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Unfreedoms in south India’s tea value chain: reproduction and
resistance
Karin Astrid Siegmann and Sreerekha Sathi

International Institute of Social Studies of Erasmus University Rotterdam (ISS), The Hague, The Netherlands

ABSTRACT
Unfree labour has been central to the Indian tea industry’s ‘businessmodel’ since
its establishment under British colonial rule. In this paper,we investigate forms of
unfree labour in south Indian tea plantations based on a mixed methods study.
Conceptualizing unfree labour in a multi-dimensional way our analysis brings to
the fore how economic and social coercions that work on tea workers’ desire to
guarantee their household’s daily and generational reproduction enable
companies to control workers’ time, that way facilitating profit making in the
global tea industry. Gender ideologies and hierarchies normalize these
coercions for women workers. They translate into gendered obstacles to exit
plantation employment and lead to long working hours for low pay. At the
same time, we show that the desire of women and men to secure their
families’ present and future livelihood also triggers and fuels unfree workers’
resistance.
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1. Introduction

Policy debates about corporations’ accountability throughout their supply chain reflect a rising
international concern about coerced forms of labour in the global South. The global tea value
chain that provides consumers with the second-most popular drink after water has largely
remained invisible in these debates about contemporary forms of unfree labour, though.

Unfreedom among tea plantation labourers has persisted in the Indian tea industry’s ‘business
model’ since its establishment under British colonial rule (Bhowmik, 2011; Gupta, 1992; LeBaron,
2018; Mishra et al., 2011; Ravi Raman, 2002). We understand unfree labour relations under con-
temporary capitalism as springing from the marriage of contracts and – economic, social, and phys-
ical – coercions (Hahamovitch, 2017, p. 238). McGrath’s (2013) concept of multidimensional
unfreedom captures such diverse dimensions along which workers’ freedom might be restricted.
Precluding the exit from the employment relation, unfree labour is associated with harsh,
degrading, and dangerous conditions of work and the violation of workers’ rights (Phillips,
2013, pp. 177–179).

This article’s focus on south India addresses the contrast between the paucity of contemporary
scholarly work on coerced labour in the region’s tea plantations and its significance for tea
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production and trade. While in-depth studies exist on unfree labour in the tea plantations of West
Bengal (e.g. Bhowmik, 2011) and Assam (e.g. Mishra et al., 2011), less has been written about tea
plantations in the south (with LeBaron’s, 2018 report presenting some findings on Kerala alongside
Assam). This lack of attention diverges from the region’s role in making India the fourth exporter
of the ‘green gold’ globally. Whereas, in 2020, 18 per cent of the tea made in India originated from
southern states (Tea Board of India, 2021), tea exports from the region actually exceed those from
north India (Neilson & Pritchard, 2016, p. 37).

This study investigates the ways inwhich social reproduction and gender shape not only the unfree-
dom of south Indian tea plantation workers, but also their resistance.We understand social reproduc-
tion as ‘[…] the material social practices through which people reproduce themselves on a daily and
generational basis and throughwhich the social bases andmaterial relations of capitalism are renewed’
(Katz, 2001, p. 709). Reflecting Mezzadri’s (2019) work on how reproductive realms subsidize surplus
extraction, to date, social reproduction has clearly shaped plantation workers’ unfreedom through
Indian tea companies’heavy reliance onworkers’households for recruitment andworkers’dependence
on plantation owners for housing and other facilities. This has enabled tea companies to achieve the
improbable combination of employing a captive labour force at low cost amidst labour shortage
(Besky, 2017; Bhowmik, 2011). Yet, historically, studies of unfree labour in Indian tea plantations
have focussed on the role of economic coercion associatedwith indebtedness and physical punishment
in preventing workers’ exit from employment and in labour control, more broadly (e.g. Baak, 1999;
Gupta, 1992) – neglecting to look at accommodation and workers’ reproduction more broadly.

Theways inwhich the braiding of productive and reproductive realms catalyse capital accumulation
in the Indian tea sector are imbued with gender-related social pressures. Intertwined with ethnic and
caste hierarchies, gender hierarchies have contributed to the justification of workers’ dependency and
the exploitative working conditions that plantation workers endure to date (Bhowmik, 2011).We con-
ceptualize this role of gender through Kurian and Jayawardena’s (2017) lens of ‘plantation patriarchy’
that positions women under male domination both in fieldwork and within the household.

We also trace how social reproduction and gender relate to unfree labourers’ resistance in south
India’s tea value chain. This is significant in the context of a widespread conceptual separation of
unfree labour and agency (McGrath, 2013, p. 1009; McGrath & Strauss, 2015, p. 303) as well as
against the backdrop of feminist political economists’ foregrounding of how reproductive realms
are subordinated to capitalist exploitation rather than on the levers they offer for resistance.

We develop our argument in six steps. In the next section, we conceptualize the relationship
between unfree labour, social reproduction, and gender as well as unfree workers’ resistance. We
present the mixed data sources that our paper ties together to investigate reproduction and resist-
ance in unfree labour relations in section 3. Subsequently, we identify gendered meanings of the
compulsion to provide overtime work and find that the need and desire to regenerate the household
biologically and generationally prevents workers’ exit from estate employment (section 4). Fore-
grounding the 2015 strike in a tea estate in Kerala, section 5 presents ways in which women tea
plantation workers resist and investigates the types of power resources that these workers mobi-
lized. In a final step, we relate our results to dynamics in the wider tea value chain and discuss
how they speak to conceptual discussions of unfree labour and resistance.

2. Understanding coercion and agency in unfree labour

Frameworks that seek to address coerced labour relations in the global economy are often limited
by their binary understandings of labour un/freedom and victimhood/agency as well as by their
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focus on the realm of production. In this section, we outline alternative conceptualisations that
inform the analysis presented in sections 4 and 5.

2.1. Social reproduction and gender in unfree labour

While different in several important ways, liberal as well as many Marxist accounts of unfree labour
agree on a clear delineation between free and unfree labour with the latter relegated to pre-capitalist
modes of production. Marxist theory assumes wage labour under capitalism to be ‘free’ in a double
sense of the term: dispossessed from the means of production and ready to sell her or his labour
(e.g. Brass & Bernstein, 1992). Laconically summarizing that ‘[t]he worker is therefore ‘free to
starve’ if [s]he does not enter into a ‘free’ labor contract’, Rioux et al. (2020, p. 713) bring to the
fore that such Marxian free labour goes hand in hand with economic compulsions. Extra-economic
coercion and politico-legal constraints, in contrast, are considered incompatible with capitalism as
a system of free labour from both liberal and many Marxist perspectives (Rioux et al., 2020, p. 716).

Building on insights from labour history that ‘[…] reveal that in the past, the dividing line
between chattel slaves, serfs, and other unfree subalterns taken together and “free” wage earners
was rather vague at best’ (van der Linden, 2012, p. 64), however, new interdisciplinary streams
of theory have sprung from the persistence of coerced forms of labour amidst neoliberal capitalism.
Such critical studies of unfree labour reject binary understandings of unfree labour as they ‘[…]
may render situations falling outside the category as inherently unproblematic, normalising “lesser”
exploitation and abuse’ (McGrath, 2013, p. 1009). Instead, McGrath (2013) proposes a multi-
dimensional approach that separates such social, legal and but also economic restrictions of
workers’ freedoms on the one hand from the consequences of these unfreedoms in the form of
degrading working and living conditions on the other hand. This accounts for ‘the many legal
and social fetters’ imposed on ‘free’ individuals (O’Connell Davidson, 2010, p. 245), including
ideologies of nationalism, racism and sexism as ‘everyday’ forms of discrimination harnessed to jus-
tify coercive consequences (Fudge, 2019, p. 115).

This understanding of labour unfreedom captures the role of economic and social coercions in
the governance of south Indian tea plantation labour. Migrants belonging to marginalized commu-
nities have provided the bulk of labour in south India’s tea plantations. For the early plantations,
Adivasis or tribal communities who were violently detached from their communal property cleared
for tea cultivation formed a major source of labour supply (Ravi Raman, 2002, p. 10). Later, the
threat of eviction based on colonial tax policies added agricultural tenants primarily from what
is now Tamil Nadu ‘[…] to the ranks of the landless agricultural labourers ready to be recruited
to the plantations’ (Ravi Raman, 2002, p. 12). With caste hierarchy coinciding with economic
power, this mainly affected Dalits and other lower caste people who laboured on lands owned
by caste-Hindus (Ravi Raman, 2002, pp. 10–12). While the geographical reach of recruitment
has increased with the recent mobilization of migrant labour from India’s east and northeast,
the dominance of Adivasi and lower caste communities among the plantation labour force persists
(Labour Bureau, 2009, p. 19; Lalitha et al., 2013, pp. 35–36; Raj, 2019, p. 679).

Multidimensional approaches acknowledge that compulsions in the realms of social reproduc-
tion can constitute a source of unfreedom and that the domestic sphere can be a space where the
degrading effects of coercions are played out (e.g. Fudge, 2019; McGrath, 2013). By denoting repro-
ductive work as ‘wageless work’, Mezzadri (2020, p. 157) directly relates it to unfree labour. The
braiding of productive and reproductive realms extends labour control – for instance, where hous-
ing is embedded in the workspace like in Indian tea plantations. Besides, the reproduction of the
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labour force through housework and other forms of unpaid work mostly performed by women pro-
vides a subsidy to capital (Mezzadri, 2019, p. 38). These mechanisms demonstrate that coercions
implicit in the gendered responsibility assigned for social reproduction are deeply intertwined
with accumulation (Mezzadri, 2016, p. 1881).

These processes have been relevant for accumulation in the Indian tea industry. Family-based
recruitment of the early plantation labour force ensured that labour could be reproduced and low-
ered labour costs (Bhowmik, 2011, p. 240; Sen, 2004, p. 90). Gupta’s (1992, p. 184) observation that
fixing of wages below-subsistence levels was the basic mechanism compelling whole families to
work in the tea plantations of colonial Assam remains relevant throughout the tea sector in con-
temporary India. To date, the presence of plantation labourers’ unemployed or casually employed
family members places employers in an advantageous position in wage negotiations. Bhowmik
(2011, p. 247) points out that they can threaten to compensate wage raises by a reduction in the
number of casual workers. As a result, present-day wage rates – even the comparatively high
daily rate in Kerala – have remained far below an adequate level (e.g. Bhowmik, 2015, p. 29;
LeBaron, 2018, p. 20; Siegmann et al., 2019, p. 77).

The concept of ‘plantation patriarchy’ (Kurian & Jayawardena, 2017) foregrounds the role of
gender in its integrated analysis of workers’ productive and reproductive conditions. This contrasts
with most historical analyses of plantation labour in South Asia, which do not unpack how class
and gender intersect in the enclave economy of the plantation. The lack of spatial separation
between work in the field and in the household has allowed for highly intensive forms of patriarchal
control (Kurian & Jayawardena, 2014, p. 7). In Sri Lankan tea plantations where colonial legacies of
‘slave-like’ practices persist, such controls were justified and normalized by ‘[…] gender prejudices
and patriarchal norms stemming from colonialism, race, caste, ethnicity, religion and culture’ (Kur-
ian, 2018, p. 13). As a result, women ‘[…] are treated much like children in need of paternal control
and guidance, which comes from male supervisors at work, and male kin at home’ (Philips, 2003, p.
21). Patriarchal controls historically included women workers’ exposure to physical violence, the
payment of lower wages and longer working hours than their male counterparts. Shouldering
the main responsibility for the reproductive chores in the household, they were simultaneously
being denied equal access to education, health and other welfare services and being excluded
from political leadership (Kurian, 2018, p. 13). ‘Such plantation patriarchy was directly linked to
the profitability of production, and it was in the interests of those in power to sustain norms
and practices that promoted the low status and therefore the lesser entitlements for women
workers’ (Kurian, 2018, pp. 13–14). This is also true for the cases we examine (see also Raj,
2019, p. 673). Since the establishment of tea plantations, the labour-intensive, repetitive tea leaf har-
vest has been largely assigned to women, while men are generally given work seen as requiring
‘physical exertion’, such as the maintenance and upkeep of the estate (Ravi Raman, 2002, p. 14).
Justified on the grounds of women’s ‘nimble fingers’ and men’s greater physical strength (Jayawar-
dena & Kurian, 2015, p. 41; Sen, 2004, p. 90), this gender division of labour persists to date, with tea
factory work, too, being dominated by men.

We deploy these conceptual insights to inform our empirical investigation of the role of social
production in shaping unfree labour in section 4.

2.2. Understanding workers’ resistance amidst unfreedom and reproduction

Mullings (2021) challenges feminist accounts that frame women’s disproportionate involvement in
social reproductive work solely through the lens of their subordination within male-centred systems
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of exploitation. Her re-reading of ‘life’s works’ of Caribbean communities from the eighteenth cen-
tury to the present brings to the fore how practices of social reproduction have provided sources of
resistance to people in situations of extreme precarity. More cautiously, Mezzadri (2016) reminds us
that the interconnection of production and reproduction – being ‘“managed” by multiple masters at
once’ (Mezzadri, 2016, p. 1892) – implies that women’s labour struggles also involve reproduction.

South Indian tea plantations reflect this ambiguous role of social reproduction for tea plantation
workers’ unfreedoms. As outlined above, the need and desire to regenerate the household biologi-
cally and generationally ties workers to estate employment. At the same time, early strikes in south
Indian tea plantations triggered by the denial of workers’ basic right to food (Ravi Raman, 2002, pp.
35–36) exemplify that the dependence on employers for their families’ sustenance also nurtures
expectations – expectations that may serve as a launching pad for workers’ resistance (Sen &
Majumder, 2011, p. 31).

A set of lenses framed as ‘power resources approach’ (Schmalz et al., 2018) have become influ-
ential in analysing – and strategizing – such resistance, including the engagement with unfree
workers’ agency (McGrath & Strauss, 2015). This approach builds on Wright (2000, p. 962) who
distinguished structural power that springs from workers’ location within the economic system
– be it at the workplace or the wider labour market – from associational power as the resources
provided by workers’ collective organizations.

Wright’s framework was differentiated and enriched by other scholars. Unpacking the black box
of associational power, Lévesque and Murray (2010) perceive cohesive collective identities as a key
component of worker organizations’ internal solidarity. While recognizing that the hypermobility
of capital in neoliberal capitalism has weakened workers’ structural power both at work and in the
marketplace, Silver (2003, pp. 13–15) also highlights that, simultaneously, relatively small groups of
workers hold great disruptive power in the context of globalized production networks. Webster
et al. (2008, p. 12) denote this with logistical power which: ‘[…] blocks roads and lines of communi-
cation, and crashes internet servers.’ Chun’s work complements these power resources with the
notion of workers’ symbolic leverage. It refers to ‘[…] the ways in which structurally marginal
groups of workers invoke notions of collective morality to cultivate a ‘positional advantage’ over
more powerful social actors and institutions’ (Chun, 2008, p. 446).

In section 5, we read south Indian tea plantation workers’ resistance through the lens of the
power resources approach.

3. Tying together mixed threads of data

The empirical analysis presented in sections 4 and 5 ties together threads of survey and interview
data from a study of South Asian tea plantations with secondary sources, especially on the 2015
strike of women workers in tea plantation in Kerala.

The study on working conditions and collective agency of tea plantation workers in India and Sri
Lanka commissioned by an international certifying agency was coordinated by the first author
(Siegmann et al., 2020). While it was conducted in 2016 in the two south Indian states of Tamil
Nadu and Kerala, as well as in Assam and Sri Lanka, this article zooms in on the data generated
in the five participating estates in south India.

Themixedmethods study combined aworker surveywith qualitative interviewswithworkers,man-
agement, and other actors. On each estate, focus group discussions (FGDs) were conducted with sep-
arate groups of men and women workers. As part of the certifying agency’s concern for core labour
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rights, both the survey and the FGD items addressed forced labour. Besides, the research instruments
covered topics such as wages, labour and living conditions, and workers’ ability to improve these.

Table 1 summarizes the resulting data sources by estate. While the dominance of women
workers among survey participants in some estates are likely to be an overrepresentation, the
high shares of respondents belonging to lower castes is supported by other sources (Labour Bureau,
2009, p. 19; Hari P., 2019a, p. 176).

Research participants’ informed consent and confidentiality featured prominently in our com-
mitment to research ethics. Estate management’s agreement to participate in the study was the door
through which we could reach out to workers and invite their participation. This was due to the
contractual relations between the commissioning agency and three of the five participating planta-
tion companies. The certifier insisted on these partners’ involvement based on a written confiden-
tiality protocol. For reasons of comparability, the same approach was used in the other two estates.
Seeking to protect research participants from harm, workers’ and estates’ names have been chan-
ged. The commitment to confidentiality also implies that in the dilemma between greater contex-
tualization to enable a deeper analysis and the protection of research participants’ identities, we
opted for the latter.

4. Forms of unfree labour: gendered controls on tea plantation workers’ time

Our data analysis brings to the fore that tea plantationworkers’ economic coercions aremediated by plan-
tationpatriarchy. In the sub-section that follows,wedemonstrate that thispositionswomensimultaneously
in charge of the labour-intensive tea harvest and of their households’ social reproduction, generating – and
normalizing – gendered understandings of unfree labour. Subsequently, we show that these coercions are
aggravated asworkers turn to themanagement for loans to guarantee their household’s biological and gen-
erational reproduction. The need to repay these debts prevents workers’ exit from the estate.

4.1. Compelled to or kept from work? Gendered notions of unfree labour

Harsh disciplinary action no longer characterizes south Indian plantations’ labour governance, yet,
remains central to workers’ understanding of unfree labour. At the time of their establishment
during the second part of the nineteenth century, unfree labour in south Indian tea plantations
was shaped by legally sanctioned physical coercion, alongside spatial isolation and economic bon-
dage (Baak, 1999; Ravi Raman, 2002). Post-Independence, shifts from outright repressive to more

Table 1. Overview estates and research participants by state.
Survey participants (% women /

lower castes) FGDs (N women’s / men’s group) Key informant interviews

Tamil Nadu
A 26 (81 / 96) 12 / 10 CC, M, W
B 20 (90 / 80) 11 / 10 M, W
C 30 (57 / 69) 11 / 4 CC, M, W (women, men)

Kerala
D 48 (75 / 100) 12 / 8 CC, M
E 19 (58 / 90) 7 / 8 M, W

Notes: CC = certifier’s committee, M =management, W = worker representatives.
‘Lower castes’ groups research participants whose caste is listed as scheduled caste (SC), other eligible communities (OEC) or most
backward class (MBC) at national or state level. The share of survey participants belonging to lower castes is calculated as percentage
of those respondents whose caste background could be identified.
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patrimonial relations have taken place (Makita, 2012, p. 91). V., a tea plucker in her late forties,
exemplifies such shifts when looking back at the changed working conditions in her estate in the
Nilgiri hills of Tamil Nadu: ‘Initially, it was very difficult to work here. If we [got] late by a few min-
utes, the supervisor came and asked us. We [didn’t] get permission to go home once we reached the
field. Now, there is no problem.’Disciplinary action imposed by the management earlier still figures
prominently in south Indian tea plantation workers’ understanding of forced labour. Therefore,
asked about it in the worker survey, women and men alike unanimously respond that freedom
from forced labour is guaranteed on their estate.

Economic compulsion, though, has remained a key factor that characterizes tea plantation
workers’ conditions to date. V.’s undertone of satisfaction with current conditions fades later in
the conversation when she talks about her difficulties to make ends meet. According to her, a
wage raise of more than half the current wage would be required to cover food expenses alone.
The decline in real wages alongside the steep increase in harvesting targets that affects the
women-dominated workforce employed in the tea leaf harvest, in particular (Siegmann et al.,
2019, pp. 77–79; Siegmann et al., 2020, p. 49), results in a situation in which the stick of poverty
has replaced management’s disciplinary action as a productivity-enhancing tool.

Workers do not understand such economic compulsion as forced labour, though. For instance,
south Indian tea plantation workers do not label compulsory overtime practices as forced labour
when prompted. However, in continuation of colonial practices that stretched time limits ‘[…] to
suit the planter, and workers were generally forced to work beyond the stipulated hours, often on
empty stomachs’ (Ravi Raman, 2002, pp. 14–15), men state that, although remunerated at a premium
rate, ‘extra work’ or kaikasu is compulsory for workers due to the widespread labour shortage (Sieg-
mann et al., 2020, p. 54). Field workers carrying harvesting machines in a Keralite plantation elabor-
ate: ‘R.:We have to do extra workwhenever themanagement informs us. It is actually an extra burden
for us. Even though we are paid for that, it is quite hectic for us. The payment for extra work is just Rs.
290 only.1 It is very little.’ – J.: ‘We need to spend almost Rs. 120 daily for children’s education.’ – R.:
‘Due to extra work [in machine harvesting], we have so many health issues such as shoulder pain,
body pain etc.’ […] – Interviewer: ‘So you don’t want extra work?’ – B.: ‘It is not like that, because
of this extra work only we are able to manage our household expenses. Without that, our life
would become miserable.’ The futility of the liberal criterion of free and informed choice for dis-
tinguishing between forced and voluntary provision of work employed, e.g. used by the International
Labour Organization (ILO) (ILO, 2009, pp. 8–9), becomes clear when the interviewer is trying to
draw that line, asking about B.’s lack of interest in overtime work. B.’s response reflects that, beyond
mutually exclusive categories of choice or coercion, it is poverty that forces him to stay on.

There aremarked gender differences in howworkers perceive such lengthening of the working day.
Both women andmen consider the regulation of their working hours a key component of their labour
rights. Yet, while men foreground rights that limit their working day to eight hours, women pluckers
underline their right to pause their harvest for a cup of tea or lunch. This gendered understanding of
the regulation of working time reflects differences in howwomen andmen are positioned in the ‘plan-
tation patriarchy’s’ reproduction. After finishing their work in field or factory, social norms entitle
men to rest. Paralleling what Jayawardena and Kurian (2015, pp. 303–304) describe for Sri Lankan
tea plantations, women workers, in contrast, normalize their duty to provide continued care to
their families after their paid work in the tea leaf harvest is done. Their ability to perform the labour
of care for family depends on their ability to earn cash through wage labour (Besky, 2017, p. 628).
Hence, what humanizes tea pluckers’ working day are breaks in between, not just a merely meaning-
less boundary between their paid and unpaid work to secure their families’ livelihood.
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As a result of this normalization, women workers criticize restrictions of overtime work, rather
than complaining about it as adding to their work burden and leading to physical strain as some of
the male field workers do. V. is outraged about an international certifier prohibiting the additional
tea harvest for an incentive wage or ilakasu beyond the standard eight hours in an estate in Tamil
Nadu: ‘If we work very hard, we used to get ilakasu along with our salary. But two years ago, one
auditor visited our estate and said workers should not work in the field after 4:30pm.’ Considering
that ilakasu represented about one sixth of their already insufficient monthly earnings, this implies
a huge loss for poor households. The certifiers’ cap on working hours apparently did not affect
men’s overtime work. The gender difference in field workers’ working hours – with, e.g. male
sprayers and weeders leaving their work at 1 or 2pm – explains this: This way, even with the cer-
tifier’s cap on working hours, men can still generate overtime earnings until 4:30pm.

Women workers’ weak representation in trade unions is another facet of south India’s ‘planta-
tion patriarchy’ that mediates such gendered experiences. Rooted in the ‘long history of class, caste,
and gender domination that predates trade unionism and industrialisation in India’ (Gothoskar,
2021, p. 373), the leadership of tea plantation unions that rapidly emerged after their legalization
post-Independence has overwhelmingly consisted of men. This contrasts with the fact that most
workers and trade union members are women. In part, this is because reproductive obligations
that largely fall on women limit their involvement in trade union activities (Lalitha et al., 2013,
p. xxvi, 65–66; Raj, 2019, p. 683).

Gendered union politics are reflected in the implementation of labour rights (Gothoskar, 2021,
pp. 386–390). The 1951 Plantation Labour Act (PLA) regulates Indian tea plantation workers’
wages and working time as well as their families’ welfare, including healthcare and education.
After the fall in tea prices in the late 1990s, the time-rated daily wages mandated by the PLA
were eroded by the growing importance of piece-rated productivity incentives. Seeking to reward
workers for increased daily plucking volumes this chiefly affected women. It intensified their work-
ing conditions without entitling them to the PLA-stipulated overtime rates (Neilson & Pritchard,
2010, p. 1839; Siegmann et al., 2020, p. 48). Taken together, the interplay of the gendered nature
and patriarchal control of activities in field, home, and unions invisibilise tea pluckers’ longer work-
ing hours that lower tea companies’ labour costs (Kamath & Ramanathan, 2017, p. 248; Siegmann
et al., 2020, p. 48). It has implied a formalization of rights around male workers’ experiences, lead-
ing, for instance, to clearly defined shifts in the tea factory coupled with the entitlement to overtime
payments, and sprayers or weeders’ shorter working days. As a result of this normalization, in con-
trast to men, women tea pluckers do not problematize the extension of their working day, whether
induced by management controls or poverty. Rather, they protest violations of their right to secure
their livelihood through incentive work. This gendered form of labour control allows tea companies
to date to increase productivity by prioritizing ‘[…] increasing absolute surplus value over relative
surplus value largely through extensions of the working day and through intensifying the labour
process by enhancing skills through repetition’ (Kurian, 2018, p. 2).

4.2. Pawning off the exit from estate employment

Tea plantation workers’ economic compulsion caused by poverty wages is exacerbated as they turn to
the management for loans to support their daily and generational reproduction. This practice is
steeped in colonial forms of labour control, where advances that tied workers to their employers
were an integral part of labour recruitment and control (the so-called kangany system) (Kumar,
1988; Ravi Raman, 2002). Loan repayments follow food and education as the two biggest expense
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items for south Indian tea plantation workers and are, in fact, closely connected (Siegmann et al.,
2020, pp. 52–53).

Figure 1 reflects that tea plantation workers take loans to pave the way for occupational mobility
and, thus, a better future for their daughters and sons through higher education, an aspiration
shared by plantation workers in other parts of India (e.g. Bhowmik, 2011, pp. 250–251; Mishra,
2020, p. 1102). As a result, children’s education is a key reason for plantation workers’ debt.

References to loans to cover the high costs of children’s education regularly cooccur with
demands for higher wages. This is reflected in the following excerpt from a discussion among
tea pluckers in a plantation in Kerala:

M.: The situation has changed over the years. The cost of living has increased and wages are not enough
to meet our day to day expenses. – V.: Education expenses also increased, to meet them we are taking
loans and joined in chit funds as well. […] – Moderator: What are the changes that have happened in
the estate with respect to supervisors’ behaviour, individual and collective freedom for bargaining etc.?
– L.: In this estate, the conditions are really good. The supervisor also behaves properly towards us and
gives due respect to everyone. Also, if we inform them about our needs, they will help us. Say, for
instance, for my daughter who is doing nursing in E. wanted some money for her project and I gave
an application to the office and they sanctioned the amount without any delay. – A.: They are very
much cooperative to us. […] – D.: Those who come for work regularly get a little bit more money,
but for others who take leave frequently get only a very small amount.

There is a disconnect in the conversation among the pluckers between how workers perceive the
estate management’s roles as employer and creditor. The worker survey brings to the fore that it
is the plantation management’s door at which workers knock in case of financial problems. The
management’s cooperative attitude – ‘helping’ out through loans in case of an emergency or a larger
educational expense such as in L.’s daughter’s case – is required because of the poverty wages that
the very same management pays. With Scott (1972), Makita (2012, p. 94) interprets a similar

Figure 1. Loan uses among south Indian tea plantation workers.
Note: Numbers reflect the number of times that the respective purpose is mentioned as a use for a loan during qualitative interviews.
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tension between the provision of merely basic means of subsistence and of crisis insurance in a tea
plantation in Darjeeling as a reflection of the coercive ties of patronage that have exacerbated class
hierarchies in Indian tea plantations since colonial times.

Workers’ dependence on the estate management for loans translates these into a tool for labour
control. Specifically, D.’s sober remark that loan amounts vary with workers’ presence suggests that
loans are used to reduce workers’ absence from work in the context of widespread labour scarcity in
south Indian estates.

Beyond the reduction of absenteeism, debt forms a perverse tie betweenworkers’ care for their chil-
dren’s future and management’s goal to replenish the labour pool, a tie that prevents workers from
leaving the estate.While, in exceptional cases, high quality schooling is provided by the estatemanage-
ment (see, e.g. Moore, 2010, p. 26), commonly, the quality of estate primary schools mandated by the
PLA is insufficient for upward mobility. The fact that workers increasingly send their children to
nearby primary schools outside the estate, burdening them with high expenses for transport and
fees, probably reflects both dissatisfaction with the quality of education provided in the estate school
and their aim to learn English, seen as an effective steppingstone for upward mobility.

Paradoxically, this desire for their children’s social mobility ties tea plantation labourers to the
estate. Without land as collateral, pledging their labour remains necessary to pay off debts. A group
of Tamil speaking workers in a Keralite plantation specify indebtedness as one of the reasons for
their lack of interest in employment outside the estate, revealing compulsion rather than work sat-
isfaction: ‘A.: There is no way to leave. – P.: We have already spent the amount which we usually get
during retirement.’ Taking an advance on their entitlement to provident funds comes out as a com-
mon way to meet the expenses for children’s education (Gothoskar, 2021, p. 391; Lalitha et al., 2013,
p. 61). Pawning off their own old age security this way implies that ‘retirement’ is not a realistic
option for elderly plantation workers. A. specifies that as long as his son does not find a ‘good
job’, he and his wife are unable to exit estate employment: ‘I have one son and I am giving education
to him using my salary and the Fairtrade committee’s help. We will be free from here only when he
gets a job after education.’ Amidst a global tea chain in which an oligopoly of buyers and retailers
put pressure on tea prices, these advances and loans guarantee plantation owners a steady supply of
poorly paid labour and intensified work effort as this is the only way for workers to repay their debt
(Lalitha et al., 2013, p. 82; LeBaron, 2018, p. 25).

5. From coping with plantation patriarchy to striking women: tea workers’
resistance

The multiple and gendered coercions that south Indian tea workers experience do not preclude
their collective agency. Ranging from women’s informal spaces for coping to a successful
women-led campaign for redistribution in Kerala’s tea industry, the examples below show how
workers’ reproductive responsibilities both trigger resistance to the coercions they experience
and become a resource in it.

5.1. Getting by through chit funds

While male-dominated trade unions play an ambiguous role for women workers, their own groups
enable coping with plantation patriarchy. Bank loans may be out of their reach, yet, V.’s remark
above reflects that informal ways of accessing loans through ‘chit funds’, i.e. rotating informal sav-
ings groups, are common among women workers, though. For her, the chit funds represent a
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coping strategy in the context of rising expenses for her children. Discussing Nilgiri plantation
workers’ ability to save, two women point out that these informal groups do provide relief: ‘R.:
Since our children are studying, we don’t have enough money to have savings at a bank. – S.:
The chit fund is there.’ Such groups provide loans, e.g. for children’s education or medical emer-
gencies with amounts up to 100 times the saved amount.

Based on our data, we can merely speculate about the deeper meaning of the chit funds for
women workers in south Indian tea plantations. Parallels to what Sen’s (2017) ethnography of
women plantation workers in Darjeeling brings to the fore are likely, though. In the context of a
weakened movement for workers’ rights (p. 109), the informal savings group (ghumauri) ‘[…] pro-
vides a space for women to discuss their daily economic and social problems away from the atten-
tion of plantation owners and Fair Trade certifiers’ (p. 108), a space where their economic and
workplace needs are being taken care of (p. 130). Sen (2017, p. 208) qualifies the scope of what
can be achieved through the groups, though, when she concludes that women plantation workers’
‘[…] sense of limited possibility was reinforced because the ghumauri activities only helped them
cope with the discipline of the thika (wage)’, making ‘exploitation habitable’ (Sen, 2017, p. 193).

Yet, as detailed in the following, south Indian tea plantation workers’ response to the coercions
associated with their reproductive needs and gendered normative obligations has not remained
confined to such acts of resilience. Like the chit funds that enable women to cope with the multi-
dimensional compulsions of plantation work, Katz (2004, p. 246) understands resilient acts as
ambiguous in their relation to the forces that necessitate them in the first place. She used the con-
cept of reworking to refer to actions that go further to address and alter such conditions, thereby
enabling more workable lives (Katz, 2004, p. 247).

5.2. Striking women

The Pembilai Orumai’s (Women’s Unity’s) strike in Munnar in September 2015 positioned the
organization as a social actor that – successfully – demanded redistribution in Kerala’s tea industry.
The month-long strike of more than 5,000 lower caste Tamil women was triggered by the planta-
tion management’s announcement to lower workers’ annual bonus combined with the rumour that
trade union leaders had secretly agreed with the company to share the undisbursed part of the
bonus between them (Raj, 2019, p. 675). The striking women demanded a hike in their bonus, a
doubling of the meagre daily wages as well as the proper implementation of their rights to health-
care and leaves (Munnar upheaval, 2015, p. 8; Raj, 2019, p. 671). While organizing not just outside
the established unions, but also against them, their protest was supported by other local actors. Men
were asked not to participate directly, yet, strikers’ husbands formed a tight cordon around the sit-
in to prevent the violence by the Keralite police against the Tamil women (Kamath & Ramanathan,
2017, p. 252; Raj, 2019, p. 675). This way, the women cleverly mobilized gendered and ethnicised
notions of vulnerability to prevent a violent escalation of the conflict (Raj, 2019, p. 676). The
women were supported by shop keepers, artisans and restaurants owners who provided meals, col-
lected funds and closed their shops in solidarity. A shop owner’s statement reflects that this alliance
was inspired by a logic of social reproduction: ‘They spend the money that they earn in our shops
for all those things they need. They help me support my family. Now was our duty to support them’
(Levy, 2017, p. 20). The striking women were successful in their demand for a wage raise, albeit
smaller than demanded (Kamath & Ramanathan, 2017, p. 253).

Women workers’ outrage about their inability to provide for their children’s future was central
in causing the protests. All participants of this estate’s women’s FGD declared they had joined the
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strike. S., a tea plucker, underlines the strike’s urgency: ‘Due to the low wage, we stopped the edu-
cation of our children halfway.’ Levy (2017, p. 18) argues that for many workers, the substantial
drop in the annual bonus ‘[…] was particularly upsetting because [it] is the sole contributor to
the plantation families’ university savings funds – one of very few ways out of the plantation liveli-
hood.’While an interviewed manager sketches a picture of an inclusive estate school, with children
of managers and workers: ‘All of them are studying together!’, the slogan that the women shouted
during the strike: ‘English medium education for your children – Tamil medium for our children
… ’ (Harikrishnan, 2015) tells a story of class – and ethnicity-based segregation that harms their
children’s prospects. The slogan’s ‘you’ – the other of the striking workers – is likely to include
the trade union leaders which the women accused of accepting benefits from the estate manage-
ment ‘in return for turning a blind eye to the company “squeezing the workers”’ (Raj, 2019, p.
682). Raj (2019, p. 681) cites Pembillai Orumai leader Ponnuthai who states that: ‘The unions
thought that we were just Tamil workers, and this money (the low bonus) is more than enough
for us. Don’t they know that we have also children like them, and needs to be taken care of.’

Ponnuthai’s remark points to historical mapping of ethnicity, gender, caste and class in Kerala’s
tea plantations – and the shift marked by the rise of the Pembilai Orumai. As during the time of the
plantation’s establishment under colonial rule when indentured labour was brought in from neigh-
bouring, impoverished Tamil-speaking regions, most workers and Pembilai Orumai’smembers are
of Tamil origin and belong to lower castes (Hari P., 2019a, p. 170; Raj, 2019, p. 674). The discrimi-
nation that they experience to date based on their gender, caste and ethnicity detaches them from
the trade unions largely led by Malayalam speaking upper caste men (Raj, 2019, p. 683). Rejecting
the ethnic and castist disdain of being seen as cheap and undeserving labour, the strike started from
women workers’ ‘retooling as political subjects and social actors’ (Katz, 2004, p. 247) when
demanding recognition of their dignity. Rejecting the view that casts trade unions as key vehicles
for collective agency and progressive change in the plantations, the movement led by poor Tamil
women who refused to allow unions to be part of their struggle was seen as a slap in the face of the
male-dominated unions.

Pembilai Orumai’s struggle that also targeted trade unions’ co-optation by the management was
reflecting upon the plantation’s change in ownership. In 2005, the previous management Tata Tea
Ltd sold the plantation to the employees of the company as part of an Employee Buy Out model,
making workers shareholders of the new company Kanan Devan Hills Plantation (KDHP).
Whereas Tata still holds the largest share in KDHP and workers have little say in it (Bhowmik,
2015, p. 31; Levy, 2017, p. 15), in the new situation, there is not much of a distance between the
managers and trade union leaders, both of whom are mostly Malayalam-speaking men (Hari P,
2019b, p. 23). Yet, ‘worker ownership’ provided real opportunities to Pembilai Orumai, too.
According to a KDHPmanager it is productivity that qualifies a worker representative for inclusion
in the cooperative company’s board. This representation increased workers’ awareness about the
company’s economic situation and fed into Pembilai Orumai campaign, reflecting Sen and Majum-
der’s (2011, p. 31) point that ideas of inclusiveness nurture expectations that make people aware of
their rights and give rise to counterpolitics. Kamath and Ramanathan (2017, p. 249) detail:

The president of the newly formed union, Lissy Sunny, refuted management claims of losses, saying:
They said the company is facing a loss. But we know that they are making profits. So that was one
of our slogans – show us your profit figures.

Turning coercions and sources of disempowerment into sources of worker power, the women’s
strike turned plantation patriarchy upside down. Usually instrumental to lower tea pluckers’
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bargaining power and wages, the gender segregation among the plantation workforce offered a fer-
tile soil for identifying commonalities, which interests count for most and how these are expressed
through the emerging organization (Lévesque & Murray, 2010, pp. 337–338), in short, a basis for
internal solidarity that led to the rise of Pembillai Orumai. The reflection of plantation patriarchy in
trade union hierarchies enabled women workers to disassociate from ‘their’ trade unions and to
organize not only outside, but against them (Raj, 2019, p. 683). Being in charge of the labour-inten-
sive tea harvest equipped them with the structural power to bring operations on the estate to a halt
(Kamath & Ramanathan, 2017, p. 248).

Pembillai Orumai made strategic use of the public sphere. In an ironic twist of their tea’s brand
name ‘Ripple’, the strikers’ sit-in on the hill town’s main traffic artery for almost a month had ripple
effects throughout the region. It blocked entry to and exit fromMunnar, as such battering the tour-
ism industry, another main stimulant of the local economy (Levy, 2017, pp. 19–20), exerting what
Webster et al. (2008, pp. 12–13) denote with logistical power. Foregrounding their reproductive
needs rather than class antagonism provided Pembillai Orumai with what Chun (2008, p. 437)
terms symbolic leverage of understandings of justice that are shared in the wider society: ‘When
they talked of living in decent houses and educating their children, they gained the sympathy of
television viewers […] Lizzy: “Everyone who heard us cried. We cried so much we created history.”’
(Kamath & Ramanathan, 2017, p. 253, 255). Webster et al. (2008, p. 12) summarize succinctly: ‘As
symbolic power takes morality outside the realm of the employment relationship into the public
domain, logistical power takes structural power outside the workplace and into the public domain’.

6. Discussion and conclusion

Fetishized images of women in colourful dresses harvesting the ‘green gold’ in gently sloping south
Indian hills veil the continuity of unfree labour in the tea value chain’s capillary. The colonial plan-
tation’s systematic use of physical punishment to discipline the workforce has ended, yet, our analy-
sis brings to the fore how economic and social coercions that work on tea workers’ desire to
guarantee their household’s daily and generational reproduction spur an equally violent circular
interaction between accumulation in the global tea value chain and unfree labour (Phillips, 2013).

Hierarchies and ideologies of gender normalize workers’ unfreedoms. Constructions of feminin-
ity justify the lengthening of women tea pluckers’ working day as well as the intensification of their
work and translate into gendered obstacles to exit plantation employment. Ironically, it is workers’
effort to enable their children’s social mobility that contributes to immobilizing the parents. Our
findings complicate Bhowmik’s (2011, pp. 250–251) suggestion that the situation of tea plantation
workers can be improved through better education and technical training. They point to what Katz
(2004, p. 255) terms ‘diabolical contradictions’ of agency at the margins, like in her examples, invol-
ving quintessential issues of social reproduction where advances that workers take for the sake of
their children’s future, in fact bond parents to plantation employment. The significance of workers’
concern for generational reproduction that comes to the fore here supports Shah and Lerche’s
(2020, p. 722) plea for an intersectional expansion of ‘[…] social reproduction theory from gender
to kinship over generations’.

Our analysis suggests that technical innovation does not break the cycle between accumulation
in the south India’s tea sector and unfree labour. As price-takers in the international market, to date
local plantation producers concentrate on ensuring an elastic and cheap labour force. While the
ongoing shift to shear and machine plucking is likely to change the gender composition of the
workforce in the tea harvest in line with the dynamics, e.g. observed as a result of ‘Green
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Revolution’ packages, these changes do not augur well for workers’ enhanced control over their
working time and conditions. Like the large workforce of women who harvest the tea manually
or with shears, the men carrying harvesting machines, too are compelled ‘[…] to do extra work
whenever the management informs us’, as R. puts it. While ameliorating gender inequalities in
tea plantation workers’ working hours, intensity and remuneration, this is likely to be an instance
of feminization as ‘harmonising down’, implying that ‘jobs [are] changed to have characteristics
associated with women’s historical pattern of labor force participation’ (Standing, 1999, p. 583).

Our findings speak to conceptual discussions of unfree labour and resistance in multiple ways. In
contrast to Mezzadri (2016) and Phillips’s (2013) studies of the Indian garment industry, the
unfreedoms we discuss do not emerge among an informal workforce but amidst India’s largest for-
mal workforce, questioning the connections between informality, unfreedom and exploitation that
Phillips (2013, p. 183) identifies. Thus, while contractual even in a formal sense, different from Bre-
man’s (2007) concept of neo-bondage, these labour unfreedoms affect a workforce that is migratory
largely in name only, but has, in fact, been immobilized in the plantation over generations.

Our study adds to the critique of binary understandings of unfree labour. The unfreedoms we
identify predominantly have economic and social dimensions. With scholars like Lerche (2007), we
therefore reject conceptual and policy discourses that use physical violence or other forms of extra-
economic force as defining characteristics of unfree labour, such as those spearheaded by the ILO.
An earlier ruling of the Indian Supreme Court on forced labour already embraces such a broader,
multi-dimensional view of unfree labour (Sreerekha, 2017, p. 230). Stressing that the pervasive
economic compulsions of poverty and indebtedness, and the coercions associated with hegemonic
gender norms are no less violent, also sets our analysis apart from the exceptionalism of ‘[…] the
modern slavery discourse that positions unfree forms of labour as aberrations that operate outside
of capitalism’ (Pesterfield, 2021, p. 1). Lastly, the unfreedoms we encounter among workers in south
India’s tea plantations which are rooted in their family ties alongside hierarchies of class, gender,
caste, and ethnicity are distinct from an individualized, liberal notion of unfreedom. This way, our
emphasis on the ambiguous role of social reproduction for unfree labour affirms and goes beyond
Mishra (2020, p. 11) who argues that: ‘[…] it is the totality of the structural relations between
workers and employers, rather than a narrower individualistic conceptualisation of ‘unfreedom’
in specific contracts, that informs the understanding of ‘unfree labour’ that exist in the capitalist
global economy’.

Alongside the persistence of racial capitalism in the post-colonial tea value chain in which the
toiling of tightly controlled brown bodies crystallises in tea ingested by consumers in the global
North (Manjapra, 2018, p. 380), our analysis also shows how unfree labour’s desire to ‘sustain
life across generations’ (Guérin & Venkatasubramanian, 2020, p. 2) can disrupt this violent
logic. Whilst workers’ ‘fixity’ (Besky, 2017) in the enclaves of the tea plantations might be hard
to escape even intergenerationally, it does not preclude and may even foster loud and successful
demands for recognition, rights and redistribution. In contrast to Brass (2003, 114) who argues
that the mechanisms that shape labour unfreedoms often simultaneously fragment workers’ soli-
darity, we demonstrate that the factors that shape coercions among the tea value chain’s weakest
links can also fuel unfree workers’ resistance. Similar to domestic workers’ organizations in New
Delhi and Mumbai which use gender strategically as an exclusionary axis for organizing (Agarwala,
2018, pp. 50–51), women workers in south Indian and other plantations (Gothoskar, 2021, pp. 390–
391) have turned the gender-based segregation that positioned them at the bottom of ‘plantation
patriarchy’ into a source of internal solidarity. This solidarity enables resilient coping, for instance,
through informal savings groups. What is more, gaining public sympathy and support by appealing
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to a shared need to care for their families, Pembilai Orumai’s rise and strike contributed to the
reworking of south India’s plantation patriarchy.
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