt of China—look like
decent workplaces.

Like the miners, I sometimes forgot which mine I was in, once I went
underground. And like me, the miners described their daily work in differ-
ent mines as harsh, dangerous, and demoralizing. Derek Chanda, a miner
at NFCA, joined the industry expecting more money because he knew it
involved harder work. He began as a general worker and two years later was
trained to drive a locomotive carrying copper ore; then, after another three
years, he was promoted to PIC (person-in-charge). Now, after eight years,
he is a shift boss at 700 meters:

The underground is very risky and hostile, full of dangerous elements. At any
moment, you face death, like from rock fall. I've seen many accidents. Previously
almost every week, someone would be injured in the arm, legs or shoulders. Hard
hats have no use when huge rocks fall. They have put in place more safety measures
since 2010 ... It’s so hot that it is like a grill, an oven. The ventilation is very poor;
people feel weak because they cannot breathe well. Like someone has run a long
distance. Fainting is common. Air is saturated with gases from the rocks, exhaust air
from the trucks, and the dust from the boomer. For facing so many risks every day,
we only get peanuts at the end of the month”?

MCM’s underground is no better than that at NFCA. Victor Chilesite, a
contract worker who has worked in different mines, highlighted the pres-
sure to work hard, on top of the physically oppressive environment:

It’s slave-like condition... If you don’t drink water, you'd pass out. MCM has safety
standards but it gives contractors meters and the contractors only care about
meeting the targets. There is a lot of pressure on the workers to meet the target but
there are lots of problems everyday: waiting for machines to get repaired, conges-
tion underground, or the machines are too hot and we have to stop for them to cool
down. In an hour I can barely make one trip but the target is 10 trips a shift. The
supervisors (section boss, shift boss, mine captain) keep shouting at you, ‘tomorrow
don’t go down the mine] threatening to suspend me, when I don’t make the target.

Despite doing physically strenuous work for hours on end, most miners
did not eat during their shift underground. Following an industry-wide
tradition, the mines issued miners two pieces of mine bread, or kampompo
in Bemba, before they go down. Some companies provided a monthly
ration of sugar, cacao, or tea leaves, if the unions managed to include these
in their collective agreements. Still, with no official lunch break and only
demanding production targets to meet, many would eat at home and save
the kampompo for their children or spouse. Miners with pocket money
to spare would buy soft drinks at the tuck shop near the change house,
but many simply put sugar in their own water bottle, shook it, and used
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this sweet water as their source of energy for the day. With time, as they
came to realize, their bodies got used to feeling hungry. An electrician at
NFECA explained:

Many people don't eat underground because the air is too bad. You'll get stomach
ache if you eat in all the foul air. I either eat before I go down or after I come up. I feel
hungry but I am used to it. A few people eat underground, but you have to find your
own time. There is no official lunch break. Hygiene is generally bad underground
because people urinate anywhere, and some even defecate at crosscuts [areas that
are closed off after production is finished]. They are not supposed to but they do it
anyway. You will be fired instantly if you are caught. The cotton masks they give us
are not good enough for filtering the soot. It’s always black when you take them off
at the end of the shift. It’s so hot underground that when supervisors are not around
miners look for places where there is a bit of cool air or cool water dripping from
the rocks.

The same is true of KCM’s Nchanga underground, according to a 28-year-
old contract scrapper driver:

We spend 45 minutes walking from the man cage to the work area, and another 45
minutes back at the end of the shift. It’s far away. We eat before going underground
because there is no break for eating. Some people eat at the gathering area during
the five-minute safety talk at the beginning of the shift. Toilets are so far away, near
the haulage areas, it takes 30 minutes to get to. So people take a leak where they are
when no one is around. If a supervisor caught you, you can be instantly fired. This is
serious because airflow is bad enough here as it is.

Political, Legal, Technological, and Racial Disempowerment
of Labor

Today, the degradation of work on the Copperbelt, where a multiplicity of
foreign investors own and run different major mines, can be traced to four
decades of disempowerment by both Zambian state policy and interna-
tional financial institutions’ imposition of structural adjustment. Despite
having been a significant force in the struggle for national liberation,
organized labor succumbed to the ruling United National Independence
Party’s corporatist control in the post-independence era. In the name of
the national interest, Zambia’s first president, Kenneth Kaunda, declared
strikes illegal but offered miners paternalism in the form of a “cradle-
to-grave” welfare system that subsidized “diapers and burials,” food, and
housing. When copper prices collapsed after the mid 1970s, the IMF met
workers’ demands for wage increases and subsidies with staunch resis-
tance. By the late 1980s, the trade union, increasingly alienated from the
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ruling party, led a society-wide resistance to adjustment and austerity,
eventually bringing the union leader Frederick Chiluba to power and ush-
ering in multi-party democracy with the promise of rolling back neoliber-
alism. President Chiluba then reversed his position and became an ardent
supporter of privatization, famously asking workers to “die a little” to revi-
talize the national economy. It was during Chiluba’s reign in the 1990s
that labor law reform, part of loan conditionality, laid the framework for
today’s production regime (Larmer 2007). In one revision after another, the
Zambian labor code declared sympathy strikes illegal, splintered the trade
union movement, removed the compulsoriness of industry-level collective
bargaining, and deregulated the labor market by changing the definition
of “casual worker” so that it allowed for a longer duration of casual jobs.
Together, these neoliberalization measures accomplished what Marxists
would call “primitive accumulation”—subjecting noncapitalist labor and
assets to the logic of capitalist profit making—well before Chinese and
non-Chinese investors arrived. The past decade has not seen any reversal in
the declining power of organized labor, even with the election of the popu-
list president Michael Sata and his pro-poor economic policies.

Along with Zambian laws and politics, global standards for the produc-
tion technologies and labor processes of mining and construction have also
undermined the workplace bargaining power of workers across sectors and
investors. With privatization and new investors came mechanization of
the mines. Turning away from the extensive use of manual underground
labor typical of the late 1960s, the mines in this study have all brought
in American and Swedish heavy equipment (brands such as Caterpillar,
Sandvik, and Atlas Copco) to achieve higher levels of productivity. Today,
the most common underground sight is no longer miners drilling with
jackhammers, but operators and drivers mobilizing large boomers, loaders,
and dump trucks. Workers have become highly replaceable, though the
labor process of mining has not changed: it consists mainly of drilling and
blasting for primary and secondary development (i.e., digging new seams
to access the ore), stope drilling and blasting for production (extracting the
ore), lashing (moving the ore to a tip), and crushing and transporting the
ore to the concentrator for processing (extracting copper from the ore). The
worldwide trend has been to use subcontractors, who for their part offer
only minimal training to short-term contract workers.

Another striking similarity among foreign-owned workplaces is the
“colored” glass ceiling. Expatriates dominate senior management in all
foreign companies in mining, accounting for 5—10 percent of a company’s
workforce. Despite widespread rumors, scholarly research has not found
any empirical evidence to substantiate the claim that Chinese companies
bring their own manual workers rather than hiring local Africans. Strictly
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speaking, the “color bar” principle (i.e., that no white man should be sub-
ordinate to a Zambian) that prevailed in the colonial period is no longer
upheld. Still, though, an invisible glass ceiling that is operative to varying
degrees ensures that Zambians rarely number among the “chiefs” (chief
executive officer, chief production officer, chief operation officer, chief
financial officer, etc.). Under Zambian regulations, the human resource
manager has to be a Zambian; this is often the highest position held by
Zambians at the corporate level. Racial subordination of Zambian man-
agers and professionals is a muted issue today because these employees,
who lack collective representation, must resort to individualist strategies
for moving ahead on the corporate ladder and therefore are often seen as
suspect in the eyes of the Zambian rank-and-file workers in most mines.
On the other hand, workers and unions alike agree that companies aggres-
sively discipline expatriates for any racist remarks and demeanors, so inter-
personal racism is not a salient problem.

Beneath these similarities in the political, technological, and racial
apparatus of production, the three mines differ significantly in the way
they do mining. Chinese state capital’s interest in long-term, stable pro-
duction of copper ores, as part of a complex set of imperatives beyond
profit maximization, is manifested in the way NFCA invests in exploration,
drills for mineable reserves, and makes everyday production decisions. Its
peculiarity can only be seen in contrast to the other two mines, driven by
what Zambian mining experts call the “trader mentality,” in which copper
is traded for short-term profit. MCM’s parent company Glencore is the
world’s leading commodity trader, and KCM’s parent company Vedanta
sees processing (smelting and refining), rather than mining, as its most
important profit stream (Lee 2014). Here, I will focus on their adoption of
different approaches to subcontracting.

Contract Mining

While all three mines subcontracted mining to cut costs, the much greater
financial pressure on KCM and MCM to deliver profit to shareholders
drove them to maintain a much larger pool of subcontractors than NFCA’s.
KCM was particularly notorious for ruthlessly using competition among
subcontractors to drive down costs, so much that an internal critical dis-
course arose among its own managers about the “tyranny of finance” It
referred to the Commercial Department’s supreme power, overriding that
of Operation, to make production decisions (e.g., the purchase of machin-
ery and choice of subcontractors). Though its subcontracting method was
based more on performance than cost, MCM resembled KCM in the large
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extent of its subcontracting. In contrast, NFCA has for the sake of stability
used only one mining subcontractor, also from China, since production
started in 2003. Some senior managers at MCM attributed this trend to
the merger of its parent company, Glencore, a global trader, with Xstrata,
a mining major. That is, MCM now stands midway between the producer
mentality of NFCA and the trader mentality of KCM. The difference in
their practice of subcontracting was literally visible—the presence of large
numbers of subcontractors at KCM and MCM made their mines more
colorful than NFCA’s. The variegated colors of uniforms worn by subcon-
tractors’ workers—red, orange, blue, green, and brown, mixed in with the
white overalls of KCM and MCM—contrasted sharply with the unvarying
army green of NFCA uniforms and the worker’s blue of its single subcon-
tractor, JCHX.

The CEO of KCM traced the origin of subcontracting to privatization,
but it intensified after 2008:

From 2000 on, you had the start of a transition to contract mining. Then, with the
2008 meltdown, we began what people call “extensive” outsourcing. It’s a matter
of survival. We did not have money to buy new machinery for the open pit, for
example, so we decided to subcontract to other people who bring in the capital and
equipment. It’s a matter of capital allocation, to have time and money for core com-
petences. We subcontract primary and secondary development, but production we
do it ourselves. We will never outsource processing, the smelter...Subcontracting is
here to stay. Mechanization will increase and labor will come down by 20-30% over
the next 5 years.

The main attraction of contractors was that they were cheaper than
employees—about 20 percent less—because of overheads involved in
directly employing people, according to a production manager at Nchanga.
But from the perspective of those in production, what made KCM’s use
of subcontractors problematic was the price competition the company
used to select subcontractors. The head of the Commercial Department
explained to me that he normally negotiated with two finalists, using each
of them as leverage to drive down the other’s cost. Trying to contain his
frustration and anger, the Nchanga assistant mine manager complained
about the “tyranny of Commercial” at KCM: “A lot of times Commercial
drives down the price so hard that they actually bring down the contrac-
tors. I cannot reject the contractors Commercial picked just based on price.
A good portion of them have failed mid-way and they affect me in produc-
tion. So in the end you are not saving at all”

In 2012/13, for instance, KCM’s Nchanga Underground mine used
twenty-eight subcontractors to undertake a wide range of tasks in its
labor-intensive Lower Ore Body: production scrapping, secondary devel-
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opment, lashing, steel support, tramming, long hole drilling, track and
haulage maintenance. Of these subcontractors, 98 percent were local busi-
nesses owned by former miners and people unrelated to mining such as
teachers, civil servants, and traders. Upper Ore body was highly mecha-
nized and engaged subcontractors who were more capitalized and mecha-
nized. They came from Chile, Peru, and South Africa.

Nobody understood the problems subcontracting inflicted on mining
production better than one KCM manager who had been “rehired” after
his retirement to solve problems created by subcontractors. Attending one
of the production meetings between this KCM manager and its subcon-
tractors was like watching him teach a management course to a group
who did not know the basics. Subcontractors were paid at a piece rate
per cubic meter; some of them brought their own machines, while others
just brought labor. Because their profit margin was low, not more than 5
percent, they could easily go under and could offer only low wages to their
staff. The quality of their frontline supervision (site manager, mine captain,
section boss) and the morale of labor were therefore always low. At the
beginning of the month after employees collected their wages, absenteeism
was so intractable that the only solution the KCM manager could find to
reduce its impact on KCM was to schedule a mandatory KCM “men to rest”
holiday at that time. He and his colleagues were resigned to the fact that
low motivation would persist as long as indirect workers were paid some
40 percent less than KCM'’s direct workers, with whom they worked side by
side. Other common problems concerned contractors’ delaying of payment
to their own workers, which triggered a downing of tools that necessarily
disrupted KCM’s own production schedule. Contractors offered terms of
employment, some providing kampompo, PPE (personal protective equip-
ment), and housing allowances, and some not, to workers who practically
were doing the same jobs. Turnover was very high, creating gaps in labor
supply, especially for jobs that many young Zambians—the “digital kids,” as
the KCM manager called them—found too tough on arrival at the minesite.

Down the road, MCM also used a large number of subcontractors,
despite having moved away from cutthroat competitive subcontracting
toward adoption of a performance principle of awarding contracts. As at
KCM'’s Nchanga minesite, at MCM’s Nkana minesite each of the three
shafts engaged about twenty subcontractors to do charging and blast-
ing, long hole drilling, diamond drilling, grouting, maintenance of rails,
de-sludging of water, and so forth. Coordination among contractors was
a key problem that arose every day and was brought into bold relief at the
daily 6 a.m. production meeting with the underground mine manager’s
office. Which contractor should be responsible for the prior day’s shortfall
in production was a question that usually sparked a lot of heated argument.
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Like the CEO of KCM, a board director at MCM who had worked from
1975 to 2000 at ZCCM (the Zambian state-owned company before pri-
vatization), also recognized that subcontracting, even though it has been
an immediate solution to the problem of capital shortage, was still less
than ideal.

The ideal is to do everything ourselves... Under ZCCM there was little subcontract-
ing. By the time of privatization, development was at our nose because there was no
working capital to bring in equipment. After privatization, MCM brought in con-
tractors who were capable of bringing capital and equipment. 50% of development
was contracted out. But they are under our management. Production and processing
is 100% in house. The cost of a direct labor is twice as much as an indirect labor. It’s
a matter of lesser unit cost of production [the overhead cost—pension, medical,
school—is just too much and will eliminate any increase in efficiency in productivity]
But contracting is not efficient and a big headache. For instance, when a contractor
has the machine to develop an end but needs a loader to lash. He goes to a MCM
shift boss and asks for a loader, but the MCM guy also has his own end to lash. He
has to decide on the priority, and contractors are usually given second positions...
Safety statistics of the contractors count as ours. Their guys are usually only inducted
in one week, whereas our people are trained for months and years and know all the
safety issues...

The underground mine manager who supervised these contractors com-
plained to me at length about other hidden problems with having subcon-
tractors do all but the actual loading and tramming of ores.

The situation is different at NFCA. Until recently, it engaged only one
contractor to undertake underground mining, and it runs the process-
ing (the concentrator), transport, and logistics (haulage, maintenance, and
water supply) directly. There are historical, organizational, and market
supply reasons for this arrangement, but what is important for my compar-
ative purpose here is that the Chinese model of subcontracting is driven by
stable fulfillment of production targets, more than cost reduction. When I
described the extent of subcontracting in other mines to the Chinese pro-
duction head at NFCA, he was shocked and snapped, “I cannot imagine
how it is possible. Their managers must become nuts coordinating all these
subcontractors. That’s not how we do contracting in China. We agree on an
output and a price and don’t intervene in their production.

In 1998, when NFCA was set up, its parent company in China had just emerged from
a reorganization of China’s state-owned mining sector. Historically it specialized in
overseas engineering and construction, and it had no experience in underground
copper mining. The CEO had brought the project to the company’s doorstep thanks
to a personal connection he had with the Beijing leadership, but he had to find a
partner to undertake mining. NFCA decided the private company JCHX would
form the mining department inside NFCA. JCHX, headquartered in Beijing, exists
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in Zambia as a department. The NFCA manager explained: “In 2010, they separated
from NFCA as an independent company registered in Zambia. I regulate them on
two aspects: economic terms which are set by contracts, and then there are techni-
cal and safety standards I have to check on a daily basis” Developing together with
NFCA, JCHX has now become China’s leading international-profile contract miner
with an. The Shanghai-listed company recently signed a five-year development and
engineering contract with KCM for which NFCA supplied the equipment and JCHX
produced the tonnage of ores and maintained equipment.? Describing JCHXs rela-
tionship with NFCA, its on-site director said it operates as an “appendage” to the
client, with very low profit margin but also low risk. Sparing itself the coordination
complexities and cutthroat price competition among contractors found in the other
two mines, NFCA took on a sole subcontractor on which it placed all production
pressure. The result of these differences in subcontracting (as well as in exploration
and mine development, as I have explained elsewhere [Lee 2014]) is, according to
Zambian experts and officials, that NFCA has been the most stable producer on the
Copperbelt. But does that matter for the workers?

Struggles for Permanent Employment

Throughout the mines, the pervasiveness of subcontracting was glaringly
illustrated by the composition of their respective workforces. In 2012, the
majority of workers in all three mines were indirect employees, or those
hired by subcontractors (Table 1.1). The Mine Contractors Allied Workers
Union of Zambia, a new union registered in 2010, claimed that 80 percent
of mining jobs are now done by contractors’ workers. Through different
means, mining houses recruit basically three kinds of contractors that bring
different productive resources to the mines. At the top of the hierarchy
are multinational and regional contract miners, mostly from South Africa
or Peru, which bid for contracts that are advertised on the Internet. They
are well capitalized to provide full service (machinery and manpower) to
the mines to run open pits, tailing leach plants, and underground develop-
ment. The second tier consists of foreign and local contractors who have

Table 1.1 Basic conditions of three foreign-owned mines on the Zambian
copperbelt (2012)

MCM KCM NECA
Workforce Direct 8,776 8,689 1,209
Workforce Sub-contract 9,800 13,217 1,883
Copper Production (tons) 117,804 200,000 26,178
Ore Grade 2% 3.5% 1.73%
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the financial capacity to bring in some equipment, like long haul drills
and boomers. At the bottom are the labor hires, that is, contractors who
only provide labor. For miners, the terms of service vary widely among
these contractors and are invariably inferior to direct employment by the
mining houses.

Given the short duration and high mobility of mine employment, many
miners have accumulated comparative insights on how the various mines
treat workers. While describing working conditions in similarly harsh crit-
ical terms, miners noted a major difference between the Chinese and the
other two foreign mines: NFCA and its contractor JCHX offer low-paying
but stable employment, whereas other mines pay higher salary but are
more prone to retrenchment and casualization.

Victor Chilesite had worked for five employers in the past eight years.
When I met him, he had just moved from the Peruvian contractor at
MCM to JCHX at NFCA and relished the modicum of security this new
job brought him. With the Chinese contractor, he has finally landed a per-
manent job. Victor’s career trajectory was typical of many “casuals” (used
interchangeably with “contract workers”):

I started as a track layer with Ramsi [a South African contractor] at Mopani Shaft
1, then with RMS [another South African concern] as loader driver, then as a driller
with AAC mining [which is Zambian], operating a jack hammer. From there I
became a boomer with Sanvik mining; then as a loader driver and dump truck driver
with Reliant [a Peruvian contractor]|, and am now with the Chinese JCHX. Most
were 3 months to one or two year contracts. These companies trained me, but while I
was in training I was paid only the basic salary and housing allowance, but not other
allowances [food, transport, shift differentials, Sunday overtime, bonus, etc.]. Reliant
is worse than JCHX, because there is no rest between 7 days of day shift, then 7 days
night shift. They give you targets and you have to stay [underground] until you finish,
and then you have to wait a long time for the cage. For Sunday, there is no overtime
pay ... The Peruvians insult in their language, saying something like “guta mierda”
“kalacko” I know it means fuck you ... Shift boss always says you have to blast even
if you see non-compliance. Every 3 meters there should be support before drilling,
but you will find support only every 10 meters, rather than 3. He will make the mine
captain sign to shift his responsibility. When MCM people come, they would say
don’t blast until support is done. But once they leave, Reliant people will ignore
MCM people, especially in afternoon or night shifts when they don’t walk around
that much ... The reason I moved from Reliant to JCHX is job security. Reliant only
gives one year contracts; at JCHX, you start with a one year contract, then 3 years
and then they would offer you permanent ... But the air is worse than in Mopani,
because they don't wait for dust and fumes to dissipate after blasting. It’s a safety
issue. There is no ventilation.

Permanent employment for indirect employees in the Chinese mine
did not come about because of the employer’s largesse. It was the result
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of worker struggle—two strikes in 2011 that started in JCHX but whose
effects inevitably spilled over to NFCA. As mentioned in the last section,
JCHX came to Zambia as a contractor for NFCA, but until 2010 it led
a shadowy existence as its Mining Department. The Human Resource
Department managed one payroll for all NFCA workers, who were rep-
resented by the same union branches and included in the same collective
agreement. But when JCHX registered as an independent company in
2010, the transition of workers in the Mining Department to JCHX payroll
sparked bitter conflicts between workers and the two companies. The
contention first focused on severance payment and then turned to issues
of equal treatment, permanent contracts for all, and the same pay rate for
workers in the same grades across the two companies. Miners went on a
week-long strike in February 2011, smashing windows, looting the can-
teens, damaging security lighting, and even setting fire to the mine police
post, paralyzing production. The Zambian minister of mines intervened,
demanding that workers resume work and the mine drop charges against
the workers who had been arrested for the riot. Management did not
honor its promises, and another strike took place in November 2011. It
originated in JCHX and then spread to NFCA; production was suspended
for about three weeks. At this point, management yielded and agreed to a
phased standardization of grades and permanent contracts for all after an
initial three years.

Contract workers in other mines also tried to resist casualization, but in
contrast to the effort at the Chinese mine, their solidarity was more easily
broken due to the large number of subcontractors. In May 2012, some two
thousand workers at KCM pulled off a rare strike, putting down tools in
protest against the pay discrepancy between KCM’s direct and indirect
employees. Because they were fearful of losing their jobs and totally unor-
ganized, the incident lasted barely half a shift. Pastor Mwale, who partici-
pated that day, explained:

As a crew boss of Gilgle Mining (a Zambian contractor) I get K1.5 million basic,
while KCM pays K6 million. KCM employees receive a production bonus but we
don’t get anything ... (During the strike) J.J. (the CEO of KCM ) came down to the
emergency point near the shaft, threatening to dismiss anyone not reporting back to
work immediately. He even said the President (Banda) supported this policy against
striking workers. He told us to go to your directors to discuss pay and bonuses. You
are not KCM employees. Workers shouted that KCM did not care about worker
suffering. All you care is to take our money to India. Police were at the gate ready to
arrest people and cameras captured the faces of those on strike.

The Chinese NFCA was the only mine where its contractor’s workers
could get permanent terms of employment, but as in other mines, a big gulf
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existed in the conditions of service for direct and indirect (subcontractors’)
employees. Comparing NFCA and its contractor JCHX, Derek Chanda told
me that

NECA gives higher salaries. At Grade 6, my net income at JCHX is K2.75 million,
compared to K2.95 million on the other side. NFCA sticks to its knock off time; at
JCHX if I let my people knock off at the official time, I'd be booked (charged) for
letting people go on time, and miners will be booked when they come out of the man
cage, their cap lamp number will be noted and they will have their salary deducted.
They think miners should only resurface at 17hrs ... There is more motivation among
workers at NFCA than JCHX. We get loans with Bayport but they do not exceed K2
million, but NFCA has several institutions giving bigger loans, up to K50 millions.
My friend is able to do something for the family, like start building a house, but I
can’t. With K2 million, I can only pay my children’s school fees. If I missed my target
for my shift, NFCA would ask me to write something to explain. At JCHX, they
would just shout at you in front of your juniors.

Also, many workers at the Chinese state mine reminded me that the relative
employment “security” at NFCA and JCHX comes at the high price of “low
wages.” Since its inception, NFCA’s salary level for the general workforce
has been about 30 percent lower than KCM'’s, which is the highest on the
Copperbelt, and 15 percent lower than MCM’s, the second highest. This
low-wage regime is the empirical basis for the widespread criticism that
the Chinese mine is particularly exploitative; however, some see the relative
employment security as compensating for the lower pay. As the mining
expert observed, NFCA has never engaged in mass retrenchment, which is
global private companies’ typical first response to fluctuation in the price of
copper as well as to any pressure to cut production costs. During the 2008
financial crisis, NFCA famously announced a “no retrenchment” policy
when both KCM and MCM were laying off workers by the thousands. In
2013, KCM twice threatened to retrench a total of 3,500 workers due to low
copper prices and a purported “mechanization” plan.

Neither Chinese state capital nor global private capital was particularly
benign toward labor, but they did present relatively different bargains:
stable exploitation (secure employment at low wages) or flexible exclusion
(short-term contracts at higher wages). The roots of this difference are
partly historical. The new investors who privatized the mines inherited
some distinct labor conditions there, but the differences are also partly due
to the respective interests of the two varieties of capital (i.e., Chinese state
vs. global private capital).

Take the case of NFCA. Its interest in long-term access and extraction
of copper as a physical, not financial, resource puts it in a position to
plan for expanded production, necessitating that labor be a stable input.
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According to Zambian officials representing the Zambian government
as a minority shareholder on the boards of all major mines, NFCA is
the only company that has always met its production targets—at other
mines, operational and financial problems have prevented achievement of
stable production. Paradoxically, NFCA’s policy of low wages can also be
traced to its logic of encompassing accumulation. The parent company’s
investment decision to acquire Chambishi had not been totally based on
its profitability, and NFCA strained to turn a profit with the inferior ore
grade extracted there. It dealt with this situation by adopting a low-wage
regime. Also, the mine had been closed for thirteen years, so NFCA had
few legacy obligations. NFCA took on only some fifty care and mainte-
nance workers under pre-privatization conditions of service, i.e., per-
manent status and union membership. The rest of the newly employed
workforce was hired on fixed-term contracts at wage rates unencum-
bered by the standards of the previous employment regime. Lacking any
domestic experience with autonomous unions or collective bargaining,
the Chinese management tried to stall union recruitment for several
years. These practices gave NFCA a notorious reputation as the worst
employer on the Copperbelt. Over the years, unions persistently pres-
sured NFCA to match the industry norm in terms of medical coverage
for miners’ dependents, classification of job grades, and basic salaries,
playing a big role in bringing about gradual but consistent improvements.
In most years, the rate of salary increment reached through collective
bargaining is now on par with other mines. Still, due to the low base level
at Chambishi, the Chinese mine remains the lowest paying of the major
mines on the Copperbelt.

On the other hand, the global investors that owned KCM and MCM
took over large, functioning mines. The comparatively well organized
unions and workers at KCM and MCM sent more forceful negotiators to
the bargaining table, compelling the investors to offer the existing work-
forces the same salary levels and conditions of service they had had under
state ownership. But while wages are higher in these global private mines,
their workers are challenged by these corporations’ tendency to down-
size and exclude labor altogether. Unlike Chinese state investors, these
private corporations were under constant pressure to “show” shareholders
that they were responding to copper price fluctuations by cutting costs.
Retrenchment and its variant, casualization of labor through subcontract-
ing, is therefore the crucible of labor-management conflicts at KCM and, to
a lesser extent, MCM. KCM stopped hiring any direct employees when the
financial crisis hit in 2008. Unions and workers found retrenchment a more
difficult and elusive battle to fight, as it basically excluded workers from the
realm of employment altogether.
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Fractured Labor: Alienated Unions and Generational Divide

The Mineworkers Union of Zambia lost its monopoly status on the
Copperbelt in 2004, when the National Union for Mine and Allied Workers
(NUMAW) was formed. A third union, the United Mineworkers Union of
Zambia, came onto the scene in 2010, followed by the Mine Contractors
and Allied Workers” Union of Zambia, formed in 2012 in Chingola to
represent casual laborers working for contractors. The company versus
contract divide is institutionalized by the advent of this newest union for
contractors’ workers, which operates independently from the other three
unions representing permanent workers only. Every year, these unions hold
individual or joint collective bargaining sessions with mining companies
where they have members. The rising numbers of unions belies their pow-
erlessness vis-a-vis management and their declining status and integrity in
the eyes of the rank-and-file members.

Without independent capacity for research or sources of economic data,
union leaders found themselves in a defensive, passive position. In the col-
lective bargaining sessions I observed at KCM and NFCA, and according to
unionists themselves, the human resource manager typically set the param-
eters of the salary increment debate by being the sole source of statis-
tics about profit, cost, and production volumes. When companies claimed
they were not making money despite rising copper prices, all the unions
could say was, “We don’t believe you. Our workers know the company
makes money on cobalt, not just copper. And the smelter processes ores
from other mines, not just our own” Even when management admitted
to making profits, they always rejected unions’ demand for salary hikes,
saying profits were used for reinvestment into expanded production or
upgrading of technology.

Powerless to deal with the companies, unionists likewise held little sway
with their own members. Many openly expressed distrust of unionists, in
numerous ways. One day in Nkana (a MCM minesite) as [ was walking
with the NUMAW branch chairman and secretary to their office, passing
dilapidated buildings that used to be the mine mess, gym, movie theater,
and bowling club, some miners shouted at them, teasingly but aggressively,
“Chairman, give us our money!” The unionists turned to me and explained
that workers all believed union officials got extra pay from the company
to compromise during negotiations. When the annual bargaining meet-
ings were stalled for whatever reason, rank-and-file members routinely
expressed frustration by throwing stones at them. The popular perceptions
of collusion between unions and management stemmed from things like
fully paid “overseas study tours” on which unionists visited the headquar-
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ters or subsidiary mines of these companies. NFCA offered trips to Beijing
and Shanghai to branch and national union officials, KCM took them to
New Delhi and mines in India, and MCM showed them some gold mines
in South Africa. Managers and unionists from various mines admitted to
me that bribery existed, but both sides claimed the money did not change
the dynamic of negotiations.

Another important factor in workers’ disillusion with the unions was the
latter’s failure to protect workers dismissed for allegedly instigating strikes
or disrupting production. In the name of the national interest, Zambian
President Kaunda declared strikes illegal. The 1971 Labor Relations Act
made strikes practically illegal, and sympathy strikes were declared explic-
itly illegal by the Industrial and Labor Relations Act of 1993. Company
attorneys and HR managers today are confident that it is lawful to dismiss
workers for inciting strikes, and that following the procedures laid down
in the company disciplinary code will enable the companies to win any
lawsuits brought against them by workers. Unions’ hands are tied by these
regulations. Workers have occasionally sued union officials too for misin-
forming them or lying about their participation in work stoppages.

Along with the fault line between workers and unions, generational
and status cleavages have fractured miners from within and undermined
their collective capacity. This divide is more salient in today’s working-class
resistance than gender and tribal identities. The industry as a whole is
male-dominated, both on the surface and underground. Interviews with
miners’ wives in Chambishi showed that women, like the rest of the mining
community, were usually supportive of higher wages for miners, and some
of them admitted to joining in the protests outside the mine gate, just as
women did during Copperbelt protests of the 1970s and 1980s (Larmer
2007: 113, 128, 150). I did not have breakdowns of the labor force according
to ethnicity or tribal affiliation. Most miners spoke Bemba, the prevailing
dialect, and tribal identities were not invoked in any discussion of class
conflicts, collective bargaining, or management discourses.

A generational divide in housing was salient in both everyday con-
versations and the visible spatial order of the mining communities. The
housing situations, employment conditions, and life chances of older
miners who had joined the mines under state ownership differed mean-
ingfully from those of the younger ones taken on after privatization. In
Chambishi, for instance, where many NFCA miners live, the generational
divide between miners who benefited from the sales of ZCCM housing
stock and their younger counterparts who missed the boat showed up in
residential patterns and unequal financial capacity for entrepreneurship. In
the Copperbelt today, familial succession to mining jobs appears to be rare;
I encountered only one case in which a father and son worked in the same
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mine. Older and nicer homes built in the ZCCM era, with electricity and
plumbing, are found in the township section of Chambishi where veteran
miners live. Some of these miners have the financial wherewithal to run
small businesses, selling groceries and cell phone recharge cards or supply-
ing parts or services to the mines. They have even formed a small business
association based in Chambishi. Adjacent to the township is the Zambia
Compound, where younger miners and casual workers live in shoddy mud
houses crammed together amidst open sewage. The whole area is strewn
thick with white mealie meal bags, which residents piece together as fences
to create some privacy. There is no electricity or indoor plumbing. Abject
poverty is in plain view—children too poor to go to school play outside
their homes during the day, women wait in line to fetch water from a com-
munity tap, and young men and women drink their days away in rowdy
neighborhood bars serving strong local brews, dirt cheap.

Older miners bought their homes as sitting tenants when ZCCM was
privatized. For instance, for a home worth K6 million, a miner was cred-
ited 2 percent of the home’s price per year of service at the mines, so that
a miner with twenty years of tenure would be credited 40 percent of K6
million or K2.4 million, and had to pay the remaining K3.6 million in cash.
But since the revised Employment Act of 2000 removed the clause requir-
ing employers to provide housing to employees, young miners who were
not given the chance to buy ZCCM housing have had to rent. Still, all mine
employees, whether homeowners or renters, receive housing allowances
amounting to 35-39 percent of their basic salary. As one veteran miner
observed, “Younger miners therefore have been relatively deprived twice”

Pockets of permanent casualization can be found in all mining townships
next to the mines: Wusakile near Mopani, Chiwempala and Lulamba near
KCM, and Chambishi near NFCA. Informal and unemployed workers have
often participated in violent looting when mines went on wildcat strikes.
All three mines have experienced strikes that started in the mines and were
instantly joined and escalated by laid-off casual workers in the compounds.
The latter group wanted to take revenge on the mines, and it had nothing
to lose and everything to gain from a strong show of force against the com-
panies. “Even the bartender or the street kids would like to see a bigger pay
raise for the miners. When miners have more money, they spend more in the
local community,” recounted a veteran miner who has witnessed the 2012
strike at KCM. “Some of these are thugs who wanted to steal and vandalize
company properties during the riot. They threw stones at workers whom
they suspected were going back to work. They terrorized and assaulted
union leaders, saying they have accepted bribes from the mines.”

Similar dynamics characterized wildcat strikes at NFCA and MCM,
where violent and angry casuals and unemployed locals, at the moment
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of an imminent strike, seized the opportunity to paralyze the mines by
attacking miners who tried to return to work. Such grassroots militancy
has been a key bargaining chip for the unions, which adopted ambiguous,
highly flexible stances towards wildcat strikes. When bargaining sessions
reached a stalemate, union representatives threatened management with
potential agitations by their members and communities, even as unions
were themselves hard pressed to control such non-institutionalized grass-
roots disturbances.

A 45-year-old jackhammer operator at KCM who has worked in the
mines since 1983 recalled the fear he experienced during a two-day strike in
2006 and a week-long strike in 2007: “Most of the time, during strikes, most
miners stayed home. But most agitations are by people related to miners.
They would kill me if I went beyond the picket line” In 2009, a three-day
strike broke out at KCM. Again, informal and unemployed workers in com-
pounds around KCM were at the forefront of both disturbance outside
the mines and, especially, vandalism of Indian expatriates’ residences.
Township residents and workers were the targets of looting and violence
as often as the mining houses were. What transpired during these episodes
of strikes and unrest was not cross-class alliance or mobilization among
the casuals, unemployed youth, mine workers, and residents of the mining
communities. Rather, these incidents resulted from the confluence of unco-
ordinated interests motivated more by fear and anger than by solidarity, as
the most marginalized people in the mining townships inflicted intimida-
tion and looting on miners themselves as much as on the companies.

What is also important is that today, strikes do not spread to the entire
Copperbelt as they did before privatization. Human resource managers
from the major mines concurred that strikes today were not as powerful as
those of yesteryear. A KCM manager observed that:

Strikes have always been here. Nowadays, they usually happen when negotiations are
going on. The miners do that to put pressures on management. Since privatization
strikes happen every two years or so. Strikes under ZCCM were more powerful: they
paralyzed the Copperbelt and the nation because ZCCM ran so many businesses.
Today, one mine strikes the others are not affected. Also, during ZCCM there was
only one union, today the unions are split and there is less unity.

Precarious Entrepreneurship and the Culture of Loans

Rather than pinning their hopes on collective struggle, miners have focused
their energy on personal strategies of survival. During the nationalization
period, sidelines and other entrepreneurial activities among miners and
their wives served to supplement miners’ income and welfare, or, since the
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1980s, as a response to the worsening economic environment. For instance,
the women in Patience Mususa’s ethnography of the mining town Luanshya
reported engaging in peddling agricultural produce, knitting sweaters for
sale, and raising poultry in their backyards, before privatization (Masusa
2014: chapter 3).> Today’s entrepreneurialism is a more central preoccupa-
tion among male miners because of the seeming permanence of the pre-
cariousness of employment. Hanging onto their current jobs as best they
could, many, especially the younger generation, were actively preparing for
an eventual exit. Starting around 2007, the most important function of the
unions, other than representing their members at the annual collective bar-
gaining table, became arranging micro-loans between their members and
banks like Bayport, Barclays, and Finance Bank. The interest rate, around
17-20 percent, was usually a few points lower than the market rate, and
the repayment period hovered around one to two years, depending on the
length of the employment contract. The mining companies facilitated the
loans by setting up an automatic deduction system that allowed the bank
to collect its repayment monthly, from workers’ paychecks. Permanent
workers were able to obtain larger loans than workers on one- to three-year
contracts. Casual workers were not eligible for these loans. Human resource
managers and the unions reported that more than 90 percent of the work
force applied for at least one loan. While yielding to workers’ demands,
unionists and management alike were concerned that many workers were
squandering their money on drinking, womanizing, and secondhand cars,
creating problems like marital disputes, absenteeism, and low productiv-
ity. When a new HR manager took office at NFCA, she told me her most
urgent task was to limit the number of loans workers could obtain through
payroll. A considerable number of workers were getting zero take-home
salary after all the deductions, leaving them little motivation to even show
up for work.

When I visited miners in the compound, I was always greeted by an
incongruous sight: private cars parked outside makeshift mud houses
whose flimsy roofs were dubiously held down only by rocks or bags of
sand. One Saturday afternoon, the whole mining compound population
congregated in the stadium adjacent to KCM to watch a local soccer match.
The roads outside the stadium resembled an exhibition ground for a jam-
packed secondhand car show. I was with a shop steward nicknamed “CNN”
who has worked at Nchanga underground for twenty years. He has seen
it all, having worked under various corporate regimes, from ZCCM (the
Zambian state-owned mining company) to Anglo-American companies
and then Vedanta today. But his passion and major source of income was
no longer his job at the mine but his television repair shop (hence his
nickname). In this small space, which he had rented for the past thirteen
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years from the privatized racket club, old VHS machines were piled on the
shelves and he was completely surrounded by television sets dropped off
by his customers. His take-home salary was about 1million kwacha (or 200
dollars), but his repair business brought a monthly 3 million kwacha (or 600
dollars). He deplored that miners these days had no commitment to mining
and no hope of reliance on the mines or the government.

When it came to entrepreneurial ventures, older miners who had
benefited from the sale of ZCCM housing and become property owners
enjoyed a definite edge over younger miners, who suffered from the double
jeopardy of being property-less and money-less. In Chambishi township,
Victor Mulesu, a 45-year-old mechanic at NFCA, formed and registered a
company together with ten business partners in March 2008, taking advan-
tage of the 2006 Citizens Economic Empowerment Program, which offered
small and medium-sized businesses a tax holiday, small loans of 200 million
kwacha, and consultancy. The company was a member of the Zambian
Chamber of Small and Medium Business Association, in which Victor
served as chairman. In Chambishi alone, there were nineteen companies
owned by miners who ran them part-time. His company was a registered
contractor to the mines, providing them with engineering services (build-
ing a pipeline, adjusting machinery) and supplying and repairing front
loaders, mining materials, and tools. Other commonplace entrepreneurial
ventures included restaurants and poultry farms.

Younger and property-less workers also had entrepreneurial dreams but
lacked the resources and benefits that their veteran counterparts had been
able to accrue during their formal state-sector employment. Chilando, a
second-generation miner in his late thirties, eloquently summed up the
changing worldview of the Zambian working class among the young: “we
are moving from a culture of employment to a culture of entrepreneurship.”
Chilando’s personal experience was emblematic of the radical changes in
the conditions and mentality of Zambian labor. His father had worked as
an underground miner at Luanshya and returned to his natal village to take
up farming after his retirement in 1979, a typical arrangement for the pre-
vious generation of miners. Chilando, on the other hand, had no village to
retreat to because he was born in the city. He joined ZCCM in 1996 at the
age of twenty-four as an underground workman. Articulate and thoughtful,
he recalled how

I was walking through town one day and I stumbled upon Chiluba’s visit to Nchanga
to announce privatization of the mines and the sale of housing to sitting tenants.
He was politicking and people were clapping. People had never expected to own
their own homes. Being a Grade 8 (lowest grade) worker and single, I was at the end
of the long waiting list. After they sold all the houses, I realized I was left with no
house ... Chiluba promised a rosy future which was never realized. But today we do
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not see any future ... We are on our own. There is no security in jobs. I am using my
K800,000 loan to build a house. Once you can settle your family and don’t have to
pay rent, you can be self-employed. I will venture to set up my business after I build
my house. The loans we have now are good for moving forward because they help
us build our own homes, buy cars and invest in business opportunities for ourselves
or our wives.

This culture of loans is not unique to Zambian miners. In the wake of
South Africa’s deadly Marikana strike at the Lonmin platinum mine, which
claimed forty-four lives in 2012, reports revealed that unsecured and short-
term loans had become a thriving industry with an entrenched clientele
among low-wage casual workers demanding higher wages (Steyn 2012).
It seems that the precarization of livelihoods on the Copperbelt has been
aggravated by the advance of financial capital among global mining inves-
tors and Zambian laborers, even as the increasing precarity of workers
provides banks with a golden opportunity.

Conclusion

A lot has changed since Michael Burawoy’s classic study The Color of Class
on the Copper Mines (1972) in the immediate post-independence years.
One salient change has been the configuration of global capital, which
has impinged on Zambian economic development in ways irreducible
to the classic metropolis-periphery dependence. After independence in
1964, two Western mining companies maintained oligopolistic control
over Zambian copper. The Zambian Government nationalized the mines
in 1975, and almost instantly a global slump in copper prices plunged
the country into heavy debt. Privatization of the copper mines in the
1990s—made possible mostly by coercive structural adjustment programs
imposed on Zambia by the World Bank, IMF, and Western donors—inter-
nationalized the Copperbelt. By the time I arrived in 2008, many more
foreign mining companies were present (ten large-scale copper mines
instead of two). They hailed from both the Global South (India, Brazil,
South Africa, and China) and the Global North (Canada, Australia, and
Switzerland). Of these new investors, the Chinese state-owned company
NFCA attracted the most attention, inspiring both hopes and fears among
Zambians. Is Chinese capital more beneficial (as the Chinese state has
claimed) or more exploitative (as the West claims) than capital from
global private capital?*

This chapter has addressed this question from the perspective of
Zambian miners confronting the global tendency toward informalization.
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I have argued that despite having more encompassing goals than does
global private capital, Chinese state capital shares with the latter an abiding
interest in exploiting and controlling labor. Yet the Chinese state’s interest
in steady, long-term material production of ores, rather than short-term
financial returns from selling copper, leads to a preference for relational
subcontracting with a limited number of contractors. The more cohesive
contract workforce was able to use strikes to force the Chinese state mine
to give them permanent but low-paid employment. Whereas low wages
were at the heart of the labor struggles in Chinese state mine, retrench-
ment of labor underlay most of the labor conflict in mines owned by global
private companies.

The multiplicity of foreign investors on the Copperbelt meant that strikes
tended to be confined to one firm. The generational divide among miners,
buttressed by inequality in homeownership and entrepreneurial resources,
further undermined the impact and power of strikes, which, according to
participants, were driven more by mob psychology than class solidarity.
For the miners, neither Chinese state capital nor global private investors,
neither exploitation nor exclusion, offered a real future. Against this back-
ground, financial institutions found a ready market for microloans, fueling
people’s entrepreneurial dreams and fulfilling desires for basic and conspic-
uous consumption alike.

Ching Kwan Lee is Professor of Sociology at the University of California,
Los Angeles. Her research interests include labor, political sociology, devel-
opment, China, the Global South, and ethnography. She is the author of
Gender and the South China Miracle: Two Worlds of Factory Women (1998),
Against the Law: Labor Protests in China’s Rustbelt and Sunbelt (2007),
and The Specter of Global China: Politics, Labor and Foreign Investment in
Africa (2017).

Notes

1. All names of interviewees are fictitious. All verbatim quotations are from interviews
conducted in Zambia by the author between 2008 and 2014.

2. A company profile can be found in the trade magazine International Mining, “JCHX
Going International,” July 2013, 14-16.

3. I do not have data to shed light on how ethnicity or tribal identity underlines or
complicates the company-versus-contract divide among miners. The workforce,
both permanent and contract, is overwhelmingly male, and women’s earning oppor-
tunities, such as petty trade in local markets or vegetable cultivation at home, are
confined to the informal economy.
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4. I construed these two varieties of capital—instead of “capitalisms”—from the pool
of actually existing investors in Zambian copper in the neoliberal era. Deployed as
heuristic devices, these ideal types necessarily entail simplifications of the empirical
cases, and are by no means exhaustive of all varieties of capital everywhere.
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V Miners and Their Children

The Remaking of the Soviet Working Class in
Kazakhstan

Eeva KEsSkULA

Introduction

As Fordist regimes of production have given way globally to flexible accu-
mulation, many full-time permanent employees have been replaced by
workers on short-term contracts with reduced benefits and uncertain
futures (Harvey 1990). New inequalities have arisen within the industrial
working class, and mechanisms of class reproduction have become unset-
tled. In the Indian context, Holmstrém (1976) applied the metaphor of the
citadel to formal-sector permanent employment, with all those outside it
trying to scale the walls. He later complicated his model by replacing the
“in/out” binary with the metaphor of a mountain with different levels of
security—for each sector of industrial activity, a specific hill on which a
core of privileged workers defends its position (Holmstréom 1984). The
small, well-paid, well-educated permanent workforce can be classified as
a labor aristocracy or even as a middle class, since contract workers lead a
completely different lifestyle (Parry 2013a, 2013b). The two tiers of workers
are often differentiated by ethnic background, regional origin, religion,
or caste, factors that prevent merit-based entry into the world of secure
employment. Yet the children of the old permanent working class are also
increasingly to be found as contract workers, sometimes working side by
side with their fathers while earning considerably less. In short, the once
relatively homogenous aristocracy of labor cannot reproduce itself and has
become fragmented, not only on the shop floor but also in the household
(Sanchez 2012a, 2012b).
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In developed capitalist states, being working-class traditionally meant
being at the bottom of a labor hierarchy without realistic prospects of social
mobility (Willis 1977). Recently, however, deindustrialization has meant
that working-class kids must make do with temporary, poorly paid jobs
in the service industry (McDowell 2011; Weis 2013). Heavy industry is
becoming a mix of formal large-scale workplaces and informal cottage
industry, where workers fight alienation in different ways (Mollona 2009).

Both the Western and the Indian literatures concentrate on the decline
of a stable industrial working class and a generational divide where sons
can only dream of the security and relative wealth enjoyed by their fathers.
Whether they work inside or outside the citadel, their conditions are
poorer. The generation of those whose parents held traditional manual jobs
but who are now unable to join the old proletarian communities constitutes
a significant part of the social formation which Standing (2011; 2014) calls
the global precariat. They are often alienated, anomic, anxious, and angry.

This raises the question of how to understand social change where
mechanisms of the reproduction of class are no longer at all stable. E. P.
Thompson (1980: 9) sees class not as “as a ‘structure, nor even as a ‘cate-
gory, but as something which in fact happens (and can be shown to have
happened) in human relationships” For him, class is a fluid historical
relationship that cannot be halted to permit a study of its structure, but
must always be embodied in real people and situations. He adds that “class
happens when some men, as a result of common experiences (inherited or
shared), feel and articulate the identity of their interests as between them-
selves, and as against other men whose interests are different from (and
usually opposed to) theirs. Class-consciousness is the way in which experi-
ences are handled in cultural terms: embodied in traditions, value systems,
ideas, and institutional forms” (ibid.).

The Soviet working class has not been regarded as a product of its own
making, as Thompson describes the case of England, but rather as a class
created from above through particular practices, discourses, or state proj-
ects. Scholarly focus has mostly been on the Stalin era, raising questions
as to how the revolutionary proletariat was made into Europe’s quietest
working class (Kotkin 1994: 275)—an atomized mass easy to control (Lewin
1994)—rather than exercising its class consciousness, for example in labor
struggles (Filtzer 1986). Fitzpatrick (1993) emphasizes how the Bolsheviks
created new categories of class through censuses and identity documents
in a state where class structure was weak and subjects lacked a shared
identity. Research on the construction of the Turksib railway in Kazakhstan
between 1926 and 1931, which embodied the Bolsheviks’ commitment to
end ethnic inequality and promote cultural revolution, has shown how this
project was designed to forge the Kazakh proletariat, bringing not only
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trains but also the new Soviet man to the steppes (Payne 2001). But even in
socialist systems where class has not been an agent of its own making, class
consciousness can be created through everyday practices in the workplace
(Ngai 2005). When parents have secure employment inside the citadel
and their children do not, class experiences differ and the working class is
remade. In this chapter I explore how this fact shapes the class conscious-
ness of children who do not share the workplace experiences and rewards
their parents have had.

In post-Soviet Kazakhstan, deindustrialization and the outsourcing of
labor are consistent with the patterns described above. Coal mining in
central Kazakhstan is a partial exception: everyone who gets a job in the
mine is a permanent, relatively well-paid employee with social guarantees.
In recent years, though, it has become more and more difficult to enter the
mining citadel. When the citadel is contracting, who is able to get in, and
who is destined for white-collar or precariat existence instead? What are
the implications for youth and for working-class consciousness? I explore
a situation where precarious sons do not work alongside their securely
employed fathers, and where the old working class struggles to reproduce
itself and does so in smaller numbers.

Trajectories of Labor

Coal was discovered on the barren, wind-swept steppe of the Karaganda
area in the 1920s, and the first mines were opened in the early 1930s with
the use of deportees sent to the Karlag labor camp in the 1930s and 1940s
for political crimes, kulak (rich peasant) status, or belonging to a poten-
tially hostile ethnic group when World War II broke out (Barnes 2011:
34-37; Brown 2001; Pohl 2002). After the camp was abolished, former
prisoners and forced settlers who had nowhere to return to built earthen
houses in the town of Karaganda and nearby mining villages. They worked
in the same workplaces as before (Brown 2001: 47), often living alongside
former prison guards. Men worked underground, women on the surface
or in light industries established to feed and clothe the miners. For those
accused of anti-Soviet behavior, labor in the Gulag was seen as a path to
redemption (Barnes 2011). In the post-Stalin years it became a source of
glory and abundant income when the former Gulag prisoners were joined
by Virgin Lands workers' and others seeking a better life in Kazakhstan.
The Karaganda coal mines were now of crucial economic significance, pro-
ducing coal for power generation as well as coking coal for steel production
in the largest Central Asian steel plant in nearby Temirtau (see Trevisani,
this volume) and for Magnitogorsk.
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The mine workers were mostly ethnic Germans, Slavs, and Tatars.
Kazakhs mostly worked in agriculture on collective farms, though some
were hired by the mines. Well-qualified Russophone Kazakhs who had
had formal education and training in mining were respected as “good, civ-
ilized Kazakhs” Miners’ children went to work in the mines. Some pursued
higher education and became mining engineers; others remained simple
miners, with less stress and responsibility but often a relatively high salary.
New mines were opened throughout the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s, and
wherever a mine was established, settlements mushroomed in the steppe.
Housing was scarce in Karaganda itself but could be more easily obtained
in one of the satellite towns. The town of Shakhtinsk grew up in the 1960s,
sixty kilometers from the city. It was a perfect square, with straight streets
running from east to west in the middle of the steppe, dotted by mines all
around. The name derives from shakhta, the Russian word for mine, and
could be translated as “the town of the mines”

In 1997 the mines were sold to a global Indian-owned steel company,
Mittal Steel, which later became ArcelorMittal. Due to the restructuring
of the economy, demand for coal plummeted and many mines were closed.
Only 10.2 million metric tons of coal were mined in the underground mines
of Karaganda in 2010, compared to 43.6 metric tons in 1980. In 1990 the coal
basin consisted of twenty-six working mines and a workforce of 100,000
people, compared to eight mines (four of them near Shakhtinsk) and 18,000
people in 2010. Many inhabitants had left in the 1990s for their “ethnic
homelands” in Germany or Russia. Apartments were abandoned and whole
buildings emptied. Those who stayed were able to privatize their apart-
ments. After the mines were privatized, little investment was made in equip-
ment. Miners’ salaries, eaten up by inflation, remained low, but benefits
such as extended annual leave, compensation for occupational disease and
injury, and subsidized vouchers for health resorts were maintained. Miners
acknowledge that without privatization, the mines would have closed alto-
gether and they would have had to leave. While Kazakhstan’s authoritarian
president was focusing on building the new capital Astana, small towns
such as Shakhtinsk fell into disrepair, and their infrastructure—roads, street
lighting, heating, water, electricity, and public transport—declined dramat-
ically. A large methane gas explosion in a Shakhtinsk mine in 2004 killed
twenty-four miners. In 2006, when forty died in another explosion, miners
and their families took to the streets to demand better pay, safer working
conditions, and investment in both the mine and the infrastructure of the
city. Most of their demands were met: miners’ wages were doubled, and
there was investment in new safety equipment such as gas meters.

In 2013, the company was widely known to be in crisis due to poor sales
and the drop in global coal and steel prices after the 2008 global economic



Miners and Their Children < 65

crisis. In order to cut costs, recruitment was limited. New workers could
be hired to replace those fired due to absenteeism or drunkenness, but
not workers who retired or left voluntarily. An acute shortage of labor
resulted, and work in the mines was intensified accordingly. The labor force
had by now fallen to 14,000, and according to the official discourse, no
further layoffs were envisioned. In the Burannaya mine where I did my
fieldwork, no one remembered the last significant recruitment. To deter
potential applicants, the mine had glued a sign on the door declaring that
no hiring was taking place. In the Yulianskaya coal washing plant, cohorts
of about thirty people were hired in 2009 and 2010. In a survey covering
the careers of thirty-three adult children of miners, I found that only seven
(two women and five men) were working in the coal industry. The youngest
was twenty-five years old, the others in their late twenties or thirties.
Trevisani’s chapter in this volume highlights the increasing disparity
between permanent and outsourced labor in ArcelorMittal’s steel plant in
Temirtau, but no outsourcing has taken place in that company’s mining
division. Except for canteen and changing room staff, all workers had per-
manent company contracts. Casualization seems to be common in other
mining locations, such as the Chinese-operated copper mines in Zambia
(Lee 2009, this volume) and, increasingly, Estonian mines (Keskiila 2012),
but this is not the case in Karaganda. ArcelorMittal is primarily a steelmak-
ing company; its acquisition of the coal mines was part of the deal to take
over the steel combine in Temirtau. The company lacked the experience
to implement cost-cutting operations in the mines. Twenty years after pri-
vatization, the Coal Division was still run by locals rather than foreigners.
Workers in Temirtau continuously gossiped about “the Indians,” but no
one in Shakhtinsk had ever seen one. The head of the division was a stern
Kazakh with a loud voice who came from a mining village ten kilometers
from Shakhtinsk, where many of his deputies lived alongside trade union
leaders and miners themselves. Staff of the Coal Division usually argued
that mining was a dangerous profession requiring many years of training,
with gradual expansion of responsibility as one’s knowledge of the mine
and expertise increased; thus it was not suitable for low-skilled casual labor.
This claim to a local monopoly of expertise made outsourcing unthinkable.
It also meant that newcomers without kinship ties, such as Oralmans from
the diaspora who had settled in Shakhtisnk with the help of a repatriation
program, had very little chance of employment. The few jobs available were
allocated to members of local mining families.? Most Kazakh newcomers
traded at the bazaar or drove old Soviet Ladas that substituted for buses
after the municipality’s public transport broke down in the 1990s. Small,
insulated mining communities offered few opportunities for newcomers,
who lacked not only the connections but also the skills for mine work.
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Local miners’ very strong efforts to maintain closure and keep things way
they used to be, as far as possible, might also have been due to the longer
history of the mining communities compared to the steel plant. Up to four
generations had lived in the area and worked in the mines. Narratives of
hardship in the Gulag and deportation were a source of pride and offered
as explanations for miners’ tendency to be hardworking but also politically
passive and apprehensive. Later arrivals from the Virgin Lands campaign in
the mid 1950s, who initially were young enthusiasts from elsewhere in the
Soviet Union, appropriated and carried on these local narratives. Miners
adopted the identity of the vanguard of the Soviet proletariat and were offi-
cially depicted as heroes in the Soviet Union (Shlapentokh 1988). Glorifying
murals, statues, and newspaper stories constantly reminded them of their
special status. Despite extensive outmigration in the 1990s, there was con-
tinuity in the community, whose strong, shared identity was based on over-
coming hardship but also grounded in the affluence and social respect that
accrued in the Soviet period. Despite the chaos of restructuring, the neigh-
borhoods and work collectives of Shakhtinsk had a stronger collective iden-
tity and more solidarity than those of Temirtau (Trevisani in this volume).

Outside the Mining Citadel

Given the policies of minimal recruitment but secure employment with
reasonably good benefits and salary, employment in the mining sector
could be seen as the citadel. Miners desire to continue the reproduction of
mining dynasties, both for economic reasons and because of the emotions
and histories invested in the mining towns over the years. In the current
situation, this can take many years, hefty bribes, and/or special connec-
tions. Outside the citadel, miners’ children and newcomers tried desper-
ately to enter it. Fields of non-industrial activity, such as the public sector,
could be seen as separate citadels with different rules of entry.

Most miners’ children who could not enter the citadel stayed in the
area, working on the margins of the industrial sector in smaller companies,
where wages were uncertain. As noted earlier, I conducted a survey of 50
coal washers and miners, who had 33 children over eighteen that were no
longer students (see Table 2.1). Eight of these miners’ grown sons were
reported to be working as drivers, welders, car service center staff, or sales
representatives. Four adult daughters held jobs as shop assistants and hair-
dressers. Four of the 33 were said to be unemployed, and three daughters
were housewives, often an involuntary status for women. Three children
had decided to migrate to Russia, in particular to mining areas, where, it
was believed, jobs were easier to find, conditions better, and hard-working
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Table 2.1 Employment of miners’ children

Work sector Males Females Total
Mining 5 2 7
Manual/service professions outside mining 8 4 12
Unemployed 2 2 4
Homemakers 0 3 3
Working in a profession requiring higher 3 2 5
education or in the public sector

No data’ 0 2 2
Total 18 15 33

*One father had lost contact with his two daughters and was unable to say where they were
working.

Kazakhstanis appreciated. Two had higher education and were working in
their field of specialization. Sometimes the sons of miners supplemented
their earnings in the criminal economy, for example by helping the mine
management steal coal with trucks that they worked on during the day.
Young women’s options were even more limited. Many of them, including
graduates, ended up in little shops and bazaars, working for about 100
euros a month and living with their parents.

Those who managed to get jobs in the public sector earned low sala-
ries, around 250 euros monthly, and relied on parents employed in the
coal sector to cover major expenses. With qualifications in fields such as
nursing, some were able to lead a financially independent, though hardly
affluent, life. For a woman, the jackpot was to marry a miner who could
sustain the family. Higher education did not guarantee social mobility: of
the seven children with higher education, two worked in mining, three
had white-collar jobs, one was a sales assistant, and one was unemployed.?
The survey confirmed the general impression that when only a fifth of
miners’ children can continue to work in the mining sector (and this share
has been still smaller in recent years), then most of the rest either held
unstable low-paid jobs outside the citadel or were not employed at all.

Olga, a tall, jovial German woman in her early fifties, had worked in
the coal washing plant for nearly thirty years. Her husband, Anatoli, was a
miner of Ukrainian origin. Their parents had been deported to the Kazakh
steppe, where they experienced hunger and cold. Born in the 1960s, Olga
and Anatoli had started their working lives in the 1980s as children of
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the glorious industrial future. Olga, who had not given much thought to
what she wanted to do after school, ended up making the logical choice
in a region dependent on coal, the processing of which was considered a
woman’s job. Anatoli opted for a job in the mine because it was the best
paid, most prestigious job in the area (work in construction, transport, and
light industry was also available in the 1980s). Having survived the difficult
1990s, when the town was falling apart and salaries were not paid, by 2013
Olga and Anatoli were living fairly comfortably on two incomes and had
even enjoyed a holiday in the Emirates (on borrowed money). Nevertheless,
Olga worried constantly about the prospects of her two children, both in
their early twenties.

As work conditions deteriorated due to reductions in the labor force and
aging equipment, many parents no longer wanted their children to become
miners. Instead they encouraged them to study at university and specialize
in prestigious subjects like law or economics. Olga’s son Kolya, who had
studied economics, had trouble finding a job after he finished his studies. In
2013 he was commuting for an hour every day to work at a print and copy
shop in Karaganda. His income, which depended on the number of orders
the company got each month, varied from 200 euros up to 500 euros in a
very good month. Olga earned roughly 500 euros as an experienced coal
washer, whereas Anatoli’s wages were around 900 euros and sometimes
higher, depending on the volume of coal produced. Olga and Anatoli paid
for Kolya’s wedding and took out a loan to help him buy a flat. Real estate
prices were calculated in US dollars rather than local currency, so interest
payments depended on currency fluctuations. Kolya was thinking about
retraining in a more technical field but was not confident that it would help
him enter the mining sector. After his son was born, he became his family’s
sole breadwinner.

Kolya’s sister Lena had graduated from a vocational branch of a local
secondary school and did not want to study further. A beautiful, slim
blonde, she was interested in clothes and enjoyed talking with her friends
on the phone, hanging out with them in the city, and going out to the local
discotheque. She had worked in a shop for about 120 euros a month until
the shopkeeper dismissed her so that a friend of his wife could have her job.
Olga admitted that she had not been very serious herself at her daughter’s
age, but in the Soviet period, not working had not been an option. She
recalled that when she first started working in the coal washing plant, she
cried herself to sleep every night because the place was so cold, dirty, and
noisy. Eventually she got used to it and stayed. She doubted that work in a
factory would suit Lena, even if it had been available.

Vova, a miner of Russian origin in his forties who had a twenty-year-old
son, said that it would be his dream for his son to work in the mine,
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But there is no recruitment. He dropped out of the vocational school. It is his own
fault, so let him work in a warehouse for 300 EUR now. We thought he could get a
degree from the Karaganda branch of a Moscow University, through distance learn-
ing. We went there and got the study materials on a USB stick for 400 dollars. But
then we could not open the materials on the USB, although we tried for months. So,
no education, just a USB stick for 400 dollars.

Despite their children’s aspirations to higher education, miners did not
always know what advice to give them. It had been easier in his day, Vova
admitted, feeling sorry that his son could not flash rubles to impress girls
as he had in his youth. Fathers were perhaps even more worried about their
daughters. Vitya, a Russian mine engineer in his late forties, explained: “I
live for my daughters. They cannot inherit my job as a mechanic, but I want
to leave them something, a café, a shop, at least a stand in the bazaar”

While the majority of miners’ children worked at low-paid, precarious
industrial and service jobs, a few managed to enter the other citadel on the
landscape: the public sector. Gulmira was a Kazakh single mother who had
struggled to find jobs for her son and daughter. Her own job at the coal
washing plant was physically demanding, but it had allowed her to provide
a better future for her children. Her daughter had a public-sector job in
Shakhtinsk. The pay was not high, but the position was secure, with oppor-
tunities for promotion. It was not quite clear how her daughter had passed
the public-sector exams, but it seemed that Gulmira had played a key role
in securing this job. With pride, she showed me an expensive fur coat she
had bought her daughter: she was a government official after all, and had to
look presentable. The last time I visited Gulmira in her humble one-room
flat (her investments in her children had left no money for a larger one), she
had just come home from the bank: her son had returned from the army
and needed a job in the government, so Gulmira had taken out a loan to pay
a distant relative to set the son up with a government position.

For miners of Slavic and German origin, the separate citadel of
public-sector jobs was even harder to penetrate. Without social networks,
children with degrees in law and economics were left with nothing but
their parents’ debt. Miners’ relatives tended to work in mining and could
not offer help in other spheres. Some confessed that they lacked the skills
to bribe officials, and that public-sector posts were in any case out of their
children’s reach because “their eyes didn’t look right” This refers to the fact
that in post-independence Kazakhstan, government posts are mostly occu-
pied by Kazakhs; some knowledge of the Kazakh language and Kazakh con-
nections are preconditions that Russian speakers often lack. Earlier, when
language requirements were not as strict, some Russian speakers were able
to get jobs in the public sector. Viktoria, whose parents both worked in
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mining, was a 35-year-old single mother working as an accountant in the
local Shakhtinsk administration. She complained that she had to do all the
work while her Kazakh bosses, who owed their jobs to their ethnicity, were
lazy. Her salary was small, around 250 euros, and she relied on her parents
to cover bigger expenses, such as flat renovation. One day, upon returning
home to discover that her seven-year-old son had broken the flat-screen
TV while playing, she called her mum, very upset. Her mother, who at the
moment was ending a twelve-hour shift at the coal washing plant, had to
calm her down by promising to buy her a new TV. Viktoria could make
ends meet and manage her everyday costs in a relatively secure job in the
public sector, but she needed her parents’ financial support for any addi-
tional expenses.

In the socialist era, most children of workers followed their parents into
the mining sector, where jobs were well paid and available. The Russian-
speaking population especially considered such jobs historically theirs.
As such opportunities for children became increasingly limited, miners
worried about their children’s economic survival also grew concerned
about the continuation of the particular kin-based way of working in the
mine and on the factory floor.

Kinship and the Citadel

In times of limited recruitment, even under the company policy of pri-
oritizing family members, entering the citadel depended on fine moral
nuances. Partly rooted in the Soviet tradition of honoring labor dynasties,
these subtleties also influenced interaction and work organization on the
shop floor. In the Soviet Union, labor dynasties were a natural way of life
in monoindustrial settings. Tkach (2003, 2008) has argued that the public
display of family histories was an ideological tool for implementing a pol-
itics of class, family, and labor that presented workers as part of the van-
guard of the society, an exemplary model for family and for labor discipline
in the post-Stalin era. Such dynasties represented a “labor aristocracy” that
was to replace the pre-revolutionary hereditary aristocracy with values of
gentility, professionalism, discipline, and local patriotism, the latter being
particularly important in mining regions (Keskiila 2014: 63). In monoin-
dustrial settings, family and the workplace were intimately linked (Ashwin
1999: 11). In the case of Estonia, I have argued that the company was seen
as consisting of clusters of the miners’ own families. Knowing that their
grandfathers’ and fathers’ hard work had helped to build the mines, they
claimed a moral ownership of the company (Keskiila 2014). In Estonia, the
celebrations of mining dynasties were discontinued after socialism and per-
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sisted only informally, but in Kazakhstan the human resources department
of every mine could give me a list of dynasties with the names and details
of individual family members. Dynasties consisted of generations of both
workers and engineers, and were not restricted to one ethnic group. In
monoindustrial settings, kinship links were an essential element in creating
and reproducing the Soviet working class.

At ArcelorMittal mines, the people on the waiting list for jobs numbered
in the hundreds. The list contained details concerning education and work
experience, but the most important factor was a “recommendation,” which
indicated whether or not the candidate had a relative working in the mine.
In my survey of 50 individuals, 22—mostly younger workers—said they had
obtained their job through their family. Another 21 respondents said they
currently had a family member working in the same workplace.

Senior management emphasized the benefits of recruiting family
members, and offering secure jobs to local residents who lacked other skills
or other ways of imagining life was obviously conducive to political stabil-
ity. Managers openly admitted to valuing the aspect of social control and
reduced costs of formal training: if a parent introduces a child to the work-
place, it is the parent’s responsibility to train that child. In the coal washing
plant, where women made up half of the labor collective, the health and
safety official pointed out that mothers, wives, and daughters instruct the
men in their families to reduce accidents by complying with health and
safety regulations. If a new recruit does not live up to expectations, it is the
parents’ fault. Furthermore, if someone becomes too active politically—for
example, by demanding improvements in employment conditions—it is
possible to threaten them with the loss of not only their own job but also
those of other family members. Having no alternatives, miners therefore
constituted a largely docile workforce.

One day at the coal washing plant, I discussed recruitment with some
male workers who sat smoking and bantering in their tool room, as nothing
needed urgent repair at the moment. Sanka, a 25-year-old whose mother
worked at the plant, was trained as a repair and maintenance person. After
signing up for a job in the plant, he spent a year doing his military service,
and then another two years working casual, low-paid jobs in Shakhtinsk
and other satellite towns until he heard that the plant was recruiting. “I
went to the director and he asked me what I liked to do in my free time. I
said I liked football and he really liked the answer. I didn’t even know back
then that the director also liked football”

While Sanka suggested that his leisure interests had some bearing on
his recruitment, the director, for his part, preferred to stress the kin link.
Another fitter, Aman, reported that “I had some training as an under-
ground locksmith and no job experience, but I was still hired when the
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director heard that my father was also working there, because he knew that
my father could teach me” Things were slightly more complicated when it
came to engineers. When Kadyr, a 45-year-old Chechen,* graduated from
the polytechnic institute, the director immediately offered him an engi-
neer position. His uncle, an engineer himself, forbade the young man from
accepting. Kadyr had to start from the bottom. When he began as a simple
worker looking after machinery and conveyer belts, his uncle was his direct
boss and sent Kadyr to the toughest places to do particularly hard, wet, or
nasty jobs. The uncle even had Kadyr do jobs that other workers refused to
do because they did not fit their job description. I asked Kadyr why he did
not tell his uncle no. “In our culture, you are not allowed to say no to older
people, your older relatives. Maybe Russians can tell their uncle to bugger
off but we cannot do that”

“And why would your own uncle give you the hardest and nastiest jobs
to do?” I asked. “Because I could not say no to him,” Kadyr answered. It
was acceptable to help children get a job, but beyond this no favors could
be expected. “My uncle helped me to find the work but then I had to prove
myself” Kadyr explained. Such treatment was also common in Russian and
German families. Privileging one’s relatives was not immoral, but placing
children in responsible positions before they were properly trained for
them was.

On the shop floor, kinship constellations took various forms. There were
husband-wife engineer couples who had met and fallen in love many years
ago and now had their own children working in the plant as well. In the
coal washing plant, mothers and daughters, but more often mothers and
sons, worked in the same place. In the mine, with its mostly male collec-
tive, many combinations of fathers, sons, brothers, cousins, uncles, and
nephews worked together. It was common for some family members to
be engineers while others remained simple workers. It was also common
to have a relative or spouse as one’s direct boss. The parent was usually
higher up in the mine hierarchy than the child, but I also came across
several cases of children who had had the opportunity to obtain higher
education and become engineers. Evgeni, an ambitious thirty-year-old of
Korean descent, headed a major department in the mine where his father
worked as a simple miner. When I asked the father if this caused any prob-
lems in a Korean family where one is supposed to listen to one’s elders, he
just shrugged, smiled, and said it was fair enough that his son was the boss,
because the son had the education.

Family members who did the same job were no more likely to help each
other than they were to help other members of the team. Zhidkov, who
was his wife’s boss, could not assign her to jobs that were easier than other
women’s, as this would have caused an immediate uproar. Children and
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parents nevertheless looked after each other. A young maintenance man
was very happy to work the same shift as his mother, in order to help her lift
heavy equipment or coal if necessary. When Oleg and his father, an expe-
rienced miner, were on the same work team, the father did not allow Oleg
go to the most accident-prone workplaces in the mine but went himself
instead. Later, when Oleg had made a career and was relatively high up
in the mine management, he had his father “punished” for a minor mis-
demeanor by transferring him to another brigade where work conditions
were safer, without his father’s knowledge. Sometimes miners claimed that
family members tried not to work the same shifts in case there was an
accident, so that at least someone in the family would survive; but this was
more myth than actual practice, as working the same shift was more con-
venient for the household. Whether family members worked in the same or
different units depended on the timing of recruitment and the distribution
of vacancies. Neither the employees not the company’s code of ethics saw
working under the direct supervision of a relative as immoral.

In summary, the company continued the Soviet practice of honoring
dynasties and recruiting kin, with one major difference: significantly fewer
children could get a job in the mine. For most families, this meant the kin-
based tradition of working together in the same workplace was no longer
possible. The Soviet working class was made by reproducing labor dynas-
ties, but once shifting economic structures kept the children from follow-
ing a parent’s path, class boundaries and identities were altered.

Miners’ Models of Class and Class Consciousness

When mine workers talked about class, they often said that they were
middle-class, or “middle working class” (srednii rabochii klass). I first heard
this expression when a woman in a coal washing plant suggested that my
book should be called Middle Working Class in Kazakhstan. Surprised, 1
asked her to explain.

Well, we live well really, compared to other workers. I am not saying that we live as
well as the middle class in the government but we have a job, an apartment, those
who want one have a car, we can allow ourselves holidays and actually have a proper
rest rather than have our health ruined by too much work. It means that we are the
middle class among the workers, one that stands strongly on its feet.

This idea was especially common in homes where both spouses worked
in the coal industry. Zhenya, a 55-year old miner, explained that the class
system had three divisions. At the top were the rich, who did not do
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anything. Following them were miners and steelworkers, who worked and
received wages that were insufficient. He went on to explain that when
his wife wanted them to vacation in Turkey, he had taken out a loan that
he would have to pay back over the next three years. His friend Anton, a
miner in his thirties, continued, “but the lower class is who I see among my
neighbors, acquaintances, the ones who live on 60,000 tenge [300 euros] a
month” When I asked who was working-class, Anton pointed to himself.
“But who else? I go to work, I come from work. That’s all I do” Zhenya
elaborated that he had worked in the mine for thirty-five years and his shift
work made seeing his family very difficult because no one else was home
when he was. The miners’ model of class society was based on income:
they considered themselves middle-class because they earned an average
income in Kazakhstani society and could afford more than neighbors who
did not work in the coal industry. The adjective “working” (rabochii), if it
was used, referred to the fact that they actually worked for their income
while the rich did not, and the specificity of their work.

“Working,” for them, thus had no association with a particular political
position. Not even older miners like Zhenya associated it with Soviet polit-
ical language or new understandings of the political role of the working
class. If the miners of Kazakhstan were ever taught to “speak Bolshevik”
(Kotkin 1995), they had forgotten how, by the third decade after socialism’s
collapse. They saw themselves as part of a middle class opposed to a “lower
class” composed of people with lower incomes. They were well aware that
the particular type of middle class-ness that characterized their existence
was defined by reliance on credit. Over half of the workers in my survey
were currently paying off loans, which were usually taken for three years
and carried high interest rates. They used the money to pay for cars, flats
for children, renovations to their own homes, vacations, visits to relatives in
Russia or Germany, children’s weddings, and parents’ funerals. Wages were
sufficient to cover everyday needs, but miners emphasized that whereas
they could eat everything they desired, anything extra had to be bought
on credit. The idea of being middle-class was very strongly related to dual
incomes and dependent on the husband’s work in the mine, so female coal
washers who lost their husbands also lost their middle-class position.

Miners were aware of their lack of a political class consciousness. As
they explained, their indebtedness and the dearth of alternative jobs kept
them quiet, no matter how bad conditions were at work. Some looked me
in the eye and simply asked, “Did you hear about Zhanoozen?” referring
to a 2011 incident in which police fired on striking oil workers in Western
Kazakhstan, leaving seventeen dead, according to official reports (and
many more, according to unofficial ones). Usually miners’ protests were
confined to a particular brigade or departmental work unit or group, and
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management and national security institutions swiftly suppressed wildcat
strikes by explicitly threatening to fire the militant miners or their kin. Only
in extreme situations, like those following the deadly explosions mentioned
above, did the power holders tolerate strikes and large demonstrations
staged in front of the town hall by miners’ families and other inhabitants.

All miners were members of the coal workers’ trade union. Every
month, 1 percent of their salary was deducted for membership dues. Some
acknowledged that the union was standing up for the rights of miners in
court cases, but it was more often seen as a provider of welfare benefits like
vouchers for health resorts than a political institution dedicated to defend-
ing workers’ rights. In this respect it resembled the trade unions of the
Soviet period. The leader, a former miner of Tatar ethnicity from a mining
village nearby, was criticized by some as a corrupt opportunist, while others
thought he was doing all he could to stand up to foreign capital in a polit-
ical climate that did not favor workers’ movements. Younger miners took
little interest in trade union activities; often they did not know the name of
their representative or read the union newspaper. When I suggested to the
trade union leader that younger workers seemed barely involved in union
activities, he bemoaned their narrow worldview, based on the desire for
material goods.

When working with the Russian-speaking working class in Estonia, I
identified a model of miners’ moral economy, their view of miners’ con-
tribution to society and what was expected in return. Miners believe that
they are giving their hard labor and health for the benefit of a society that
needs coal (or oil shale). In return, they demand respect and a good salary
(Keskiila 2012). The basic model also works in the case of Kazakhstani
miners. Their mines are dangerous, so they feel the sacrifice even more
acutely. Low mechanization means their work is physically harder. Like
Russian-speaking miners in Estonia, they feel that their work is not as
respected by society as it was in the Soviet period. Miners’ wives, whether
coal washers or housewives, share the respect for miners’ hard work and
see their own labor as auxiliary, although it is often just as demanding.
Intertwined with this is regret over losing a privileged position as ethnic
Russians who believe themselves to be harder workers than the native pop-
ulation. This loss of rewards for their sacrifice brings about a particular
genre of constant complaining (Ries 1997). This is a tool for constructing
class boundaries and a way to gain dignity and respect (Lamont 2001).
They complain about the corrupt elite and politicians, dishonest busi-
nessmen who are better off than honest working people, miners’ unrea-
sonably high retirement age (63), the poor health care system, and finally
Kazakhs’ privileged position in the new state. Miners’ class consciousness
emerges not only from an awareness of the middle-working position that
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distinguishes them from the elite and those leading less prosperous life
styles outside the citadel. It is also created in the work experience that Ngai
(2005) emphasizes.

At the mine, each department specializes in a particular task or a par-
ticular geographical area. The department (uchastok) is divided into bri-
gades (brigada) consisting of 20-30 men. Each of the latter is organized
by a brigadier, who is not a qualified engineer or manager but an intelli-
gent, experienced, respected worker who receives a salary increment for
the additional responsibility. Brigades are named after their leaders, for
example Ivanov’s brigade or Mukhambetov’s brigade. The brigade is typ-
ically divided into four shifts that work around the clock (e.g., one repair
and maintenance shift and three production shifts) and accomplishment of
the objectives brings a bonus for all brigade members. Although socialist
competitions between brigades disappeared with privatization, a sense of
competition persists.

While the brigade is the core unit that workers identify with, everyday
work within a shift is shared in a team (zveno) of three to five men to whom
workers are particularly close. It is especially important to have skillful and
trustworthy men working in this unit, which also has a leader (zvenivoi)
responsible for work organization and documentation. A team in a tun-
neling brigade would consist of the combine® driver and other miners,
ideally four but following layoffs sometimes as few as two. In the basic labor
process of a tunneling team, the driver cuts into the wall of coal or rock
with the combine. The others make sure that no large pieces of coal or rock
find their way onto the conveyor belt, crushing them with a hammer when
necessary, and prepare steel arches and other material for securing the
mine roof. When the combine has advanced far enough, it stops. The men
clear the fallen coal and, balancing on a wooden plank placed on the com-
bine’s cutter head, attach the next arches. This dangerous work requires
speed, precision, good communication and a lot of trust between workers.
Miners’ lives are in each other’s hands. “Whatever conflicts we might have,
at the end of the day, it is your team mate who brings you to the surface if
something happens,” they say.

Going on holiday, buying a new car, or marking a major life-cycle event
are events one should celebrate—if not with the whole brigade, then at least
with the zveno. Brigade members usually gather after payday at small cafes
located in the basements of their five-story residential buildings. Money is
collected, and they order shashlik (skewers of grilled meat) accompanied
by vodka and beer. This is where issues or conflicts that arise at work are
clarified and bonds of camaraderie are solidified. The conversation includes
personal joking and gossip about the town, but it always returns to the
topic of the mine. As miners say, “In the mine we talk about women, and
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on the surface we talk about the mine” After a few drinks, mates who have
died in mining accidents are remembered, and their memory is toasted.
Brigade members are often neighbors and relatives. They continue their
shoptalk in the brand-new supermarket of Shakhtinsk, where they bump
into each other after payday. Informal gatherings of workmates continue in
garages where men gather to “repair cars’, in saunas, and on outings to the
allotments that many miners own.

Women in the coal washing plant are similarly divided into brigades
of about 15 people, named after the foreman or forewoman. One brigade
works together for a twelve-hour shift from 8 a.m. to 8 p.m., then from 8
p-m. to 8 a.m. the following day, followed by two days off. Each coal washer
has his or her own area, equipment, or conveyer belts to service, but they
help each other out when particularly demanding tasks arise. During factory
downtime, women are sent in large groups to clean or whitewash particular
areas of the plant, which gives them time to chat. Breakfast, lunch, and tea
are taken together in small, sheltered areas where the coal washers set up
tables, benches, kettles, and microwaves. Contributions from home are
placed in the middle of the table to be shared by everyone. The breaks allow
women to talk about work, to complain about their aging machinery or a
rude boss, to gossip about domestic life, and discuss worries about chil-
dren. Female coal washers also organize café visits on special occasions like
International Women’s Day or the New Year, when money is gathered from
everyone and toasts and eating alternate with dancing to local Russian and
Kazakh pop. Thus, miners’ class consciousness emerges also from sharing a
workplace experience and spending time with colleagues outside the work-
place. It is gendered, as men and women often socialize in different labor
groups, yet together they are brought to a larger class experience in the
home as well as in gatherings with friends and relatives, where male and
female mine workers share both the grievances and joys of work in the coal
mining sector. Until recently, almost all family members were employed
in this sector and Shakhtinsk had a very strong identity as a mining town.
Seeing themselves as the middle working class, separate from those below
them and above them, and working together was the basis of miners’ shared
class consciousness. But this is not accessible to most miners’ children.

Class Consciousness of Miners’ Children?

Miners’ children who do not continue working in mines do not constitute
a uniform class. They nevertheless share aspects of their parents’ under-
standing of the world, in which a job with a sufficient salary is the basis of
a good life. They have the same aspirations to a decent income, to marry
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young and have children and live in mining towns close to their parents.
All generations of ethnic Slavs and Germans share the fear of increased
Kazakhization, which they call “nationalism” They feel that they are dis-
criminated against as Russian speakers who might one day have to leave the
country because they lack Kazakh language skills. They see themselves as
“civilizers” of the Kazakh steppe who built up industry and brought enlight-
enment to the nomadic locals. They feel superior to Kazakh speakers, even
if the tables have been turned and Kazakhs occupy all the positions of
power. Miners’ children share the three-tiered view of class in Kazakh
society. But whereas the parents see themselves as a middle working class
that can stand strongly on its own feet, their children in precarious jobs are
reluctant to place themselves in any class category. They rather stress that
their parents worked in the mine, or that they are on the waiting list for
the mine, indicating that their potential future places them in the middle
class. This recalls Standing’s (2011: 77-78) discussion of the identity con-
fusion of members of the precariat who hold a university degree: they are
uncomfortable calling themselves working class and equally uncomfortable
adopting their parents’ middle-class identity.

Although not working in the sector themselves, the children of miners
can still relate to their parents’ experience and respect their work. Ierik had
studied food technology in one of the vocational schools. He was twen-
ty-three and working in one of the few bars of Karaganda that had put some
effort into interior design and served “Western” cocktails to the local elite.
He wanted to establish his own business in due course. Ierik was happy not
to be working as a miner like his father, because it was such a hard job. The
young man described the miners’ age of retirement—sixty-three—as an
injustice, getting as agitated as if the injustice were being done to himself.

But unlike miners, miners’ children lacked a shared class consciousness.
Higher education and white-collar aspirations could not be the basis of
a positive class identity because education did not guarantee a job. Few
wanted to establish their own businesses; to do so was considered foolhardy
in uncertain and corrupt conditions. Most preferred to work in a larger
company and keep the business as a hobby. They dreamed of a good life
with a good salary but had no idea how to achieve these goals. They were
uninterested in local and national politics, claiming that it was impossible
to change anything in the corrupt system. Some seemed to lack aspirations
altogether. Lena was quite happy sharing bottles of beer in the cold hallway
with her friends, asking her father for money, and brushing off her mother’s
suggestions about further study or taking her CV to potential employers.
“There are evening courses for nurses offered in town, perhaps you could
retrain? Medical staff are always needed,” Olga suggested. Lena cringed.
“Nurses? To work with sick people? I am not going to do that!” “She could
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not even marry a miner because she does not know how to cook,” Olga
sighed while offering samples of her own delicious cooking to Lena and
myself. Lena gave her a long, carefree look and continued eating, before
announcing that she would carry on living with mum and dad forever.
Often, I heard thirty-year-olds talking about twenty-year olds say that the
“youth is not the same these days.” It seemed that a generation that had had
few opportunities to find “normal work” was loath to take on adult respon-
sibility and preferred living as children with their parents. In conditions
of precarity, the unemployed children of miners could not hold onto the
moral economy of their parents. Their hope was rooted in “household, kin
and individual strategies” (Pine 2014) rather than any collective view of a
better future. In a situation where their parents’ life style was unattainable
and sometimes not even desirable, they lacked a sense of direction. But the
lack of alternatives left them with little else to do but socialize among them-
selves, killing time. They were not becoming aware of their class position in
the global precariat because they did not think in these terms.

Conclusion

This chapter has shown how, in a contracting industrial sector, miners’
ways of living and working together with kin on the shop floor have become
more uncertain in the context of deindustrialization and limited recruit-
ment. Work and kinship are tightly interlinked, but nowadays many miners’
children are prevented from entering the citadel and sharing the workplace
experiences of their parents. Their parents’ class consciousness emerged
from past experiences of the ideological project of the making of the Soviet
working class, in which miners were assigned a special role, as well as
from the concrete experiences of working together, shared ideas of kin
and company, belonging together, and imagination of being the “middle
working class” The children who do not work in the coal industry are
excluded from this experience. Besides economic precarity in a mining
town and lack of clear vision of the future, they have little in common with
each other. In the case of the neighboring steel town Temirtau, Trevisani
(this volume) argues that both contract workers and steelworkers’ chil-
dren are outside the citadel, and that contract workers have not developed
the language of class and class consciousness. In the case of the mining
sector, there are no contract workers, and miners’ children take badly
paid, precarious jobs outside the mining sector. Others have migrated to
Russia, work in the public sector, or are unemployed. As in Temirtau, it can
be argued that these people are deprived of both a language of class and
class consciousness.
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Kasmir and Carbonella (2006) emphasized that scholars in the West
have mistaken the decline of the traditional Fordist working class for the
end of class per se, because cultural images of what a particular class should
look like last longer than actual class formations within capitalism. Yet
whereas enduring features of the old stable industrial working class are
easily recognized, it is much harder to characterize the diverse population
of miners’ children outside the coal industry. This generation shares the
experience of instability and some aspects of their parents’ morality, but it
is too diverse to be modeled sociologically. If class is a process rather than
a category, then miners’ children are part of a process of new classes in the
making, and the result is still unclear. Rather than classifying miners’ chil-
dren as part of Standing’s precariat, it might be more useful to investigate
the processes of precarization that affect today’s twenty-year-olds much
more significantly than they did the parental generation.

The children of the old labor aristocracy in Kazakhstan are experiencing
the same trends as those in India and elsewhere. Whether a new global
political consciousness emerges out of this remains to be seen. The citadel
of Holmstrom’s initial “in-or-out” model still has some measure of valid-
ity: the mining sector has not experienced labor outsourcing, and some
children are eventually able to join their parents in secure employment.
Those who cannot or will not join the citadel may end up either upwardly
or downwardly mobile, depending as much on factors like ethnicity and
connections as on merit.

The lack of class analysis in postsocialist space in the first two decades
since the fall of the Berlin Wall has been noted (Kalb 2015). In Central
Asia, scholarly research has mostly focused on ethnicity and clan relation-
ships (Dave 2007; Ismailbekova 2013; Reeves 2014; Schatz 2000) with little
attention to labor and class formation. In Kazakhstan, ethnic networks
have a big influence over who can enter the public sector, while kinship has
comparable influence over who can enter the citadel of secure employment
in the mine. Both kinship and ethnicity are crucial to the experience of
becoming a miner and thus interlinked with class identity and experience.
Local moralities of kin and ethnicity, like global historical processes of the
making and remaking of the working class, have important implications
for the study of new social processes as postsocialist spaces linked to the
global economy.
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Notes

1. The Virgin Lands Campaign was Khrushchev’s plan to increase Soviet agricultural
produce by turning the Kazakh steppe into agricultural land. Workers for the project
were recruited from all over the Soviet Union (Petrick, Wandel, and Karsten 2013;
Pohl 2004).

2. A few outsiders had managed to secure permanent jobs with a bribe. According to
rumours, one had to pay 2,000 dollars, or even 5,000 dollars. It was never quite clear
whom one had to pay: perhaps the director of the mine, or someone in the man-
agement of the company, or even a particular government agency responsible for
checking health and safety. Some parents tried to use such opportunities but many
lacked the finances or knowledge of who to turn to, or considered this too risky. Iam
sure that bribery was extensive but it was hard to learn about the details as everyone
wished to protect people who had helped them to obtain a job.

3. The seven children (out of 33) who had managed to enter mining comprised four
Russians, a Kazakh, a Korean, and a Tatar, indicating that ethnicity did not matter
much if one had a parent inside the citadel.

4. According to a long-standing prejudice among Russian speakers, Chechens will not
work in industry and prefer trade. Chechens deported to Kazakhstan by Stalin had
a reputation for being rebellious and not doing well in hierarchical industry settings
(Pohl 2002). Nevertheless, the Kazakhstani coal industry had a few well-known
dynasties of Chechens working both underground and on the surface.

5. A tunnelling combine or a roadheader is a machine which is used for boring tunnels. It
consists of a cutting head that cuts the coal face and the loading assembly that gathers
the cut material and sends it to the conveyer belt. The combine driver sits on a seat on
the top of the combine and operates the machine with various knobs and levers.
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V Work, Precarity, and Resistance

Company and Contract Labor in Kazakhstan’s
Former Soviet Steel Town

TomMMASO TREVISANI

Introduction

On the last day-shift of 2013, the workers of the wagon tippler station at the
crushing and sorting factory of the ArcelorMittal steel plant in Temirtau,
Kazakhstan, were taking advantage of a mechanical breakdown to have
a break in the warmth of their control room. They were awaiting their
monthly pay slips more impatiently than usual because of the imminent
New Year festivities. One of the aged conveyor belts that carry iron ore
from the railway to the factory’s stockyards needed repair, so while the
senior machine operator alternated phone calls with the console room
and consultations with the head of area, the other workers drank tea.
Meanwhile the smoking wagons transporting iron ore, freshly thawed
in nearby garages and now waiting to be unloaded in the wagon tippling
station, were rapidly re-freezing in the icy winter weather. The control
room livened up when the shift foreman arrived to hand out pay slips to
all present except the two podriatchiki, unskilled casual laborers externally
contracted to check the doors and brakes of the wagons.

Alexey, the head of area, invited me to join him in anticipation of what
he termed the “spectacle” “Just watch how their excitement will turn into
disappointment right away,” he said, pointing at the operators, loaders,
and railcar workers with permanent company jobs as they received their
pay slips. Each read his own attentively, many grimacing as they did so.
“And now look at the podriatchiki; Alexey continued, “how happy they are,
although they earn four or five times less. You see, the less you earn, the
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happier you are” Volodya, a Russian native from Temirtau, and Valikhon,
a young Kazakh migrant from Uzbekistan, countered the banter with the
deferential smile that subordinates reserve for superiors. They had only
recently started working on this shop floor as contract workers and were
relieved, after two months, to have received their first payment. Not smiling
were Zhenia and Dimitri, two low-rank workers in permanent company
jobs. Both had lost bonuses for having been on sick leave. Their salaries,
with housing bills, alimony payments, and loan repayments directly sub-
tracted, were uncomfortably close to the contract workers’ wages.

In Soviet times pay was handed out over the counter and the figures
written in registers open to all. Individual pay slips were an innovation after
privatization, but initially workers knew how much others received because
the pay slips were given en bloc to the work group senior, who passed
them around. Later the pay slips were distributed by the shift foreman,
who is responsible for checking that individual fines and bonus payments
have been accurately implemented. Since recent shop floor restructuring,
foremen have more power to decide these matters. Workers no longer show
their pay slips to each other, fomenting a culture of secrecy and speculation.

Just as a call from the console room announced that work could be
resumed, Alexey summed up by saying, “the Indian wants us all to be
happy, therefore he pays all of us pennies,” earning the embittered approval
of all. Alexey’s sarcasm reflected a common attitude among workers: united
in their resentment against the foreign owner, but increasingly divided
by wages, entitlements, backgrounds, attitudes, and apprehensions. The
Indian in question is Lakshmi Mittal, the British-based Indian billion-
aire, world’s largest steel producer, and since 1995 the owner of the steel
combine known in Soviet times under the name Karmet—Karagandinskiy
Metallurgicheski Kombinat.

Work in this steelworks has always been embedded in a labor hierar-
chy expressed in manifold and nuanced differences in skill, pay, seniority,
gender, and in Soviet times party affiliation. The legacy of the old hierarchy
still matters, but in the context of flexibilization (Harvey 1987) it has radi-
cally changed in recent years. Compared with the Soviet period, today the
plant employs fewer people and produces less, and its industrial infrastruc-
ture cries out for investment and better maintenance. This is a typical story
of local labor struggling to survive under profit-maximizing global capi-
talism (cf. Kim 2013; Mollona 2009; Lee 2007; Ngai 2005). In this chapter
I focus on how this struggle is affecting workers’ social relationships, the
content and meaning of their work, and the way it is experienced morally.

Echoing a trend discussed by Parry (2013a, 2013b) in the context of
India’s economic liberalization, the switch from Soviet to capitalist employ-
ment regime has opened up a division between securely employed, union-
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ized, more skilled and better paid regular company workers and the poorly
paid, less protected, unskilled, and non-organized contract laborers (podri-
atchiki) who often carry out the most menial tasks in the factory. In Soviet
times contract labor existed as a niche phenomenon: a few skilled workers
received better pay for carrying out specialized tasks. The situation radi-
cally changed under the ownership of Mittal, when low-skilled, poorly paid
contract workers appeared in large numbers on the shop floor as substi-
tutes for the work of machines and for workers previously employed under
better conditions. In theory, contractors are independent companies that
offer their services on the market, but de facto many contractors specializ-
ing in low-paid maintenance and repair have been created for and are qua-
si-internal to the main company, their sole client (cf. Peck and Theodore
2001).

In Bhilai, India, the split between company labor and proletarianized
contract labor within a public-sector plant is such that Parry (2013a) iden-
tifies different class trajectories. In Temirtau, where the plant is owned by
foreign capital, the possibility of capital flight puts labor in a far weaker
position, so the two working-class segments tread parallel paths. Contract
workers experience exclusion from company workers’ rights and privileges
and lament employment discrimination. Company workers lament height-
ened pressure at the workplace and resent the dilapidation of their formerly
collectively owned shop floor through what they see as deliberate manage-
rial disregard. However, steel workers’ resistance to what they see as “Indian”
labor restructuring—that is, the imposition of exploitative and undigni-
fied labor relations (associated by workers with Indian capitalism)—is also
in part a success story rooted in Soviet labor legacies and in the special
interest that the President of Kazakhstan, himself a former blast furnace
operator, retains in Temirtau. Over two decades under Mittal, full labor
casualization has been averted, contract labor has not been implemented
to the extent augured by the company, and job cuts among the regularly
employed have proceeded more gradually than in many other postsocialist
industrial settings. The division between contract and company workers
bears upon broader debates concerning labor casualization and precarity
(Allison 2013; Molé 2012; Mollona 2009; Sanchez 2012; Standing 2011). I
shall focus on emerging forms of political consciousness, split class sub-
jectivities, and “resistance” patterns within two working-class segments.
At the intersection of power, labor, and foreign capital, the circumstances
in Temirtau invite comparisons with other styles of capitalist management
(see the chapters by Schober and Lee in this volume).

My specific angle of observation is the DSF or drobilno-sortirovochnaya
fabrika (crushing and sorting factory), the shop floor on which I carried
out my fieldwork in 2013/14." The DSF is where the iron ore arrives on
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wagons or lorries, is unloaded, sorted, crushed, stored and transported to
the sintering plant and to the blast furnaces. Preceding the steelmaking
departments proper, it has the task of continuously ensuring reception
and supply of raw materials. Its task is rendered more difficult by climatic
conditions and by technology that is on average fifty or more years old. Due
to the pollution and physical demands of labor on this shop floor, company
workers earn above the average salary paid to other company workers—
reason enough for company management to downsize the regular work-
force and replace it with cheap contract labor. I shall show how, against a
background of steadily deteriorating shop floor conditions, the relatively
better-off company workers come to understand and experience their
everyday shift work as a form of self-assertion against the foreign company.
I call this work-as-resistance: everyday labor execution carries a subtext
of values and memories in conflict with those of the higher management.
Workers can thereby assert their agency on the shop floor, despite the
devaluation of their work. However, their assertion is characterized by a
partial, “alienating” autonomy: their ambiguous “resistance” fails to strike
the ruling regime and also fails to integrate them and overcome their alien-
ation. And because it excludes the contract workers, it ultimately reinforces
working-class fragmentation. Due to their different backgrounds and posi-
tions at the bottom of the hierarchy of labor, contract workers experience
their alienating work in a different way: their labor is work-for-subsistence
in the crudest sense.

Soviet and Post-Soviet Temirtau

Formerly a Gulag camp within the Karlag (Karaganda Corrective Labor
Camp) “archipelago” (Barnes 2011), Temirtau gradually turned into a city
during the construction and steady enlargement of its steel works, the
largest in Central Asia and one of the largest in the Soviet Union.> A first,
temporary metallurgical plant was established during World War II with
industrial machinery that had been hastily evacuated before the German
military advance. Camp detainees and prisoners of war enlarged the settle-
ment into a proper city, named Temirtau (i.e., “Iron Mountain” in Kazakh)
in 1945. In the postwar period the authorities planned a fully integrated
steelworks on the model of earlier plants in the Urals and Siberia (Kotkin
1995; Shaporov and Bondarenko 1983). Temirtau became the object of
an all-Union Komsomol (Communist Youth Organization) construction
campaign in the late 1950s. Whereas the city’s first inhabitants were mainly
political exiles, war prisoners, and “punished peoples,” the Komsomol-
call gave the city a second demographic pillar by attracting enthusiastic
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young volunteers from all over the Soviet Union. Inaugurated in 1960, the
Karaganda Metallurgical Plant was later enlarged into Karmet. At its peak
in the 1970s-1980s it was known as “Kazakhstanskaya Magnitka”® and
celebrated as a symbol of Soviet modernity. The development of this steel
industry was motivated by the proximity of large coal and iron deposits in
the Karaganda region, but also by the political will to expand the Soviet
Union into the “empty” Kazakh steppe. From the very beginning, inequal-
ities in access to privileges and in labor and living conditions caused ten-
sions and protests, “part of a crisis of modernization” (Kozlov 2002: 11) in
the post-Stalin years. In the “hot” August of 1959 these conflicts exploded
(Bondar 2014). In the postwar Soviet Union, the most serious labor pro-
tests to take place until then had been sparked by the privileges granted
to Bulgarian workers, which provoked an outraged reaction among other
workers housed in large tent camps near the construction site.* These early
conflicts between established labor and migrants represented a pattern that
would repeat itself. After 1959, the harsh working and living conditions
characteristic of the early postwar period gave way to socialism’s more
redistributive and plentiful years. Thanks to the lessons learned in 1959,
provisioning, housing conditions, and job opportunities all improved. In the
1960s and 1970s, the city and the combine grew steadily. Attracted by well-
paid industrial jobs, a new wave of skilled migrants from all over the Soviet
Union added a new layer to the city’s demographic fabric. The combine,
built adjacent to the city, came to account for a tenth of Kazakhstan’s GDP
and exported steel to more than twenty different socialist-bloc countries.
By the late 1980s, around 47,000 workers were on its payroll. Temirtau at
that time counted 245,000 inhabitants. Among the city’s proudest boasts
was, unique in Kazakhstan, its German drama theater. Housed in the sump-
tuous Metallurgists’ Culture Palace, the theater testified to the presence of a
large German community and marked Temirtau as a lively cultural center.

With the collapse (razval) of the USSR, Temirtau’s ascending curve
reversed abruptly. Throughout the 1990s the city was plagued by high
criminality levels, rampant alcoholism, and the highest rate of HIV in
Kazakhstan. People endured winters with minimal supply of heat, water,
and electricity. Empty, decaying houses increasingly spotted the city’s land-
scape. The Germans were among the first to leave en masse, attracted to
new opportunities opened up by Germany’s reunification. Other nationali-
ties also attempted to flee impoverishment by migrating to Western Europe
or Russia, but not all were equally successful. Temirtau lost a third of its
population after the late 1980s, but it retained its multi-ethnic character:
Russians, Ukrainians, Poles, Tatars, Greeks, Chechens, Koreans, and other
nationalities shared neighborhoods, kinship, workplaces, and a language.
Among those who stayed, the post-Soviet solidarity of needs and mutual
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help reinforced existing ties. In many respects the situation in Temirtau was
better than in other small towns because the combine attenuated razval
by providing (although intermittently) heat and electricity, jobs, housing,
exchangeable goods in lieu of wages, and even a currency (factory coupons
were introduced during the early post-Soviet hyperinflation period). “If
the combine had stopped working, Temirtau would have died”: thus do
Temirtauians refer to the period before privatization.

Mittal bought the insolvent steelworks in 1995, when it was on the point
of ceasing production in the wake of various local and international busi-
nessmen’s unsuccessful attempts to privatize the combine (Peck 2004).°
The takeover deal included repayment of wage arrears to 35,000 workers
and international suppliers, and binding plans for the recovery of produc-
tion capacity (Kavaev and Piyanko 1995). At this time Mittal’s group had
existed for twenty-five years and was rapidly expanding from family firm
into global corporation by acquiring and restructuring publicly owned steel
plants worldwide. Temirtau was a decisive step in this process, as it dwarfed
all previously acquired plants and almost doubled the company’s size over-
night.® The company’s situation improved under the new ownership. By the
beginning of the second postsocialist decade, Temirtau had shifted from
“economic involution” (Burawoy 2002) to relative capitalist normalcy. From
2003 the city began to grow again, though in 2013 its population was still
65,000 below its late Soviet peak. Its demographic composition was now
profoundly altered by regional and international migration.

From the inception of Russian-speaking Temirtau, Kazakhs formed a
small minority. This is now changing due to a nationwide trend referred
to as “Kazakhization” (Cummings 2005; Dave 2007). Unofficially, this ten-
dency translates into a positive discrimination practice whereby ethnic
Kazakhs, reversing Soviet hierarchies, now receive privileged access to
power, public-sector jobs, and education. This inequality undermines a
constitutionally inscribed and officially celebrated claim to equal and har-
monious ethnic relationships. It creates tensions between Kazakh new-
comers and the Russian-speaking communities who built and worked in
the combine in Soviet years. Until recently, Temirtau has been culturally,
demographically, and economically closer to the industrial mono-towns of
Central Russia and Siberia than to other urban settlements in Kazakhstan.
These are also the native regions of most workers who came to find their
luck in Temirtau in Soviet days. But thanks to the arrival of new Kazakh
migrants (and their proclivity for larger families), peculiarly “southern”
or Central Asian habits and forms of sociality have started to modify the
profile of the “Russian” city. In this context, “Russian” and “Kazakh” are
often better understood with reference to cultural identities and lifestyles,
rather than simply as markers of language or ethnicity.



Work, Precarity, and Resistance < 91

From a multinational population, the Soviet industrial world forged
Russophone working-class communities that shared a strong sociality
based on the workplace experience, and on workplace-provided housing,
education, and recreation. Kazakhs raised in Soviet Temirtau spoke Russian
and “Bolshevik” (Kotkin 1995), as did everyone else. But today’s newly
arrived Kazakh migrants are seldom proficient in the cultural codes of the
Soviet world of heavy industry, and some of them do not know Russian
at all. Unlike the wave of involuntary migrants who arrived at the Gulag
camps in the Karaganda region in the 1930s, 1940s, and early 1950s, but
much like the subsequent waves of migrants who arrived in Temirtau in
the post-Stalin decades, this ethnically homogenous post-Independence
wave of migrants arrived in Temirtau in search of jobs and a better life.
Often from the countryside and from the south of the country or, like
the Oralmans,” from Mongolia and Uzbekistan, they mostly found work
outside of the steel plant’s regular company employment.

The older generation of “Russians” perceive uncouth rural Kazakhs as
flooding in and feel ousted from “their” city. As Kazakh language, culture,
and ethnicity become more important every day, they feel threatened by
their lack of prospects and fear for their own and their children’s future
(cf. Keskiila in this volume). Many, therefore, have activated their net-
works to find a job, study, or resettle in Russia. Kazakh newcomers, for
their part—especially poor Oralmans—feel ousted from “their” country
when they realize that despite “Kazakhization,” they are comparatively
disadvantaged in predominantly “Russian” Temirtau. They especially
resent the long established dynasties of steelworkers, who have solid jobs
and own apartments whose rent or purchase is no longer affordable for
earners of normal wages. As of the early 2000s, Kazakhstan’s oil bonanza
and a reshaped national economy gradually triggered a real estate bubble
(Bissenova 2012). Following a nationwide trend, property in Temirtau that
was nearly worthless in 1995 was being traded at exorbitant prices in 2014,
creating a divide between (newly arrived) renters and (long established)
owners. As in many other parts of Central Asia, though, ordinary home-
owners are experiencing the contradiction of apparent wealth in terms of
real estate and growing deprivation in terms of what their wages can afford
(Trevisani 2014 251).

During the Soviet period, housing was provided through the workplace,
and workers of different rank were likely to share the same neighborhood
with their shop floor managers. But once the housing sector was commod-
itized, residential segregation increased. Migration, urban policies, and the
housing market reshaped the cityscape by triggering new socio-spatial dif-
ferentiations. Some neighborhoods became thoroughly dilapidated; others,
visibly disadvantaged. Neighborhoods of expensive villas have appeared in
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various parts of the city, including the heavily polluted buffer zone sepa-
rating the combine from the Soviet-era housing estates. Nevertheless, the
division between affluent and disadvantaged neighborhoods is piecemeal
and still embryonic. Interior furnishings are a better indicator of wealth
than location or type of housing. Company and contract workers, whether
tenants or owners, live in more or less crowded apartments in various
conditions of repair in the same high-rise building. Workers and managers
who were neighbors in the Soviet period frequently remain so still, even as
the apartments of former shop floor mates who have left or died are often
occupied by newcomer Kazakh speakers. The presence of these immigrants
brings in new life, but it also creates parallel worlds that intersect only
sporadically in increasingly anonymous housing blocks.

Workers, Company, and State

At first, Temirtau’s residents were grateful to Mittal for rescuing their town
and combine at a time of deep crisis. However, one consequence of the
company’s restructuring plans was a deterioration of the relations between
the workers and citizens on the one hand, and the foreign managers and
owners on the other. From 1996 to 2013, employment dropped from 30,000
to 15,000. In that same period the number of contract workers grew, oscil-
lating between 2,000 and 3,000 workers. This restructuring process is still
ongoing. The combine—which Mittal once considered “the jewel in my
crown,’—gradually changed its role within the group. After two decades
of mergers and takeovers, ArcelorMittal produced 93.1 million tonnes of
steel in 2014, mostly in Europe and America (ArcelorMittal 2015). Only
about 3 million were produced in Temirtau. During the years of corporate
expansion, the combine had struggled to keep pace with expectations. In
managerial discourse, it turned into a peripheral “troublemaker” whose
key production indicators (which hinge on the ratio between output and
employment) deviated from corporate standards.

Foreign managers and experts® justify redundancies by arguing that they
are needed for competitiveness. They condemn the “absolutely communist
mentality of workers and unions” Company workers accuse management
of cutting jobs indiscriminately in a manner detrimental to safety and pro-
duction, of not adequately investing in maintenance and equipment, and of
deflecting attention from marketing and management failures by putting
the blame on workers. And although the company workers’ trade union,
Zhaktau, criticizes company restructuring plans and calls for better con-
ditions in company jobs, contract workers lack an effective voice. Their
“city union,” a government-arranged umbrella organization representing
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the interests of contract companies’ workers and owners, is toothless.
City-level and regional authorities mediate between company workers
and the company by cautioning against overtly anti-social policies, but
when workers’ claims endanger production, they usually back the company.
Stability and tax revenue are the government’s priority. Behind closed
doors, the President and Mittal regularly discuss the combine’s situation.

At the time of my fieldwork, the combine was going through its most
difficult period since privatization. The high steel prices of the late 1990s
and early 2000s had fallen (in part because of overproduction in China),
casting doubt over its future. Contrary to earlier plans to double its output,
production was actually declining.’ The combine was losing market share
and faced problems in labor negotiations and in management. Prices were
uncompetitive and quality low. Its reputation suffered when a large order
of steel rods was found to be defective on delivery. One entrepreneur in
Temirtau complained that it was cheaper for him to import steel from
Russia than to buy it from the combine next door.

Workers argue that corruption and theft are systemic at all production
levels, and that the company purposely avoids financial transparency in
order to hide profits from tax officials and trade unions. There is a dis-
crepancy between the company’s public outreach campaigns and the very
opaque data it publishes about its marketing, finance, and profits. The
rumor in the factory is that local management, with the connivance of the
higher management, informally channels part of the steel produced for
private profit. Such practices were common in the early post-Soviet period,
and a former combine director active in the fight against criminality was
shot in front of the factory gates in 1992. Local newspapers regularly report
on investigations into the theft of steel.

In the rolling mills, where the production cycle ends and coils and rebars
are stored, some line managers wear Rolex watches and are said to own
several “kottedzh” villas (cf. Humphrey 2002: 175ff.) and lead extravagant
lifestyles. Corruption affects every shop floor to varying degrees. Theft of
scrap metal in the form of old machinery, work tools, or spare parts is the
reason behind the security guards that patrol the compound and check
people’s bags and cars at the factory gates. The scrap metal traders’ dis-
trict begins directly opposite the factory gates of the rolling mills. Value
is siphoned away from the factory in myriad ways. At the higher end, this
“informal” economy is said to involve offshore accounting, tax evasion, and
large-scale theft of finished products with the complicity of certain manag-
ers. At the lower end, stereotypical accusations of petty theft of metal are
usually directed at contract workers with an Oralman background.

Labor conflict over pay and employment conditions has intensified in
step with mounting pressure on jobs and production. In 2012, company
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workers organized a sit-in in front of the combine headquarters in support
of demands for a pay raise, which they obtained. According to the collective
labor agreement, company workers are entitled to a bonus in the form of
a thirteenth month’s salary if they reach their annual production targets
on all shop floors. Management, however, also makes the bonus condi-
tional on the results of the sales department. In recent years the bonus was
repeatedly not paid out due to economic “crisis,” a decision that workers
refused to accept.’” Against this backdrop, heated negotiations took place
between the company and the trade union in 2013 and 2014.

In 2014 the company aired plans to fill vacant positions with a number
of foreign engineers, and there were rumors about introducing “autstaf-
ing” (outsourcing)—the practice of hiring non-unionized workers with less
protected contracts into regular staff positions through a hiring firm. Some
cautious experimenting with autstafing in the rolling mills had in practice
extended the contract-labor type of precarization to regular staff posi-
tions. The company’s plans met fierce resistance and eventually moved into
the background. But workers fear their future comeback. The trade union,
while critical of management, tries to moderate the anger of many workers
who feel cheated by the company. It is conciliatory and “understanding”
when the company and the government indicate limits. Many workers
believe that a real strike could never happen. A total stoppage of produc-
tion would be illegal, damage the machinery, and provoke a strong govern-
mental reaction.! Against the political background of the crisis in Ukraine,
the government introduced special laws to prohibit protests or gatherings.
In February 2014, the unexpected devaluation of the national currency
(tenge) helped the factory (its production costs are in tenge, but it sells in
US dollars) and eased the pressure in the negotiations. Suddenly a pay raise
of 10 percent became possible for management, though the devaluation of
the tenge was twice as much. Prices in the shops rose faster than workers’
pay. They felt betrayed again, but their fear of violent repression (com-
parable to events in the oil industry of Zhanaozen, western Kazakhstan,
in 2011)"? and mistrust of any form of organized protest paralyzed them.
Any protests, workers told me, having learned this truth from Russian TV
channels, could be manipulated into a “Maidan” and go against their own
interests. But workers’ passivity must also be seen against the background
of their everyday shop floor experiences, to which I now turn.

Shop Floor Restructuring

The DSF is subdivided into two areas: a verkhny trakt (upper tract), which
ensures reception and storage of iron ores, and a nizhni trakt (lower tract),
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where ores are crushed, sorted, blended, and transported to other depart-
ments. Four brigades, subdivided into smaller work groups with specific
tasks and competencies, rotate in shifts of twelve hours. At the wagon
tippling machines, where the DSF begins, work is in pairs. The junior work-
er’s place is at the rails, where he separates the wagons of the convoys and
oversees the tippling, while the senior operates the levers of the console
in the adjacent control room. The unblended ore is unloaded into grated,
funnel-shaped basins and conveyed from there to a system of overhead
transport belts (hence the name verkhny trakt), which ends with the ores’
discharge onto huge stockpiles. Large-armed excavators mix up the stock-
piles while bulldozers push the ores into holes opening onto the conveyor
belt system of the nizhni trakt below. Here the iron is either directed to the
crushing and sorting mills and then stocked, or transported, via chains of
conveyor belts extending over several kilometers of underground tunnels,
outside the DSF.

DSF operations require many workers with different skills and functions.
Conveyor belts, consoles, and cranes are mostly operated by women, while
wagon tipplers, drivers of excavators and bulldozers, and electrical and
mechanical fitters are male. Company workers’ pay is calculated on the
basis of a complicated system of pay items and bonuses. Basic pay depends
on the type of specialization, seniority, shift, and task. For instance, the
pay of conveyor belt operators depends on which conveyor belt they serve.
Unequal pay reflects a hierarchy of specialization and seniority. Career
patterns are gendered. Typically, male workers enter the factory in low-
skilled positions and climb the ladder of rank and specialization over time.
Women often start as conveyor belt operators and eventually end up in less
wearisome posts (ideally, behind a desk). It takes approximately six months
to get to know the territory of the DSF well enough to be able to move
around in it autonomously, perhaps three years for a conveyor belt oper-
ator to master all the details of her work, and five years for an apprentice
electrician to learn the routine work from his master. Formally, skilled jobs
require a higher education degree, but in practice education and training
take place through apprenticeship to senior workers. For instance, almost
all of the shop floor managers started their careers in the DSF as low-skilled
workers, climbing the ladder of rank and income over time. At some point
they would obtain a higher degree through distance learning, and a posi-
tion as engineers or shop floor managers. When their bosses retired, quit,
or were made redundant in the course of restructuring, these men were
promoted to senior positions (see Keskiila in this volume).

Over the restructuring process, the size of brigades was effectively
halved. Recruiting stopped, creating a problem of workforce scarcity, aging
of the workforce, and interrupted transmission of shop floor jobs across
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generations. In the first years after privatization, the company had a policy
of allowing a worker to indicate a successor upon retirement (de facto for-
malizing the accepted Soviet-period custom of recommending one’s kin for
a post on the shop floor). Workers thereby managed to pass their jobs on to
family members with the backing of the company, which profited from the
intra-generational transmission of skills and values.”® After restructuring,
however, the possibility of “inheriting” a relative’s job vanished. In 2010,
the DSF workforce consisted of four hundred machine operators, service
staff, engineers and shop floor managers. But over the next few years, as
voluntary retirement schemes were implemented and vacant positions left
unfilled, the workforce was almost halved. The remaining workers had to
take over the tasks of those who left and organization charts were flattened
by merging units. Workers must now cover more territory and machin-
ery. A conveyor belt operator who was once responsible for one conveyor
must today oversee several, which exponentially increases her workload,
responsibilities, and risks (cf. Kofti, this volume). At the conveyors, trans-
ported ore regularly spills over and can cripple the machines if it is not
removed rapidly. Keeping conveyors “clean” today is a labor of Sisyphus. It
is done with shovels (and in winter, when the material freezes, with bolts
and hammers), whereas in the past, with higher manning levels, regular
sweeping was usually sufficient.

After layoffs, the DSF was able to fulfill its tasks only with the help
of a fluctuating number of contract workers (59 during my fieldwork)
hired temporarily for specific low-skill tasks. Of these contract workers,
56 percent were Kazakhs and 42 percent were women (among company
workers a third were women and 16 percent were Kazakhs). The four differ-
ent subcontracting companies on this shop floor varied according to size,
conditions of employment, and the ethnic and gender composition of their
workforce. Job cuts have especially affected the DSF’s 22-kilometer network
of conveyor belts, leading to a significant “masculinization” of the regular
workforce, in the past used to be half female, and to a “refeminization” of
the shop floor via the deliberate hiring of (lower paid) women in contract
jobs, including some who were previously employed as regular workers.

At the DSE, contract workers have replaced broken snowplow locomo-
tives, stone crushing machines, and expensive, newly imported suction
excavator trucks that proved unsuited to the Kazakhstani winter. They
fill the growing gaps in the ranks of regular workers, who on average
are much older and struggle physically to manage their expanding tasks.
Contract labor is hired via the higher management, but at the shop floor
level the tasks are often redefined. Like a joker in a deck of cards, contract
workers are brought into play wherever their labor is most urgently needed.
Contract workers do not know the technology and carry out their assign-
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ments regardless. Unlike company workers, they regard working a shift as
completing a precise assignment received. Because the number of contract
laborers is insufficient, menial tasks cannot be entirely delegated to them.
Although they occupy different positions in the labor hierarchy, company
and contract workers might have to share a jackhammer, work together
on a repair, or do the same job with a shovel a few meters away from each
other. Although their pay, status, and job security certainly differ, company
and contract workers in practice face similar working conditions.

From the control room of the wagon tippler station, Alik, a veteran
company worker, points at the stockyards rising behind the rails to recall
that “we used to call them the golden mountains” Until a few years ago,
upper tract workers were paid per unloaded wagon, shifts met much higher
targets than they do today, and pay reflected the piled-up stockyards. But
the DSF was delivering more than the blast furnaces could process, cre-
ating a costly imbalance for the company. Following the implementation
of a time-rate, during its restructuring the DSF became a more polluted,
dangerous, and difficult place to work, or in Alik’s words: “the dumping
ground of the combine” He meant this sentence literally. Unlike in Soviet
times, all sorts of industrial waste nowadays ends up reinserted into the
production cycle to save money that otherwise would be spent on appro-
priate waste disposal facilities. For example, pushonka is a fine powder
produced in the processing of newly introduced low-quality limestone;
the pulverized lime is completely useless to the steel production and so
light that it cannot be carried on conveyor belts without turning into a
cloud of dust suspended in the air. Thus the air in the conveyor belt tunnels
becomes saturated with thin particles that quickly cover the machinery.
Workers clear their machines by shoveling the pushonka back onto the
conveyor belts. Knowing it to be useless, workers blame “those higher up”
for saddling them with this denigrating work, which they grudgingly carry
out, as otherwise the entire DSF would stop. In this and in similar situ-
ations workers nod at each other and blame the headquarters for being
“irresponsible;” “evil,” and “harmful” to the shop floor.

Unlike in Bhilai (Parry 2013a), the DSF’s staff shortage prevents company
workers from retreating into comfortable supervisory tasks. Given the
nature of the work in the DSF, “white helmets” (foremen, engineers, and
shop floor managers) share dangers and difficult working conditions with
workers and must often get their hands dirty. This is exemplified, for
instance, by the situation of a shift foreman who, lacking people, cleans off a
conveyor by himself. Since workflow disruptions are frequent and account-
ability grows with seniority, senior positions have also become increasingly
demanding, uncomfortable posts. Although many tasks formerly done by
regular workers are now done by contractors, company workers ultimately
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bear responsibility and have to make ends meet with the available means
and human resources, bending rules and regulations to achieve the set
targets. Restructuring thus materializes as a proliferation of casual, exter-
nally contracted jobs with narrowly defined tasks and limited duties that
also entails an extension of workload and responsibilities for those who
hold the remaining company jobs.

Work Discipline and Resistance

For DSF managers, “making a shift” means ensuring a continuous supply
of ferrous materials by allocating and motivating chronically scarce staff in
the coordination of intricately interlinked tasks. Company workers (who
generally earn a basic 400-500 euros monthly, some as much as 800 euros)
are rewarded with a monthly bonus when their work unit fulfills the plan
without infringing on health and safety rules. They also receive “nedoshtat;
a supplementary payment for taking over the tasks of staff positions made
redundant.'* Managers can also augment workers’ income by allocating
overtime shifts. The upshot is that workers can take home more than their
superiors. Bonuses are granted every month, unless the bosses decide oth-
erwise—they can use this instrument to discipline workers.

Contract workers earn a basic 120-160 euros. Most actually do not
have a contract, and many work more shifts than company workers, but
they never get nedoshtat or other bonuses. Rebellious workers are quickly
sacked. In theory, contract workers work by volume, meaning that con-
tracting firms should record the cubic meters “cleaned” by their workers.
But the accounting is fictitious: pay is based on days worked, irrespective
of individual performance. In practice, contract workers are integrated
into the command hierarchy at the lowest level and receive assignments
from their contract company supervisors, foremen, and regular workers.
To motivate contract workers, shop floor managers have introduced a form
of piecework called akkord, an arrangement that allows them to leave work
as soon as they finish the task assigned on that day. This was not part of
the original labor agreements, but given their extremely low salaries it has
become a diffuse practice aimed at motivating podriatchiki and limiting
high turnover rates.

Company workers are nostalgic about a past when, in contrast to the
current factory regime, “we could just do our work and live in peace” In
their perception the labor process has now become one of “suspended pun-
ishment” (Ledeneva 1998: 78). The Soviet shop floor was regulated by the
model rules of internal labor order, which defined managers’ and workers’
obligations, creating clear expectations and claimable rights (Conquest
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1967: 111ff.). Nowadays workers live in fear of their bosses’ moods and are
anxious about infringing newly introduced (corporate) health and safety
regulations that in practice are impossible to observe while working. For
instance, workers’ uniforms include protective glass and dust masks, but
wearing the latter causes the glass to fog up, effectively leaving a worker
in the dark. Dust masks are meant to last for a shift but become a useless
burden after just half an hour of work in the dust of a tunnel when con-
veyor belts are running. Likewise, to keep from slowing down production,
workers routinely trespass the protection barriers of running machines to
clean up spills, though the rules require the machinery to be switched off.

White helmets and health and safety patrols from headquarters police
the shop floor with frequent unannounced visits. Those workers found
breaking the rules, or alleviating the boredom of a night shift by playing
cards, dominoes, or nardi (Kazakh backgammon) are reprimanded and
risk losing their jobs. In the past, workers were less oppressed by checks.
Given the intermittent work rhythm (long periods of idleness punctuated
by intense bursts of activity), a degree of liberty was tolerated, and labor
discipline enforcement was principally dealt with within the immediate
work group (cf. Ashwin 1999: 146). Restructuring has stepped up the
rhythm of work and of control.

The sociality of the work collective (ibid.: 121) has faded, giving way to
mistrust, buck passing, accusations of shirking, and permanent quarrels
that render working more stressful. At shift briefings foremen read out the
complaints of the previous brigade and follow up with discussions about
whom to blame. Outside the workplace, workers socialize much less than
in the past, generally preferring keeping work relationships and free time
separate. Workers have reacted to the new pressures in different ways.
Many bow to the new discipline by putting in more effort, acquiescing
in new tasks and responsibilities and obeying orders even when they are
perceived to be unjust. Others prefer to retreat into a passive routinization
of work, insofar as this is possible. Voluntary redundancy schemes have
allowed many highly skilled workers to quit. The ensuing manpower short-
age is accentuated by departures for Russia (in the past also Germany).
Shop floor managers try to stem the hemorrhage of workers. Sonia, for
instance, is a conveyor belt operator in her mid fifties who would like to
take early retirement, a decision welcomed by the company’s personnel
department. But her boss, fearing that her post would disappear, refuses to
sign the papers on the grounds that she is essential to the functioning of the
shop floor. Heads of work units tend to protect workers’ jobs and, up to a
certain point, will try to cover up bad behavior or shirking in the interest of
the immediate work group. Pondering whether or not to file official com-
plaint against one ill disciplined worker, a brigade leader decided not to do
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so for fear that this would provide headquarters with a welcome pretext for
sacking the worker without replacing him. As he put it to me: “any addi-
tional worker, no matter whether weak or lazy, is better than none”

The Soviet “pact of plan fulfillment” (Miiller 2007) granted a degree
of autonomy to workers and shop floor managers in exchange for their
support during critical phases of the production process. Restructuring
altered this equilibrium and threatened the viability of the workplace.
In February 2014, the control room operator Valentina told me that the
factory had been suffering from “influenza” for weeks. By this she meant
that for the first time, the DSF was having problems keeping up with its
basic tasks. New deliveries of ore were being sent directly to other shop
floors, preempting the possibility of building up the stockpiles. Never
before had the DSF come so close to leaving the blast furnaces short of ore.
In the (Soviet and post-Soviet) past, the DSF had secured winter supplies
by managing reserves it had built up autonomously. The new manage-
rial optimization logic in the name of efficiency (cf. ibid.: 42) was making
this impossible. Although the “fever” eventually passed with the arrival
of spring, new just-in-time logistics, penalties for excessive use of leased
wagons (a new money-saving measure), and the impossibility of catching
up with repairs, given the scarcity of spare parts and personnel, meant that
the existential threat to the DSF was real.

Restructuring has also resulted in new shop floor “games” (Burawoy
1979). AsIlearned at my own cost during my first weeks on the shop floor,
workers play “hide-and-seek” with the white helmets, avoiding any person
on the shop floor whom they do not know.!* Experience has taught them
that interlopers can only mean trouble (a control, a fine, additional work,
undesired questions). For their part, shop floor bosses play “chess” with
workers, according to a skilled excavator driver who was replacing a con-
veyor belt operator on sick leave. Moving workers erratically on an imag-
inary chessboard meant shifting them from the tasks for which they were
qualified to others at managers’ discretion. If not compliant, the worker—
chess piece can be readily sacrificed in a managerial gambit.

The Soviet shop floor was a crowded place of sociality. Some workers
recall going to work as being like “going to a feast” The factory was “a
second home” where the home/work separation was attenuated by the
quality of relations and the camaraderie between workers, and the work
rhythm was intense but also humane (Ashwin 1999). They contrast this
to the situation today, in which hard manual work, loneliness, and stress-
ful bursts of activity put enormous pressure on embittered, disillusioned
workers. Contradicting the experience and memory of what the shop floor
used to be, “solitude, insecurity, familial estrangement, precarious exis-
tence” (Allison 2013: 3) have become pervasive on the shop floor. Here,
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restructuring the post-Soviet factory without altering the factory’s materi-
ality has produced advanced capitalist “affects” (cf. Muehlebach 2011; Molé
2010).

Workers’ respective types of precarity structure their reactions to the
bleak prospects of the industrial working class, though company and con-
tract workers alike fail to transcend their own parochial interests and
apprehensions. Contract workers lament their precarious livelihoods and
the low-paid, grueling work by which they make a living. Company work,
though also alienating, is valorized not only by higher material rewards, but
also by a sense of moral (historical) ownership of the means of production.
Fear of losing these advantages and “descending” into contract workers’
livelihood struggles is part of company workers’ experience of precariza-
tion, characterized by pressure on their jobs and on their working-class
“selves” (Mollona 2009). Against the background of a power constellation
unfavorable to workers’ demands, contract labor abides in a situation in
which the only alternative to “weak” forms of shop floor resistance (Scott
1985) is to quit altogether. DSF company workers’ agency consists in “resist-
ing” by enduring in their jobs. Workers’ moral experience of work marks
another difference from Parry’s Bhilai. Under the increasingly challenging
conditions that they face on the shop floor, workers experience their ordi-
nary work as a morally “dense” act that carries both an implicit statement of
dissociation from the new factory regime of the owner, and a commitment
to their workplace and its rich Soviet labor legacies.

What distinguishes company from contract workers, and also from
headquarter managers, is that they are repositories of practical knowledge
about machinery of a now antiquated Soviet technology (cf. Makram-Ebeid
2012). Since the DSF’s founding in the 1960s, a large part of its machinery
has been repaired over and over again, without ever being replaced. This
machinery still sets the type of labor process and organization. Norms
established by Soviet scientific management have not changed fundamen-
tally; they were merely readapted. Company workers know that the com-
pany’s interest in them is unlikely to outlast the aged machines, doomed to
be scrapped sooner rather than later.

In socialist factories, old, complicated machinery strengthened workers’
autonomy (Miller 2007: 48). In the DSF, the non-transferable character of
workers’ skills binds them to their machines: the destiny of the workforce
is tied to their capacity to keep their factory alive. As long as the DSF can
fulfill its task, knowledge of the obsolete machinery is their best protection
against redundancy. Limited attempts to reduce the DSF’s task by out-
sourcing have not been successful so far. However, a precedent has been
established in the oxygen shop: its tasks are now outsourced to Linde, a
German company that installed a new, fully automatized air separation
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factory. It now employs 15 highly skilled workers (compared with 227 in the
oxygen shop before its closure, and 450 at its peak in 1993) and is managed
via Internet from headquarters in the Czech Republic.

In the factory headquarters, managers like to use medical metaphors
characterizing the combine as a “patient” that needs to be “treated,” and
identifying “cancers” that must be “extirpated” Shop floor managers, in
their everyday challenge to keep production running, prefer military met-
aphors from the Soviet era (Gestwa 2010: 325) that equate work with war.
Workers are exhorted in briefings to “resist” They are cast as “a demoral-
ized troop,” or “wise, old soldiers,” or the “last Mohicans”” Elsewhere in the
post-Soviet world, steel workers who have lost their symbolic and material
status have been referred to as “fallen heroes” (Trappmann 2013). But for
DSF workers, work started to become truly heroic only after the recent
restructuring policy. Here, unlike other postsocialist industrial workers
who disengage from shop floor concerns, the experience of working hard
to maintain the functionality of the workplace is their “agency of the weak”
(Mrozowicki 2011). This form of resistance is not primarily directed against
a careless management, but for the factory’s survival and, indirectly, for the
protection of better wages, skills, and values.

Old and New Working Class

In Temirtau, recent demographic trends and the new factory regime have
fragmented the industrial working class into two segments. One was
forged through the making of a Soviet steelworks (Straus 1997). This “old”
segment, composed of multinational, skilled company workers, was shaped
by the Soviet factory experience and is still earning respectable salaries
today. The “new” working class consists of the growing pool of people
working as contract workers in unprotected, low-paid, low-skill jobs. These
are nowadays almost the only jobs available to people entering the world of
industry. Many of these new workers are recent Kazakh migrants with no
blue-collar background.

The distinction between the old and the new working class is blurred, if
only because most of the old working-class kids end up in new working-class
jobs. Old workers can be young, if they have grown up in one of the com-
bine’s labor dynasties and inherited their values and their jobs. New workers
can be elderly newcomers to the world of industry, forced by necessity into
low-paid, unskilled work as podriatchiki. The new and old working classes
are sociological ideal types, rather than homogenous, clear-cut identities.
The new workers seem to share a lack of interest in labor politics, while the
old cultivate a collective memory of Soviet work culture.
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Company workers bemoan the erosion of their established rights,
privileges, and health, which they attribute to the worsening conditions
at the workplace and to the fact that nowadays they have to work eight
years longer before they can retire; retirement age has risen from 55 to 63
years. Although they earn more than contract workers, comparisons with
Soviet times, when education, healthcare, and housing were effectively
free, are unfavorable. Old working-class parents have bittersweet feelings
about their children’s inability to get regular company jobs. Generally, they
express hope that they might find jobs elsewhere, deeming their own jobs
“thankless” But the lack of opportunities for their children keeps many
aging breadwinners at work despite their growing health problems. As the
younger generation struggles to find decent jobs, company workers’ apart-
ments often house more than two generations. The sense of precarity is
intensified by the perceived helplessness of the workers’ condition. Neither
of their two “masters” (hozyainy)—the owner of the combine (Mittal) or the
ruler of the country (the President)—can make up, materially or psycholog-
ically, for the loss of Soviet forms of security.

In the DSF, old workers voice their dissatisfaction with the manage-
ment, sense of impotence about the decay of their workplace, and estrange-
ment from the government’s way of dealing with the workers’ lot (which,
however, is more pronounced among the “Russians” than among Kazakhs).
Even those old workers who bow to the new pressures feel that their work
has become “harder, dirtier and more ni-blagodarny [thankless]” than
it was in their youth or in the past recalled by their relatives. A veteran
worker who spent forty years in the DSF gives voice to widespread opinions
and anxieties in the following account:

A worker should love his job and his factory. No one does here, and how could they?
The government sold off the factory. A corrupt, plan-less government. After 20 years
of breakdown [of the USSR], what has been built up? We are left without ideals to
believe in. The factory is crumbling. Maybe I'm old-fashioned, maybe I'm wrong,
but I believe that coal, iron and steel should be state-owned, that the state should
care. During the Soviet Union the combine was in good shape. Retirement was at 55
because the machinery did not allow you longer, unless you ruin your health. Thanks
to our President we now have 8 years longer to work. I have 20 months left until
pension. I can work with my mind, my hands do the work by themselves, but my
body cannot keep up anymore. When I started working, there were 55 electricians
on our shop floor, always busy with work. Nowadays only three per shift remain.
The machines are the same. Educating a skilled worker takes years. This isn't done
anymore. How can there be a future?

This account identifies the President of Kazakhstan, frequently referred to
as the steelworkers’ “patron saint,” as the one who “sold oft” the factory to
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foreigners and raised the age of retirement to a level that is unacceptable in
view of the physical demands of the work. But the foreign owner attracts
more acerbic criticism. In the workers’ perception, “the owner does not
care about his property as he should”—that is to say, he cares only about
the profit that can be squeezed out of his factory: unlike Soviet Magnitka,
Mittal is profiting from their work without giving anything back to the
workers and their communities.'®

By contrast, contract workers lament precariousness rather than pre-
cariatization. They have never enjoyed the securities now gradually being
lost by company labor, and they struggle to survive in the city. There is
no scarcity of jobs in Temirtau, but jobs that can sustain what counts as
a decent living in the common sense of one’s reference group are few and
far between (cf. Kim 2013). Employment as a podriatchik places one at the
bottom of the industrial hierarchy. Unlike company workers, podriatchiki
are indifferent to the shop floor’s decay and quick to change jobs when a
better opportunity appears.

As noted above, many contract workers are recent immigrants from
nearby villages or the more populated, less industrialized south of the
country, or are Oralmans from abroad. They live in rented apartments or
commute from villages, so their rent and transport costs come out of their
meager wages. The economic divide between old and new workers is also
reflected in their different possibilities of accessing and affording debt.
Lack of creditworthiness forces many contract workers into risky financial
arrangements. At the top end of the hierarchy of debt, shop floor managers
take on debt to travel to fancy tourist destinations in Turkey or India. At the
bottom end, precarious contract workers borrow money informally to pay
for health care and electricity.

Contract workers who do not commute or pay rent in Temirtau had to
take jobs as podriatchiki because of other pressing economic problems.
Some had a troubled past to conceal (prison or alcoholism). Many non-
Kazakh women in this segment of the working class were single mothers
or divorced. Kazakh women working as podriatchiki often complained
that they had to work to sustain their families because their husbands
were unable to do so. I met several young workers with higher education
degrees who could find no better way to supplement the income of their
parents’ household.

Whereas company workers’ complaints revolve around the deterioration
of their jobs, contract workers feel stuck in newly created “bad jobs” with no
benefits, low pay, and limited duration (cf. Yessenova 2012). The decline of
the old working class is not only economic but also cultural. While the new
working class may dream of moving to the new capital, Astana, or at least
of becoming a company worker by bribing the right person in Temirtau,
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the Russophone old working class orients itself toward the past or toward
foreign countries.

Both immigrants and the children of the regular company workers are
outside the “citadel” (Holmstrom 1984) of secure employment. Contract
workers envy the old working class their higher salaries and (relative)
job security, and accuse them of egoistically defending their privileges as
company workers, perhaps even calling them “the Mittals” But the new-
comers have not developed a political language—indeed, many did not
even know what a trade union was. Regardless of their ethnicity, today both
company and contract, old and new industrial workers live in a situation of
uncertainty, fearing downward mobility and wondering whether they will
have any place in Kazakhstan’s future.

Concluding Remarks

It is difficult to apply Western coordinates of industrial transition in
Temirtau because the Soviet model of industrial development was differ-
ent, and nowadays also because of the specificity of the encounter between
global capitalism and Kazakhstani state and society. The Temirtau combine
has survived, thanks to Mittal, but no full restructuring has yet been imple-
mented. Mittal’s promise to expand production has gone down well with
the government, whose main interests are jobs, investments, and revenues,
but reality has lagged behind plans. Constrained to maximizing share-
holder returns, Mittal has thus far managed to keep both its workforce
and the government guessing about its intentions. In this constellation,
Temirtau is a case of relatively successful resistance to labor casualiza-
tion. Mittal is reluctant to invest; meanwhile, the government maintains
an ambivalent stance toward the kind of capital-intensive restructuring
that would reduce employment still further. Continuing with the old Soviet
machinery and a somewhat reduced workforce is a compromise that suits
both sides. Its high price is paid by the remaining workers.

This partial intensification has produced peculiar kinds of laboring
persons. It has deepened old inequalities in gender, complicated ethnic
hierarchies, and also created new hierarchies within a fragmented, socially
declining workforce. Inequalities also exist within the two main segments
of the labor force I have identified here, but they do not change the fun-
damental pattern: a fragmented working class with divided subjectivi-
ties, heading toward uncertain futures. Compared to contract workers,
company workers can draw on their history and have a stronger “relational
labor consciousness” (Mollona 2009) rooted in the Soviet past and in their
better pay, skills, long-term presence, and intense linkages on the shop
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floor. However, their position too is overshadowed by a growing precarity.
Therefore, they work—for wages as the contract workers do, but also to
keep the factory from falling apart. Their work has become something alto-
gether different since the shop floor was restructured. Today, carrying out
this alienating work despite all difficulties is what confers upon them their
identity as workers and structures their working-class selves.

The company workers have developed a specific form of shop floor
resistance of the weak, one that is staged as a (pro-workplace) commit-
ment to the cause of preserving a “threatened species”—the Soviet indus-
try worker. Navigating this increasingly difficult environment, workers
immerse themselves in “thankless” work, feeling that they have no better
choice. If these workers’ self-perception could be represented by a single
image, it is perhaps that of the orchestra playing on the sinking Titanic.
Yet it is easy to see that workers could be quick to give up their self-de-
feating form of “resistance” if a life jacket were in sight. If, in future, their
precarious form of “social contract” with the factory is jeopardized in toto
(i.e., by shop floor closure or autstafing) workers’ attitudes might change
radically. Until then, for those stuck on the shop floor with their memories
(transmitted by kin or from their own experience) of better times, the
possibility of asserting oneself, however partially and illusorily, by engag-
ing in “work as resistance” provides an important hold in an increasingly
adverse world.
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Notes

1.

10.

I discuss how I obtained access to the steelworks and the conditions under which
fieldwork was conducted in Trevisani (2016).

The settlement at Temirtau dates back to the Stolypin reforms. In 1905 a group of
German peasants from the Samara region in Russia established a village along the
shores of the Nura River. Temirtau, still called Samarkandsky at the time, became
a detention camp during the 1930s. A growing flow of deported people, who ini-
tially worked on the construction of a hydropower station and a large artificial lake
nearby, later erected the city and its industries.

Magnitka was the informal name of the Magnitogorsk steel works, the largest of
the Soviet Union (Kotkin 1995).

The tumult degenerated into riots and looting, and came to an end only after the
intervention of the Soviet army. Outcomes included sixteen deaths and 190 arrests
on various charges (Kozlov 2002: 39).

Details of the deal were not made public, and various versions circulate. It is com-
monly asserted that Mittal got this huge plant almost for free. According to Frantz
(2001), Mittal purchased the plant for 250 million dollars, repaid some debt, and
allocated 350 million dollars of his own funds and a 450 million—dollar loan from
the European Bank for Reconstruction and Development to the long-term mod-
ernization of the plant.

Before the purchase of Karmet, the total capacity of Mittal’s production sites in
Trinidad and Tobago, Indonesia, Mexico, Canada, and Germany amounted to 6.5
million tonnes of steel (Kavaev and Piyanko 1995). Temirtau alone had produced
6 million tonnes of steel in 1989 (Kulikov 1994); but by the time of privatization
production had declined to a third of this figure.

Oralmans are diasporic Kazakhs who have resettled in Kazakhstan following a
government program that supports their “repatriation,” especially to areas where
Russian speakers are a majority (Diener 2005).

People in Temirtau tend to overstate what they see as “foreign infiltration” In
2014 ArcelorMittal Temirtau employed ca. two dozen foreigners (often with a
background in other factories of the corporate company), limited to top positions
and auditing in the combine’s headquarters.

Overall production increased between 1996 and 2004 and declined thereafter. Pro-
duction in 2013 (2.5 million tons) was almost down to the same level it had seen in
the first year of Mittal’s ownership and well below the level reached in the heyday
of Soviet Magnitka.

When countering managerial crisis discourse, workers frequently referred to the
wedding of Mittal’s daughter, celebrated in a castle near Versailles, which cost an
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enormous amount of money amounting roughly to the combine’s annual salary
budget (Roy 2004).

11. Steel plants are particularly vulnerable to unscheduled shutdowns as they put
expensive capital equipment, like blast furnaces and coke oven batteries, in imme-
diate danger of serious damage.

12. In 2011 in Zhanaozen, police repression of striking workers ended in a massacre.
See Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty (2011).

13. For this reason, members of “labor dynasties” still receive a (symbolic) bonus
payment from the company. A labor dynasty consists of a family with more than
one generation of workers (or former workers) employed by the combine.

14. Workers lament that over time, staff positions get canceled without tasks changing.
Because tasks are redefined to be feasible with fewer workers, workers, as in the
case reported by Haraszti (1977), end up working more for less pay.

15. Over the first weeks of fieldwork workers avoided me on the shop floor (as a guest
of the company I was wearing a white helmet). After word spread that I was there
on business other than the company’s, workers gradually started to accept my
presence.

16. The workers’ view is very much at odds with the one propagated by the company.
Since Mittal came on the scene, it has invested in countless initiatives of public
interest (involving, e.g., transport, sport, education, media, festivals, museums,
etc.) with the aim of propagating an image of continuity with the socially responsi-
ble Soviet enterprise.
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Regular Work in Decline, Precarious
Households, and Changing
Solidarities in Bulgaria

-2

DimiTRA KOFTI

Since democracy I do exactly the same job at the same place as before but my salary
does not allow me to survive, as it did before. I was sold to various subcontracting
companies, as if I was a brick. We, workers, became transferable bricks.

—Kolio, 56-year-old electrician in Stomana'

Introduction

Since the early 1990s, most Bulgarian factories have undergone rapid
transformation. The most prominent changes in employees’ lives include
growing insecurity at work, high rates of inflation and unemployment,
and the growing divide between regular and casual work. These con-
ditions are familiar throughout the industrialized world (Parry 2013;
Mollona 2009), but in the postsocialist world they arrived more abruptly
(Dunn 2004; Miller 2007; Kideckel 2008). Many state-owned factories
closed down because they lacked funding and lost their clients in the
Soviet Union and other Eastern European countries. Others were pri-
vatized and went through significant restructuring, which usually meant
focusing on core production and subcontracting labor in order to reduce
the permanent workforce. Many workers were laid off. Those who
remained in factories like Stomana Steel Industry in Pernik experienced
new inequalities in the workplace, coupled with gender, ethnic, and age
inequalities outside it. In particular, the new division between regular
and casual work has significantly transformed household strategies and
urban-rural relationships.?
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Standing (2011) argued that the casually employed “precariat” is distinct
from the “salariat,” a class that enjoys stable employment in large-scale
companies and often aspires to upward mobility. The basic characteristics
of Standing’s much discussed “precariat” are temporary labor status, lack
of unionization, and often a lack of job identity (ibid.: 9). This class division
between regular and casual workforce has some resonance with Parry’s
(2013) ethnography from the public-sector Bhilai steel plant in India. In
the past there were opportunities for upward mobility from informal sector
“work” (kam) to a regular job in the organized sector (naukri or “service”),
but now the distinction between these two types of workers has hard-
ened into a distinction between different social classes (ibid.). Similarly,
in Stomana regular employees enjoy privileges of relative security com-
pared to casual workers, and no upward mobility from casual to regular
labor is possible. Yet the distinction is muddied by the overarching fear
of capital flight and the possibility of downward mobility for all. Ongoing
flexibilization of industrial work in the private sector threatens to bring the
regular workers into line with the casual. Moreover, Stomana’s regular and
casual workers often belong to the very same households, and inequalities
between the two employment categories on the shop floor do not translate
into sharp divisions outside the workplace.

The fear of capital flight affects all private-sector employees to differ-
ent degrees. In the case of steel, European production has been hit by
increasing imports from Asian markets and by worldwide overproduction
(Trappman 2015). In October 2013 the stock market in Athens plunged to
levels reminiscent of the worst days of 2008, when the financial crisis first
hit the Greek economy. The reason was the transfer of Sidenor, Stomana’s
mother company and one of the key players in the Greek market, from the
Greek stock market to the Belgian in order to avoid the repercussions of
the Greek crisis. Workers and managers expressed their worries about the
outcome of this move. Greek managers joked bitterly that perhaps they
should stop learning Bulgarian and learn French instead. Rumor on the
shop floor had it that the Belgians would either come to Pernik to replace
the Greeks, or sell the company to a Turkish steel industry that would pay
even lower salaries than the “bloody Byzantines,” a common term of abuse
for Greek managers in Bulgaria (see Angelidou and Kofti 2013). Anything
seemed possible, and everyone worried about jobs.?

Some of the foreign companies that moved to Bulgaria in the 1990s
have already started moving further east in search of even cheaper labor
and lower taxation. The company workforce differentiates itself from the
casual workforce, but the fear of capital flight generates a common con-
dition of precarity for all employees. By precarity I mean job insecurity
and difficulty in planning for the future due to the unpredictability of the
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market economy in general. In a context of successive crises, many workers
pass first from regular to casual employment and then to unemployment.
Nonetheless, employment status remains significant.

Following other scholars who have stressed the importance of kinship
and household relationships for understanding changing regimes of labor
(Mollona 2009; Smart and Smart 2006; De Neve 2008; Narotzky and Smith
2006; Narotzky 2015; Pine 2001), I focus in this chapter on the connec-
tions between the workplace and other domains of life. I describe workers’
households in Pernik, even those with members who have permanent con-
tracts in the steel industry, as precarious. Tensions of gender and age are
intertwined with the regular and casual work cleavage. I show that inequal-
ities at work after privatization deepened intra-family gender inequalities
that the socialist state failed to eliminate (Brunnbauer and Taylor 2004).

The Rise and Decline of Industry in Pernik

Pernik, a city 26 kilometers southwest of Sofia, was urbanized in the early
1900s following the establishment of a coal mine in 1892. It became one of
Bulgaria’s major industrial cities during socialist times. Unlike Soviet steel
cities such as Magnitogorsk (Kotkin 1995), but like other Eastern European
socialist industrial cities, it developed out of pre-existing conurbations
(cf. Alexander and Buchli 2007: 9). During the first half of the twentieth
century, young migrants from poor agricultural areas worked in the coal
mines seasonally while continuing their agricultural activities. This grad-
ually changed after the construction in 1952 of the Lenin steelworks, now
Stomana, a symbol of socialist modernization. The adjoining Lenin district,
now known as Iztok (meaning East, because it is located in the Eastern part
of the city), provided workers with living quarters within walking distance
of the plant.

In the early socialist period the state encouraged workers to abandon
their previous agricultural activities (Kalinova and Baeva 2002). Pernik’s
population growth accelerated (Boneva 2014).* Unlike in England, where
the shift from agriculture to industry had been abrupt (Thompson 1967),
in Bulgaria many workers continued subsistence farming (cf. Hann
1987). Despite the socialist state’s attempts to proletarianize the work-
force, post-Ottoman linkages between industrial and agricultural activi-
ties continued during socialism (Creed 1998; Kaneff 2002; Smollett 1989).
Those ties acquired renewed importance in the years after socialism,
when domestic food production was a survival strategy for many urban
workers. As Tocheva’s (2014) recent ethnography suggests, domestic pro-
duction in rural Bulgaria is imbued with the ideal of self-sufficiency and
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the value of quality food as opposed to global market products. A common
working-class dinner in Pernik includes homemade rakia (a 50 percent
alcoholic drink), and pickled salad and goat cheese from the village. Most
Stomana workers, both casual and regular, had smallholder peasants in
their family background.® As I shall explain in detail below, the new distinc-
tion between regular and casual work has changed this pattern of domestic
production, making the casual workers full proletarians for the first time.

With the closure of heavy industrial plants, except Stomana and the
power station, small garment factories with owners in Greece, Italy,
Germany, and Holland sprang up in their place, often inside modified old
factories, operating informally without registering working hours. Fifteen-
hour shifts were common in this highly exploitative work environment.
I heard stories of doors being locked at the end of the shift when a new
“urgent” order had to be met. These companies employed family members
of Stomana workers and ex-Stomana workers,® who are an ever-present
reminder of what lies in store for regular workers if they lose their jobs.

The closure of the mine, which employed approximately 20,000 workers
until the early 1990s, was a painful loss for the city. Ex-miners, like the
unemployed from other industries, commuted to Sofia to work or migrated
abroad.” Rural areas in Bulgaria were also depopulated from the early 1990s
onwards, as collective farms closed down, but some pensioners returned
from cities to their villages of origin. Many industrial and administra-
tive buildings and a smaller share of residential buildings in Pernik were
abandoned and became dilapidated as the population fell and unemploy-
ment rose in the 1990s.% Residential buildings that had housed students of
Pernik’s technical and metallurgical schools in the socialist era were inhab-
ited by ethnic Roma squatters who came from the countryside and worked
mostly as street cleaners or low-paid scrap collectors for contractors who
sold to Stomana industry.” Roma workers employed in low-skilled jobs
during socialism were the first to lose their jobs during postsocialism.

The epochal shift is exemplified in the melting shop of Stomana’s core
production site, where soon after the fall of socialism a grandiose statue
of Lenin at the plant’s main entrance was removed and abandoned at the
back of the factory yard, and is now rumored to have ended up in the
furnace sometime in the late 1990s. As workers often stated: “Lenin was
melted in the furnace.” They accompanied this remark with both criticism
of the previous regime and bitterness about the new working conditions.
The raw material in Stomana comes from scrap, which is acquired not
only from street collectors but also from the machinery of closed factories.
Kremikovtzi, once the largest steel plant in Bulgaria, went bankrupt in the
late 2008, three years after it was bought by Pramod Mittal (the brother of
Indian steel tycoon Lakshmi Mittal). Stomana managers tell the story of



Regular Work in Decline < 115

how its machinery was melted in Stomana with pride, but workers were
apprehensive that their machines could one day face a similar fate.

Changing Work Conditions at Stomana

Like other industrial workers in socialist Bulgaria, regular workers at the
Lenin plant had access to housing, education, child care, health care, and
holiday accommodations through their employment. The Lenin Steel
Industry was responsible not only for the plant but for the neighboring
Lenin district with its blocks of flats and metallurgical schools. Work-
related benefits (the so-called social wage; cf. Trevisani and Morris and
Hinz, this volume) were gradually cut in the 1990s. In 1992 the plant was
renamed Stomana, which means steel. Compared to other factories in
Pernik, workers in Stomana were privileged because until its privatization
in 1998, the complex also produced bread and other food products that
were distributed to the employees. Most of Pernik’s workers suffered depri-
vation during the Bulgarian financial crisis in 1997, but Stomana workers at
least managed to avoid hunger.

Until privatization, monetary wages in Stomana, as in other state enter-
prises, were determined according to skill and seniority. Moreover, net-
works of non-monetary exchange were important (Kremakova 2011).
Inequalities between Party members and those outside the Party reflected
their differential access to resources. Those closer to power had more fre-
quent access to vacation resorts and could jump the queue for a company
apartment. After socialism, when people in positions of power who came
to control state resources privatized them for their own benefit, political
inequalities were converted into wealth inequalities (Konstantinov 2000). In
a highly obscure deal in 1998, Stomana was bought by a Bulgarian nouveau
riche investor rumored to fit this pattern. Privatization was followed by
layoffs and shop floor closures. Health risks on the shop floor increased,
and union participation diminished. The plant was sold again in 2001 to
the Greek steel company Sidenor.’® The repercussions of the “Greek crisis”
put additional pressure on Stomana’s shop floor after 2010. Each reduction
in wages and wave of layoffs was presented to workers as an unavoidable
response to “market pressure” and “crisis”” Still, working for Stomana was
a source of pride, as it was part of the city’s glorious metallurgical history.

After Stomana’s privatization, large sectors of production were out-
sourced to private workshops that arose around and inside the plant. Of
approximately 10,000 employees in the early 1990s, approximately 6,000
remained in 2001, and only 960 in 2014. Whereas the first reduction was
accomplished through a ban on hiring (in force until 2008), downsizing was
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later pursued more actively. Many sectors were closed, and new machinery
was introduced in place of labor-intensive technologies. Manning levels
were reduced even where production did not become more capital inten-
sive. Employees recall that the factory was overstaffed until privatization,
whereupon it gradually became understaffed. As of 1998, families were
able to choose who would leave his or her job so that at least one regular
income was retained per household. The employment of both husband and
wife became increasingly rare. Some of the workers initially retained in
1998 were laid off after the factory was sold again in 2001. In both phases,
women were more likely to lose their jobs than men, leading to a mascu-
linization of the workforce. By 2014 the gender proportion of the regular
workforce was 70 percent male, 30 percent female, whereas in 1992 the
approximate figures had been 55 percent and 45 percent respectively."!

Many of the workers who kept their jobs were in close relationships (e.g.,
as godmother, best man, lover, close friend) with people in positions of
power. In socialist times, kinship and intimacy had routinely influenced the
kind of job one could get. Now these links became important for hanging
onto jobs. Under the new regime, you were in a better position if the man-
agers and directors close to you kept their posts. Workers often talked
about the importance of connections (vraski). Most of the workers’ fam-
ilies were ex-villagers from the region, so common village origins played
an important role in creating networks of support that continued into the
period of my fieldwork. Moreover, the vast majority of workers lived in the
Lenin district and developed friendships with neighbors in their apartment
blocks. Given this history of residential proximity in the Lenin district,
most people had relations with employees at various levels in the hierarchy,
including engineers, shop floor managers, and perhaps even the plant’s
general manager. Mr. Ivanov, a shop floor manager until 2002, was the son
of a worker in the melting shop and had grown up in a district block. He
had studied engineering and worked in the plant since 1985, climbing the
ladder to become a shop floor director. Rumor had it that he was not just
a capable engineer but also a beneficiary of the process of privatization,
as he was close to the investor who bought the plant in 1998. Workers
in his block agreed that they had kept their jobs during the first wave of
layoffs in 1998 thanks to Ivanov. When Ivanov left the plant after its sale to
Sidenor, several high-echelon white-collar staff in his circle lost their jobs.
However, the shop floor workers who owed their jobs to his support after
1998 did not lose them when their patron departed, as they did not hold
key positions.

The number of casual workers employed by subcontractors inside the
plant had reached 500600 by the time of my fieldwork. Casual workers were
invisible in the company’s statistics. Their work accidents, although propor-
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tionally more numerous, did not count as company accidents. Managers
could only guess their numbers, as shop floor managers and engineers
were able to make deals with subcontractors without precise documenta-
tion. Roma workers were prominent in the new casual labor force, as were
young males who worked “temporarily” until they could find a “better job”
elsewhere. Pensioners also worked casually, not only to add to their income
but also to return to the plant, which felt like “home” to many who had
spent their entire working lives there. They were much more respected on
the shop floor than their Roma colleagues. Yet, regular workers complained
that the company should provide more regular posts for younger workers,
instead of re-employing pensioners.

Three main categories of worker could be distinguished in 2014: regular
Stomana employees, regular skilled “external” workers, and casual workers.

Regular Stomana employees numbered 960, including managerial
staff and skilled workers. Seventy percent were men. Most were ethnic
Bulgarians, and a very small minority was Roma (e.g., 1 Roma worker out
of 120 in the plate mill). There were two unions, but only 20 percent of
workers were members;'> most had quit after privatization, either because
they felt unionism put their jobs at risk or because they generally mistrusted
their political representation. Regular workers” wages varied according to
position and seniority; average take-home pay in 2014 was around 600
levas (300 euros).

On Stomana’s premises, a company called Sigma employed 130 workers
and engineers—that is, regular skilled “external” workers—to maintain
Stomana’s machinery. Although only about 10 percent of its operations
were unconnected with Stomana, Sigma was a separate company that
in theory competed on the market for Stomana’s business. In practice,
Stomana worked almost exclusively with Sigma. Most Sigma employees
were ex-Stomana workers who had been laid off and moved directly to
Sigma, or worked for other subcontracting companies before ending up
there. As managers said, “we repositioned the best workers in Sigma.”
Kolio, the 56-year-old electrician quoted at the beginning of this chapter,
was laid off in 1999 and, after working in three other subcontracting com-
panies, ended up with Sigma in 2005. Sigma did not belong to Stomana’s
owner but to one of his close collaborators. This separation, effected to
serve tax purposes and the flexibilization of production, also generated
a new hierarchy among the workforce. There were no union members in
this company. All Sigma workers were ethnic Bulgarians, including seven
women in its administration and one on the shop floor. Salaries were about
15 percent higher than those of the regular Stomana workers, which was a
source of irritation and conflict. Initially there was mobility from Stomana
to Sigma in the early 2000s, but this soon stopped.
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Approximately 600 casual workers were employed in external subcon-
tracting companies. Most were providing Stomana with cleaning services,
construction labor, and labor for operations requiring unskilled work. This
group consisted mainly of male workers, about 60 percent Bulgarians and
40 percent Roma." Some of these subcontrators employed ethnic Bulgarian
workers or ethnic Roma only. The ethnic Bulgarians mainly had been laid
off from Stomana, or else were pensioners. The Roma, mostly newcom-
ers to the plant, received lower wages than those paid to former regular
ethnic Bulgarian workers. The cleaning contractors hired women, most of
whom had previously been skilled or unskilled regular workers. A casual
worker (male or female) earned between 150 and 400 levas (75-200 euros)
for a month’s full-time work, depending on the company and the method
of payment. Piece rates (unknown under socialism) were common, shifts
irregular, and the exact nature of the work unpredictable, as tasks could
change at any time.

Workers were fully cognizant that the changes since 1998 had frag-
mented the labor force and subverted collective action. Even those in
the more privileged and better paid groups would have preferred a more
equal structure and larger salaries for all workers. Although Kolio’s salary
was higher than that of a regular Stomana worker, he was still unable to
meet his family’s expenses, as one of his sons was unemployed and his
wife earned only 240 leva (120 euros) from her work at a garment factory.
He also worried that he would not be entitled to receive a pension if he
were to be laid off again in the future. Having lost his job in the past, Kolio
felt insecure despite having a regular job. He could not take the risk of
joining a union or complaining about his working conditions. Some regular
Stomana workers active in unions had been fired. The plethora of unem-
ployed skilled steelworkers in Pernik and nearby Kremikovtzi meant that
even skilled workers were easily replaceable.

As a regular worker, Kolio had one privilege that casual workers lacked:
he had been able to negotiate a bank loan on relatively favorable terms.
Indebtedness is an additional reason not to place one’s job at risk by union-
izing. Around 80 percent of regular Stomana and Sigma workers were in
debt to a bank. Most had borrowed to renovate their old apartments, pay
for their children’s education, or buy a car. Most of the loans were taken
out before the 2008 crisis, during which the elimination of bonuses had
a dramatic impact on their ability to maintain repayments, diminishing
their income by as much as 40 percent. By comparison, casual workers
were less creditworthy, less indebted (approximately 40 percent of them),
and incurred smaller debts. Sixty percent of the casual workers’ loans were
taken from money lending companies that offered small sums at high inter-
est rates.' Until 2008, regular workers’ stable incomes allowed them to
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maintain a lifestyle distinct from that of casuals, but since the global crisis
that distinction has become blurred.

The length of shifts did not change after the layoffs,' but the pressure of
work on the shop floor intensified. Despite the post-2001 management’s
strong emphasis on cleaning the plant, painting, and reclaiming the vast
spaces where defective products had been dumped, health conditions deteri-
orated due to undermanning. Substantial changes in machinery began during
my fieldwork. New technology had been introduced in the early 2000s, mainly
to assist documentation of the steelmaking process and quality control.
Production itself still relied on old and still well-functioning equipment,
though now with fewer staff. Doctors in Pernik, including those working in
the plant, reported a rise in health problems, especially high blood pressure,
strokes, and cancer. Though more prominent among casual workers, this rise
hit regular employees as well and was attributed to work stress, fear of job
loss, and undermanning. Meanwhile the already high pollution levels were
exacerbated by the pollution caused by the nearby power plant.'¢

Underlining the changes from a conspicuously overstaffed to an under-
staffed shop floor, Valio, 47 years old and a plate mill worker since 1988,
remembered how workers in his position at the “fridge” would occasionally
leave two people on duty and go partying during the night shift. Parties
were organized inside the factory to celebrate colleagues’ birthdays or name
days. In the plate mill, red-hot steel plates arrive at the fridge area to cool.
Since the layoffs, a single worker has to walk through the hot plates to doc-
ument the cooling process with the help of a computer located in a nearby
cabinet. The cooling machine regularly turns each plate upside-down,
adding high decibel levels to the high temperatures. Given the volume and
the rhythm of production, the worker is on move for the whole shift, often
with no break. Before the introduction of computers, when three or four
people shared this responsibility and documented their work on paper, the
mental and physical risks were lower. Like other shop floor positions, fridge
workers often said that conditions would be much better if, after the intro-
duction of the computer, the task had been divided between two workers.
Regular birthday and some name-day celebrations still took place during
my fieldwork. The white-collar staff held them openly during lunch breaks.
Surreptitious festivities occurred among engineers and skilled regular
workers who could informally take breaks when there was no emergency.

On the shop floor, the new division between casual and regular employ-
ment led to conflict about the tempo of work and organization of tasks. For
example, in the course of implementing machinery changes, some equip-
ment around the plate mill furnace was replaced, which required a restruc-
turing of the shop floor space. In addition to skilled workers and engineers,
subcontractors were needed for cleaning and transportation services. The
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subcontractor for the cleaning services paid his workers, all of whom were
Roma, a low hourly rate of 2 levas (1 euro) while the subcontractor for
carrying paid his workers, both Bulgarians and Roma, a piece rate that
spurred them to a quicker pace. Coordination was impossible, which led
to conflict between casual workers and between an engineer and the sub-
contractors. In such circumstances, regular workers often described casual
workers, especially the Roma, as “devious” or “stupid” and treated them
with scorn.

At such times almost all categories of employees had to cooperate,
making the tensions manifest. During the transitional period, the company
organized several weeklong work trips to bring in engineers and skilled
workers from its Thessaloniki factory who, according to management,
would ensure that operations were standardized and based on up-to-date
expertise. The management further claimed that the Thessaloniki person-
nel would ensure that there would be no “laziness” or “sabotage” on the part
of their Bulgarian employees. Regular workers were annoyed by this Greek
presence on “their” shop floor and claimed that Stomana workers were
much more knowledgeable. These operations put stress on both the Greek
and the Bulgarian workers, but for different reasons. Layoffs were also
taking place in the Greek factory, and the Greek workers wanted to prove
that their assistance in Stomana was essential. After long days of over-
time work, they would go to expensive restaurants in Sofia that Bulgarian
workers could never afford. For working abroad, they received several times
the pay earned by their Bulgarian colleagues and were lodged in expensive
accommodations. This infuriated the Bulgarians, who felt slighted not to
be treated as the glorious skilled steel workers of the past. Slogans insulting
“Byzantium” and the “Byzantines” were daubed in the plant."” However,
workers stressed their continuing sense of ownership of the shop floor. A
couple of years after privatization, a fire broke out during a night shift at a
machine close to the plate mill furnace and could have damaged a large part
of the production line. Workers often mentioned the incident, highlighting
how they ran to protect the machines rather than fleeing from the fire. They
were “still our machines” and “our bread,” and not “theirs” (i.e., the Greeks’).

One morning during the machinery renovation of 2014, which dis-
rupted regular operations, some regular workers waiting on standby on
the shop floor were discussing conditions at work and complaining about
Greek managers and “corrupt” Bulgarian managers who were assumed
to have benefited from privatization. Sasho, a 38-year-old who had been
a regular worker since 1995, started shouting: “They are all thieves, they
cut all our salaries and only come here to tell us things we already know”
The discussion moved on to workers’ low salaries and the related inability
to be “proper men” anymore. Sasho, who was single, complained that his
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salary did not allow him to date a woman and pay the bill, as it had done
before privatization. Older men, too, focused on their inability to act “as
men” and properly provide for their families. Half of workers’ households
contained three or four generations. The rest, who lived in nuclear fami-
lies, maintained relations of mutual support with relatives, providing cash,
care, or food. As Valio, the plate mill regular worker, put it: ‘I work for the
electricity and heating bills, my parents’ pension pays the food and my
grandfather takes care of the vegetables in the village. I can hardly buy
things for my child” However, regular workers were still the main source
of money for their households, which put them in a respectable, powerful
position. The discussion then focused on how “they” (the Greeks and the
“corrupt” Bulgarian managers) have divided “us,” the Bulgarian workforce,
into regular and casual workers and created inequalities at work. Both
regular and casual workers saw the negative effects of the changes from a
state-run to a privately owned factory, and from a socialist to a capitalist
regime, in nationalist terms: the foreign managers and employees were
viewed with hostility, and Bulgarians in the higher echelons of the admin-
istration were described as “traitors” to the national economy. They were
often contrasted unfavorably with the managerial staff during the first pri-
vatization in 1998-2000, who had resigned rather than implement layofts.
Though regular workers often treated the casuals as inferiors, there were
moments when they included the latter in the wider category of those
impoverished by privatization. Sympathy was, however, limited to ethnic
Bulgarians. Roma were viewed with hostility as interlopers who were taking
Bulgarian jobs. Roma held the lowest of casual posts, and ethnic Bulgarians
were not happy to work with “lazy,” “devious,” “thieving” “Gypsies” (see
Creed 2011: 172-179). Along with other changes in the plant’s daily life,
there was a good deal of theft, for which the Roma were blamed. They
were the most isolated group on the shop floor and complained that even
though this was how it had always been, now it was worse. Still, Roma
casual workers in Stomana were better off than scrap collectors, street
cleaners, or the Roma workers at a small private opencast mine in the area,
who were paid in coal, or those who were mining informally in the now
closed underground mine, where fatal accidents occasionally occurred.
Workers in Stomana, both regular and casual, repeated that in the
course of the last two decades they had felt increasingly “lonely” (samoten)
and that colleagues did not “help each other” (ne se pomagame) as they
had in the past. This sense of loneliness was intensified by the lack of trust
among co-workers. This was not new. In socialist times workers had been
afraid of potential informants of the secret police among colleagues; now,
mistrust took a new shape in a context of widespread redundancies. They

»

would often also use the negative “Ne drugaruvame,” meaning “we are not
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friends, companions and/or comrades” Another common phrase with
equally strong political connotations was “Niamame edinstvo,” “we do not
have unity” Workers recalled the times when co-workers would help a
colleague who faced a problem with a machine. They talked about having
fun, socializing with colleagues, joking, and flirting. Layoffs had dimin-
ished the staff, forcing everyone to concentrate on his or her own job; there
were no longer any spare moments. Positions were physically farther from
each other on the vast shop floor, so daily communication was limited.
This sense of loneliness was intensified by rules against using the Internet
or listening to music. Some workers resisted in small ways, facilitated by
new technologies like smartphones, but they still complained about the
solitude of an eight-hour shift in a noisy environment with minimal human
communication. In 1999, a worker’s corpse was found in the vast melting
shop, three days after his death. The story was repeated to emphasize their
isolation. The company declared that the worker had been drunk and fallen
from a machine.

In all three of the worker categories I have identified, declining social
welfare services have to be compensated by family support (Deneva 2012).
Historical traditions of kin solidarity in Bulgaria took new forms as families
coped with unemployment and poverty. Even regular workers did not want
their children to work in steel, especially after the 2008—2010 crisis. This
stance was a response to a situation in which the only mobility was down-
ward. Under socialism, a worker’s daughter or son could aspire to become
an engineer or to get a managerial position. In Stomana during the period
of my fieldwork, 80 percent of regular shop floor and white-collar workers
were sons and daughters or nephews and nieces of workers (cf. Keskiila,
this volume). A large majority of them had obtained technical metallurgical
secondary education in Pernik and been employed after graduation, when
there was an abundance of jobs.!® In the post-privatization period, however,
their children might find casual employment if they were fortunate, but
there was almost no prospect of that employment becoming regular. They
viewed such jobs as temporary and hoped for something better in Sofia or
abroad. Similarly, engineers did not try to pull strings to secure jobs for
their children in Stomana. Like regular workers, the engineers employed in
Stomana since the pre-privatization period largely came from steelwork-
ers’ or engineers’ families. Newly employed young engineers in the post-
privatization period were unrelated to Stomana employees and had found
their jobs via online announcements. They earned salaries of 800 leva (400
euros), which was below the level of many engineering or administrative
jobs in Sofia. They did not view their jobs as the first rung on the Stomana
ladder because most key engineering positions were given to Greeks who
had previously been employed in the company’s factories in Greece. Labor
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aristocracies elsewhere have attempted to reproduce their status by secur-
ing positions for their children (Parry 2013; Makram-Ebeid 2012; Sanchez
and Striimpel 2014), but this was not the case at Stomana. Here, parents
in all categories of employment wanted their children to study and take up
better paid jobs, either abroad or in Sofia, where many foreign companies
had moved to benefit from cheap labor and low taxes. A history of repro-
duction or upward mobility in worker families had ended (cf. Keskiila,
this volume).

Outside the Factory

Precarity and new inequalities at work had repercussions outside the
factory. Increased casualization of labor resulted in stronger solidarities
among household members, along with new hierarchies and enhanced
power of regularly employed family members, who were usually male.
Moreover, it fractured the solidarity of the neighborhood. Leisure was
scarcer, especially for casual workers who needed more than one job to
get by. Previous forms of everyday sociality faded. I will discuss these
changes by looking at housing and residential patterns, migration, and
rural-urban links.

During socialism, steelworkers could rent a flat very cheaply through
the plant’s ‘housing unit’ (Zhilishten Fond) in the Lenin district. Since the
plant produced building materials, constructing apartment blocks was less
expensive than it was for other state companies. Moreover, the municipal-
ity of Pernik managed the state-funded House Building Company, which
built housing for residents of Pernik.'® Priority on the waiting list was given
to those “more in need,” such as those living in multi-generational house-
holds. Nuclear families were encouraged. One’s position in the list could
change, depending on relations of power; the same applied to the size and
the position of the flat. Earlier brick socialist blocks closer to the center of
the Lenin district, with shops and the factory within walking distance, were
preferred to later panel blocks in Teva, a neighborhood up the hill that had
to be reached via transportation.

Most nuclear families had moved into a flat by the early 1980s, and when
these residential buildings were gradually privatized in the early 1990s, the
great majority bought the flats they had rented for years. Priority was given
to present occupants, so those who had been allocated the best flats during
socialism now became their owners. During those years, Stomana had few
orders and it was easy for workers to take unpaid long-term leave. This gave
them the opportunity to migrate seasonally to other European countries or
to Libya, where skilled Stomana workers could migrate to work for a fixed
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term. In exceptional cases, this seasonal migration funded the purchase of
a second flat.

All the regular and ethnic Bulgarian casual workers’ families I met in
2014 owned flats acquired in the 1990s. The only exceptions were Roma,
who almost exclusively rented. The great majority of flat owners also owned
a small house in their village of origin, or shared its ownership with siblings.
Except for the Roma, who were concentrated in particular neighborhoods,
and some senior managers and engineers who lived in Sofia, the majority
of regular and casual workers were to be found in all areas of Iztok and
the nearby neighborhoods, including less privileged ones like Teva, where
apartments were allocated to steelworkers. There was no specific concen-
tration of regular workers in more privileged areas and no concentration of
casual ones in less privileged areas. After the layoffs of the 1990s, those who
did not return to villages or moved abroad continued living in the blocks,
each of which housed up to eighty families. The increasing isolation and
mistrust on the shop floor were reflected and reshaped here as practices of
commensality and mutual aid with non-familial neighbors declined. The
sense of unfairness vis-a-vis those who still worked at Stomana changed
neighborhood relations.

During socialism, workers in Bulgaria built or reconstructed private
houses in their villages with the help of friends and co-workers. Urban
families were allowed up to 120 square meters per nuclear family as res-
idential space.”® As their apartments were below that limit, they used the
rest of their allowance to build small houses. If one decided to build a
house in the village or on the outskirts of town, colleagues would gather
on weekends to provide labor in house-building parties. This practice of
mutual aid, which Boneva (2014) describes as an element of continuity
with village life, declined during the 1990s. Moreover, during socialism and
up until the layoffs, coworkers also worked together on domestic tasks like
tiling or painting in the apartment blocks. After the 1998 privatization, this
kind of mutual aid ceased in the Iztok district due to new tensions among
neighbors. Few could afford to purchase services through the market
economy. Rather, maintaining the old house or flat became a central part of
the household budget (typically listed as the third priority, after food and
bills). Family members carried out urgent tasks during vacations and days
off. Casual workers migrated seasonally to Western European countries to
pick fruit in order to buy materials for flat renovation; or they worked in
construction projects in other Bulgarian cities (i.e., those more dynamic
than Pernik). Regular work provided a stable income, but casual work had
the advantage of allowing for equally casual migration.

Eventually the housing market became expensive for Pernik workers,
especially after the 1997 economic crisis. Younger families started living
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with their parents in the flats they owned. Sharing space also lowered fami-
lies’ energy costs, a topic of everyday concern that initiated mass protests in
Bulgaria in 2013/14. Although there was abundant unused space in Pernik,
and although statistics attest to increasing space per person in Bulgaria,
especially among ethnic Bulgarians (Ivancheva 2015), this is not reflected
in Pernik workers’ residential patterns. At least half of both regular and
casual workers lived in a household made up of a multigenerational nuclear
family who also shared a village house. The usual pattern was for pension-
ers to live in the village during the warmer months of the year and move
into the apartment block with their children and grandchildren in winter.
This enabled sharing of bills, especially those for heating. Younger genera-
tions lived in the flat for longer periods and visited the village from time to
time, mostly in summer. Regular and casual workers were members of the
same precarious households. Regular elder workers were property owners
and earned more cash than other family members. Casual elder workers
were also property owners, and the pensioners among them had additional
cash income. Casual young workers without cash or property were obliged
to migrate, there being no other way to escape from the lack of job oppor-
tunities in the market and from familial generational inequalities.

One in every two workers in Pernik had a close relative working perma-
nently or casually abroad. Two main migration patterns emerged—short-
term and long-term—depending on age, employment, and family status.
Older regular workers migrated seasonally during the turbulent years of
the early 1990s but soon returned and held on to their positions in the
plant. Casual workers with children in Pernik also migrated casually to
Spain, Italy, France, and Greece, especially after Bulgaria entered the EU in
2007. In addition to such short-term migration, younger, childless casual
workers in their twenties worked as unskilled workers abroad, mainly in
construction, over longer periods. So too did migrants with university
degrees. Especially after wages were slashed in 2008-2010, regular skilled
employees who did not yet have family commitments also turned to migra-
tion. Krassi, a 36-year-old electro-technician, resigned after twelve years
of employment and soon found an equivalent post in a factory in France.
He wrote to his colleagues that his salary was smaller than that of a French
worker, but still much higher than a Stomana wage. Cases like this, which
were much discussed in Stomana, hastened the devaluation of local jobs.

The new division of labor impeded connections with the countryside
and agricultural production. Regular workers could maintain ties and even
strengthen them due to their greater need for less expensive products.
However, few casual workers were able to do so; instead they depended
on other family members for access to village produce. Katia, age 48, was
a crane driver at Stomana’s melting shop, where she had started work after
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graduating from Pernik’s Metallurgical Technical School in 1986. Her
parents worked at Stomana until 1993. She met her husband, Ivo, a skilled
fitter, soon after she started work. One morning on the Friday shift in the
early days of privatization in the late 1990s, her husband, who worked at
the plate mill, telephoned to arrange for them to meet between the two
shops in order to make an “urgent decision.” Friday is the usual day for
communicating bad news: Ivo’s manager had informed him that one of
them would have to leave the factory. It was up to them decide who. Ivo
suggested that it should be him because he, “as a man,” would find another
job easily enough, perhaps at Kremikovtzi, where his expertise from the
melting shop was still in demand under its new owner, Mittal. Indeed he
was recruited there, but he found himself unemployed three years later. He
then became a casual construction worker, and Katia’s wages, although by
now reduced, became their chief source of household income. Their son
Martin, born in 1991, obtained a BA in economics from the University of
Sofia while simultaneously working as a private security guard in Stomana.
Katia was unhappy with his very low salary and twelve-hour shifts, but
this casual employment was better than nothing. They had obtained that
position for him through their local network (one of the supervisors for the
security contractor was an ex-colleague of Ivo’s).

Just as Ivo had been made redundant at Kremikovtzi, Katia too was
made redundant, three years after Ivo left Stomana. She cried in her flat
for five days after signing the papers in the Human Resources department.
Then a friend invited her to attend a party at a local restaurant, hinting that
someone she would meet there could be important to her. The unknown
man wore a suit and seemed to have good connections in the Stomana
hierarchy. Katia assumed he was one of the scrap suppliers. He informed
her that her friend, whom he evidently wanted to impress, had told him her
story. He told her not to worry and said she should give him a telephone
call the next day. When she did so, he told her that “I was never laid off
but had just taken a few days annual leave,” and that she should turn up to
work the next day if she did not want to use up more of it. In the morning,
Katia’s absence was formally logged and she returned to her job, which, by
the time of my fieldwork, she hoped to hang on to for another two years,
until the end of 2016. Her classification as a “Class two hazardous worker”
would then make her eligible for a pension.

Apart from its wage income, this household was sustained by Ivo’s work
in his village of origin, 35 km from the city. Katia’s sister and brother-in-
law, who had managed to hold on to his regular job at Stomana, supplied
the extended family with vegetables and rakia. As a regular worker, Ivo had
continued to participate in a batchia, a form of collective for raising goats,
sheep, or cows that is common in the Bulgarian countryside (with variants
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in other post-Ottoman Balkan countries).* Each member of the group con-
tributes a number of animals. Ivo’s batchia consisted of 98 sheep at the time
he quit. As the owner of 7 animals, he would have been obliged to contrib-
ute some fifteen days of labor during the grazing and milking period from
early spring to late autumn. He used his share of the milk for drinking and
making cheese that he then distributed to the extended family. Sometimes
he sold surplus cheese on the local market. As a regular worker, Ivo was
able to plan his schedule so as not to interfere with his batchia obligations.
However, after becoming a casual construction worker he had to withdraw
from the batchia. Martin said that he would have liked to replace his father,
but he could not do so because he too had no regular job that would have
allowed him to calculate holiday time. In the end Ivo had no choice but to
sell his animals, a decision with sentimental as well as economic effects,
since batchia had been a family tradition. Ivo’s lack of time and inability
to plan ahead even kept him from participating in the daily practices of
assistance among neighbors in Pernik. The new division of labor under
neoliberal conditions has contributed to the demise of the peasant-workers
and cemented their proletarianization. Yet they still depend on familial sol-
idarities and support from those regularly employed to keep going.

Consider the case of Rado, born in 1964, who had been a technician at
Stomana’s plate mill since he was twenty-three. His wife Mariya, a few years
younger, worked as an assistant in a clothing shop in Pernik after being laid
off from an industrial machinery plant in 1996. Their son, Giorgi, born in
1988, had studied at Pernik’s technical school but was unable to find a job
locally and became a construction worker in Sofia. For four years he com-
muted from Pernik because he could not afford rent in the capital. When the
construction sector collapsed after 2010, Giorgi migrated to Belgium, where
he found work as an electrician. His income was enough to get by but did
not allow him to save money or to send money back to the family as he had
initially hoped. Still, this remained his intention. Rado’s salary was the most
stable income in the household. Mariya’s wages were low and paid irregu-
larly. The deregulation of labor encouraged this practice, as shop owners
were aware that their employees had no alternatives. Mariya complained
that she had become dependent on Rado and often discussed the possibility
of leaving Bulgaria for a care job in Spain, where her mother worked.

The family lived in an apartment acquired in 1993 from one of Stomana’s
housing cooperatives. Rado took out a loan in 2006 to repair the plumbing
in the bathroom and kitchen, but repaying this loan was not easy after his
salary was cut, and it became even harder when bonus payments ceased
in 2008. He visited his native village regularly to take care of his vege-
table garden and to contribute to the batchia. He also made rakia with a
village neighbor, another regular steelworker. His continued participation
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in the batchia was facilitated by his 86-year-old father, who still lived in
the village, made cheese, and took care of the animals. Theirs was the last
mutual aid group left in the village since the disintegration of two others
in the mid-1990s. The number of animals had fallen from 120 in late 1998
to only 67 animals in 2014. Owners who could not participate preferred to
sell their animals rather than hire a laborer to care for them. They lacked
cash to pay for labor, and batchia was traditionally based on non-wage
labor anyway. Regular Stomana workers were able to supplement their
wages by producing vegetables and breeding animals, but it now became
impossible for a casual worker to continue animal breeding activities. Some
did, however, still make rakia, which does not require coordination with a
group and takes only a few days.

Household and extended family relations constituted strong unities
among Pernik workers. Household practices of solidarity are strategies of
survival in conditions of increased economic uncertainty (Pine 2001). But
this does not mean that household relationships are necessarily harmoni-
ous. The vast majority of the precarious younger generation lives off the
few remaining assets and relatively stable income of the older, regularly
employed generation and the elders’ domestic production.

Conclusion

Many of the tectonic changes of the new casual/regular divide in postso-
cialist countries have been absorbed by families and by domestic produc-
tion oriented towards subsistence. Like other ethnographers (Pine 2001;
Mollona 2009: 71; Narotzky 2015), I found that strong household solidar-
ities in Pernik are crucial in reproducing the regime of labor flexibility.
Fear of capital flight, strong competition from emerging markets, and the
possibility of downward mobility for all create uncertain conditions for the
workforce. Gender inequalities deepen, as those in a position of power in
the family tend to be the regularly employed, who most often are males.
Even households with members in regular employment can be precarious
when the jobs are patently insecure and no new regular jobs are being
created for the next generation. The abundance of skilled workers among
the unemployed, the occupation of key positions by foreigners, downsizing,
indebtedness, lower wages, and the unpredictability of the financial market
put all Pernik steelworkers and their families in a vulnerable position. The
most precarious are the poorly paid casual workers, who are forced to
take on multiple jobs (sometimes via casual migration), have no time to
sustain social relations, and are highly dependent on family members with
regular jobs. The outcome for those in this category of employment is a
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more complete proletarianization than what existed in socialism, one that
workers who have held on to their regular jobs still strive to avert by main-
taining close ties to the countryside. Despite having so far managed to
resist full proletarianization, regular company workers have increasingly
come to resemble casual workers in terms of their precarity—especially
after the recent economic crisis, which not only reduced their incomes but
intensified the fear of capital flight. Although the division between regular
and casual workers is rather sharp on the shop floor, they often belong to
the same precarious household, blurring the distinction between salariat
and precariat (Standing 2011) at home. The clarity of that distinction is
modulated by ethnicity: it remains sharp for the Roma, who are excluded
from the salariat. Meanwhile, the possibility of downward mobility reduces
everyone to aspiring to hold on to what he or she has already.
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Notes

1. All research participants’ names are pseudonyms.

2. Rural-urban relations in Bulgaria have undergone various types of transformation
since the early 1990s, depending on regional economic conditions (Creed 2013)
and influenced also by global mobility (Kaneff 2013).
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10.

11.
12.

13.

14.

15.

Burawoy (1985: 150) described comparable fears among American workers in the
1980s: “The primary point of reference is no longer the firm’s success from one year
to another; instead it is the rate that might be earned elsewhere ... the fear of being
fired is replaced by the fear of capital flight, plant closure, transfer of operations,
and plant disinvestment.”

The population rose from approximately 1,000 residents in 1880 to 12,296 in 1926;
28,545 in 1946; 59,930 in 1956, and 75844 in 1965 (Boneva, 2014: 287—288). The
expansion continued until the end of the socialist era. The population fell from
111,244 in 1992 to 85,991 in 2001 (National Statistical Institute of Bulgaria, 2001)
and 80,191 in 2011 (National Statistical Institute of Bulgaria 2011).

During fieldwork I met only one worker’s family that claimed descent from wealth-
ier landowners.

In 21 out of 50 workers” households surveyed, at least one member had worked
in such a small-scale private company. In 43 out of 50 households, at least one
member had worked casually.

Estimates of migrants from Bulgaria abroad vary. The Bulgarian National Statisti-
cal Institute estimates 600,000, based on the number of de-registered addresses.
However, migrants do not always de-register, and given that many migrate inside
the EU, accurate figures are difficult to gauge. Half of the households in my survey
had one or more members with direct experience of foreign migration.

The official unemployment rate in Bulgaria was 1.7 percent in 1990, 12.5 percent
in 1991, 18 percent in 2000, and 11.2 percent in 2014. In 2014 the official rate in
Pernik was 13 percent, but local social scientists estimated that it was much higher
and undocumented, as many underemployed people do not register. Moreover,
those who migrate abroad are not classified as unemployed.

According to the 2011 census, Pernik’s Roma were 2.3 percent of its population.
However, the real figure is certainly higher, given that Roma people often conceal
their ethnic background to avoid discrimination.

According to a report on Foreign Direct Investment published by the Central Bank
of Bulgaria in 2009, Greece was the third largest investor in Bulgaria, after Austria
and the Netherlands. Investments were made mainly in the banking sector, textiles,
financial consultancy, import and export, construction, real estate, and commu-
nications. The ongoing Greek crisis has intensified the flight of companies from
Greece to Bulgaria.

Percentages supplied by the Human Resources manager.

According to estimates by the two unions (Podkrepa and KNSB) in January
2014.

The actual number of the casual workforce was not documented in 2014; these
percentages are my own estimates.

These approximations are suggested by my household survey of 50 workers in the
plant (35 regular and 15 casual).

Most work 8-hour shifts: four days morning (06:00-14:00), four days afternoon
(14:00-22:00), and four nights (22:00-06:00), with one or two days off between
shifts. Those doing the heaviest jobs in the melting shop receive additional days
off.
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16. According to the European Environmental Agency report (2013), Bulgaria’s air is
the most polluted in Europe. Within Bulgaria, Pernik is widely said to be the most
polluted city.

17. E.g., “Death to Byzantium.

18. Under socialism, workers’ children took up various posts, not necessarily at the
same shop as their parents. However, many couples worked at the same shop floor,
having first met each other at work.

19. The ‘House Building Company’ built approximately 1200 flats a year in the 1970s
(Manova 2011: 598).

20. In Sofia I have heard of people who fictitiously divorced in order to acquire more
space. I have not heard about similar divorces in Pernik, possibly because such
ruses were impossible in the smaller city.

21. Older Pernik residents connect the batchia to Vlach nomadic traditions (see
Campbell 1964). In Bulgaria it is thought to date back to the sixteenth century
(Lazarov 2012).
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Precarious Labor and Precarious
Livelihoods in an Indian Company
Town

- U1

CHRISTIAN STRUMPELL

Introduction

One evening in February 2006 I sat with Bhola, a 35-year-old steel worker,
in his quarters in the spacious, green, clean company township his employer
maintains for its regular workforce at Rourkela in the eastern Indian state
Odisha. Bhola had grown up just a stone’s throw away, in a village on the
edge of the township. On that evening he lamented that his father, who
had also been employed by the company, had not left the basti, as such
settlements are called, in order to raise his children in the township. “Here;
Bhola explained, “we would have attended proper schools, would have
learned proper speech and manners, and I often think how much better my
life would have been!” Bhola’s complaints referred to the difficulties he had
experienced in obtaining a regular job with the company that had already
employed his father. For manual workers, this company offered by far the
best employment conditions available.

Bhola’s employer, the Rourkela Steel Plant (RSP) is a public-sector
undertaking established in the 1950s by the Government of India under
Prime Minister Nehru. Domestic steel production was considered essen-
tial to making India economically autonomous and buttressing the coun-
try’s newly gained political independence (Khilnani 2003 [1997]: 61-106;
Nayar 2004 [2001]: 50—85). RSP, like all public-sector industries, was to
be a cornerstone of Nehru’s sociopolitical agenda of balancing regional
inequalities. The plant was intentionally located in a rural backwater, an
“elsewhere” between the metropoles (cf. Roy 2007). It would help to relieve
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pressure on the countryside by providing large-scale employment, and its
workforce would become a “model” citizenry. The area was still sparsely
populated, and the plant’s workforce would include significant numbers of
immigrants and unite people of different regions, castes, and religions. As
a public-sector undertaking, RSP would provide relatively well-paid and
secure employment, including accommodation in the well-equipped town-
ship adjacent to the plant. This, it was expected, would inevitably transcend
workers’ loyalties to caste, region, and religion, and transform them into
modern, secular, socialist citizens (cf. Parry 1999, 2009).

Over the decades, the employment conditions RSP offered were indeed
munificent compared to those at other public-sector companies, as well
as at the large number of private-sector factories that were soon attracted
to Rourkela. Furthermore, RSP offered such employment to a relatively
large number of people. In 1981, it had 38,701 employees on its direct
payroll while the population of the larger town, including the company
township and other “planned” or “unplanned” colonies, stood at 322,610.!
Ten years later there were 36,049 RSP jobs for an urban population of
398,692. By 1986, other central or state government public-sector enter-
prises in the town were employing around the same number of people,
while private industry had a regular workforce of around 25,000 (Barick
1989: 65). Clearly, it was a common experience in Rourkela to have
regular employment in the “organized” formal sector, which comprises
relatively large-scale, capital-intensive industries that are registered, pay
sales and income taxes, employ 100 or more regular workers entitled to
union representation and enforceable standards of working conditions,
and are predominantly run by the state (cf. Parry 2009: 180). Accordingly,
many young people could aspire to such employment conditions.
However, the situation in Rourkela changed dramatically in the 1990s,
when the Government of India—under pressure from global financial
institutions as well as domestic forces (Nayar 2004: 129-155)—officially
turned away from Nehruvian “socialism” toward “economic liberaliza-
tion” RSP still offered secure, remunerative employment, but—like other
public-sector undertakings—it drastically reduced its regular workforce.
By 2009, its manpower was reduced to 19,500, a number that was set to
decrease even further. Many young people were forced to abandon their
expectations of regular employment in Rourkela and leave the place, or
else accept jobs in the informal sector. By contrast with the situation
in India at large, where 90 percent of the total labor force had always
had to rely on the “unorganized” informal sector (Breman 1994; Parry
2009: 180), and where precarious labor has always been unexceptional
(Cross 2010), the increasing precarity in Rourkela represents a reversal of
expectations. In this respect, the process unfolding at Rourkela resembles
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the experience of the organized working classes in the “West” (Standing
2014 [2011]).

However, increasing precarity has not affected the whole of Rourkela’s
working classes in the same way. After liberalization, RSP also enhanced
the educational credentials demanded from applicants. Since then, as
Bhola’s statement makes clear, company accommodation in the township
is considered crucial to getting the education required for regular employ-
ment. Indeed, it is a major perk of the job, not only because the housing is
of good quality and the rents and services (like water and electricity) are
heavily subsidized, but also because the township is where the company’s
well-equipped hospital, health centers, and schools are located. In 1982,
the Steel Authority of India Ltd (SAIL)—the holding company responsible
for several public-sector steel plants—was spending more than 50 percent
of its budget for welfare and social amenities on townships and schools
(Mohanty 1988: 122f.). Until a decade ago, however, the RSP township had
far too little accommodation for all of its regular employees. Roughly half
lived in villages, slums, and other settlements on its periphery.

As I shall show, this divide between township and surrounding settle-
ments was congruent from the start with an ethnic divide between migrant
workers of various castes from Odisha’s coastal lowlands and other Indian
states, and the local population, who were predominantly Adivasis (i.e.,
“tribals” of supposedly autochthonous origin). Initially, however, this resi-
dential segregation of ethnic groups did not divide the regularly employed
public-sector RSP workforce from the other, less privileged informal sector
labor. In the township, regular RSP workers were among themselves. But
outside it they lived cheek by jowl and shared in a common neighborhood
life. Only upon economic liberalization and the ensuing changes to the
Indian public sector did the spatial segregation begin to reflect the divide
between the two types of worker. When RSP radically reduced its regular
workforce, the educational credentials required to join it were made more
rigorous. With the reduction in manning, the township was now large
enough to accommodate all regular company workers, and the Adivasis
amongst them now rushed to move in for the sake of their children’s
educational prospects. The spatial distance established between regular
RSP workers and precarious informal-sector workers of Adivasi ethnicity
distanced the former from the demands for regular employment made
by those they had left behind. Furthermore, while Rourkela’s still largely
Adivasi bastis were being turned into “sinks” of informal-sector labor (cf.
Parry 2013b: 71), the town witnessed an intensifying spate of urban devel-
opment projects that threatened the inhabitants of the bastis with evic-
tion. Not only do they now have very little chance of landing a regular
RSP job, but their very existence in their natal settlements is in jeopardy.
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This chapter shows that precarity is not exclusively rooted in the realm of
work and employment, as Standing’s (2014) account suggests, and that the
postcolonial Indian state and contemporary urban development processes
exacerbate precarity.

Local and Foreign Workers

From its outset in 1955, the construction of the steel plant and township
was marred by technical problems. To realize the project, the Government
of India required expertise, equipment, and capital from its foreign part-
ners. After prolonged negotiations with several prospective partners it
contracted with a consortium formed around the West German steel cor-
porations Krupp and DEMAG. These companies lacked prior experience
assembling a steel plant—cum-township on a “green field” site in a cultural
environment very different from their own. The Indian authorities and civil
construction companies were in no position to help. The ensuing misun-
derstandings and overambitious technical aspirations resulted in major
delays in preparing the ground for construction, delivering the necessary
equipment, and commissioning individual units.?

These organizational difficulties were aggravated by serious social prob-
lems. Construction work was interrupted by violent attacks on immigrants
from Bengal, Punjab, and Tamil Nadu, perpetrated by goondas (hooligans)
of the Odia ethnic group. They had been shipped in by Odia petty capital-
ists and steel plant officers to intimidate competitors from outside Odisha
who dominated the local construction industry as well as the RSP execu-
tive cadres. Odia construction workers were easily mobilized to join these
attacks. Elderly Odia workers remember the goondas as “heroes” who pro-
tected their compatriots, who were working for derisory wages as unskilled
laborers under “foreign” contractors and supervisors from Bengal, Punjab,
and other Indian states. Skilled workers, almost all of whom were from
outside Odisha, earned up to ten times more than others as the West
German companies competed with each other to recruit those with indus-
trial work experience. Despite the Nehruvian objective of an economically
secure public-sector industrial workforce (cf. Parry 2009), RSP was built
in collaboration with foreign capitalist companies that employed workers
according to market principles.

The conflicts between Odia RSP officers, contractors, and workers on the
one hand and the “foreigners” on the other were exacerbated by the polit-
ical situation in Rourkela and in Odisha more widely. In 1958, an enquiry
committee of the Odisha State Assembly accused RSP management of
discrimination against the people of Odisha and demanded that it keep its
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promise of regional development and give Odias priority in employment.?
The incursion of non-Odias was bitterly resented. Protection of the “Odia
nation”—especially from the Bengalis, who had administered large tracts of
Odisha during colonial times, allegedly much to the Odias’ disadvantage—
was a deep concern for many educated Odia (Bailey 1998: 31) and became
a unifying agenda for major political parties in the state that otherwise
catered to very different constituencies. The Congress party could count on
support only in the coastal lowlands of eastern Odisha, whereas the western
uplands where Rourkela is located were the stronghold of the Ganatantra
Parishad, a party dedicated to protecting the region from the lowland
immigrants who had flocked there after its incorporation into Odisha in
1948 (Bailey 1963: 161-218). Several royal houses had ruled the hill region
under the “indirect” control of the British. After Independence, they ini-
tially resisted integration into the Republic of India but ultimately buckled
under pressure from local popular movements and from the Indian state,
which offered financial incentives for a “merger” Meanwhile, the kings and
their entourages of Odia landlords, administrators, and lawyers resented
both the coastal Odias, who allegedly displayed the “mentality of conquer-
ors” (Bailey 1959: 1471), and the Bengalis and other outsiders brought in
by the RSP. The Ganatantra Parishad party, a product of these resentments,
successfully challenged the supremacy of the Congress Party in the state
for several decades, and in Rourkela it supported local villagers’ protests
against their displacement.

The Ganatantra Parishad was soon joined by rival parties, including
socialists and a “tribal” party that aspired to set up a new tribal state of
Jharkhand in the region.* The majority of Rourkela inhabitants belonged to
several different indigenous tribes that all considered themselves distinct
from Odias. Most mistrusted the self-proclaimed guardians of western
Odisha as much as they did those of “the Odia nation” After protracted
negotiations and violent confrontations, an agreement was reached. It
promised each displaced household not only monetary compensation but
also regular employment in RSP for one of its able-bodied male members;
a housing plot in one of three “resettlement colonies” to be established
close to, but separate from, the company township for those wishing to
take up such jobs; and land in “reclamation camps” further away for those
preferring to remain in agriculture. In this way the construction of the
steel plant and township, with their unprecedented employment and busi-
ness opportunities, fueled pre-existing ethnic and intra-regional tensions
that were heightened by the arrival of thousands of migrants from other
parts of India. One important effect of this was the segregation of the
local, largely tribal population in separate residential areas outside the
RSP township.



Precarious Labor and Precarious Livelihoods < 139

From 1959 onward, as RSP started its operations and recruited its
regular workforce, relations between “locals” and “outsiders” remained
volatile. Though the plant had taken on 23,000 workers by 1965, competi-
tion for jobs was strong and usually framed in ethnic terms. Outbreaks of
violence were frequent and reached a sad climax in 1964 in a communal
riot in which around two thousand Muslims were murdered by mobs that
included Punjabis, Bengalis, Odias, and Adivasis, all of whom considered
the Muslims outsiders.®

Strained ethnic relationships also reverberated in RSP labor politics.
The two major rival trade unions were associated with Odia and non-Odia
workers respectively. Indian labor laws “recognize” only the union with
the largest membership in an enterprise as the sole representative of its
workforce in collective negotiations. With the support of the state govern-
ment, whose labor department verifies the union membership lists, the
“Odia union” was formally recognized as the representative union in 1967.
Around the same time, it became mandatory for public-sector undertakings
to recruit manual workers exclusively through local employment exchanges
under the state’s labor department. In this way the Government of Odisha
finally gained control over access to RSP employment, and Odia applicants
were privileged. In the late 1960s and early 1970s, the plant commissioned
some new units and again recruited regular workers in large numbers.
Between 1966 and 1974, the regular RSP workforce grew from 23,000 to
35,000 workers, and most of the new recruits were Odias. Furthermore,
the recognized union was able to help Odia workers receive more favorable
treatment. From the shop floor to the plant level, and with few exceptions,
union office holders were Odias. When it came to promotions, holidays, or
the allotment of quarters, hospital beds, or any other benefits in which the
recognized union had a say, it would first support its “own people” Not all
Odia workers supported or received favors from the union. However, many
now retired Bengali and South Indian workers I talked to were convinced
that they had experienced ethnic discrimination in which the union had
been at least complicit.

I never heard anybody in Rourkela claim that the earlier animosities
between hill-dwelling and coastal Odias were ever significant in union pol-
itics or in the competition for RSP jobs. Many people viewed Rourkela as
a place where Odias as a whole had reinvigorated their identity by success-
fully asserting themselves against “foreign” (especially Bengali) domination.
For Odia nationalists, Rourkela became an icon of modern Odisha, as well
as of modern India in general.

By contrast, Adivasi suspicions of Odias from east and west alike gained
new vigor in and around the RSP as early as the early 1960s. Odia regard
the Adivasi as part of Odisha (Sengupta 2007). However, relatively few were
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taken on when the employment exchanges controlled the pool of candi-
dates for the expansion of the RSP workforce between 1966 and 1974. As
was standard practice already, those Adivasi who were recruited to regular
jobs, or given jobs in compensation for their displacement, were posted in
mechanical maintenance departments or, more often, in “hot shops” like
the coke ovens, blast furnaces, and steel melting shop, where working con-
ditions are particularly tough (cf. Behera 1996). Officers in the RSP person-
nel department considered Adivasis especially (and perhaps exclusively)
suited for hard physical labor, an understanding shared by non-Adivasi
workers on the same shop floors who, with the consent of their superiors
and the union, routinely ordered their helpless Adivasi workmates about.

RSP employed only a small number of Adivasi in white-collar jobs,
and they too felt unfairly treated at work. In the late 1960s they founded
a union of their own that challenged the recognized Odia union and
quickly received support from the large number of Adivasis working in
the hot shops. That union came to be called the “Jharkhand union”—a
reference to the tribal state to which many Adivasi aspired. This union
received strong support from many Bengali, Punjabi, and other non-Odia
RSP workers who felt alienated from the recognized union. Unlike the
Adivasis, however, these workers were not concentrated in specific units
or positions. The Jharkhand union failed to establish a majority among RSP
workers because—according to many of its erstwhile supporters—the state
government’s labor department, which verifies membership figures, again
backed the Odia union.

Most Adivasi RSP workers not only worked in tribal jobs but also lived in
places considered tribal. Two-thirds of those who lost land to RSP belonged
to one of the tribal groups in the area. Consequently, most inhabitants of
the resettlement colonies were Adivasis, and their predominance in these
settlements increased when other Adivasis from the surrounding villages
who had come to find work in Rourkela moved into the colonies, where
most of them had relatives. They came to be regarded as tribal places con-
spicuously different from the RSP “garden city” with its schools, parks,
clubs, and health centers. Indeed, whereas the company funded the town-
ship with relatively great generosity, the resettlement colonies fell under the
jurisdiction of the notoriously underfunded Odisha state government. It
cleared and leveled the ground, marked out streets, and built a few school
buildings and sank wells. Houses, however, had to be built by the displaced
people themselves with money provided in the compensation package.®

Some local villagers, mostly Adivasis, did not have to leave their houses
because RSP had acquired only their fields. Some lost all their land and
moved away, only to return to their old village site when they realized after
a couple of years that it was still vacant.” When it turned out that not all
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of the appropriated land was required for the development, around 4,000
acres were returned to the state government as unutilized “surplus land”
Some of the land it retained remained vacant, and the displaced unofficially
reclaimed parts of the latter to establish houses, cultivate rice, keep animals,
and make kitchen gardens. Many Adivasis earned additional income from
informal activities like liquor distillation or construction work, and quite a
few also had regular RSP jobs. Much of my fieldwork focused on one such
re-established village, the basti of Nag Nadi, where to his regret Bhola had
grown up. In the mid 1980s, according to the census I carried out in 2005,
43 of 68 households contained at least one regular RSP worker. In all these
bastis, as in the resettlement colonies, Adivasi permanent workers lived
alongside casual workers. By contrast, Odia RSP workers, most of them
from the coastal lowlands, lived in the township, as did immigrants from
other states. Both the work situation at the RSP and the living situation
in the town had important political ramifications. Adivasis had claimed a
preferential right to the many jobs RSP offered in the late 1960s because
the industry was built on their forefathers’ land, and because promises of
regular RSP employment as compensation for their displacement had not
been kept. They received support from the above-mentioned Jharkhand
union and achieved their most significant success in 1971, when around
300 locals were recruited after the steel minister in Delhi directed RSP to
employ at least one person from each displaced household.

Some years later, several thousand contract workers employed in the
plant through a chain of contractors and subcontractors laid claim to
regular RSP jobs. Though there is also Odia, Bihari, and Telugu contract
labor, most of it is Adivasi and local (cf. Omvedt 1981). In the 1970s regular
steelworkers’ wages began to rise substantially (Mohanty 1988: 185-199).
Like many other public-sector companies, RSP increasingly resorted to
much cheaper contract labor for repair and maintenance jobs.® Few such
workers have union protection from arbitrary dismissal, receive sick pay, or
enjoy any of the other benefits and perks to which regular workers are enti-
tled (cf. Parry 2009, 2013a). Though the law obliges a company to employ
regular workers for all jobs that are “permanent and perennial” to its pro-
duction process, RSP—like many other companies in both the private and
the public sector—regularly deploys contract labor alongside regular RSP
workers on the very same tasks. In 1986 some contract workers approached
Panicker, an RSP clerk from South India who had gained a reputation for
his courage and legal acumen, to file a suit for the regularization of the RSP
contract labor force, which comprised around 10,000 workers at the time.
In 1995, after interminable legal proceedings and much intimidation by the
RSP management, the Supreme Court ordered RSP to take 4,500 of them
on as regular workers.
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Even before this triumph, Panicker had gained enough popularity among
RSP workers to found a new union with the aim of overthrowing the rec-
ognized union. Many office holders of the Odia union, Panicker and many
others claimed, had been bribed into acquiescence to the contract labor
system and involved in attempts to intimidate him and his associates. By
the late 1980s the Odia union had lost credibility even among many Odia
RSP workers, and an election to decide which union had majority support
was won by Panicker’s union.

In the early 1990s, some residents of the bastis and resettlement colo-
nies revived claims to regular RSP employment as compensation for their
earlier displacement. Because of his previous successes, especially on behalf
of largely Adivasi contract labor, Panicker’s aid was solicited. On his advice
they filed a case for preferential employment for all those displaced by RSP
and pressed those claims with large demonstrations and sit-ins. Though
their demands were not completely fulfilled, they achieved further conces-
sions from the RSP and the state government. One RSP job was allocated
to each of around 1,000 households whose land had been acquired in the
1950s, but who had not yet been provided with compensatory employ-
ment. Bhola was among them.’ The action of the early 1990s replicated that
of the 1970s, and success in each case probably owed a lot to the support
extended by a new union.

Economic Liberalization and the Second Generation of
RSP Workers

In the same era when several thousand contract workers and displaced
people were struggling for regular RSP employment, public-sector indus-
tries were going through a major transformation. In 1991 the Government
of India embarked on a policy of “economic liberalization” that broke with
several tenets of Nehruvian socialism (Nayar 2004: 129-155).° A crucial
part of this process was the restructuring of SAIL, the central govern-
ment holding company, as a competitive player on the global steel market.
This entailed the reduction of the regular workforce in SAIL units like
RSP but did not diminish the munificent—by Indian standards—wages and
fringe benefits the workforce enjoyed, or its high degree of job security.
Since the first generation of RSP workers was about to turn sixty, the age
of retirement, manpower reduction was achieved by natural attrition sup-
plemented by a “voluntary retirement” scheme (Striimpell 2014). RSP did
recruit new workers during this period, but they were far fewer than the
retiring workers. By 2014 there were only 15,000 permanent employees.
Furthermore, although a significant share of first-generation retirees were
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illiterate, starting in the 1990s RSP demanded matriculation (i.e., successful
completion of the tenth grade) as a minimum qualification. De facto it only
recruited people with much higher educational credentials—commonly
those with a certificate from an industrial training institute, a diploma from
an engineering college, or a degree. Thus, the prospects of regular employ-
ment with RSP shrank dramatically in the 1990s, and recruitment became
the privilege of the formally educated.

These changes had very uneven social effects. Differences in educational
qualifications mapped quite neatly onto Rourkela’s ethnically segregated
townscape, since it is taken for granted that the bastis and resettlement
colonies are largely populated by the “uneducated,” the “matric fail” The
largely Odia residents of the RSP township are much better schooled. They
were optimistic that their grown-up children would make it into regular
employment elsewhere, and some indeed had already found jobs in the
South Indian IT industries. By contrast, in Nag Nadi, the basti Bhola grew
up in and the one I know best, no one passed the tenth class until 1992,
by which time matriculation was insufficient in practice to obtain an RSP
job. Jobs were obtained only through the political action described in the
preceding section.

During my research in Rourkela between 2004 and 2008, displaced
people again held large rallies and filed court cases. Only half of the 1,000
households promised a job in 1995 had actually been given one, and the
displaced people’s associations demanded faster implementation. They also
claimed that the list of households from whom the Odisha state govern-
ment had acquired land in 1954 was faulty: it was based on the census of
1951, but several of the listed households had fissioned by the time of land
acquisition. This time around, however, few regular RSP workers, whether
Odia or Adivasi, had any sympathy for these claims. Many said it made no
sense to employ such people, because it was a burden to work with them
and they were all “uneducated” With an RSP pay packet they would only
get drunk more often, it was alleged, and then their tasks would have to
be carried out by somebody else and collective production bonuses would
fall. Those who voiced such sentiments were all educated. To be sure, even
during the earlier agitation at the beginning of the 1990s, not a few RSP
workers had been unsympathetic or even hostile. It was those who lived
in the same neighborhoods, and those who felt marginalized by the recog-
nized union, who had supported the claimants to regular jobs at RSP. By the
mid 2000s, things had changed.

Odia nationalism, which had once antagonized non-Odia RSP workers,
had waned, and its impact on RSP’s recruitment policy and on shop floor
relations was more muted. Once economic liberalization was under way,
attracting international corporate capital to Odisha became the chief
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concern of state government and the elite (Sengupta 2007). As of 1989 the
local employment exchange considered applications only from persons
holding a residential certificate, which was predicated on twelve years of
uninterrupted residence in the state. Young migrants from other states
were often disqualified because they had spent part of their childhood
or adolescence in their home states. At this point, then, almost all RSP
workers were either Odias or Adivasis from Odisha. By the mid 2000s the
generational change of the RSP workforce was almost complete. Only a
few RSP workers still lived in bastis and resettlement colonies, and they
were about to retire. Many had retired already, and the few sons who had
followed in their fathers’ footsteps as regular RSP workers had all moved
into the township. Adivasis from other parts of northern Odisha who had
joined RSP in large numbers during the 1990s had settled in the township
and not, as in previous generations, joined relatives outside it. Though the
bastis and resettlement colonies remained largely Adivasi areas, they were
now ever more exclusively inhabited by informal-sector workers making a
living from precarious (self-)employment as construction workers, drivers,
tailors, distillers and sellers of illicit liquor, contract workers in the RSP
or in private-sector factories, or petty contractors or goondas—jobs that
are often supplemented by some kitchen gardening and rice farming. So
whereas many Adivasis now lived in the township, hardly any RSP workers
were left in the bastis or resettlement colonies. So even though the dis-
tinction between the bastis and resettlement colonies on the one hand,
and the township on the other, became more muted in terms of the ethnic
segregation between Adivasis and the rest, in class terms the residential
segregation had sharpened significantly.

“Educated” and “Uneducated” Workers

Like Bhola, all new township settlers I talked to mentioned their children’s
educational prospects as the reason for their residential choice. Bastis like
Nag Nadi are officially considered illegal encroachments, so they have no
schools at all. In the 1980s a housing colony was established adjacent to
Nag Nadi (see next section below), and the children of the basti started
attending schools there. Even in the resettlement colonies schools were
not opened until the 1970s. The township, however, had them from its
start. Moreover, the resettlement colony schools are run by the state gov-
ernment, which means they are poorly funded and staffed and have lower
standards, compared with company schools in the township. Quite apart
from its schools, life in the township is itself considered an education.
Residents live surrounded by “educated” neighbors who see to it that their
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children study and learn proper speech and manners. Conversely, proper
education of children is held to be almost impossible for someone living
in Rourkela’s slums or resettlement colonies, where money is drunk, not
saved, and parents give no thought to the future. Many Odias regard the
Adivasis’ lack of interest in education as part of the natural order of things
and find it unremarkable that basti people should be poorly educated. It
is indeed the case that some of the latter spend a significant proportion of
their meager earnings on drink and pay little heed to school attendance.
It is difficult to map out a future when life is so insecure (cf. Parry 2013b:
68f£.). My general impression, however, is that education is a major concern,
not only for regular RSP workers but also for many in the informal sector
who live in bastis and resettlement colonies, and regardless of whether or
not they are Adivasis—an impression supported by evidence from all over
India (cf. Jeftrey, Jeffery, and Jeffery 2005). Of course, the kind of education
parents are able to offer their children depends on the kinds of schools
and tuition classes they have access to. The pay and perks of a regular RSP
worker provide an obvious advantage in that regard, as does an “educated”
environment of the kind that the township provides. It is hardly surpris-
ing that the “Panicker people,” like the displaced people who finally got
RSP jobs, deserted their bastis for the township as soon as space became
available there.

Only in the early 2000s did RSP become able to accommodate its entire
workforce, which by then had shrunk to less than 24,000. Its residential
quarters are spread over nineteen sectors, each divided into an unequal
number of blocks. One such block was built in the early 1990s for the
international personnel expected to play a key role in modernizing RSP
in those years. One sector, which initially housed the workforce of the
Rourkela Fertilizer Plant, metamorphosed into an additional RSP township
sector, but only after the plant was closed in 2003. The township has always
accommodated some non-employees, and quite a few employees illicitly
sublet their company quarters. From the early 1970s to the early 1990s,
the township accommodated little more than half of the company’s regular
workforce.

But the size of the township does not in itself explain why, in earlier days,
some RSP workers moved into the township while others did not. Bhola’s
father became a regular RSP worker in 1962 and was entitled to a town-
ship quarter, but did not consider moving. Many older workers allotted
township quarters in the 1970s or 1980s preferred to rent them out unoffi-
cially because they preferred living in the basti or the resettlement colony.
People from the better parts of Rourkela took this as a clear sign that “these
people” have no interest in education. Managers regularly alleged that “such
people” sublet their quarters with the sole aim of obtaining extra money for
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liquor. Indeed, the handful of RSP workers who now remain in Nag Nadi
have all been allotted RSP housing, and they all sublet for a monthly rent
of around 700 rupees. But unlike comparative youngsters like Bhola, those
who stayed on in the basti were coming up for retirement. Their children
were beyond school age, so they did not have the same incentive to move.

Retired Adivasi RSP workers, like Bhola’s father, explain their reluc-
tance to move by pointing out that their houses in the basti are larger
and more comfortable than the township quarters to which RSP workers
of their grade would have been entitled, and their garden plots and fields
are nearby. Women especially tend to prefer to stay where they are. In the
township, many elderly women in particular felt confined and condemned
to enforced idleness. Even nowadays, Adivasi and Odia neighbors in the
township seldom maintain close links. In the past Odias, as well as other
non-Adivasis, were often outspokenly disdainful of Adivasi culture and
customs. Though I was never told so explicitly, it seems likely that Adivasis
saw this as a further disincentive to living in the township.!! Before the
1990s, there was of course no sign that India would liberalize its economy,
that SAIL would reduce manpower so drastically, or that regular perma-
nent employment would be restricted to those with far better educational
qualifications. The many Adivasi RSP workers living in bastis and resettle-
ment colonies had little reason to worry much about school standards or
put up with snooty neighbors.

Nowadays, Adivasis living in bastis and resettlement colonies also com-
plain about the snootiness of their erstwhile neighbors who have moved
into the township. Adivasis living in the township remain tied to them by
kinship and the ritual and social obligations that come along with it. But
the education they seek for their children entails maintaining a distance
from the “uneducated” If they socialize, the Adivasi regular RSP worker or
his wife makes sure that they do so in bastis or resettlement colonies. Such
people won't feel comfortable in the township quarters, town residents
say: they are not used to sitting at a table, so they will not like eating there.
The construction or contract workers from the basti suspect that their
posh relatives’ reluctance to entertain them in their company quarters is
not due to worries about their guests’ comfort, but to anxiety about their
reputation among their township neighbors. It remains to be seen whether
and how this growing distance will affect marital choices in the future.
It very likely will, but at the time of my research their children had not
reached the age of marriage. The divide is already reflected in their polit-
ical relationship, however. Unlike before, Adivasi RSP workers no longer
come out in support of displaced people’s claims for regular employment.
In fact, Adivasi RSP workers living in the township and their Odia col-
leagues are equally likely to consider it a burden to work with people who
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live in bastis and resettlement colonies and allegedly are regularly drunk
and absent.

From the start, the Adivasis were marginalized by Nehruvian industrial
modernity. Considered a class of uneducated laborers, those who were
provided with regular RSP employment found themselves at the bottom
of the shop floor hierarchy despite their legal status as permanent public-
sector steelworkers. They were also pushed into the bastis and resettlement
colonies at the fringes of the township, where the next generation was
reproduced as a class of uneducated laborers. In the wake of economic lib-
eralization in the 1990s and the subsequent restructuring of India’s public
sector, this class was excluded from regular employment and left with no
alternative to precarious (self-)employment in the informal sector. The few
people from the bastis and resettlement colonies who still had RSP jobs left
these places for the sake of their children’s future. The RSP workforce as a
whole now lived segregated from precarious informal-sector workers, even
as it distanced itself politically from the latter’s claims for RSP employment.

Urban Development, Informal Livelihoods, and Precariousness

The largely Adivasi inhabitants of Rourkela’s bastis were rendered even
more precarious by urban development projects pursued over the last forty
years. A few years before the first generation of RSP workers started retiring
in large numbers in the late 1980s, three housing colonies were established
by the Odisha State Housing Board, the Rourkela Development Authority,
and the Housing and Urban Development Corporation (all statutory gov-
ernment bodies). Their purpose was to relieve pressure on Rourkela’s overall
housing stock, and specifically for retiring RSP employees who wanted to
remain in Rourkela but had to vacate their township quarters. The three
colonies differ in size. Chhend is the largest, with a current population of
about 45,000. Basanti has about 35,000 and Koelnagar, 20,000.'? They also
differ in social composition. Koelnagar has a large number of retired RSP
executives and a higher proportion of migrants from outside Odisha. In the
other two colonies, retired lower-level executives and manual workers from
Odisha predominate. All three are planned urban development projects
that provide the same public amenities as the RSP township, though less
well-funded and of lower quality.

Chhend, built in 1984, was contiguous with Nag Nadi, my base in
Rourkela between 2004 and 2009. On my return in 2011, shortly after
India’s decennial census, Nag Nadi had around 250 households, almost all of
which were Scheduled Tribe Mundaris. The settlement had existed before
the RSP was planned, and in 2004 its elderly inhabitants still remembered
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their eviction in the 1950s. They had moved to a resettlement colony two
kilometers away from the steel plant, but some had returned to their old
village site in the mid 1960s to avoid the ethnic violence that swept the
colony in the wake of the Rourkela communal riots in 1964, and because
they wanted to reclaim their fields and work them, besides working the
regular RSP job that most of them had. Some of their fields were lost when
Chhend was constructed in the early 1980s. They had tried to obstruct the
building site, but the police broke up their protest and detained the dem-
onstrators. In 2005, when some of them lost land again—this time due to
a housing development that the State Bank of India was building for forty
senior officers—their resistance was again quickly broken with the help
of a powerful goonda who appeared at the site and recruited a few young
aspiring goondas from Nag Nadi itself. The expansion of the town affects
other bastis similarly. Yet the new urban housing colonies also provided
basti dwellers with opportunities to earn informal income in various ways.
Masons, carpenters, and painters from Nag Nadi helped to build Chhend
colony. Their reliance on such informal wage labor or self-employment is,
of course, a consequence of their shrinking access to land and their lack of
access to regular RSP employment.

Urban development and the ensuing conflicts over land gained new
momentum in 2013. Rourkela was considered for an administrative reclas-
sification from municipality to municipal corporation. The issue was highly
controversial, though everybody agreed that “if Rourkela turns into a
municipal corporation, you won't be able to recognize it in five years’ time.”
But while many were enthusiastic about the town’s prospects if the change
went ahead, others were extremely apprehensive. Enthusiasts were typically
residents of the housing colonies, whereas denizens of the bastis and reset-
tlement colonies were anxious. Municipal corporations enjoy higher status
than municipalities and receive much larger grants from t