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Introduction

For a year and a half I have been occupied with a project, financed by FKK,
on changing labor dynamics in peripheries of capitalist expansion. The project
has grown out of a two-fold curiosity in the course of my dissertation work,
also in Kathmandu. The first is a thematic one, spurred by the increasing
characterisation of the global economy through the language of neoliberalism.
This is particularly the case with studies on the fast-track landscapes of eco-
nomic flows such as in India for South Asia and recent work has documented
not only the dirty politics through which international corporations, in alliance
with local elites, extract environmental and human resources with little regard
for the short- and long-term consequences. But also the altered language of
entrepreneurialism, of individual consumption as freedom, and of technological
futures—instead of social and political ones—are suggesting that we are witness-
ing a significant change in modes and discourses on modernity and development.
This then raises the question, as it has for me, how Nepal and the Himalayas
more broadly, fit into this shift. Are we witnessing two ”streams” of neoliberal
development, one that is direct and intense, and another that is slower and
diluted? Or are we rather seeing the entanglement of conflicting paradigms
over the form and content of national sovereignty and economic development,
and one in which the more distant and economically unattractive regions are
more engulfed in older models of change? These are the kinds of geopolitical
and economic reflections I rubricate under the heading of Nepal as a ’periphery’
and it allows us to pose a number of interesting questions such as: is Nepal
an exception, and if so, what does its exceptionality tell us about the general?
Or is its exceptionality, rather than an exclusion, an indicator of its iconicity—
that it encapsulates processes characteristic of the general in a demonstrable
way—and that Nepal is thus paradigmatic of the generality of global political,
economic transformations? The answers to these questions are crucial for how
we approach our fields and design our projects, but—alas—it takes empirical
observations, and the analytical force of the concrete, to understand how these
relationships become manifested.
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I said there were two questions guiding this project. The other one is his-
torical and specific to recent changes in Nepal. It asks: what does it mean
to be uneducated, low-caste and labouring in the informalised urban economy?
This query also has its genealogy which concerns the unfolding democratisa-
tion of Nepali society and the complications associated with transforming an
autocratic, exclusive state apparatus into an inclusive nation-state in the con-
text of widespread poverty and mass exoduses of young people either as cheap
labourers or educational migrants. In the mid-1990s, rising poverty-levels and
frustration with delayed democratisation of the state led to the rise of a Maoist
insurgency, which laid bare a systemic political crisis of Nepali society. In 2006,
a mass movement against the monarchy galvanised civil society towards a re-
publican constitution and, after peace negotiations with the Maoists, this was
promulgated in 2008, opening up for a post-war transition that could address
the political crisis. However, the strong focus on transforming the state eluded
the economic, or ”social” question of livelihoods. So while a small elite group
of party leaders—which now also counted the Maoists—have been preoccupied
with debating power-sharing in the new republic, the reproduction of poverty
has continued unabated opening up new rifts in society. In a recent talk at
the London School of Economics, the former finance minster of Nepal and ex-
Maoist, Baburam Bhattarai, highlighted these concerns when he said, ”What
does it help if we develop policies of redistribution when he have nothing but
poverty to share?” Clearly, the political and economic questions are related and
to untangle this knot, I believe labour provides an interesting vantage point as
long as we situate it historically in the social environment.

The Project

Let me explain a bit about the research project and then end off with a small
discussion on one of the themes that characterise the entanglements between
labor, neoliberalism and political change. The project started from the hypoth-
esis that current forms of employment are caught in-between two contrasting
political economies; one based in rural areas where relations are still deeply hi-
erarchical along caste- and ethnic lines and where multiple forms of obligation
overlap with economic activity. Such arrangements can be summarised under
the heading of a feudal economy where titles to land and political power overlap
to form bundles of patronage and hereditary exploitation and where landlessness
conditions subjugation. In contrast to this deeply entangled economy, the capi-
talist economy is traditionally understood in terms of contractual arrangements
and has historically been seen as a more advanced, and more just system of
labor as workers only give their labor-power and can enter into contracts freely.
I was interested in examining to what extent participating in an economy pene-
trated by capitalist relations were breaking traditional forms of bondage or, on
the contrary, allowed them to proliferate albeit in changed form.

I approached this question from the problem of debts. Given that South Asia
has very high levels of bonded labourers contracted through a combination of

2



traditional privilege and money-lending, I wondered to what extent such prac-
tices also characterised the urban economy in Kathmandu. It is customary in
the entire region that access to labor markets is negotiated through ”dalals”—
brokers—who provide industries with access to rural labor pools while in turn
becoming a source of seasonal cash-migration to support a slumping rural econ-
omy. These dalals are the new lords of labor—gradually replacing the feudal
landlords—as they hold the key to labor-intensive industries as well as pro-
viding an outlet for frustration of social stagnation and poverty. One of the
forms through which they bind labourers and secure compliance is through cash
advancements and these debts then become an added complicity to labourers’
new employment conditions. While principally liberated from a feudal economy,
they might face obligations of repayment where family members and household
possession become de facto collateral.

So, I was curious about to what extent this was also the pattern in Nepal
and, if so, how debt obligations intersected with solidarities. The question of
solidarity is interesting here because it also changes with shifts in the political
economy of labor. Rural contexts of work often activates kin relations in more
direct ways than is the case in industrial settings (though there are all kinds of
overlaps) while factory work, as analysed by Marx, are seen as spaces of new
worker solidarities. But what kind of solidarities do migrant labourers employed
through dalals and with short-term employment on different projects develop?
Is it a solidarity of labor against capital—as often presumed by classical Marx-
ist economics—or are there more insidious and criss-crossing solidarities tied to
for instance regional, ethnic, professional or gender identities? What role does
the broker play in these networked solidarities and—given what we know about
debts from the anthropological record as socially embedded obligations—may
this not also be experienced as empowering even while they restrict choice? The
term ”precarity” is intended to capture this indeterminate field of labor solidar-
ities, which straddles historically disjunctive political economies and challenges
us to rethink some of our basic tenets of exploitation. Are debts always exploita-
tive? Can middle-men have a positive role in economic transformations? Our
received understandings cautions us to be skeptical of these developments, and
indeed we should, but it is equally clear that economic changes in the peripheries
like Nepal do not follow European, or even Chinese models of industrialisation
and we therefore need to look at urban labor with new eyes.

I have approached these questions by looking at the construction industry as
it is one of the largest capital markets in the country, apart from banking, and
because it combines questions of urbanisation with capitalist expansion as well as
being a very labour-intensive economy. We know that historically, infrastructure
development has been closely connected to capital overaccumulation and that
real estate has provided an important site for middle-class consolidation. In
Nepal, otherwise a net exporter of labor, this industry has seen a phenomenal
growth, buyoed up by the urban centralisation of political power, conflict-era
migration to the city, lack of alternative sources of investment and a steady influx
of aid money which is increasingly directed towards infrastructure development
for a number of reasons. Consequently, real estate in the capital has become
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prohibitvely expensive despite a general lack of profitable economic industries,
and public road and building works provide a steady, if unstable, source of
employment for hodge-podge groups without access to other sources of income.
At the same time, recent strengthening of the private fiscal market through new
banking laws has provided the asseted classes with vastly cheaper loans. Private
houses are therefore also being constructed and repaired on a great scale, though
there was a slump after last year’s earthquake and following a blockade from
India which raised the prices of building materials.

A considerable amount of my time in the field has been occupied with fol-
lowing construction labourers who stand at pick-up sites around Kathmandu.
I have sought to understand how they get work, what their conditions of em-
ployment and livelihood situations are like and how they build networks and
see their prospects both within and beyond this line of work. A couple of in-
teresting things have come up but I will only mention one for now. Almost
all construction workers are migrants from the rural areas and mostly from the
southern lowlands—the Terai—that has an antagonistic relationship to Kath-
mandu. They do not move to the city with their families to live but engage in
circular migration and spend around 8 months in the city. So while providing
the city with cheap labour for the hill castes to strengthen their economic and
political position vis-a-vis the remainder of the country—including the Terai mi-
grants themselves who are closer related to the Northindian castes—they also
transfer the city’s wealth to strengthen their rural possessions, thus potentially
undermining the power of the capital. A strange symbiosis has thus arisen,
whereby the urban environment exploits rural labor to increase the socioeco-
nomic distance between Central and Southern Nepal just as the Terai population
use their labour as a form of insurrection to steal back wealth that increases
their political and economic independence of the country’s capital. This might
provide a startling commentary on current policies of federation that seek to
enact decentralisation in the name of ethnic empowerment. Here capital, as so
often in its revolutionary history, seems to carve a surprising path, even if its
far from a benevolent one.
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