
Union. Though these workers have endured brutal (and
officially illegal) police repression, militant union orga-
nizing and strikes persist in Haryana State, proving to
Ness that “newly proletarianized workers gain class
consciousness as quickly as veteran workers from that
region, and resiliently resist employer domination and
persecution” (p. 106).
Ness’s chapter on China centers upon the mass strike in

2014 at several Yue Yuen shoe-manufacturing factories in
the Pearl River Delta. This wildcat strike by over 30,000
workers against the world’s largest shoe company—one of
thousands of similar strikes between 2009 and 2014—was
a success, leading to higher wages and greater retirement
benefits. Of particular interest is the relationship between
“spontaneous”workers’ actions and the state-managed All-
China Federation of Trade Unions (ACFTU), the coun-
try’s only legal union. Though the ACFTU has enrolled
hundreds of thousands of workers in private plants as
China has progressed along its transition to capitalism, it
has done so with the intent to control workers’ activity and
prevent strikes. But it lacks a developed system of
processing grievances and Chinese labor law, now dele-
gated to the city level, is not enforced. As a result, though
workers currently cannot revolt at the regional or national
level or form a non-state union, the number of local strikes
(often in response to failures to pay wages) is extremely
high—and very effective at winning concessions from
private employers. The great irony, Ness rather convinc-
ingly argues, is that Chinese workers seem to have achieved
more power on the job than most of today’s Northern
workers purely through industrial militancy, “without
the existence of the restrictive labor laws that inevitably
accompany recognition of Western-style unions” (p. 117),
and this may remain so even if—or when—a national
independent labor movement emerges out of these local-
ized class struggles.
In his chapter on South Africa, Ness analyzes the wave

of platinum miners’ strikes between 2009 and 2014.
Particular attention is paid to the Marikana strike of 2012,
in which 34 workers were killed and dozens more injured
by police under the orders of the African National
Congress (ANC) government. The ANC, in power since
1994, has continuously implemented a neoliberal agenda.
The participation of the South African Communist Party
(SACP) and the Congress of South African Trade Unions
(COSATU) in a Tripartite Alliance with the ANC has
only led to the SACP and COSATU becoming apologists
for neoliberalism and opponents of workers’ militancy.
Tired of working under abysmal conditions for paltry
wages, the miners—toiling in the country’s largest in-
dustry—directly confronted not only their employers, but
also the pro-employer National Union of Mineworkers
(NUM, part of COSATU) by joining with a militant
independent union, the Association of Mineworkers and
Construction Union (AMCU). Despite the Marikana

massacre, the 2012 strike led to a 22 percent wage increase,
with the most recent strikes winning further increases.
Soon afterward, South Africa’s metalworkers union
(NUMSA) criticized COSATU’s policies and was sub-
sequently expelled. Ness expects a radical restructuring of
the South African labor movement that will challenge the
Tripartite Alliance.

Ness’s descriptions of what might be called the South-
ern version of “alt-labor” are fascinating and deserve close
study. However, it remains to be seen if what he sees as 21st

century variations on the Industrial Workers of the World
(IWW) will retain their combativeness or, as they become
more nationally cohesive and institutionalized, will end up
just as docile as so many unions of the Global North.
There is also something of a conflict between his book’s
subtitle, which invokes the global working class, and his
lack of consideration that the service-sector and public-
sector workers of the North, with their often stagnant or
declining living standards, might prove to be just as
militant as their Southern industrial counterparts. Fur-
thermore, nowhere in this Marxist book is the question of
workers of the Global South forming socialist parties ever
posited. Nevertheless, Southern Insurgency provides a pow-
erful corrective to those who have failed to notice that not
only does the industrial proletariat still matter, but that it
may prove to be the “vanguard” of the international
working class after all.
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The two books under review focus on the politics of the
subaltern, but in different ways. Rina Agarwala seeks to
understand how informal workers, generally viewed in
political economy as hapless victims of capitalism, organize
themselves. Tariq Thachil attempts to explain how a political
party catering to elite interests can also capture the vote of
the subaltern. Both books concentrate on India but frame
their inquiry comparatively and theoretically.

Informal workers comprise 93% of India’s labor force.
They “construct buildings, build roads, grow and sell fruits
and vegetables, clean homes and streets, sew clothes, weld car
parts and make shoes—not to mention the boxes they come
in” (Informal Labor, Formal Politics, and Dignified Discontent
in India, p. 2). They are informal because their work
conditions, benefits, and wages are not contractually pro-
tected, as is true of the “formal working class.” Because of the
nature of their work, their dispersion, and their widespread
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illiteracy or low literacy, they are viewed in the larger literature
as “commodified victims, shorn of agency” (p. 3).

Yet in 2008, with little resistance from parliament, the
government of India passed a bill that offered them
“social security,” especially health insurance. The overall
budgetary commitment was not astronomical, but the
symbolic significance of government recognition and
absence of parliamentary opposition was substantial. More
robust benefits were gained at the state level. According to
India’s constitution, labor welfare is primarily a subject
concerning the state, not the central government.

How does one explain this nonintuitive development?
Agarwala’s explanation leans heavily on the voting signif-
icance of this group. These workers are “using their power
as voters to demand state responsibility for their social
consumption or reproductive needs, such as education,
housing, and health care” (p. 15). The author develops this
argument on the basis of a four-state comparison: Tamil
Nadu, Maharashtra, West Bengal, and Kerala. Her focus,
moreover, is on two sectors marked by the predominance
of informal workers: construction and tobacco. The latter
is also female dominated, which means that its marginality
is doubly pronounced: by class and by gender.

Agarwala’s contribution is to show that the welfare of
informal workers cannot simply be read out of the market-
based economic logic of capitalism. A great deal depends
on whether the polity in which capitalism operates is
democratic or not, and how party politics are organized. If
political parties must compete for the vote of the poor in
order to come to power, as is likely in a democracy where
a significant proportion of the population is poor, informal
workers can exercise their vote to acquire gains that they
would not otherwise obtain. These gains may not be large
in fiscal terms, but for the poor, each addition in welfare,
even if small, is highly valuable. Discussions of worker
welfare in the developing world should take note of the
nature of the polity and party competition.

Thachil’s ambition is also theoretically and compara-
tively anchored. Why poor people support political parties
that represent the economic interests of the wealthier
communities is a puzzle amply discussed in the literature
on the developed world. But it remains a black box in the
developing world. Combining ethnography, large-n sta-
tistical work, and good old “soaking and poking,” as
Richard Fenno put it, Thachil enters that black box.

The author’s focus is on the Bharatiya Janata Party
(BJP), historically viewed as a party that draws most of its
support from the Hindu upper caste. The upper castes are
an estimated 16%–18% of India’s population. Clearly, the
BJP cannot come to power by courting the privileged, and
their affection, alone. It must reach downward, but if it
does so, will it not lose the upper caste vote?

Separating Hindu nationalism into its formal polit-
ical unit and its nonparty organizations turns out to be
the key to the resolution of the puzzle. The party

concentrated on its elite base, but its affiliated organiza-
tions, not contesting elections, provided social services,
primarily health care but also education, to the subaltern.
India’s government machinery was not doing a good job of
reaching the social peripheries in several states. The Hindu
nationalist nonelectoral organizations saw an opportunity
and seized it.
Thachil also argues—and herein lies his distinctive

contribution—that the relationship between these organ-
izations and the subaltern is not marked by clientelism, as
the larger literature, especially that emerging from Latin
America, would normally put it. There is no quid pro quo
involved: “Unlike vote buying . . . such services are not
distributed under quid pro quo protocols” (p. 15). Rather,
ties of “goodwill, friendship, suggestion and rumor”
(p. 27) are built. The expectation is that the subaltern
would reward such painstaking work, but the links are not
episodic and election specific, nor is the service withdrawn
if the voters do not vote as expected. India has for years
practiced the secret ballot, and it is impossible to find out
who voted which way. We only know which electoral
booth favored what party, not how each individual voted.
As a result, the possibility of detecting individual defection
and inflicting individual punishment is minimal. At best,
collective punishments can be meted out. These BJP-
related organizations, however, do not even do that. They,
as Thachil argues, just keep working. Unrelenting social
service, not clientelistic exchange, produces votes.
It is noteworthy that as Elite Parties, Poor Voters was

about to be published, something eerily confirming its
basic arguments happened. In India’s 2014 national
elections, the BJP polled more votes than the Congress
Party among three of the biggest subaltern electoral
categories: socially, the Scheduled Tribes (Adivasis) and
the Scheduled Castes (Dalits), and economically, the
poor. The BJP was expected to win a higher proportion
of the votes of the upper castes and the rich and of the
middle classes, which it did. But it also left the Congress
Party far behind at the lower end of the social and
economic scale, which was unprecedented. Thachil had
already worked for years on how this denouement might
come about. He was able to identify the deeper forces
and strategies at work.
These strong books are not without problems. But the

problems should be put in perspective. No first books,
nor for that matter books written at the height of
intellectual maturity, are faultless. The best way to
understand, and present the problems, is to say that
these books resolve some puzzles but leave others un-
resolved, leaving them for the next round of research, or
the next set of researchers. Research is a cumulative
process of inquiry.
Agarwala’s big unresolved puzzle is this: If informal

workers use their vote to influence politicians, why are
they able to do it only in some states, not in others? After
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all, in an economically poor democracy like India, in
which the poor were historically a majority and are still
a plurality, most political parties should be gravitating
toward the poor. Agarwala’s answer is that the informal
workers become electorally meaningful only when political
parties compete for the vote of the poor. But that pushes
causality one step further. Why would any political party,
seeking to capture power in a low-income democracy, not
court the poor? We need to ask whether the poor voters
always see themselves as part of a poor economic class, or
also as members of caste or religious communities that are
not defined by economics.
Some of Thachil’s arguments have an eerie fit, as I said

earlier, with the 2014 election results in India. But the
2014 elections also pose a huge problem for him. One of
the states he studied, Uttar Pradesh (UP), India’s biggest,
having a population of more than 180 million, was,
according to Thachil, a state where the services of non-
electoral organizations, affiliated with the BJP, failed to
produce votes. The workers of these organizations “openly
admitted that they had been unable to translate the
goodwill they accrued through service work into electoral
results” (p. 222). He adds that for the lower castes, these
workers were always suspect because they came from the
upper castes. What happened in central India, therefore,
could not be repeated in UP.
It turns out that in the 2014 elections, the BJP’s

biggest success was precisely in UP, where it won 73 of 80
parliamentary seats. The BJP would not have come to
power in Delhi without its UP performance. Realizing
the gravity of the question, Thachil wrestles with it in the
“afterword” of the book. In general, he rightly says, the
national results tallied with his argument, but “the most
significant discontinuity came in Uttar Pradesh” (p. 283).
He hypothetically attributes the results in part to Narendra
Modi’s personal popularity and in part to the Hindu–
Muslim polarization that the BJP campaign engineered.
Social science books should not be judged entirely on

predictive criteria. We are not a deterministic, but
a probabilistic, science. Our predictive powers can be
overestimated. So UP alone cannot be held against
Thachil’s impressive research and arguments. But it does
pose a larger intellectual question. Voting is a multidimen-
sional exercise. Social services alone, or, for that matter,
economic or cultural issues alone, cannot be expected to
decide elections once and for all. Why exactly one set of
issues triumphs over the other remains a puzzle to be
resolved, not simply in India but elsewhere, too.
This problem has two sides. First, voters must be

viewed as members of an economic class, as well as
members of social or cultural communities, constituted
by race, religion, language, caste, tribe, and so on. As
human beings, we have multiple selves. Our electoral
behavior cannot be reduced to our economic interests
alone. Identities can, and do, matter. Second, a trickier

problem is trying to sort out when we vote our economic
interests and when our cultural/social/religious identities
triumph over them. Political leaders repeatedly tell you
about the multidimensionality of the voting public.
Political science is yet to respond adequately to the
analytic complexity posed by this multidimensionality.
(For a larger theoretical statement of this problem, see
Ashutosh Varshney. “Nationalism, Ethnic Conflict and
Rationality,” Perspectives on Politics 1 [no, 1, 2003]:
85–99.) As far as Indian voting per se is concerned,
religion and caste are recognized to have been the “master
narratives” of politics for over half a century, not class. (For
the impact of religion on politics and voting, see Pradeep
Chhibber, Religious Practice and Democracy in India,
2014.) More carefully grounded empirical studies of the
kind reviewed here will provide building blocks of a better
understanding.
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Building China is a remarkable and important book. Sarah
Swider’s research breaks new ground in examining the
employment configurations, daily lives, and contentious
resistance of the millions of rural-to-urban migrant con-
struction workers who pour more concrete and erect more
buildings across China’s cities each year than their
counterparts in most countries do in decades or even
centuries. What makes this work such an essential addition
to a literature that may rightly be seen as already well-
populated with scholarship on workers in export
manufacturing, service industries, and the old state sector,
is precisely that it puts migrant construction workers front
and center. Swider offers us by far the best and most
comprehensive picture of workers in this sector to date.
But she also goes beyond this, giving her readers a refined
and nuanced theory of the micro-level politics of pro-
duction in a vital, yet insufficiently understood, segment of
the Chinese economy.

The first five chapters form the core of the book.
Chapter One explains Swider’s theory of employment
configurations, tracing how specific pathways into employ-
ment interact with specific mechanisms that regulate the
employment relationship (p. 8). She explains that three
configurations dominate the migrant construction industry
in China: mediated, embedded, and individualized
employment (pp. 9–10).

In mediated employment, teams of workers are
recruited en masse by contractors in their home provinces.
Different teams on a jobsite are thus often segregated by
native place, as well as by trade—e.g. all iron workers come
from Henan, while all plasterers come from Sichuan, etc.
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