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Abstract 

The cross-border production circuits examine flows of resources (e.g. labour, capital & 

goods) and value addition across various geographical locations. There is 

interconnectedness of the agents including consumers, labour and civil society 

organisations in such networks. The studies have explored the increasing global 

migratory tendencies and feminisation, rising informalisation and flexibilisation and 

imposition of labour standards in the global production centres. The scope of such 

studies is limited to the workplace dimensions of the effects of globalisation. The 

fragmentation of economic activities across the borders in these global circuits and the 

implementation of labour standards end within the global factories. 

However, it has been clear that the changes within the workplace are not independent of 

the changes happening outside it. Therefore, the dimensions and the effects of 

globalisation do not end in the first entry points that are the local resource points of the 

global circuit. It has its secondary consequences. It has implications directly linked to 

the labour relations in the workplace as well as outside the workplace. For example, the 

scarcity of labour in one of the resource point can be balanced by temporary internal 

migration from other surplus regions within the national borders. There can be informal 

workers with no accountability and monitoring of labour standards from the buyers 

contributing to the global production circuits. The dynamics of such patterns tend to 

miss out in the studies on the global production circuits due to the vastness of the field. 

Hence, the focus ends within the formal workplaces.  

However, these interconnections need to be explored to develop a more spatially refined 

analysis of the global circuits. The present study of the local resource points of the 

global garment and cashew circuit from Kerala is an attempt in this direction. The 

concept of ‘Secondary Circuit’ is coined to explain the internal resource flows and the 

productive contribution of such flows to the global circuits. The secondary circuit 

involves various actors and connects multiple local regions to the global resource points 

within the nation.  
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The garment industry is known for its feminised workforce. The present resource point 

of the global garment circuit has presence of internal migrants (from Odisha). The 

migrant workers are young and unmarried, belongs to BPL family and willing to do 

overtime in the garment unit. They are mobilised through Gram Panchayat and trained 

in the stitching operations under the skill development programmes for the poor youth 

in their villages. Thus, the secondary circuit of the present garment unit is mobilising 

the workers (who are very young, unemployed, belongs to lower castes and BPL 

families) through the formalised channels involving agents, like Sarpanch, training 

centres, monitoring agent, implementation agency and third party certification. 

The cashew industry also provides employment opportunities to the female workforce. 

The workers engaged in the cashew processing are from very poor socio-economic 

backgrounds. The strong presence of social networks of family, friends, caste and 

organisations (trade unions, caste organisation & self-help groups) are evident during 

the study. The informal processing network of home-based workers identified reflects 

the heterogeneity of this sector and the need to examine the nature of such workers. The 

secondary circuit of informal workers also contributes productively to the global cashew 

circuit with no accountability and social security in return as a result of its invisibility 

from the legality. 

The present study contributes theoretically toward extending the global production 

circuits/networks within the national borders. The effects of globalisation do not end 

within the workplace; it has secondary consequences across the local geographical 

scales. The present study is a step towards linking the larger processes of globalisation 

with that of the local dimensions. The secondary circuit both formal and informal 

identified in the study helps understand the practical significance of internal migration, 

as well as the informal sector workers contribution to the global production circuits. 

Keywords: Cashew Worker, Garment Worker, Global Circuit, Globalisation, 

Informality, Kerala, Secondary Circuit 
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Chapter 1 

Dynamics of Labour Relations across Different Circuits of 

Globalisation  

 

1.1 Introduction 

While trying to understand labour relations in a specific economic activity, the focus 

has traditionally been primarily on the workplace. In some cases, the focus is limited to 

negotiations within the workplace (Chamberlain & Kuhn, 1965). The labour relation 

studies in a formal workplace, in its traditional form, considered the representation of 

workers in these negotiations largely as the prerogative of trade unions (Olivo & 

McKeracher, 2005; Webb & Webb, 1920). The management is expected to protect the 

interests of the shareholders. In such studies, the primary emphasis was on the economic 

behaviours of employers, workers and trade unions (Marshall & Perlman, 1972). The 

major external factors that affect the interactions, allocation of resources and economic 

welfare are public opinion, law and the government (Kerr et al., 1960). Hence the 

labour relations, in general, were studied in the context of a workplace. The workplace 

is constituted by interactions of labour and capital. The literature on the workplace 

interactions of labour and capital mainly concentrated on the nature of this relation–

whether the labour-capital relationship is conflictive or cooperative.  

 Even when the focus is only on negotiations within the workplace, it is clear that 

changes in the workplace are not independent of the influences developing outside it. In 

the context of globalisation of production, there are noticeable changes in labour and 

labour relations. Such changes have been happening over time at different systems of 

production. The nature of the workplace, the workforce demanded in the workplace, as 
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well as the mechanisms of labour interactions with the management are also constantly 

changing. David Harvey (1989) expressed that the new forms of capitalism is 

characterised by flexible accumulation, global sourcing and temporary, part-time and 

freelance work. Such perceived changes in the workplace can be attributed to the larger 

processes of the globalisation of production. Castells (1996) pointed out that the global 

economy has many transnational networks of companies that spread across nations in 

search of cheaper labour and larger profit. It is these networks, not the firms that have 

become the actual operating units (Castells, 1996, p. 171). In such networks, individuals 

are autonomous nodes, and the social world is seen as a flat, decentralised sphere of 

ever flowing, multiple and ad-hoc assemblages (Fisher, 2010). The changes in labour 

relations as well as the factors influencing them depend on the nature of such networks. 

Some of such changes include international and internal migration, flexibilisation, 

feminisation, informalisation, social networking, privatisation of labour standards, 

relegation of the role of unions and increasing presence of national and global Non-

governmental Organisations (NGOs).  

1.1.1 Global Migration 

Opening up of the economies to the global market have brought a vast number of 

workers into the global production networks (Freeman, 2005). With the improvement in 

transport and telecommunication technologies and the liberalisation policies, labour 

became more accessible globally. The removal of trade barriers could ensure the 

movement of even the less skilled labour to the developed countries (Dayton-Johnson et 

al., 2007; Castles, 2006; Moses, 2006, 2007; Pritchett, 2007). Consequently, the 

migration is followed by the inflow of remittances to the developing economies. There 

is a direct, positive development impact of migration and remittances, on the income 

sending and receiving countries (Appleyard, 1992; Athukorala, 1993; Ellerman, 2003; 

Jacobs, 1984; Massey et al., 1998; Woodruff & Zenteno, 2001). In developing 

economies, the inflow of remittances can be an important mechanism for undertaking 

welfare activities for the poor and for the redistribution of wealth (Harris, 2005). As 

such, the migration of labour can help alleviate poverty (McKenzie & Sasin, 2007; 
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Newland & Patrick, 2004). Much of the internal mobility within the national borders is 

primarily from the rural to the urban. This is seen as a means to diversify the income of 

the poor families in the rural areas (Harris, 2005). In India, the internal migration has 

increased during the 1990s as a result of the new economic policies of liberalisation, 

privatisation and globalisation (Lusome & Bhagat, 2006). The Census 2001 reported 

309 million internal migrants and of these migrants, 70.7% were women (Much of this 

female migration is due to marriage). Two-thirds of the migrants (67.2%) were rural and 

only 32.8% were urban (Srivastava, 2012). There are a large number of skilled 

professional and unskilled manual workers in India working for the global production 

networks including software industries, garment and electronics. The supply and 

demand changes in the production networks have a direct effect on the lower end of the 

production networks that are the skilled/unskilled labourers (both domestic and 

migrants). 

1.1.2 Feminisation   

Another noticeable change under the globalisation of production is the increasing 

presence of women in the workforce. The increase in the global labour mobility and 

migratory tendencies are reflecting an increase in the feminisation of the labour force 

(Yamanaka & Piper, 2005; INSTRAW, 2007). This is mainly because the growth in 

international trade and the effects of globalisation are favouring women’s participation 

in paid employment (Joekes, 1995; Standing, 1999). Therefore, the participation of 

women in the global workforce has increased excessively after 1970s (Phillips, 2011; 

Standing, 1989; Unni, 2001). The developing and developed countries have experienced 

a shift in the production patterns during this period. In the developed countries, such 

shift in employment is from manufacturing to services, and in the developing countries 

from agriculture to manufacturing and services (Kanji & Menon-Sen, 2001). Evidently, 

there is also an increase in the global demand for domestic labour (services of care of 

families, children and old people, cleaning and maintaining houses and properties) and 

this has pushed millions of women to offer their labour in the global market (Ehrenreich 

& Hochschild, 2003; Scrinzi, 2003). New jobs were created in information based 



4 
 

industries, clothing, electronics and food retailing (Caraway, 2007; Diane & Pearson, 

1981; Lim, 1985; Tomoda, 1995). In such export-based industries of the developing 

countries, it is women who are actively preferred by the manufacturers. According to 

Guy Standing (1999) feminisation arises because the available employment and labour 

options tend increasingly to characterise activities associated, rightly or wrongly, with 

women. And such patterns of employment tend to result in an increasing proportion of 

women occupying these jobs. Thus, with the international restructuring of production 

networks, there is a large number of women migrants nationally and internationally, 

recruited into the global factories to work in the assembly line (Economic & Social 

Commission, 2002; Hugo, 1993). This means that greater the concentration of assembly 

line production like clothing or electronics in export production, more significant the 

employment-creating effects of trade for women. Hence, the labour market flexibility 

along with the growing insecurity under the global production networks have also 

increased the participation of female labour force even in many jobs traditionally held 

by men (Standing, 1999).  

1.1.3 Informalisation 

Other changes noticed under the globalisation of production are flexibilisation, 

casualisation and informalisation of labour. One among the several factors which 

determine the competitive advantage of production is the availability of labour at a 

lower cost. Since the mobility of capital, especially after the technological changes of 

the 1980s, is far greater than the mobility of labour, capital tends to seek out areas 

where the labour is available. The mobility of capital also ensures it can move in and 

out of a location without too much difficulty. Thus, the necessity to maintain the 

competitive advantage and the free mobility of capital have made it possible to shift or 

threaten to shift the location of production, utilising what Hirschman has labeled the 

exit option (Hirschman, 1970). The need to cater to the interests of capital that holds no 

promise of being permanent ensures that the labour force must be flexible as well. It 

must be able to meet demand for labour at relatively short notice and risk the sudden 

cessation of this demand. This flexibility is made possible by smoothening the free 
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entry and exit of labour into the labour market. The demand for flexibility of labour can 

influence the labour relations that are the entire set of relations of workers within the 

workplace.  

Several studies looking at specific cases have pointed to the increasing informalisation 

of labour. Globalisation leads to informalisation of production in two main ways 

(Sanyal, 2009). One is by increasingly relying on outsourcing of production processes 

to informal units, where the wage cost is comparatively lower; and the other is through 

large-scale retrenchment of formal sector workers and job destruction in the formal 

sector, forcing these workers to eke out a living in the informal sector. The 50
th

 NSS 

Round classified casual workers as those who work for others’ farm or non-farm 

enterprise and are paid wages that are daily or periodic in nature. Casual workers 

include those who appear to be long-term workers of an employer, but are bound by 

daily or periodic renewal of the work contract. In fact, contract labour has been one of 

the key methods used by the employers to gain flexibility in the labour market (Sharma, 

2006). Thus, it can be argued that globalisation of production has led to the search for a 

flexible labour force, which in turn, led to the changes in existing labour relations 

leading to an increase in casualisation, as well as contractual labour relations. Jan 

Breman defined (2001) of such work as a wage labour done on one’s own account 

which generates income, but which is not regulated by an explicit employment contract 

(written or oral) stipulating mutual rights and obligations if only approximately. Such 

labour enjoys no protection, cannot insist on fair labour standards, and–in the majority 

of cases–is not registered (or only partially) in the official records. 

The flexibilisation of labour resultant from the changing employment relations led to an 

increase in informal activities, subcontracting, part-time and home-based works 

(Standing, 1999). Home-based work has become particularly central in global 

manufacturing industries like garments and footwear, as well as traditional and non-

traditional agricultural sectors (Carr, Chen & Tate, 2000). With the advent of 

globalisation of production and the search for destinations of low cost labour, 

outsourcing and subcontracting of production processes to the developing economies 
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has increased substantially (Bhagwati, Panagariya & Srinivasan, 2004; Harrison & 

Kelley, 1993; Munck, 2002). The role of the informal sector in these economies is 

significant and beneficial to promote development (Franks, 1994). Santos described 

informal sector as labour intensive, family-based irregular work and wages, mostly 

negotiable labour relations, small turnover, personal client relations and not export-

oriented (Santos, 1979). 15th and 17th International Conference of Labour Statisticians 

(ICLS) has classified the general features of the informal sector enterprises and the 

informal jobs (Hussmanns, 2004). There is heterogeneity within the informal work, as it 

can be voluntary or involuntary (Chen, 2006; Fields, 1990; Kanbur, 2009; Lozano, 

1983; Maloney, 2004; Sindzingre, 2006). Besides, under globalisation of production, 

the informal sector also provides increasing income generating opportunities for 

women, who have restricted access to the formal sector in the developing economies 

(Carr et al., 2000; Chen, Sebstad & O'Connell, 1999; Chen, 2001; MacGaffey, 1988; 

Manuh, 1994; World Bank, 1989). In the informal economy, the women who work 

mainly are the casual workers, home-based workers or unpaid family workers. When 

women who need to work cannot find jobs, they compensate for their unemployment by 

taking up the informal activities (Arizpe, 1977). The aspiration for formal employment 

of women can be severely constrained by lack of resources, inadequate education, 

family restriction and heavy domestic responsibilities. Therefore, it is women who are 

much likely to be in the informal economy voluntarily or involuntarily (Johnston & 

Doane, 2011).  

1.1.4 Social Networks  

Along with these changes, the importance of social networks
1
 has also increased. The 

social networks of a worker have also exerted considerable influence on shaping the 

workplace relations. Social network consists of relatives, friends and acquaintance with 

whom a person maintains direct or indirect relations (Granovetter, 1983; Hozler, 1986). 

Rees (1966) was the first to emphasise the importance of informal networks in the 

                                                           
1
 The present study is mainly focused on the role of social networks in job market. For an overview of the 

concept of social capital, see Adler & Kwon 2002, ‘Social Capital: Prospects for a New Concept’. 
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labour market. The term ‘informal networks’ can be interpreted very broadly to include 

letters of reference, exchange of information about job applicants among entrepreneurs, 

social ties between job seekers and currently employed workers and even illicit 

intermediation (Pistaferri, 1999). The use of social network for finding job differs 

depending on age, gender, neighbourhood, ethnicity and the nature of jobs (Andersson, 

Burgess & Lane, 2009; Hoizer, 1986, 1987). Nationally and internationally migrant 

ethnic communities use social networks effectively to find jobs. At times, it acts as a 

temporary shelter against unemployment among the immigrants (Dorantes & Mundra, 

2004). In job search, an individual with few weak ties (acquaintance) will be deprived 

of information from distant part of the social system and will be confined to the 

provincial news and views of their strong ties (close friends) (Granovetter, 1983). An 

individual with larger social connections are in a better position in the labour market. It 

can create inequality among workers (Kelly, 2003). Inequality can result from longer 

duration of search period for individual with less social ties, low paid jobs, and others. 

Thus, social network has a role in spreading information about job vacancy, fashions or 

ideas, and the isolation of the individual from social ties will put him/her in a 

disadvantaged position in the labour market. 

1.1.5 Labour Standards 

Another noticeable change is the imposition of labour standards in the global production 

networks by the multinational corporations (MNCs) across the borders. Under the 

global production networks, there is increasing flexibilisation and fragmentation of 

economic activities. The global capital investments and trade by MNCs across the 

developing economies often take little responsibility towards labour (Manning, 1998). 

Their search for cheaper labour and lower cost destinations often led to the deterioration 

of living standards of the workers and their families. Studies on global production 

chains exhibit that free mobility of capital has reduced the autonomy of nations on the 

regulation of industries (Donahue, 1994; Emmerij, 1994; Langille, 1994; Marshall, 

1994; Wedderburn, 1994). There is an evident governance deficit in the supply chains to 

adequately regulate the labour standards across the resource points (Gereffi & Mayer, 
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2005). This can lead to deteriorating labour practices like forced labour, child labour, 

unsafe and unhealthy working conditions, unfair wages and discriminatory practices in 

the workplace. Such practices leading to a race to the bottom have been depicted in 

many studies on global production chains. The exploitations in Bangladeshi garment 

firms, Pakistani manufacturers of soccer balls and Cocoa growers in West Africa are 

some of such evidence (Elliot & Freeman, 2003; Tonelson, 2002). These incidents 

highlighted by mass media received worldwide attention and led to consumer 

backlashes globally. 

Critical consumer responses eventually led to the implementation of corporate codes of 

conduct and auditing by independent agencies to monitor the labour standards in global 

factories. The corporate codes of conduct are the private and voluntary regulatory 

measures of the companies’ responses to the consumers’ choice and demand for 

ethically sourced products (Kolben, 2011; Tsogas, 2009). The transnational forms of 

labour regulation created or attempted to fill the vacuum led to privatisation of labour 

regulations (Tsogas, 2009). There are different types of international labour regulation 

including corporate codes of conduct, business social accountability, labelling schemes, 

labour standards, child labour and social clauses in trade agreements. The primary 

actors in the privatisation of labour law are the MNCs as legislators of law, civil society 

organisations as monitors, consumers and investors as target audience, national and the 

international political communities providing baseline standards for rules of conduct ( 

Backer, 2007).  

1.1.6 Trade Unions and NGOs 

These changes have relegated the traditional roles of trade unions in many industries. 

There are no evidence of effective trade unions in most of the global garment factories 

functioning in countries like India, Bangladesh and Pakistan. The agencies of labour 

negotiation within the workplace can also vary under globalisation. The role of trade 

unions as an agent of negotiation was vital prior to economic liberalisation in India. The 

statistics on trade unions in India shows that the political influence of unions and the 

agency role of unions are declining within the workplace under globalisation (Das, 

http://www.google.co.in/search?tbo=p&tbm=bks&q=inauthor:%22Alan+Tonelson%22
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2008; ILO, 1997; Kuruvilla et al., 2002). The increasing presence of casual and 

informal workers represents challenges of organising them. For this purpose, many 

NGOs try to organise and involve informal workers to safeguard their rights and 

provide social protection (Chatterjee, 2005). There is a need for representing informal 

workers’ voices through their organisations on the matters and decisions concerning 

their rights to work, safety and security (Unni, 2004). In this context, the role of civil 

society and member-based organisations in mobilising informal workers and resources 

cannot be ignored (Unni & Rani, 2002). 

With the increasing informalisation under globalisation of production, there are various 

unions, grassroots organisations and NGOs working with home-based workers and 

street vendors in both the North and the South. They have already begun to establish 

linkages during the 1980s (Carr et al., 2000). The Self-Employed Women’s Association 

(SEWA) of India, the oldest trade union of women founded in 1972, works in the 

informal sector
2
. SEWA has organised women engaged in home-based work, street 

vending, and casual work and has provided a range of services (financial, health, child 

care and training) to its members (Carr et al., 2000). There are many national, 

international organisations and trade unions (HomeNet, StreetNet and WIEGO) trying 

to organise the informal workers. Pearson (2004) discusses the need to be cautious of 

trade unions organising the home-based workers and expresses the need to explore the 

specific cases, help building their own organisations and exploring the feasible policy 

approaches towards these global workforce. There are many voluntary organisations 

(NGOs or government self-help groups), especially among women of poor socio-

economic backgrounds, operating in India. The self-help groups (SHGs) of women were 

formed under the guidance of many NGOs and the government programmes for the 

eradication of poverty, empowerment of women and entrepreneurship through micro-

financing linkages with the banks in India. The SHGs could empower the women and 

enhance their participation in the democratic process, increase their access to finance 

and self employment and thereby contribute to reducing poverty (Bali-Swain & Yang-

                                                           
2
 http://www.sewa.org/ (accessed on 25-9-2014) 

http://www.sewa.org/
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Wallentin, 2009; Galab & Rao, 2003; Tesoriero, 2006). Many of the associations or 

unions formed among the women workers are limited to particular location or cities. For 

example, the Garment and Textile Workers Union (GATWU) founded in 2005, is a 

grassroots union that organises and fights for the rights of garment workers in 

Karnataka
3

. Bangalore is one of the important production hubs of garment 

manufacturers employing around half a million workers. Currently, GATWU has an 

active membership of over 5000 workers. 

Thus, after examining the existing literature on globalisation of production and changes 

in labour, we can arrive at the following conclusions. In order to capture all the 

influences on labour relations in a particular circuit of globalisation, it is not sufficient 

to raise questions only about the workplace. There are many external factors like caste, 

class, gender, other forms of social networks, as well as the buyers’ and consumers’ 

preferences affecting the labour relations in the workplace and outside. While looking at 

this multitude of relations, it may be useful to emphasise the processes through which 

the many factors listed above influence the rights of workers. These processes would 

affect two types of rights (defined by Hepple, 2003) namely, substantive rights as well 

as procedural rights. Substantive rights are those which determine the actual conditions 

of labour, such as minimum wages, maximum working time and the right to equal 

treatment. Procedural rights are those which shape the procedures by which substantive 

rights are determined, such as the right to collective bargaining, the rights of workers’ 

representatives and the right to equal opportunities. It is however important not just to 

capture the effect on the rights, but also the processes through which these rights may 

be affected in each circuit of globalisation.  

1.2 Research Gap 

Many of the processes and agents involved in the global production networks do not 

have direct or linear relations. For example, studies on global production networks 

recognise the interconnectedness of actors, power relations and social and territorial 

                                                           
3
 http://gatwu.org.in/ (accessed on 11-11-2014) 

http://gatwu.org.in/
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embeddedness (Coe, Dicken & Hess, 2008). Most of the literature on labour relations 

tries to see a direct and tight link between globalisation and the changing nature of 

labour. Many have argued that globalisation has resulted in informalisation of labour 

force. As production becomes global, there was a demand for labour which is largely 

flexible in nature; this has resulted in casualisation of labour force. There are two 

opposing strands of arguments prominent regarding the informalisation of labour force. 

One group argues that globalisation and the resultant informalisation of workforce 

increase the productive efficiency as well as economic growth. Another group of 

scholars argue that it has resulted in losing of employment, lack of social security and 

poverty. The issue of social security is an important concern raised by many scholars. 

Another trend caused by the informalisation of labour relations is the weakening of 

trade unionism and relegation of state’s role in labour legislations. The existing 

literature on labour relations discusses more on the nature of labour relations; and often 

overlooks the possibilities of new methods of labour management within the work 

place, as well as new forms of associations outside the workplace. 

Thus, the literature on globalisation and labour relations tends to ignore the variations in 

these processes across different circuits of globalisation. This study can contribute to 

our understanding of labour relations under globalisation, especially in identifying new 

dimensions of labour relations under the global circuits. This study will look at these 

differences taking into account the influences on labour relations both within the 

workplace as well as outside it. In doing so, it opens up possibilities of looking at labour 

as a part of the workplace as well as a part of the larger society. This can provide us 

fresh insights into the manner and extent to which labour policies can be shaped to 

intervene within and outside the workplace.  

1.3 Theoretical Framework for the Study 

The concept of global circuit by Saskia Sassen (2001) is deployed in the present study. 

A circuit represents resource flows between the local resource points and command and 

control centres. The merit of using circuit as a conceptual framework for analysis is that 
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this is not limiting the study of labour relations within the workplace. The study can 

extend beyond the workplace. It acknowledges the variations in labour processes at 

different production chains or networks. There are several chain/network based 

approaches to study the processes of globalisation of production. The term ‘Commodity 

Chain’ was originally used by Terrence Hopkins and Immanuel Wallerstein in 1977 

(Hopkins & Wallerstein, 1977, p. 128)
4
. Later on, it was Gary Gereffi, who initiated the 

conceptual framework of Global Commodity Chain (GCC). GCC
5
 and Global Value 

Chain (GVC
6
)–another among the several network and chain based approach to study 

economic globalisation [e.g. Global Production Network (GPN
7
) and World City 

Network (WCN
8
)]–are useful in understanding inter-firm networks that are connecting 

various agents in global industries to each other and the processes of industrial 

upgrading for countries to benefit from globalisation (Bair, 2005; Gereffi & 

Korzeniewicz, 1994; Humphrey & Schmitz, 2001; Sturgeon, 2001). The core of GCC, 

GVC and GPN are the nexuses of interconnected functions, operations and transactions 

through which a particular product or service is produced, distributed and consumed. 

But, GCC/GVCs are linear structures and focus narrowly on the governance of inter-

firm transactions and upgrading (Coe et al., 2008). On the other hand, GPN incorporates 

all kinds of network configurations (actors, power relations and social and territorial 

embeddedness); it is totally flexible in terms of geographical scale and encompasses all 

the relevant sets of actors and relationships (including consumers, labour, civil society 

organisations) (Coe et al., 2008; Jacobs, Ducruet & De Langen, 2010). Though there are 

                                                           
4
 The differences between Commodity Chain, GCC and GVC are presented in Bair (2005) ‘Global 

Capitalism and Commodity Chains:  Looking Back, Going Forward’. 
5
 For GCC refer (Gereffi & Korzeniewicz, 1994; Appelbaum & Gereffi, 1994; Bair & Gereffi, 2001; 

Gereffi, 1999, 2005). 

6
 For GVC refer (Gereffii & Kaplinsky, 2001; Gereffi et al., 2005; Humphrey & Schmitz, 2001; Sturgeon, 

2001). 

7
 For GPN refer (Ernst & Kim, 2002; Dicken, 1994, 2004; Dicken et al., 2001; Henderson et al., 2002; 

Coe et al., 2004; Coe & Hess, 2005; Hess & Coe, 2006; Hess & Yeung, 2006). 
8
 For GCN refer (Beaverstock et al., 2000; Knox & Taylor, 1995; Sassen, 1991; Taylor, 2004). 
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apparent differences in approaching the processes of globalisation, all these approaches 

can learn from each other. 

For example, the GCC literature covers the fragmentation of economic activities across 

border and value addition. The GCC framework mainly focuses on flows of value while 

linking the geographical scales from local/regional to global and gives insights into the 

reconfiguration of divisions of labour (Smith et al., 2002). The GCC “consists of sets of 

inter-organisational networks clustered around one commodity or product, linking 

households, enterprises, and states to one another within the world-economy” (Gereffi 

& Korzeniewicz, 1994, p. 2). At the same time, in GCC framework there is a need of 

more systematic analysis of the relations between capital, state and labour in the 

production, circulation and realisation of commodities (Smith et al., 2002). The 

production chain literature looked at labour process largely as a bottom end of the chain 

and passive. It approaches from the top-down perspective that limits it from looking 

beyond the workplace. Though there are attempts to extend to look for conditions of 

labour and gender-related issues, this is so far limited to the workplace (Barrientos, 

Dolam & Tallontire, 2003; Dolan, 2004; Islam, 2008; Leslie & Reimer, 1999).  

In contrast, WCN is not an analysis of cities per se, but is about finding explanations of 

the new phase of global capitalism, its strategic spaces and exclusions (Sassen, 2010). 

According to Sassen (2002a), the global city is a function of a global network. “This 

network is constituted in terms of nodes of hyper concentration of activities and 

resources” (2002a, p. 22). These nodes are connected by dematerialised digital capacity 

and incorporate enormous numbers and types of materialities and sited materialities. 

“The new networked sub-economy of the global city occupies a strategic geography that 

is partly deterritorialised, cuts across borders and connects a variety of points on the 

globe”(2002a, p. 22). Boundaries of such networked economies are only partly located 

in the local settings of the cities or their neighbourhood. Such studies allow us to 

capture the changing processes in the current phase of globalisation. For example, cities 

witnessed the shift to deregulated modes of operating at the top level functions and 

informalisation at the bottom of the economic system (Sassen, 2010). Sassen’s work 
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mainly focused on examining the global dispersal of production accompanied by 

increased concentration of certain activities (Advanced producer services, such as 

finance, law and insurance) in specific global cities (Sassen, 2001).  

The processes of globalisation have thrown up new linkages that Castells (2000, p. 474) 

has referred to as “an integrated, global capital network, whose movements and variable 

logic ultimately determine economies and influences societies”. The global economy 

consists of a variety of highly specialised cross-border circuits corresponding to specific 

industries, more precisely those components of industries, which are operating across 

borders (Sassen, 2001, p. 347). The global circuits are multi-directional, feeding into the 

inter-city geographies (Sassen, 2006). Sassen’s work on global cities has tracked 

multiple circuits criss-crossing the world. For example, the direct trading circuit of 

metal industry involved cities like Johannesburg, Mumbai, Dubai and Sydney. The 

global cities are different from other cities that are positioned on a few global circuits. 

Since the 1980s, there have been changes in these circuits proliferation, and the 

organisational and financial framings became more complex. “It is the new challenge of 

coordinating, managing and servicing these increasingly complex, specialised and vast 

economic circuits that has made cities strategic” (Sassen, 2006, p. 27). Economic 

globalisation and telecommunications have contributed to produce spaces which pivot 

on de-territorialised cross-border networks and territorial locations with massive 

concentrations of resources (Sassen, 2002b, p. 218). These spaces are not 

geographically proximate and even bypass the national states, but are interlinked with 

each other through networks.  

The WCN and GCC have its origins in the world systems analysis (Brown et al., 2010; 

Bair, 2005). Both of them represent spatial flows. The chain of production nodes are 

connected by commodity flows, and network of city nodes linked by information flows 

(Brown et al., 2010). A world city is a centre that provides Advanced Producer Services 

into the production process (as mentioned by Sassen) therefore, a critical node within 

the commodity chains (Brown et al., 2010; Parnreiter, 2010). The research on GCCs 

largely focuses on circuits, while work on global cities draws attention to the strategic 
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nodes (cities) in the global economy (Sassen, 2007, p. 20). Thus, a close examination of 

the flows of resources including services, commodities, capital and labour, and 

extending beyond the global cities to the other cities and rural areas can help to develop 

a more spatially refined analysis of WCN. Brown et al. (2010) have illustrated the 

indispensable connection between WCN and GCCs using the example of coffee 

commodity chain and Mexico and Santiago city network. They have described how 

GCCs run through world cities, and how cities are integrated into GCCs. Similarly, 

according to Vind and Fold (2010) the WCN literature and the GCC literature both 

engage with the global network phenomena though both examine the contemporary 

globalisation processes through very different conceptual, analytical and 

methodological lenses. Thus, they have argued for a combined integrated approach to 

producing a broader conceptualisation, thereby improving our understanding of 

globalisation processes in many of the third world cities. Such realignment of both 

approaches “to account for actual global city dynamics also entails bringing labour 

markets and migration (back) into the analysis, as well as extending it into city-regions 

and hinterlands” (Vind & Fold, 2010, p. 61).  

The opening up of economies to the global market has brought vast number of workers 

into the global production network (Freeman, 2005). Sassen has explained that there is 

an increasing presence of immigrant and women in informal sector activities in the 

cities (New York, London, Paris and Berlin) of developed countries (Sassen, 2000a). 

She (2000b) further explains that informalisation is embedded in the structure of current 

economic system. It emerged “as a set of flexibility-maximising strategies by 

individuals and firms, consumers and producers, in a context of growing inequality in 

earnings and profit-making capabilities” (Sassen, 2000b, p. 23). Being an informal 

worker (for both immigrant and native) is a survival strategy. Along with it, the 

flexibilisation strategies of firms are in a mutually reinforcing circle. Such processes 

underlie the resilience and expansion of the underground economy (Portes & Sassen, 

1987). The international division of labour has included a variety of trans-local circuits 

for the mobility of labour and capital (Sassen, 2008). There is a proliferation of cross-

border business networks, NGOs and diasporic networks (Sassen, 2003). Sassen (2008) 
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explains that this mix of labour supply and demand circuits is highly differentiated and 

multi-locational, and part of the formal and informal economies. This is followed by 

incorporation of a large number of female labourers into various global factories like 

garment, electronics and footwear (Beneria & Feldman, 1992; Fuentes & Ehrenreich, 

1983; Milkman, 1987). This growing presence of women in a variety of cross-border 

survival circuits has become a source of livelihood, profit making and accrual of foreign 

currency (Sassen, 2000c). These ‘survival circuits’ are often complex with multiple 

locations and sets of actors. Sassen (2000c) demonstrates that there is incorporation of 

increasing number of women in a variety of alternative global circuits for making a 

living, earning a profit and securing government revenue. She further explains that these 

global circuits also include illegal trafficking in women for prostitution as well as 

regular work, organised export of women as brides, nurses and domestic servants. She 

concludes that the survival of people depends more and more on the work of women.  

1.4 Significance and Scope of the Study 

The effects of globalisation can vary from industry to industry and location to location. 

The labour relations studies focused on workplace as the unit of analysis and looked at 

employee-employer relations, nature of negotiations, labour rights, welfare schemes and 

activities of the labour organisation to identify formal/informal relations. However, with 

the advent of industries catering to the global market and controlled by MNCs, 

exploring labour relations in the traditional way would lead to misleading conclusions. 

For example, there has been an increasing demand for flexible labour in the global 

factory. Therefore, the idea of not having a permanency in the job in a factory could be 

seen as threat to the labour. Thus, understanding a globalised workplace is different 

from the traditional work environment. In this context, using the concept of ‘global 

circuit’ as a framework and studying a particular industrial circuit would help explore 

the factors beyond workplace in greater detail and depict a complete picture of the 

globalisation process. The present study also contributes to look beyond the factory to 

understand the processes and factors leading to labour migration in the context of 

globalisation of production. It traces the dynamics and interconnections of processes 
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like migration, feminisation and formal/informal labour processes in the resource 

points. Therefore, the attempt made here is not to locate the cities in the production 

chains across national borders, but to look at the processes involved in the local 

resource points of the global circuits within the national border. This study explores the 

nodes (hinterlands), agents and resource flows within the nation and examines its 

linkages with the global circuits. This study will help advancing and integrating the 

WCN literature with that of GCC/GVC/GPN studies and will contribute to our 

understanding of the current phase of globalisation of production. 

1.4.1 Globalisation within the Nation 

Studies on global circuits/networks stop at the first entry points within the nations. The 

focus of such studies is on the dispersal of production across borders and the 

concentration of specialised activities in the global cities. The local resource points (i.e., 

the global production centres within the nation) of the global circuits cater to the global 

consumers. The interlinkages and the actors involved in these networks of production, 

processing and consumption have been examined in the existing literature. The 

problems of deteriorating labour standards and the race to the bottom, consumers’ 

protests and demand for ethically sourced products, implementation of corporate codes 

of conduct and monitoring of labour standards by MNCs in their global production 

centres are some of the examples of such interconnections. However, the involvement 

of such actors and their actions stops at the first entry point (global production units) of 

a nation.   

But the effects of globalisation of production do not end there. It has implications and 

secondary consequences within the nation. Scholars have examined the impact of 

globalisation on inequality and poverty in India (Bardhan, 2007; De Neve, 2009; 

Kantor, 2002; Sodhi, 2008). Studies on globalisation and labour relations have focused 

on rural-urban migration, flexibilisation, informalisation, casualisation, feminisation and 

labour welfare related issues (Basu & Thomas, 2009; Hensman, 2001; Naidu 2006; 

Roy-Chowdhury, 2004; Vijay, 2009). The focus was also on labour organisations, 

labour policies and labour- capital conflicts (Sharma, 2011; Sharma, 2006; Sinha, 2004; 
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Som, 2006). There are studies that examined the nature and problems of workers 

involved in the global factories in India (Chakravarty, 2004; Kalhan, 2008; Neethi, 

2012). However, while examining the labour relations in the global production centres 

within the nation, an approach to look beyond the workplace dimensions will give a 

complete picture of the implications of globalisation of production. 

The present study is an attempt in this direction. It acknowledges that the global 

production circuits have implications within the nation. Thus the studies on such 

circuits need to be extended beyond the production units. This will help in exploring the 

interconnections between global and local nodes. It also helps in examining the 

supplementary agencies operating within the national border that are facilitating such 

connections. 

1.5 Primary Research Focus 

The primary focus of the study is to capture the variations in labour relations in two 

different circuits of globalisation, taking into consideration both the factors within the 

workplace and those outside.  

1.6 Case Selection: Identification of the State and Two Industrial Circuits 

In order to understand the nature of labour relations under the global production 

circuits, it is essential to narrow down the focus of the study to a particular geographical 

location. The nature of the location, the types of circuits, political set up, economy and 

people have its specific influences on the production networks. Similarly, the nature of 

industrial circuits would differ from each other depending on the players involved 

(MNCs, local resource points, workers–both formal and informal). The labour relations 

can also vary depending on the nature of such circuits. Hence, it is essential to focus on 

one or two such circuits and try to understand the dynamisms in the workplace as well 

as outside the workplace.  
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1.6.1 Kerala 

The state of Kerala was selected for the study to understand the dynamics of labour 

relations in different types of global circuits. The reasons for choosing the state are 

many. The state has been famous for its high social development experiences 

(Oommen, 1999; Parayil, 2000). The state could ensure high literacy (high female 

literacy included), low infant mortality, high life expectancy and low population growth 

rates. Most of the Indian states were far below the development indicators achieved by 

the state. The successive state governments were also active in providing greater 

accessibility to essential services like health care, water, electricity, public distribution 

shops, roads and public transport in the state (Kurien, 1995; United Nations/CDS, 

1975). The state was also very active in the implementation of land reforms, inheritance 

rights for women and many other social and educational reforms (Franke & Chasin, 

1994; Krishnaji, 1979). The mass education, collective action, efforts by social 

reformists and popular political leaders could ensure high-level of social development in 

the state at a very early stage (Krishnaji, 2007; Kurien, 1995; Sen, 1992).  

Despite high social development, the state has been criticised for its low economic and 

stagnant industrial growth (Oommen, 2008; Thamaramangalam, 1998). The militant 

nature of trade unions and aggravated industrial disputes, strikes, lockouts and labour 

unrest are attributed as the major reasons for the stagnant industrial growth in the state 

(Thampy, 1990). The evolution of unions has a long history dating back to the first 

decades of the 20
th

 century peasant movements of Malabar during the British rule (Jose, 

1977; Nair, 2006). Many unorganised groups of workers including toddy tappers, 

cashew, beedi and coir workers have been organised under the collective leadership of 

unions (Kurien, 1995). The active role of trade unions could ensure significant 

improvements in the wages and working conditions of the workers. The state has a 

higher wage rate for the casual and agricultural labourers than the national average 

(Thomas, 2005). This is as a result of the active unions in the state and their 

achievements in organising and mobilising workers rapidly regardless of their location 

and sectoral occupations (Kannan, 1998a). Contrary to this, the right consciousness of 
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the workers is often pointed out as one of the causes of the state’s industrial 

backwardness. The entrepreneurs were psycho-phobic and negative toward new 

investments in the state (Thampy, 1990). 

Unemployment and lack of employment opportunities were some of the major socio-

economic problems faced by the state (Mathew, 1995; Prakash & Abraham, 2004). 

However, the state has witnessed a turnaround economic growth during the late 1980s 

through economic reforms and inflow of remittances (Kannan, 2005). The state has 

several challenges such as creating an environment for new investment, increasing the 

employment opportunities and better participation of women in the workforce. The 

globalisation of production can create employment opportunities in different fields like 

software industries, electronics and communications. It can create jobs both in the 

formal and informal sectors. There is outsourcing of production activities to low-cost 

local resource points in many of the developing economies that have infrastructural 

facilities and skilled labourers. The state of Kerala has also realised the need for 

attracting foreign direct investment by creating investor friendly policies. The state 

started to take up the role of a facilitator than of the direct financier and many industrial 

sector promotional agencies, such as Kerala State Industrial Development Corporation 

(KSIDC), Kerala Industrial Infrastructure Development Corporation (KINFRA), 

Techno Park, Kerala Financial Corporation (KFC) and Small Industries Development 

Corporation (SIDCO) were energised. Efforts were made to create an environment 

conducive for attracting private capital investment in large amounts and to make Kerala 

an investor friendly state (Kerala Development Report, 2008).  

The changing employment scenario in the state depicts an increase in the informal jobs 

as well as in the participation of women in casual and contractual works (Eapen, 2001; 

Waite, 2001). The SHGs (like Kudumbashree among women) and microfinance are 

empowering poor households in the state. The effective political processes and strong 

union hold in the state have organised even the unorganised sector workers to a greater 

extent compared to any other Indian states. There are many welfare measures 

undertaken in the state for these sections of workers (Heller, 1996; Kannan, 2002). At 
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the same time, the state is facing shortage of manual labourers to do hard labour 

resultant from the gulf migration and changes in the economic status (Kannan, 1998a; 

Prakash, 1998). Many migrants from Bihar, Odisha, Jharkhand, West Bengal and Uttar 

Pradesh are finding jobs in the construction sector, hotels and restaurants, 

manufacturing units and agriculture in the state (Kerala Development Report, 

2008; Business Line, 2013). The reluctance to do hard physical labour on the part of 

Kerala workers has facilitated replacement migration from other states. Under these 

circumstances, locating industrial circuits of Kerala and studying the dynamics of 

labour relations under the globalisation of production would provide insights on the 

emerging trends. It will also throw light on relevant policies in the field of labour 

relations. Understanding the globalised workplace and labour is very different. This 

necessitates taking into account different dimensions of the problem before arriving at a 

conclusion. Thus, the state of Kerala is ideal in many ways for such a study.  

1.6.2 The Garment Making Industrial Circuit 

Garment production is a buyer-driven commodity chain. There are numerous players 

involved in a garment circuit that includes large retailers, marketers and branded 

manufacturers (Gereffi & Memedovic, 2003, p. 3). The garment circuit interconnects 

developed and developing countries through its production, distribution and 

consumption networks. A production circuit has two components: the command and 

control centres and the local resource points. The command and control centres of 

garment circuit are MNCs like Wal-Mart, Benetton and Nike, and their headquarters 

located in cities like London, New York, Washington, Paris and Tokyo. For example, 

Wal-Mart and K-Mart are crucial determinants of continent-wide production patterns 

(Figueroa, 1996, p. 37). The resource points of production are located in developing 

countries with its flexible production centres. This pattern came into being with the rise 

of the ‘rest’ (mostly Asian and Latin American countries) after World War Second to 

the ranks of world class competitors in a wide range of mid-technology industries like 

garment and electronics (Amsden, 2001). The profit motive in such circuits can lead to 

competition among the players for cheaper destination and a race to the bottom 
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(Yimprasert & Hveem, 2005). The clothing manufacturing is the middle segment of the 

fashion chain. It is highly fragmented and least technologically sophisticated. This helps 

the MNCs to diversify its labour intensive operations across many developing countries. 

The local resource points of production are set up in the countries, where the cost of 

labour is comparatively cheaper. When the capital is easily mobile between 

geographical locations, the cost of labour is one of the major considerations, while 

setting up of the garment production units across borders (Figueroa, 1996).  

The global garment factories are largely a feminised workplace. These female workers 

in general are young, single and docile in nature (Elson & Pearson, 1981b; Mezzadri, 

2012). There are a large number of rural migrants working in such factories in the 

developing countries like India, China, Pakistan and Bangladesh. These migrant 

workers belong to poor households, and they are mainly depended on agriculture for 

subsistence (Absar, 2002; Neetha, 2002; Savchenko & Acevedo, 2012; Stark & Taylor, 

1991). The garment units adopt methods of direct recruitment from the factory gates 

and through networks of friends, family, caste and kinship ties (Waldinger, 1984; 

Zaman, 2001). Studies on garment factories have covered aspects of working 

conditions, labour rights and problems of the migrant workers. These studies also 

pointed out the absence of worker’s organisation, less awareness about the labour 

standards among the workers and its negligence from the management; coercion in the 

workplace, vulnerability, exploitation, workplace harassment and  gender specific issues 

(Ahmed, 2004; Cairoli, 1998; Chan & Siu, 2010; Collins, 2002; De Neve, 2009; Hale, 

2002; Rao & Husain, 1987; Safa, 1981). Such problems of erosion of labour rights and 

evading labour rights can be evident in local resource points as there are multiple 

players involved in outsourcing and subcontracting (Green, 1998). This often created 

consumer protests across the globe and active involvement of civil society organisations 

to safeguard the workers’ rights in those local resource points (Brooks, 2007). This also 

resulted in direct surveillance of labour standards by MNCs on their local resource 

points (Backer, 2007; Tim, 2007). 
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With respect to Kerala, attracting entrepreneurs to set up production centres in the state 

is a matter of concern for creating employment to the unemployed workforce. The state 

has set up Industrial Parks for export promotion. The KINFRA International Apparel 

Park (KIAP) at Thiruvananthapuram is selected for the present study. KIAP is 

established in 50 acres of land with allottable area of 36 acres and is specifically 

developed for garment industry
9
. The park is well connected through road, railway and 

airport. It has facilities like women’s hostel, Apparel Training and Design Centre 

(ATDC) and training centre for fresh operators. The state government declared 

minimum wages for the readymade garment manufacturers, which is well comparable 

to the neighbouring states. The hostel facility provided by the Park helps accommodate 

migrant workers from different districts of the state as well as from outside the state. 

Understanding the labour relations in a government sponsored Apparel Park for export 

promotion would be useful for future research. Such studies can bring out both strengths 

and weaknesses and influences of external factors on labour and its impact on their 

livelihood. 

1.6.3 The Cashew Nut Processing Industrial Circuit 

The cashew nut production, processing and consumption network involves multiple 

players: the cashew nut farmers, agents and collectors of raw nuts, importers of raw nuts 

from other countries; processors including small, medium, large-scale and cottage; 

commission agents, exporters, wholesalers and retailers. The cashew nut processing 

industry is a buyer-driven chain. The final stages of the processing, (mainly roasting and 

salting of kernels) are done by large retailers and sold through supermarkets to the final 

customers (Kanji, 2004a, 2004b). The local resource points of this circuit is situated in 

Asian and African countries and controlled by a few branded buyers in the developed 

countries. The cashew kernels exported from the local resource points to these buyer 

countries (US, UK and Europe) has to meet the specific quality consideration or else 

will be rejected by the buyers.  

                                                           
9
  http://www.apparelpark.com/ (accessed on 24-5-2013) 

 

http://www.apparelpark.com/
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The cashew tree is a native of Brazil and was introduced by Portuguese travellers in the 

16th century in India (Wadkar, Bagade & Jalgaonkar, 2007). In India, cashew grows 

mainly in states of Kerala, Andhra Pradesh, Karnataka, Goa, Maharashtra, Tamil Nadu, 

Odisha and West Bengal (Yadav, 2010). The commercial processing of cashew was 

initiated during 1920s, in Kollam district of Kerala (Chirayath, 1965). The cashew 

processing, an agro-processing industrial circuit, plays a significant role in the 

developing economies. India is one of the leading producer, processor and exporter of 

cashew in the world. Its production and processing on a commercial scale provides 

employment opportunities. This industry accrues foreign exchange through the export 

of the processed kernels. Most of the workers employed in cashew factories are female 

and belong to poor socio-economic background (Retheesh, 2005). Though the 

cultivation of cashew is spread across various states, majority of processing units are 

located in the Kollam district of Kerala. Kollam is known as the cashew capital of the 

country. The early patronage received by this industry by the Kollam based 

entrepreneurs and the availability of cheap labour were the reasons for geographical 

concentration of this industry (Chirayath, 1965). At later stages of the growth of this 

industry, many of the units were shifted to Tamil Nadu where the processing cost is 

lower than Kerala (Harilal et al., 2006; Kannan, 1983). Presently, 53% of export value 

is accruing through the Cochin port
10

.  

Studies on cashew workers in Kerala have shown different estimates of cashew 

workers. Study by Anna Lindberg (2001) has estimated 4,00,000 cashew workers in the 

state. The cottage processing is operating in a clandestine manner despite the legal ban 

(Harilal et al., 2006). This has often resulted in underestimation of cashew workers in 

the state. The strong trade unions in the state could organise the downtrodden cashew 

workers and strive for implementing the labour welfare measures. Many entrepreneurs 

started to shut down their factories and threatened to shift their production base to Tamil 

Nadu. The government of Kerala has brought out the Kerala Acquisition of Factories 
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   Information received from the Cashew Export Promotion Council of India, Cashew Bhavan, Kollam, 

for the year 2012-2013. 
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Act in 1976 to take over the closed factories (Pillai, 2009). In an attempt to formalise 

this industry, two state agencies were founded. These are the Kerala State Cashew 

Development Corporation (KSCDC) and Cashew Workers Apex Co-operative Society 

(CAPEX), and they engage in the processing, exporting of cashew and the welfare of 

the workers. The KSCDC Ltd was established in July 1969 as a fully owned 

government undertaking. The major objective of KSCDC is employment generation in 

cashew processing industry and to create an organised nature to the industry by 

providing higher wages and better working condition for the cashew workers. Presently, 

KSCDC is running 30 cashew factories all over the State. More than 20,000 workers 

and 1,500 staff members are working in these factories
11

. For the present study, one of 

the corporation factories was selected from the Kollam district. Understanding the 

cashew workers in their formal workplace can exhibit the nature of everyday labour 

relations with the management and co-workers, and the influences of trade unions. 

While, exploring the nature of informal processing, there is a need to extend the scope 

of the study outside the formal workplace. 

1.7 Research Objectives 

1) To understand the nature of labour relations across the cashew and garment circuits 

of globalisation in Southern Kerala. 

a) To examine the scope of trade unions and negotiations within the 

workplace across the two circuits of globalisation. 

 

2) To understand the processes through which conditions within the workplace interact 

with conditions outside it to influence the nature of labour relations in the cashew and 

garment circuits of globalisation in Southern Kerala. 

a)  To understand the role played by family, caste, religion, ethnicity and 

other identities in the workplace labour relations. 

b)  To understand the nature of social networks across the two circuits of 

globalisation. 
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 http://www.cashewcorporation.com/index.php (accessed on 13-11-2014) 

http://www.cashewcorporation.com/index.php
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3) To understand the nature and dimension of global circuits from the experiences of the 

garment and cashew circuits of globalisation in Southern Kerala.  

a) To examine the linkages of global circuits within the nation .  

1.8 Methodology and Data Collection 

The present study is examining the changes in labour relations within the workplace and 

outside the workplace, while taking into account the forces which influence this 

dynamics, especially those of family, caste, gender, kinship and ethnic ties, and other 

social networks and institutions. The study is also attempting to understand the various 

processes by which these forces exert influence on labour relations. In order to explore 

the ongoing processes, which shape labour relations within the workplace and outside, 

the study has to draw upon both quantitative and qualitative analysis. For this purpose, a 

micro level study representing the garment circuit and the cashew processing circuit is 

undertaken. The firm level study is conducted through a schedule followed by detailed 

personal interviews with the workers who are willing to participate. Interviews with the 

Human Resource personnel (HR) were also undertaken. The information collected from 

the workers includes age, sex, marital status, family background, wages, details about 

the job and overtime in the unit. Questions were also included to collect information 

regarding the influence of family, caste, religion, gender, educational qualification and 

work experience in placing the labourers in different circuits and their relations in the 

workplace and outside. Personal interviews with management staff were carried out for 

collecting the information regarding the organisational structure, nature of recruitment, 

work culture including training and promotions. The information regarding formal and 

informal labour organisations, as well as its impact on labour, are collected through the 

detailed personal interviews with workers and the management.  

The purpose of the study is also to understand the various processes under the 

globalisation of production so that care was given to cover a large number of workers as 

the sample size in both of the circuits. Understanding processes in a global factory 



27 
 

needs field observation of the day to day work practices and interactions and interviews 

with the workers. The piece rate nature of work and time target in such factories might 

lead to less response from the workers. Thus, the sample size calculated for the garment 

unit is 280 from the population of 1,000 workers and  for the cashew unit is 260 from 

the population of 800 workers, with 95% confidence level and margin error of five 

percent
12

. The workplace was first stratified according to the sections carrying out 

different activities. A sequential random sample was then selected from each of the 

sections. An attempt was made to capture not only the quantifiable facts, but also to 

examine qualititative aspects during the study that otherwise remain uncaptured through 

a questionnaire. 

1.8.1 Garment 

For the study of garment circuit, permission was taken from KINFRA management. The 

study has to limit itself to one large garment unit so as to examine various processes in 

greater detail. Permission was sought from three of the large units from which one unit 

was selected, where it was granted to administer the schedule inside the factory among 

the workers. It was also allowed to observe everyday negotiations of workers with the 

supervisors, HR personnel and between workers. The total sample size
13

 is 260 workers 

with a response rate of 93%. The study was conducted between January 2012 and 

March 2012.  

During the study at KINFRA, it was noticed that there are a large number of migrant 

workers from Odisha working in the Park. The interviews with the migrants revealed 

that they had received training in stitching operations in their villages. Most of these 

                                                           
12

  The sample size calculator used is available at http://www.raosoft.com/samplesize.html 

13
 Schedule: Female Workers 244 (Operator, Quality Assurance, Ironing, Cutting, Packing, Washing, 

Section Coordinator, Helper, Supervisor and Others) and Male Workers 16 (Packing, Cutting, Operator, 

Supervisor, Safety Officer, Electrical Maintenance). Interviews: Supervisor Female 3, Supervisor Male 

2, HR Personnel Female 2, Nurse 1, Factory Security Male 1, Factory Security Female 1, Hostel Warden 

Female 1, Hostel Security Male 1, Local workers 31, Odisha workers 23, Ex-workers 5.  
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workers belong to Below Poverty Line (BPL) families. This led to further studies 

regarding the migrants. A field visit to one of the Apparel Training Centre at Hinjilicut 

in Odisha was done on June 2013. Interviews were conducted among trainees and 

coordinator of the centre to understand the training process. Information on details on 

recruitment and trainees were collected from the centre. 

1.8.2 Cashew 

Many private factories were visited seeking permission to conduct the workplace study. 

Managements were hesitant towards the study. Permission was sought through a labour 

officer in Kollam to conduct the workplace study in a corporation factory employing 

around 800 workers. The total sample size
14

 was 259 with a response rate of 99%. The 

study period was from November 2011 to January 2012 followed by a few more 

additional visits in March 2012. 

The study of the factory helps understanding the labour relations in a formal workplace. 

This is limited in many ways as it gives only one side of global production centres. 

There are also outsourcing and subcontracting activities happening in the production 

circuits. To understand such activities, the cashew processing at households needs to be 

covered. Thus, the present study also tried to incorporate one of the informal network of 

household processors identified during the field observation. Household visits were 

made to identify the informal processors. The study covered 28 such households, 

private agents and shop assistant. Detailed interviews of these household workers were 

conducted, and narration of their life experiences and livelihood were analysed to 

understand this process. 
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 Schedule: Female 240 (Sheller 110, Peeler 87, Grader 37, Others 6) and Male 19 (Roaster 7, Borma 2, 

Supervisor 2, Loader 5, Others 3). Interviews: Supervisor Male 2, Supervisor Female 1, Manager 1, 

Management Clerk 3, Security 1, Female workers 37, Male workers 4, Union coordinator male 2, Union 

coordinator female 1, Union leaders, president and Secretary 6. 
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1.9 Analysis and Interpretation 

The conceptual framework used for the study and analysis is the global circuit. The two 

industrial circuits are identified in the state of Kerala. One is garment circuit, and other 

is cashew processing circuit. The two sample units selected are the local resource points 

of the global circuit. The study tries to understand labour relations in the two local 

resource points. Attempts were also made to cover external factors affecting the labour 

relations. For the garment circuit, the variables like age, education, marital status, 

wages, methods of recruitment, overtime, job experiences, labour standards, labour 

negotiations, labour organisations, family and friends ties in the workplace and duration 

in the workplace are analysed in relation to the local and migrant workers. Descriptions 

of health and safety standards in the company, hostel and accommodation, are also 

covered. The socio-economic background of the workers outside the workplace is also 

included using indicators on roof types, ownership of houses, asset index and household 

occupational pattern. To understand the migrant workers from Odisha and the process 

of migration, concept of ‘secondary circuit’ is coined. From the Hinjilicut apparel 

centre, details on the admission process, caste of trainees and placement of trainees are 

collected.  

For the cashew circuit, information was collected on age, marital status, job 

experiences; agents of informants on job vacancy, caste, religion and union 

membership. Details on work and workplace interactions, wages and welfare, and 

labour absenteeism and common illness are presented. To understand the outside 

workplace factors and socio-economic background, variables like roof types, ownership 

rights, means of water facility, household occupational pattern and memberships in 

outside workplace organisations are analysed. To understand the informal processing of 

cashew, the concept of ‘informal secondary circuit’ is coined. Narrative analysis is 

exercised to explore the livelihood of the workers in the invisible informal circuit. The 

household visits and interviews are analysed to exhibit the workers involved in such 

networks. 
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1.10 Organisation of the Thesis Chapters 

The thesis is organised into six chapters. Chapter 2 and 3 describes the garment circuit. 

Chapter 4 and 5 explore the cashew processing circuit. Chapter 2 presents a macro 

picture of global garment circuit and its relevance to India. For this purpose, it mainly 

relies on existing secondary literature and data source. After stating the relevance, this 

chapter elaborates the case of KINFRA and the labour relations within the workplace 

using the primary data and insights from the interviews. It also discusses outside 

workplace factors and socio-economic background of the workers engaged in the 

garment circuit. It concludes by stating the need to examine both workplace relations as 

well as looking beyond the workplace. Chapter 3 elaborates on the migrant Odisha 

workers in the garment unit. This chapter introduces the concept of ‘secondary circuit’ 

and depicts the processes of labour training and placement in the global garment circuit 

drawing insights from the field visit to Hinjilicut training centre in Odisha. Chapter 4 

introduces the cashew circuit of Kerala. It draws insights from both secondary and 

primary data. It elaborates the labour relations within the workplace and socio-

economic background of the workers. It concludes by stating the need to look beyond 

the workplace under the global production circuits. Chapter 5 analyses the informal 

processors of cashew nuts in the households. It conceptualises the processes into an 

‘informal secondary circuit’ of cashew processors. It draws upon household interviews 

and identifies the informal networks. This section calls for the need to create 

accountability to such networks by organising these workers through SHGs. Chapter 6 

concludes by comparing the garment and cashew circuit and stating the policy 

directions and the scope for future research.  
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Chapter 2 

Dynamics of Labour Relations in a Local Resource Point of 

the Garment Production Circuit 

Case Study of a Garment Unit at KINFRA in Kerala 

 

2.1 Introduction 

The nature of labour relation has undergone changes under globalisation of production 

that could be captured in the analytical lens only by looking at processes internal and 

external to the industry, thereby going beyond the workplaces. The processes of 

feminisation, migration, formal and informal labour relations, labour organisation and 

labour standards are examined here to understand the global workplace dynamics. 

Labour relation studies in general focus on labour inside the workplace and their 

interactions. The study of labour relations in the local resource points within the 

workplace under globalisation gives only a partial understanding of the labour. To get a 

complete picture of labour dynamics, an approach to look beyond the workplace is 

essential. The present case study at the KINFRA Apparel Park is an attempt to 

understand the changing dynamics of labour relations within the workplace and beyond 

the workplace. 

2.2 Garment Circuit 

There has been a proliferation of specialised global circuits of economic activities 

across borders connecting the world cities (Sassen, 2002c). The garment circuit 

interconnects developed and developing countries through its production, distribution 

and consumption networks. Garment production is mainly a buyer-driven commodity 
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network in which there are numerous players involved: the large retailers, marketers and 

branded manufacturers (Gereffi & Memedovic, 2003, p. 3). A production circuit has 

two components: the command and control centres and the local resource points. The 

command and control centres of garment circuit are the MNCs like Wal-Mart, Benetton 

and Nike. The command and control centres have their headquarters located in cities 

like London, New York, Washington, Paris and Tokyo. For example, Wal-Mart and K-

Mart constitute the significant single determinant of continent-wide production patterns 

(Figueroa, 1996, p. 37). The resource points of production are located in the developing 

countries with its flexible production centres. This pattern came into being with the rise 

of the ‘rest’ (mostly Asian and Latin American countries) after World War second to 

the ranks of world-class competitors in a wide range of mid-technology industries like 

garment and electronics (Amsden, 2001). 

Clothing manufacturing (the middle segment of the fashion chain) is the most 

fragmented, least technologically sophisticated, the most geographically dispersed and 

labour-intensive process. So that the cost of labour is an important consideration in 

setting up the garment units across borders (Figueroa, 1996). It is profitable to transfer 

technology to local resource points where labour is cheaper, and the cost of production 

is lower in a circuit. This resulted in the growing competition among MNCs to search 

for destinations of low-cost labour and led to ‘race to the bottom’ (Yimprasert & 

Hveem, 2005). This is possible in the garment circuit that has multiple players involved 

in outsourcing and subcontracting, thereby avoiding labour rights across borders 

(Green, 1998). On the one hand, in the free trade and globalisation of production, the 

nation states and the international systems (WTO & ILO) determine the labour and 

trade Laws. It allows corporations, the transnational mobility and freedom to act as if 

they do not belong to the boundaries of the nation state, that can lead to ineffective 

labour laws on the other hand (Brooks, 2007). The absence of monitoring mechanisms 

of labour standards in the factories of many branded MNCs located in developing 

countries led to consumer protest in developed countries (Brooks, 2007). Studies on the 

garment industry by Brooks (2007) have explored the transnational consumer protest 

against labour violations in El Salvador and Bangladesh and immigrants sweatshops in 
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the New York City. The labour right violations of international brands like Wal-Mart 

and NIKE in their resource centres met with popular protest (Brooks, 2007). It has led 

to pressure of creating corporate social responsibility codes by these command and 

control centres of the circuit and its imposition on local resource points to save the 

image of their brands. This direct surveillance of labour standards by branded 

companies on their different resource points situated across national boundaries led to 

the privatisation of labour standards (Bartley, 2007; Backer, 2006) which is beyond the 

realm of respective national labour laws. Thus, while dealing with local resource points 

of a garment circuit caution should be taken to place the labour relation studies in the 

context of globalisation of production. 

2.3 Developing Countries as Local Resource Points 

The world production of textile and apparel has undergone phases of shifting production 

centres since 1950 and all of it involved Asian players (Gereffi, 1998, 2002; ILO, 1996; 

Khanna, 1993). The first shift took place when Japan replaced North America and 

Western Europe by a splurge of import during the 1950s and early 1960s. The second 

was from Japan to Hong Kong, Taiwan and South Korea–The Big Three Asian garment 

producers–during the 1970s to 1980s. The third shift was from Asian Big Three to a 

number of other developing economies. Majorly it was to China, and the rest includes 

several Southeast Asian and Latin American nations during the 1990s. These 

developing countries are dominant players of the world export market in garment and 

textiles (UNCTAD, 2005). The countries where the labour force is abundant and cheap 

are the favourable destinations for setting up the production centres. Asian countries 

have labour in plenty so that they became sourcing destinations of the global garment 

circuit. Among the Asian countries, China, India, Bangladesh, Pakistan, and Sri Lanka 

dominate the production. The garment industry has large employment potential, 

supporting majorly female labourers. Garment production is highly divisive, and each 

batch of workers specialises in one process of garment making. Work is repetitive in 

nature, and skill of the worker is in completing the maximum number of one process of 

the entire garment making during the fixed working time. The presence of a large 
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number of young and single female labourers who are more docile and flexible 

compared to male counterparts is a typical feature of any garment factory in these 

countries (Elson & Pearson, 1981; Mezzadri, 2012; Paul-Majumder, 2008). 

2.3.1 The Rise of Indian Garment Circuit 

The industrialised countries were dominant in the production of textile and clothing till 

the late 1950s. The readymade garment industry as a functional production unit was 

almost non-existent in India till the Second World War. Most of the units set up were 

small scale and cottage types. The growth phase of readymade garment industry was 

during the 1960s when it became responsive to the changing demands of fashion in the 

western countries (Narayanaswami & Sriram, 1972). Outsourcing in the textile and 

apparel industry began in the late 1950s and 1960s, when Western Buyers turned to 

Japan for the procurement of good quality fabric and textiles at low costs (Amsden, 

2001) and later to many developing countries including India. Amsden (2001, p.1) 

explains the rise of the ‘rest’ –“comprising China, India, Indonesia, South Korea, 

Malaysia, Taiwan, and, Thailand in Asia; Argentina, Brazil, Chile, and Mexico in Latin 

America; and Turkey in the Middle East” –to the ranks of world class competitors in a 

wide range of mid technology industries. Amsden (2001) explained that they had 

acquired ample manufacturing experience in the production of silk, cotton textiles, 

foodstuffs, and light consumer goods to move into the mid-technology and later to the 

high-technology sectors. 

The 1960s was marked as a decade of sweeping change throughout the fashion world 

generating ideas and images which still appear modern today. The fashion had 

previously been aimed at wealthy, mature elite class, whereas in the new era, the tastes 

and preferences of young people became important. At the beginning of the decade, the 

market was dominated by Parisian designers of expensive haute couture garments. 

Formal suits for women underwent a structural change resulting in looser lines and 
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shorter skirts
15

. Young people’s income was at its highest since the end of the Second 

World War, creating a desire for a wardrobe that did more than simply copy adult dress. 

Thus, the 1960s brought more free thinking attitudes of the world to the fashion (see 

Footnote 14). The market for garments shifted from standardised products to more 

customised goods produced in smaller batches and multiple styles (Feenstra, 1998; 

Tewari, 2006). The change of fashion led to demand more product varieties and flexible 

production. During these period cities like Bombay, Madras, Delhi, Bangalore and 

Ahmadabad emerged as centres of garment production in India (Narayanaswami & 

Sriram, 1972). There was considerable domestic market for the product as well as 

export demands that came with bulk orders of garments with definite time schedules 

and quality. The rising cost of production in the industrialised countries is also a factor 

that led to the search for destinations in developing countries where the cost of 

producing garment is cheaper due to the availability of low-wage labour. This has 

resulted in transferring of much of production capacity and jobs to the developing world 

(ILO, 1996). Combination of all these factors has accelerated the growth of readymade 

garment industry in the country. 

Though there is considerable demand from the West, trade in textiles and clothing has 

been highly regulated (Blokker, 1989; Xu, 1997). The Multi-Fibre Arrangement (MFA) 

exempted the textile and garment trade from the General Agreement on Tariffs and 

Trade  (GATT) disciplines, and the export of textiles and garment from Asian countries 

to Europe and USA were allowed to be restricted by the quota system (Hashim, 2005). 

Whenever there is a surge in imports of particular products or threat to cause serious 

damage to the industry of importing country these selective quantitative restrictions 

were imposed on export from the developing countries. The MFA was a major 

departure from the basic GATT rules and particularly, the principle of non-

                                                           
15  ‘Historic changes in women’s fashion: 1900s -1960s’ by  Mary Lu, 

http://www.fibre2fashion.com/industry-article/2/159/historic-changes-in-womens-fashion-1900s-

1960s1.asp   (accessed on 6-1-2014) 
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discrimination
16

. It was in the Uruguay Round of World Trade Organisation (WTO) in 

1995 meeting that the developing countries came together and stood for complete free 

trade in textiles and clothing. It had led to framing of Agreement on Textile and 

Clothing (ATC) by which the quantitative restrictions on the import of textiles and 

clothing will be removed step by step over ten years of the relaxation period. ATC is a 

transitional instrument of progressive integration of textile and clothing products into 

GATT 1994 rules by enlarging existing quotas and ensuring safeguard mechanisms to 

deal with new cases of serious damage or threat to domestic producers during the 

transition period (WTO). Hence, by 2005 all the restrictions were dismantled, and trade 

in textiles and clothing came under the general trading rules. Quota eliminations were 

expected to create significant changes in world patterns of textile and clothing 

production and trade, and large expected gains for China and India (OECD, 2003; 

USITC, 2004). Other developing countries in Asia, who could also benefit from the free 

trade in textiles and clothing are Vietnam, Indonesia, Sri Lanka, Bangladesh and 

Pakistan. These Asian countries have a comparative advantage in terms of low wage 

compared to India and China (Alam & Natsuda, 2013; Keshari, Tara & Dinesh, 1995; 

Mottaleb & Sonobe, 2009; UNCTAD, 2005; Yamagata, 2007).  

Figure 2.1 shows the export share of clothing of the major Asian countries in the world 

trade from 1989 to 2011. Among Asian countries, India ranks as the fourth largest 

exporter of clothing after China, Hong Kong and Bangladesh. In 2011, India’s share in 

world export of clothing is 3.48%, whereas China, Hong Kong and Bangladesh are 

37.28%, 5.94%, and 4.83% respectively. After the MFA phase out, the share of China 

and Bangladesh has increased in the world export of clothing. After 2005, the export 

from Vietnam has also increased considerably and in 2011, it has 3.19% share in the 

world export of garments. Thus, ATC and free trade in textiles and clothing has helped 

to increase the share of many Asian countries in the garment export. 
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 http://www.wto.org/english/tratop_e/texti_e/texintro_e.htm, (accessed on 4-6-2013) 
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Figure 2.1: Major Garment Exporters from Asia 

 

Source: Calculated from WTO, 

 http://stat.wto.org/StatisticalProgram/WSDBViewData.aspx?Language=E 

Among the Asian countries, China has become a leading world producer and supplier of 

clothing (ILO, 2014). China has superior technology in garment making compared to 

any other Asian country. However, the wage rate is higher in China compared to other 

Asian competitors like India, Bangladesh, Pakistan, Sri Lanka, Vietnam and Indonesia 

(Savchenko & Acevedo, 2012; Walayat, 2010). It can increase the cost of production 

overtime (Whalley, 2006). India has comparatively lesser wage rate than China and also 

competent technology to produce and meet the demands of the buyers. Among Asian 

countries, India is one of the dominant suppliers to many MNCs. The abundant labour 

in the country is helpful in the expansion of the garment industry. America, EU, much 

of Asia and Middle East are India’s clients. The Industry supports 35 million people as 

part of its workforce, even today, it is the second largest provider of employment in the 

country (CCI, 2013). Besides, the apparel sector also contributed to seven percent of 

India’s total exports in 2009-10. The textile and clothing industry together contributes 
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four percent to the country’s GDP and 14% to the country’s industrial production (CCI, 

2013). During the year 2012-13, Readymade Garments account for almost 39% of the 

total textile exports
17

. In the global export market of clothing, India ranked the fifth 

largest exporter as per the WTO in 2011–trailing Bangladesh, Hong Kong, EU-27 and 

China
18

. Presently, India has to compete with countries like Pakistan and Bangladesh 

where the labour cost of production is lesser than India. However, the availability of 

skilled labour and low cost of production and better technology are some of the factors 

favourable to Indian garment industry. As a matter of fact, the benefits of the new 

regime of ATC can accrue in only to a limited number of subsectors if the Government 

does not accelerate the pace of reforms requested by the business community and if 

domestic manufacturers do not take steps to improve their competitiveness (ILO, 2005). 

2.4 The Local Resource Point of Garment Circuit in India 

In the new scenario of quota-free world, the country has large textile manufacturers like 

Gokuldas Exports, Alok Industries, Raymonds, Welspun India, Aravind Mills and 

Madura Garments. There are several small and medium sized apparel manufacturers 

like cotton knitwear suppliers of Tirupur, hosiery suppliers of Ludhiana and suppliers of 

home textiles from Tamil Nadu, Kerala and Punjab have become significant 

contributors to the total apparel exports of the country (Textile Industry Report). The 

cities like Mumbai, Delhi, Bangalore, Tirupur and Chennai are considered to be the 

garment production hubs in the country. Under the new regime, the readymade garment 

sector is expected to create more employment opportunities and export market to the 

country. The government of India has promoted schemes for setting up of large scale 

firms for export promotion. The setting up of Apparel Parks for exports is a prime step 
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 Annual Report (2012-13), Ministry of Textiles, Government of India, 

http://texmin.nic.in/annualrep/ar_12_13_english.pdf (accessed  on  15-1-2014) 

18
 Note on Textiles & Clothing Exports of India, Government of India, Ministry of Textiles (International 

Trade Section), 

http://texmin.nic.in/sector/note_on_indian_textile_and_clothing_exports_intl_trade_section.pdf  

(accessed on 5-1-2014) 

http://texmin.nic.in/annualrep/ar_12_13_english.pdf
http://texmin.nic.in/sector/note_on_indian_textile_and_clothing_exports_intl_trade_section.pdf


39 
 

towards it. In 2002, the Ministry of Textiles, the government of India announced the 

Apparel Parks for Export (APE) Scheme to create world class apparel manufacturing 

facilities in the country to boost the export of apparels. APE scheme is intended to set 

up apparel manufacturing units of international standards and give a fillip to exports of 

apparels and earn sufficient foreign exchange. This scheme is also intended to attract 

the major buyers overseas to India by providing single-stop market in India meeting all 

the international standards of labour and environment, to boost investments in the sector 

and to develop domestic brands that can withstand the pressure of imports
19

.  

Following these initiatives, the states in India have been competing with each other to 

attract investment. The impact of globalisation can be seen in the increasing local 

investment in manufacturing units that can cater to the production demands of the 

commodities being outsourced from the advanced world. Globalisation is expected to 

bring employment opportunities to these states. The benefits of globalisation can only 

be captured by the states that are equipped to welcome these changes. In line with other 

states, Kerala too sought to present itself as an attractive location for the manufacturing 

units catering to the demand for outsourcing from the advanced world. It recognised the 

role of government as a facilitator, rather than as a direct financier. During the ninth 

plan, with a view to attract more investment in the industrial sector, promotional 

agencies such as KSIDC, KINFRA, KFC and SIDCO were energised. Efforts were 

made to create an environment conducive for attracting private capital investment in 

large amounts and to make Kerala an investor friendly state (Kerala Development 

Report, 2008). It was noted that many garment units were set up in the neighbouring 

states like Tamil Nadu and Karnataka, and they have provided employment to a large 

number of female workers. State of Kerala also set up apparel and textiles parks in 

                                                           

19
 The scheme expects the park to consist of garment manufacturing units with each unit having at least 

200 sewing machines. It should provide employment to at least 20,000 persons when it becomes fully 

operational. The State Government will have to take the initiative in providing flexibility in labour laws 

in these clusters. The Central Government will have to undertake to provide skill upgradation of the 

workers employed in the units under its existing schemes, wherever possible. Recently, APE is merged 

with the Textile Centre Infrastructure Development Scheme (TCIDS), and now known as Scheme for 

Integrated Textile Parks (SITP). http://www.aepcindia.com/market-Apparel-Park.asp (accessed on 5-2-

2014) 

http://www.aepcindia.com/market-Apparel-Park.asp
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Thiruvananthapuram and Kochi to attract foreign direct investment and provide 

employment opportunities for the labour that did not belong to the professionally 

educated group
20

. 

2.5 Case of Kerala: The Local Resource Point  

The development experience of the Kerala economy is characterised by high social 

development with low economic growth till the late 1980s (Subrahmanian, 1990). It had 

led the Kerala development experience to be seen lopsided. With Gulf remittance and 

growth of the tertiary sector, the growth rate of Net State Domestic Product (NSDP) 

started to increase after the 1980s. From Table 2.1, it is clear that primary and 

secondary sector contribution to the NSDP is decreasing in the state. The state has 

certainly moved towards a non-agricultural economy with its unconventional growth 

path of increase in the tertiary sector with a stagnant secondary sector (HDR, 2006). 

The declining share of the secondary sector has been attributed to the absence of an 

environment conducive to set up industries. One of the primary factors for setting up 

industries is the availability of labour. The industrial backwardness of the state is often 

the result of labour unrest (Albin, 1990; Oommen, 1981; Thampy, 1990). Thus, 

Kerala’s industrial backwardness has been often associated with its rights consciousness 

of the workers. It is evident from its high degree of workers’ organisation and industrial 

disputes in the state in the formal, as well as informal sectors. The workers’ 

organisations have made significant improvements in the wage rates and living 

conditions of the informal sector workers. Wage rates of casual as well as agricultural 

workers in Kerala are greater than the national average (Thomas, 2005). 
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 The state government gives subsidy up to 25% of the fixed capital investment with a ceiling of Rs.2.5 

million. It also provides subsidy up to 15% of the cost of the installation with a ceiling of Rs. 0.5 million 

for DG sets for captive consumption. Companies can avail project finance from institutions like the 

Kerala Financial Corporation and Kerala State Industrial Development Corporation.  

http://www.apparelpark.com/ (accessed on 5-2-2014) 
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Table 2.1: Structural Transformation of Kerala (%) 

Year Primary Secondary Tertiary 

1983       

Income 35(41) 25(22) 40(37) 

Employment 50(69) 22(13) 28(18) 

1987-88       

Income 35(35) 22(24) 43(41) 

Employment 52(66) 20(15) 28(19) 

1993-94       

Income 32(33) 20(24) 48(43) 

Employment 49(65) 21(14) 30(21) 

1999-00       

Income 26(28) 19(24) 55(48) 

Employment 32(60) 28(16) 40(24) 

Note: Numbers in parenthesis are for all India  

Source: Human Development Report, Kerala, 2006, State Planning Board 

The problem of industrial backwardness is compounded by the lower work participation 

rate in Kerala. Kerala’s labour market in the post 1950s is characterised by decline over 

the decades in ‘main workers’ as a proportion of the total population and the highest 

rates of unemployment in the country (Thomas, 2005). Industrialisation in Kerala has 

been particularly unsuccessful with respect to generating employment opportunities for 

a large majority of educated youth. The number of workers employed in factories in 

Kerala is very less compared to other states. Within the factory sector of Kerala, a large 

part of the workforce is employed in cashew processing and beedi making industries 

that still employ traditional technology (Thomas, 2003). The state is also facing acute 

shortage of people to do hard labour and skilled jobs due to the Gulf migration from the 

state and the resultant changes in the economy (Kannan, 1998a; Prakash, 1998). Under 

these circumstances, the setting up of Apparel Parks in the state to provide job to the 

less educated and unemployed workers can prove ineffective due to the less willingness 

of the workers to work for minimum wages.  
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2.5.1 KINFRA International Apparel Park 

KIAP is located at Thiruvananthapuram; the capital city of Kerala. The park is operated 

and owned by KINFRA (a statutory body of government of Kerala formed in 1993). 

The park in Thiruvananthapuram comes under a centrally sponsored scheme–“Apparel 

Parks for Exports” (APE)–which aims to involve state governments in promoting 

investments in the apparel sector
21

. It aims at providing basic infrastructure facilities for 

setting up industries in the state. KIAP is established in 50 acres of land with allottable 

area of 36 acres and is specifically developed for the garment industry
22

. The park is 

well connected through road, railway and airport. It has facilities like women’s hostel, 

ATDC and training centre for fresh operators. The state government declared minimum 

wages for the readymade garment manufacturers, which is well comparable with that of 

the neighbouring states. Though the park is strategically located and has its location 

advantages and infrastructure facilities, it has its own problems. The major problem is 

the low availability of labour to work in the apparel unit. Textile and apparel sector 

provides just the minimum wages, and the prospect of increasing the wage over time is 

very low. The workers in Kerala are well educated and skilled, and demand higher 

wages compared to any other states. The management has to search for the manpower 

meeting specific requirements of apparel units across the state and outside the state.  

2.5.2 The Study Unit at KINFRA Park 

The unit to be studied was chosen on the basis of size. KINFRA had four large units and 

one of them was chosen for the study based on ease of access. The chosen unit was a 

large firm employing more than 1,000 workers
23

. It is a government recognised export 

house that deals in Kaftans, Scarves, Readymade garments, Belts, Dress materials, 

Salwar Kameez and Dupatta. It was established in the year 1978, and a division of the 
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 http://apapparelpark.gov.in/ (accessed on 24-5-2013) 

 
22

 http://www.apparelpark.com/ ( accessed on 24-5-2013) 

 
23

 The number of workers in the unit keeps changing due to high attrition and labour absenteeism. HR 

representative mentioned that the unit has the capacity of employing 1350 workers. 

http://apapparelpark.gov.in/
http://www.apparelpark.com/
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firm was started at KINFRA Park in the year 2004. It has its branches strategically 

located in Mumbai, Bangalore and Tirupur. It is one of the largest manufacturer and 

exporter of garments for men, women and children. It has ISO 9001:2000 certification 

by Underwriters Laboratories. ISO international standards ensure that the products and 

services are safe, reliable and of good quality
24

. It helps companies to access new 

markets and facilitate free and fair global trade.  

The vision of the company is to be the most desirable sourcing point from India for 

wearing apparels for men, ladies and kids for overseas market. The mission of the 

company is to improve and upgrade technology, methodology and human resources; to 

meet consumer satisfaction with high quality, timely delivery and defect free 

merchandise at competitive prices. The major suppliers of the company are from 

Tirupur. The products of the company are exported to countries like USA, UK, Dubai, 

Indonesia, Malaysia, Canada, Italy, Greece, Saudi Arabia and Turkey. The major buyers 

of the company are Kohl’s, H&M, Pimkie, Primark, Triburg and Atmosphere. 

2.6 Labour inside the Workplace 

Studies on labour relations tend to focus on labour within the workplace. Under global 

production networks, the nature of labour and the way labour relations are perceived 

have been changing. It necessitates examining labour inside the workplace of the global 

production networks, as well as the labour outside the workplace to understand 

processes which are in operation beyond the workplace, yet influencing the production 

process. The concept of circuit helps to extend the labour relations studies beyond the 

workplace. It has been used to understand the labour and labour relations in a local 

                                                           
24 ISO 9001:2000 specifies requirements for quality management system, where an organisation needs to demonstrate 

its ability to provide product that meets customer and applicable regulatory requirements consistently and aims to 

enhance customer satisfaction through the effective application of the system, including processes for continual 

improvement of the system and the assurance of conformity to customer and applicable regulatory requirements. All 

requirements of this International Standard are generic and are intended to be applicable to all organisations, 

regardless of the type, size and product provided. http://www.iso.org/iso/catalogue_detail?csnumber=21823 

(accessed on 28-5-2013) 
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resource point of garment production circuit of Kerala. It brings to light processes of 

feminisation, migration, labour standards, and labour negotiations within the workplace 

and also looks outside workplace aspects of workers–the socio-economic condition of 

the workers. It gives descriptions on labour relations of a local resource point producing 

for a global production network and also argues the need to look at labour beyond their 

workplace. 

2.6.1 Globalisation and Feminisation  

The growth in international trade and the effects of globalisation have both so far 

favoured women’s participation in paid employment (Joekes, 1995). The accounts of 

globalisation and outsourcing of production to many Asian countries is associated with 

growing demand for female labour. New jobs were created in information-based 

industries, clothing and electronics and also in food retailing that demand female labour 

force. Fontana, Joekes & Masika (1998) explain that the ratio of exports to total 

manufacturing output has been strongly associated with increased shares of women in 

the manufacturing labour force of a low-income economy. Greater the concentration of 

clothing production and electronics assembling in export production, the higher the 

employment-creating effects of trade have been for women. Feminisation of labour has 

been accompanied by a shift in employment from manufacturing to services in 

developed countries and from agriculture to manufacturing and services in the 

developing countries (Kanji & Menon, 2001). Guy Standing (1999) explains that the 

labour market flexibility and the growing insecurity has increased greater female labour 

force participation and female employment in many jobs traditionally held by men. 

According to him, feminisation arises because available employment and labour options 

tend increasingly to characterise activities associated, rightly or wrongly, with women. 

Such pattern of employment tends to result in an increasing proportion of women 

occupying the jobs. 

In the present sample, 94% of the workers are females, and only six percent of the 

workers are males in the garment unit. Male workers are engaged in relatively better 

jobs like supervisor, cutting marker and safety officer. The mean salary of female 
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workers is Rs. 4,289.75 and that of male workers is Rs. 6,218.75. This difference in 

salary is not due to any gender differentiated payment, rather due to differences in the 

nature of the work. Men are mainly employed in relatively better jobs, and it explains 

the differences in their salary. The average age of the female worker is 26, and that of 

the male worker is 29. Among the female workers, 72% are single
25

 and among male 

workers, 56% are single. The average years spent on education for female workers are 

nine, and that of male workers are 11
26

. Relatively better post of males also demands 

higher educational qualification, which would raise the average education for the male 

workers. In the sample, 23% of female workers have education less than eight 

standard
27

 while all the male workers have education more than the prescribed criteria 

of the company.  

The female workers in the unit can be categorised into three, namely, workers from the 

same district, workers from the other districts within the state and workers from outside 

the state. In the sample, 48% of the workers are from the same district, three percent are 

from other districts and 49% are from outside the state. The outside state workers are 

from the state of Odisha. There are very few workers from other districts of the state, 

hence this category of workers is combined with workers from the same district and 

together they are called local workers for further analysis. The local workers are then 

become 51% of the sample, and outside state workers are 49%. The presence of a large 

number of female migrant workers is the result of less availability of local workers in 

the garment unit in Kerala. The presence of migrant workers in the unit also reflects the 

global migratory phenomenon of feminisation. 

In the study unit, there are considerable differences in the age, marital status, education 

and job experiences of the local and the migrant workers (Table 2.2). The average age 

of the local workers is 31 and that of the migrant workers is 21. Among the local 
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 Widows and those estranged from their husbands are also considered as single. 

26
 The company has put up notice outside the factory gate that the minimum educational requirement for 

the operators’ job is eighth standard and age of 18 to 35 years. 

27
 Eight standard is the minimum educational qualification prescribed by the unit 
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workers, 54% are married, and only two percent of the migrant workers are married. 

The educational data on workers shows that local workers spent more years on 

education. Their average years spent on education is 10, and that of the migrant workers 

is eight. Among the local workers, 50% have a previous job experience, and only two 

percent of the migrant workers have previous job experience. Only, 14% of the local 

workers have done overtime in the factory while, 77% of the migrant workers have 

done overtime.  

Table 2.2: Characteristics of Migrant and Local Female Workers 

Workers Years Percent (%) 

 Average age Education Single Overtime 

 

No previous job 

Local  30.7 10.0  46.1 14.4 49.6 

Migrant 21.2 8.0 98.0 76.5 98.3 

Source: Primary Survey, KINFRA 

The analysis of variance results in Table 2.3 of the local and migrant workers of their 

education, previous job and overtime shows that there is a significant difference 

between these two groups. The result for wage (payment for overtime not included) on 

the other hand shows insignificant difference with a P-value of 0.868. It shows that the 

company does not discriminate between local and migrant workers in terms of their 

wages. 

Table 2.3: Local versus Migrant Female Workers  

Variable F P Values 

Age 136.102 <.001* 

Marital status 120.313 <.001* 

Education 59.100 <.001* 

Overtime 154.374 <.001* 

Wage .028 0.868 

Previous job 105.429 <.001* 

Note: One way Anova calculated using SPSS version 20, ‘*’ indicates significance (p≤0.01)) 

                        Source: Primary Survey, KINFRA 
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From the results, it is clear that there are differences in the local and migrant workers in 

their age, marital status, education, work experience and willingness to do overtime, 

though there is no difference in the wages they receive in the factory. Migrant workers 

belong to a very young age group, and the majority of them are unmarried. Many of the 

local workers had engaged in other jobs prior to the recruitment to the present garment 

unit compared to the migrant workers. Majority of the migrant workers’ entry into the 

present factory is their first-time job. Migrant workers are more willing to do overtime 

than the local workers. It clearly shows that the employer depends on the migrant 

workers to meet the target production than on the local workers. The young and 

unmarried migrant workers with no prior work experience would be willing to do 

overtime in the factory than the married and more experienced local workers. The 

factory has hostel facility inside the campus that makes working late night possible for 

the migrant workers. Among the local workers, only nine percent reside within the 

hostel provided by the company whereas, all of the migrant female workers reside 

within the campus, and they are available for overtime. The garment industry largely 

depends on female labour. The young female migrants with less education and no 

previous work experience can easily be absorbed into the garment industry. The 

presence of 49% of female migrant workers from the state of Odisha in the present 

study unit reflects the local picture of a larger process of feminisation of labour and 

migration of workforce resulting from the globalisation of production
28

.  

2.6.2 Globalisation of Production and Labour Standards 

The dynamics of globalisation, flexibilisation and privatisation reshaped labour 

relations across national borders (Stone, 2006). The globalisation of capital investment 

and trade by MNCs across the developing countries and their search for cheapest labour 

often take little responsibility for the living standards of the workers and their families 

(Manning, 1998). The free mobility of capital under globalisation of production 

networks across countries has reduced the autonomy of nations on the regulation of 

industry and labour relations (Donahue, 1994; Emmerij, 1994; Langille, 1994; Marshall, 
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 The migration process of garment workers from Odisha to Kerala is elaborated in chapter 3. 
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1994; Wedderburn, 1994). With MNCs increasingly relying on developing countries 

through their supply chains, there is a governance deficit (Gereffi & Mayer, 2006) at the 

transnational level to adequately regulate the labour standards in the supply chains. It 

leads to race to the bottom (Tonelson, 2000) with deteriorating labour practices like 

child labour, forced labour, unsafe and unhealthy working conditions, unfair wages and 

discriminatory practices in the workplace. It has led to worldwide consumer protest 

against the global supply chains and has forced many MNCs to place their own 

mechanisms of labour standards. For example, many MNCs were forced to work with 

activists, governments and international agencies to reduce child labour in Bangladeshi 

garment firms, Pakistani soccer balls manufacturing units and cocoa growers in West 

Africa due to the consumer backlashes and trade restrictions (Elliot & Freeman, 2003). 

As the global economy diminishes the regulatory capacity of the nation state, 

transnational forms of labour regulation are created (or attempted) to fill the vacuum 

(Tsogas, 2009). The different forms of international labour regulation include corporate 

codes of conduct, business social accountability, labelling schemes, labour standards 

and social clauses in the trade agreements. The corporate codes of conduct are the 

private and voluntary regulatory measures of the companies’ response to consumers’ 

choice and demand for ethically sourced products (Kolben, 2011; Tsogas, 2009). Thus, 

privatisation of labour regulation comes to place when the domestic labour relation is 

inadequate to address the demands of various stakeholders in the global supply chains 

(Bartley, 2005, 2007; Gereffi & Mayer, 2006). The primary actors in the privatisation of 

labour law are MNCs as legislator of law, civil society organisations as monitors, 

consumers and investors as target audience, national and international political 

communities as providers of baseline standards for rules of conduct (Backer, 2006).  

 Together, multinationals, elements of civil society, the media, and the 

consumer-investor community constitute the elements of an autonomous 

system for the efficient regulation of economic behaviour on a global 

scale that may contribute to the development of functionally 
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differentiated and partial global systems of common law beyond the 

state. (Backer, 2006, p.1) 

Thus, the privatisation of law led to the relegation of the role of the state to a marginal 

and passive player (Backer, 2006). 

The labour laws come under concurrent list of the Constitution of India, where both the 

state and the centre government can make legislation. Indian labour laws were rigid 

with respect to the flexibility demanded by the MNCs. During the 1990s, Indian 

economy was in the phase of a gradual process to liberalisation, where many labour 

reforms were initiated, following the instruction from IMF and World Bank. Thereby, 

economy became less restricted to globalisation of production and less regulated in the 

labour market. Moreover, states governments have relaxed many of the rigid labour 

laws to attract foreign direct investment to the respective states (Mitchell, Mahy & 

Gahan, 2012). Special Economic Zones and APE were established, where the labour 

laws are made flexible. Many voluntary standards like SA 8000
29

, ISO 9001:2000 are 

used to certify the decent workplaces, which are compatible with the ILO conventions, 

national labour laws and corporate codes of conduct of the buyers to comply with social 

accountability clauses across borders. India has consistently opposed WTO’s proposals 

to link labour standards and trade, and using of labour standards for protectionist 

purpose against developing countries.  

India is one of the founder members of International Labour Organisation (ILO) and it 

has ratified 43 of the 189 conventions; however, it has not ratified the conventions 

relating to two subjects: freedom of organisation and collective bargaining (No.87 and 

98) (ILO, 2008). It includes four core or fundamental human rights conventions and 

three priority/governance conventions. The four core conventions ratified by India 

include Forced Labour Convention (No.29), Abolition of Forced Labour Convention 
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 Social Accountability http://www.sa-intl.org/index.cfm?fuseaction=Page.ViewPage&PageID=937  

(accessed on 4-2-2014) 
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(No.105), Equal Remuneration Convention (No.100) and Discrimination (Employment 

Occupation) Convention (No.111). The three priority conventions ratified are Labour 

Inspection Convention (No.81), Employment Policy Convention (No.122) and 

Tripartite Consultations (International Labour Standards) (No.144)
30

. The conventions 

adopted by the ILO constitute the core international labour standards, which purport to 

maintain certain basic minimum standards worldwide. 

2.6.3 Labour Relations within the Study Unit 

The present sample study unit is ISO 9001:2000 certified for its ethical standards and 

commitment. The supplier’s code of conduct by the buyers is put up on the factory 

walls where the workers can see the codes of conduct. The codes of conduct are in 

English that is not understood by most of the workers. The major clauses in codes of 

conducts are voluntary labour, working age, fair and equal treatment, minimum wages, 

benefit and terms of employment, working hours, freedom of association and right to 

have collective bargaining, safe places to work, responsibility, transparency and 

accountability. The working age should be above 15 years, and the weekly working 

time should not exceed 60 hours, including overtime. One-day leave should be given 

after every six days of work. Overtime must be voluntary and should be paid at a 

premium rate and should not exceed more than 12 hours per week. The buyers’ 

representative officers visit the factory and overview the working condition in the unit. 

2.6.3.1 Recruitment 

The entry into the garment unit is not at all a difficult task. The first two weeks of every 

month, there will be on average, ten workers per day seeking jobs at the factory gate. 

HR personnel (female) will be sitting in the resting area of the unit and filling the 

admission forms. The worker has to bring identity proof and passport size photos with 

them. Once the form is filled, they are allowed to start working in the unit mostly in the 
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   Ministry of Labour & Employment, 2012 

http://www.labour.gov.in/upload/uploadfiles/files/Divisions/coordination/Final%20Notes.pdf  (accessed 

on 28-1-2015) 

http://www.labour.gov.in/upload/uploadfiles/files/Divisions/coordination/Final%20Notes.pdf
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bundling or tagging section where there is no prior training needed. HR representative 

stated that they needed as many workers as possible because of the high rate of attrition 

in the unit. The HR representative says, “Most of the girls are very young, once their 

marriage is fixed, they stop coming to the unit and many times they did not even come 

for collecting their PF and gratuities. ... Similarly, the number of rejoining is also very 

high in the unit. Women who are pregnant resign, so as to get their PF and gratuities, 

leave the job and years later, want to rejoin the unit. Even if there are sufficient workers 

for the given target delivery, factory keeps recruiting workers because of the high 

attrition of workers. The local workers take leave for local festivals and the company 

cannot meet the target on time if completely dependent on them, whereas migrant 

workers do not take any leave and reside inside the campus always available for doing 

overtime....” The HR representative has mentioned that the number of overtime also 

declined with the migrant workers’ recruitment. Hence, currently there is no pressure in 

meeting the target on time. 

Table 2.4: Age Group of the Female Workers (%) 

Years Local Migrant Total 

20 or less 10.4 54.6 32.0 

21-25 23.2 39.5 31.1 

26-30 21.6 4.2 13.1 

31-35 15.2 1.7 8.6 

36-40 13.6 0.0  7.0 

41-45 12.0 0.0  6.2 

46-50 3.2 0.0 1.6 

51-55 0.0 0.0 0.0 

56-60 0.8 0.0 0.4 

Total 100 100 100 

Source: Primary Survey, KINFRA 

In the unit, 76% of the female workers are under the age of 30 years (Table 2.4). It 

shows that the garment unit employs a very young age group. Among the migrant 
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workers, 55% of them are under the age of 20 years, and 94% of them are under the age 

of 25. In the case of local workers, only 10% of them are below 20 years, 45% of them 

are between age group of 21 to 30 years and 41% are in the age group of 31 to 45 years. 

The local workers have more past work experience than the migrant workers. For the 

majority of the migrant workers, this is the first job (Table 2.2). The migrant workers 

are of a very young age group when compared to the local workers who have previous 

job experiences, and their age varies from 20s to 50s. 

Table 2.5: Marital Status of the Female Workers (%) 

 Workers Unmarried  Married Widowed Estranged Total 

Local 36.8 53.6 4.0 5.6 100 

Migrant 95.0 1.7 3.3 0.0  100 

Total 65.2 28.3 3.6 2.9 100 

Source: Primary Survey, KINFRA 

In the sample, 65% of the total workers are unmarried (Table 2.5). The HR 

representative mentioned that the reason for the less number of married women is that 

when the young workers’ marriage gets fixed, they stop coming to the unit. Among the 

migrant workers, 95% of them are unmarried, whereas among the local workers, 

proportion of unmarried is 37%. The married local workers are not willing to do 

overtime beyond the regular working time. It shows that garment unit’s general 

preference is towards young and unmarried workers. 

Management’s policies on recruitment keep changing overtime. Many of the workers 

leave the factory and join the adjacent units. It is mainly because the Apparel Park has 

multiple garment units, and often workers in one unit think that other units give better 

wages than the present unit. The workers will come to know about higher wages in 

other units through their friends who work in that particular unit. Later on, when they 

realise that the unit does not have social security benefits, they want to come back to the 

same unit. The present study unit used to take them back, but the management recently 

decided not to take anyone who leave the unit and join some other unit. 
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Table 2.6: Education of the Female Workers (%) 

Education Local Migrant Total 

Primary(1-5) 5.6 13.4 9.4 

High School(6-12) 80.8 86.6 83.6 

Diploma/Graduate/Postgraduate 13.6 0.0 7.0 

Total 100 100 100 

Source: Primary Survey, KINFRA 

Among the local workers, 14% of them have higher educational qualification, 81% have 

high school education and six percent of them have only primary education (Table 2.6). 

Among the migrant workers, 87% have high school education and 13% have only 

primary education. The notice board of the company put up outside the unit has stated 

that the minimum educational qualification is eighth standard. However, in the sample, 

nine percent of the workers have completed only primary education. It clearly shows 

that company does not strictly adhere to education as a selection criterion. As long as 

workers are willing to work in the factory and they are above the age of 18, the 

company recruits them. 

There are also incidents where HR representative has to send back girls who have 

higher qualifications. In one of the incidents, the girl that has come seeking work had 

post graduation and had worked as a guest lecturer. She came to know about the job 

through a friend who works in the same unit. HR representative after verifying her 

qualification referred the case to the manager, who decided that the company could not 

recruit her in the operating section since she was qualified for a better job. Presently, 

there is no vacancy in the office section. Hence, when there will be a vacancy in the 

office section she will be called for the job. 

The workers get to know about the job through various sources (Table 2.7). Their 

family, friends and neighbours are information providers to them. The company also 

has methods of information spreading. The management and staff seek to recruit 
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workers through their individual efforts, as well as by advertisement in nearby colleges, 

social and religious gatherings. 

Table 2.7: Information about Current Job-Female (%) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Primary Survey, KINFRA 

In the sample, 10% of the local workers are rejoined in the factory when survey was 

conducted. The workers came to know about the job through various sources. Family, 

friends who work in the same unit; advertisement and campus interview by the unit, 

references by the company staff and training centres are different sources of information 

and recruitment of the workers. Among the local workers, 56% of them got to know 

about the job through their friends and neighbours, 18% through their family and 11% 

through advertisement and campus selection. The company uses different methods of 

canvassing workers including temple and church announcements of job vacancies. 

Majority of the migrants are recruited through the training centres at Odisha.  

Table 2.8 is useful in understanding the high attrition in the company. The high attrition 

in the unit makes the management to keep recruiting as many workers as possible and 

also to depend on other sources of a constant supply of workers from outside the state. 

 

 

Information Agents Local Migrant 

Family 18.4 0.9 

Friends 56.0 10.9 

Management/Staff 4.8 0.0 

Advertisement/Campus 

Selection  

11.2 0.0 

Training Centre 0.0 87.4 

Rejoined 9.6 0.8 

Total 100 100 
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Table 2.8: Duration in the Present Job-Female (%) 

Years Local 

Workers 

Migrant 

Workers 

Total 

<=1year 47.2 37.8 42.6 

>1 <=2years 17.6 42.0 29.5 

>2 <= 3years 14.4 20.2 17.3 

>3 < =4years 16.8 0.0 8.6 

>4 < =5years 4.0 0.0 2.0 

Total 100 100 100 

Source: Primary Survey, KINFRA 

Among the total workers, 43% are in the factory for only less than one year and only 

10% of the total workers are in the factory for more than three years. Among the local 

workers, 47% are in the factory for less than one year and only 20% of them are in the 

factory for more than three years. Migration is a recent trend of less than three years. 

The average duration spent in the current job for the local workers is 21 months and that 

of the migrant workers is 17 months. There is no migrant worker who stayed in the 

factory for more than three years in the sample. Among the migrants, 38% are of one 

year duration, 42% of two years and 20% of three years duration. 

2.6.3.2 Wages and Wage Negotiation 

The unit provides minimum wages to the workers. It does not discriminate between 

migrant and local workers
31

. The workers are also eligible for social security benefits 

like Provident Fund (PF) and Employee State Insurance (ESI). There is monthly 

deduction from their wages for PF around Rs. 550, and ESI of Rs.52. Whenever 

workers do overtime, they get a premium of Rs. 1,000, and they receive attendance 

bonus of Rs. 200. The workers who stay in the hostel has to pay a subsidised rent and 

food charge of Rs.1,200. Buyer’s representatives come to the unit and check worker’s 
                                                           
31

 The state minimum wage for garment making is Rs. 107.69 and DA, Rs. 64.78, whereas in Odisha it is 

Rs. 92.50. (Minimum Wages (in Rs.) as on 31-12-2011, Government of India, Ministry of Labour and 

employment, Labour Bureau). 
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registry and interviews workers randomly about their working conditions and payments. 

The workers get to know about their wages during the training period of two months 

within the unit. They have a prior knowledge about the wage through their fellow 

friends. HR representative informs them that they have to be in the unit for two months 

and within that period they will be sent to the appropriate batch where they require 

additional workers. Those who have tailoring experience will be sent to the operating 

section. Others will be sent to sections like ironing, bundling and tagging. 

Most of the time, negotiations are done on an individual basis. The relation between 

workers, HR and Welfare Officer is informal. The workers approach them for leave, 

wage hike and resignation or rejoining. There are incidents of worker coming to HR 

representative and asking her to discuss with the manager about wage hike. The 

particular worker has been working in the unit for four years, and she has passed 

graduation. According to her, she is more qualified than the fellow workers. HR 

representative was trying to convince her that graduation would not help her getting 

increment yet since she had been in the factory for four years, she can be recommended 

for another post and increase in her payment. However, she was not willing to change 

her post and eventually did not get a wage hike. One of the migrant workers complained 

that she has been in the unit for three years, and she is receiving the same salary, yet she 

never went and asked the HR representative for a salary hike. 

2.6.3.3 Nature and Environment of Work 

The working hours start at 8.30 am and ends at 5.15pm (with a 15 minutes break for tea 

and half an hour break for lunch) in the study unit. The workers have to meet the target 

production per hour. There is a monitoring board in each batch about the production 

target. Each batch will have a supervisor. The worker has to keep producing 

consistently to meet the hourly target whole day. If they failed to meet the target, they 

get scolded by the supervisor and deduction will be made from the monthly salary. 

Those workers who exceed the targets used to be given incentives for that month. Later 

on, this practice was stopped because of the competition among workers to exceed the 

target and increasing defaults in their output. 
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The workers are allowed to take one-day leave per month without a deduction in their 

salary. They are also allowed to take one-hour permission to opt out of work per month. 

The workers who are not residing inside the campus do not follow any of these rules. 

They often take leave and get back to work. Many times, when the girls who are in the 

hostel take leave, they get scolded by their supervisor. In one of the incidents, two girls 

decided to resign the job. However, the supervisor did not allow them to resign. He told 

them, “If you want to go home and stay for a few days, you can go and come back; you 

are all like my daughters so please do not get upset when I scold you. I have the 

pressure of meeting the target on time.”  

The lady supervisor in one of the batches, where mostly migrant workers are working, 

mentioned that she did not pressurise the workers to meet the target. If they hurry up 

they will end up injured. She says, “The migrant workers are very young, and they are 

just learning to work. If they have been pushed to hurry up, they will have needle injury. 

I want to make them feel comfortable here because they are coming from a different 

state, they don’t know our language and they are away from their family.” 

These girls also express that although they get scolded by the supervisors many times in 

a day; their supervisors make it a point to resolve their tensions later on. There was an 

incident when the lunch bags did not come from the hostel because it got misplaced into 

another unit. They waited a long time, and many girls in the batch started crying and 

they complained to the supervisor. He then ordered food from the hotel for the girls. 

One of the girls mentioned that though their supervisor scolded them often, yet he also 

liked them very much. She says, “They are scolding because they are tensed about 

meeting the production target. If production target is not met or buyers find some 

defects, they will cancel the whole order. It can lead to delay in salary and even to the 

loss of job for all of us.” 

 



58 
 

2.6.3.4 Health and Safety 

The unit has appointed one nurse for regular checkups of the workers. In addition, a 

doctor visits the unit to give free checkups for the workers every weekend. The nurse 

has mentioned that on a daily basis, minimum ten to twenty workers will approach her 

for tablets. She says, “Most of the girls who come for tablets are migrants. They are not 

accustomed to the climate and often fell ill. I gave them sugar, Iodex and Crocin.” 

There are also incidents of girls fainting in the unit. Then, they will be admitted to the 

hospital. The cases of needle injuries are also common and are quickly sent to the 

hospital. There are three beds in the rest room. If the supervisor agreed and gave 

permission, the worker could enter their name in the registry and take rest in the 

restroom. 

2.6.3.5 Hostel and Accommodation 

The worker who stays in the hostel inside the campus has to take prior permission from 

the respective unit to go out in the weekend. The warden in the hostel has to give 

permission to the hostel residents and then the security in the gate will register their 

name and allow them to go till the time stated in the permission slip. On all the working 

days, the workers are allowed to go out only till six pm. It has been done to make sure 

of the security of the hostel residents. Warden says, “The majority of the girls are very 

young and migrant, besides they do not know the native language. The company will be 

answerable if something happens to the girls.”  

In one of the incidents in the hostel, the migrant worker had food infection and had to 

be admitted in the hospital. The girl wanted to go back to her home. However, the 

management decided not to send her alone to the home. Somebody from her home has 

to come to take her back. KINFRA management also has a say in hostel accommodation 

of the workers. Manager decided not to send any girls outside the hostel without prior 

permission, and they tightened the security. One of the migrant workers says, “I am 

quite happy with the hostel accommodation and the security provided. My parents back 

home also feel safe and comfortable that I am staying inside the campus.” 
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2.6.3.6 Work Organisation 

There are no union activities inside the campus. When asked about why there is no 

union among the workers most of them replied they do not have time to unionise. One 

of the worker replied, “There is hardly any time to talk to my friends. Once the working 

day is over, buses are waiting outside; I have to go home and cook for the family.” Most 

of the local workers come to the unit in the bus arranged by the company. They have to 

pay for the transport facility. The company gates are guarded with security guards and 

strangers are not allowed inside the campus without prior permission. There is no 

incident of workers organising for wage bargaining in the factory. However, there is an 

incident of stopping work, when one of the supervisors passed away. The workers in 

that batch demanded to stop work and management agreed to stop work. It clearly 

shows that the concept and nature of unionisation as well as the demands of workers 

who are organised are completely different in the unit. 

The nature of labour relation has undergone changes that could be understood by 

looking at external factors like globalisation and liberalisation, and going beyond the 

workplace studies. The labour in a global factory is becoming more and more 

feminised. There is an increase in the global migratory tendencies of both formal and 

informal labour. The present case of KINFRA Park is an attempt to understand the 

changing dynamics of labour relations within the workplace and beyond workplace. The 

study unit consists of workers who are local and migrant. At times of meeting target 

production, the company depends on the migrant workers who stay inside the campus. 

The migrant workers consist of a very young age group, single and with no prior work 

experience (first-time job seekers). The recruitment mechanisms of local and migrant 

workers are entirely different. The wage or any other negotiations within the workplace 

is largely on an individual basis. Group organisations for wage bargaining are 

completely absent in the unit. The workers have informal relation with the HR 

representative and supervisors. This section on labour relations inside the workplace has 

explored the natures of labour and labour rights, negotiation and organisation, work and 

workplace interactions in the local resource point of a global garment circuit. 
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2.7 Workers outside the Workplace 

The study of labour relations in the local resource points within the workplace under 

globalisation gives only a partial understanding of the labour. To get a complete picture 

of labour dynamics, an approach to look beyond the workplace is necessary. The study 

of labour inside the factory gates helps to explore the different aspects of labour 

relations (such as, the nature of negotiation between workers and management and the 

work culture and work organisation). Besides, this approach of studying and focusing 

on labour outside workplace will help in understanding the socio-economic background 

of the labourer. 

Focusing on the conditions of workers outside the factory gate is essential to get a 

complete picture of labour dynamics of the global garment circuit. For this purpose, the 

information regarding the workers household and family members were collected 

during the survey. The information on assets, roof type, access to water, sanitation and 

family members’ occupational pattern is used as a proxy for understanding the socio-

economic situation of the workers. The asset index of the local workers is three and that 

of the migrant workers is 0 .6
32

. The migrant household has fewer assets reflecting their 

poor economic condition as compared to the local workers. Among the migrant 

workers, 98% of them do not have toilet facility at their home in Odisha whereas among 

local workers, only two percent do not have toilet facility. 

Table 2.9: Roof Type (%) 

Female 

Workers 

Sheet Tile Terrace Thatch 

Local 17.6 35.2 41.6 5.6 

Migrant 0.0 0.0 16.8 83.2 

Total 9.1 18.0 29.5 43.4 

Source: Primary Survey, KINFRA 

                                                           
32

 Asset index is calculated by taking the relative minimum market value of assets like cycle, scooter, car, 

jeep, auto rickshaw, TV, washing machine and fridge, and scaled to 100. 
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There are considerable differences in the family background of the local and migrant 

workers. From Table 2.9, it is clear that among the local workers, 42% of them have 

terrace roof and 35% have tiled roof. In the case of migrant workers, 83% of them have 

only thatched roof. This clearly indicates that the migrant workers are from poorer 

households than the local workers. 

Table 2.10: Means of Water Supply (%) 

Female 

Workers 

Own Neighbour Panchayat River 

Local 84.0 15.2 0.8 0.0 

Migrant 21.8 0.0 0.0 78.2 

Source: Primary Survey, KINFRA 

Table 2.10 shows the different means of water supply to the household of the workers. 

Among the local workers, 84% of them have their own means of water (wells at home), 

and 15% of them depend on their neighbour’s sources of water. Among the migrant 

workers, 78% of them depend on the river water at their home in Odisha. 

The average family size of the local workers is four and that of the migrant workers is 

five. The average number of dependents in the family of local workers is two and that of 

the migrant workers is three. 

Table 2.11: Household Occupational Pattern (%) 

 Female 

Workers 

Dependents Farming Casual 

Jobs 

Migrant 

Local 51.9 4.3 35.1 8.7 

Migrant 58.8 17.3 9.4 14.5 

Note: 1) all household members excluding self. 

Source: Primary Survey, KINFRA 
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In the household of the local workers, 52% of the total household members are 

dependents
33

, 35% of them are doing other casual jobs and nine percent of them are 

migrated to other cities or states in the search of job (Table 2.11). Among the migrant 

workers, 59% of the household consists of dependent family members, 17% of them are 

doing agriculture related activities, and interestingly 15% of them are migrated in search 

of jobs. 

Among the migrant workers in the study unit, 82% of them mentioned that they have 

migrated because of poverty. Rest of them stated that they had migrated in expectation 

of a better job outside their state as there are no job opportunities for women. They want 

to support their family by earning and also earn enough for their dowry. Interviews with 

the migrant workers made it clear that going for further studies is very difficult for these 

girls though they have good grades. They cannot afford the expenses of colleges. Most 

of them are from very poor families where their parents mainly depend on agriculture as 

a source of subsistence. 

The data on worker’s family and household details reveal the differences in the 

economic background of the local and migrant workers. The migrant workers belong to 

poorer households compared to the local workers. They have less access to sanitation 

and water facilities than the local workers. The roof types and asset index of the migrant 

workers reflect the low economic status of the household. Comparatively larger family 

size of the migrant workers and larger number of dependents in the household add to the 

pressure on the young females to migrate in search of a better standard of living. The 

migrant household depends on agriculture and allied activities as a source of income, as 

well as the migration of youth to other states. Thus, the pressure of poverty also 

facilitates the migratory phenomenon of the female workforce to garment factories. 

                                                           
33

  Dependents include children, sick, housewives and jobless. 
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2.8 Conclusion 

The global garment circuits interconnect command and control centres of developed 

countries to the local resource points of developing countries. During the 1960s, there 

was an international restructuring of global garment industry and production centres 

were moved to the Asian countries. The growing competition among the command and 

control centres in the search for destinations of cheap labour led to a race to the bottom. 

Later on, creation of corporate social responsibility codes and direct surveillance of 

labour standards by branded companies on their different resource points situated across 

national boundaries led to the privatisation of labour standards. 

Under the globalisation of production, the states in India have been competing with 

each other to attract investment. Kerala too sought to present itself as an attractive 

location for manufacturing units catering to the demand for outsourcing from the 

advanced world. It recognised the role of government as a facilitator rather than as a 

direct financier. The state of Kerala set up apparel and textiles park in 

Thiruvananthapuram to attract foreign direct investment and provide employment 

opportunities for the labourers that did not belong to the professionally educated group. 

The present study examines the local resource point of a global garment circuit. It is 

based on a case study of garment production and export unit at KINFRA Apparel Park, 

Kerala. The study unit is a large firm employing more than 1,000 workers. This study 

does not limit itself with labour relations within the unit; worker's household details 

were collected to understand the socio-economic profile and living standards of the 

workers. The study helps to understand labour relations of a garment unit in a global 

circuit. It explores different mechanisms of negotiations between workers and 

management. The different methods of recruitment, presence of social networks, 

dynamism of migration and the significance of migrant workers are also explained in 

detail. The study brings out the differences in the local and migrant workers in relation 

to their age, marital status, work experience, nature of recruitment, willingness to do 

overtime, reasons for migration, and socio-economic status of them back at their own 

states. The present study brings into focus the relevance of the outside workplace 
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dynamism to understand the changing labour relations in a globalised workplace. The 

presence of migrant workers seeks to explore the mechanisms or agencies involved in 

catering the labour to the global factory. This necessitates looking beyond the local 

resource points to examine the dynamics and interconnections of global production 

circuits and its secondary consequences within the national borders. 
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Chapter 3 

Secondary Circuits of Globalisation 

Odisha Labour for Garment Production in Kerala 
 

3.1 Introduction 

Globalisation and the dispersal of production have created circuits, linking the 

command and control centres to the particular points that provide resources for these 

circuits. The case studies at the KINFRA Apparel Park in Kerala and an Apparel 

Training Centre in Odisha reveal the presence of the migrant workers in the local 

resource point. The local resource points of the global production circuits can witness 

increasing presence of workers especially migrants. The dynamics of labour creation 

and the migration to the garment units within the national borders are described using 

the concept of global circuit. The concept, ‘secondary circuit’ has been introduced to 

understand the process of labour creation to the local resource points of the global 

circuit. In short, it helps to explore the factors influencing the process of globalisation of 

production beyond the workplace.  

3.2 Globalisation of Production and Migration 

The opening up of economies to the global market has brought a vast number of 

workers into the global production networks (Freeman, 2005). Migration (internal as 

well as international) is both a key aspect of development processes and an independent 

factor affecting development in migrant sending and receiving societies (De Haas, 

2005). The impact of migration and developmental role of remittances in the recipient 

countries have been studied extensively (Appleyard, 1992; Athukorala, 1993; Ellerman, 

2003; Jacobs, 1984; Massey et al., 1998; Woodruff & Zenteno, 2001). According to 



66 
 

classical and neoclassical economists, it is the relative differences in the supply and the 

demand for labour together with differences in wages that leads to the geographical 

mobility of workers from low-wages jobs to high-wage jobs, and this movement in turn 

affects the processes of economic development (Harris & Todaro, 1970; Lewis, 1954; 

Ranis & Fei, 1961; Todaro, 1976). Besides the relative differences in wages and 

employment conditions, migration is also caused by the pull factors in the receiving 

countries (Piore, 1979). According to Piore (1979) the primary sector of an economy is 

capital intensive and needs skilled, trained and permanent workers. The secondary 

sector demands flexible and unskilled labour, but offers low wages, unstable conditions, 

fewer prospects of occupational mobility and therefore, fails to attract the native 

workers. To fill the shortfall in demand within the secondary sector, employers seek 

migrant workers who are more expendable than the native workers. This search for 

cheap labour across borders and consequent migration can be seen as a consequence of 

economic globalisation and market penetration across the national boundaries.  

Thus, the global economy gains through liberalisation of migration especially of less 

skilled workers (Wickramasekara, 2008). The removal of trade barriers on migration 

and letting the migrant workers into the developed countries help them meet labour 

market demands for a variety of unskilled jobs like packers, cleaners, restaurateurs, 

child carers and house maids (Castles, 2006; Dayton-Johnson et al., 2007; Pritchett, 

2006; Moses, 2006). Similarly, the remittances could jump-start the local engines of 

development by building local enterprises that did not live off remittances directly or 

indirectly (via multiplier), so that the local jobs could be sustained without continuing 

migration and remittances in the sending countries (Ellerman, 2005). The reduction of 

immigration control by countries has redistributive income effect on developing 

countries (Hamilton & Whalley, 1984; Iregui, 2003; Moses & Letnes, 2002; O'Neil, 

2003). Migration is one of the most important mechanisms for the redistribution of 

wealth from rich to poor areas (Harris, 2005), and it can help alleviate poverty 

(McKenzie & Sasin, 2007; Newland & Patrick, 2004). Migration of the family member 

can be seen as a means to diversify the income of poor households allowing them to 

meet the costs of continuing to live in the same place (Harris, 2005).  



67 
 

Another noticeable trend in the recent migratory phenomenon is the increasing 

feminisation (Pillinger, 2007; Standing, 1989; Yinger, 2006). The international division 

of labour has included a variety of trans-local circuits for the mobility of labour and 

capital (Sassen, 2008). Sassen (2008) explains that this mix of labour supply and 

demand circuits is highly differentiated and multi-locational and part of formal and 

informal economies. It is followed by incorporation of a large number of female 

labourers into various global factories like garment, electronics and footwear (Beneria 

& Feldman, 1992; Fuentes & Ehrenreich, 1983; Milkman, 1987). This growing 

presence of women in a variety of cross-border survival circuits has become a source of 

livelihood, profit making and the accrual of foreign currency (Sassen, 2000b). These 

‘survival circuits’ are often complex with multiple locations and sets of actors. 

Migration of women has traditionally been considered associational with family after 

marriage (Piper & Roces, 2003; United Nations, 1994). Contrary to this trend, with the 

international restructuring of production networks, there are a large number of women 

migrants nationally and internationally in many global factories and workshops to work 

in the assembly line, as well as for the informal sector work (Economic & Social 

Commission, 2002; Hugo, 1993; Neetha, 2004). The feminisation of informal sector is 

particularly because of the increase in the work in unskilled tertiary sector. The global 

demand for domestic labour (services like care of families, children and old people; 

cleaning and maintaining houses and properties), has grown and this has pushed 

millions of women to offer their labour on the global market (Ehrenreich & Hochschild, 

2003; Scrinzi, 2003). Sassen (2000b) has demonstrated the incorporation of increasing 

number of women in a variety of alternative global circuits for making a living, earning 

a profit and securing government revenue. She further explains that these global circuits 

also include illegal trafficking in women for prostitution as well as for regular work; 

organised export of women as brides, nurses and domestic servants. These economies 

are witnessing the remittances of an increasingly female emigrant workforce. She also 

states that the survival of people depend more and more on the work of women.  
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The increase in the number of employment opportunities for women can improve their 

relative position in the family and society. The vulnerability to poverty of women is 

strongly linked to their pattern of jobs and their disadvantaged position in the labour 

market (Fontana, Joekes & Masika, 1998). Feminisation of labour attracts many 

unemployed or first-time job seekers to the factory gates. However low wages they 

receive in these informal labour markets, it gives an alternative option to the women 

workers who are otherwise dependent on their family and are subjected to poverty. The 

new options and opportunities available to them can bring perceived changes in their 

individual choices and decisions they make in relation to the societal and familial 

contexts. In essence, it can empower those who have been denied the ability to make 

choices by acquiring such ability (Hugo, 2000; Kabeer, 1999). However, there is an 

inherent limitation to the extent to which the options of wage work for women in the 

third world can dissolve the subordination of women as a gender. But, Elson & Pearson 

(1981) explains that the development of world market factories in itself, provide the 

material basis for a process of struggle for self-determination.  

Another noticeable trend in the global production networks is the increasing informality 

of labour. Several studies looking at specific cases have pointed to the growing 

informalisation of labour in these global circuits (Pillay, 2008; Sassen, 1997; Wilpert, 

1998). The migrant workers tend to find jobs as informal or casual workers in the 

formal and informal sectors. Jan Breman defines (2001, p.4807) such work as wage 

labour done on one’s own account “which generates income but which is not regulated 

by an explicit employment contract (written or oral) stipulating mutual rights and 

obligations if only approximately.” Such labour enjoys no protection, cannot insist on 

fair labour standards, and–in the majority of cases–is not registered (or only partially) in 

the official records. Sometimes companies themselves may be subjected to industrial 

legislation or comply with other criteria relating to the formal sector, but the nature of 

the agreement with their employees can be informal. In such cases, most employees are 

not employed on a permanent, or even a regular, basis and as such do not appear in the 

company books. They work on the basis of mostly oral contract agreed for an 

unspecified period with a jobber or (sub) contractor, who reserves the right to terminate 
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it at any time. The only obligation with respect to the workers is to pay them a piece 

rate. This comes with no entitlements to social security or other similar provisions. This 

can be interpreted as disguised informalisation of work in the formal sector. Informality 

is becoming the common feature of labour in the global factories in the Asian societies 

(Chang, 2009).  

In essence, the local resource points of the global production circuits can witness 

growing presence of workers who are migrants (internal as well as international). There 

is an increasing presence of female labourers in global factory assembly lines. These 

labourers become more and more informal in nature as the mobile capital requires 

flexible and expendable forms of labour (Chang, 2009). The present case study of the 

local resource point (i.e., the garment unit at KINFRA Apparel Park, Kerala) brought to 

notice the presence of female migrant workers. In the study, the local workers are 53%, 

and outside state workers are 47% of the sample. The outside state workers are from the 

state of Odisha. The dynamics of internal labour migration has to be explored in detail 

to understand the processes of globalisation of production to the fullest. For this 

purpose, the concept of secondary circuit is introduced (in section 3.3) to unearth the 

dynamics of labour migration to the local resource point of the global garment circuit. 

3.3 The Global Garment Circuits and Concept of Secondary Circuit   

The processes of globalisation have thrown up new linkages that Castells (2000, p. 474) 

has referred to as “an integrated, global capital network, whose movements and variable 

logic ultimately determine economies and influences societies.” The global economy 

consists of a variety of highly specialised cross-border circuits corresponding to specific 

industries, more precisely those components of industries which are operating across 

borders (Sassen, 2001, p. 347). There are spaces which pivot on de-territorialised cross-

border networks and territorial locations with massive concentrations of resources 

(Sassen, 2002b, p. 218). There has been a proliferation of specialised global circuits of 

economic activities across borders connecting the world cities (Sassen, 2002b). One of 
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such global circuits incorporating multiple resource points across borders is the garment 

industrial circuit.  

Figure 3.1: Cross-National Global Circuit 

 

Clothing manufacturing is the most fragmented, least technologically sophisticated, the 

most geographically dispersed and labour-intensive process. It interconnects developed 

and developing countries through its production, distribution and consumption 

networks. Garment production is mainly a buyer-driven commodity network in which 

there are numerous players involved: large retailers, marketers and branded 

manufacturers (Gereffi & Memedovic, 2003, p. 3). A production circuit has two 

components: the command and control centres and the local resource points. Figure 3.1 

depicts the global circuit which creates cross-national linkages between command and 
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control centres and the local resource points. The command and control centres of 

garment circuit are the buyers mainly the MNCs like Wal-Mart, Benetton and Nike with 

their headquarters located in cities like London, New York, Washington, Paris and 

Tokyo. For example, Wal-Mart and K-Mart are the largest single determinant of 

continent-wide production patterns (Figueroa 1996, p. 37). The local resource points are 

the garment production centres (mainly located in developing countries) where there is 

availability of flexible and low-cost labour. The cost of labour is an important 

consideration in setting up garment units across borders (Figueroa, 1996). It is 

profitable to transfer technology to local resource points where the labour is cheaper, 

and the cost of production is lower in a circuit. In the garment circuit, as depicted in 

Figure 3.1, it is the buyers, who direct the product designs and branding. They also 

ensure and monitor whether the labour standards and codes of conduct in the resource 

points are properly implemented.  

The local resource points of global production circuit are the centres of labour 

mobilisation. The presence of a large number of young and single female labourers who 

are more docile and flexible compared to male labourers is a typical feature of the 

global garment factories (Elson & Pearson, 1981; Mezzadri, 2012; Paul-Majumder, 

2008). The studies on garment factories also have explored the presence of a large 

number of migrant workers from the villages (Absar, 2002; Neetha, 2002; Savchenko & 

Acevedo, 2012). The lack of alternative source of income in the village and the sole 

dependence on farming leads to this poverty-driven distress-migration (Stark & Taylor, 

1991). There is a relative improvement in income by this labour movement from the 

rural areas to the urban centres (Harris & Todaro, 1970; Lewis, 1954; Stark, 1984; 

Todaro, 1976). This labour movement can be individual or family based; with the help 

of agents or independently (Kuhn, 2005; Lauby & Stark, 1988; Stark, 1991). The 

information about jobs can also pass on through the social networks (Anderson, 1974; 

Boyd, 1989; Curran & Fuentes, 2003; Winters, De Janvry & Sadoulet, 2001). It is 

possible because of the existing easy entry option to the garment factories. This method 

of labour mobilisation does not get channelled through any formal medium. The 

garment unit does not have any control on the nature of the labour. It adopts a method 
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of direct gate-entry recruitment. The labour recruited later gets trained within the unit. 

The labourer becomes a part of the global circuit when she/he enters the garment 

factory.  

For example, in the case of the garment unit in Kerala, there is presence of local 

workers as well as migrant workers from Odisha. Among the local workers, the 

information about the job is passed mainly through social networks of friends and 

family (74%, discussed in Chapter 2 in detail). Among the migrant workers, 

information is facilitated by prior job training in their respective villages (the migrant 

workers have received information from the training centres in their district in Odisha). 

The local resource points of the global garment circuit have to have infrastructural 

facilities, as well as the availability of the flexible labour. The present local resource 

point (i.e., the garment unit) has to facilitate these requirements. The Apparel Park 

initiative has facilitated the infrastructural requirements, whereas the state of Kerala 

faces shortage of labour supply in doing hard and skilled jobs (Kannan, 1998a; Prakash, 

1998). It is a paradox that the state has high unemployment and acute labour shortage. 

Compared to the all-India statistics, the unemployment rate is higher in Kerala, and 

within the state unemployment is more pronounced among the educated youth 

(Economic Review, 2003; Kannan, 1998b; Mallika, 2011; Zachariah & Rajan, 2012). 

On the other hand, the state has also witnessed large scale migration of skilled and 

unskilled workers (doctors, engineers, accountants, nurse, clerk, technicians, casual 

workers and domestic workers) to the Middle East during 1970s (Joseph, 1988; 

Prakash, 1998; Zachariah & Rajan, 2012). The inflow of remittance from the Gulf 

countries has increased the consumption expenditure and also pushed up the prices of 

land, construction materials and consumer goods in the state (Prakash, 1998). Besides, 

the wage rates in the state have increased in casual, construction and agricultural sectors 

and are also higher than the national average (Subrahmanian, 1990; Thomas, 2005). The 

reluctance to do hard physical labour on the part of Kerala workers has facilitated 

replacement migration from other states like Odisha, Bihar, Jharkhand, West Bengal 

and Uttar Pradesh into the construction sector, hotels and restaurants, manufacturing 

units and agriculture (Business Line, 2013; Kerala Development Report, 2008). Thus, 
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the labour shortage in the state, necessitates facilitating movement of labourers from 

other states of India. This also requires taking necessary legal measures to ensure safety 

and protection of these migrants within the state. With respect to the Apparel Park, the 

facilities like hostel accommodation and security to these migrant workers are essential 

to ensure their safety. Presently, the Apparel Park has the facility to accommodate 500 

workers in the hostel inside the campus. If the Apparel Park has to rely more on migrant 

workers, it has to ensure facilities for the accommodation of these female workers and 

their safety. 

The presence of the migrant labourers throws three fundamental questions: How does 

the local resource point of a global circuit ensure a constant supply of flexible labour? 

Does the local resource point act as the command and control centres of labour 

recruitment? Is there a possibility of formation of internal circuit of labour supply 

within the national boundaries? The answers to these questions are possible through 

looking at the various processes involved in the globalisation of production. This 

requires placing the process of internal labour migration within the broader context of 

globalisation of production and the related global circuits. For example, the dynamics of 

Odisha labourers migrating to the garment units at KINFRA Apparel Park in Kerala 

would be better understood by connecting this process with the larger dynamics of 

globalisation of garment production across borders. Thus, the processes of labour 

demand, supply and mobility is treated as a continuation of the larger processes of 

global production, distribution and consumption.  

For this purpose, the Concept of ‘Secondary Circuit’ is introduced so as to understand 

the training and the process of migration of workers from Odisha. Figure 3.2 represents 

a secondary circuit that is operating as an extension to the global garment circuit. It is 

the secondary circuit that is facilitating labour supply to the garment units across the 

country. Unlike the global circuit, the secondary circuit operates within the national 

boundary. It formalises the processes of labour supply within the national boundary and 

ensures that the global factories receive flexible labour on the one hand, and there is 

accountability on the labour rights and the labour standards from the part of the 
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industries, on the other hand. Figure 3.2 depicts that the Training Centres at Odisha act 

as a local resource point of labour recruitment and supply to the garment unit at Kerala. 

In the local resource points of the secondary circuit, there are mobilisers and recruiters 

of workers. This task is mainly carried out by the Panchayat, Anganwadi (‘Courtyard 

shelter’ for child development and women’s health) Teachers and NGOs (e.g. clubs & 

charitable organisations). The training is conducted through public-private partnership 

to ensure that the flexible labour is meeting the labour requirements of the garment 

units. The operation of the secondary circuit is discussed in greater detail in section 3.5 

with a case study of an apparel training centre from Odisha.  

Figure 3.2: The Secondary Circuit 
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Like the global circuit depicted in Figure 3.1, the secondary circuits have their own 

command and control centres and local resource points. The command and control 

centres of the secondary circuits are the local resource points of the global circuit. For 

example, in the present study, the garment unit at KINFRA is the local resource point of 

the global circuit, and the buyers of the garment are the command and control centres of 

the circuit. In the secondary circuit, the garment unit, which requires the flexible labour, 

is the command and control centre. The garment units recruiting the labourers through 

the secondary circuit ensure that the trainees in the training centres are certified. The 

training centres give certification to the trainees after successfully completing one-

month training. One of the primary requirements from the command and control centres 

is that the training centre has to be certified for giving training to the workers. Thus, the 

command and control centres of the secondary circuit monitors the resource flow (i.e., 

the labour mobilisation, training and placement in the training centres) by ensuring 

standards (ISO 9001:2008) in the training process of the trainees. The creation of 

flexible labour required for these command and control centres of production is 

undertaken by the local resource points of the secondary circuit. The local resource 

points, in particular are the labour creation points which are situated far from the 

command and control centres in the present case. 

The secondary circuit arises as an extension of the global circuit, if there are elements of 

command and control centre and the local resource point within the national boundaries. 

For example, in the case of garment unit under study, when it starts searching for labour 

across the state borders, it acts as the command and control centre of a circuit. When 

labour is created in the particular centres by giving training with guidelines of meeting 

the labour requirements of garment units, these centres become the local resource 

points. In the case of outsourcing to the local resource points of the secondary circuits, 

the garment unit can avoid the pain of mobilising, managing and training of labour 

within the factory. These centres are modelled to train workers with specific skills 

required and demanded by the command and control centres. The inter-linkage and 

movement of labour from the local resource points to the command control centres 

through formal channels reduces the risks of informal migration of workers to the 
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garment units. People, who are willing to migrate and work in the garment factories, are 

mobilised and recruited through the training centres. They will be given training in the 

centre monitored by the trainers and employed by the agents of the resource points.  

This process of mobilisation, recruitment and training of labour to the global factories 

itself is a circuit of resource flow leading to the creation of labour to the garment 

factories. It supplements the processes of global production networks. Therefore, a 

secondary circuit is a supplementary circuit of the global cross-national circuit engaged 

in the circulation of surplus labour to the global resource points, yet confined within the 

national boundaries. The survival of this secondary circuit is based on the existence of 

the global circuit of production. At times of the exit option of the global circuit from the 

national boundaries, the command and control centres of the secondary circuit become 

non-operational. Hence, the migration of labour to the global factory unit is volatile. 

Within the global circuits, resource points are monitored by corporate codes of conduct 

and labour standards. In the secondary circuits, the command and control centres play 

the role of the employer or recruiter to the global factory and also monitors labour 

standards in the training centres.  

The limited availability of local labour led the resource point of the global circuit to act 

as a command and control centre of labour migration within the national boundary. The 

secondary circuit operates internally within the national boundaries as a supplementary 

agency, which is complementing the process of globalisation. The presence of 

secondary circuits helps creating the specified labour–young, single, preferably female, 

flexible to do overtime, docile, does not expect permanency in the unit and less inclined 

to join a union–to the global production units. In essence, the labour created through the 

secondary circuits will have particular characteristics suited for the garment production.  

As mentioned earlier, the presence of migrant workers from Odisha in the garment unit 

under the present study in Kerala led to the follow-up study. Field visit was done to an 

Apparel Training Centre at Ganjam district in Odisha to understand the dynamics of 

labour training and migration. The secondary circuit linking garment units and training 
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centres within the national boundary is elaborated in the following sections with the 

case of migrant workers from Odisha. 

3.4 Case of Odisha 

Contrary to Kerala, Odisha is considered as a backward state in India. According to the 

Tendulkar Committee Report of the Planning Commission, the poverty headcount ratio 

of Odisha is 57.2%, which is the worst among all Indian states and way above the 

national average of 37.2%
34

. The Human Development Index value is 0.36, and the state 

ranks 22 out of 23. The Human Development Report highlights that poverty in Odisha 

is overwhelmingly a rural phenomenon. Following these findings, the state government 

has initiated many Special Projects to bridge the skill gap and entry level barriers for the 

rural BPL youth, thereby facilitating their entry into relatively high level wage 

employment in the growing sectors of the economy. This initiative was piloted in 2005-

2006 as a Special Project under Swarnajayanti Gram Swarozgar Yojana (SGSY: a 

scheme for self-employment of rural poor) and National Rural Livelihood Mission 

(NRLM) in private partnership with Dr. Reddy's Foundation. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
34

 If factors beyond income are considered (Multidimensional Poverty Index), about 63.2 % of the people 

in Odisha live below the poverty line. Rural poverty, 60.8% is also significantly higher than the urban 

poverty, 37.6% and the worst in India.  

http://planningcommission.gov.in/reports/genrep/rep_pov.pdf and 

http://www.undp.org/content/india/en/home/operations/about_undp/undp-in-Odisha/about-odisha/ 

(accessed  21-1-2014) 

http://planningcommission.gov.in/reports/genrep/rep_pov.pdf
http://www.undp.org/content/india/en/home/operations/about_undp/undp-in-Odisha/about-odisha/
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Table 3.1: AJEEVIKA-SGSY Special Project in Odisha for Apparel Training 

DISTRICTS SEAM I       SEAM II SEAM III SEAM VI SEAM IX Total 

Ganjam 664 548 359 1000   2571 

Khordha 387 440 64 50   941 

Kandhamal   241 288 600 450 1579 

Sundergarh   186 307 500 1000 1993 

Sonepur   17     200 217 

Gajapati     168   350 518 

Balasore       100   100 

Balangir       50 460 510 

Baleswar       100   100 

Bhadrak       300   300 

Dharakote        50   50 

Jagatsinghapur       50   50 

Jajpur       200   200 

Kendrapara       50   50 

Kendujhar       50   50 

Khurda       50   50 

Sankhemundi       50   50 

Subarnapur       50   50 

Deogarh         300 300 

Kalahandi         200 200 

Rayagada         200 200 

Koraput         550 550 

Nabarangapur          200 200 

Malkangiri         750 750 

Mayurbhanj         300 300 

Total 1051 1432 1186 3250 4960 11879 

Source: calculated from Ajeevika website,  

http://skillschools.com/ilfs/index.php?r=site/deliverables_seam11  (accessed on 8-11-2013) 

http://skillschools.com/ilfs/index.php?r=site/deliverables_seam11%20%20
http://skillschools.com/ilfs/index.php?r=site/deliverables_seam11,accessed
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One of such Special Projects is the Skills for Employment in Apparel Manufacturing 

(SEAM). It is a programme focusing on training half a million rural BPL youth over a 

period of five years and providing them with jobs in the Apparel Industry. It was 

conceived as a public-private partnership between the Government of India, industry 

and training institutions
35

. It has a monitoring agency and a programme management 

and implementation agency to conduct skill training for the unemployed BPL youth. 

SEAM apparel training centres have been set up in the districts of Ganjam, Sundergarh, 

Gajapati and Kandhamal in Odisha. Presently, a total of 11,879 workers have been 

trained in Odisha under this scheme. States like Andra Pradesh, Tamil Nadu, Karnataka 

and West Bengal also have similar SEAM training centres aiming to train rural 

unemployed. Table 3.1 gives information on the number of SEAM trainees under 

Aajeevika in Odisha. In Ganjam district, total of 2,571 workers was trained under 

SEAM. The SEAM centre of Ganjam district is situated in Hinjilicut Block. From Table 

3.1, it is clear that the majority of the beneficiaries of the SEAM are from Ganjam 

district. It is matching with the interviews of the migrant workers in the garment unit 

and led to follow-up studies in the SEAM centre at Hinjilicut. The centre is called Vikas 

SEAM apparel training centre, and it is running on the premises of Hinjilicut Block 

Office. 

3.5 Garment Workers’ Training Centre in Odisha 

As discussed in section 3.3, SEAM training centres under SGSY skill development is an 

outcome-based programme with funding linked to placement. The primary objective is 

to train the rural BPL youth in the age group of 18 to 35 years in marketable skills and 

places them in suitable jobs. The apparel training centres try to mobilise unemployed 

                                                           
35

 This Program is leveraged on the existing strengths, infrastructure and resources of the partners, for 

optimal outcomes, without creating new buildings or institutions. IL &FS is the programme management 

and implementation agency. The monitoring agency is National Institute of Rural Development for the 

SEAM. 

 http://www.ilfsindia.com/projects.aspx?prid=5&catid=1&slnk=109&cid=5 (accessed   8-11-2013)  

 

http://www.ilfsindia.com/projects.aspx?prid=5&catid=1&slnk=109&cid=5
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youth in the rural areas. Consequently, the role of Panchayat and Sarpanch (the elected 

head of the village Panchayat) in the labour mobilisation process is essential. During 

the interviews conducted among the migrant workers in Kerala, they mentioned that the 

Sarpanch in their village convinced their parents about sending the girls to the training 

centres. They hold Panchayat meetings and encourage unemployed youth to get 

training from the apparel training centres. There were very less girls joined in the centre 

during the initial years of training (Table 3.2). The parents were not willing to send their 

young and unmarried daughters to a different state. This has changed in the training 

centre when the Sarpanch interfered with the families of these girls and ensured them 

about their safety in the garment units. Apart from that, Anganwadi teachers, health 

workers, other NGOs like clubs, charitable and philanthropic organisations also play a 

significant role in organising labour to the centre.  

3.5.1 Case of SEAM Centre in Ganjam 

The SEAM training centre in Ganjam district is located at Hinjilicut Block Office. It 

was inaugurated by the Chief Minister of Odisha on 27
th

 July 2008. The centre has 

received ISO 9001:2008 certificate in September 2011. As per the certificate, the centre 

can select and screen trainees for apparel training; provide them quality training in 

apparel making and placement. For the selection of a candidate, the following criteria 

have to be met. The candidate must belong to a BPL family; the age of the candidate 

must be between 18-30 years, and be ready to serve outside the state. The preference 

should be given to the Scheduled Caste/ Scheduled Tribe (SC/ ST: who are socially and 

economically backward castes) candidates, and he/she must be a rural unemployed 

person. The minimum height and weight requirement is 137 cm and 35 kg respectively. 

This is to ensure that trainees are able to operate the sewing machine. During the field 

visit to this centre, it was noticed that the coordinator of the training centre had to reject 

a girl as she was not meeting the height requirement and was also not able to operate the 

sewing machine. 
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The centre has an intake capacity of 64 trainees, two teachers and two shifts of training 

of five hours for each batch per day. The training is given for one month. The centre has 

32 machines. The trainees are also given two hours of language training in English and 

Hindi daily. They have been given awareness classes on HIV/AIDS, sanitation, health 

checkups and yoga classes. They are also given free accommodation and food. District 

Rural Development Agency is providing Rs. 1,15,200 per month towards the food and 

other expenses out of Employment Mission Grant to the Ganjam district. The total per 

head cost of trainees for one month comes to Rs.10,000, including food and 

accommodation in the centre.  

Table 3.2: Admission of Trainees in Hinjilicut SEAM centre up to May 2013 

Year Batch 

No: 

Month Female Male Total 

2008-09 1st 8th August-March 193(38.5%) 309(61.5%) 502 

2009-10 9
th
 20

th
 April-March 352(49.5%) 359(50.5%) 711 

2010-11 21
st
-32

th
 April-March 405(53.6%) 351(46.4%) 756 

2011-12 33
rd

-44
th
 April-March 562(73.2%) 206(26.8%) 768 

2012-13 45
th
-56

th
 April-March 581(79.2%) 153(20.8%) 734 

2013-14 57
th
 April-2013 50(90.9%) 5(9.1%) 55 

  58
th
 May-2013 41(80.4%) 10(19.6%) 51 

 Total     2184(61.1%) 1393(38.9%) 3577 

Source: collected from the documents of the training centre, Hinjilicut, Odisha 

Garment industry in general is known for its feminised workforce. The training centre 

also exhibits the same pattern. At present, the number of female trainees in the centre is 

more than the male trainees. The centre has trained a total of 3,577 workers by the end 

of May 2013. Table 3.2 shows that from August 2008 to March 2009, there were eight 

batches of workers trained from the centre, in which 38% were female and 62% were 

male. From the ninth batch to 20
th

 batch, out of the 711 trainees, 50% were female. 

From 21
st
 batch to 56

th
 batch, out of the 734 total trainees, 79% were female. It shows 

that even though during the initial years the centre had more of male applicants, over 

the years, the number of female trainees recruited to the training centre has outweighed 
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the number of male trainees. This tendency is seen to coincide with the increasing 

feminisation of the garment industries across borders. 

As mentioned earlier, the SEAM projects prioritise imparting skill training to the rural 

unemployed BPL family members who belong to SC/ ST categories. Table 3.3 provides 

a description of the social category of the trainees. In 2008-09, out of the total trainees 

32% belonged to SC, 28% belonged to other backward castes (OBC), 17% to socially 

and educationally backward castes (SEBC) and 23% were other category (OC). By 

2012-13, 35% were SC, 11% were ST, 51% were OBC and only three percent were OC. 

Out of the total trainees 30% were SC, seven percent were ST, 54% were OBC, three 

percent were SEBC and six percent were OC. From Table 3.3, it is clear that the share 

of OBC, SC and ST benefiting from the training centre is increasing over time. 

Table 3.3: Information on Trainees’ Caste (%) 

Year Batch SC ST OBC 

 

 

SEBC 

 

 

OC 

 

 

2008-09 1st-8th 31.6 0.0 28.2 17.0 23.2 

2009-10 9th-20th 25.3 6.1 59.6 1.0 8.0 

2010-11 21nd-32nd 24.1 7.6 63.2 1.1 4.0 

2011-12 33rd-44th 33.8 8.6 56.2 0.0 1.4 

2012-13 45th-56th 35.4 10.6 50.7 0.0 3.3 

2013-14 57th 43.8 4.1 52.1 0.0 0.0 

2013-14 58th 27.3 3.6 69.1 0.0 0.0 

Total   30.2 7.1 53.6 3.4 5.7 

Source: collected from the documents of the training centre, Hinjilicut, Odisha 

The training has linked the placement programme with garment entrepreneurs across the 

country. Table 3.4 shows the four states in which the trainees are placed from the 

Hinjilicut centre. The centre has placed 98% of the trainees in the three south Indian 

states namely, Tamil Nadu, Karnataka and Kerala. Forty five percent of them are placed 

in Tamil Nadu, 29% percent in Kerala, 25% in Karnataka and one percent in Uttar 

Pradesh. In Tamil Nadu, they are mainly placed in cities like Chennai, Tirupur, 

Coimbatore and Salem; in Karnataka, in Bangalore and in Kerala, in the garment parks 

in the cities like Trivandrum and Kochi.  
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Table 3.4: Placement of the Trainees 

STATE Female (%) Male (%) Total (%) 

Tamil Nadu 51.4 34.3 44.7 

Karnataka 21.7 29.5 24.8 

Kerala 24.9 34.4 28.6 

Uttar Pradesh 2.0 1.8 1.9 

Total 100 100 100 

Source: collected from documents of the training centre, 

Hinjilicut, Odisha 

The centre, in one of the posters put up on the wall, has projected its development 

impact on the families of the Ganjam district. It was mentioned that if 1,125 females 

placed after training remit Rs. 2,000 to 2,500 and 1,066 males remit Rs. 1,500 to 2,000 

per month to their families, there would be an average of Rs. 2,000 per month from 

2,191 employed from Ganjam district alone; and that will add up to Rs. 4.38 million 

sent to the families in Ganjam per month. (It was noted by the coordinator that the 

assumption for the difference in savings of male and female is that men tend to spend 

more than women). Thereby, the total amount send by youth to the district per annum 

would be more than Rs. 50 million. The coordinator of the centre has stated that the 

retention rate of workers in these factories is up to 80%. The centre staff will stay in the 

factories for a week where the trainees are recruited, and they will enquire about the 

problems of the workers. The trainees have to stay a minimum of six months in the 

factories where they are placed, which includes the period of two months of training 

provided by the factory. They will be given ten days leave to visit their village every six 

months. The workers come for a better wage and better life. The wages they receive 

differ depending on the factories. The minimum monthly payments start from Rs. 3,800. 

Many companies give social security benefits like Provident Fund and health insurance; 

in addition, the workers get perks and bonus for working overtime and meeting the 

production targets. 

The training centre at Hinjilicut helps prepare and place the rural unemployed youth 

from BPL families in Odisha to the resource points of global garment circuits in the 

states like Kerala, Tamil Nadu and Karnataka. The trainees, who belong to the rural, 
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unemployed and BPL families, are more flexible and suitable for the job. To them, 

training is an additional skill development and movement to a garment unit in a 

different state is an opportunity to earn means of living that is missing in their present 

circumstances.  

3.6 Local Workers of Kerala versus Migrant Workers from Odisha 

The local resource point of the garment circuit in Kerala (the study unit at KINFRA, 

Thiruvananthapuram) has a prominent presence of migrant workers from Odisha. In the 

sample size, the local workers consist of 53% and the Odisha workers are 47%. The 

presence of migrant workers in the unit can be attributed to the general trend of labour 

shortage in Kerala (Kannan, 1998a; Prakash, 1998). Table 3.5 exhibits many differences 

of the local and migrant workers. These include differences in their age, marital status, 

education, job experiences and willingness to do overtime in the unit. 

Table 3.5: Local and Migrant Female Workers 

Characteristics Local 

Workers 

Migrant 

Workers 

Average Age(Years) 30.7 21.2 

Single (%) 46.1 98.0 

Education (Years) 10.0 8.0 

NO Previous Job (%) 49.6 98.3 

Overtime (%) 14.4 76.5 

Asset index
36

(scale100) 3.3 0.6 

Source: Primary survey at KINFRA, Kerala 

The migrant workers are very young compared to the local workers. The average age of 

the migrant workers is 21 years, while the local workers are 31 years. Majority of the 

migrant workers are unmarried, and many of them mentioned that they came for work 

to save money for their dowry. From Table 3.5, it is clear that 98% of the migrant 

                                                           
36

 Asset index is calculated by taking the relative minimum market value of assets like cycle, scooter, car, 

jeep, auto rickshaw, TV, washing machine and fridge and scaled them to 100. 
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workers are single. Migrant workers have spent fewer years on education than the local 

workers. Many mentioned that they could not afford to study further. Among the 

migrant workers, 98% of them have no previous job experiences, whereas only 50% of 

the local workers have no previous job experience. The present job in the garment unit 

is the first-time entry to the labour market for most of the migrant workers. The garment 

production requires doing overtime work to meet the target delivery. In the present unit, 

77% of the migrant workers have done overtime, and only 14% of the local workers 

have done overtime work. All the migrant, female workers reside within the campus, 

and they are available for overtime in the unit, whereas only nine percent of the local 

workers reside within the hostel provided by the company.  

The asset index of the migrant workers is very low (0.6). The information collected 

from the training centre shows that the majority of the workers belong to BPL families. 

Among the total trainees, 91% of them belong to socially and economically backward 

castes like SC, ST and OBC (Table 3.3). Most of the migrant workers are from poor 

families where their parents mainly depend on agriculture as a source of subsistence 

(Chapter 2, Table 2.11). Thus, in comparison with the Kerala workers, the migrant 

Odisha workers are from poor economic background. As discussed earlier, the state of 

Odisha ranks 22 out of 23 in the Human Development Index with a value of 0.36. The 

Human Development Report highlights that poverty in Odisha is overwhelmingly a 

rural phenomenon. The migration from the villages of Odisha to the garment factories 

in other states including Kerala is the result of relative deprivation of economic 

opportunities in their respective villages and their aspiration for improving the 

livelihood. 

Table 3.6 depicts the significance difference between the local and the migrant female 

workers in the sample study unit. The t-test results show that with respect to age, 

marital status, education, previous job experiences, overtime, current job duration and 

asset index, there is a significant difference between the local and the migrant workers. 

The monthly wages (excluding overtime payment) of the local workers and the migrant 

workers do not differ. The workers (both local and migrant) receive the same wage for 
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the same work which means that the workers who are willing to work overtime in the 

unit tend to receive extra payment. As mentioned above, 79% of the migrant workers 

have done overtime in the unit. Thus, it is clear that there are many differences between 

the local Kerala workers and the migrant Odisha workers, who have had prior training 

for apparel operations in their respective villages.  

Table 3.6: Local versus Migrant - Test of Significance 

  

Variable 

Equality of Means 

t sig(2 

tailed) 

   
Age (Yrs) 11.7 <.001* 

Marital Status(Single/Married) 11.0 <.001* 

Education(Yrs) 7.7 <.001* 

Current Job duration (Month) 2.5 .014* 

Previous Job (Yes/No) 10.3 <.001* 

Overtime(Yes/No) -12.4 <.001* 

Wage(monthly) 0.2 0.868 

Asset index(scale of 100) 3.2 0.002* 

‘*’ indicates significance (p≤0.01)) 

    Source: Primary survey at KINFRA, Kerala 

The management prefers the migrant workers over the local workers. First of all, the 

migrant workers reside within the hostels provided by the Apparel Park and are 

available to do overtime whenever required. There are a very few local workers who 

reside within the hostel, and they are mainly from other districts of Kerala. Most of the 

local workers are daily commuters and not available for doing overtime. The HR 

representative mentioned that earlier they used to depend on daily commuters for 

overtime. But most of the daily commuters have trouble in doing overtime in the unit as 

they have to manage household responsibilities. Moreover, labour absenteeism is very 

much among the local workers. HR representative says, “…They take leave even for a 

local festival.” On the other hand, working overtime in the unit gives an opportunity to 

the migrant workers to earn and save extra money. With the presence of migrant 
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workers, the unit does not face labour shortage and are able to meet target delivery on 

time.  

The interactions among the local and migrant workers inside the workplace are very 

much limited. The migrant workers have separate batches and do not work along with 

the local workers. This is mainly due to two reasons: firstly, for the easy supervision of 

the migrant workers as there are very few who can communicate with them due to the 

language barrier. Secondly, migrant workers tend to do overtime, so it is convenient for 

the management to group them separately from the local workers who generally are not 

available for doing overtime. The local workers, who reside inside the campus, are also 

available for doing overtime as there is no problem of travelling back to home. During 

the interviews with the local workers, it was observed that they can opt out of overtime 

unless there is an emergency of meeting the target. It is observed that even in the hostel 

both the migrant and the local workers have separate dormitories except a few cases 

where both are put up together for want of rooms. The Apparel Park has hostel facility 

inside the campus to accommodate 500 female workers. There are a warden and 

security guards in the hostel. The rooms accommodate five to ten workers. The 

outsiders or visitors are not allowed to enter the hostel without permission from the 

guards. The hostel residents also need to get prior permission to go out of the hostel 

during the weekend from the warden for a few hours or from the HR representative of 

the respective garment factory for the whole weekend. It was told that these restrictions 

are imposed to ensure the safety of the female workers. The migrant workers expressed 

that they were satisfied with the accommodation and security at the hostel. They 

mentioned that the hostel has better facilities (toilet, bathroom, water, and cot inside the 

room) than their homes at Odisha. 

Both the local and the migrant workers tend to have less awareness about labour 

standards and labour rights. The local workers tend to be passive about labour 

organisation. The migrant workers are more concerned about their safety and security 

inside the Park. The local workers tend to be aware of the quality checking by the 

buyers’ agents and expressed that they are wary about rejection of the delivery and the 
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possible delays that can be caused on the wage payment. Most of the negotiations by the 

local and the migrant workers are on an individual basis with the HR representative 

mainly for wage hike and granting leave. During the study, it was observed that local 

workers are more open about asking the HR representative for wage hike. These 

negotiations are oral, and there is no written request for wage hike. In some of the cases, 

the HR representative agreed to a hike as those requesting had completed more than 

three years in the company. There were no incidents noticed where the migrant workers 

asked for wage hikes. During the hostel visits and interviews, many of them mentioned 

that they are not receiving wage hikes and they were told that after completing two 

years the company will raise their wages. 

As a whole, it can be noted that the local workers and the migrant workers exhibits 

differences in their age, marital status, educational qualification, previous job 

experiences and socio-economic background. There is less interaction between the local 

and migrant workers within and outside the unit. Majority of the migrant workers are 

residing within the campus and available for working overtime. The management 

admitted that the unit depends on the migrant workers for meeting the target production 

as they tend to take less leave and are willing to work extra hours.  

3.7 Theoretical Importance of the Concept of Secondary Circuit 

With the substantial improvements in shipping and telecommunications, MNCs were 

increasingly able to shift segments of the value added chain to geographically dispersed 

locations (Storper, 1997). The processes of globalisation of production are increasingly 

being organised by the global production networks resulting in the rise of flexible 

production (Piore & Sabel, 1984). There are many studies on commodity and supply 

chains exploring various stages of processing, production and distribution of a 

commodity (Gereffi, Korzeniewicz & Korzeniewicz, 1994; Gereffi, Humphrey & 

Sturgeon, 2005; Smith et al., 2002). A commodity chain is the “network of labour and 

production processes whose end result is a finished commodity” (Hopkins & 

Wallerstein, 1986, p.159). For example, a buyer-driven global garment chain can locate 
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production units anywhere in the globe. The production units can specialise in each 

process or completely produce the final product from designing, sourcing, cutting, 

sewing, assembling, labelling, packaging and shipping. The production centres will be 

located mainly in developing countries, where the cost of production is less. It is being 

controlled by large retailers, marketers and branded manufacturers as they are the 

buyers in these commodity chains. These commodity chains constitute sets of inter-

organisational networks clustered around one commodity or product, linking 

households, enterprises and states (Gereffi et al., 1994). 

The effects of globalisation can vary from industry to industry and location to location. 

The labour relations studies focused on workplace as the unit of analysis and looked at 

employee-employer relations, nature of negotiations, labour rights, welfare schemes and 

activities of the labour organisation to identify formal or informal relations. However, 

with the advent of industries catering to the global market and controlled by MNCs, 

exploring labour relations in the traditional way would lead to misleading conclusions if 

examined out of a specific context. For example, the increasing demand for flexible 

labour in the global factory could be interpreted as a negation of labour rights. The idea 

of not having a permanency in the job in a factory could be seen as a threat for the 

labour. Thus, understanding a globalised workplace is different from understanding the 

traditional workplace. In this context, using the concept of ‘global circuit’ as a 

framework and studying a particular industrial circuit (in the present study, a garment 

making industrial circuit is examined), would help explore the factors beyond 

workplace in detail and depict a complete picture of the globalisation process. 

The globalisation of production has exacerbated the global migratory tendencies both 

international and domestic. With reference to India, the internal migration has increased 

during the 1990s as the result of the new economic policies of liberalisation, 

privatisation and globalisation (Lusome & Bhagat, 2006). The Census 2001 reported 

309 million internal migrants and of these migrants, 70.7% were women
37

. Two-thirds 

of the migrants (67.2%) were rural and only 32.8% urban (Srivastava, 2012). The 
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 Data from the latest Census 2011 is unavailable. 
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studies on internal migration in India discusses rural to urban migration; the problems 

faced by the migrants in the industries; labour standards, poor economic conditions and 

social background of the migrants and the gender-related issues (Bhatt 2009; Coffey, 

Papp & Spears, 2013; Oberai, Prasad & Sardana, 1989; Mohanraj & Manivannan, 2012; 

Premi, 1983; UNCIECF, 2012). But these studies do not try to see the interconnections 

with the processes of globalisation. The dynamics of labour migration from Odisha to 

the state of Kerala, analysed in terms of internal migration tend to focus only on the 

issues of labour conditions and social protection of these labourers. This movement of 

workers from the rural areas is seen only as a temporary survival strategy due to low 

economic, social and educational status (Keshri & Bhagat, 2013). But such analysis 

tends to miss out on the external factors playing out in facilitating migration. Hence, the 

present study, locating internal migration as a subsidiary circuit of global production 

circuits, advances a theoretical contribution to the field of labour relations studies and 

on globalisation of production networks. 

For example, in the present case, the migration of workers from Odisha to the local 

resource points in Kerala cannot just be treated as an internal labour mobility due to 

relative wage differences. Instead, this process is connected to the larger processes of 

globalisation of production. The concept of secondary circuit explains the multiple 

agencies involved in the various stages of labour creation. Unlike the commodity or 

value chain analysis which limits its scope of the study within the workplace, the 

concept of circuit helps to go beyond the workplace. It traces the dynamics and 

interconnections of processes like, migration, feminisation and social networks in the 

resource point. These resource points are spaces that pivot on de-territorialised, cross-

border networks and territorial locations with massive concentrations of resources 

(Sassen, 2001). There is a highly differentiated mix of labour supply and demand in 

these circuits that form part of the formal and informal economies (Sassen, 2008).  

Thus, the interconnection is not only between the primary circuits of globalisation with 

the local resource points but also between the local resource points to the labour training 

centres (i.e., the secondary circuit). The command and control centres of the primary 
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circuit receive its final product (i.e., the garment) from the local resource point. This is 

facilitated by the infrastructure availability and the strategic location (roads, railway, sea 

port and airport) of the Apparel Park in Kerala. It has facilities like woman’s hostel, 

ATDC and training centre for fresh operators. This is the main reason that command 

and control centres are sourcing their final products from the state of Kerala rather than 

from Odisha. Compared to Kerala, Odisha has flexible labour who accepts minimum 

wages to work in the garment units. But the state of Odisha currently does not have a 

functioning Apparel Parks. The setting up of it requires many legal formalities and 

political will. The setting up of apparel training centres under the SGSY Programme for 

training the BPL unemployed youth would result in the creation of skilled labourers for 

the local resource points. The state has been successful in implementing skill 

development projects and training the rural unemployed BPL youth. Thus, the state of 

Odisha represents the situation of surplus skilled and trained labourers with a lag of 

garment manufacturing houses to place these labourers. This scenario opens up an 

alternative option of promoting migration to the garment park in Kerala from Odisha or 

to any other states in India. The Kerala government declared minimum wages for the 

readymade garment manufacturers, which is well comparable to the neighbouring 

states. The local resource points of the secondary circuit can facilitate the mobility of 

the labourers through training. Thus, the garment unit in Kerala (i.e., the command and 

control centre of the secondary circuit) can recruit the migrant labourers from Odisha 

through the respective training centres.  

3.8 Conclusion 

The opening up of economies to the global market has brought a vast number of 

workers into the global production network. These global networks that connect 

multiple spaces that are not geographically proximate have influenced the local 

economies and societies. The present study analysed the influences of a global circuit 

on the local resource points. It explored the processes of forming secondary circuit 

within the local space and how it supplements the processes of globalisation. The merit 

of the study is that it does not limit its field into the workplace (i.e., the garment 
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factory). The attempt made here is to look beyond the factory to understand the 

processes and factors leading to labour migration in the context of globalisation of 

production. It traces the dynamics and interconnections of processes like migration and 

feminisation in the resource points. The migrant workers from Odisha are created 

through the secondary circuit of globalisation. The study shows that there is a 

significant difference between the local and the migrant workers with respect to age, 

marital status, education, duration in the present job, job experiences, overtime in the 

unit and their socio-economic backgrounds.  

To conclude, the study identifies that there is a secondary circuit of labour operating 

within the national borders, which is supplementary to the cross-border global garment 

circuit. The local resource points of the global circuit become the command and control 

centres of the secondary circuit. The function of the secondary circuit is the creation of 

labour for the global circuit. It is the secondary circuit which ensures the constant 

supply of flexible and compliant labour to the global circuit. The labour created in the 

secondary circuit are younger, single, unemployed, belongs to BPL households and 

willing to do overtime in the garment unit, when compared to the local workers. As a 

result, the resource point of the global circuit (i.e., the garment unit under the present 

study) has to rely more on the labour generated through the secondary circuit for 

reaching the target production. 
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Chapter 4 

Dynamics of Labour Relations in a Local Resource Point of 

the Cashew Nut Processing Circuit 

Case Study of a Cashew Nut Processing Unit at Kollam District in 

Kerala 
 

4.1 Introduction 

The cashew nut processing industry–a traditional agro-processing industrial circuit– 

provides employment to a large number of female workers and accrues foreign 

exchange to the developing economies. The dynamics of labour relations in this global 

processing circuit vary in nature, compared to the manufacturing circuits of garment 

production. The differences can be noticed in the workplace relations, negotiations, 

labour standards, role of trade unions, social networks, nature of feminisation, caste ties, 

outside workplace organisations and outside workplace conditions. It necessitates 

understanding each of the global circuits in a particular local context. A feminised 

industrial unit like the cashew nut processing industry requires in-depth case studies to 

understand the labour relations under the globalisation of production. The focus of this 

chapter is to understand the dynamics of labour relations inside a cashew nut processing 

unit while taking into account the factors outside the workplace influencing and shaping 

the workforce. The role of social networks, caste ties, trade unions, workplace 

interactions, wages and welfare measures, labour absenteeism and sickness of the 

workers are discussed in detail. The socio-economic conditions of the workers are also 

discussed to a get complete picture of the workforce. 
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4.2 Agro-processing Industrial Circuit and its Relevance 

Agro-processing is defined as a set of techno-economic activities, applied to all the 

products originating from agricultural farm, livestock, aqua-cultural sources and forests 

to make them usable as food, feed, fibre, fuel or industrial raw materials (Kachru, 

2010). Agro-processing industries have enormous potential for employment, economic 

growth and social development (Pingali, 2007; Radhakrishna, 2002; Timmer, 1992). An 

agriculture based strategy has both direct and indirect effect on economic growth. The 

direct effect includes an increase in employment and output in the sector. The indirect 

effects come from the expenditure of increased agricultural income on non-agricultural 

goods and services (Mellor, 1995). This in turn creates multiplier effects of increasing 

employment in the manufacturing and the service sector by directly contributing output 

and creating demand for the products and services. Agriculture and agro-allied activities 

provide employment opportunities to the rural and poor people. Thus, it has the 

potential of improving the standards of living of the poor. The majority of the poor are 

living in rural area and depends on agriculture or related activities for their living in the 

developing economies (Davis, 2003; Lanjouw & Lanjouw, 2001; Radhakrishna, 2002). 

According to Johnson (1993) under appropriate policies and conditions, agriculture is 

capable of making several contributions to economic growth of the country. These 

contributions include first, the release of redundant labour for the nonfarm sector; 

second, the provision of an increased supply of food and raw material at constant or 

decreasing real prices; third, creation of foreign exchange through the export surplus 

and fourth, savings to be invested in non-agricultural activities. For example, the 

cultivation of commercial crops like cashew nut tree provides income to the farmers in 

developing as well as least developed countries. The cashew nut processing factories 

can provide employment opportunities to a large number of female workers in the rural 

areas in these countries. The export of processed cashew kernels accrues foreign 

exchange. 
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The classical economists like Malthus and Ricardo began to view agriculture as a major 

impediment to the progress as there is limited supply of land, and the diminishing 

marginal returns to land would limit welfare as a whole (Johnson, 1993). But, 

agriculture can produce resources, and it accommodates the surplus labour that can be 

transferred to the manufacturing sector that can result in increasing returns and 

productivity (Hirschman, 1958; Jorgenson, 1961; Lewis, 1954; Ranis & Fei, 1961; 

Rosenstein-Rodan, 1943; Scitovsky, 1954). The relative differences in the supply of and 

demand for labour and wages would lead to the mobility of workers from low-wage 

agricultural activities to high-wage industrial jobs geographically (Harris & Todaro, 

1970; Lewis, 1954; Ranis and Fei, 1961; Todaro, 1976). The movement can affect the 

processes of economic development. The major conclusion from the dual sector model 

of economic growth was that the labour transferred from agriculture to the industrial 

sector was costless as the output in the former sector did not decline (Johnson, 1993). In 

essence, a development strategy based on industrialisation involves the need of 

increasing the productivity on land as the prior condition to development (Kaldor, 

1960). This is mainly to support the population growth and afford the need of food for 

subsistence. Thus, a strategy of balanced growth is required with a secular 

transformation involving a relative decline of the use of resources for the agricultural 

sector, and a net flow of resources for the promotion of the industrial sector for the 

overall economic growth and rural welfare (Johnston & Mellor, 1961). 

4.2.1 Agro-Processing Industrial Circuits under Globalisation of Production 

The globalisation of production is exacerbated by the processes of liberalisation in 

trade, mobility of factors of production and technological advancement. The global 

production, processing and consumption are increasingly organised by MNCs through 

their production networks. The MNCs ensure governance of supply or commodity chain 

–the “network of labour and production processes whose end result is a finished 

commodity” (Hopkins & Wallerstein, 1986, p.159)–across the borders. These chains are 

increasingly buyer-driven with specific requirements for the product differentiation, and 

multiple sourcing locations for the various stages of processing, production and 
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distribution of the final product (Gereffi, 1999; Gereffi et al., 1994; Gereffi et al., 2005; 

Humphrey & Schmitz, 2001; Smith et al., 2002). There is an increasing inflow of 

Foreign Direct Investment (FDI) by the global and regional multinational chains, and 

domestic (private and public sector) investment in agro-processing in the 1980s and 

1990s to the Asian economies like India, China, Malaysia and Taiwan (Reardon, 

Timmer & Minten, 2012; Wilkinson, 2004). Agri-food industry chains as such involve 

millions of people, from farm input providers (both formal and informal workers) to 

consumers, with many from developing countries (Genier, Stamp & Pfitzer, 2009) 

There are many MNCs entering into developing countries in the agro-processing 

sectors. For example, there are plantation-cum-processing-for-export enclaves firms like 

Unilever and Del Monte; input supply firms such as Monsanto and Pioneer; processors 

like Coca-Cola and Nestle; traders like Cargill, and retail distributors like Carrefour, 

McDonalds and Wal-Mart (Reardon & Barrett, 2000). Apart from processors, the role 

of supermarkets in retailing has become prominent both in developed and developing 

economies (Busch & Bain, 2004; Burch & Lawrence, 2005; Reardon et al., 2012). The 

1990s witnessed an increase in the agro-industrialisation in many low and middle-

income economies as an agent of and as a response to the processes of globalisation, 

institutional and technological changes (Reardon & Barrett, 2000). Agro-

industrialisation presents opportunities as well as threats for developing countries. The 

benefits are in terms of overall processes of industrialisation and economic 

development, export performance, food safety and quality, while caution is needed in 

restructuring to incorporate the informal sector enterprises and workers to the 

development processes (Henson & Cranfield, 2009). Thus, the trade liberalisation and 

globalisation of production can create opportunities for those developing countries that 

are well integrated into the process of agricultural transformation and modernisation 

(Pingali, 2007). At the same time there is considerable evidence of the negative 

consequences of globalisation on agro-processing. It has been argued when discussing 

the larger agrarian question “that Globalization, … is a tactic of recolonization, niche 

building being a polite way to restructure economic sectors, labour forces and nation-

states to serve global investors” (McMichael, p. 646). At a less general level it has been 
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pointed out that small land holders in India lack the size to benefit from economies of 

scale (Singh, 2008). One of main challenges is the livelihood implications of global 

integration on the farmers. The farmers have to encounter problems of storage and 

transportation of perishable products as well as the involvement of middle men. The 

largest share of added value goes to the secondary processors and middle men (Oyewole 

& Phillip, 2006). 

The noticeable changes in globalisation of production, processing and consumption are 

the global surveillance mechanisms incorporated into the commodity chains. There is an 

increase in the grades and standards (both public and private) in these supply chains that 

ensure consumer’s confidence on those products’ quality. For example, there is Public 

Standard like ISO 9000–quality management standards specified by the International 

Organisation for Standardisation (ISO)–and private standard like SA 8000 by Social 

Accountability International. The general trend in these supply chains are the increasing 

prevalence of private standards and third party auditing of good agricultural and 

environmental practices, handling processes and labour practices (Busch & Bain, 2004; 

Henson & Reardon, 2005). The standardisation in turn helps the branded firms and 

supermarkets to differentiate their products on the quality basis in the global market 

(Busch & Bain, 2004; Busch & Bingen, 2006; Henson, 2008; Ponte & Gibbon, 2005; 

Raikes, Jensen & Ponte, 2000).  

4.2.2 India and Agro-Processing under Globalisation 

The developing economies depend on agriculture and agro-industrial circuits to earn 

foreign exchange on a large scale. Agro-industrialisation presents valuable opportunities 

and benefits for developing countries in terms of the overall processes of 

industrialisation, economic development, export performance, food safety and quality, 

and the possible challenges of incorporation of their vast pool of informal workers into 

the supply chains (Henson & Cranfield, 2009). With respect to India, agriculture and 

agro-industry have been given high priority in economic and development policies 

historically (Gandhi, Kumar & Marsh, 2000). It has the potential of providing 

employment to a large number of workforces in the villages. Traditionally, India is an 
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agrarian economy with majority of the population depending on agriculture as a means 

of living and this has been a matter of concern since independence (Kulkarni, 1994). 

Besides, the agro-industry’s contribution to both employment and manufacturing GDP 

in India is very significant (Gandhi & Jain, 2011). Agro-processing is regarded as the 

sunrise sector of the Indian economy as it has large potential for growth and likely 

socio-economic impact, specifically on employment and income generation (Kachru, 

2007). For example, plantation crops like cashew provides employment in each stage in 

the supply chain, i.e., from the collection of raw nuts from the fields to the processing of 

kernels in the factories. 95% of the workers involved in the cashew nut processing are 

women who come from a very low socio-economic background (Rjumohan, 2009; 

Retheesh, 2005; Sivanesan, 2013).  

India’s economic policies related to agriculture were of a protectionist nature till the 

1980s (Ahluwalia, 1995; Chatterjee & Ray, 2006; Vaidyanathan, 2000). With the 

advent of globalisation of production and WTO guidelines, India has also taken a path 

towards progressive liberalisation in the agrarian sector. The Agreement on Agriculture 

(AoA) of WTO is a step towards liberalisation of the market by improved market 

access, export competition and reduction in domestic support. Along with it, the 

Agreement on Sanitary and Phytosanitary Measure (SPS) and Technical Barriers to 

Trade (TBT) aim to ensure the food quality in international trade (Jaiswal, 2003). As a 

result of liberalisation, the terms of trade for agriculture have improved, and there has 

been a record rise in the agricultural exports from India (Rao, 2003). The traditional 

agro-processing industries in India are mainly confined to commodities like sugar and 

edible oils, plantation crops like tea, coffee and cashew nut and spices. With the advent 

of modern technologies and liberal policies, there are private domestic players as well 

as MNCs venturing into this sector. Consequently, the agro-processing is being 

diversified into new commodities, such as fruits and vegetables, meat and dairy 

products (Kumar, Panda & Burfisher, 2006). Despite these initiatives, the agro-

industries in India faces constraints of low availability of resources, inefficiencies in the 

supply chains, costly raw materials and flexible market demand (Gandhi et al., 2000; 

Srivastava, 1989; Srivastava & Patel, 1994). Thus, progressive outlook towards the 
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agro-processing sector is essential to reap the benefits of comparative advantages in this 

sector under globalisation of production.  

4.3 Cashew Nut Processing Circuit 

The cashew nut processing is an agro-processing industrial circuit, and it can play a 

crucial role in the economic development of the developing countries as its production 

and processing have tremendous employment potential in rural areas. Cashew nut 

processing primarily employs female workers. From the production of raw nuts to 

processing and exporting of cashew kernels, multiple value additions and various 

stakeholders are involved. The cultivators, collectors of raw nuts, processing units 

involving a large number of workers, agents, and exporters are some of the stakeholders 

involved in the value chains. In India, cashew tree is grown all across the coastal 

regions. Cashew is mainly cultivated in states like Kerala, Karnataka, Goa, 

Maharashtra, Tamil Nadu, Andhra Pradesh, Orissa and West Bengal (NABARD
38

; 

Venkattakumar, 2009). India is one of the largest processors of cashew nut, although it 

depends largely on imported raw nuts from African countries (Nair et al., 1979; 

Retheesh, 2005). The major consumers of processed cashew kernels from India are 

USA, UK, UAE and Japan (Table 4.1). The cashew nut production, processing and 

consumption circuits involve less developed, developing and developed countries.  

4.3.1 The Resource Points of Cashew Nut Production and Processing: Asian and African 

Countries 

Brazil is the homeland of cashew tree (Mortan, 1961). During the colonial period, the 

cashew tree has spread over many Asian and African countries. Until the 1920s, the 

commercial processing of cashew nut was not in vogue. It was processed mainly in 

cottages and sold by peddlers locally. India was the first country to process cashew nuts 

on a commercial basis, where its processing capacity soon outstripped its raw nuts 

production (CEPCI
39

). During the 1970s, about 95% of the raw nut production was 
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 NABARD, https://www.nabard.org/english/plant_cashew.aspx  (accessed on 3-9-2014) 

39
http://www.cashewindia.org/php/cepcContents.php?CatID=2  (accessed on 3-9-2014) 

https://www.nabard.org/english/plant_cashew.aspx
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from the countries in Africa and Asia, in which India contributed 42%, Mozambique 

34% and Tanzania 14%. Brazil, the original home of cashew produced less than five 

percent only (Nair et al., 1979). In the 1970s, Africa was the largest producer of raw 

cashew nuts accounting for 67.5% of the world the production. This subsequently 

declined to 35.6% by 2000, with Nigeria, Tanzania and Mozambique being the largest 

producers. The production in Asia, during the same periods increased from 26.8% to 

49.5% in 2000 with the major producers being India, Indonesia and Vietnam (Hammed 

et al., 2008). 

Until the early 1960s, India had monopoly in the processing of cashew nuts and supply 

of kernels to the international markets. However, the domestic production of raw 

cashew could not meet the excess processing capacity. The processing industry was 

solely dependent on imported raw nuts from East African countries like Mozambique, 

Tanzania and Kenya. Till the early 1970s, about 75% of the export requirements were 

met through imported raw nuts (Nair et al., 1979). African countries started establishing 

processing units during this period. Mozambique became the first African country to 

process cashews on a large scale (McMillan, Rodrik & Welch, 2002). After the 

independence in 1975, the government of Mozambique banned the export of raw 

cashew nuts to stimulate domestic processing. These steps adversely affected Indian 

processing units which are largely depended on imported raw nuts. Later on, during the 

1990s, India witnessed an increase in cashew kernel exports, with greater import 

liberalisation for raw nuts and a relaxation of licencing regulations for the processors 

(Eapen et al., 2004). Thus, India historically has been the dominant purchaser of raw 

cashew. Between 1990 and 2000, India bought 84% of the world’s raw cashew, 

followed by China and Singapore (McMillan et al., 2002). The largest producers and 

processors in the world are India, Vietnam and Brazil, while many countries in Africa 

have initiated processing in smaller quantities (Kanji, 2004a, 2004b). 

4.3.2 Cashew Nut Production, Processing and Consumption Circuit 

The cashew nut production, processing and consumption network involves multiple 

players: the cashew nut farmers, agents and collectors of raw nuts, importers of raw nuts 
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from other countries, processors including small, medium, large-scale and cottage, 

commission agents, exporters, wholesalers and retailers. Figure 4.1 gives a broad 

picture of the cashew nut production, processing and consumption nexus. The raw nuts 

available for the processing industry are from either domestic supply or imported from 

other countries. Processing is done in the formal factories with regular labourers and by 

cottage processors operating in a clandestine manner (with reference to Kerala). The 

cashew kernels are exported to the global market for earning foreign exchange and are 

also made available in the domestic market. 

Figure 4.1: Production, Processing and Consumption Nexus 

 

 

The raw cashew nuts undergo various processing stages before the final cashew kernels 

are packed and ready for consumption
40

. The major processes involved are roasting, 

shelling, drying, peeling, grading and packing. The outer shell of the raw nuts is very 

hard, and the roasting makes the shells brittle and facilitates the extraction of the 

kernels. There are steam roasting, drum roasting, open iron pan roasting and oil bath 

roasting methods. The next process is to remove the outer shell from the nuts. It is done 

either manually or by using machine. In the manual process of shelling, each nut is 

placed edgewise on a piece of wood used as the rest and cracked open by a light 
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 For the processing details   see,   http://www.sahakarifarms.com/agroprocessing1.html   (accessed on 2-

6-2014)   and ‘A Study on the Cashew Industry in Kerala’ by Chirayath (1965). 

http://www.sahakarifarms.com/agroprocessing1.html%20accessed%20on%202-6-2014


102 
 

wooden mallet. This requires training and skills to minimise the breakage of kernels. 

After the shelling, the kernels will be placed in a dryer (Borma) which is consistently 

maintained at a temperature of about 60 degrees for a period of 24 hours, to make the 

inner shell brittle. Then, it will be transferred to the peeling section. The outer coating 

of the kernels will be removed to produce the white edible nuts. The process of grading 

is designed to sort the white cashew kernel into different grades. The white kernel is 

divided into two main types: wholes and pieces. The highly discoloured, immature and 

shrivelled kernels are the rejects and are sold as poultry feed. The broken and split 

kernels are sorted out and classified as standard and scorched pieces, splits, butts, small 

pieces and desserts. The cashew kernel is packed into plastic bags of different sizes with 

air tight vacuum sealing. 

The cashew nut processing industry is a buyer-driven chain. The final stages of 

processing, mainly roasting and salting of kernels are done by large retailers and sold 

through supermarkets to the final customers (Kanji, 2004a, 2004b). As discussed in 

chapter 2 (section 2.2) unlike the case of garment workers, the direct surveillance of 

labour standards in the cashew nut processing units situated in Asian and African 

countries by the few branded buyers is not happening. The cashew kernels exported 

from the local resource points to these buyer countries (US, UK and Europe) has to 

meet the specific quality consideration or else they will be rejected by the buyers. Thus, 

the priority of the exporters is to meet the product standards and quality. The consumer 

and civil society pressure to ensure the labour standards are not very much on the 

buyers in this sector. This often leads to less pressure on the buyers to make certain of 

the corporate responsibility of the buyers towards the labourers.  

4.3.3 Origin of Cashew Nut Processing in India 

The cashew tree was a native of Brazil introduced by Portuguese travellers in the 16th 

century in India (Wadkar et al., 2007). The commercial production and export of 

cashew kernels started in India during the 1900s. Cottage processing was the common 

practice, where the cashew nuts were processed in houses on a small scale basis. Small 

quantities of cashew kernels were packed in wooden cases lined with newspaper and 
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occasionally exported to London during that period (Wadkar et al., 2007). Cashew 

cultivation now covers a total area of 0.70 million hectares of land, producing over 0.40 

million M.T. of raw cashew nuts annually
41

. Table 4.1 provides details on the export 

share of cashew to the major destinations from India. 

Table 4.1: Export of Cashew including Cashew Nut Shell Liquid from India (US $ 

million) 

Year U.S.A U.A.E. Japan Netherlands U.K. Saudi 

Arabia 

Total 

1990-91    31.8 3.0 20.0 36.6 2.7 0.1 249.1 

1991-92    81.7 8.5 26.8 68.8 9.6 1.5 274.0 

1992-93    112.4 5.6 20.2 58.2 19.3 0.9 258.5 

1993-94    137.5 6.1 26.4 69.2 22.4 1.7 334.2 

1994-95    146.2 12.5 29.5 68.1 21.1 2.8 397.2 

1995-96    104.4 11.5 30.1 62.5 12.8 3.3 369.9 

1996-97    128.3 11.4 28.2 90.6 22.8 3.6 362.9 

1997-98    144.8 12.2 26.4 89.5 26.2 4.9 378.6 

1998-99    171.3 15.3 25.7 72.0 28.4 5.9 387.8 

1999-00    271.7 19.5 29.8 108.8 44.8 6.7 567.9 

2000-01    202.3 18.3 26.7 83.2 32.6 8.3 449.5 

2001-02    186.6 13.0 16.6 53.6 26.4 6.0 376.2 

2002-03    224.4 18.5 20.0 51.2 22.8 8.9 426.0 

2003-04    180.4 20.0 19.3 44.6 20.2 6.7 371.0 

2004-05    261.0 30.0 21.9 71.2 31.6 12.2 554.0 

2005-06    222.4 42.7 24.9 92.8 32.8 13.7 585.8 

2006-07    215.5 45.9 20.1 83.6 21.6 14.8 553.9 

2007-08    198.3 68.0 24.2 60.6 19.0 17.0 555.1 

2008-09    209.5 82.9 31.1 77.2 19.1 18.9 637.2 

2009-10    164.0 104.2 32.9 54.5 23.0 20.1 596.3 

Source: Directorate General of Commercial Intelligence and Statistics, India 
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India pioneered cashew nut processing as an industry and had monopolised the world 

market. Today, India is one of the leading producer, processor and exporter of cashews 

in the world. Over 65% of the world export of cashew kernels is accounted from India
42

. 

Indian cashews are consumed in as many as 60 countries all over the world; the major 

markets being the United States, the United Kingdom, Japan, Netherlands and the 

Middle East countries. 

Table 4.2: Share in Value of Cashew Kernel’s Export from Major Ports in India  

(%) 

Year Cochin Tuticorin Mangalore Vishakapatnam Madras Goa 

1995 48.9 41.5 1.4 0.7 7.5 0.0 

1996 56.9 37.7 0.6 1.5 2.9 0.4 

1997 54.0 40.6 0.5 1.9 2.5 0.5 

1998 57.7 37.2 0.2 2.7 2.0 0.2 

1999 52.2 37.6 4.6 2.9 2.4 0.3 

2000 56.2 36.1 1.6 3.2 2.5 0.4 

2001 54.3 35.8 2.9 4.0 2.6 0.4 

2002 63.0 28.7 5.3 2.4 0.0 0.6 

2003 66.7 23.3 6.6 2.7 0.0 0.7 

2004 63.4 25.8 7.5 2.8 0.0 0.5 

2005 64.5 24.6 6.5 3.8 0.0 0.6 

2006 61.3 25.8 8.0 4.3 0.0 0.6 

2007 60.9 25.2 8.8 4.4 0.0 0.7 

2008 57.4 25.4 10.0 5.4 1.3 0.5 

2009 56.9 24.4 8.5 7.4 2.4 0.4 

2010 52.4 29.4 8.6 6.8 2.4 0.4 

2011 52.4 27.3 9.4 7.7 2.5 0.7 

2012 52.9 25.4 10.2 8.5 2.4 0.6 

2013 Apr-Feb2014 55.9 19.9 11.9 8.7 2.8 0.8 

Source: The cashew Export Promotion Council of India, Cashew Bhavan, Mundakkal, 

Kollam  
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In India, cashew is mainly cultivated in states like Kerala, Karnataka, Goa and 

Maharashtra, Tamil Nadu, Andhra Pradesh, Odisha and West Bengal (Yadav, 2010). 

Kerala had monopoly in the processing of cashew nuts with the maximum concentration 

of factories, but eventually due to the strict labour laws, this industry has started to 

spread to the neighbouring state of Tamil Nadu. The cashew industry in an organised 

manner was started by Joseph Pereira, who conceived the idea of processing the raw 

nuts on a factory basis and marketing the finished kernel on a commercial scale in the 

Kollam district, in the state of Kerala, India (Chirayath, 1965). Though the production 

of cashew nut spread across the state, majority of cashew processing units are situated 

in Kollam district of south Kerala. It is mainly because of the availability of cheap and 

skilled labour, the existence of a rail link and a small port in the vicinity and the 

emergence of local entrepreneurial class to patronise the industry (Chirayath, 1965). 

Table 4.2 shows the relative importance of cashew export from Kerala in India. From 

Table 4.2, it is clear that in 2011-2012, the share of export value from the Cochin port in 

Kerala is more than half (53%) of the total export value of cashew export from India. 

4.4 The Local Resource Point: Cashew Nut Processing in Kerala 

Kollam district of Kerala was the first place to start commercial processing of cashew 

nut for the export market in India. The geographic concentration of cashew nut 

processing in the district began as early as the 1920s. During that time, many 

entrepreneurs like Thangal Kunju Musaliyar, M. P. Kesavan and M. P. Govindhan 

began to process cashew nuts on a commission basis, and later on, started own factories 

(Majeed, 2000). The less capital investment and high profit through export helped the 

entrepreneurs to set up many factories and make use of the cheap labour available in the 

district. Eventually, Kollam has become a major centre of cashew nut processing in 

Kerala and is known as the cashew capital of the country. Kerala could achieve the 

monopoly of cashew export from India during this period. And the cashew nut 

processing industry was monopolised by a few industrialists who eventually came to be 

known as the cashew kings in the state (Lindberg, 2005). 
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This industry had attracted large number of labourers from agriculture to the cashew 

factories. There was no regulation on working time; the working hours extended up to 

14 hours per day. Female workers in a large number started to work in the factories for 

shelling, peeling and grading of cashew. Child labour was also common in these 

factories (Lindberg, 2005; Majeed, 2000). The workers belonged to the socially and 

economically backward sections of the society, at a time when employment 

opportunities in alternative occupations were almost non-existent (Kannan, 1983). 

During the 1930s, the cashew industry witnessed social movements for better wages and 

working conditions along with the national freedom movement. Many trade unions 

came up to mobilise the cashew workers. The first trade union, formed in 1939, was the 

All Travancore Cashew Workers Union, which had political affiliation with the then 

communist party of India (Kannan, 1983). Unions fought for basic labour rights like, 

reducing the long working hours, fixing of minimum wages, bonus and better working 

conditions. 

The cashew industry was not included in the Minimum Wage Act of 1948. The first 

minimum wage committee was appointed in 1952 by the state as a primary step to 

mitigate the grievances of the cashew workers (Pillai, 2009). The owners threatened to 

close down the factories, and several factories remained closed. Cottage processing of 

cashew was also happening on a large scale to avoid the labour laws. In 1967, the state 

government banned the cottage processing of cashew. In 1976, the state government 

brought out the Kerala Acquisition of Factories Act, whereby the government could 

take over factories that were found closed and were creating large scale unemployment 

(Pillai, 2009). It was an attempt to formalise the industry and protect the workers’ 

rights. The KSCDC and Cashew Workers Apex Co-operative Society (CAPEX) are the 

two state government agencies engaged in the cashew processing in the state. The 

KSCDC was established in July 1969 as a fully owned government undertaking.  

4.4.1 The Study Unit at Kollam 

To understand workplace labour relations in a cashew processing unit in a concise 

manner narrowing down to one large unit was found necessary. In Kollam district, there 
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are large numbers of large, medium and small scale private units operating. Visits were 

made for permission in these factories but were denied by the management in most 

cases. The study required in-depth analysis of workplace and workplace relation from 

the factory as well as outside workplace understanding. This necessitates focusing and 

spending time with the workers inside the workplace; such kind of studies is only 

possible by limiting it to the units where permission is granted. The permission was 

sought in a large processing unit employing around 800 workers. This unit is under 

KSCDC, and the manager of the unit granted permission to survey the workers, conduct 

interviews and observation inside the unit. The primary objective of KSCDC is 

employment generation in cashew processing industry and to create an organised nature 

to the industry by providing higher wages and better working condition for the cashew 

workers
6
. Presently, KSCDC is running 30 cashew factories all over the state. More 

than 20,000 workers and 1,500 staff members are working in these factories
43

. The 

sample study unit (the corporation factory) may not be representative of the private 

sector units. A few observations were made of private sector units by interviewing 

workers outside the factory and by visiting some of the units. The size of the sample for 

the survey is 259 in which, 93% of the workers are female and seven percent of the 

workers are male. 

Table 4.3: Age Group of Cashew Workers 

Age Female Male Total 

20-30 7.9 5.3 7.7 

31-40 37.1 42.1 37.5 

41-50 10.8 26.3 12.0 

51-60 44.2 26.3 42.8 

Total 100 100 100 

Source: Primary Survey, Kollam 

In the study unit, the average age of a female cashew worker is 46 and that of the male 

worker is 43. Table 4.1 shows that only eight percent of the total workers are in the age 

                                                           
43

http://www.cashewcorporation.com/Organization.php   (accessed on 4-9-2014) 
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groups of 20-30, while 55% are in the age group of 40-60. It is interesting to point out 

the age differences of the cashew workers with that of the garment workers. The 

garment unit employs mainly younger workers (Table 2.4) when compared to the 

cashew unit.  

Studies on labour relations tend to focus on labour within the workplace. Under global 

production networks, the nature of labour and the way labour relations are perceived 

have been changing. It necessitates examining labour inside the workplace of the global 

production networks, as well as the labour outside the workplace to understand the 

processes which are in operation beyond the workplace, yet influencing the production 

processes. The concept of circuit helps to extend the labour relations studies beyond the 

workplace. It has been used to understand the labour and labour relations in a local 

resource point of cashew nut processing circuit of Kerala. It brings to light the processes 

of feminisation, labour standards, labour negotiations within the workplace and also 

looks outside workplace aspects of the workers (e.g. the socio-economic condition of 

the workers). It gives descriptions on labour relations of a local resource point 

producing for a global production network and also argues the need to look at labour 

beyond their workplace. 

4.5 Labour Relations inside the Workplace 

The labour relations can be described as all the relations a worker has individually or 

collectively within the workplace. This necessitates looking at different aspect of 

workplace interactions and negotiations occurring within the workplace, as well as 

external factors affecting and shaping these relations. The social networks of a worker 

(both external and internal interactions) have a role in shaping the workplace relations. 

The labour organisations play a dominant role in shaping these relations in negotiations 

regarding the social welfare and benefits to the workers. This is possible when the 

workplace is organised in a traditional setup rather than in a globalised work 

environment. The effects of globalisation on the workplace and labour vary depending 

on the nature of the industry, industrial organisation, players or agents involved in the 
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production networks. The cashew nut factories in Kerala are traditional industries with a 

large number of female skilled workers engaged in the processing section. It has a 

history of strong trade unions which are politically affiliated and with huge membership 

of workers. The cashew kernels have export market and it is a globalised industry. The 

effects of globalisation on workplace and labour in the cashew nut processing units can 

vary from the case of the global garment making units which are comapratively newer 

industries. The noticeable features during the field study are discussed in the following 

sections. 

4.5.1 The Role of Social Network inside the Unit 

Social network consists of relatives, friends and acquaintance with which a person 

maintains direct or indirect relations (Granovetter, 1983; Hozier, 1986). Rees (1966) 

was the first to emphasise the importance of informal networks in the labour market. 

The individuals with few weak ties (acquaintance) will be deprived of information from 

distant parts of the social system and will be confined to the provincial news and views 

of their strong ties (close friends) (Granovetter, 1983). There is agreement among 

scholars regarding why employers prefer social ties, namely referrals in the jobs 

(Castilla, 2005; Fernandez, Castilla & Moore, 2000; Kugler, 2003; Holzer, 1987; 

Mencken & Winfield, 1998; Rees, 1966). Referred workers show higher productivity 

and lower turnover rate. Referrals guarantee quality, and the cost of screening and 

monitoring can be minimised when the employer choose candidates from informal 

networks. Thus, social network has a role in spreading information about job vacancy, 

fashions or ideas. Similarly, the isolation of individual from their social ties will put 

them in a disadvantaged position in the labour market. 

The social ties consist of members of the family, relatives, caste or ethnic enclave, 

friends and other acquaintance who helps an individual in shaping the labour market 

outcome. Studies on social networks and its impact on labour market outcomes show 

that networks help in finding a matching job with higher wages and longer tenure 

(Addison & Portugal, 2002; Bridges & Villemez, 1986; Calvo-Armengol, 2006; Calvo-

Armengol & Zenou, 2005; Dustmann, Glitz & Schonberg, 2011; Fernandez et al., 2000; 
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Iannides & Soetevent, 2006; Kugler, 2003; Loury, 2004, 2006; Montgomery, 1991; 

Pellizari, 2010; Simon & Warner, 1992). At the same time, there are studies which 

express lower growth prospective in jobs referred by social ties (Bentolila, Michelacci 

& Suarez, 2010; Datcher, 1983; Diaz, 2009; Labini, 2005; Pistaferri, 1999). Because the 

jobs found through informal contact are usually quick jobs without any monitoring of 

productivity, the employers tend to give them lower wages. Thus, faster the job finding, 

lower the earnings. The term “informal networks” can be interpreted very broadly to 

include letters of reference, exchange of information about job applicants among 

entrepreneurs, social ties between job seekers and currently employed workers, and 

even illicit intermediation (Pistaferr, 1999). 

The use of social network for finding job differs depending on age, gender, 

neighbourhood, ethnicity and the nature of jobs (Andersson et al., 2009; Arrow & 

Borzekowski, 2004; Battu, Seaman & Zenou, 2004; Bayer, Ross & Topa, 2005; 

Dorantes & Mundra, 2004; Dutsmann, Glitz & Schaonberg, 2009; Holzer, 1987, 1986; 

Ioannides & Datcher, 2004; Marmaros & Sacerdotea, 2002; Rees, 1966). Social 

network works efficiently in ethnic enclaves to help finding similar jobs. It acts as a 

temporary shelter against unemployment among the immigrants (Dorantes & Mundra, 

2004). Thus, social network plays a significant role in shaping the labour market 

outcome. An individual with larger social connections are in a better position in the 

labour market. This lands others with less social ties in a disadvantageous position. It 

can also create inequality among workers (Finneran & Kelly, 2003). Inequality can 

result from longer duration of search period and low paid jobs, for individuals with less 

social ties. Thus, social network plays an important role in shaping labour relations 

within the workplace as well as outside the workplace.  

In the present study unit of the cashew nut processing factory, the role of social 

networks requires discussion. Information about the job vacancies can quickly spread 

through the social networks. The workers who are in touch with social groups and 

organisations like trade union; caste groups like Sri Narayana Dharma Paripalana 

Yogam (SNDP: Trust formed for the upliftment of socially and educationally backward 
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communities of the society. Mainly for Ezhava caste), Nair Service Society (NSS: an 

organisation for the upliftment and welfare of the Nair community) and SHGs like 

Kudumbashree (Kerala government scheme for poverty eradication through networking 

of women groups) would be the ones who benefit from the information on the job 

vacancies. Friends and neighbours who work in the industry would be the first to know 

about job vacancies in the same unit; hence, the workers with more friends and good 

relations with the neighbours would often get the advantage of the information.  

Table 4.4 presents the agents of information about job vacancies to the workers. In the 

study unit, 78% of the female workers came to know about the information through 

their friends, eight percent through family members, six percent through caste groups 

and SHGs, seven percent through the management and one percent through union 

leaders. In the case of male workers, 37% got the job through their respective union 

influences, 58% through the reference of the management
44

 and five percent through 

family. Among the male workers, majority of them received the information through the 

unions and management. The male workers are employed as permanent staff in the 

present unit. During the detailed interviews with the male workers, it was evident that 

each union has a say in the appointment of the permanent male staff. Most of the time, 

management appoints them based on the union recommendation. 

Table 4.4: Information on Job Vacancy (%) 

Agents Female Male 

Union 1.3 36.8 

SHG/Caste 

Organisations 

6.3 0.0 

Management 6.7 57.9 

Friends/Neighbours 77.9 0.0 

Family 7.8 5.3 

Total 100 100 

Source: Primary Survey, Kollam 
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 During the detailed interviews, it was clear that the management gave the male workers jobs mainly 

due to the union influences or death in harness of their parents in the unit. 
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The social grouping can influence the job options. Cashew nut industry employs mainly 

female workers with low education who belong to socially and economically backward 

categories in the society (Kannan, 1983). Table 4.5 shows the religious grouping of the 

workers. In the study unit, 89% of the female workers belong to Hindu, five percent to 

Christian and six percent to Muslim community. Among the male workers, 95% 

belongs to Hindu and five percent to Christian religion. 

Table 4.5: Religious Category (%) 

Religion Female Male 

Hindu 88.8 94.7 

Christian 5.4 5.3 

Muslim 5.8 0.0 

Total 100 100 

Source: Primary Survey, Kollam 

The majority of the workers are from Hindu religion. Table 4.6 provides details on the 

sub-category within the Hindu religion. Among the female workers, 41% belong to 

SC/ST( socially and economically backward group), 20% to OBC and 38% to Upper 

Castes (UC). In the SC category, the main caste includes Kurava, Pulaya, Parayar and 

Thandan; OBC is mainly Ezhava, Vishwakarma, Thachar and Ganika; the UC castes 

are mostly Nair and Pilla. Table 4.6 clearly shows the dominant presence of SC and 

OBC category among the female workers in the cashew processing unit. Among the 

male workers, around 61% belong to UC, 28% to SC and 11% to OBC. 

Table 4.6: Social Category (%) 

Caste Female Male 

SC/ST 41.2 27.8 

OBC 20.4 11.1 

UC 38.4 61.1 

Total 100 100 

                        Source: Primary Survey, Kollam 
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The three major processing sections (shelling, peeling and grading) are mainly occupied 

by female workers. It has been previously noted in many studies (Kannan, 1983; 

Lindberg, 2005; Majeed, 2000) that shelling section is held by female workers from 

lower castes like Kuruva, Pulaya and Parayar, whereas, peeling section consists mainly 

of Ezhavas and other backward castes. The grading section that is comparatively neat 

and hygienic is occupied by women from upper castes like Nair and Pilla. Table 4.7 

depicts the social category wise presence of female workers in shelling, peeling and 

grading sections. Out of the total female workers in the study unit, 32% of the SC 

workers are in the shelling section. Their presence in peeling and grading section is only 

three percent and one percent respectively. In the case of OBC female workers, six 

percent are in shelling, eight percent in peeling and four percent in grading sections. 

The UC workers presence in the shelling section is four percent, whereas their presence 

in the peeling and grading sections are 21% and 10% respectively. In the case of other 

religious groups four percent are in the shelling, five percent in peeling and one percent 

in the grading sections. Thus, in the study unit, the shelling section reflects the larger 

presence of lower castes; peeling, and grading sections are occupied by upper castes. It 

is also interesting to note that four percent of the workers in the shelling section are 

upper castes women, and there is the presence of lower castes, other backward castes 

and other religious groups in the peeling and grading sections, however, less in 

proportion.  

The manager says, “The caste-wise category of workers was only in olden days 

where, lower castes usually do the shelling that is unhygienic and upper caste women 

do peeling and grading which is done in a clean and neat environment.” One of the 

union leaders says, “Nowadays there is no such discrimination based on caste. ...They 

choose the work in sections which they are really good. Shelling requires skills not to 

break the cashew nuts. It comes with practice; most of the women in Kollam are used 

to this industry from their childhood. So they get used to these skills from their 

home.” 
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Table 4.7: Social Classification of Female (%) 

Section SC OBC UC Christian/Muslim 

Shelling 32.1 6.3 3.8 3.8 

Peeling 2.5 7.9 20.8 5.0 

Grading 0.8 3.8 9.6 1.3 

Source: Primary Survey, Kollam 

Cashew processing is a traditional industry of Kerala where women were engaged in 

cottage processing of the kernels at its infancy. When the commercial production of 

cashew nuts and export market were explored, large scale processing of cashew in the 

industrial units was initiated. Kollam district is known as the cashew capital of the state. 

One of the workers says, “at least one member of each family will be going to cashew 

factories in Kollam.”  

Table 4.8 attempts to depict a comparison of female workers in the processing section 

with that of their mothers’ occupation. In the shelling section, 95% of the worker’s 

mother’s were also employed in the shelling of cashew nuts. During the interviews, 

many of them mentioned that they learned shelling from their family. In the peeling 

section, 57% of their mothers’ were also doing peeling, 19% were engaged in a 

different section, yet in the cashew processing industry itself and 24% were either 

housewives or doing other jobs. In the grading section, 38% of their mothers’ section 

matches with that of the daughters’, 46% of them were engaged in other sections in the 

cashew processing industry and 16% were employed in other jobs or were housewives. 

The unrelated occupation or housewives as mothers (others*) were found to be very 

less. It is only three percent in shelling section, 24% in peeling and 16% in grading 

section. This shows that workers are used to this work through their family mainly from 

their mothers. The minor presence of lower caste in peeling and grading section in the 

unit is evident, but their presence is still dominantly in the shelling section. This could 

also be the result of acquired skills overtime through their family. This implies that 

caste is consolidated through family skills. The idea of caste not playing a role (as was 

stated earlier) does not then hold. It is important to note that while superficially it can be 
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claimed that caste does not play a role, its role is, in fact, deeply entrenched through the 

reliance on the family for training. 

Table 4.8: Mother’s Job (%) 

Female Same Section Different Section Others* 

Shelling 94.5 2.8 2.7 

Peeling 57.4 18.5 24.1 

Grading 37.8 45.9 16.3 

   Note: Others includes housewives/ other jobs 

Source: Primary Survey, Kollam 

Thus, it is evident that an agro-processing sector like cashew nut processing industry 

has a larger presence of social networks operating in the workplace. The information 

about the vacancy in the unit is largely disseminated through friends, family members, 

trade unions, and social and caste or community networks. The cashew processing is 

mainly a feminised workplace where all the three major sections of shelling, peeling 

and grading employs female workforce. The male workers are engaged in the roasting 

section, loading and unloading and supervisorial functions. They are recruited through 

trade union recommendation to the management. The presence of lower caste female 

workers is more evident in the shelling section than in any other sections, whereas, the 

majority of the upper caste female workers engage in peeling and grading sections that 

are more neat and hygienic compared to the shelling section. Most of the female 

worker’s mothers have also worked in cashew nut factories. Thus, it is very evident that 

cashew nut processing is a traditional industry in Kollam engaging mostly female 

workers who are presenting a strong social network of family, friends, social and caste 

groups and trade unions.  

4.5.2 The Role of Trade Union 

Trade unions are voluntary organisations of workers as well as employers formed to 

promote and protect their interests by collective action. The Trade Union Act of 1926 

gave a legal status to the Registered Trade Unions in India. Unions largely based its 

activities within the workplace. It was able to organise workers within the industry on 
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issues of common interest. It often functions as a mediator of disputes between workers 

and the management. India had a long history of trade union movement throughout the 

country. As per the National Commission on Labour
45

, the following are the objectives 

of the trade unions: to secure fair wages for workers and improve their opportunities for 

promotion and training, to safeguard security of tenure and improve their conditions of 

service, to improve working and living conditions of workers, to provide them 

educational, cultural and recreational facilities, to cooperate and facilitate technological 

advancement by broadening the understanding of the workers, to help them in 

improving levels of production, productivity, discipline and high standard of living and 

to promote individual and collective welfare and thus, correlate the workers’ interests 

with that of their industry.  

Trade Union by definition means  

 Any combination, whether temporary or permanent, formed primarily for 

the purpose of regulating the relation (a) between workmen and 

employers, or (b) between workmen and workmen, or (c) between 

employers and employers or for imposing restrictive conditions on the 

conduct of any trade or business. It includes any federation of two or 

more trade unions (Labour Bureau, 2010, p. 4).  

As per these objectives, unions are the associations to promote collective welfare of 

workers and that of their industry. Thus, the interest of the workers and unions may not 

always seem as conflicting rather in many cases, it is complementary. Unions are 

perceived as an association to maintain the welfare of the workers as well as promote 

the interest of the industry. The agencies of labour negotiation within the workplace can 

also vary under globalisation. The role of trade unions as an agent of negotiation was 

vital to the country prior to economic liberalisation. The statistics on trade unions in 

India shows that the political influence of unions and the agency role of unions are 

declining within the workplace under globalisation (Das, 2008; ILO, 1997; Kuruvilla et 

al., 2002). 
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With respect to the state of Kerala, the trade union movement has a long history along 

the freedom movement of India. It dates back to the first decades of the 20
th

 century, 

where the farmers and tenants of Malabar registered their protest against exploitation by 

the landlords under the British rule followed by various industrial strikes and 

movements across the districts for better labour rights and welfare (Jose, 1977; Nair, 

2006). The success of agricultural labourers in safeguarding their rights and welfare led 

to collective action in other occupational groups including toddy tappers, the cashew 

and coir workers and the beedi rollers (Kurien, 1995). Consequently, many unions were 

formed, and as a result, the state could organise and mobilise workers rapidly regardless 

of location and sectoral occupation (Kannan, 1998a). The awareness among the masses 

and collective action at the very early stages could ensure high social development in 

the state along with many other factors like public action, social reform movements and 

educational reforms (Krishnaji, 2007; Kurien, 1995; Sen, 1992). 

The state began to be seen and acclaimed as a model of social development despite its 

slow economic and stagnant industrial growth (Dreze & Sen, 1986, 1989; Kannan, 

1998b; Subrahmanian, 1990). The development indicators projected high literacy rate 

(high female literacy), low infant mortality rate, lower population growth rates, high life 

expectancy; greater accessibility to essential services like health, water, electricity, 

public distribution shops and roads in the state and successful implementation of land 

reforms (Kurien, 1995; United Nations/CDS, 1975). The stagnant industrial growth in 

the state is often attributed to the militant nature of trade unions and the history of 

aggravated industrial disputes and labour unrest (Thampy, 1990). It often led to a 

psycho-phobia among the entrepreneurs and a negative response to new investment in 

the state (Thampy, 1990). In many cases, like the cashew nut processing industries, the 

entrepreneurs shifted their production base to the neighbouring state of Tamil Nadu 

(Harilal et al., 2006; Kannan, 1981).  

The workers’ mobilisation in the cashew nut processing industry in Kerala was initiated 

during the 1930s (Majeed, 2000). Many unions were formed, despite protest and ban 

from owners and the government. All Travancore Cashew Workers Union, The United 
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Trade Union Congress and The Indian National Trade Union Congress are some of the 

prominent unions that could mobilise the factory workers. The mass movement and 

popular leadership could achieve many labour rights including reduction in working 

hours, bonuses, hike in wages and pension (Chirayath, 1965; Majeed, 2000). These 

unions have a stronghold in the cashew nut processing factories even today. The role of 

unions and their control over workers starting from the recruitment, negotiation with the 

management and labour welfare dealings are discussed in detail in the following 

sections with respect to the study unit. 

There are mainly four unions operating in the unit during the study period. All India 

Trade Union Congress (AITUC), Indian National Trade Union Congress (INTUC), 

United Trade Union Congress (UTUC) and Centre of Indian Trade Unions (CITU). 

These unions have political affiliation, and they often receive support from the 

respective political parties. AITUC is affiliated to Communist Party of India, INTUC to 

Indian National Congress, UTUC to Revolutionary Socialist Party and CITU to 

Communist Party of India (Marxist). Table 4.9 shows the membership of workers in 

these unions. 56% of the workers are members of CITU, 24% in AITUC, 11% in 

INTUC and eight percent in UTUC. There are only one percent of the workers who do 

not have membership in any of the unions. The non-members mentioned that they were 

unhappy with the unions that they were previously in and decided to discard the 

membership. 

Table 4.9: Female Union membership (%) 

Membership % 

NO UNION 1.3 

CITU 55.8 

AITUC 24.2 

UTUC 7.5 

INTUC 11.3 

Total 100 

Source: Primary Survey, Kollam 
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The unions have a stronghold on these workers. The unions operate in large scale public 

and private cashew factories in the state. Each union has a convenor from the workers 

who looks after workers’ problem inside the unit. The union is not allowed to hold 

meetings inside the factory. They hold meetings outside the unit in a nearby open 

ground. The workers assemble and make sure of their participation. Each union is 

linked to major political parties who consider these workers as vote banks to the 

elections. The workers’ mentioned that the union perform multiple roles in the unit. The 

workers approach the union leaders (mainly men) for helping them in writing 

application for leave. When workers do not get wages on time, union leaders interfere 

and help them in negotiating with the management and getting their prerogatives. At 

times of disagreement with the manager, workers seek help of the union representative 

to resolve the issue. The union can recommend workers to the factory. It has a 

subscription fee of Rs. 20 every month. The male workers daily collect the attendance 

card of female workers once they leave the unit after the working hours. This helps 

them to keep track of these workers. 

Most of the male workers who are also the permanent staff in the factory got the job 

through their respective union influence. The union commitment of the workers is based 

on how much it helps them individually in their job. Male Shelling supervisor says, “I 

was in CPIM (CITU), but I changed my party to INTUC because they helped me 

making this job permanent.” Male Supervisor in the shelling section says, “AITUC 

union helped me getting this job. I am a very active member of this union. I conduct 

meetings at the factory gate and inform everyone about job vacancies, and also others 

and recruit workers to the union.” Workers seek help from their union for getting 

promotion. Male Roaster says, “I got into the factory in 1997, when my mother died 

while working in the shelling section, and in 2006, I got into roasting section and in 

2009, I became permanent staff. Earlier, I was in AITUC then, in 2007, they did not 

help me to become permanent staff and to get more privileges, so I changed to CITU, 

and they helped me.” Caretaker in Creche (female) says, “I joined the shelling section 

with the union influence; I got promoted to Kernel Checker and later opted to become 
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the caretaker in the Creche as I am old and ill. My Party helped me in getting what I 

wanted.” 

The unions were able to unite the workers in the cashew industrial sector as early as the 

1930s. To conclude, the unions have a strong hold in the cashew industry in Kerala even 

today. They are affiliated with the political parties and consider these workers as 

political vote banks. The workers who are not very educated and mainly female need 

their help even for filling applications at work. In that way, unions make sure that they 

are in touch with these workers. Helping the workers through providing assistance and 

negotiating with the management in the factory, union leaders ensure that they maintain 

their membership in the union, as well as keep track of the workers. They use it as a 

platform for reaching out to female vote banks that otherwise remained exclusive. Most 

of the union meetings are conducted by the male workers outside the workplace. 

Therefore, the dominance of male workers over their counterparts is very much visible 

in the unit.  

4.5.3 Workplace: Interaction and Cooperation 

Cashew nut processing was done in cottages in its initial stages in the state. It was 

known as ‘Kudivarappu’ (cottage processing). The workers used to roast, shell and peel 

the raw cashew in the houses and sell the cashew kernels locally by the peddlers. The 

commercial large scale processing of cashew nuts in the factories was initiated during 

the 1920s (Majeed, 2000). The capital investment required for the cashew processing 

was very small compared to any other industries. This has led to the sprouting of a large 

number of factories in the Kollam district. At the same time, there was availability of a 

large number of workers especially women willing to enter the factory. The absence of 

labour laws and poor workforce created favourable conditions for the growth of this 

industry in the state. Later on, workers were organised under the union leadership and 

could achieve labour rights. The present case study will try to analyse the observations 

made during the field work about the workplace and worker’s interactions within the 

unit. 
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The working hours in the unit start at eight am and the closing time is at five pm. There 

is 15 minute break at 10 am, one-hour break at 12 and another 15 minute break at three 

pm. The factory gate remains closed during the working hours. Inside the factory, the 

use of mobile phone is not permitted. Special permission is needed to get into the 

factory and an entry form has to be written at the registry in the factory entrance. There 

is a full-time security guard inside the factory. The worker has to take permission from 

the management if he/she arrives late in the factory. The factory gate will be closed 

after 8.10 am. If the worker comes late, she has to meet the manager before entering the 

section. If they come half an hour late, they will be given only half day attendance. A 

worker has to enter in the attendance card which will be with the respective union 

leaders most of the time. They collect it in the morning from them to enter the factory 

and at the time of closing of the gate, the attendance card will be returned to the union. 

This practice is followed by the unions to control the workers. The workers, who are not 

in any union, need not give their cards. At the closing time, there is checking done by 

supervisors to make sure nobody is stealing cashew nut from the factory. This is called 

‘Madithappal’. Once the checking is cleared workers are allowed to leave the gate.  

At the time of interviews, two workers were stopped from working in the unit; manager 

scolded them and told them to bring their union leaders before entering for work. They 

were standing outside the grading section; when asked about the reason they mentioned 

that their hands had smell of Vicks Vaporub (Ointment for Cough), and they are 

supposed to have no chemicals in their hands while doing the grading. One of them 

said, “I have a headache, so I smeared Vicks on my forehead with my hands, and it is 

given by my friends sitting next to me. Supervisor saw me doing grading after that. She 

sent me to the manager. My hand smells of medicine, and I am not supposed to do it.” 

She seemed relaxed standing outside and said that they would let her work after some 

time. She told the manager that she would be careful and keeps the hand clean. Later on, 

after one-hour, the manager let her enter the section. The workers respect their 

supervisors. In the grading section, the supervisor is a young lady but the workers listen 

to her directions. They say, “She is educated, and we respect her. Her mother was 

working in this factory and passed away. She got into this factory afterwards.” 
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The roasting of cashew nuts is done using drum roaster. All the workers in this section 

are men, and they are permanent staff in the unit. Management mentioned that it is very 

difficult to get male workers as the payment is very low in the cashew industry 

compared to other occupations within the state. Hence, they make male workers in the 

roasting section permanent staff and pay monthly salary so that they stick to the factory. 

In the shelling section, the workers have fixed quota of work to finish every day. Wages 

in the shelling section are based on piece rate. Before the factory working time is over, 

they are supposed to finish each day’s work and get the cashew nuts weighed and 

entered in the entry book. Their wages are based on how much they are doing each day. 

In the shelling section, workers have to stoop on the concrete floor and do the shelling. 

They have gloves given by the management to protect the hands, though hardly any of 

them were using gloves to do the shelling. Most of them are using charcoal which they 

bring from home and rub their hands often in it. Once the working day is over, they 

wash their hands with soap and apply oil. Many of them said that they are used to do it, 

so they do not mind doing the shelling without gloves. When asked about gloves were 

not used, they said that gloves often get damaged. One of the sheller says, “Each time, I 

buy gloves from the nearby shop paying Rs. 10. Nobody wants to spend money for 

buying gloves. I have skin allergy so cannot work without gloves. If I do not use them, I 

will be itching my palm whole day and not able to do the work.” 

The peeling and grading section is comparatively neater than the shelling section. They 

have tables and chairs to sit and work. There is proper ventilation for air circulation and 

light and ceiling fans are installed. They have a dress code to follow that includes head 

cap, mouth mask, hand gloves and apron to make sure the cashew nuts are produced in 

a clean environment. In the present unit, majority of them do not seem to follow the 

dress code. When any external checking inspector comes, the workers make sure they 

are in proper dress code. One of the workers says, “We are not used to working with 

caps and masks; it is meant to stop us talking to our friends. It makes me sweaty and 

breathless. I am working in this factory from the very beginning, and now I am very old 

to get used to new rules.” One of the old ladies in the Peeling section says, “I am 

working in this factory when I used to get 44 paisa, now for one kg nuts, I get Rs. 28. 
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Earlier we used to sit on the ground; it has been ten years now, chairs and table came, 

and we are very happy with the new facilities.” 

There is friendship and cooperation among the workers. They identify themselves as a 

working family, who has similar problems. In the shelling section, one of the workers is 

partially blind and having difficulty in completing her quota. Her friends, sitting nearby 

help her in shelling and completing her work before the working time is over. In the 

grading section also workers help each other to finish their basket. One grader says, 

“We joined in the factory together and always sat together over these years. There were 

troubles in our families, and we supported each other. (Pointing to her friend) She is 

slow, but I am very fast so once my work is done, I help her finishing her work. We 

cannot leave the factory before the working time is over, and the alarm bell rang.” 

4.5.4 Wages and Welfare 

The active trade union hold in the cashew industry could ensure higher wages in Kerala 

compared to other cashew processing states like Tamil Nadu, Andra Pradesh and 

Odisha. This has also resulted in higher processing cost of around Rs. 2,200 a bag in 

Kerala while it was Rs. 1,100 in Tamil Nadu and Karnataka, Rs. 900 in Andhra Pradesh 

and Rs. 700 in Odisha (The Hindu, 2012). The labour right consciousness of the unions 

could ensure labour welfare in the state of Kerala on the one hand and disrupt the 

production, on the other hand. This has resulted in shifting of many processing units by 

the owners to other states where processing costs are lower and labour unions are not 

active. This section will present the accounts of the cashew workers under study about 

their experiences and perceptions about the industry and welfare. 

The unit pays the wages set by the State Minimum Wages Act. In the shelling section, 

Rs. 22.36 for one kg for whole nuts; in the peeling section, Rs. 28.44 for one kg whole 

nuts; Rs. 19.54 for one kg for broken pieces and sorted; and in the grading section, the 

workers get a daily wage of Rs. 180. In the grading section, wages are same for all 

workers. In the other sections, the payments are based on piece rate. A worker in the 

peeling section mentioned that if there is work available for the whole week, they 
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receive Rs. 600. Every Saturday, the management pays per week wages to the workers. 

The work in the unit is based on the availability of raw cashew nut. The production 

capacity in the country is more than the raw material available. So the industry relies 

heavily on imported raw nuts from African countries. One of the shellers says, 

“Nowadays we are getting fulltime job, at least four days a week, earlier there was less 

job due to lack of cashew kernels.” The male worker in borma and who is also the 

union convenor says, “Cashew industry is a ‘peeditha vyavasayam’ (sick industry). It 

provides no jobs, and it has no profit.” 

The supervisor in the grading section mentioned that she is getting a salary of Rs. 4,390 

after deduction of Rs. 1,000 for welfare fund and Provident Fund (PF). She said that 

next year she will retire, and she will get Rs. 1,500 as individual pension and Rs. 400 as 

‘kshemanidhi pension’ (welfare pension). She recollects, “there are days of no job in the 

company; we come and register attendance and go back home and used to get Rs. 500 

per month from the company for the jobless period.” 

The workers have social security benefits like ESI, PF, pregnancy leave, housing loans 

and child care facilities. The unit has a crèche for children. There are two workers 

looking after the kids. This facility makes it convenient for mothers to come for work 

with their children. The regular attendance of 75% working days is needed for welfare 

benefits. From the daily wage, the workers contribute 12%, and the factory owners, 

12% for the welfare fund. After four days of continuous leave, workers need to submit 

doctor’s certificate. If the doctors agree for treatment, the workers get money from the 

ESI fund. One of the male workers and also a union representative said that many of the 

private factories owners did not pay any of these welfare benefits to the workers. They 

did not pay PF, and often tied up with union leaders, and many workers would not even 

get attendance card. They will remain as unregistered workers in the private factories. 

The union leaders get Rs. 500 per month from the managers to remain silent. If the 

union protests and tries to protect worker's rights, the private managers will threaten to 

shut down the company. One of the workers said that to get ESI benefits, she often had 
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to pay Rs. 50 to the doctor for getting the medical certificate. The ESI hospital is not 

functioning well. 

The state president of a union says, “There are 2.6 lakhs registered workers in the 

industry. In the large private factories, if there are 1000 workers, there will be only 300 

workers holding card and who are eligible for DA, PF, welfare and gratuity. … The 

actual workers in the cashew industry will be 3.6 lakhs if unregistered workers are 

included.” 

The cashew nut processing industry employs a large number of women in the state. The 

public sector factories function obliging all the labour laws whereas, in many of the 

private sector factories, many workers employed are unregistered. They often denied the 

social security benefits for which the registered workers are eligible. In the present 

factory selected for the study, workers receive social security benefits. The workers 

recollected days of no work due to lack of raw nuts imported from African countries. 

Many suggested that they continued to come to the factory, despite being ill so that after 

retirement, they will receive a lifelong pension.  

4.5.5 Sickness among Workers and Labour Absenteeism 

Many studies on cashew workers have pointed out the unhealthy working conditions 

and practices inside the cashew factories and the health issues of the workers. The types 

of work in the cashew factory including cutting, peeling, grading, packing, and boiling 

have risk factors for the musculoskeletal disorders (i.e., impairments of the bodily 

structures, such as muscles, joints, tendons, ligaments, nerves, or the localised blood 

circulation system), which include repetition, contact stress, forceful contraction, 

awkward postures and sustained positions (Girish et al., 2012). Female workers reported 

occupational related health problems like pain in the leg, hand, knee, neck and joints 

and body pain that often end up in reproductive diseases (Ravi, 2007; V.V. Giri 

National Labour Institute, 2014). One of the recent studies on the socio-economic 

conditions of cashew workers in Kanyakumari district observed that the workers suffer 

from skin disease, asthma, TB and anaemia (Sivanesan, 2013). Besides, there are other 
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illness like backache, joint ache and arthritis noticed (largely in the shelling section as 

they have to spend whole day crouching on the floor for shelling the cashew) and other 

problems like nausea, blister, urinary infection and even loss of eye sight
46

 

(TRAIDCRAFT). 

The workers in the current study unit also reported similar health problems during the 

interviews. The worker absenteeism is very high in the unit. There are a large number of 

workers in the shelling section absent on many days of the field visits. When asked 

about the reason for labour absenteeism management staff says, “In the shelling section 

only half of the workers turns out every day. Many are very old and are sick. …. The 

unit gives four days sick leave and the fifth day onwards ESI leave for them.” In a 

detailed interview with the workers, many of them mentioned that they have backache 

and could not sit the whole day in the unit and work. Most of them come to the unit and 

continue to work till they retire so that they will have retirement benefits and pension 

guaranteed.  

At the same time, the higher labour absenteeism can also be the result of alternative 

work options. The cashew unit provides minimum wages, and it is around Rs.150 daily 

for the workers. In the Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee 

Scheme (MGNREGS), the workers get Rs.150, and the amount of work they have to do 

is very less. This often led them to register for MGNREGS work and go for 100 days 

work in a year. The positive expectations of the government scheme and the belief that 

if they work for the government that would lead to more benefits in the future urge them 

to go for it. Moreover, the work in the cashew factories demands fulltime attention 

whereas, workers receive very low wages. They suffer from many health issues as they 

continued to work in the unit for many years. Most of the private factories do not 

facilitate social welfare benefits to the workers (KSCDC ensures labour welfare 

schemes), and workers have to work in unhealthy and unhygienic working conditions. 

The poor working conditions and low wages are major reasons that are discouraging the 
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local workers from joining the cashew industry (V.V. Giri National Labour Institute, 

2014). 

This section in general tried to explore various factors influencing and shaping labour 

relations inside the workplace. It was noticed that the social networks of family, friends, 

caste ties, social organisation and trade unions have multiple roles to play in a 

traditional industry like cashew nut processing. Majority of the female workers came to 

know about the job vacancies through their friends and neighbours. Similarly, it was 

observed that most of the female workers’ mothers were also engaged in cashew nut 

processing. The workers have cooperative interaction inside the unit. The unit pays 

minimum wages and social security benefits to the workers unlike many of the private 

factories where there were irregularities noticed in many of the studies. The trade 

unions exert considerable influence on the workers through membership, recruitment, 

regular meetings and problem redressals on issues with the management and in 

negotiations. During the study, the workers were noticed to have many work and old 

age related health issues. 

4.6 Workers outside the Workplace 

The study of labour relations in the local resource points within the workplace under 

globalisation gives only a partial understanding of the labour. To get a complete picture 

of labour dynamics, an approach looking beyond the workplace is necessary. The 

workplace study helps understanding multiple dynamics under operation inside the 

factory gates. Such a study is essential to explore the different aspects of labour 

relations such as, the nature of negotiation between workers and management, the work 

culture, the role and influence of trade unions and the processes of social networks. 

Focusing on the conditions of workers outside the factory gate is essential to get a 

complete picture of labour dynamics of the global garment circuit. Besides, studying 

and focusing on labour outside the workplace will help in understanding the socio-

economic background of the labourers. For this purpose, the information regarding the 

workers household and family members were collected during the survey. The 
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information on assets, roof type, access to water, sanitation and family members 

occupational pattern can be used as a proxy for understanding the socio-economic 

situation of the workers. 

The social networking of the workers outside the workplace is evident through their 

memberships in organisations like Kudumbashree, NSS and SNDP. Table 4.10 depicts 

the female worker’s participation in social organisations outside the workplace. The 

interesting point to be noted among the female workers, is that 49% of the workers have 

membership in Kudumbashree. Five percent of them have membership in their 

respective caste organisations, and seven percent of them have membership in both 

organisations. At the same time, 39% of them do not have any membership in any 

organisation. This shows that more than half of the female workers are participating in 

non-work related organisations other than trade unions. Some of the workers came 

across during the interviews are very active in the Kudumbashree units. One of the 

workers was a president of Kudumbashree unit in that locality, and another worker was 

a treasurer. Most of the non-participants mentioned that they were not getting time to 

attend the meetings of these organisations. The cashew nut processing workers can be 

mobilised through their respective trade unions as well as through their social 

organisations. Thus, the caste organisations or SHGs like Kudumbashree that are some 

of the outside workplace organisations, can also be used as an effective instrument for 

mobilising the workers or channelling any welfare policies to reach out to the female 

workers. 

Table 4.10: Female Membership outside Workplace Organisation 

Membership % 

None 39.2 

Kudumbashree 49.2 

Caste Organisation(NSS/ 

SNDP) 

5.0 

Both 6.6 

           Source: Primary Survey, Kollam 
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Table 4.11 represents the ownership of the house of the workers. It can be used as one 

of the variables to understand the economic condition of the workers. From the Table 

4.11, it is clear that 86% of the workers have ownership of their houses, and only two 

percent are on rent. 12% of them stay with their family members mainly son, daughter, 

daughter in law, son in law, brother, sister and distant relatives. During the detailed 

interviews, many of them revealed that they gave off the ownership right of the house to 

their sons, daughter in laws and daughters on occasions like marriage and property 

partition. One of the workers said that she had used daughter in law’s gold to pay dowry 

to her daughter’s marriage and in return, she gave the house to the daughter in law. The 

selling of land and house at times of daughters’ marriages, to pay the dowry, is observed 

in many of the cases during the interviews. 

Table 4.11: Ownership of House 

Ownership % 

Self/Husband 85.8 

Rent 2.1 

Family Member 12.1 

Total 100 

Source: Primary Survey, Kollam 

Table 4.12 depicts the roof type of the houses. The roof type of the houses of the 

workers can also be used to depict their economic condition. Out of the total female 

workers, 30% of them are living in houses with sheet roof, 45% tile roof and 25% 

terrace roof. During the household visits, it was observed that a few of the sheet roofs 

are made of asbestos and others have metal or PVC synthetic roof. Thus, it is evident 

from the Table 4.12 that 75% of the workers are staying in houses with sheet or tiled 

roof, and only 25% of the workers could afford to build terrace houses. 
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Table 4.12: Roof Type 

Category % 

Sheet 29.6 

Tile 45.0 

Terrace 25.4 

Total 100 

                Source: Primary Survey, Kollam 

Table 4.13 presents the drinking water facility to the household. 52% of the workers 

depend on the well at their house, eight percent carry water from the neighbour’s well, 

and 40% depend on Panchayat well or pipeline. The dependence on Panchayat water 

resources is visible in the present case that points to the significant role of such public 

institutions in facilitating the basic needs of the household. 

Table 4.13: Means of Water 

Category % 

Own Well 51.7 

Panchayat 40.0 

Neighbours 8.3 

Total 100 

                             Source: Primary Survey, Kollam 

Table 4.14 presents occupational pattern of the household members. The average family 

size of the female workers is four. Among the total female workers, 51% of the 

workers’ family members are in the dependent category (include children, sick people 

and housewife), two percent are Gulf migrants, eight percent are in the cashew 

processing units and 40% are engaged in other jobs which are casual jobs (which 

include farming, daily wage, construction labour, auto driver, fisherman and painter) 

without any social security. Many of the female workers mentioned that they were in 

debt due to the expenses of their sons going to Gulf countries. Many of them went to the 

Gulf countries for six months and came back without any earnings and never went back. 

This further led to more debts. 
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Table 4.14: Occupational Pattern of the Family 

Category % 

Dependent 50.5 

Gulf Migrant 1.7 

Cashew Factory 8.2 

Other Jobs 39.6 

Total 100 

               Source: Primary Survey, Kollam 

This subsection mainly focused on factors influencing the workers outside the 

workplace. Understanding the outside workplace conditions and the external factors 

affecting the labourers is also important to get a holistic view of the workplace 

dynamics under the globalisation of production. Though cashew processing is a 

globalised industry, the labour dynamics has not been shaped through the global 

processes, unlike the case of garment industry. For example, relegation of unions in the 

garment industry is the visible effect of globalisation whereas, unions still continue to 

have a hold in cashew processing units. The extent of effects of globalisation can vary 

from industry to industry and also from one circuit to another circuit. Looking at the 

workers inside the workplace gives glimpses of labour relations and interactions, while 

tracing the outside workplace offers insights into the socio-economic conditions of the 

workers. The background from which the workers are coming to the factories is 

important to provide a complete picture of the labour dynamics. Many studies have 

brought to notice the poor economic condition and low social background of the female 

workers in the cashew industry (Kannan, 1983; Majeed, 2000). Welfare policies should 

be formed not just by looking at the workplace relations but also through an 

understanding of the worker’s socio-economic background especially in the context of 

globalisation of production. Looking outside the workplace and focusing on households 

brings to notice many issues and constraints faced by the workers. 



132 
 

4.7 Conclusion 

Labour relations studies tend to focus only on the workplace as a unit of analysis. The 

global production networks and industrial circuits across borders require looking at the 

bottom end of the production chain (i.e., the labour) in a larger context. A focused case 

study method of a workplace with household visits of the workers could explore various 

nuances of labour dynamics. The present study tries to focus the dynamics of labour 

relations of the cashew nut processing workers at Kollam district in Kerala. 95% of the 

workers employed in the cashew factories are women. Kollam district is known as the 

cashew capital of India. At present, there 1,69,538 cashew workers employed are 

registered in Kerala Cashew Nut Workers Welfare Board (KCWWB) in the state. 

The present case study explored different dimensions of labour relations within the 

workplace. The role of friends, neighbours, colleagues and family in receiving 

information on the job vacancies in the unit are very pronounced. The trade unions have 

a very stronghold in these cashew factories. They perform multiple roles to ensure 

constant touch with the workers, and also they consider workers as possible political 

vote banks to their respective affiliated political parties. Caste wise division of sections 

in the workplace is evident in the modern workplace with slight improvements of 

growing presence of exceptions. The female workers mostly tend to have taken the 

same work done by their mothers. Another noticeable trend was the increasing number 

of sick leaves and labour absenteeism in the unit as many of these workers are very old. 

Many of the female workers are members of Kudumbashree a self-help group for the 

empowerment of the women in Kerala. This is a positive trend as this could be used 

effectively for organising the workers outside the workplace. During the household 

interviews, many workers revealed that they have taken bank loans and money from 

local private money lenders for occasions like marriage, for paying dowry and sending 

sons to gulf countries, for visa and passport and other expenses. The ownership of the 

houses, the roof type of the houses, means of drinking water and occupational pattern of 

the household members reveals the low socio-economic conditions of the majority of 

the workers. The effects of globalisation do not stop in the workplace. It has 
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implications beyond the workplace. Thus, while trying to understand labour and labour 

relations in the context of globalisation of production, attempt should be made to look 

beyond the workplace and the effects of the external factors shaping the labour to the 

global factories.  This also necessitate extending the workplace studies beyond the 

formal factories even to the households of the workers who are directly or indirectly 

linked to the global proudction circuits.   
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Chapter 5 

An Informal Secondary Circuit of Globalisation of 

Production 

Cashew Nut Processing Household Labourers in Kerala, India 
 

5.1 Introduction 

The global production circuit connects multiple local resource points to the command 

and control centres across borders. The local resource points can have secondary 

circuits operating within the national borders. One such secondary circuit, channelling 

labour through the formal processes to the garment unit in Kerala has been illustrated in 

Chapter 3. Similarly, the global cashew processing circuit in Kerala can also have 

secondary circuits operating within the state. Such circuits are informal and employ 

mostly female and home-based workers. The interconnection between formality and 

informality needs to be elaborated. This chapter tries to unearth different dimensions of 

informal work and the nature of workers observed during the course of the field study at 

Kollam.  

5.2 Concept of Informality: An Introduction  

The multiple dimensions of informality have extensively contributed to the discourses 

on development. The informal sector was considered as a dualistic state with temporary 

reservoir of surplus labour, which would eventually get absorbed into the formal sector 

as development proceeds (Lewis, 1954; Moser, 1978; Ranis & Stewart, 1999). With the 

advent of globalisation of production and the search for destinations of low cost labour, 

outsourcing and subcontracting of production processes to the developing economies 

have increased substantially (Bhagwati, Panagariya & Srinivasan, 2004; Harrison & 
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Kelley, 1993; Munck, 2002). The role of the informal sector in these economies is 

significant and beneficial to promote development (Franks, 1994). Besides, under the 

globalisation of production, the informal sector also provides increasing income 

generating opportunities for women, who have restricted access to formal sector 

employment in the developing economies (Carr et al., 2000; Chen et al., 1999; Chen, 

2001; MacGaffey, 1988; Manuh, 1994; World Bank, 1989). 

Contrary to this view, informality is also seen as a structural barrier to the growth of the 

economy (Cimoli, Primi & Pugno, 2006). Informal activities are irregular income 

opportunities and a buffer against unemployment, when the formal sector is unable to 

place the excess labour (Hart, 1973). The informal work provides a safety net for 

disadvantaged, but it will not reduce the social polarisation (Pahl, 1987, 1988). The 

existence of informal sector activities are often studied in relation to poverty, insecurity, 

lack of social protection and other development issues (Canagarajah & Sethuraman, 

2001; Cartaya, 1994; Chen, 2008; Sethuraman, 1998; Unni & Rani, 2003a, 2003b). 

Informal jobs are often precarious, having low productivity and low general quality; the 

workers are exposed to various risks (health and safety at work), lack of social 

protection and labour rights (Barrientos & Kritzinger, 2004; Jütting & Laiglesia, 2009; 

Kalleberg, 2009; Tokman, 2007). Many of the working poor in the third world 

economies resort to informal work (Gerry, 1987). However, the relationship between 

informality and poverty is not simple (Cartaya, 1994). 

Scholars have come across various ways of defining informality and its characteristics 

over time (Harriss-White & Sinha, 2007; Lozano, 1983; Portes, 1983; Uzzell, 1980). 

Santos described informal sector as labour intensive, family-based irregular work and 

wages, mostly negotiable labour relations, small turnover, personal client relations and 

not exports oriented (Santos, 1979). 15th and 17th ICLS has classified the general 

features of the informal sector enterprises and the informal jobs (Hussmanns, 2004). 

According to the guidelines endorsed by the 17th ICLS, 

 employees are considered to have informal jobs if their employment 

relationship is, in law or in practice, not subject to national labour 
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legislation, income taxation, social protection or entitlement to certain 

employment benefits (advance notice of dismissal, severance pay, paid 

annual or sick leave, etc.) for reasons such as: non-declaration of the jobs 

or the employees; casual jobs or jobs of a limited short duration; jobs 

with hours of work or wages below a specified threshold (e.g. for social 

security contributions); employment by unincorporated enterprises or by 

persons in households; jobs where the employee’s place of work is 

outside the premises of the employer’s enterprise (e.g. outworkers 

without employment contract); or jobs, for which labour regulations are 

not applied, not enforced, or not complied with for any other reason. 

(Hussmanns 2004, p. 6)  

Informal sector enterprises were defined by the 15th ICLS on the basis of the following 

criteria: 

 They are private unincorporated enterprises (excluding quasi-

corporations), i.e. enterprises owned by individuals or households that 

are not constituted as separate legal entities independently of their 

owners, and for which no complete accounts are available that would 

permit a financial separation of the production activities of the enterprise 

from the other activities of its owner(s). Private unincorporated 

enterprises include unincorporated enterprises owned and operated by 

individual household members or by several members of the same 

household, as well as unincorporated partnerships and cooperatives 

formed by members of different households, if they lack complete sets of 

accounts. (Hussmanns 2004, p. 3) 

There is heterogeneity within the informal work, as it can be voluntary or involuntary 

(Fields, 1990; Kanbur, 2009; Lozano, 1983; Maloney, 2004; Sindzingre, 2006). 

Informality or informal sector and employment have been studied in many ways. 

However, Yusuff (2011) pointed out that the existing theoretical approaches could not 

adequately capture the internal diversity, dynamism and the regulatory processes of the 
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informal economy in developing countries. Moreover, “any particular choice of 

definition or measurement may be conditioned by a priori perspectives or hypotheses 

about the nature and role of the informal sector” (Henley, Arabsheibani & Carneiro, 

2009, p. 993 ). Thus, a better approach would be to perceive informality as a series of 

transactions that connect different economies and spaces (both formal and informal) to 

one another (Roy, 2005). In this context, the principal concern of this chapter is to trace 

the links of informality and finding connections within the larger processes of 

globalisation of production. It is an attempt to analyse how informality is coexisting and 

operating along the formal sector. This chapter conceptualises an informal secondary 

circuit, which goes beyond a formal factory unit to the households. For this purpose, a 

case study of cashew nut processing industry from the state of Kerala in India has been 

examined. Measuring the informality of this industry, especially operating in a 

clandestine manner is not possible, but tracing the links would be helpful to 

conceptualise informality as a process. Following the 17th ICLS definition of informal 

jobs, informality is identified for the present study by the nature of workplace (i.e., 

household) and the absence of social security to the workers.  

5.3 Globalisation of Production, Global Industrial Circuits and Informality  

While the informal sector has always existed in developing economies, there is ample 

evidence that globalisation has exacerbated the process of informalisation in two ways 

(Sanyal & Bhattacharyya, 2009). Firstly, relying on outsourcing of production processes 

to informal units and secondly, large-scale retrenchment of workers in the formal 

sectors. The growth of the informal sector could also be attributed to the excessive state 

regulation and entrepreneurs’ efforts to get rid of regulations (De Soto, 1989). With the 

substantial improvements in shipping and telecommunications, MNCs were 

increasingly able to transfer segments of the value added chains to the geographically 

dispersed locations (Storper, 1997). These processes of globalisation of production are 

increasingly being organised by global production networks, and they result in the rise 

of flexible production (Piore & Sabel, 1984). There are many studies on commodity and 

supply chains exploring different stages of processing, production and distribution of a 
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commodity (Gereffi & Korzeniewicz, 1994; Gereffi et al., 2005; Smith et al., 2002). A 

commodity chain is the “network of labour and production processes whose end result 

is a finished commodity” (Hopkins & Wallerstein, 1986, p.159). For example, a buyer-

driven global garment chain can locate production units anywhere in the globe. The 

production units can specialise in each process or entirely produce the final product 

from designing, sourcing, processing, assembling, labelling, packaging and shipping. 

The production centres will be located mainly in developing countries, where the cost of 

production is very cheap. It is being controlled by large retailers, marketers and branded 

manufacturers as they are the buyers in these commodity chains. These commodity 

chains constitute sets of inter-organisational networks clustered around one commodity 

or product, and they link households, enterprises and states (Gereffi et al., 1994, p. 2). 

The effects of globalisation can vary from industries to industries and locations to 

locations. The labour relations studies focused on workplace as the unit of analysis and 

looked at employee-employer relations, nature of negotiations, labour rights, welfare 

schemes and activities of the labour organisation to identify formal or informal 

relations. However, with the advent of industries catering to the global market and 

controlled by MNCs, exploring labour relations in the traditional way would lead to 

misleading conclusions. For example, the increasing demand for flexible labour in the 

global factory could be interpreted as a negation of labour rights. The idea of not having 

a permanency in the job in a factory could be seen as a threat to the labour. The 

imposition of codes of conducts and labour standards by the buyers, many times, is seen 

as an encroachment on the state laws and regulations on labour laws (though many 

times both are complementary). On the other hand, lack of proper monitoring from the 

government and civil society organisations can lead to less awareness about the labour 

standards among the workers and its negligence from the part of the management. It can 

lead to coercion in the workplace, vulnerability, exploitation, workplace harassment and 

gender specific issues (Ahmed, 2004; Cairoli, 1998; Chan & Siu, 2010; Collins, 2002; 

De Neve, 2009; Hale, 2002; Rao & Husain, 1987; Safa, 1981). Thus, understanding a 

globalised workplace is different from the traditional workplace. For example, in the 

global production networks, there is a substantial increase in sub-contracting and 
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putting out to reduce the total cost of production. There are large number of household 

women workers engaged in garment making, textiles and food processing production 

networks. There are no formal monitoring mechanisms of labour relations in these 

networks, unlike the formal factories. The labour relations are mainly informal through 

agents, social networks or caste ties (De Neve, 2014; Unni & Bali, 2002). 

Figure 5.1: Informal Secondary Circuit of a Global Circuit 

 

 

In this context, using the concept of ‘global circuit’ as a framework and studying a 

particular industrial circuit (for the present study cashew nut processing industrial 

circuit is examined), would help explore the factors beyond workplace in detail, and 

depict a complete picture of the globalisation of economic activities. This approach is 
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necessary to understand the informal processing of cashew nuts in the state of Kerala 

observed during the case study at Kollam. The global economy consists of a variety of 

highly specialised cross-border circuits corresponding to specific industries, more 

precisely those components of industries that are operating across the borders (Sassen, 

2001, p. 347). A global circuit will have many resource points catering to the demands 

of the command and control centres. The resource points are the centres of production 

mainly located in developing countries, where the cost of labour is cheaper than the 

developed countries. The command and control centres are the global buyers. The 

examples of production circuits are garment production circuits with many local 

resource points producing for many MNCs (discussed in Chapter 2 & 3) and cashew nut 

processing circuit with multiple local resource points processing cashew nuts for many 

buyers across the globe (discussed in Chapter 4). These resource points are spaces that 

pivot on de-territorialised, cross-border networks and territorial locations with massive 

concentrations of resources (Sassen, 2002d, p. 218). There is highly differentiated mix 

of labour supply and demand in these circuits that form part of the formal and informal 

economies (Sassen, 2008). 

The nature of each circuit can vary based on the nature of resources involved and the 

players engaged in each node. Figure 5.1 depicts a schematic representation of the 

informal secondary circuit as an extension of the global circuit. A detailed description 

of the formation of secondary circuit in the global garment circuit is presented in 

Chapter 3. The dashed shapes represent the formation of informal circuits within the 

national borders and its possible unaccountability from the legal perspective. The 

informal circuits can form in any of the local resource points of the global formal 

circuits. Hence, the informal circuit is not a separate entity, rather an extension of the 

cross-border formal circuits. It represents the resource flow, which is not formal and not 

accountable to the existing legal framework, but productive and engages multiple 

players, including household workers, private subcontracting agents and final clients 

either domestic or international. The informal circuit will have acting command and 

control centres and these roles are done by the local owners of processing units or 

subcontracting agents in the cashew nut processing industries. The local private agents 
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collect cashew nuts for processing from them and distribute it to the informal workers in 

the households. The informal workplaces (mainly household) become the local resource 

points engaged in the processing function of an informal secondary circuit. This circuit 

is coexisting with the formal circuit; and incorporating it within the legal system is 

becoming more and more complex due to the multiplicity and dynamism of workers in 

this form of informality. This complexity is illustrated in the section 5.6 on the cashew 

nut processing circuit in Kerala, which has a global circuit that is formal and a 

secondary circuit of production that is informal.  

5.4 Informal Work: Women and Household Workers  

There are multiple directions to look at while considering the increasing women 

participation in the workforce under the globalisation of production. Sen (1999) 

discussed the positive impact of workforce participation of women and its effect on 

their freedoms and agency. Since women’s freedom and agency are not always 

improved when they enter the workforce, merely increasing women’s workforce 

participation is not an adequate development policy (Jose, 2008; Koggel, 2003). 

Worldwide, women typically work in different sectors and for fewer hours of paid 

work, have lower rates of schooling and literacy, and are more likely to be unemployed, 

underemployed or be outside the formal labour force altogether (Elder & Johnson, 

1999). The large presence of women in the informal sector may also reflect a greater 

measure of choice than is generally attributed as disadvantaged (Maloney, 2004). When 

women who need to work cannot find jobs, they compensate for their unemployment by 

taking up informal activities (Arizpe, 1977). Arizpe gives the example of Mazahua 

women street sellers, who merely choose the activity that gives them the most 

advantages within their set of options. The voluntary informal work does not always 

assure the best option available; it is the constrained optimum decision.  

Women in informal sector have increased substantially after 1970s (Phillips, 2011; 

Standing, 1989; Unni, 2001). The increasing feminisation is also associated with 

increasing informalisation (Beneria, 2001; Kanji & Menon-Sen, 2001). The 
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flexibilisation of labour resultant from the changing employment relations led to 

increase in informal activities, subcontracting, part-time work and home-based works 

(Standing, 1999). Home based work has become particularly central in global 

manufacturing activities in sectors like garment and footwear, as well as traditional and 

non-traditional agricultural sectors (Carr et al., 2000). The aspirations for formal 

employment of women can be severely constrained by lack of resources, inadequate 

education, family restriction and heavy domestic responsibilities; and hence it is women 

who are much likely to be in the informal economy voluntarily or involuntarily 

(Johnston-Anumonwo & Doane, 2011). In the informal economy, the women who work 

mainly are the casual workers, home-based workers or unpaid family workers. Factors 

like conditioning by prevailing gender norms to restrict mobility or opt to work at home 

because of the location and flexibility of work-hours together contribute to the 

concentration of women in home-based activities and to labour market segmentation by 

gender (Carr & Chen, 2004). Above all, women are considered to be naturally more 

docile and disciplined, and naturally more suited to tedious, repetitious and monotonous 

work; they can accept lower wages even in the formal sector employment compared to 

men (Elson & Pearson, 1981, p.149). Home-based workers, especially women are one 

of the key constituents of informal sector employment. The informal sector is linked to 

the formal sector and is growth promoting. Hence, understanding the informal sector 

workers and recognising their contribution to the national economies calls for improved 

informal sector statistics (Chen et al., 1999). 

5.5 India and Informality  

The role of the informal sector in employment generation is significant in developing 

economies like India. The informal sector accounts for 50% to 80% of employment and 

20% to 40% of output in developing countries (Bacchetta, Ernst & Bustamante, 2009). 

In India, 93% of the labour force works beyond the regulative and protective reach of 

the state in the unorganised or informal economy and that contributes around 60% of 

GDP (Harriss-White & Gooptu, 2009). The informalisation of the Indian economy 

shows a definite trend towards self-employment as the main source of livelihood for the 

http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0305750X98001545
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informal labour force (Sanyal & Bhattacharyya, 2009). Informal sector employment in 

India represents between 60 to 80% of non-agricultural employment (Siggel, 2010). In 

India, the home-based workers as a whole were estimated at nearly 8.2 million of whom 

about 4.8 million were women, and the home workers constitute about 7.4% of the 

unorganised non-agricultural workers (NCEUS, 2007). 

India has a long history of home-based work. It included traditional client-patron 

relationships between artisan, service castes and the dominant castes. Currently, the 

same patterns continue under the globalisation of production and the increasing 

flexibility is generated through unskilled and semi-skilled informal female labourers 

from the household production (Hahn, 1996). Home-based industries are exemplified in 

the following kinds of industry: agarbattis (incense sticks), beedies, paper bags, 

garments, cotton pod shelling, hand embroidery, grain cleaning, sub-assembling 

electrical items, or packaging and labelling industrial goods (Bhatt, 1987). The informal 

sector workers face problems of low wages, insecurity of jobs, long and unregulated 

hours of work, lack of social security and other benefits (Neetha, 2010; Roy-

Chowdhury, 2004). The study of informal workers in the brick kilns industries in North 

India states that workers belong to the poorest and weakest sections of the rural society 

(Gupta, 2003). The study of female informal labourers in Mumbai (Basu & Thomas, 

2009) explores the low wages and poverty among them; their constraints of low 

education, family expectations and responsibilities. At the same time, the employment 

generating capacity of the informal sector can act against unemployment and poverty. 

The informal sector has played the role of the employer of last resort, softening the 

potentially negative short-run impact of the economic reforms (Siggel, 2010). Similarly, 

the trade liberalisation in the formal sector can, in fact, contrary to conventional 

wisdom, raise both employment and wages in the informal sector, if capital is easily 

mobile between the two sectors (Marjit & Kar, 2009). 

Jan Breman’s elaborate field work on state of Gujarat in India, discusses the nature of 

informality of labour, caste ties, exploitation and the inability of state agencies to 

provide adequate protection to this heterogeneous sector (Breman, 1996). From the 
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legal policy perspectives, there is no ‘one size fits all’ solution to the problems of 

informality and to counter exploitation (Maiti & Sen, 2010; Papola, 1980). Given the 

heterogeneous nature of this sector, uniform policy solution cannot be arrived. 

Therefore, a fine balance is needed while regulating this sector. Apart from the actions 

taken by the government, many NGOs (e.g. SEWA) also try to organise, provide social 

protection and involve informal workers in safeguarding their rights (Chatterjee, 2005). 

There is a need for representing informal workers voices through their organisations on 

decisions concerning their rights to work, safety and security (Unni, 2004). In this 

context, the role of civil society and member-based organisations in mobilising informal 

workers and resources cannot be ignored (Unni & Rani, 2002). 

5.6 Informal Cashew Nut Processing in Kerala  

The strong trade union movement in Kerala could organise the downtrodden workers in 

a common platform and improve the labour condition. On the other hand, it proved 

detrimental to the flourishing of the business during the liberalisation phase. The more 

rights conscious workers and strong unionism resulted in rising of strikes, lockouts and 

closing of many cashew processing factories. Despite the efforts to formalise the 

industry, cottage processing was operating in a clandestine manner (Harilal et al., 2006). 

The new private factories registered are of smaller size that depicts the increasing 

informalisation in this sector (Harilal et al. 2006). Consequently, it has resulted in 

underestimation of cashew nut processing workers in the official documents. Many 

studies have shown different estimates of cashew workers. For example, Lindberg 

(2001) estimated 4,00,000 cashew workers in Kerala. As per the Department of 

Factories and Boilers, the total registered cashew nut factories in Kerala are 798. The 

total registered members in KCWWB are 1,69,538 in 2011. The retired and receiving 

pension from the KCWWB are 49,201 and the retired before the welfare board was 

formed and receiving pension are 8,079 as on September 2011 (Cashew Workers 

Welfare Board, Kollam). Hence, the unaccounted workers, not registered in welfare 

board, yet working in cashew nut processing are mostly informal. 
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Multiple methods are deployed to understand the informality in the cashew nut 

processing industry. The conceptual framework adopted to understand the informality 

under globalisation of production is ‘global circuits’ of Sassen (1994, 2001, 2002d, 

2002e). The term Secondary Informal circuit is derived using the concept of global 

circuits and is stated to be an extension of the processes of globalisation of production 

rather than a distinct sector in section 5.3. Cashew nut processing industry is an export-

oriented agro-processing industrial circuit, which connects multiple resource points with 

the final consumers. The concept of the global circuit is extended to incorporate the 

informality traced in this sector. The government of Kerala banned the informal cottage 

processing in 1967 (Kannan, 1978). Despite this, the informal processing is operating in 

a clandestine manner in the state. Primary field survey was conducted to identify 

informal household processing at Kollam district in Kerala; the cashew capital of India. 

Field study is limited to tracing one such network of informal processing. 

The organised cashew nut processing industry in Kerala can be grouped into two main 

sections: the registered public undertakings and the registered private undertakings. The 

registered factories have a formal workplace (i.e., the factory). The workers in the 

public factories are covered under the social security benefits. In the registered private 

factories, one can notice formal workers with social security benefits and casual 

workers without social security benefits as they do not come under any accounts. Figure 

5.2 depicts unregistered private units which operate in a clandestine manner. It does not 

come under the legal system of regulation. These are unregistered units with workers 

mainly engaging in informal household processing and do not receive any social 

security. Kudivarappu or cottage processing and Comission Varappu are methods of 

subcontracting and informalisation of the cashew nut processing (Harilal et al., 2006; 

Kanji, 2004a; Lindberg, 2005). 
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Figure 5.2: Classification of Cashew Nut Processing Units in Kerala 

 

 

5.6.1 Informal Household Workers 

The workers engaged in cashew nut processing are underestimated due to the lack 

official record on informal household workers. In the present section, one of the 

informal processing networks is explored to understand the nature of informality in this 

sector. There can be multiple types of informality and links operating in the field. A 

case study was conducted to understand the workers involved in the informal processing 

during November 2011 to March 2012 in Kollam. One of such networks is located with 

the help of a resident, and household visits were done to the workers involved in that 

network to capture the phenomenon. The resident, a moneylender, and a known person 

among them made entry into households of the workers easier. On the other hand, the 

union leaders and prominent politicians in that locality held the view that there is no 

cottage processing happening in the district. 

To capture the informal network of cashew nut processing, 28 households were 

covered. This particular network engages in grading of cashew nuts. The cashew nut 

processing involves roasting, shelling, peeling, grading and packing. The grading of 

cashew kernels is done into 33 grades in the formal units, in which only 26 grades are 
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export grades. The fine grades would be exported and products that are substandard will 

be sold in the domestic market. Household workers under the study obtain cashew nuts 

from the nearby shop owned by a person who has a considerable hold in that locality. 

He acts as a private agent, and he is the intermediary between the workers and the 

formal factory. He is the link between formal to the informal. At the time of interview, 

the private agent revealed that Panchayat (the local governing body) has sanctioned him 

a license for distribution of cashew nuts for consumption. This means that the shop is 

registered for selling cashew nuts for consumption purposes and not for processing. For 

the processing of cashew nuts, he needs to get separate registration under small scale 

industries scheme. The agent has put up a small shop where he has appointed a female 

assistant and kept the cashew kernels for distribution among the household workers. 

Around twenty to thirty families come under one agent and collect raw nuts for 

processing. After grading and categorising the cashew nuts, they return the graded 

cashew nuts to the shop. The shop assistant weighs the graded cashew nuts and 

distributes the payment. The household workers receive piece rate payment which is 

higher than the formal factory wages but they do not receive any social security benefits 

offered by the formal factories. 

Figure 5.3 depicts the informal processing and players involved in the case study. 

Majority of the informal workers are female. The male members, who help in the work, 

are very old or disabled and not engaged in any other outside work. The informal 

workers seen in the study ranged from housewives to retired public or private workers 

in the cashew factories, workers who are presently working in cashew nut factories and 

other household members, sick and unemployed. Since, household is the workplace it 

allows flexibility in timing and incorporates family labour. The workers do grading at 

home depending on their capacity and leisure time. Some of them collect from the shop 

10 to 20 kg of cashew kernels per week. The workers who are presently working in the 

formal cashew factories also engages in this system of processing. They are skilled 

labourers as they were traditionally involved in cashew processing. They mentioned that 

after returning from the factories, they worked from home to earn extra pennies. This 

network does not come under formal regulation. It operates in a clandestine manner, 
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where the workers themselves know that this is not a recognised form of operation. 

Many during the household visits revealed their inhibitions in sharing information. 

Figure 5.3: Classification of Informal Household Workers 

 

 

This study shows that there is coexistence of the formal and informal sector, despite the 

ban on the cottage processing. The workforce involved in the informal sector is 

unaccounted. There is a mix of workers engaged in this network, which also includes 

the formal sector workers with benefits and without benefits, old and sick people in the 

household, housewives and other members in the family. The flexibility in time and 

workplace offered in this informal processing allows bringing those sections of society 

who otherwise remains unemployed within the household. Besides, from the 
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management side, informalising the grading process helps them escape from paying 

social security benefits to the formal sector workers who are otherwise needed in the 

factory to do this work. There can be several of such or rather different informal 

processing which requires further case studies. In the present case, the working at home 

informally is the result of restricted options or choices rather than constraints imposed 

by the globalisation of production. The options of most of the workers are restricted due 

to reasons like health issues, old age, family restriction, domestic responsibility, need 

for flexibility and need for extra earnings causing constraints to work in the formal 

sector. 

5.6.2 Narratives from the Field: Informal Workers’ Experiences 

Narrative is a way of characterising the phenomena of human experience and the 

qualities of life (Connelly & Clandinin, 1990). The narration from the field as a 

qualitative method of understanding the individual experiences are being practised in 

social science. “A narrative connects events, actions, and experiences and moves them 

through time” (Kramp, 2004, p.110). Martha Nussbaum (2001b), in her book ‘Women 

and Human Development: The Capability Approach’ has used rich narrative examples 

of women’s life and their experience of subordination and exclusion. Using the 

narrative interviews of garment workers in Bangladesh, Petra Dannecker (2000) 

described the ways in which women resisted exploitation through collective action, and 

how they are enabled to cope with ongoing change and could sometimes reshape gender 

power relations. In the present section, incorporating the informal workers’ descriptions 

and experiences would provide further insights to the processes of formality and 

informality under globalisation of production. 

The household cashew nut processing workers are engaged in unaccounted informal 

sector activities. To trace them in a systematic and quantitative way is a cumbersome 

task as there is always an under-representation of such workers. During the field visits, 

one such network of cashew nut processing workers was identified. A structured 

quantitative method like the one used in the formal factory unit has its limitation of 

identifying multiple dimensions of informality, because their workplace is the family, 
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and the workers are the family members. Thus, the attempt made here is to understand 

the experiences of the workers in the context of working informally. Selected 

descriptions about the household workers are given below to understand the nature of 

informality in cashew processing industry. It provides an idea about the nature of the 

workers, their economic and social background. These studies will disclose the multiple 

identities of the workers (as a woman, wife, and worker), constraints by the social and 

cultural backgrounds, health issues, and economic factors, and finally how all these 

factors played differently among different groups and led them to take up jobs in the 

informal sector.  

There are cases observed where family members are engaged in formal as well as 

informal processing. The case of Ajitha and her aunt represents the duality of work. 

Ajitha is 27 years old and unmarried. She has only elementary education. She started 

working in cashew nut factories at the age of 15 and continued to do the same till she 

needed to take care of her mentally sick mother from the previous year. Her two sisters 

got married and were living separate. She is staying in her unmarried aunt’s house. Her 

aunt is also going to a nearby private cashew factory. The roof of their house is made of 

tiles, the walls made of kiln bricks and remains unplastered. There are two small rooms 

and kitchen in the house; bathroom and toilet are built outside with an open roof. There 

are remnants of a foundation made for building a new house on their land. They were 

unsuccessful in the construction of the new house. She belongs to a lower caste. During 

the interview, she was very cordial and explained that her mother needed attention 24 

hours. Therefore, she could not go to the factory. Whenever she gets spare time, she 

categorises cashew nuts that she brought from the nearby agent. Every week she 

manages to do eight to 10 kg, and the agent comes and collects from her. Meanwhile, 

she also does her traditional caste job which is mat making with bamboo sticks. She 

said that her aunt was an expert and in the evening they would sit together and make the 

mats and sell it in the market. For Ajitha, these informal networks of cashew nut 

processing are an additional option available at times of familial obligations. In the 

same house, she is doing cashew grading at her own time and her aunt is going to the 

private factory and doing cashew nut processing along with other workers at the regular 
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timings of the factory. This dual nature of the economy of work and work place coexist 

in the same house and many such houses from the same locality. 

Many of the old women proudly identify themselves as a cashew worker despite, their 

improved economic status, while there are some young and educated women working 

informally as the result of familial restrictions to work outside the home. During the 

study, visit was made to a newly built big concrete house with granite floor. This 

belonged to a Nair family (forward caste). There were three women; one old and two 

young ladies, sitting at the portico and grading cashew nuts, and a little kid was playing 

next to them. The old woman is the mother in law, and she had been working as a peeler 

in a public factory till she got retired. She is receiving pension from the factory. She 

could do 10 kg per day sitting at home. She mentioned that she had been doing this 

work since she was young, and now she cannot stop doing the same work, though there 

is no need to do it. It is she who taught the two ladies to do the peeling and grading. One 

of the ladies is her daughter, and other is the daughter in law. The daughter in law is 

educated and also worked as a school teacher before her marriage. Her husband is a gulf 

migrant, and he does not want her to go out and engage in any job. So in her free time, 

she helps her mother in law and also gives home tuition to school children. When asked 

about why she is not going to any work or teaching she says, “My husband does not 

want me to work outside and what am I supposed to do? Sit at home and watch TV all 

the time! So I help my mother in law in cashew nut grading, and we get a small amount 

every week.” This is a comfortable family where her son is a gulf migrant and who do 

not want his educated wife to go out for a job. This is also the same household where 

his mother has been a cashew worker for many decades and continued to identify 

herself with the work. For her, it is a symbol of hardship and freedom to earn by herself. 

Health issues can cause impediments in working in a formal workplace. There are 

incidents of workers taking voluntary retirements from the formal factories due to health 

problems. Sumathamma is 58 years old; she was a regular worker at a private company 

before the last eight years. She had back pain and leg pain, so she resigned and started 

looking after her grandchildren. During the time of interview, she and her husband were 
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doing the cashew grading at home. When asked about the husband’s occupation, she 

said that he used to run a tea shop, and now he is sick. So he sits at home and helps her 

doing the grading. When asked about how much she could earn sitting at home, she 

mentioned that she used to earn a lot more at the factory when she was healthy, and now 

she earns less as she has to take care of her grandchildren and she is not able to sit for 

longer hours. Many of them, who engage in household processing, have issues 

regarding health. Once their freedom of movement is restricted by physical illness, 

regularly going to the factory, and working become difficult. They resort to make a 

living through informal network of cashew processing that is available at their door 

steps. 

It was observed during the household visits that formal factory workers were also 

engaged in informal processing. Such workers expressed their financial liabilities as the 

reason for engaging in informal processing. Bhavani is 45 years old, and the moment 

she saw somebody coming to her house, got worried about the default instalment in the 

bank and the money lender who comes every weekend to collect the interest. She is a 

widow with three grownup sons. She took Rs. 3,00,000 from the bank and private 

financiers for sending her eldest son to a gulf country. He went there three times and 

came back with no job. Now she has to repay the debt. She says, “I am destroyed by 

paying the debt.” She is a worker in the grading section in one of the public cashew 

factories. After coming back from work, she does the grading at home till late night. 

Sometimes, she get terrible back ache and request her sons to help her. They scold her 

for bringing cashew nuts from the private agents and doing work at home. She says, 

“What else am I supposed to do? How am I going to repay the loans?” She mentioned 

that she could not sleep of nightmares. Looking at the roof of her house, she told that 

she had not been able to replace the tiles and not even finish construction of the full 

house. Here, Bhavani is a regular employee with all the welfare benefits offered by the 

government, but she is not able to run her family with her income. Her three sons are 

not even willing to give her a helping hand. So she resorts to informal networks as an 

additional option which she can always depend on for earning an extra income. 
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Working informally can be a remunerative option rather than going to a formal factory 

and working for a fixed time. Sumathy is 34 years old and was bit hesitant to talk about 

processing in the beginning. She got scared that it would be reported in the labour 

office. At first, she mentioned that she was doing grading at home. But in her house 

there were many cashew bags piled up. When asked how she could manage to process 

so much of cashew, she revealed that she brought these cashew bags from the private 

factory, and she did not have a licence. She does not have money to hire a shop so that 

she could ask for a Panchayat licence. She has two kids, and her elder sister goes to a 

private factory. She sits at home and distributes these cashews to neighbours and also 

does processing. Her mother and elder sister help her in doing so. Her husband went to 

gulf two months ago, and she had taken loan to send him abroad. Sumathy found that 

being a private agent is itself remunerative than going to the factory and doing work at 

fixed timings. She has entrepreneurship that is lacking in many women in the cashew 

sector. Generally agents are males, and they never do it as a major business as they will 

have many other jobs. Here Sumathy seemed to be different; she has taken up this as a 

major business and a means of earning income. 

Indebtedness of the cashew workers was noticed during the study. Radhamma is 56 

years old. Her house is made of thatched roof and tiles. She has worked in a private 

company, but that company got closed due to strikes and problems with the 

government. Later, she had worked in three more private factories. She does not receive 

any pension as she was not a regular employee. Her husband is ill; she sold her house to 

pay dowry for her daughter’s wedding. Her son is not getting any regular income to the 

family. She says, “I am old, but I have to work. Now I cannot go to factories and work 

for the whole day, so I get cashew nut from the agent and process it at home.” The 

problems of indebtedness among the cashew workers are many. Selling houses or taking 

loans for paying off dowry to the daughter’s marriage were seen in many of the cases. 

Cashew workers resort to the informal processing to earn their living. The easiness of 

doing at your own time and your house makes these old ladies depend more and more 

on this industry. 
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Many workers prefer informal processing due to the flexibility it offers. Many women, 

who have domestic responsibilities and children, prefer to work at home. They also find 

the employment guarantee scheme of the government as an attractive option. Sandhya is 

29 years old and married. Her mother was doing shelling in a private factory. She 

started going to a nearby private cashew factory at the age of 18 years. After marriage, 

she stopped going to the factory. She has two children. Her husband is a supervisor in a 

private cashew factory. She mentioned that she preferred to go to work for the rural 

employment guarantee scheme
47

 than to the factory. She says that the scheme provides 

Rs.150 for the daily work, and it is not so much hard work. When there are no other 

jobs, she brings cashew nut from the agent and processes it at home. It gives her flexible 

time to take care of the family and go for employment guarantee scheme. There were 

times cashew processing was the only job these women go to. Now there are alternative 

employment options in these villages. The government employment scheme drives 

away a lot of female workers from the factories. The positive expectations of benefits 

from government schemes and lack of social security benefits in many of the private 

factories make the workers opt for employment guarantee schemes.  

From a policy perspective, understanding the workers’ experiences who are engaged in 

the informal processing provides a fresh starting point to the concept of informality. 

This necessitates broadening the research focus to the household as a unit of analysis. It 

would help to explore the ground level realities of the workers including their choices, 

the working conditions, the nature of the work, options available to the workers, and 

restrictions or constraints of the workers. The constraints leading to work informally can 

result from old age, physical illness, lack of education, familial obligations and 

restrictions. Informal works and workers are heterogeneous in nature. Similarly, their 

problems are also divergent. Thus, the focus of development policies towards this sector 

                                                           
47

  This is the government act to guarantee jobs for at least 100 days in a financial year to a rural 

household whose adult members volunteer to do unskilled manual jobs.  

http://nrega.nic.in/netnrega/home.aspx. (accessed 27-10- 2014) 
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should aim at expanding the human capabilities as the end by increasing the options 

available to the workers and removing their unfreedoms. 

5.6.3 Formal Workers versus Informal Workers 

Cashew processing, whether formal or informal largely engages women. The formal 

sector workers covered under the study have very less education compared to the high 

educational achievements of the state. Table 5.1 presents the group wise average 

schooling of the formal cashew workers. The average education of the formal cashew 

worker in the study unit is seven years in school. The young female workers engaged in 

the cashew processing in the unit, on average do not have schooling up to the 10
th

 grade. 

This shows that the workers, who are attracted or recruited to these factories, have low 

educational capabilities in the state. The higher education levels in the lower age groups 

suggest that the levels of education are increasing over time. 

Table 5.1: Education of the Formal Female Workers 

Age Average Schooling 

(Years) 

 

Schooling 

20-29 9.4 

30-39 8.9 

40-49 7.6 

50-59 4.9 

              Source: Primary Survey, Kollam 

Table 5.2 presents the membership of formal factory workers in trade unions, SHGs like 

Kudumbashree, caste organisations like SNDP and NSS. In the study unit, 98.8% of the 

female workers have union membership (a detailed description is given in Chapter 4). 

The workers are also engaged in outside workplace organisations like Kudumbashree 

(49%) and caste organisations (5%). It is relevant to note that 49% of the formal 

workers have membership in Kudumbashree units that is substantially higher than their 

membership in caste related organisations.  
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Table 5.2: Membership of the Formal Female Workers 

Membership  % 

Union  98.8 

Kudumbashree 49.2 

Caste Organisations 5.0 

               Source: Primary Survey, Kollam 

Among the female workers in the formal sector, 82% are married, 13% are widows, 

three percent are estranged from their husbands and two percent are unmarried. Many 

previous studies on cashew processors have observed the poor socio-economic 

conditions of the workers engaged in this sector (Kannan, 1983; Retheesh, 2005). It was 

also observed during the present study that the workers belonging to the cashew sector 

have low socio-economic background (discussed in detail in Chapter 4). The average 

family size of the female workers is four. Among the total female workers, 51% of the 

workers’ family members are in the dependent category (includes children, sick people 

and housewife), two percent are Gulf migrants, eight percent are in the cashew 

processing units, and 40% are engaged in other jobs which are casual jobs (includes 

farming, daily wage, construction labour, auto driver, fisherman and painter) without 

any social security. Many of them during the detailed interviews mentioned that they 

had joined the current unit because of the welfare benefits guaranteed by the 

corporation. Many of the old ladies are having health issues despite that they come to 

the unit to complete their retirement age of 60 and expect to receive a permanent 

pension for their lifetime.  

Compared to the formal sector workers, home processors have flexibility of time, 

workplace and processing operations. During the household visits, it was noticed that 

the grading operations are outsourced to the home workers (one network studied). The 

workers can approach the private agent for the particular quantity of cashew kernels that 

they want to grade and have flexible period to finish the job. As mentioned in the 

previous section, informal processors are heterogeneous in nature. There is a mix of 

workers engaged in this network, which also includes the formal sector workers with 

benefits and without benefits, old and sick people in the household, housewives and 
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other members in the family. The options of most of the workers are restricted due to 

reasons like health issues, old age, family restriction, domestic responsibility, need for 

flexibility and the need for extra earnings causing constraints to work in the formal 

sector. 

The informal processors receive piece rate payment that is higher than the formal 

factory payment. But they are not entitled to the social security benefits offered by the 

formal factories. In the formal factories, grading is done into 33 types, including 

different grades of White Wholes, Scorched Wholes, Dessert Wholes, White Pieces, 

Scorched Pieces and Dessert Pieces. In one of the households visited, the worker was 

bringing cashew nuts and grading them into mainly nine types. These were muzhuvan 

(wholes), pilarppu, vella, podi, karuthathu, karinirum, puzhukuthu, katta podi and kedu 

(these are scorched pieces, splits, black spotted, shriveled, speckled, discoloured and 

white and black butts). She mentioned that she did not want to peel or categorise white 

wholes as it gave her less money per kg, whereas scorched pieces was difficult to 

categorise, but she could earn more money. She indicated that for white wholes, she 

received Rs. 20, per kg; and for scorched butts and pieces, she received Rs. 35 to Rs.45 

per kg. There were also workers who prefer to categorise only wholes as it was easier to 

grade than the scorched pieces. Later on, these cashew kernels are sent back to the 

factories by the agent. In the formal factories these kernels are further checked for 

infestation and packed for export and domestic selling. 

One of the union’s local committee secretaries, when asked about household processing 

of cashew nuts mentioned that ‘Kudivarappu’ is not allowed by the unions. There were 

times, when Kollam had this practice of cottage processing of cashew nuts in large 

scale. In the corporation factories, workers get all social security benefits, and the 

unions have control. In some of the private factories, unions do not have any control so 

that workers do not get any benefits. If the union tries to interfere, owners will threaten 

to close down the factories. Most of the owners have already started factories in Tamil 

Nadu where labour is very cheap. But, there are larger changes happening in the society. 
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The new generation is not coming to work in cashew factories. According to him, they 

prefer to go to the works provided by the employment guarantee.                                                           

5.7 A Way Forward: Expanding Choices and Organisational Capabilities 

Working formally or informally in the cashew nut processing industry needs to be 

contextualised in a larger development framework. The analysis of development by Sen 

(1999, p. 18) treats the freedoms of individual as the basic building blocks and has 

given attention particularly to the expansion of capabilities of individual to lead the kind 

of lives they value. “In focusing on freedoms in evaluating development, it is not being 

suggested that there is some unique and precise criterion of development in terms of 

which the different development experiences can always be compared and ranked” (p. 

33). He also discusses the role of public policy to enhance the capabilities and how the 

direction of public policies can be shaped by the effective use of participatory 

capabilities by the public. For example, the state actions of introducing women’s 

cooperatives into the rural areas have improved women’s bargaining position in relation 

to their husbands, thereby diminishing domestic violence and enhancing women’s 

economic contribution (Nussbaum 2001b, p. 281). Sen (1999, p. 201) provides an 

example of improving women’s agency through Grameen Bank in Bangladesh by 

removing the disadvantages suffered by women due to discriminatory rural credit. The 

studies on Bangladeshi female garment workers documented the reduction in social 

exclusion, increased respect and greater voice, increased mobility and expanded 

choices, resultant from the increasing economic independence (Ahmed, 2004; Khosla, 

2009; Paul-Majumder & Zohir, 1994; Zohir, 2001). 

With respect to understanding inequality, poverty, disability and gender related issues 

the capability approach has taken a central stage in the development discourses (Alkire, 

2002; Burchardt, 2004; Schischka, Dalziel & Saunders, 2008). The capability 

framework fits well with the demand of women all over the globe who are struggling 

for equality, and their failure in capability is also a concern of social justice (Nussbaum, 

2001a). Sen (1999) discusses the positive impact of workforce participation of women 
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and its effect on their freedoms and agency in his book ‘Development as Freedom’. 

Women’s well-being can be strongly influenced by variables like their ability to earn an 

independent income, to find employment outside the house, literacy and active 

participation in decision making within and outside the family (Sen, 1999, p. 191). He 

says, “The freedom to seek and hold outside jobs can contribute to the reduction of 

women’s relative-and absolute- deprivation” (p. 194). The voluntary choices of women 

as well as the involuntary choices and constraints of working informally have to be 

perceived in terms of freedoms and unfreedoms. Sen’s capability approach to human 

development aims at expanding individual freedom as both the primary end and the 

principal means of development (Sen, 1999, p. 36). The advantage of capability 

approach is that it includes non-market dimensions of well-being, it acknowledges 

human diversity and “geographical location as well as whether people are handicapped, 

pregnant, or have caring responsibilities” (Robeyns, 2003, p. 66 ). Thereby, poor and 

women can also be an active participants and agents of change. The active collective 

participation of women can enhance not just individual capabilities. Instead, it can 

promote ‘collective capabilities’
48

. Therefore, the exercise of human capabilities can 

also be a communal process so that their individual, as well as communal well-being, is 

enhanced through self-help organisations (Ibrahim, 2006). 

The home-based workers are mostly unprotected and underestimated. The home 

workers (excluding self-employed) work for the employers who supply raw material 

and earn at piece rate (Bhatt, 1987). With the increasing informalisation under 

globalisation of production, the various unions, grassroots organisations and non-

governmental organisations working with home-based workers and street vendors 

across borders had begun to establish linkages during the 1980s (Carr et al., 2000). The 

SEWA of India is the oldest trade union of women that work in the informal sector
49

. 
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 These are defined by Solava S. Ibrahim (2006) “ as the newly generated functioning bundles a person 

obtains by virtue of his/her engagement in a collectivity that help her/him achieve the life he/she has 

reason to value.” It is only present in a group or collective action.  

49
  http://www.sewa.org/  (accessed on 25-9- 2014). 
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SEWA has organised women engaged in home-based work, street vending and casual 

work, and has provided a range of services (financial, health, child care, and training) to 

its members (Carr et al., 2000). There are many national, international organisations and 

trade unions (HomeNet, StreetNet and WIEGO) trying to organise the informal 

workers. 

Pearson (2004) discusses the need to be cautious of trade unions organising the home-

based workers and expresses the need to explore the cases of building their own 

organisations to create the feasible policy approaches towards these global workforces. 

There are many voluntary organisations (NGO or SHG), especially among women of 

poor socio-economic backgrounds operating in India. The SHGs were formed under the 

guidance of NGOs for guiding the government programs for the eradication of poverty, 

empowerment of women and entrepreneurship through micro-financing linkages with 

the banks in India. The SHGs could empower the women and enhance their 

participation in democratic process, increase their access to finance and self 

employment thereby contribute to reducing the poverty (Galab & Rao, 2003; Swain & 

Wallentin, 2009; Tesoriero, 2006). A bottom-up orientation in implementation of SHGs 

among women have large potential to enhance choices, though it may not in, and of, 

themselves reduce all the constraints (Jakimow & Kilby, 2006). For example, the 

cashew processing SHGs in Cuddalore district of Tamil Nadu operated by poor women 

could access institutional credits and ensure them a successful means of livelihood 

(Yadav, 2010). 

With respect to Kerala, following the decentralisation initiatives and poverty eradication 

through the help of local governance bodies, SHGs called Kudumbashree are being 

formed. Kudumbashree (prosperity of the family) is a poverty eradication scheme 

launched by the government of Kerala in 1998. The programme has 4,1,00,000 

members and covers more than 50% of the households in Kerala
50

. Its thrust areas are 

creating microcredit, entrepreneurship and empowerment of less privileged women. 
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Kudumbashree runs about 35,000 microenterprises in fields as diverse as food 

processing, handicraft and cosmetics. There are many women working from home for 

export-oriented food processing units and engaging in micro-enterprises through the 

Kudumbashree units (Devika &Thampi, 2007; Neethi, 2014; Williams et al., 2011). 

Initially, the Kudumbashree movement restricted itself to a few areas in farming and 

agri-business, such as rice and vegetable cultivation, making curry powder, pickles and 

rice powder; later on, its members have ventured into fields such as construction, 

driving, cafe and brand development (Sanandakumar & Krishnakumar, 2014).  

In the present case of cashew workers, working informally at home is the result of 

restricted choices or options. The mobility to the factories can be restricted due to 

reasons like, being sick, old and retired; being married and having the responsibility of 

domestic care. Informal work becomes a constrained option, when the workers are not 

able to go out for a job (the case of housewives, sick and old). Contrary to this, when 

the workers can choose between factory and household, the informal work becomes an 

additional option enhancing the work choices. For example, the cases of female private 

agent, public factory employees working at home, and MGNREGS workers. Hence, the 

informal processing of cashew nut in the households holds up as a case of work option 

with constraints of lack of social security benefits and accountability. It points to the 

directions in which actions are needed so as to make this section of workers accountable 

under the legal system. This process of integration of workers at household level can be 

made accountable through SHG like Kudumbashree that is very functional in the state 

of Kerala.  

The informal economies are seen to be coexisting with the formal sector. The nature of 

informalisation is heterogeneous in forms. The unaccountable nature of this sector often 

ignores the people engaged in this sector from the social security schemes. The explicit 

banning of this sector is not functioning in the current scenario. It operates and becomes 

unaccountable under the system of production. Thus rather than abolishing informality 

in the sector, there is a need to look at the people engaged in this activities. Micro 

studies by focusing the households need to be adopted to see the nature of the workers. 
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This necessitates using more descriptive method of study and entering deeper into the 

locality to understand the processes. The present study brings out the different types of 

people engaged in the informal processing. In-depth studies like this would explore 

different dimensions. The present study identifies one form of informal circuit operating 

in the locality. It is not claiming any generalisation of the pattern noticed. There can be 

multiple forms of informalisation happening at the ground. The study is only trying to 

establish the fact that while understanding informal work, there is a need to look at 

multiple factors and options available to the workers engaged in it before reaching a 

conclusion. Any welfare scheme for the informal sector has to identify the specific 

nature and characteristics of the workers engaged in this section. For example, in the 

present case, alternative formal employments need not necessarily be a solution for 

most of the informal workers under study. Thus, welfare should aim at increasing the 

existing options available to the disadvantaged or constrained group of workers engaged 

in this sector. 

5.8 Conclusion 

Globalisation of production and the resultant search for flexible labour led to the 

development of global industrial circuits linking multiple locations across borders. 

These spaces or locations linked to the circuits for the production processes have 

become the spheres of dynamic labour relations. Some of these relations in the 

secondary circuits have its formality whereas, some have become informal. The 

informalisation often goes beyond the formal workplaces extending it to the households. 

The case of cashew nut processing circuit (agro-processing circuit) is examined to 

understand the nature of informalisation in a global circuit. India is a major exporter of 

processed cashew in the world, and the state of Kerala contributes a major share in 

export from the country. Banning of the cottage processing is a welcome step initiated 

by the state government to ensure formality in this sector. However, this has resulted in 

shifting of processing units to the neighbouring state of Tamil Nadu. Despite strict laws, 

informal processing operates in a clandestine manner. Hence, the study tried to examine 

the nature of informalisation and the labour involved under globalisation of production. 
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Traditionally cashew nuts were processed in cottages. Organised processing helped to 

capture the foreign market for this industry. The intervention of the government helped 

to provide labour rights to the workers. In the present scenario, despite the formality, 

informal networks are also operating in the state. The category of workers in this sector 

involved cannot be brought to the formal sector as they are mainly remaining in the 

house, and informality in this sector is not perceived as a threat by the workers, but as 

an option. It will continue to operate despite the legal restrictions. Bringing them to a 

formal workplace without flexibility is not possible. Then, the larger question would be 

to enlarge the options available to those in the informal activities. 

The main conclusion from this chapter is that the informality can neither be removed 

nor regulated entirely by the existing legal systems in the cashew nut processing 

industry. If informality is considered as a process rather than as a separate entity, then 

the existence of informality is the result of local dynamism. Besides, there is a need to 

understand the nature of the workers involved in the informal system of production. The 

informal workers in the cashew nut processing depict a scenario of working at home 

informally as the result of restricted options or choices rather than constraints imposed 

by the globalisation of production. The options of most of the workers are restricted due 

to reasons like health issues, old age, family restriction, domestic responsibility, need 

for flexibility and need for extra earnings causing constraints to work in the formal 

sector. Hence, attempting to expand the options available to the household workers by 

increasing their organisational capabilities through SHGs like Kudumbashree and 

thereby, making them accountable under the legal framework would be a plausible way 

forward. 
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Chapter 6 

Conclusion 

 Labour Relations in Global Circuits and Formation of Secondary 

Circuits 

6.1 Introduction 

The global production networks have witnessed the processes of feminisation, 

informalisation and privatisation of labour standards in their production centres across 

the borders. The present study is an attempt to understand the variations in labour 

relations in the local resource points of the different industrial circuits. It examines the 

nature of labour negotiations, scope of trade unions and labour rights in the resource 

points of these circuits. It also analyses the prominent roles played by social networks of 

family, caste, religion, ethnicity and other identities and NGOs in influencing and 

shaping the labour relations. This concluding chapter, thus contextualises the conceptual 

framework (i.e., the global circuits) based on the findings from the study. The concept 

of global circuit gives room for outside workplace dynamics in the labour relations 

studies. The concept ‘secondary circuit’ is coined to illustrate the processes by which 

the migrant labourers from Odisha are recruited to the garment unit at KINFRA Apparel 

Park in Thiruvananthapuram. It also helps in demonstrating the informal household 

processing of cashew nuts being practiced in Kollam district. Thus, the current study of 

the local resource points of global circuits is very relevant in understanding the 

variations in labour relations across different circuits of global industrial production. 

6.2 Global Circuit and Secondary Circuit 

For the present study, two such global circuits namely, garment making and cashew 

processing circuits are identified in the state of Kerala. The state is known for its higher 
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development experience compared to any other states in India. It has achieved higher 

literacy rate and better health indicators of the population. The state has also seen a 

turnaround growth in income during the 1980s (Kannan, 2005). The people are more 

aware of the labour rights, and there are active organisations even among the 

unorganised workers (Heller, 1996; Kannan, 2002). The state is facing labour shortages 

to do unskilled, hard labour and experiencing inflow of labour from other states like 

Odisha, Jharkhand and Bihar (Business Line, 2013; Kerala Development Report, 2008). 

Thus, attempting to examine labour relations in the local resource points in the state 

helps exploring variations in the labour dynamism. The local resource point selected to 

examine the changing nature of labour relations of the global garment circuit is the 

KINFRA Apparel Park at Thiruvananthapuram. One of the large garment units from the 

Park was selected for the study. This ensured in-depth study of the workplace and 

observations were made on various events and processes during the study period. The 

presence of migrant workers from Odisha in the unit was studied further to capture the 

flow of internal labour migration. This led to the conceptualisation of ‘Secondary 

Circuit’. The next local resource point selected for the study is the cashew nut 

processing units in Kollam. One large unit functioning under the KSCDC was selected 

for the in-depth workplace study. The household processing of cashew was traced, and 

one such network was identified during the study. This led to an extension of the 

concept of secondary circuit to understand the nature of informality perceived at large, 

under the context of globalisation of production. 

The global production circuits link multiple geographically diverse spaces, and 

influence various economies (both formal and informal) and societies. The resource 

points of such circuits ensure processing and production of final goods to the command 

and control centres. The production centres of the global circuits can operate in the 

formal or informal economies. For example, the garment circuit has multiple local 

resource points catering to the world class buyers. These local resource points are 

located predominantly in developing countries like India, China, Pakistan and 

Bangladesh. The lower cost of production in these countries is the primary reason for 

setting up of such production nodes. There are many garment factories directly linked to 
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such circuits of production. There are also increasing trends toward subcontracting and 

putting-out outside the formal factories to the households (Nagraj, 1984; Unni et al., 

1999). Such forms of production often have no accountability to the domestic labour 

laws. For example, in Jan Breman’s work on Gujarat, he elaborates on the nature of 

informality in the ground, and the inability of state agencies to provide adequate 

protection to this heterogeneous sector (Breman, 1996). 

Figure 6.1: Global Circuit and Secondary Circuits 

 

Figure 6.1 explains the nodes of global circuit and the emerging secondary circuits 

identified during the field study. Global circuit is cross-national, linking multiple 

resource points of production to the command and control centres. For example, the 

garment circuit is a buyer-driven commodity network in which there are numerous 
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players involved including large retailers, marketers and branded manufacturers 

(Gereffi & Memedovic, 2003, p. 3). Similarly, the local resource points of production 

within a national border can exhibit a secondary circuit of resource flow. This is 

elaborated in Chapter 3 with an example of how the resource points act as the command 

and control centres of labour mobilisation. Such a process is conducted through 

formalised government-industry partnership incorporating agencies like Panchayat, 

NGOs and industrial houses (Level 2). The Level 3 in Figure 6.1 represents the system 

of production that is informal. The secondary circuit operating within the national 

borders can also be informal in nature. It interconnects households in the production 

process, and it is largely unaccounted in the existing legal system. The household 

processors in the cashew nut industry reflect the informal secondary circuit. The nature 

of workers involved and the informalities in such circuits are elaborated in Chapter 5. 

The present study of labour relations in the garment circuit and cashew nut processing 

circuit built a strong case for acknowledging the variations in different global circuits 

and its effect on labourers. The study necessitates the need to enquire into the external 

factors influencing the labour by looking beyond the workplace. The concept of 

secondary circuit both formal and informal introduced in the present study reiterate the 

need to extend labour relations studies beyond the workplace and to look for processes 

under the global production networks. 

6.2.1 Garment Circuit 

The global garment circuit interconnects developed and developing countries through 

its production, distribution and consumption networks. India is an important resource 

point in the garment production circuit. With the advent of globalisation of production 

and outsourcing, many states in India have been competing with each other to attract 

global investment opportunities. These global investments will help in the establishment 

of industrial production centres and will provide various employment opportunities for 

the youth in these states. The state of Kerala too sought to present itself as an attractive 

location for manufacturing units catering to the demand for outsourcing from the 

advanced world. It recognised the role of government as a facilitator rather than as a 
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direct financier. The state has set up Apparel and Textile Park in Thiruvananthapuram 

to attract foreign direct investment and provide employment opportunities for the labour 

that did not belong to the professionally educated group. The KINFRA Apparel Park in 

Thiruvananthapuram comes under a centrally sponsored scheme–“Apparel Parks for 

Exports” (APE)–which aims at involving the state governments in promoting 

investments in the apparel sector.  

Garment industry predominantly employs female workforce. In the present sample, 

94% of the workers are females, and only six percent of the workers are male in the 

study unit. Male workers are engaged in relatively better jobs like supervisor, cutting 

marker and safety officer. This explains the wage variations between female and male 

workers. The male workers who are in the operating sections receive the same wages 

like the female operators. The female workers in the unit can be categorised into three 

namely, workers from the same district, workers from the other districts within the state 

and workers from outside the state. In the sample, 48% of the workers are from the 

same district, three percent are from other districts and 49% are from outside the state. 

Outside state workers are from the state of Odisha. The presence of 49% of female 

migrant workers from the state of Odisha in the present study unit reflects the local 

picture of a larger process of feminisation of labour and migration of workforce that has 

resulted from the globalisation of production. 

The presence of migrant workers also reflects the increasing demand for young, 

unmarried and first-time job seekers. It was observed in the study that the majority of 

the total female workers are in the young age group. The sample data shows that 76% of 

the female workers are under the age of 30 years (see Table 2.4). Besides, there are 

considerable differences in age, marital status, education and job experiences of the 

local and migrant workers from Odisha in the study unit (see Table 2.2 and Table 2.3). 

The migrant Odisha workers are younger, unmarried and first-time job seekers 

compared to the local workers. Among the migrant workers, 55% are under the age of 

20 years and 94% are under the age of 25. It shows that the garment unit employs a very 

young age group. In the sample, 65% of the total female workers are unmarried. The 



169 
 

HR representative mentioned that the reason for the less number of married women is 

that when the young worker’s marriage gets fixed, they stop coming to the unit. Among 

the migrant workers, 95% of them are unmarried whereas, among the local workers, 

37% are unmarried. The married local workers are not willing to do overtime beyond 

the regular factory working hours. It shows the garment unit’s general preference 

towards young and unmarried workers. The HR representative has mentioned that the 

number of overtime also declined with the migrant workers’ recruitment. Hence, there 

is no pressure of not meeting the target on time. 

The garment unit is functioning six days in a week. The unit has regular eight hours 

working day. The working hours start at 8.30 am and ends at 5.15 pm with 15 minutes 

break for tea and half an hour break for lunch. Work is based on target production per 

hour. There is a monitoring board in each batch about the production target. Each batch 

has a supervisor. A worker has to keep producing the whole day consistently to meet the 

hourly target. There are no union activities inside the campus. When asked about why 

there is no union among the workers most of them replied they do not have time to 

unionise. On the other hand, there are notices put up on the walls of the factory about 

the codes of conduct and the labour rights to be followed in the local resource points 

that are monitored by the global buyers. The important role of social networks of family 

and friends in finding jobs are exhibited among the local workers (see Table 2.7). 

Among the local workers, 56% got to know about the job through their friends and 

neighbours, 18% came to know through their family and 11% through advertisement 

and campus selection. The company uses different methods of canvassing the workers 

including temple and church announcement of job vacancies. The HR representative 

mentioned that they were finding it difficult to recruit workers and have constant labour 

shortage. Among the migrants, majority are recruited through the training centres at 

Odisha. The wage negotiations are done on an individual basis in the unit most of the 

time by the workers. The relation between workers, HR and Welfare Officer is 

informal. The workers approach them for leave, wage hike and resignation or rejoining. 

There are incidents of individual workers going to the HR representative and asking her 

to discuss with the manager about the wage hike. 



170 
 

Focusing on the conditions of workers’ outside the factory gate is essential to get a 

complete picture of labour dynamics of the global garment circuit. For this purpose, the 

information regarding the workers’ household and family members were collected 

during the study. The information on assets, roof type, access to water, sanitation and 

family members’ occupational pattern can be used as a proxy for understanding the 

socio-economic situation of the workers. The data shows that the migrant household has 

fewer assets showing their low economic condition compared to the local workers. 

Among the migrant workers, 98% do not have toilet facility at their home in Odisha, 

whereas among local workers, only two percent do not have toilet facility. Among the 

migrant workers, 82% of them mentioned that they have migrated because of poverty. 

Rest of them stated that they migrated in expectation of a better job outside their state as 

there are no job opportunities for women. They want to support their family by earning 

and also earn enough for their dowry. The migrant workers belong to poorer households 

compared to the local workers. They have less access to sanitation and water facilities 

than the local workers. The roof types and asset index of the migrant workers reflect the 

low economic status of the household. The comparatively larger family size of the 

migrant workers and the larger number of dependents in the household add to the 

pressure on young women to migrate in search of a better standard of living. The 

migrant household depends on agriculture and allied activities as a source of income as 

well as on the migration of the youth to other states (see Table 2.11). This pressure of 

poverty also facilitates migratory phenomenon of the female workforce to the garment 

factories. 

Examining a globalised workplace involves understanding the processes of labour 

migration, flexibilisation, labour standards and codes of conduct and feminisation of 

work. There has been an increase in the labour migration to local resource points of 

global circuit within the national boundaries. The presence of migrant Odisha workers 

at KINFRA Apparel Park reflects this pattern. At times of labour shortage in the local 

resource points, the inflow of migrant labour fills the vacuum. The study of labour 

relations inside the garment unit and the presence of migrant workers throw three 

fundamental questions: How does the local resource point of a global circuit ensure a 
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constant supply of flexible labour? Does the local resource point act as command and 

control centres of labour recruitment? Is there a possibility of formation of internal 

‘circuit’ of labour supply within the national boundaries?  

The local resource points of global circuits are the production centres with a large 

number of young and single female labourers. These workers are docile in nature, 

flexible and willing to work overtime at times of emergency. These local resource 

points of production need to ensure a constant supply of such labour force. When there 

are processes of labour demand, supply and migration of labour to the production 

centres occurring, this has to be treated as a continuation of the larger process of 

globalisation of production in which the local resource points of global production 

circuit become the centres of labour mobilisation.  

While treating it as a continuum, the process of labour migration of Odisha workers to 

the garment unit can be better explained as ‘secondary circuit’ of labour mobility. The 

training centres at Odisha are established under the government scheme called SEAM. 

This revealed the presence of a secondary circuit that is operating as an extension to the 

global garment circuit. The difference between the resource flow of global and its 

secondary circuit is that the latter is operating within the national boundary. Such a 

circuit helps in formalising the processes of labour supply within the national boundary. 

It ensures that the global factories receive the flexible labour, as well as there is 

accountability on the labour rights and labour standards from the industries in return. 

The training centres at Odisha (present case Hinjilicut) act as a local resource point of 

labour recruitment and supply to the garment unit in Kerala. In the local resource points 

of the secondary circuit, there are mobilisers and recruiters of the workers. These tasks 

are mainly carried out by the Panchayat, Anganwadi Teachers and NGO like clubs and 

charitable organisations. The training is conducted through the public-private 

partnership to ensure the supply of flexible labour and for meeting the specific skills 

requirements of the garment units. Therefore, the creation of flexible labour required for 

these command and control centres of production is undertaken by the local resource 
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points of the secondary circuit. The local resource points in particular are the labour 

creation points which are situated far from the command and control centres. 

The inter-linkage and movement of labour from the local resource points to the 

command and control through formalised channels reduces the risks of informal 

migration of workers to the garment units. Studies have indicated the harassments and 

violations of labour rights at many garment factories across nations. In the present case, 

people who are willing to migrate and work in the garment factories are mobilised and 

recruited through the training centres. They will be given training in the centre, 

monitored by the trainers and employed by the agents of the resource points. This 

process of mobilisation, recruitment, training of labour to global factories itself is a 

circuit of resource flow leading to the creation of labour to the garment factories. It 

supplements the processes of global production networks. Therefore, a secondary circuit 

can be defined as a supplementary circuit of the global cross-national circuit. Such 

circuits are engaged in the circulation of surplus labour to the global resource points but 

confined within the national boundaries. The survival of this secondary circuit is based 

on the existence of global circuits of production. At the times of the exit option of the 

global circuit from the national boundaries, the command and control centres of the 

secondary circuit become non-operational. 

To conclude, the studies on labour relations in general, tend to focus on labour within 

the workplace. Using the concept of global circuit, the present study has extended the 

focus of labour relations studies beyond the workplace. In doing so, the study could 

capture processes of feminisation, migration, labour standards and labour negotiations 

within the workplace. It could also examine the outside workplace factors including the 

socio-economic condition of the workers. It could unearth the processes by which 

conditions inside the workplace are getting affected by external factors. For example, 

the present study of the garment unit gives descriptions of labour relations of a local 

resource point producing for a global production network. It argues the need to look at 

labour beyond their workplace. It is evident from the study that the company depends 

on the migrant workers who stay inside the campus at the times of meeting target 



173 
 

production. The concept of secondary circuit used in the study aptly explains the 

dynamics of labour mobility across state borders. The migrant workers consist of a very 

young age group, single and with no prior work experience. The recruitment 

mechanisms of local and migrant workers are entirely different. The wage or any other 

negotiations within the workplace is largely on an individual basis. Group organisations 

for wage bargaining are completely absent in the unit. The workers have informal 

relation with the HR representative and supervisors. Thus, the present study on labour 

relations inside the workplace not only explores the nature of labour and labour rights, 

negotiation and organisation, work and workplace interactions in the local resource 

point of a global garment circuit but also examines the processes of labour migration 

through the secondary circuit to the garment production centres. 

6.2.2 Cashew Circuit 

The cashew nut processing industry is a traditional agro-processing industrial circuit. It 

provides employment to a large number of female workers and accrues foreign 

exchange to the developing economies. The cashew tree was a native of Brazil and 

introduced by Portuguese travellers in the 16th century in India (Wadkar et al., 2007). 

The commercial production and export of cashew kernels started in India during the 

1900s. Cottage processing in houses on a small scale basis was the common practice. 

The cashew industry in an organised manner was started by Joseph Pereira, who 

conceived the idea of processing the raw nuts on a factory basis, and marketing the 

finished kernel on a commercial scale in Kollam district, in the state of Kerala, India 

(Chirayath, 1965). The Kollam district of Kerala was the first place to start commercial 

processing of cashew nut for the export market in India. The geographic concentration 

of cashew nut processing in the district began as early as 1920s. Though the production 

of cashew nut spread across the state, majority of the cashew processing units are 

situated in Kollam district of South Kerala. Currently, the share of export value from the 

Cochin port in Kerala is 53% that is more than half of the total export share from India 

in the year 2011-2012. 
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To understand the workplace labour relations in a concise manner and examine the 

specific processes influencing the labour, narrowing down to one large unit was 

necessary. In Kollam district, there are large numbers of private large, medium and 

small units operating. The study needed in-depth analysis of workplace and workplace 

relation from the factory and understanding of the outside workplace. The permission 

was sought in a large processing unit employing around 800 workers. This unit is under 

the KSCDC, and the manager of the unit granted permission to conduct the study and 

do survey of the workers, interviews and observation inside the unit. The size of the 

sample is 259 in which, 93% of the workers are female, and seven percent of the 

workers are male. 

It was observed during the study that there is a prominent role of social networks in the 

cashew factory. It was observed that there is dominant presence of lower caste groups in 

the unit. In the study unit, 78% of the female workers came to know about the 

information through their friends, eight percent through family members, six percent 

through caste groups and SHGs, seven percent through the management and one percent 

through union leaders (see Table 4.4). Among the male workers, majority of them 

received the information through the unions and management. In the study unit, 89% of 

the female workers belong to Hindu, five percent to Christian and six percent to Muslim 

community. Among the male workers, 95% belong to Hindu religion and five percent to 

Christian. Among the female workers, 41% belong to SC and ST, 20% to OBC, and 

38% to UC. 

The shelling, peeling and grading are the three major sections where there is a dominant 

presence of female workers. In the three major sections in the unit, majority of SC are in 

the shelling section (see Table 4.7). The peeling and grading section are dominated by 

upper caste women. In the shelling section, 95% of the worker’s mothers were also 

employed in the shelling of cashew nuts (see Table 4.8). During the interviews, many of 

them mentioned that they have learned shelling from their family members. The same 

pattern is also reflected in other sections. This shows that workers are used to this work 

through their family mainly from mothers. A minor presence of lower caste in peeling 
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and grading section in the unit is also evident, though they are mostly concentrated in 

the shelling section. This could also be the result of acquired skills overtime through 

their family. This also indirectly implies that caste is consolidated through family skills.  

The unit has strong influences of trade unions. There are mainly four unions operating 

in the unit during the study (AITUC, INTUC, UTUC, & CITU). These unions have 

political affiliation, and they often receive support from the respective political parties. 

In the sample unit, 56% of the female workers are members of CITU, 24% in AITUC, 

11% in INTUC and eight percent in UTUC. There are only one percent of the workers 

who do not have membership in any of the unions. When workers do not get wages on 

time, union leaders interfere in negotiating with the management and getting their 

prerogatives. At times of disagreement with the manager, workers seek help of the 

union representative to resolve the issue. 

The factory functions on eight hours working day. The working hours in the unit start at 

8 am, and the closing time is at 5 pm. At 10 am, there is 15 minute break, 12 pm, one-

hour break and three pm, 15 minute break. The factory gate remains closed during the 

working time. In the shelling section, the workers have fixed quota of work to finish 

every day. Wages in the shelling section are based on piece rate. The workers have 

social security benefits like ESI, PF, pregnancy leave, housing loans and child care 

facilities. The unit has a crèche for children. It was observed during the study that the 

worker absenteeism is very high in the unit. It was mentioned that many workers are 

old, and they take sick leave. Many of them mentioned that they have backache and 

could not sit the whole day in the unit and work. The studies have shown that the 

workers in cashew processing belong to poor socio-economic background in general.  

One of the interesting points noted in the study is that apart from union memberships, 

these workers are also active in outside-workplace organisational activities. It was 

observed during the study that the formal cashew workers are active in SHGs and caste 

organisations outside the workplace. Among the female workers, 49% of the workers 

have membership in Kudumbashree. Five percent of them have membership in their 
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respective caste organisations, and seven percent of them have membership in both 

organisations. This shows that more than half of the female workers are participating in 

non-work related organisations other than trade unions. These organisations can also be 

used as an effective instrument of mobilising the workers or channelling any welfare 

policies to reach out to the female workers. 

Focusing on households brings to notice many issues and constraints faced by the 

workers. The information on roof type, access to water, sanitation and family members’ 

occupational pattern were collected during the study for understanding the socio-

economic situation of the workers (see Table 4.12, 4.13 and 4.14). Among the total 

female workers, 51% of the workers’ family members are in the no-job category 

(includes children, sick people and housewife), two percent are Gulf migrant, eight 

percent are in the cashew processing units, and 40% are engaged in other jobs which are 

casual jobs (includes farming, daily wage, construction labour, auto driver, fisherman 

and painter) without any social security. Many female workers mentioned that they 

were in debt due to meeting the expenses of sons going to Gulf countries and paying 

dowry for their daughters’ marriages.  

To understand the global circuit and its impact on local resource points, it is essential to 

go beyond the formal workplace. There can be external factors operating within these 

networks of production. The nature of each circuit can vary based on the nature of 

resources involved and players engaged in each node. For example, in the case of 

cashew processing, despite the efforts to formalise the industry, cottage processing is 

operating in a clandestine manner (Harilal et al., 2006). While the informal sector has 

always existed in the developing economies, there is ample evidence that globalisation 

has exacerbated the process of informalisation (Sanyal & Bhattacharyya, 2009). 

Primary field survey was conducted to identify informal household processing at 

Kollam district in Kerala. To capture the informal network of cashew nut processing, 28 

households were covered (see Chapter 5). This particular network engages in the 

grading of cashew nuts. Field study is limited to tracing one such network of informal 

processing. 
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The field study identified an informal network with a private agent acting as the 

intermediary between the workers and the formal factory. He is the link between formal 

to the informal. Majority of the informal workers in this network are female. The male 

members who help in the work are very old or disabled and not engaged in any other 

outside work. The informal workers observed in the study ranged from housewives to 

retired public or private workers in the cashew factories, workers who are presently 

working in cashew nut factories and others (other household members, sick and 

unemployed). In the present case of cashew workers, working informally at home is the 

result of restricted choices or options. Their mobility to the factories can be restricted 

due to reasons like, being sick, old and retired; being married and having responsibility 

of domestic care. Informal work becomes a constrained option, when workers are not 

able to go out for a job (the case of housewives, sick and old). Contrary to this, when 

workers can choose between factory and household, the informal work becomes an 

additional option enhancing the work choices. For example, there are cases of female 

private agent who have taken up the informal processing to earn additional income; 

there are also instances of public cashew factory employees working at home and 

MGNREGS workers. Hence, the informal processing of cashew nut in the households 

holds up as a case of work option with constraints of lack of social security benefits and 

absence of accountability on labour welfare from the employer. It points to the 

directions in which actions are needed so as to make this section of workers accountable 

under the legal system. This process of integration of workers at household can be made 

accountable through SHGs like Kudumbashree that is very functional in the state of 

Kerala.  

The study reflects the formation of informal secondary circuits within the national 

borders and its possible unaccountability from the legal frameworks. The informal 

circuits can form in any of the local resource points of the global formal circuits. Hence, 

the informal circuit is not a separate entity rather an extension of the cross-border 

formal circuits. It represents the resource flow, which is not formal and accountable to 

the existing legal framework, but productive and engages multiple players including 

household workers, private sub-contracting agents and final clients either domestic or 
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international. The informal circuit will have acting command and control centres and 

these roles are done by the local owners of processing units or sub-contracting agents in 

the cashew nut processing industries. The local private agents collect cashew nuts for 

processing from them and distribute to the informal workers in the households. The 

informal workplaces (mainly household) become the local resource points that engage 

in the processing function of an informal secondary circuit. This circuit is coexisting 

with the formal circuit and incorporating it within the legal system is becoming more 

and more complex due to the multiplicity and dynamism of workers in this form of 

informality. 

The present study of cashew circuit examines labour relations within the workplace. 

The workplace study helps in understanding multiple dynamics under operation inside 

the factory gates. Such a study is essential to explore the different aspects of labour 

relations, such as the nature of negotiation between workers and management, the work 

culture and work organisation, the role and influence of trade unions and the processes 

of social networks. At the same time, focusing on the conditions of workers outside the 

factory gate is essential to get a complete picture of labour dynamics of the global 

garment circuit. The tracing of informal secondary circuit goes beyond the formal 

workplaces. Thus, while trying to understand labour and labour relations under the 

context of globalisation of production, attempt should be made to look beyond the 

workplace and the effects of the external factors in shaping the labour to the global 

factories. 

6.2.3 Garment Circuit versus Cashew Circuit 

The local resource points of garment circuit and cashew circuit identified in the study 

have certain similarities as well as differences. Both these resource points 

predominantly employ female labour. The workers identified belong to poor socio-

economic backgrounds. These workers require only basic school education to be part of 

these circuits. For example, the minimum educational requirements of the garment unit 

put up in the advertisement are eighth standard. Majority of the workers in the cashew 

unit has only had elementary education. In both these workplaces, men who receive 
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higher wages are mainly engaged in supervisorial role or permanent staff position. In 

the cashew unit, men in the roasting, borma and loading section are permanent staff 

members. They receive monthly payment. The female workers in the processing 

sections receive payment on piece rate on a weekly basis. In the garment unit, male staff 

(mainly in supervisorial role, or employed in cutting, marking of fabrics and safety 

engineering) are qualified and receives higher salary. Female workers in the operating 

section receive piece rate payment (There are a few male operators, especially Odisha 

workers and they also receive piece rate payment. This can be the result of feminised 

operations in the assembly (Standing, 1999)). Thus, in both the circuits, there is an 

increasing feminisation of the basic processing operations of the final product. 

Despite the dominant presence of female workers in these circuits, the labour relations 

can differ from each other. For example, in the present study of cashew processing unit, 

the trade unions have very active role in labour recruitment, negotiations and day to day 

functioning of the workers. Contrary to this, in the case study of garment unit there are 

no unions or workers’ associations evident from the study. It was observed during the 

study that the negotiations regarding wage hike is done on an individual basis in the 

garment unit. The worker approaches the HR personnel asking for wage hike. The 

procedural rights, such as minimum wages and maximum working time are practised in 

the garment unit. The overtime workers are paid extra wages based on the payment 

scale prescribed and monitored by the buyers. The maximum hours of overtime allowed 

in the unit is also prescribed by the buyers’ standards. But the procedural rights, such as 

collective bargaining, workers’ representatives and equal opportunities are not being 

practiced presently in the unit. There is no collective representation or organisations to 

voice workers’ issues. Most of the workers represent their issues individually to the 

management representatives. 

The case study of cashew unit presents a scenario where there are multiple unions 

actively operating among the workers. The unions have political affiliations, and they 

ensure the membership of these workers. The workers have union meeting outside the 

factory on a regular basis with an advanced announcement of the meeting date. Each 
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union has conveners selected from the workers. Unions have a say in the appointment of 

male permanent staff with the management. At times of worker-management issues of 

conflict, the unions interfere as a third party to resolve the issues. It was evident from 

the study that cashew workers have their substantive and procedural rights met in the 

factory. But the study was conducted in a corporation factory. During this period, many 

private factory visits were made and interviews with union leaders and private workers 

were conducted. It was noted that many of the private factories avoid labour laws. There 

is also evidence of casual workers in the private factories. It was observed in one of the 

private factories that there is presence of Assamese male workers in the cutting section. 

They are casual workers and the manager mentioned that they have employed them due 

to shortage of labour in the state to do cashew processing. 

The nature of labour relations in the local resource points can be influenced by the 

condition outside the workplace. The social networks of friends, family, caste, religion 

and other identities of the workers can influence the information dissemination of the 

vacancies and recruitment to the factories. Besides, there are NGOs and civil society 

organisations increasingly involved in issues of labour welfare. With respect to the 

study of garment unit, it is observed that the role of friends and family in finding the 

current job among the local workers are prominent. Majority of the Odisha workers are 

recruited through the training centres. The coordinator of the Hinjilicut training centre 

mentioned that many clubs, charitable organisations and Anganwadi teachers are 

involved in spreading the information about the free training and the job placement 

among the families. The majority of the migrant workers from the training centre 

belong to lower caste and BPL households (see Table 3.3). The interactions between the 

local workers and Odisha workers are minimal in the study unit. Many of the local 

workers mentioned that the language barrier is a major reason for fewer interactions. 

The workers in the study unit in general are young, unmarried and with a low 

educational background (see Table 2.2 and 2.6). 

The study of cashew workers reveals the larger role played by social networks within 

the workplace. The female workers mainly received information on the job vacancies 
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through friends, neighbours and family members (see Table 4.4). There is also an 

important role for SHGs like Kudumbashree and caste organisations like NSS and 

SNDP in organising the workers outside the workplace, as well as disseminating job 

information (see Table 4.4 and 4.10). There is caste wise representation of workers in 

different processing sections. Majority of SC are in shelling and Nair caste women are 

mainly in grading and peeling sections (see Table 4.7). It was observed during the study 

that workers’ mothers were also working previously in the cashew factories (see Table 

4.8). Cashew workers have strong social networks of friends within the unit, and this 

was visible in workplace interactions and cooperative work practices. Most of the 

cashew workers have very low education (see Table 5.1), and it was mentioned that the 

young generation are not coming to take up the processing work. 

The secondary circuits of garment and cashew industry engage with workers who are 

local and migrants. The workers in the garment unit are very young, mostly single and 

less educated. The secondary circuit which is training the migrant workers in Odisha is 

mainly focused on unemployed youth from BPL families. The information collected 

from the training centre presents that most of the workers are from lower caste and poor 

households. Thus, the secondary circuit of present garment unit is mobilising workers 

who are very young, unemployed and belonging to lower castes and BPL families. In 

the case of cashew informal secondary circuit, there are household processors who are 

mainly workers whose mobility to the factories are restricted due to domestic 

responsibilities, old age and old age related health issues. Many of the young female 

workers take up informal job as alternative options. All these workers identified during 

the study are the local workers in the case of informal processing. Thus, the study of 

garment workers and cashew workers and the secondary circuits, both formal informal, 

reflects the variations observed within each circuit. 
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6.3 Policy Directions and Relevance 

The study of garment resource point at KINFRA reveals the increasing presence of 

migrant workers in the unit. The low availability of cheap labour in the locality forces 

the resource points to search for cheaper workforce through the secondary circuit. This 

study is not just relevant to the current park rather insights from the study are also 

useful for other garment resource points of India. Studies have noted significant 

presence of migrants from a low socio-economic background coming to work in 

garment hubs like Bangalore, Chennai and Tirupur. The information collected from the 

Hinjilicut training centre at Odisha shows that their trainees were placed in garment 

factories in states like Tamil Nadu, Karnataka, Kerala and Uttar Pradesh. As per the 

data, 45% of the trainees are placed in Tamil Nadu, 25% in Karnataka, 29% in Kerala 

and the rest in Uttar Pradesh. This shows the importance of the present study for 

understanding and examining the migration processes. There is a need to have 

monitoring agencies to ensure the safety and security of the migrant workers. The lack 

of labour organisations among the workers can make them more vulnerable to 

exploitation compared to the local workers. Therefore, the safety and security of the 

migrants and their labour rights in their newly migrated environment should be an 

important aspect of labour policies regarding the garment factories in India.  

The study of informal secondary cashew circuit exhibits the presence of home-based 

cashew processors in the state of Kerala. The formal factory-based processing and the 

informal home-based processing are coexisting in the cashew circuit. Working 

informally at home is the result of restricted choices or options. Their mobility to the 

factories can be restricted due to reasons like, being sick, old and retired; being married 

and having responsibility of domestic care. The informal secondary circuit is 

representing a case of work option with constraints of lack of social security benefits 

and accountability. It points to the directions in which actions are needed so as to make 

this section of the workers accountable under the legal system. This process of 

integration of the workers at the household level can be made accountable through 

SHGs, like Kudumbashree that is very functional in the state of Kerala.  



183 
 

6.4 Future Research Directions and Conclusions 

The operationalisation of secondary circuit (formal) at the local training centres in 

Odisha through the labour mobilisation by Panchayat, NGOs, Anganwadi teachers and 

households can be examined further. This will advance the study towards a tertiary level 

circuit linking households to the training centres. The study of garment workers can be 

extended to understand the impact of migration on their lives. For example, in the 

present case, the movement of workers from Odisha to the local resource points in 

Kerala cannot just be treated as an internal labour mobility due to the relative wage 

differences. Instead, this has to be contextualised within the larger scenario of 

globalisation of production and the increasing demand for expendable labour. Such 

migration is happening on a large scale to garment factories in India. A positive 

development effect of such migration can only be ensured if the local resource points 

practice ethical codes of conduct and fair labour practices within the workplace. The 

present study can be extended to understand the impact of secondary circuit on the 

migrant workers. Questions can be raised to understand the extent of the development 

impact of such migration and remittances on their livelihood. For this purpose, the 

socio-economic and development impact of the secondary circuit on the migrant 

labourers need to be explored further to get a complete understanding of the 

globalisation of production and the search for cheap labour. 

The state of Kerala has labour shortage to do manual works. The same pattern is 

reflected in the study of garment unit and cashew unit. New generation of workers is not 

coming forward to do cashew processing. Many factories have shifted their production 

base to Tamil Nadu. In this context, the present study identified informal home-based 

processing carried out by the workers. This necessitates rethinking informality as a 

constraint or as an alternative option. Further research can be conducted to understand 

the informal processing circuit. This would give a complete picture of the cashew 

industrial circuit under the context of globalisation of production. 

Another aspect that can be examined further is the specific gender-related issues and 

debates. Both the garment and cashew industry employ majorly women workforce. 
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There has been an increasing feminisation of workforce globally in the production 

networks. The growing presence of women in the workforce has some extent positively 

contributed to expand their economic freedom. This in turn can help in enhancing their 

bargaining power, status, voice and resources within the family. The issues of dowry, 

marriage, familial debts and dual roles of women in managing house and children, and 

work have come up during the field work in both these industries. Hence, further 

research can be conducted to understand the implications of women’s access to work 

and its effects on (both positive and negative) familial decisions and women’s overall 

freedoms.   
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Appendix 

 

School of Social Sciences 

National Institute of Advanced Studies 

 Indian Institute of Science Campus 

Bangalore-560012 

Primary Survey Conducted Among Garment and Cashew Workers for 

the Completion of Doctoral Research on 

‘Dynamics of labour relations across different circuits of globalisation: 

Evidence from garment making and cashew nut processing circuits in 

Kerala’ 
(ALL ANSWERS ARE VOLUNTARY. FINAL FINDINGS OF THE SURVEY WILL BE USED ONLY FOR 

ACADEMIC PURPOSES.) 

1) Personal Details 

Industrial Unit Education 

Age Religion 

Sex: Male/ Female Caste 

Marital Status: Married/ Unmarried/ Others 

 

2) Job Details 

Variables Current Job Previous Job Previous-1 

Designation    

Period    

Information about Job    

Wages    

Time gap between each job    

Mode of application for job    

Reasons for changing job    

Skills updated in each jobs    

 

3) Time spend at the workplace over the last week 

Time Sunday Monday Tuesday Wednesday Thursday Friday Saturday 

Arrival        

Departure        
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4) (a) Amenities at the workplace 

Medical 

Care 

 

 

Recreational 

Facilities 

Accommodation Child 

Care 

Skills 

Training 

Organisations 

Within/Outside 

Others 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4) (b) 

Types of 

Leave 

 

Shifts: 

Day 

Night 

Overtime 

 

Rest time 

Tea break 

Lunch break 

Off season 

a) Employed 

fulltime 

b) Half year 

c) No. of 

months 

 

 

 

Others: 

 

5) Accommodation 

House Roof 

Type 

Amenities Travel time to 

workplace 

Assets 

 

Own 

Rented 

 

 

 

 

 

No. of 

Rooms 

Toilet  

 

Water 

 

 

Means of 

Transport 

Radio, TV, Computer, 

Fridge, Washing 

Machine, Cycle 

Scooter 

Four wheelers 

Land 

Others: 

 

6) Migration 

Self 

 

Place of 

schooling 

Place of 

graduation 

Years in 

the 

current 

place 

Previous 

location 

Reasons 

for 

moving 

Has 

family 

migrated? 
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7) Household and family 

Age Relationship Sex Education Occupation Workplace  

Location 

Place of 

Residence 

 Father      

 Mother      

       

       

       

       

       

 

 

8) Other within and outside workplace observations & interviews 

 


