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Workshop Synopsis 

23rd June 2023 

 

Hazardous Labour in the Making of the City 

 

Organised by Sally Cawood & Pratik Mishra 

Lancaster Environment Centre, Lancaster University, UK 

 

The following provides a brief synthesis of the workshop on Hazardous Labour in the Making of the City 

which took place at Lancaster University on 23rd June 2023. The workshop included around 30 

participants (in-person and online), including 13 speakers. Thank you to everyone for joining us for 

generative discussions!  

 

INTRODUCTION  

 

Sally and Pratik opened the day with a brief reflection on motivations for the workshop, linked to an 

ongoing ESRC project on sanitation labour (those involved in handling human waste in drains, septic 

tanks, sewers and pit latrines), encounters in the archives and our previous research with workers 

spanning a range of sectors and geographies. We laid out our interdisciplinary influences from urban 

political ecology, urban geography, anthropology, discard/waste studies and postcolonial studies, 

noting the seminal work by Gidwani (2015) and more recent debate on infrastructural labour (Stokes 

and De Coss-Corzo, 2023). We invited speakers to share their research interests and ideas for next 

steps on flip chart paper or in comments via Teams (see attached images).    

 

SESSION 1 – Production & Social Reproduction in the Making of the City  

 

Chair: Dr Pratik Mishra   

 

Session Blurb: While the ’infrastructural’ role of low-waged or unwaged workers are understood as 

enabling the everyday reproduction of the city, workers’ own social reproductive struggles are often 

elided over, even in academic discussions surrounding the ‘labour regime’. In the archival register, this 

may be from scant information of their lives in records of the state, and in the ethnographic register, the 

social reproductive realm may be le unexamined as being less important and relatively inaccessible 

than the accessible, open publicly visible, politics of waged work and the worksite. In this segment, we 

discussed the everyday practices and dispersed sites of social reproduction, of habitation, recovery, 

and care, within which workers not only reproduce themselves, but also actively participate in the 

making of the city. 

Speakers: 

 

https://gtr.ukri.org/projects?ref=ES%2FW002272%2F1
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1. Debolina Majumdar - ‘The capital under construction: Creating labour informality and privatizing 

everyday life in late colonial Delhi (1911 - 46)’ (In-person) 

2. Meera Panicker - ‘Cleaning up after a city: Sanitation work and the politics of waste in Colonial 

Bombay (Remote) 

3. Lalitha Kamath and Priyanka Akkar - ‘Women Fishers’ Infrastructural Labour in Climate 

Changing Mumbai’ (Remote) 

4. Ankita Rathi and Jasmine Fledderjohann - ‘Making Food and a Living out of City’s Waste: 

Space, Food, and Livelihoods in Urban Uttar Pradesh’ (In-person + Remote) 

 

Questions posed by speakers: 

 

Debolina  

→ How could it be useful to think of the construction of informality, precarity, and hazardousness 

as produced through the privatisation of regulation rather than notions of 'state absence' or 

'negligence'? 

→ How do notions of the "hazardousness" or "precarity" traverse the boundaries of the 

workplace/"productive sphere"? 

 

Ankita and Jasmine 

→ Relationship between caste, gender and migrant and precarious labour social reproduction in 

the city?  

o How do we understand children's reproductive labour or precarious labour? 

o What are the intergenerational dynamics at play? 

 

Priyanka & Lalitha 

→ How do workers seek visibility strategically in respect to its benefits but also harms? How do 

these processes make us more conscious of the limits of exercising agency for specific workers. 

 

Chair observations from session: 

 

• The papers discuss generally the processes by which labour is cheapened and disciplined. 

These operate at different sites and scales.  

• There was a somewhat common thread in the papers within making the state visible as a site 

of actively producing informality. One of the ways by which the state does this is through 

adversely incorporating labour into exploitative jobs based on their marginalized identities. 

Caste as a site appear at the center of governance (cf. Debolina, Meera) 

• There was also the question of indebtedness that many of the papers brought out. It is not 

enough to make visible the role of unpaid/ family labour in making ends meet, but we need to 

also understand how day-to-day household economies are also crucially organized around the 

component of debt to making ends meet. (cf. Ankita & Jasmine, Debolina) 
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SESSION 2 – In/Visible Labour in the Functioning City  

 

Chair: Dr Sally Cawood  

 

Session Blurb: In this segment, we discussed the lived realities of urban workers, whose labour in the 

production, maintenance and repair of infrastructure and city-space is often marked by contradictions 

of in/visibility, and whose methods of accessing city-space are stuck between regimes of legality and 

illegality or legitimacy and illegitimacy (Chhabria, 2019). Such workers are not only inadequately 

remunerated but also marked by marginalization of caste, race, religion, gender, alongside class. Their 

livelihoods put them in harm’s way, through exposure to health risks and accidents, threats to identity 

and abuse through moral policing and social stigma accruing to work that is often considered ‘unclean’. 

 

Speakers: 

 

5. Sabatho Nyamsenda and Michaela Collord - “This country is free, but for the few”: Informal 

labour, authoritarian class politics, and urban alternatives in Dar es Salaam’ (In-person + 

Remote) 

6. Julia Corwin - ‘Repair work in the city’ (In-person) 

7. Vidya Sagar, Julie Clark and Graham Jeffrey - ‘Where Would the Waste Recyclers Go? 

Sustainability and the cost of recycling in Dharavi, Mumbai’ (In-person+Remote) 

8. Mayur Helia - ‘Modern Day Slavery: Born to Clean’ (In-person) 

9. Nikita Mehta - ‘Governing through toilets: Creating open defecation free villages through 

invisibilised labour’ (In-person) 

 

Questions posed by speakers: 

 

Michaela and Sabatho  

→ How can we think through the political implications of “invisible” labour? 

o What does theorising from Dar es Salaam tell us about urban labour informality and 

democracy? 

o What about urban practice, urban reform? 

Julia  

→ What work do people try to move away from? 

Nikita  

→ How can caste be effectively included in the ODF plus strategy? 

Mayur  

→ Where are Dalits in Decolonization? 
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Chair observations from session: 

 

• The politics of invisible labour is inextricably linked to wider (urban) political shifts and the 

changing ‘faces’ of the state, for example, the shift to authoritarianism from democracy (cf. 

Michaela and Sabatho), and from the colonial to post-colonial state (cf. Mayur). 

• Though often devalued, in/visible workers have extensive expertise, tacit knowledge and skill, 

and often know the value of their own work, and the contribution they are making to the wider 

economy, and more specifically the economies of repair and re-use (cf. Julia, Michaela) 

• Proximity to waste, and the materiality of waste itself matters when we talk of in/visible labour 

in the making of the city. It also has important implications for the harms inflicted upon certain 

bodies, notably Dalits in the South Asian context (cf. Nikita, Mayur). 

• Value of labour and waste can be ‘captured’ by certain groups, linked to, and resulting in the 

opening of new geographies of value (cf. Vidya, Julia). 

• It is important to focus on socio-material entanglements to/of/from/between waste, the worksite 

and home, for example, the hazardous nature of work being offset by strong social bonds and 

relations in place (cf. Vidya, Julia). 

• In cases where there have been or are labour shortages, certain groups have been actively 

recruited to fill gaps in service roles, for example, the colonial-era incentive system to bring 

Dalits to cities for manual sanitation labour (cf. Mayur). 

• Rather than caste blindness, we see the active maintenance of caste-based oppression and 

division, whereby caste (and gender) hierarchies are kept intact, as demonstrated by policies 

and programmes such as the Clean India Mission (cf. Nikita). 

 

SESSION 3 – Mobility, Resistance and (Self)Representation  

 

Chair: Dr Shakthi Nataraj    

 

Session Blurb: 

 

This final thematic session focused on how urban workers mobilise, resist and represent themselves to 

actively contest marginalisation and exclusion. We travel from India to Brazil and Australia, to 

understand how workers across geographies and sectors (from sanitation work to sex work and the gig 

economy), navigate everyday challenges within rapidly changing urban environments. In doing so, we 

recognise the potential for (and challenges to) occupational mobility, workers movements and cross-

sector alliances, to tackle deep-rooted structural discrimination and raise visibility of worker struggles.    

 

Speakers: 

 

10. Natasha Sharma - ‘The Persistence of Manual Scavenging: Uncovering covert exploitations 

and overt collectivisation in urban Kolkata’ (In-person) 



  

5 
 

11. Aparna Agarwal - ‘Cast(e)ing off Materials: The Changing Nature of Social Hierarchies Among 

Waste Pickers in Nomadic Communities in Delhi’ (Remote) 

12. Anna Drury – ‘Meu Corpo Igual’: Black Women, Power, and the Defence of Choice in the 

Putafeminista Movement in Brazil’ (In-person) 

13. Andrew Copolov ‘Workers without workplaces: On the prospect of break rooms: as sites of 

organisation in Melbourne’s platform economy’ (Remote) 

 

Questions posed by speakers:  

 

Aparna  

→ Can we think about life of waste workers beyond the notion of precarious lives? 

→ With the ongoing urban and socio-economic transformations and the engagement of other 

caste communities in waste work, is there a possibility of caste hierarchies getting reshaped? 

 

Chair observations from session: 

 

• Though nothing new (cf. Debolina’s work on privatisation in colonial Delhi), we are seeing a 

general shift towards privatisation, contracting and sub-contracting across sectors and 

geographies, with implications for working conditions and collectivisation (cf. Natasha’s work 

on covert exploitation and overt collectivisation, and the ‘crowd in the waiting’ for permanent, 

regular jobs). We also see highly educated migrant workers from the ‘majority world’ entering 

precarious work in the ‘minority world’ (cf. Andrew’s work on platform economy workers in 

Melbourne, Australia). 

• Though conventional forms of collective resistance (i.e. strikes) may be increasingly 

challenging in contemporary labour regimes, we see the value of physical and digital space for, 

and (re)claiming of such space by workers (cf. Andrew’s discussion of ‘break rooms’ and 

Anna’s work on the Putafeminista Movement in Brazil). 

• Representation and self-representation are important, notably how workers define their own 

labour (I.e. as precarious or not), how they organise, and reclaim derogatory names and terms 

(I.e. ‘Puta’ in Brazil) - this is a political and contested process. 

• We need to place gender more squarely into the debate, notably the labour of women and 

children, and kinship and marriage economies. In a broader sense, we need to be think about 

what types of work are considered ‘work’ in the first place. 

• Linked to the above, we need to consider that people do many types of work and roles, not all 

of which are again recognised as ‘work’, or visible (for example, a construction worker having 

to have sex with a contractor or intermediary to get a job the next day). 

• We need to rethink social reproduction in relation to gender but also queer labour. 
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OVERARCHING THEMES 

 

Whilst each person will have different takeaways from the day (according to interest/research area), we 

include here some reflections on overarching themes from the day: 

 

• Hazardous, ‘dirty’, precarious, transient, unwaged, casual, informal, invisible and migrant 

labour were all terms used to depict working realities in the workshop, but also agency, choice, 

voice, resistance (protest, strikes), and solidarity (cooperation, support, recognition). 

• Methods used by speakers to examine the everyday histories and lived realities of those 

engaged in ‘hazardous’ work ranged from ethnographic enquiry to oral histories, the colonial 

(and living) archive, interviews, questionnaires and participatory action research. 

• There are diverse drivers of hazardous labour regimes and triggers for regime change, from 

disease and famine (e.g. plague, Spanish flu – cf. Meera, Mayur) to shifting governance and 

workplace arrangements (cf. Andrew), extended violence of climate change and world-class 

city making via mega-infrastructure projects (cf. Lalitha and Priyanka). 

• It is important to historicise informality and recognise how it [informality] can be constructed and 

produced by the state and society (cf. Debolina, Meera, Michaela and Sabatho, Natasha). 

Labour that was once ‘formal’ can also become ‘informal’ and precarious via privatisation and 

contracting (cf. Meera, Natasha).  

• Materiality and proximity to material matters - value of waste and devaluing of labour varies 

across different sectors and geographies (for example, manual scavenging and ‘dry’ waste 

recycling), across and up the value chain (cf. Julia, Vidya, Ankita and Jasmine, and our work 

on value of night soil and night soil workers) and according to your identity and historic 

association with ‘waste work’ (cf. Aparna, Meera, Natasha, Mayur, Nikita).  

• Labour is ‘skilled’ even in its most hazardous and precarious forms, and many know the value 

of their own work (cf. Julia, Michaela, Aparna, Anna) yet certain types of work are associated 

more with ‘disgust’ than others, such as manual scavenging (cf. Mayur, Nikita). Many also 

undertake multiple types of work and different times, making generalisation difficult (cf. Ankita 

and Jasmine).  

• Certain bodies act as infrastructural labour and are invisibilised in the wider labour regime and 

through collective action (cf. Lalitha and Priyanka’s work on women fishers in Mumbai and 

Ankita and Jasmine’s work on ‘life sustaining everyday work’ in/around landfill sites). This 

means that certain bodies may be burdened and more likely to come to harm.  

• Debt is a central concept in relation to production and social reproduction in the making of the 

city (I.e. how debt falls upon certain people or households, more than others, along the lines of 

class, race, gender, caste, age – cf. Debolina’s mention of contractors as moneylenders for 

construction workers in colonial Delhi, and ‘family’ or children’s labour in crisis periods as 

discussed by Ankita and Jasmine). 

• Important avenues of work are opening up focusing on intergenerational change (in relation to 

caste-based occupations), ‘new entrants’ into occupations out of necessity and/or for monetary 
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gain (cf. Aparna’s work with nomadic communities involved in waste work and Natasha’s work 

on shifting dynamics of manual scavenging in Kolkata), and worker resistance, including via 

digital/social media platforms (cf. Anna). However, strong caste-based associations to certain 

types of work remain, especially for Dalits, with implications for social and occupational mobility 

(cf. Nikita and Mayur’s work on sanitation work and the Clean India Mission).  

 

NEXT STEPS 

 

The concluding session included reflections from Sally, Pratik and the wider group on how to take the 

discussions forward via a more formal network on Hazardous Labour Geographies. Suggestions 

included: 

 

• Website/online – ‘Hazardous Labour Geographies’ (including a dedicated network page, one 

example of how this could be done was shared by Andrew here: worldofmatter.net) 

• Follow-up workshop online (share papers/discuss key concepts or have dedicated 

conversation around creative methodologies – suggestion from Divya) 

• Blog or short written piece 

• Mailing list or ListServ (being mindful of existing networks)  

• Conference panel (e.g. RGS 2024, RC21) or seminars (e.g. USF) 

Additional suggestions from the group included: 

 

• Collaborative Special Issue on the topic (e.g. Hazardous Labour in Making of the City or 

Hazardous Labour Geographies) 

o Some example outlets included:  

▪ Global Social Challenges Journal [APC waiver to end of year] - shared by 

Jasmine 

▪ Dialogues in Human Geography [forum-based contributions]  

• Creative methods (on a website or stand-alone) depicting everyday working/lived realities e.g. 

podcasts, storytelling, memoir, autoethnographies, poetry and theatre, illustrations in the spirit 

of ‘living archives’ and decolonial methods. For example, Otherwise Magazine. 

• 2-3 day workshop or summer school on labour 

• Online exhibitions 

• Networking and seminar grants e.g. British Academy, Urban Studies Foundation 

• Social reproduction network (focusing on different kinds of labour precarity)  

• Widen framing of ‘hazard’ (invisible, precarious) to also cut across global North-South 

• Reading groups and documentary film screenings  

• Creating online spaces for interaction and sharing of resources (e.g. Slack, Teams, LinkedIn 

group) 

 

http://worldofmatter.net/
https://bristoluniversitypressdigital.com/gsc/view/journals/gscj/gscj-overview.xml?tab_body=call-for-papers
https://www.otherwisemag.com/
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*We are really keen for this network to grow, but have limited time and funds to take on multiple tasks. 

If anyone is particularly interested to take one or more of these ideas forward, please reach out to us 

and/or the wider group! Please also fill out our poll, so we can gauge interest and prioritise.  

 

Dr Sally Cawood (s.cawood1@lancaster.ac.uk) 

Dr Pratik Mishra (p.mishra3@lancaster.ac.uk) 

 

Thank you again to all speakers and attendees 
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Image 1 - Interest Areas 
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Image 2 - Next Steps Suggestions 

 


