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Global isat ion and t rade union internat ional ism

Transnational solidarity and micro-

enterprises: Home-based workers in 

Ahmedabad, India

Marie Larsson

Ahmedabad, the capital of Gujarat located in western India, was previously 
known as “the Manchester of India” and for its militant working class.1 
With the decline of the textile industry from the 1970s and onwards, 
around 125,000 workers lost their employment and were forced to earn 
their livelihood in the informal economy (Breman 2004, pp 1-2), which 
led to a situation where workers had no protection in case of job loss or 
wages below the poverty line. Shahpur, the garment center of the city, is 
situated in the old eastern part of Ahmedabad. With the decline of the 
mills, many garment ateliers and shops were established in this part of 
the town. Characteristic for the area are the pols, neighborhoods, crossed 
by narrow streets faced by houses with girls’ dresses, cotton shirts and 
other clothing hanging outside the entrances. These are the homes of 
the garment contractors and subcontractors. They hand out the cloth 
to the women, mainly Muslim, who in their homes sew garments from 
the pre-cut fabric. The contractors then collect the finished product and 
distribute it to the traders in the market. As opposed to clothes from the 
garment workshops and factories, the products of the home-based workers 
are seldom exported but instead sold inside India. The women are paid per 
piece, and their income is very low and irregular. Moreover, they rarely 
know their employers due to the sub-contracting system. 

On August 10, 2010, a fair-trade thread shop was established in Shah-
pur on the initiative of SEWA, the Self-Employed Women’s Association, a 
state-wide trade union in Gujarat among women workers in the informal 
economy.2 The shop sells threads, needles, machine oil and other items 
that are required by the home-based workers to a lower price than in 
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the wholesale market. In October, two months after its establishment, 
I visited the area together with two women from Homenet South Asia, 
a regional network of home-based workers’ associations, with its liaison 
office in Ahmedabad. At the request of SEWA, they made a survey 
in the area regarding the needs of home-based women workers, while 
distributing pamphlets to people in the neighbourhood informing them 
about the thread shop.

SEWA was one of the main initiators to Homenet South Asia. The 
members of SEWA and Homenet South Asia work closely together 
and have a common definition of home-based workers, including both 
dependent piece-rate employees – who work for an employer – and 
independent own-account workers.

Homenet was formed in 2000, and according to its own estimates, by 
2010 it embraced some 190 organisations from five countries in South 
Asia – Bangladesh, India, Nepal, Pakistan and Sri Lanka. A similar 
network exists in Southeast Asia, with its regional office located in Manila, 
the Philippines. There used to be a federation at international level – 
Homenet International – based in Leeds, England; however, the federa-
tion was dissolved in the early 2000s. There are also national Homenets 
in the various countries of South Asia and Southeast Asia. When I visited 
the area in 2010, Homenet India had its office in Ahmedabad and its 
president was a member of SEWA. This has since changed. 

This article discusses the relation between local activism and trans-
national solidarity among home-based workers from the perspective of 
Ahmedabad. I will particularly focus on the political practices of SEWA 
and Homenet South Asia. As noted by Keck and Sikkink (1998, p 35) 
these practices involve recurring activities in order to accomplish politic-
al aims (see also Eschle and Maiguasha 2010, p 132). In my analysis, 
I include both collective bargaining and the assurement of service pro-
visions to members, within the sphere of union practices. Both methods 
are used to improve the position of home-based workers in society and 
counter their exploitation by middlemen. These two faces of labour 
activism among home-based workers will be better understood against 
the backdrop of a theoretical discussion on labour and globalisation.
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Theoretical perspectives on globalisation and labour activism 

The practice of outsourcing among the garment indusries in Ahmedabad 
is related to the reorganisation of the international division of labour in the 
last quarter of the 20th century, which came to be characterised by rising 
unemployment, weakened social influence of workers, and the growth 
of temporary, part-time, informal and home-based work (see Bieler, 
Lindberg and Pillay 2008; Moghadam 2005; Breman 2004; Prügl 1999). 
This restructuring of the economy has not been gender-neutral, as women 
are hardest hit by these processes. Several feminist studies have drawn 
attention to the importance of local gender regimes, when considering 
why women take up work in their homes (Wilson 2003; Mies 1982). In 
many Indian communities, above all among the Muslims and in some 
of the higher castes, long-established customs still prohibit women from 
working outside their homes (see Wilkinson-Weber 1999; Mies 1982). 
Moreover, their work is seldom legally acknowledged as such, since they 
are primarily considered housewives. 

Another side to globalisation – apart from the economic one – is the 
growth of various forms of international protests and advocacy networks, 
referred to as “globalisation from below” or “grassroots globalisation” 
(Appadurai 2001). Some trade union scholars have introduced terms such 
as “social movement unionism” and “new social unionism” to include 
the growing importance of casual workers and women in the traditional 
trade organisations (Waterman 2007). Social movement scholars, on the 
other hand, have widened the concept of “social movements” to include 
NGOs, international advocacy networks, trade unions and parts of 
international institutions such as UNIFEM and the International Labour 
Organisation (Tarrow 2005, p 7). 

Most importantly, by the 1980s and 1990s, many NGOs provided 
loans to income-generating schemes among the poor, leading to the 
growing popularity of microfinances within the Home-Based Workers’ 
Movement (cf Prügl 1999). International institutions, particularly the 
World Bank, have often promoted these projects as a way to increased 
employment and economic growth. In the eyes of these agencies, the 
informal economy is not the cause but the way out of poverty (cf 
Elyachar 2005, pp 78-80, 85). However, growing reports on microfi-
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nance problems are appearing, as seen for example in the replacement 
of Muhammad Yunus from the Grameen Bank in Bangladesh, and in 
suicides among indebted poor in Andhra Pradesh in India. Some scholars 
discuss the microfinances in terms of “working class debt” (Mollona 2009, 
p 651) or “empowerment debt” (Elyachar 2005, pp 29-30). However, 
unlike the growing number of profit-oriented Self-Help Groups (SHG) 
and microfinance firms, SEWA has not only focussed on access to credits 
but also on livelihood projects and social services (see below). The activ-
ities of SEWA in Ahmedabad should also not only be seen in terms of 
existing neo-liberal discourses of entrepreneurship, but in the light of 
Gandhian debates on self-reliance as well. 

The trade union tradition in Ahmedabad

In Ahmedabad, contemporary labour activism has been influenced by 
the dominance of the TLA, the Textile Labour Association, which was 
formed by Mahatma Gandhi in 1921. Consequently, the local tradition of 
labour unionism will be important when considering mobilisation among 
home-based workers. Significantly, Gandhi highlighted the harmonious 
relation between employer and employee. Therefore, a strike was regarded 
by the TLA as the last option when all “peaceful” means of conciliation 
and mediation had been worn out (Breman 2004, pp 44-50). 

Ela Bhatt, a lawyer, established SEWA as a separate branch within the 
TLA in 1970. The aim was to mobilise women who worked within the 
informal economy. In contrast to the unionists of the TLA, the organisers 
of SEWA emphasised a more bottom-up approach, which has enabled 
many members to reach a leadership position. What is more, they dif-
fered from the TLA in that they called attention to the role of women 
as workers rather than mothers. In the course of time, the differences 
between SEWA and the TLA crystallised, and in 1980 SEWA was estab-
lished as an autonomous organisation.

While TLA membership has decreased, SEWA has expanded to other 
parts of India and is also a very influential actor in unionism among 
informal workers at international level. Moreover it has carried on the 
Gandhian tradition of labour unionism, which can be seen in its daily 
practices (cf Breman 2004, p 283). Like the TLA, SEWA has been invol-
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ved in negotiations rather than more confrontational methods to acquire 
higher wages and fairer working conditions for its members. Moreover, 
Gandhian ideas on economic self-reliance are reflected in the importance 
SEWA ascribes to cooperatives. 

Labour politics among home-based workers

Trade unions have had large difficulties in mobilising people engaged in 
volatile informal activities. Initially, the organisers of SEWA faced similar 
predicaments when they tried to assemble home-based workers. These 
women are isolated in their homes, and neither they nor society regard 
their activities as work. In the beginning SEWA used an area approach, 
where the organisers, often street vendors, tried to mobilise the home-
based workers in their own areas. This strategy failed, and instead SEWA 
adopted a campaign method in which home-based workers were selec-
ted and trained as organisers. When home-based workers have become 
SEWA members, they are organised into local trade committees, holding 
recurring group meetings to identify their problems and needs. In their 
political practices, various methods have been used, including, of course, 
collective bargaining, but also advocacy, knowledge production, and 
service provisions (cf Eschle and Maiguashca 2010, pp 131-53). 

Advocacy

Home-based workers from Ahmedabad have become engaged in advocacy 
activities, persuading and pressurising the state as well as international 
institutions. In the 1990s, they lobbied at worldwide meetings and 
ILO conferences for an international convention on homework – and 
the ILO Convention No 177 was finally passed in 1996. According to 
this convention, home-workers should be acknowledged as workers and 
enjoy the same rights as other employees. During the past ten years, the 
organisations of the workers have been advocating for its ratification by 
individual governments; this, however, has been a slow process. When 
Homenet India did not succeed in persuading the Indian administra-
tion to ratify the Convention, they turned to drafting a national policy 
regarding home-based work. Similarly, national Homenets of other South 
Asian states, among them Nepal and Bangladesh, have submitted drafts of 
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national policies to their governments. Homenet South Asia has facilitated 
the work by arranging international workshops and public meetings at 
which members meet and exchange experiences with each other.

Knowledge production 

With the establishment of the SEWA Academy, the production and 
spread of knowledge has become an important activity among home-based 
workers. Most notably, the employees of the centre have trained activists 
from other parts of Asia. At these gatherings home-based workers from 
all over the continent meet, and a feeling of togetherness is created. For 
example, campaigners from the Philippines, Cambodia, Laos, and Thai-
land participated in a five-day training course on “Membership-Based 
Organisations of the Poor,” held at the SEWA Academy in 2010. They 
met with several home-based workers from Ahmedabad and learnt about 
their work and problems. As one of the participants from the Philippines 
told me, “it is like seeing a reflection of yourself.”

Service provision

What distinguishes SEWA from many trade unions is that it promotes not 
only collective bargaining but also service provisions for its members, for 
example, savings and credit (the SEWA Bank), livelihood opportunities 
(producer cooperatives) and insurance (Vimo SEWA). Broadly speaking, 
labour politics in Ahmedabad have two faces, “development” in the 
form of cooperatives on the one side, and the collective bargaining on 
the other, and union members perceive no contradictions between these 
practices. It is clear that the highlighting of economic self-reliance has 
made the association a model among international institutions – predom-
inantly the World Bank – and NGOs (cf John 2005, p124). However, 
the growing popularity of the cooperatives – promoted by international 
institutions and funding agencies – involved appropriation and translation 
of Gandhian discourses about self-reliance into international neo-liberal 
discourses on microenterprises and entrepreneurship. When the micro-
enterprises, in their turn, were “transplanted” (cf Merry 2006) to other 
parts of the world, particularly Europe, they were rejected by the organi-
sations of home-based workers in favour of a more traditional class-based 
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struggle. In the process, tensions within the movement grew. Homenet 
International was dissolved, and an alternative federation – Homeworkers 
Worldwide – was established in 2006 with its base in Leeds. In contrast 
to the Asian Homenets, Homeworkers Worldwide has focused on one 
of the sub-categories of home-based workers – the dependent piece-rate 
employees – and its members are mainly concerned with issues such as 
employment rights and minimum wages. 

Concluding remark 

In this article I have tried to identify the relation between local unionism 
among home-based workers in Ahmedabad and the creation of trans-
national solidarity. At the heart of this process is the local trade union 
tradition which can be traced to Mahatma Gandhi, illustrating that the 
struggle takes culturally loaded and historically specific forms. 

Seen from another side, the material suggests that organisations – and 
individuals – are differently located within the transnational network. In 
contrast to many associations, SEWA has been able to influence policy 
proposals and coalition building; moreover, Ahmedabad is a central node 
within the network. However, it is difficult for home-based workers to 
create a common identity and, consequently, there are limits to trans-
national solidarity.

Notes

1.  This essay is based on a two-month fieldwork in Ahmedabad during 2010 and a 
three-month study in Manila in 2011.

2.   Today SEWA has spread to eight states – Gujarat, Bihar, West Bengal, Rajasthan, 
Madhya Pradesh, Uttar Pradesh, Kerala and Uttarkhand – and there exists an all-Indian 
SEWA federation. 
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