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Ground down by growth: Tribe, caste, class and inequality in twenty-first-century 
India. By Alpa SHAH, Jens LERCHE, Richard AXELBY, Dalel BENBABAALI, 
Brendan DONEGAN, Jayaseelan RAJ and Vikramaditya THAKUR. 
New Delhi, Pluto Press, 2018. xx + 281 pp. ISBN 978-0-07453-3768-5.

This book explores the “modernizing power” of capitalism in a globalized context 
in an attempt to understand why, despite India’s astonishing economic growth, its dalits 
(untouchables) and adivasis (tribal ethnic minorities) have not benefited and continue to 
live at the bottom of its social and economic hierarchy. The book is a collection of anthro-
pological and ethnographic case studies investigating the social realities of these popu-
lation groups across different parts of the country and their integration into the global 
economy. The case studies cover tea plantation workers in Kerala, workers in the highly 
toxic chemical and pharmaceutical industry in the Cuddalore district of Tamil Nadu, 
adivasi workers in the paper mills of Bhadrachalam in Andhra Pradesh, Bhil tribals in 
the Satpura Hills of Gujarat and Maharashtra, who have been displaced by the Sardar 
Sarovar dam, and nomadic agropastoralists in the Chamba district of Himachal Pradesh.

Chapter 1 provides the book’s analytical framework based on intersectionality 
of caste, tribe, class, gender and regional identity, while also drawing attention to the 
fact that identity-based social oppression is constitutive of people’s relationship to their 
means of production and reproduction. It shows how this leads to greater impoverish-
ment among dalit and “tribal” groups – with particular implications for women – in a 
process of economic growth that is not benefiting the people living on its margins. The 
case studies using this framework show that capitalist modernity does not diminish older 
forms of identity-based relations, such that dalits and adivasis may move out of their low 
status. Rather, capitalism enlists and intensifies existing relations of domination based on 
inherited and indelible social identities. Capital accumulation appropriates rather than 
negates these social differences and entrenches them. The authors of this chapter argue 
that the entrenchment of social differentiation in the expansion of capitalism takes place 
through interrelated processes, which include historically inherited inequalities of power, 
extreme exploitation of casual migrant labour, and multiple drivers of oppression based 
on the workings of caste, tribe, class, gender and regional identity.

In Chapter 2, K.P. Kannan provides a very detailed, disaggregated analysis of 
macroeconomic variables and their relation to castes and tribes at the state level. This 
chapter brings out three important findings. First, dalits and adivasis comprise the largest 
proportion of the poor, followed by Muslims and the so-called Other Backward Classes, 
irrespective of how poverty is defined. Second, while Kerala generally appears to per-
form very well with regard to addressing poverty, there actually are no good performers 
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when one interacts social categories and state: even Kerala then falls in the bottom clus-
ter of states in terms of performance in this respect, pointing to implicit or subtle social  
exclusion and discrimination. This finding is quite surprising because Kerala is conven-
tionally celebrated as an inclusive and egalitarian development model, administered by 
an ideologically Left-leaning government for decades. The question then is: why did Ker-
ala’s policies fail to address the issue of dalits and adivasis? Why were these groups ex-
cluded? It would have been interesting if the authors had elaborated a bit on this point. 
Third, the authors’ disaggregated analysis further shows that the levels of multidimen-
sional deprivation faced by dalits (81 per cent) and adivasis (66 per cent) are quite high 
compared to other groups, though Kerala does seem to perform well on this measure of 
poverty. This finding points to the limitations of the measurement of multidimensional 
poverty, which does not fully capture the realities experienced by dalits and adivasis, and 
to the need to go beyond such measures for understanding their realities.

In Chapter 3, Raj provides a fascinating account of more than a century of labour 
exploitation in the tea belts of the Western Ghats in Kerala, where dalits were brought 
in as indentured labourers in 1860s. Though these labourers through their struggles were 
able to secure some basic protection and benefits in 1950s, the dalits and the adivasis 
were excluded from the land reform process. The study brings out the tensions that arose 
in this process between the ideological Left and the tea plantation owners, while still 
showing how their interests ultimately converged, leaving these groups in a vulnerable 
and precarious situation. The author could have dwelt a little more on this aspect and 
process, as it debunks the myth that Kerala’s celebrated Leftist politics delivered equal 
gains for all. Why did the governing Left not address the issues of dalits and adivasis in 
this state more inclusively? Or was it also driven by elitist politics? Or yet by politics 
that simply overlook or underestimate the effects of plural identities, including gender?

The Kerala case study also documents the impact of the neoliberal regime of the 
1990s, under which plantation owners closed plantations temporarily or increased their 
employment contract of labour, and rolled back some of their workers’ hard-won social 
protection and benefits, in violation of the labour law. Such labour law violations are in-
deed also reported in other case studies. For the capitalist class, costs seem to have been 
the overriding concern, resulting in the employment of cheap seasonal migrant labour 
from Jharkhand to undercut the dalits who were then forced to seek work elsewhere, 
in Tamil Nadu. The role of the unions in this process remains weak on account of their 
proximity to plantation owners and the “worker aristocracy”, though (non-unionized) 
dalit female workers in tea plantations in Peermade did organize a strike which created 
a new form of mobilization and bargaining power at tea plantations. However, the sus-
tainability of such initiatives remains in question because of the tendency to use migrant 
labour to suppress any resistance, not to mention more disastrous outcomes, as in the 
case of the bone-processing factory in Tamil Nadu where striking workers were sacked.

The importance of migration in the process of capital accumulation is emphasized 
in Chapter 4 with a case study of a factory cleaning and processing bones for gelatin in 
the Cuddalore district of Tamil Nadu. The study documents the increasing dependence 
of dalits and adivasis on precarious and hazardous work, especially in the informal econ-
omy, and the exploitation of their labour in circumstances where erstwhile landlords are 
now those controlling industries. Not only have dalits and adivasis thus shifted from agri- 
cultural work to precarious informal activities, but they are increasingly resorting to  
migration to meet their economic needs. At the same time, migrants from other areas 
(also dalits/adivasis) are being employed under extremely exploitative conditions, 
further undermining any scope for resistance. This chapter also shows that dalits and  
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adivasis are not a homogeneous category and that they can be fractionalized – as in the 
case of the Cuddalore gelatin factory – into five categories based on migration, perma-
nency, caste, tribe and gender, which limits their ability to challenge management con-
trol and thus prevents unionization or resistance. By looking at identity-based social 
oppression and intersectionality, this work actually goes beyond class analysis, to show 
differentiated forms of exploitation in the capital accumulation process.  However, what 
is also evident is that capitalism works through the cultural specifics of labour: migrant 
dalits and adivasis from Jharkhand do not have the ability to mobilize due to language 
barriers and lack of kinship support networks, and they are subordinated in the process.

A point repeatedly made in these case studies is that there are new trends in eco-
nomic activities, with a shift from traditional subsistence activities, like agriculture or 
forestry, to non-farm or industrial activities. However, as several of the case studies also 
highlight, the important caveat is that this shift means getting embroiled in new forms 
of marginalization and exploitation at work, where power structures remain largely un-
changed. The question one would like to ask is whether they really are new forms of 
marginalization or whether they have always been existent in subtler ways and are now 
simply being increasingly utilized by employers under the neoliberal regime. The case 
studies thus show the continuity of inherited inequalities of power and the changing ways 
in which capitalism is expanding across the country. As agriculture has lost its central 
role in accumulation, the locus of exploitation and oppression has moved to non-farm 
employment, in which intersectional effects driven by caste, tribe, gender and/or migrant 
status continue to shape processes of marginalization.

Another issue that is brought out in a number of the case studies is that there is 
no upward mobility for the dalits and adivasis, while members of other castes not only 
end up in good jobs but also experience occupational mobility. At the same time, it is 
argued that indigenous groups are no longer able to sustain themselves with traditional 
occupations due to skills shortages, lack of access to markets, etc. Nor are they fully 
able to benefit from integration into an economy where they are exploited. Chapters 4, 
6 and 7 show exactly this: whether it is precarious and hazardous work in a gelatin fac-
tory, moving from a nomadic subsistence-based lifestyle to “modern” work, or changing 
economic activities after resettlement due to the construction of a dam, the dalits and 
adivasis continue to be at the bottom of the social hierarchy.

The relationship between the economic and social processes is well articulated in 
the book. The intersectionality of caste, tribe and gender discrimination lies at the heart 
of this endeavour. An interesting manifestation of the social and economic aspects com-
ing together is the alienation of dalits and adivasis within the trade union movement, not 
only on account of “elite capture” and discrimination, but also the non-representation 
of the unorganized sector. Such issues are increasingly within the focus of organizations 
and institutions working on human rights and labour rights, as the importance of dia-
logue across local, indigenous or tribal organizations and trade unions comes to be seen 
as vital to the advancement of inclusive and sustainable development. 

At the same time, several studies give examples of communities which, while not 
enjoying decent work and economic prosperity, are just a bit better off and slightly less 
vulnerable because they have access to land and natural resources. This includes securing 
legal title to land after relocation, as noted in Chapter 7 in the case of the Bhil following 
their resettlement. The issue of access to land and natural resources has of course been 
a very important focus for the realization of indigenous and tribal peoples’ rights. This 
chapter’s findings also highlight the role of control over land and natural resources in 
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enhancing the resilience of communities, which can, in turn, yield important policy les-
sons. Indeed, future research could usefully explore how to improve incomes and work-
ing conditions in communities that have legal control over lands and natural resources. 

The case studies show the everyday functioning of an economic and social order 
that is dependent on caste and tribe-based labour segregation and exploitation – with 
particular implications for women – and is reproducing power structures under the  
guise of development. A line of inquiry that could have been pursued in greater depth 
relates to the perceptions and aspirations of the dalits and adivasis themselves in regard 
to their economic and social reality in the “neo-liberal” India. Do they aspire to work in 
traditional subsistence agriculture or to be trained to do an office job? Do they merely 
aspire to better incomes and working conditions? How are their value systems changing 
as their capacity to consume both cultural products (television, movies, etc.) and con-
sumer goods increases? Only very slightly and only in some cases? How do the resettled 
Bhil adivasis feel about growing cash crops, especially genetically modified Bt cotton? 
Are we to celebrate this trend as a form of integration in the global economy, without 
highlighting the negative consequences – including widespread suicides – observed in 
many other parts of the country? Or is this a judgement best left to those engaged in this 
process on the margins of the labour market, who may find some benefit in it?

This is important because the studies repeatedly mention the integration of dalits  
and adivasis into the market economy – which is bound to have far-reaching conse-
quences for their value systems and aspirations. This goes beyond the experience of 
marginalization as there may be some internalization of hope – at times unreal, and at 
times grounded in minor improvements in material conditions – that may further such 
integration into the market economy, even if an alternative of subsistence agriculture is 
presented. This leaves one quite curious.

In the final chapter, Alpa Shah and Jens Lerche consider what needs to be done to 
challenge “grinding down by growth”. They discuss three main areas of concern, namely: 
how to ensure social welfare for these groups; how to tackle social discrimination; and 
how to mobilize wider social movements in the face of “conjugated oppression”. As a 
means of ensuring social welfare, they discuss social security – along the lines of the 
ILO’s Social Protection Floors Recommendation, 2012 (No. 202) – and its problems of 
implementation, corruption and co-optation by elites. These are all genuine concerns, 
especially when a technical solution alone is presented as a political solution to deep-
rooted discrimination and social hierarchies.

In this connection, however, the authors make the important point that social secu-
rity alone cannot replace secure employment, which would certainly be far more effect-
ive in challenging the discrimination faced by dalits and adivasis in the labour market. 
While affirmative action in the public or formal sector has given the dalits and adivasis 
access to so-called secure jobs, they have often remained at the bottom of the hierarchy 
with very little upward mobility. Yet the reality is that dalits and adivasis tend to work 
primarily in the unorganized sector, where there are no reservations. And if that sector 
were to be formalized, its enhanced social status would then perhaps immediately dis-
qualify dalit and adivasi workers. In this context, the chapter touches upon human rights 
mechanisms within the United Nations system, but for some reason it does not engage 
with the ILO’s labour standards or its Indigenous and Tribal Populations Convention, 
1957 (No. 107), which India has ratified, unlike the Indigenous and Tribal Peoples Con-
vention, 1989 (No. 169).

With regard to mobilizing wider social movements in the face of conjugated op-
pression, the chapter shows that in contrast to the traditional trade unions, which repre-
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sent the interests of few, there have been wider grass-roots social movements or struggles 
in the country, which have evolved with the need of the hour – land grabs, privatization, 
social discrimination, etc. The authors argue that the shape of the class struggle should 
be different for dalits and adivasis, as the struggle for land and forest rights is as import-
ant to them as the struggle for labour rights.

Obviously, not all issues could be covered, but given the current debate on cli-
mate change, which affects these workers much more directly through the depletion of 
natural resources, it is a pity the book does not engage on this issue. This becomes even 
more significant when one connects the aspirations of the younger generations and the 
phenomenon of climate change, as the young are increasingly attracted to cities and the 
consumer economy. Indeed, as climate change gradually takes centre stage, the role of 
indigenous peoples in climate action – through traditional knowledge and management 
of natural resources, and resilient agricultural practices – becomes important. Yet while 
all this knowledge is being lost due to impoverishment and migration, and as aspirations 
change and evolve with integration into the market economy, to what extent are groups 
like the dalits and adivasis interested in managing natural resources? Might there be  
more of an opportunity to shape their aspirations once well-paying “green jobs” are cre-
ated? This issue probably requires further exploration in a sequel to this volume.

Ground down by growth is undoubtedly a high quality contribution to the field of 
anthropological research. It shows how the benefits of economic growth are failing to 
reach the most vulnerable groups, dalits and adivasis, under India’s neoliberal regime, 
thereby exacerbating their impoverishment and marginalization and leaving them at 
the lowest echelons of society. We would recommend that students, scholars and policy-
makers working on India should read this book to gain a better understanding of the 
country’s economic, social and political landscape, and of the challenges that would need 
to be overcome to ensure truly inclusive social processes.

Uma Rani and Rishabh Kumar Dhir 
ILO Research Department and Gender, 

 Equality and Diversity Branch 

Heteromation, and other stories of computing and capitalism.  
By Hamid R. EKBIA and Bonnie A. NARDI. Cambridge, MA, MIT Press, 2017.  
xiv + 280 pp. ISBN 978-0262036252.

In May 2015, Gabriela Rojas-Lozano filed a class action lawsuit in the state of 
Massachusetts against Google alleging that Google was crowdsourcing transcription 
of Google Maps and other information without paying users, through its use of “re-
CAPTCHAS”, the codes that websites ask users to input when logging in. While in the 
first instance users are establishing their identity as persons, the second image displayed 
was alleged to be unnecessary for security needs and merely a transcription done for 
Google’s commercial benefit. Moreover, it was alleged that Google had not disclosed 
to its users that it was profiting from their time and effort.1 A similar legal case that ap-
peared before United States courts was brought by Yelp reviewers alleging they were 
entitled to the minimum wage for time spent writing customer reviews. Neither of these 

1 Rojas-Lozano v. Google, Inc., 15-cv-10160-MGM (District MA. Jan. 22, 2015).
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