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ABSTRACT 

WOMEN’S WORK IN THE ‘CLEAN CITY’:  
PERSPECTIVES ON WELLBEING, WASTE GOVERNANCE, AND INCLUSION  

FROM THE URBAN MARGINS IN AHMEDABAD, INDIA 

 

Josie Wittmer 
University of Guelph, 2020

Advisor(s): 

Dr. Kate Parizeau 
 

This dissertation uses a feminist mixed-methods approach to investigate solid waste 
management and informal recycling practices in the city of Ahmedabad, India. The aim of this 
research is to understand the ways that power unevenly manifests in the urban everyday by 
exploring marginalized women waste pickers’ experiences of wellbeing, work, and organizing 
through a moment of change in the governance of waste in urban India.  This dissertation argues 
that contemporary solid waste management planning and discourses of urban cleanliness and 
inclusion in urban India are implicated in the continual reproduction of spatial, symbolic, 
political-economic, and social-cultural marginalization of women waste pickers. Key findings of 
the dissertation highlight women waste pickers’ relational perceptions of wellbeing and work, 
the gendered impacts of contemporary waste governance for marginalized women workers, and 
women’s experiences in organizing and navigating mechanisms of inclusion and municipal 
privatization. These findings point to the spatial, symbolic, material, and intersectional 
implications that contemporary waste governance and discourses of cleanliness and urban 
inclusion have in women waste pickers’ everyday lives. 

The study draws on a survey (n=401), semi-structured interviews (n=45), follow-up 
interviews (n=36) and group workshop discussions (n=12) with women waste pickers in 
Ahmedabad between 2016-2018. It also relies on insights from local advocacy workers, NGO 
employees, and union representatives (n=11) and a discourse analysis of local media and policy 
documents. 
 The dissertation is grounded in women waste pickers’ perspectives, experiences, and 
knowledges as important yet under-valued observers and co-producers of urban space. From this 
perspective, this research makes important contributions toward theorizing marginalized 
informal work by emphasizing women’s intersectional perspectives on the benefits and 
challenges of this work in a moment of change in the city. The research highlights the dynamics 
of power and oppression which tend to be obscured and the marginalized people who tend to be 
invisibilised in the production of clean-and-modern revitalized urban spaces.   The research 
advances scholarship on vulnerable people in urban spaces and the exclusionary impacts of 
contemporary urban governance. The insights garnered from women waste pickers livelihoods 
and wellbeing may also contribute to advocacy and organizing work by scholars and activists 
and policy through this moment of change in India’s urban governance. 
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1 Introduction 
 

 Savitaben wakes up at 4:30am, dresses in the sari she always wears for work, quickly 

prepares some tea for herself in the dark as her family sleeps in their one-room home and leaves 

her home on foot in the dark. She walks along her usual route to her work area with a slight limp 

in her stride, picking up recyclable materials from the roadside and trash bins along her way 

down the dark city streets. Under the streetlights, she knows which dogs to be wary of, the 

corners to avoid due to the frequent presence of drunken men, and the trash bins that are more 

likely to contain either hazardous biomedical waste or higher valuable recyclables. She knows 

this place, this route to the largely commercial area where she has been earning an income by 

recovering recyclable materials from the waste for thirty years. 

Savitaben moved to Ahmedabad from the village she grew up in rural Gujarat for her 

marriage into a family living in the city. Her husband was working in the city’s textile mills and 

she started working as a headloader carrying chemicals in factories. When Ahmedabad’s textile 

industry collapsed and the mills started shutting down en masse in the 1980s and 1990s, her 

husband lost his job and their family was struggling to meet their basic needs. Seeing her 

struggles, some older ladies in the neighbourhood approached her saying, “why don’t you come 

with us tomorrow morning at 5am? You can make money this way without any capital!” She has 

been picking waste ever since and prefers the autonomous conditions and higher incomes with 

waste work compared to the headloading work. 

She walks quickly, stooping down after every few steps to pick up materials— she can 

usually evaluate piles of waste for the recyclables within just by seeing them. When she reaches 

larger piles of trash along a fence, roadside, or waste bin, she quickly scans the pile and might 

efficiently handle a few items to ascertain their value to her. Generally, she does not bend down 

unless she is sure there is something of value that she can recover from this effort. She refers to 

her waste picking labour using the term ‘kala’ or art— the art of recovering value from waste or 

“knowing what to pick and where to pick”.  
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Figure 1.1: A woman waste picker walks through a neighbourhood at sunrise carrying a thelo of recyclables. 

 

She drops off a large thelo (a plastic sack used for carrying waste, see Figure 1.1) in a 

somewhat obscure location behind a tree on a side-street off the main commercial drag and then 

completes a series of loops into adjacent commercial and residential streets, parks, and 

alleyways. She always returns to this central thelo cache between rounds to dump the recyclable 

materials she collects on each round into the main thelo. Savitaben finishes her last round by 

8:30am, ties up the top of the massive thelo and uses the large tree to help her hoist the 15-20kg 

bag of recyclable materials onto her head for the thirty-minute walk back to her neighbourhood. 

She prefers to be finished with her collection of waste before the streets get too busy to avoid any 

harassment or conflict with residents or the relatively new municipal waste collectors. 

She arrives at an open sandy area at the side of a railway track on the outskirts of her 

residential community and sets her thelo down. A cycle rickshaw piled high with thelos in the 

back comes around the corner; it is driven by a middle-aged man with two women riding atop 

the pile of thelos. These two ladies are from her community and live nearby but work in an area 



 
 

3 
 

further away than Savitaben’s relatively close commercial area. They all sell their recyclable 

materials to the same pithawallah (scrap dealer) in their neighbourhood. He sends this cycle 

rickshaw driver to pick up their thelos in exchange for a small fee and their loyalty in selling 

only to him.  

The women hop down off the stack of thelos, greet Savitaben, and efficiently untie and 

unload the bags from the cycle rickshaw. Savitaben grabs a relatively clean water bottle from the 

top of her day’s collection and walks down the street to a chai cart, returning with a plastic bag 

of chai, three tiny plastic cups, and the water bottle half-filled with water. They each pour the 

water over their own hands and rub them together to clean them before distributing the chai 

between their cups, enjoying a short break before starting the task of sorting their materials.  

 

 

Figure 1.2: A woman waste picker sorts her day’s collection with thelos around her body for segregating 
different materials and her main unsorted thelo in front of her. 

 

Savitaben unties the top of her thelo and pulls out four empty sacks from the top. She quickly 

rolls down the tops of the bags and arranges them in a circle around her body with the massive 

thelo filled with materials open on its side in front of her. All three women work with expert 

accuracy and speed as they sort the recyclable contents of their main thelos into their own 



 
 

4 
 

smaller bags, similarly arranged around their own bodies: cardboard, paper, plastic bottles, hard 

plastic, meniyu (thin plastic pouches/bags). The women sort their materials to add value to their 

day’s work— by sorting the materials before selling, they get extra money from the scrap dealer 

who then sells these sorted materials to different specialized recycling companies in the city’s 

formal recycling industry. 

The women work quickly and barely look at the bags arranged around their bodies, knowing 

that the materials are landing in the right spot as they toss each item into their segregated bags. 

The women stay focused on their main thelos and the next item to sort as they simultaneously 

chat away about the goings-on in their community. A few other women with thelos come and 

join the group in this sandy open area at the side of the railway to sort out their materials. They 

also live in this same residential neighbourhood and pick waste in different areas of the city.  

Vimlaben, one of the ladies who arrived on the cycle rickshaw, finishes her sorting first, ties 

and bundles up her sorted thelos, and loads the bundle onto her head for the short walk down the 

street to the pitha shop. Vimlaben’s husband died in an accident a few years ago when her 

children were very young. She collects less material than the others because she has less time to 

collect as she works around school schedules and care work as she lives alone with her children 

with nobody to support her. For Vimlaben, waste picking is a hereditary occupation. She started 

going to pick waste with her mother and older sister when she was five years old when her 

family was experiencing hard financial times and poverty. She has always done this work and 

now relies on it exclusively as the sole earner in her own household. 

By 1:00pm, Savitaben has finished sorting her materials and has sold her materials to the 

pithawallah. She receives Rs.110 (USD $1.40) for the 18kg of recycles she has recovered and 

sorted this morning. This will pay for the day’s basic needs for her family with perhaps a little 

extra for her to save up for upcoming festivals. She walks the short distance from the scrap shop 

back to her home inside the winding narrow roads of her community and starts cooking. After 

eating this midday meal with her husband, she spends the rest of the day engaged in cleaning, 

washing clothes, and cooking the evening meal for her family before going to bed around 

9:00pm.  

While Savitaben and Vimlaben are themselves fictional characters, their everyday routines, 

stories, and struggles written here are composites of common experiences that I observed and 

heard over and over in women waste pickers’ narratives in Ahmedabad, India. This everyday 
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narrative highlights the conditions of women’s work with waste and in the home as being 

intensive and exhausting but also relatively autonomous. It also highlights the routines, 

marginalized knowledges, and social infrastructures that enable the city’s informal and formal 

waste economies, the expertise and skill required in this ‘unskilled’ and ‘informal’ occupation, 

the necessity of women’s subsistence incomes, and some of the broader factors, stigmas, and 

oppressions that affect women waste pickers’ everyday lives and livelihoods. From this story, I 

embark on an exercise of praxis: of generating a conversation between women waste pickers’ 

marginalized knowledges and experiences with theorizations of waste, informality, urban 

development, and intersectionality. This dissertation therefore foregrounds women waste 

pickers’ voices and experiences as expert knowledge from which urban scholars, development 

practitioners, policymakers, and activists must learn and act. 

 
 
1.1 Situating the Research 
  

1.1.1 Informal recycling and the informal waste economy 

This dissertation uses waste and waste labour as a lens to explore lived experiences of 

social and structural inequities in the city. It particularly focuses on marginalized women waste 

pickers’ everyday navigations of the city in the context of their stigmatized labour and the 

multiple marginalized positions they occupy in urban spaces. The research explores waste 

management in Indian cities in terms of its political-economic and socio-cultural dimensions 

with an emphasis on the impacts and implications that urban waste and waste management have 

on the lives of women waste pickers who build a livelihood around the informal collection, 

sorting, and selling of recycled materials. 

In many cities in the global South, the collection and sorting of recyclable materials has 

historically been performed by a vast number of workers engaged in urban informal waste 

economies as municipal waste management services have been absent or inadequate. The 

informal waste economy is often referred to as an ‘unorganized’ sector and contrasted with 

formal businesses; however, accounts of this sector argue that in fact informal waste economies 

are not only highly organized and provide incomes for millions of people, but are also 

necessarily interlinked with several aspects of ‘formal’ recycling industries and provide 
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necessary support to municipal solid waste management operations (Gidwani & Maringanti 

2016; Gill 2010; Roy 2009).  

At the global scale, it is estimated that over 2 billion people (or 61% of the world’s 

working population) work in the informal economy across “both traditional and modern 

economic activities and in most branches of industry” (Chen & Carré 2020, p.1). In India, up to 

2% of the urban population is estimated to earn an income from waste picking in the informal 

waste economy (Chintan 2018). India’s informal waste economy is comprised of a hierarchy of 

actors involved in various levels of formal and informal enterprise, sometimes simultaneously. 

Informal recyclers or ‘waste pickers’ are located at the bottom of the waste economy: waste 

pickers are stigmatized and poorly remunerated labourers who recover recyclable materials (e.g. 

plastics, cardboard, paper, metal, electronics, etc.) from solid waste along roadsides, in landfills, 

in informal dumping sights, and municipal waste bins and sell these materials to local scrap 

dealers, often in order to generate daily subsistence incomes. Figure 1.3 depicts India’s informal 

waste hierarchy where waste pickers predominate in numbers.   

 

Figure 1.3: India’s informal waste hierarchy (Adapted from: Wilson et al. 2006; Balarman & Gade, n.d.) 
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The low positioning of waste pickers in urban informal waste economies mean that waste 

pickers take on the most hazardous aspects of waste work for the lowest incomes: they 

experience the highest exposures to various health threats, are frequently exploited in their 

economic transactions due to a lack of education and bargaining power, and are highly 

stigmatized in society due to their association with waste (Dias 2016; Parizeau 2015a; Samson 

2010). Waste pickers are also frequently positioned within socioeconomically disadvantaged 

groups in society and in India, waste picking is traditionally affiliated with the ritual pollution of 

untouchability and Dalit or Schedule Caste identities (Beall 2006; Gill 2010; Luthra 2020a; 

Reddy 2018). Worker identities of caste or jāti are thus often tied to their work and to the 

materiality of waste in India. The associations between hereditary occupation and identity leads 

to waste frequently being “identified with the people who handle it” as caste prejudices entrench 

the stigmatization of waste workers in society (Doron & Jeffrey 2018, p.12).  

Waste picking is also a common livelihood strategy for women in Indian cities because it 

does not require any start-up capital or particular skills training and allows for flexible working 

hours that can be easily combined and adapted with household work and responsibilities (Bagchi 

2016; Chikarmane 2016; Dias & Samson 2016). Women’s positioning at the bottom of the 

informal waste economy in India highlights the ways that “women from poor and socially 

marginalised [sic] groups…tend to be concentrated in activities at the bottom of the hierarchy 

which are not only poorer-paid than the rest, but also the least desirable, because of the risks, 

stigma, and exploitative working conditions associated with them” (Kabeer 2015, p.196). In 

India, the social and cultural constructions of the relationships between waste and identities of 

gender and untouchability therefore complicate the discourses and practices of ‘waste 

management’ in the city and the livelihoods of those who handle waste at the lowest levels of the 

informal waste economy.  

Waste picking is often invoked as an example of precarious work in the global South as 

the informal or peripheral status of waste picking means that workers must individually absorb 

the risks, hazards, instabilities, and stigmas of waste work, often without protective gear or 

employment regulations (Binion & Gutberlet 2012; Dias & Samson, 2016; Uddin et al., 2020). 

These conditions of waste work are also linked to understandings of the bodies and livelihoods 

of waste pickers as being disposable themselves or understood as surplus to projects of capital 

accumulation (Bauman 2004; Li 2010; Yates 2011). The precarious conditions of waste picking 
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work are often associated with the rise of neoliberal governance and the informalization of work, 

yet critical scholarship on informal and precarious work in the global South suggests that the 

uncertain and risky conditions that are emblematic of the “precariat” (see, Standing 2011) in the 

global North describe many of the usual labour conditions for a majority of workers in the rest of 

the world. Ideas around precarious work not only describe conditions of labour for many workers 

in the global South, but these conditions also predate the widespread liberalization of global 

economies since the 1990s and seem unlikely to change anytime soon (Rogan et al. 2018; Scully, 

2016). To this extent, Agarwala (2019) adds that precarious work has not only long-existed in the 

global South, but this type of low-wage, exploited, and insecure work has also “long absorbed 

female labour” in particular (p.31). The exploitation and insecurity of Dalit women’s labour in 

India’s ‘informal’ waste sector therefore must not be viewed as a temporary economic condition 

resulting purely from neoliberal urbanism and global capitalism; rather, these conditions are the 

outcome of longstanding intersections of hierarchies of gender, caste, class, and religion 

articulated by ongoing processes of urbanization, migration, economic liberalization, urban 

governance, and more (see, Butt, 2019). 

Gidwani & Maringanti (2016) instead characterize waste picking labour as part of a vast 

“infra-economy— an economy that is simultaneously ‘denied recognition’ and also ‘vital to the 

production of urban space such that it is conducive for capital accumulation’” (p.113). To this 

extent, although waste pickers provide important environmental services at zero cost to 

municipalities and increase resource recovery, they experience ongoing threats of dispossession 

from their livelihoods in the context of shifting conceptualizations and appropriations of waste 

by state and corporate actors (Demaria & Schindler 2016; Luthra 2017; Shankar & Sahni 2018). 

In response, workers’ civil society organizations are organizing workers in cities across the world 

to contest the under-valuing and dispossession of waste picker livelihoods and seeking 

alternative paths for workers to be ‘included’ in these shifting waste governance landscapes 

(Chikarmane 2014, 2016; Dias 2016; Kabeer 2008, 2018; Kabeer et al 2013; Narayan & 

Chikarmane 2013; Samson 2009). 

 

1.1.2 Solid waste management in urban India 

In 2016, it was estimated that India annually generates over 62 million tonnes of ‘mixed’ 

waste; this number is predicted to increase to 165 million tonnes annually by 2030 (Press 
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Information Bureau [PIB] 2016).  Indian cities are estimated to discard 250,000 tonnes of solid 

waste daily with waste generation increasing at a rate of approximately 4% per year (Centre for 

Environment and Education [CEE] 2014; McKinsey Global Institute 2010). Official reports note 

that an estimated 70-80% of urban municipal waste is collected and 22-28% of this is processed, 

recycled, or otherwise treated (PIB 2016; Swaminathan 2018). Currently, the majority of 

municipal waste from Indian cities is disposed of in municipal landfills in the urban periphery. 

Waste is often divided into three major categories in Indian waste management systems and 

planning: ‘wet’ or organic biodegradable waste, ‘dry’ non-organic waste (including recyclable 

wastes), and hazardous or sanitary biomedical waste. Of the 62 million tonnes of ‘mixed’ waste 

generated in India in 2016, it is estimated that 5.6 tonnes of this was ‘dry’ plastic waste and 

another 1.5 million was ‘dry’ electronic waste (PIB 2016).  

In response to this burgeoning presence of waste in Indian cities, India also has one of the 

most rapidly growing waste economies in the world as urban middle-class discards are recovered 

and re-valued through the labour of workers engaged in the informal recycling economy. 

Although waste has long been the purview of municipal corporations and governments, the 

informal economy has long engaged in the work of recovering value from discarded dry wastes 

and small municipal workforces were often charged with sweeping and disposing of the bulk of 

municipal waste which was largely biodegradable organic material. However, in the wake of 

India’s economic liberalization in 1991 and the resulting rapid changes to the Indian economy 

and urban spaces, non-biodegradable waste generation sharply accelerated in the context of the 

concurrent processes of globalization, urbanization, and increased consumption of new products 

flooding the Indian markets (Doron & Jeffrey 2018). Table 1.1 notes the shifts in the physical 

composition of Municipal Solid Waste (MSW) in India between 1996 and 2005. 

 

 Composition (%) 

Year Biodegradables Paper Plastic 
rubber Metal Glass Rags Other Inerts 

1996 42.21 3.63 0.60 0.49 0.60     45.13 
2005 47.43 8.13 9.22 0.50 1.01 4.49 4.02 25.16 

 
Table 1.1: Shifts in the physical composition of Municipal Solid Waste in India (%) Year  

(Reproduced from: Zhu et al. 2008) 
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As MSW generation increased without adequate infrastructures or municipal planning to 

handle the rapidly increasing amounts of urban waste being produced and disposed of, MSW 

management was quickly problematized not only at the municipal level but became the subject 

of focus and embarrassment at the national and international scales. For example, in 1994, the 

city of Surat in southern Gujarat experienced a reported outbreak of the plague which was 

largely blamed on inadequate handling of solid and sanitary wastes in the city. This outbreak is 

widely cited as being a significant moment in India’s solid waste management planning and 

discourses due to the implications that the responses to the crisis have had in continuing to shape 

popular perceptions and the official governance of solid waste and waste labour in urban India. 

 

Recent histories of waste governance in urban India 

 The Surat outbreak led to a series of official and civil society responses pertaining to the 

handling and management of solid wastes in urban India, including the establishment of several 

high-power committees, the filing of Public Interest Litigations (PILs) by middle-class actors, 

acts of judicial activism, and the eventual development of India’s first set of Solid Waste 

Management Rules in 2000. Others have provided detailed accounts of the Surat plague and the 

“flurry of activity to ‘clean up’ India’s cities” that followed (see, Gidwani 2013, p.183; Gidwani 

& Chaturvedi 2011; Jeffrey 2015; Luthra 2018a). The overarching outcome of the 1994 plague 

outbreak that I wish to emphasize here is the impact on waste pickers and their neglect in the 

revisioning of urban waste management and urban spaces more broadly.  First, waste pickers and 

the ‘informal’ slum settlements where many waste pickers lived were initially blamed for the 

outbreak in Surat and were quickly banned from working with waste in the city. This ban was 

lifted after a swift advocacy response from NGOs, but the stigmatization of waste pickers 

remained in planning discourses and in civil society. Second, despite recommendations from the 

Bajaj committee1 in 1994 to consider waste pickers in municipal solid waste management policy 

and planning responses, efforts to document the deficits in ‘universal service provision’ in waste 

management instead served to invisibilize the informal sector and municipalities thus largely 

took the view of waste pickers being “‘inefficient’, ‘unhygienic’, and ultimately ‘superfluous’ to 

 
1 The Bajaj committee was a high-power committee formed by the Planning commission of India in the wake of the 
Surat plague outbreak in 1994 with the mandate of studying waste management practices in Indian cities and making 
recommendations for their improvements. The committee’s report was “unusually attentive to the role of waste-
pickers,” recognizing the simultaneous hazards of the work and the services provided (Gidwani 2013, p.183). 
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modern waste management solutions” (Gidwani 2013, p.183; Luthra 2018a). Third, in the 

processes of quickly and ‘efficiently’ overhauling municipal waste management systems, 

municipalities came to favour processes of technological upgrading and the incorporation of 

mechanical and technical systems into waste management. This technological upgrading also 

initiated a shift in perceptions around waste as having commodity potential and value rather than 

as pollution, dirt, or discard (Gidwani & Chaturvedi 2011; Luthra 2020b).  

The ideas and discourses of technological supremacy and rational planning interventions 

by scientific experts featured in the official response to Surat’s plague outbreak are deeply rooted 

in the post-Independence development priorities extolled by India’s first prime minister, 

Jawaharal Nehru. Nehruvian development prioritized technological advances in urban spaces 

invoking a “dogmatic faith in technology” and a belief that India could ‘progress’ under modern, 

expert-led, technological development (Datta 2015a, p.50; Chhotray 2011). This technical 

approach to modernization and development is now interpreted and leveraged by the Bharatiya 

Janata Party (BJP), a right-wing Hindu nationalist political party that has held the Gujarat state 

government since 1990 and has formed the national government since 2014. India’s current 

Prime Minister, Narendra Modi, served as Gujarat state’s Chief Minister with the BJP from 2001 

to 2014, during which time Gujarat achieved economic growth through a model of development 

led with heavy investment into large corporate and international business and a “marked 

aspiration towards an ideal of modernization pinned on Western symbols of consumerism” (Kaul 

2017, p.534; Bobbio 2012). The Modi-BJP approach to economic and technological 

development has been scaled-up over the last decade from the state to national level, but it has 

also been problematized by economists and scholars who have dismissed the miraculous claims 

to economic growth and development as a myth, instead referencing the growth of structural 

unemployment and increases in economic inequality, precarious informal work, and poverty 

(Sen & Das 2015; Thomas 2013). Further, the ideologies behind this contemporary BJP 

approach to modernization are critiqued as emerging from particular forms of cultural 

propaganda that mix ideas of Hindutva (Hindu Nationalism)2 and development or ‘vikas’ with 

neoliberal economic policies and the idea that “rising India that [is] open for business” (Kaul 

2017, p.530; Banaji, 2018; Bobbio, 2012; Desai, 2006, 2012; Sagarika, 2017). The political 

 
2 See, Desai 2012; Kaul 2017; Shani 2007; Spodek 1989, 2010 
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rhetoric around urban development in India is thus argued to be infused with ideas that conflate 

development and modernization with religious intolerance, Hindu nationalism, a prioritization of 

corporate and international business interests, and a withdrawal of government responsibility in 

service provision.  To this extent, the intersecting developmental priorities around waste, 

technology, infrastructures, and the economy are not recently emerging but are based in 

discourses of modernity and nationalism that are rooted in the eras of colonial occupation, 

independence, and in contemporary interpretations of nationalism (Chhotray 2011; Datta 2015b, 

2019; Gidwani & Reddy 2011; Moore 2009). 

These deeply rooted beliefs, biases, and ideas around technological modernity were 

influential in the central government’s establishment of the first national set of rules detailing 

municipal responsibilities for solid waste management, the 2000 Solid Waste Management Rules 

(henceforth, 2000 SWM Rules). The 2000 SWM Rules, released by the central government’s 

Ministry of Environment, Forest, and Climate Change (MoEFCC) were developed using the 

recommendations of ‘expert’ regulatory committees and prioritized the universalization of 

doorstep waste collection services, placing municipalities in charge of developing local waste 

collection systems (Ministry of Environment and Forests 2000). The rules were also criticized 

for their neglect of informal sector waste workers, particularly waste pickers (Acharaya & 

Parasher 2008; Gidwani 2013).  Although responsibility for waste collection and management 

was historically allocated to municipalities, the laws and rules that govern rights to waste 

materials are less clear in the spaces between the generation and final disposal of waste 

materials. Before the 2000 MSW Rules, waste was often discarded and disregarded as informal 

actors recovered any value from discard as a form of an urban commons (Gidwani & Reddy 

2011); however, with the emergent conceptualization of ‘waste as a resource’ and new 

regulations mandating doorstep collection of waste in the era of the 2000 MSW Rules, claims to 

waste as a commons or resource becomes more contentious as various actors struggle to define 

their claims to different components of waste (Cavé, 2014; Luthra 2018b).  

In the wake of the 2000 SWM rules, the central government announced the Jawaharlal 

Nehru National Urban Renewal Mission (JnNURM), the largest urban modernization program in 

Indian history. The JnNURM embraced the established goals of technological modernity and 

economic growth in its visioning of “reform urbanism” as “urban infrastructure projects serve as 

the conduit of the liberalization of the economy” (Roy 2013, p.141). The JnNURM provided 
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financial support to municipalities between 2005-2014 for ‘modernizing’ urban waste 

infrastructures and also created a policy environment in which municipalities were encouraged to 

outsource and privatize waste management and collection services to private corporations as 

waste infrastructures and economic growth were increasingly mediated by technical, expert-led, 

and corporate interventions (Chaplin 2011; Luthra 2020b).  

The period after the establishment of the 2000 SWM Rules and the allocation of 

JnNURM funds marks the beginnings of the on-going municipal trends of prioritizing private 

sector actors and technological interventions in the governance and management of waste in 

cities across India. The negative effects of privatizing solid waste collection and recycling have 

been documented in the literature in New Delhi (Chintan 2011; Demaria 2017; Gill 2010; Laha 

2014; Luthra 2018b), Amritsar (Sandhu 2016), Bangalore (Reddy 2013); Pune (Chikarmane 

2016), and in several cities in other global contexts (Fahmi & Sutton 2010; Gutberlet 2009; 

Samson 2015). Gidwani (2015) argues that the privatization of solid waste collection in India has 

failed due to several factors, including: poorly formulated contracts and exploitative systems of 

subcontracting (also see, Harriss-White 2017a,b); lax enforcement of rules and laws by 

inspectors; failure to meaningfully include the informal recycling sector (also see, Gill 2010; 

Luthra 2018b); and collusion between corporate firms and municipal officials, including a lack 

of transparency in bidding processes and performance evaluation (Gidwani 2015, p.590). With 

these failures in mind, Luthra (2018b) points to the inherent tensions and contradictions between 

the two main waste policy imperatives of universal service provision and privatization from this 

era of the 2000 SWM Rules and the JnNURM and their roles in the development of municipal 

solid waste collection and management in Indian cities moving forward. 

 

India’s ‘new waste regime’ 

The failures of the systems of municipal privatization outlined in the post-liberalization 

period above have led to a suite of recent policies, missions, and practices pertaining to waste 

and urban cleanliness, which Gidwani & Corwin (2017) refer to as India’s “new waste 

governance regime” (46). This regime has emerged in response to the growing frustration and 

trepidation expressed by India’s middle-class and elites over India’s ‘filthy’ urban landscapes 

with regard to the public health hazards and poor optics of trash in the streets and raw sewage in 
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public spaces, as well as concerns around presenting clean urban spaces as part of attracting 

international investment and business to Indian cities (Doron 2016; Luthra 2018a).  

A central feature of this ‘regime’ is the Swachh Bharat Abhiyan (Clean Indian Mission), a 

cleanliness-centered mission aiming to enroll citizens, governments, and civil society groups in 

the work of cleaning up India’s cities. The Swachh Bharat Abhiyan (henceforth, SBA) was 

initiated in 2014 and includes specific targets including the eradication of open defecation and 

the introduction of “modern and scientific municipal solid waste management” across the 

country by the 150th anniversary of Mahatma Gandhi’s birth in 2019 (GOI 2015, p.10). The SBA 

manifests at various scales through various mechanisms (e.g. state and municipal missions, 

digital applications, slogans/signage, and highly publicized national Swachh surveys) all with the 

overarching goal of motivating modern and diligent citizens to create a ‘clean and green’ city, 

state and/or country. The SBA’s messaging is steeped in colonial-era ‘hygiene’ messaging and 

ideas around the sanitation of unruly public spaces and citizens (Doron 2016); these messages 

have become a pervasive symbolic feature in Indian cities as SBA slogans and symbols 

(including the image of Gandhi’s glasses) are prominently featured in urban spaces in murals and 

banners, is frequently in the media, printed on everyday products, and even the new national 

currency notes. Figure 1.4 highlights a few examples of SBM imaging in Ahmedabad between 

2016-2018. 

 

Figure 1.4: Everyday SBM images in Ahmedabad (Photo credit: Wittmer) 
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While the SBA serves to enlist citizens in the cleanliness drive and forms of citizenship 

associated with ‘modern’ clean spaces and people (Jeffrey 2015; Luthra 2018a), the revision of 

the Solid Waste Management Rules in 2016 acts as the official rules and regulations governing 

this new era of waste management. While the revised rules (henceforth, 2016 SWM Rules) 

include regulations for agricultural, electronic, industrial, and sanitary wastes, I focus here on 

municipal solid waste. Although there was agreement on the need for universal waste service 

provision in cities since the inquiries following the Surat plague outbreak in the 1990s and an 

understanding of municipal responsibility for waste collection services and management, the 

revised 2016 SWM Rules formally codified this municipal responsibility for waste into law 

(Luthra 2018b). However, a noteworthy change in the 2016 iteration of the SWM Rules is the 

simultaneous formal acknowledgement of the role that waste pickers and other informal actors 

have in urban waste management. To this extent, the 2016 SWM Rules simultaneously place 

legal responsibility for waste on Urban Local Bodies (ULBS) while including several mentions 

of waste pickers and the need for municipalities to ‘formalize’ or ‘integrate’ waste pickers into 

their plans for urban waste service provision (MoEFCC 2016). This move to municipalize solid 

waste management and to integrate the informal sector represented a potential new and inclusive 

approach toward governing municipal solid waste amid a broader context where privatization 

was both pervasive and also failing. 

In addition to the new regulations and suggestions for integrating informal workers, the 

2016 SWM Rules also include mandates for technical and mechanical interventions into waste 

management, particularly in the areas or waste collection and processing, which prove difficult 

to achieve when considering the prospect of including informal workers. For example, waste-to-

energy (W-t-E) technologies like incineration and biofuel production have been promoted in the 

rules, state regulations, and media as a popular solution to the increasing volumes of waste 

produced each year. Gujarat state’s Waste-to-Energy Policy states its aim to “contribut[e] to the 

Swachh Bharat Abhiyan” by “improv[ing] the efficiency and effectiveness of collection and 

disposal of Municipal Solid Waste” (Government of Gujarat [GOG] 2016, p.2).  The state policy, 

developed in accordance with the directive to develop W-t-E technologies in the 2016-MSW 

Rules, gives ULBs the authority to lease land to private corporations for a ‘token’ rate of Rs.1 
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($0.015 USD) to set up solid waste-based power generation plants and ensures that the 

corporations do not pay taxes on plant operations.  

Other scholars have written in detail about the limitations of incineration and W-t-E in 

Indian waste management systems due to mismatches between the composition of waste 

materials in India and the needs for incinerators to operate (Gutberlet 2009; Krishna 2017; 

Luthra 2017) as well as the direct competition that incineration creates with both the informal 

and formal recycling industry (Demaria & Schindler 2016; Kornberg 2019; Moora & Barde 

2018). To summarize, it is not feasible to promote recycling, the inclusion of waste pickers, and 

incineration simultaneously. 

In the context of India’s ‘new waste governance regime,’ symbolized by the announcement 

of the SBA and the 2016 SWM Rules, tensions remain between the various actors whose 

livelihoods and lives are affected by the presence and management of waste in urban space. As 

emerging laws, regulations, rules, and new ways of managing waste are announced and 

implemented, they are also simultaneously contested and resisted. To this extent, there is a 

growing body of literature that explores the role of various civil society organizations including 

unions, cooperatives, NGOs, and individual acts of resistance in the governance of waste in India 

and in the composition of waste landscapes in urban spaces. In India, three major organizations 

are frequently featured in these literatures and media stories, often with a focus on struggles of 

maintaining waste pickers’ claims and access to waste materials: Chintan, an advocacy group in 

New Delhi (Chintan 2011, 2012; Demaria & Schindler 2016; Gidwani 2015); the Kagad Kach 

Patra Kashtakari Panchayat (KKPKP) trade union and SWaCH (Solid Waste Collection and 

Handling) cooperative in Pune (Chikarmane 2016; Dias 2016; Moora & Barde 2018; Narayan & 

Chikarmane 2013), and the Self-Employed Women’s Association (SEWA) a trade union and 

group of cooperatives that started and is now headquartered as a national organization in 

Ahmedabad (Hill 2010; Kabeer 2008, 2018; Kabeer et al 2013; Oberhauser 2017). In the context 

of this continually shifting governance landscape marked by emerging waste management laws, 

cleanliness discourses, technologies, and forms of resistance, I will next describe the context of 

my case study in Ahmedabad. 
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1.1.3 Case study overview: Ahmedabad, India 

A Brief Social & Physical Geography 
The city of Ahmedabad is situated in the western Indian state of Gujarat (see Figure 1.5). 

With a population of over 5.8 million people, it is the fifth-largest city in India and the largest 

city in Gujarat. Ahmedabad is situated on the Sabarmati River with the original ‘old walled city,’ 

established in 1411 by Sultan Ahmed Shah, being located on the eastern bank of the river. The 

architecture in Ahmedabad’s Old City from this Sultanate period (1411-1537) is renowned and 

the Old City enclosure was named a UNESCO World Heritage City in 2017. 

 

Figure 1.5: Map of Gujarat State (Reproduced from: Spodek 2011) 

 

In 1861, local Ahmedavadi investors and managers established the first textile mill in the 

city, growing into a booming textile industry, largely east of the walled city. Figure 1.6 depicts a 

map of Ahmedabad in 1917, highlighting the core old walled city and the industrial textile 

development on the east side of the Sabarmati river. Despite British colonization and the 

presence of the East India Company during this period, this industry was famously established 

and supported solely with local investment and control (Desai n.d.). By the 1960s the textile 

industry had grown to consist of 77 textile mills with over 133,000 workers; it is estimated that 

over one-third of Ahmedabad’s adult male population was employed in the mills at this time and 

that over two-thirds of the city’s economic activity was engaged around the textile industry 



 
 

18 
 

(Bhatt 2006; Spodek 2011). A majority of the textile mill workers were unionized in the Textile 

Labour Association (TLA). The TLA was known for its advocating for relatively high pay and 

work-related benefits for textile workers in the booming textile industry; yet workers also lived 

in shawls (brick housing blocks often without plumbing or running water) and slum hutments 

(huts constructed of baked mud and/or scavenged scrap) in clusters sprawling outward around 

the mills and the railway line.  

 

Figure 1.6: Map of Ahmedabad in 1917, highlighting the old walled city and the development of the textile mill 
industry on the east side of the Sabarmati River (Reproduced from: Spodek 2011) 

 

The establishment of the TLA union was catalyzed by Mahatma Gandhi and aimed to 

abide by Gandhian principles. Gandhi, originally from the coastal town of Porbander, Gujarat, 

established his ashram in Ahmedabad on the western bank of the Sabarmati River in 1915;3  this 

ashram was Gandhi’s principle residence and the headquarters of his social and political 

activities, serving as the national headquarters of India’s Freedom Movement from colonization 

 
3  The Sabarmati Ashram site is now home to a museum on the life and work of Gandhi and is the headquarters of 
Manav Sadhana (see, https://manavsadhna.org), a NGO founded in Gandhian principles that provides services and 
support to the Ramapir no Tekro slum area that surrounds the ashram site. 
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and exploitation by the British until his departure in 19304 (Spodek 2011). Gandhi’s influence in 

Ahmedabad is still very tangible; many institutions, organizations, and corporations regularly 

invoke and leverage Gandhian principles, ideologies, and symbols in a variety of ways and for 

diverse causes. 

The 1960s initiated a time of change in the physical, social, and economic geography of 

the city as academic and intellectual institutions were being established west of the Sabarmati 

River and wealthier leaders, business owners, and elite residents started to depart the core walled 

city area for these wealthier elite suburban developments (Spodek 2011). This period marked the 

beginning of an increasing segregation of the city on the basis of class, which was later imbued 

and further polarized and segregated on the basis of religion (Varshney 2002). Scholars and 

historians have attributed much of this rapid change in Ahmedabad’s social and physical 

geographies to three interconnected events: the collapse of the textile industry; the movement of 

heterogeneous groups of immigrants into the tightly-knit Old City area as wealthier residents 

departed; and the rising instances of caste and communal violence beginning in 1969.5 

In the 1980s, Ahmedabad’s textile industry collapsed and largely shut down, leaving tens 

of thousands of workers unemployed as a result of the liberalization of the economy and a 

domestic restructuring of the industry in favour of smaller operations with non-unionized labour. 

Alcohol use and gambling increased in the Old City among unemployed male mill workers 

substantially during this period and a survey of former mill workers found that only one-in-five 

of laid-off textile workers had found wage-paid employment with most of this work being self-

employed as very low paying, insecure, and casual physical labour (Patel 1988, cited in Spodek 

2011). This period marked the beginning of a significant trend in the informalization of work in 

Ahmedabad; a city once known for its dignified waged employment and strong union presence in 

the textile industry was forever changed. 

 
The feminization of work and waste picking in Ahmedabad  

The growing informalization of work during this period was also accompanied by a 

feminization of work with waste picking emerging as a common livelihood strategy for women 

 
4 1930 is the year that Gandhi embarked on the famous Salt March to Dandi (see, Gandhi 1927; Spodek 2011) 
5 Gujarat and Ahmedabad more specifically are the sites of multiple uprisings of communal and caste-based 
violence, most notably in 1969, 1886, and 2002. The social, physical, and political landscape of the city continues to 
be shaped by these instances of violence. See, Chandhoke 2009; Chatterjee 2009; De 2016; Shani 2005, 2007; 
Varshney 2002. 
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who either lost jobs in textile mills themselves or had male family members who lost their jobs 

in the collapse of the textile industry. ‘Rag picking’ first increased in popularity during the 

booming years of the textile industry as Dalit women picked through the floor-sweepings of 

textile mills, factories, and shops associated with the industry on an informal basis searching for 

materials that they could recover value from (e.g. fabric, newspaper, office paper, cardboard, 

plastic and glass bottles, broken pieces of machinery, nails, hair, wood, etc.). The Self-Employed 

Women’s Association (SEWA), a trade union and cooperative established in 1972 as a women’s 

branch of the TLA in this era,6  worked with rag-picking women as one of its first organizational 

activities and arranged for rag-picking members to have direct access to waste from some of the 

major factories. However, as the mills shut down from the 1980s and production decreased, the 

scrap available to women decreased significantly and men of these households were left jobless. 

Ela Bhatt, founder of SEWA and former TLA organizer, notes in her telling of the “story of self-

employed women in India” that as men sat at home smoking, drinking, and waiting for another 

industrial job to materialize, “the burden of supporting the family fell on the shoulders of the 

women. The poorest among them, having no capital and no marketable skills, were resorting to 

rag picking from roads to make a living” (Bhatt 2006, p.51). To-date, women predominate in the 

work of picking waste from roadsides and public spaces at the bottom of Ahmedabad’s informal 

waste economy (Global Alliance of Waste Pickers n.d.; Mitra 2009; SEWA 2013). This 

occupation continues to operate as a feminized and informal occupation, yet as processes of 

urbanization, rural landlessness/displacement, migration, continuing structural unemployment, 

and a simultaneous valuing of waste materials as a commodity continue, the landscape of waste 

management and recycling is shifting with emerging actors, institutions, and industries now also 

working to recover value from waste materials with various degrees of state sanctioning and 

legitimacy. 

 

Waste Management in Ahmedabad 

Solid waste management in Ahmedabad currently consists of several institutions, 

organizations, corporations, and actors who perform activities that overlap and may be 

 
6 SEWA later formally split from the TLA in 1981 after a political rift formed between the unions in the aftermath of 
an outbreak of caste violence that year (see, Bhatt 2006 and Spodek 2011 for more on the relationship between the 
TLA and SEWA). 
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concurrently formal and informal. Luthra (2020b) describes the contemporary landscape of waste 

collection in Indian cities as “complex, patchy, and heterogeneous” and comprised of two 

distinct private systems of service provision: the older, self-employed actors in the informal 

sector, and the newer system comprised of private and corporate firms in the formal sector (p.2). 

Scholars and grassroots organizations have documented processes whereby the newer ‘formal’ 

waste collection systems and private actors disrupt and displace the older system and the 

livelihoods of the ‘informal’ waste collectors in cities across India (Chaturvedi & Gidwani 2011; 

Chintan 2011; Gidwani 2015; Harriss-White 2017a, 2019; Shankar & Sahni 2018). Luthra 

(2018b, 2020b) suggests that this shift is not a process of privatization and a straight-forward 

transfer of services and claims to waste from public to private. Rather, that ‘informal’ modes of 

service provision are already private and this shift in service provision is about dispossession, 

making claims, and the “reallocation of resources from the informal to the formal private sector 

(2020b, p.2). The landscape of solid waste management in Ahmedabad is therefore shifting, not 

in a linear or dichotomous transition from informal to formal sectors, but in a messy and 

complex way involving a defining of wastes, claims-making, and appropriation conflicts 

between competing actors, institutions, and organizations. Figure 1.7 depicts many of the actors 

currently involved in waste collection and recycling in Ahmedabad. This system includes large-

scale recyclers and the manufacturing industry, large-scale traders and scrap dealers, small scale 

scrap dealers (locally referred to as pithawallahs), as well as itinerant waste buyers 

(kabadiwallahs), and waste pickers.7 

 

 
7 Sannabhadti 2019 provides a detailed description of the different actors involved in Ahmedabad’s local 
recycling hierarchies with a focus on various forms of scrap picking and the movement of waste through 
the city by these actors; AMC 2018a details the municipal perspective on the movement of waste from 
generator to end-disposal and recycling through the ‘new’ formalized system; Gill 2010 highlights the 
various actors and complexities of Delhi’s informal recycling system with a focus on scrap dealers, 
traders, and links the larger recycling industry. 
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Figure 1.7: Schematic of the flows of waste between various actors involved in waste collection and recycling in 

Ahmedabad, India. 

 
At the bottom of Ahmedabad’s informal waste hierarchy are an estimated 40,000-50,000 

waste pickers who recover a collective 400-600MT of recyclable materials from the waste 

stream daily (Oates et al. 2018; Sheth et al, 2016).  Waste pickers collecting from public bins and 

roadsides walk an average of 8-10km per day during their daily collecting work and collect, 

carry, and segregate approximately15-20kgs of dry recyclable material per day, earning 

approximately Rs. 50-150 or USD 0.66-1.98/ day (Paryavaran Mitra 2019). Although women 

predominate in street-based waste picking work in Ahmedabad, there were many men and 

children engaged in waste picking in the Pirana dumpsite and in the smaller informal dumpsites 

in the city. For example, the Chandola area of the city has a smaller dumpsite with Muslim and 

Bangladeshi migrants working in the site— demographic populations who are not represented in 

this study. Miklian & Birkvad (2016) provide an account of social relations in the Chandola 

dumpsite, detailing some of the particular challenges and dynamics of this site and of the various 

workers there. There are also populations of Muslim and Bangladeshi migrants who work and 
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collect waste in the industrial areas of the city, working with hazardous industrial and 

construction waste in further peripheral areas of the city (e.g. in areas like Vatva and Naroda) 

who are also not represented in this study (see Section 2.5.4 Limitations for a more in-depth 

discussion of the selection of research areas). 

Waste pickers working on roadsides in Ahmedabad are predominantly women (as 

mentioned previously) and collect a variety of materials to sell to local pithawallahs (small-scale 

scrap traders in the informal economy). Table 1.2 lists the common types of materials women 

waste pickers collect in Ahmedabad, with plastic bottles, plastic bags, paper, and cardboard 

being the most popular materials.  

 

List of Common Recyclable Materials  

Plastic Bottles 

  

Rubber shoes 

Cardboard Ferrous metal 

Hard Plastic Scrap paper 

Brown paper Non-ferrous metal 
Meniyu/milk bags Hair 
PET Plastic Fabric/sarees/clothing 
Newspaper Electronics 
Notebooks/magazines Wood 
Office paper Construction materials 
Glass   

Table 1.2: List of common recyclable materials collected by women waste pickers in Ahmedabad, India (Adapted 
from: Mitra 2009) 

 

It is estimated that 4200 tonnes of solid waste is produced in Ahmedabad on a daily basis; 

an estimated 90% of this waste is dumped at the Pirana dumpsite, locally knowns as “kachre ka 

dhakla (hill of garbage)” in the south of the city (Mahanty & Sugathan 2018; Mitra 2009; Sheth 

et al. 2016). Pirana is the largest open dumpsite in Ahmedabad. It is a massive open dump (not a 

scientifically designed “sanitary landfill”) with five 55-metre high mounds of waste spread over 

84 hectares of land, earning the site the nickname ‘Mount Pirana’8 (Sannabhadti 2019). Figure 

 
8 The Pirana dumpsite is perceived to be an eyesore in the city; it is the cause of occasional tumult when it 
suddenly disrupts everyday urban life and threatens the wellbeing of citizens when regular garbage fires 
on the dump get out of control and cast a “toxic shroud” over the city (John, 2016a,b; Times News 
Network 2016, 2017) or when part of a mound of waste collapses onto a road passing the site (Kaushik 
2019). During the fieldwork for this research a series of fires and dumpsite collapses were reported in 
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1.8 depicts some of the ‘mountains’ of waste at Pirana. The dumpsite has been in use as the 

city’s primary waste disposal site since the early 1980s and is estimated to contain 69-million 

tonnes of waste (John 2016a). 

 
 

Figure 1.8: Photos from the Pirana dumpsite, south of Ahmedabad (Photo credit: Wittmer) 

 

The Ahmedabad Municipal Corporation (AMC) has developed a roadmap to zero-waste 

and aspires to become the first zero-waste city in India by 2031 (AMC 2018a; AMC & UNCRD 

2012). One major aspect of AMC’s zero-waste plan is the development of Waste-to-Energy 

technologies in Ahmedabad, having developed plans for “dismantling” the Pirana dumpsite and 

investing in waste-to-energy processing (AMC 2018b; Kaushik 2019; Times News Network 

2020). Scholars studying waste management in India note several challenges in the prescription 

of waste-to-energy solutions in the Indian context due to technical mismatches in the calorific 

requirements to maintain waste-to-energy systems9 (Krishna 2017; Martinez-Alier et al. 2014), 

the direct competition and incompatibility with the already-established formal recycling systems 

(Luthra 2017), and the injustices of shifting waste management from a largely informal system 

comprised of poor labourers to a formalized system that incinerates most municipal waste 

(Chintan 2012; Demaria & Schindler 2016). 

 
Ahmedabad, elsewhere in India, and globally, prompting media buzz around health hazards and pollution, 
waste consumption, and the environment which quickly fizzled out. 
 
9 For example, Martinez-Alier et al. 2014 argue that waste incineration in Indian cities would require the production 
of more waste rather than a movement toward zero-waste. 
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Organizing and Advocacy in Ahmedabad 

Ahmedabad is home to several local and national organizations that work with and 

advocate for marginalized informal workers. With this dissertation’s focus on women waste 

pickers, I will introduce two particular organizations that specialize in serving and advocating for 

self-employed women working as waste pickers.10 I have already mentioned the origins of the 

Self-Employed Women’s Association (SEWA) trade union and cooperative, headquartered in 

Ahmedabad’s Old City at the eastern side of Ellisbridge. Today, SEWA operates trade unions 

and cooperatives across India and supports self-employed women workers through its advocacy 

and rights-based approach to organizing. On the west side of the Sabarmati River, Paryavaran 

Mitra, a small NGO and cooperative supported by Manav Sadhna (a Gandhian organization 

headquartered in Gandhi’s Sabarmati Ashram location) supports women waste pickers by 

running its own recycling centers,11 offering fair prices and a dignified selling experience to 

members. Paryavaran Mitra also supports its members through a number of parallel initiatives 

supported by Manav Sadhna, including weekly social activities for women in the community, 

health check-ups, knowledge mobilization workshops and tutoring, a sorting space equipped 

with washing stations for women to segregate their materials, programming for children, and 

more. 

I have selected Ahmedabad as a case study for this research because it provides a context 

through which to investigate several existing gaps in the literatures on waste work in urban 

spaces, including: understanding relational and intersectional aspects of waste pickers’ health 

and wellbeing, the gendered impacts of contemporary waste governance mechanisms and 

discourses on marginalized livelihoods, the mediating strategies and limitations of organizing 

women workers, and women waste pickers’ experiences of ‘inclusion’ and efforts to maintain 

livelihoods in the context of ‘inclusive’ approaches to governance,  urban development, and 

poverty reduction.  This context of the city of Ahmedabad thus enables an investigation of the 

 
10 The local rights-based NGO Janvikas is notable, but not of primary focus here. Janvikas primarily works with 
‘manual scavengers’ or sanitation workers involved in the highly risky work manually cleaning human excreta, 
underground drainage, and septic tanks. Janvikas has also recently helped to organize local Safai Kamdars 
(sweepers hired on municipal contracts to sweep roadsides) in a strike for permanent positions and fair wages which 
occurred a few months before the fieldwork for this project began in 2016. 
11 At the time of the initial visits for this project, Paryvaran Mitra was operating two recycling centers; as of 2020, 
they have expanded to four centers operating in four different areas of the city (see, Paryavaran Mitra 2019). 



 
 

26 
 

currently shifting discourses and emerging governance mechanisms around solid waste 

management  and urban cleanliness as they manifest in a highly uneven context. The dissertation 

contributes to the literatures on urban waste management, informal recycling, urban 

development, and gender issues in the city by situating empirical and theoretical analyses of 

contemporary solid waste management practices, discourses of inclusion and organizing, and 

occupational health in marginalized women workers’ relational and intersectional experiences in 

urban India.  

This dissertation examines this moment of change in Ahmedabad with a focus on the 

impacts and implications of this shifting solid waste management landscape in the lives of Dalit 

women waste pickers. It therefore looks to and privileges marginalized women workers’ ideas 

and efforts to maintain livelihoods, collectivize, and live a good life despite the constraints that 

the existing and emerging structural context of solid waste management holds for their access to 

waste and space in the city. 

 
 
1.2 Research Questions and Objectives 

 

The aim of this research is to explore women waste pickers’ everyday experiences in a 

context of urban change in order to highlight the ways that power, discourse, and exclusion 

intersect and operate within the realm of contemporary urban solid waste management in India 

and have material impacts on marginalized women workers. As the discourses, policies, and 

programs governing solid waste in Ahmedabad shift, the research broadly addresses gaps in 

policy and scholarship pertaining to waste pickers’ gendered and intersectional everyday 

livelihood experiences; women workers’ perceived and relational experiences of wellbeing; the 

gendered experiences of technical shifts in waste governance and management; and the lived 

experiences of inclusive urban governance and organizing. In particular, this research highlights 

marginalized perspectives of wellbeing and observations of urban change from actors who are 

often excluded from formal processes of city-making. To this extent, my research looks to 

marginalized perspectives and knowledges to inform the analysis and conceptualizations of ideas 

around inclusion, wellbeing, and work throughout the chapters that follow. 
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This research is guided by three questions:  

1. What are women waste pickers’ experiences of work and wellbeing? 

2. How does the contemporary governance of urban solid waste affect women waste 

pickers’ everyday experiences of work and wellbeing? 

3. How do women waste pickers’ axes of identity (i.e. gender, caste, class, marital 

status) mediate everyday navigations of urban space, work, and wellbeing? 

 

The specific objectives of this research include: 

1. To analyze the structural context of solid waste management in Ahmedabad 

through secondary data; 

2. To develop a socioeconomic profile of women waste pickers in Ahmedabad and 

document workers’ perceived experiences of wellbeing, exposure to occupational 

hazards, and strategies in accessing services; 

3. To assess women waste pickers’ everyday livelihood experiences and the role that 

identity and axes of social difference have in mediating livelihood strategies and 

perceived wellbeing; 

4. To analyze the role that women’s participation (and non-participation) in various 

organizing and collectivizing activities have in mediating contemporary waste 

livelihood challenges; 

5. To conduct workshops to disseminate research findings with participants and local 

occupational organizations to advance knowledge and support local advocacy work. 

 
 
1.3 Overview of the dissertation 
 

The following section (Chapter 2) details the conceptual approach to this dissertation. The 

conceptual approach focuses on the broad scholarly fields of development geographies, feminist 

geographies, and waste studies in order to investigate women waste pickers’ everyday 

experiences around livelihoods, wellbeing, and urban change in a context of uneven urban 

development and intersecting structural constraints. I particularly draw from sub-concepts 

emerging to the study of cities, gender, and work, highlighting the urban as a site of meaning-

making where power is deployed, exercised, and resisted across uneven social, cultural, political, 
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and economic landscapes. I then discuss the methodological approach and methods, emphasizing 

a situating of the researcher, research design and data collection, the processes of creating 

knowledge through translation, and study limitations. This section also addresses research 

objective five by discussing the knowledge dissemination and sharing workshop activities 

pursued with participants, communities, and organizations in Ahmedabad to advance knowledge 

and support local advocacy work.  

The first manuscript (Chapter 3) in the dissertation focuses on women waste pickers 

perceptions and experiences of wellbeing with an emphasis on relational, intersectional, and 

situated elements of wellbeing. This manuscript responds to research objectives two and three 

by providing a socioeconomic profile of women waste pickers in Ahmedabad12, discussing 

women waste pickers’ perceived wellbeing and exposure to occupational hazards and access to 

services, and in discussing the role that various axes of identity have in mediating livelihood 

strategies and wellbeing. This paper engages with respondents’ everyday livelihood experiences, 

priorities of a ‘good life,’ and experiences of physical, mental, social, and spiritual wellbeing. It 

contributes to literature on women’s precarious work in cities arguing that by focusing on 

women waste pickers’ relational perceptions and priorities of wellbeing, we can understand 

waste picking work as an important asset for women in navigating everyday life and precarity in 

the urban margins. 

The second manuscript (Chapter 4) explores the uneven impacts of the contemporary 

governance of solid waste and discourses of urban cleanliness from women waste pickers’ 

perspectives and work experiences.  This manuscript addresses research objectives one and 

three by analyzing the structural context of solid waste management in Ahmedabad and 

assessing women’s everyday livelihood experiences and mediating strategies as livelihoods 

(access to waste/space) intersect with marginalized axes of identity. This chapter highlights the 

ways that gender and other marginalized dimensions of identity are obscured or made invisible 

by developmental discourses and practices that aim to modernize solid waste management and 

practices of urban cleanliness. This piece provides a demographic profile of women waste 

pickers in Ahmedabad and argues that contemporary mechanisms and discourses around solid 

 
12Also see Appendix 1 for a full profile/snapshot of descriptive results from the survey in 2017 provided to local 
organizations to support advocacy work with study data. 
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waste and urban cleanliness increase the challenges women waste pickers already experience in 

accessing and urban spaces due to their marginalized identities as Dalit women waste workers.  

The third manuscript (Chapter 5) explores contemporary discourses of ‘inclusion’ through 

a moment of change in the governance of waste in Ahmedabad. This manuscript responds to 

research objective four by analyzing women’s experiences around organizing and 

collectivizing and the role that various collectivizing activities have toward mediating 

contemporary waste livelihood challenges.  It draws on the everyday experiences of women 

waste pickers and local organizers in Ahmedabad in navigating emerging forms of ‘inclusive’ 

waste governance that call for an ‘integration’ of waste pickers into formalized urban solid waste 

management systems.  The chapter particularly emphasizes the gendered implications that 

emerging forms of ‘inclusion’ in privatized waste management systems have for marginalized 

women workers. It argues that the roll-out of top-down and symbolic inclusions of waste pickers 

can paradoxically serve to entrench challenges and justify the exclusion of women waste pickers 

from livelihoods. 

The Conclusion (Chapter 6) summarizes the key findings of the research. It highlights the 

implications of this research with a particular emphasis on the relevance of research results for 

advocacy work, activism, and policymaking. The dissertation concludes with a discussion of 

future directions and opportunities for research emerging from this doctoral dissertation project. 
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2 Conceptual Approach and Methodology 

 

This dissertation seeks to answer questions pertaining to the realms of urban development, 

waste, and gendered identities. The broad theoretical framing of the overall research project is 

thus informed by the scholarly fields of development geographies, feminist geographies, and 

waste studies (see Figure 2.1). These literatures enable an analysis of developmental imaginaries 

of the city, urban inequalities that are exacerbated through urban governance mechanisms, and 

the experiences of marginalized groups in navigating and contesting challenges to their 

livelihoods, living spaces, and access to urban spaces and resources. Taken together, these fields 

of study broadly examine the ways that power relations manifest and are experienced in spaces 

and across identities and scales (England 2006; Samson 2010; Sultana 2020; Truelove 2011). 

The theoretical approach to this research is further guided and operationalized through concepts 

which are underscored by a methodological commitment to valuing and listening to marginalized 

voices.  

 

Figure 2.1: Venn Diagram of the main fields of study informing this dissertation 
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My use of development geographies particularly focuses on exploring processes of 

uneven development in cities and the implications that exertions of power inherent in governance 

mechanisms, developmental discourses of modernity have for marginalized urban citizens. I look 

to broad ideas from the field of development studies pertaining to imaginaries and practices 

around ‘modernity’ in the development of urban spaces with a focus on neoliberal urbanism and 

urban inequities. I also discuss some of the specific concepts that geographers have used in 

theorizing, critiquing, and explaining urban development in the Global South, including those of 

informality (Roy 2009), urban navigations and contestations (Anjaria & McFarlane 2011), and 

urban citizenship (Desai & Sanyal 2012).  

The field of feminist geographies supports both the theoretical foundation and 

methodological approach to this research. I particularly draw upon ideas of the social 

construction of gender and other axes of identity as situated in context. The manuscripts 

comprising the body of this dissertation look to women waste pickers’ everyday experiences and 

therefore rely on a theorization of women’s overlapping axes of identify as being intersected 

with structures of oppression in society which marginalize women based on multiple overlapping 

categories of identity. This everyday perspective also highlights the relational nature of 

perceptions and experiences, including those of wellbeing and precarity in the realm of waste 

picking work. 

Finally, my approach to this research engages the field of waste studies and the 

geographies of waste and discard toward understanding the political-economic and 

sociocultural dimensions of waste. These fields of inquiry delve into the theorizations around the 

politics of solid waste management and value struggles as well as the social interpretations and 

implications around the various meanings of discard in context and stigmatized forms of waste 

labour. These three broad theoretical approaches of development geographies, feminist 

geographies, and waste studies underpin the empirical chapters of this thesis. 

 
2.1 Development Geographies 

Geographic contributions to the field of development studies consist of an explicit 

theorizing of space, scale, and difference in the study and discourses of uneven development and 

unequal power relations (Glassman 2001; Lawson 2007; Peet & Hartwick 2015). Geographers 

also bring a consideration of nature and the environment as a major category of analysis to 
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development studies. The environment as a place or space (e.g. natural, urban, etc.) is 

conceptualized as being fundamentally interconnected and continually reproduced through 

dynamic power relations, opportunities, and conflicts situated in space, rather than being a 

passive container in which people interact and experience inequality (Deasi & Sanyal, 2012; 

Hart, 2001; Peet & Hartwick, 2015). To this extent, local environmental conditions, discourses 

and practices of resource management and exertions of power via discourse and practice are 

understood as both mediating and reproducing actors’ material access to space, resources, and 

services. Geographic work in development studies thus highlights the situated nature of uneven 

development through a fluid conceptualization of the co-constituting relationships between 

spatiality, difference, and a range of social, economic, political, and environmental phenomena. 

As the world is increasingly interconnected through process of economic globalization and 

global issues such as the Covid-19 pandemic, climate change, humanitarian crises, 

environmental degradation, and social/environmental justice movements, the field of 

development geography has much to contribute toward understanding the spatiality and material 

implications of uneven development on human-environment interactions and the uneven flow of 

power in society (Glassman 2001; Lawson 2007).  

 

The critical study of development problematizes the “mapping and making” of “Third 

World societies” as developmental discourses and interventions materially manifest in the 

exertion of “control and management of other peoples, territories, environments, and places” 

(Crush 1995, p.6). Critical development scholars particularly identify the post-1945/WWII 

period as one of intensification in development institutions and discourses as ‘development’ 

became the “primary mechanism through which the Third World has been imagined and 

imagined itself” (Escobar 1995, p.206).  To this extent, discourses of underdevelopment have 

been internalized with material impacts on the ways in which spaces in the Global South are 

continually understood, produced, and experienced. The ‘power’ or ‘violence’ of development 

has thus been asserted through discourses of modernization and improvement based in a single 

(Eurocentric) knowledge system that often marginalizes other ways of knowing where people, 

communities, and countries “start to see themselves as underdeveloped” (Escobar 1995, p.207; 

Crush 1995; Kapadia 2002; Lawson 2007). 
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Geographers have contributed to the theorization of these developmental discourses and 

issues of representation by situating developmental exercises of imagination, power, and 

knowledge production across physical spaces, intersectional identities, and in relation to 

environments, resources, and citizenship. More recent geographical analyses have taken inequity 

as a point of focus in thinking through the production and experience of uneven development 

across and within diverse spaces; as poverty and destitution increases and is concentrated in 

pockets of the Global North and projects of ‘geographic imagineering’ and the production of 

’world class’ or ‘smart’ cities transform spaces in the Global South, it is argued that there can be 

no singular association of under-development with broadly defined geographic areas (Datta 

2015; Desai 2012; Cornea et al. 2017; Sidaway 2012). Emerging literatures in this field therefore 

understand uneven development as a dynamic assemblage of discourse and practice which 

continually imagines, represents, and reproduces spaces and lived experiences for differently 

positioned actors situated in context (Cornea et al. 2015, 2017a; Desai et al. 2015; Sultana 2020; 

Truelove 2016).  

Scholars have used several concepts toward theorizing and investigating issues of uneven 

development and inequity with neoliberalism being regularly invoked to explain various social 

and spatial transformations resulting from political and ideological projects of market-driven 

development and the roll-back of the state. Urban scholars have particularly noted the ways in 

which cities have increasingly become central in the continual reproduction of inequitable 

development outcomes via processes and projects of neoliberal urbanization via a complex and 

continual reconfiguring of relations between the state, economy, and citizenry (Brenner & 

Theodore 2002; Parizeau 2015a; Peck 2010). To this extent, critiques of neoliberalization in 

urban spaces highlight the inherent unevenness of state and market-led development 

interventions in cities and the ways that state withdrawal from urban service provision 

exacerbate and entrench social, economic, and political inequities and tend to displace the urban 

poor (Banerjee-Guha 2009; Chatterjee 2009; Desai 2006; Ferguson & Gupta 2002). In India, 

scholars have critiqued neoliberal governance mechanisms at multiple scales in terms of the 

impacts that re-representing urban spaces, re-regulating urban civil society, privatizing local 

service provisioning, and imposing fiscal austerity measures on municipalities unevenly touch 

down across urban spaces for differently positioned urban citizens (Banerjee-Guha, 2009; 

Chaplin, 2011; Desai & Sanyal, 2012; Gill, 2010). 



 
 

44 
 

 

Yet, processes of neoliberalization are inherently contradictory and are always contested in 

society, so these ideological and political projects continue to evolve. One such evolution 

relevant in this dissertation is that of the more recently-emerging rhetorics of ‘inclusion’ and 

‘participation’ in projects of neoliberal urban development. Rhetorics and discourses of social 

inclusivity in contexts of market liberalism are what Peck (2010) refers to as being key tenants of 

“soft neoliberalism” (xvi) or the “kinder, gentler modes of governing austerity” (Fredericks 

2018: 12). Empirical evidence from studies in Indian cities point to examples whereby forms of 

symbolic ‘inclusive’ urban planning or ‘participatory’ revitalization projects actually resulted in 

the further exclusion of marginalized citizens (Bannerjee-Guha 2009; Desai 2018). In such 

contexts, the burdens of urban citizens experiencing poverty may be acknowledged but 

responsibility is ultimately devolved to the poor themselves, particularly to women, as agendas 

and budgets favouring ‘modern’ forms of development (i.e. the revitalization of urban spaces, 

mega-project development, and the privatization and mechanization of urban service provision) 

are legitimized through these so-called ‘inclusive’ governance processes (Desai 2012; Roy 

2005).  

In this dissertation, critiques of these processes of neoliberal urbanism (and contestation) in 

Ahmedabad are made in terms of women waste pickers’ experiences of a moment of change in 

the governance of solid waste and the broader development landscape of the city toward more 

technological and ‘Smart’ urban interventions. However, I also wish to complicate this analysis 

of the politics and ideologies of urban development, as while neoliberal urbanism is a valuable 

lens through which to explain some of the symbolic and material transformations associated with 

uneven development in Indian cities, there is much more at work here than neoliberalization 

alone. To this extent, a growing body of scholarship questions the theoretical ascendancy and 

application of the neoliberal concept in Southern contexts. This work highlights the Euro-

American roots of neoliberalism as a theoretical tool and problematizes its wide application in 

analyzing spaces and processes in the Global South (Banerjee-Guha 2009; Desai & Sanyal 

2012). The neoliberal economic approach has thus been critiqued for its tendency to reduce 

complex phenomena like the state, urban populations (e.g. elites, the urban poor), and urban 

spaces (e.g. slums) as monolithic, homogeneous, and one-dimensional representations (Bell 

2019; Kudva 2009; Parnell & Robinson 2012). Scholars have therefore proposed a re-balancing 
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of urban theory in the context of (and emerging) from the global South that unsettles the 

‘neoliberal syndrome’ and re-directs attention to the “diverse agents and practices that produce 

the city” and drive urban change (Anjaria & McFarlane, 2011: 6; Lawhon et al., 2014; 

Millington & Lawhon, 2019; Peake 2016; Roy 2013). Neoliberal urbanism may thus be found to 

“be a partial, absent, or even irrelevant driver of urban poverty, rather than a ubiquitous frame” 

(Parnell & Robinson, p.601; Bell 2019; Kudva 2009). For example, Luthra (2018a) highlights 

the complexities of Delhi, India’s heterogeneous waste collection landscape where the municipal 

‘privatization’ of waste service provision was not a matter of ‘rolling back’ state responsibility 

and creating a new private market for service delivery. Instead, he argues ‘privatization’ 

necessitated a re-configuring of relationships between numerous actors and arrangements where 

the municipality first had to “expand its regulatory authority” by municipalizing a claim to waste 

in order to introduce the new ‘privatized’ waste collection system that displaced an already-

existing ‘private’ sector of arrangements and actors working in the informal economy (p. 140; 

also see, Chaturvedi & Gidwani 2011). 

 

In this dissertation, I ground my theoretical analysis of urban development and change in 

marginalized women workers’ experiences of working in the urban ‘informal’ economy through 

a moment of change in the urban waste landscape. This approach aims to enable a critical 

thinking through not only of processes of neoliberalization, but also of the multiple other 

processes, actors, and interactions that permeate and contribute to the production of 

contemporary urban spaces, inequities, and experiences of urban citizenship. I therefore draw 

upon several sub-concepts that may ground, challenge, and support aspects of this analysis, 

including Ananya Roy’s critical interpretation of ‘informality,’ Anjaria & McFarlane’s (2011) 

theoretical exploration of urban navigations, and Desai & Sanyal’s (2012) grounding of 

governance interventions in urban citizenship and a broader pursuit of the right to the city.  

 

Informality and urban developmentalism 

Ananya Roy (2009) invokes the concept of ‘informality’ to argue that the developmental 

practices of planners, decision-makers, the judiciary, corporate actors, and the elite are 

interwoven with practices of informality in the pursuit of modernization. Although the concept of 

‘informality’ is often synonymous with poverty, slums, and stigmatized work, she suggests that 
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those with wealth and power proceed through systems of “deregulation, ambiguity, and 

exception” (Roy 2009, p.76). Gill (2010) provides an example of the forced relocation of Delhi’s 

scrap trading and recycling market to a peripheral area of the city as involving instances of 

judicial activism and the zoning and appropriation of land as part of a municipal urban renewal 

program.  Such processes of urban developmentalism and change deepen material inequities 

through ‘informal’ invocations of power to displace marginalized people of land, livelihoods, 

and housing in the name of modernity.  

Modernization is “the notion that poorer countries could and should catch up with richer 

ones by following…a single, identifiable path of development” (Rogers et al. 2013, n.p.). 

Modernization developmental rhetoric often involves an uncritical reliance on technological, 

corporate, and political-economic interventions into urban spaces and a move away from 

‘traditional’ ways of life and livelihood or those deemed incompatible with particular 

imaginaries of urban spaces (Agarwala 2009; Datta 2015; Shinoda 2005). In Indian cities, 

projects of ‘urban renewal,’ ‘revitalization’, and ‘beautification’ often subscribe to imaginaries 

and ideals of modernity, invoking practices of ‘informality’ in the pursuit of a form of urban 

development (Roy 2009, 2011). However, as development geographers have pointed out, these 

invocations of informal practices of power have material impacts in the city as people, places, 

and activities are labeled as legal/illegal or legitimate/illegitimate uses/users of urban space and 

various actors involved in the state, judiciary, and corporate partners “place [themselves] outside 

of the law in order to practice ‘development’” (Roy, 2009: 81; Roy, 2011; Sidaway 2012). The 

conceptual approach to this research therefore understands that processes and ideologies of urban 

development are permeated with relations and exercises of power and are enmeshed within 

complex historical, political, economic, social, and political contexts.  

 
Urban navigations and contestations 

Critical studies of urban development contribute to theorizing of the various ideas and 

practices of ‘modernity’ in urban development.’ Scholars frequently problematize and critique 

the use of dichotomous terminology (informal/formal; inclusion/exclusion) and normative 

models derived from cities in the Global North and applying them in Southern cities. This body 

of scholarship widens the analytical lens around the processes and experiences of urban change 

in Southern cities, suggesting that actors weave in and out of legal and illegal domains within 
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situated contexts in their daily navigations of the city (Coletto & Bisschop, 2017; Gidwani, 2013; 

McFarlane 2008; Rogan et al., 2017). Anjaria & McFarlane (2011) conceptualize ‘urban 

navigations’ to describe the connections between urban imaginaries, materialities, and 

contestations with an emphasis on ‘street-level’ everyday urban space-making. ‘Navigations’ are 

the ways in which “people make sense of and work their way through diverse urban 

environments, often in contexts of deep political, economic, and social inequality" (6). This 

concept emphasizes both the production and contestation of urban space as the grounds upon 

which new knowledge about the city and processes of urbanization are produced; they are 

simultaneously comprised of broader urban imaginaries and everyday strategies that individuals 

employ to cope with and make meaning from urban inequities rather than being victims to 

broader inequitable processes of neoliberal governance (Gidwani & Ramamurthy 2018; Millar 

2018). This invocation of ‘urban navigations’ and ideas of building knowledge about the 

struggles over knowing, navigating, and belonging in the unequal city are also connected to the 

wider trends in critical urban theory pertaining to theory-building from the South (discussed 

earlier) with an emphasis on everyday lived experiences in urban space. This dissertation 

therefore emphasizes the ways in which marginalized experiences are not only producing 

knowledge of the city and processes of urbanization but are “producing the city itself as a 

changing set of knowledges and imaginaries” (Anjaria & McFarlane, 2011:2). These processes 

of navigating urban change, governance, and informal work also have impacts and carry 

implications for experiences of citizenship or the various inclusions and excisions that pervade 

marginalized women’s lived experiences in urban space. 

 

Urban citizenship and the Right to the city 

Desai & Sanyal (2012) argue for a conceptualization of urban citizenship that challenges 

dichotomous understandings of citizenship as legitimate/included and illegitimate/excluded 

citizen; they instead interrogate the contradictory processes of urbanization and urban change in 

India by theorizing the inequities inherent in the distribution of rights, duties, and resources that 

formal citizenship should entail. Citizenship is not only lived and experienced through inclusive 

and exclusive processes, but is “performed and enacted, it is disrupted and reformulated and 

lived” (Sultana 2020, p.3; Miraftab 2006; Yuval-Davis 2011). Desai & Sanyal (2012) suggest 

that citizenship may be understood in terms of its formal and substantive aspects, or one’s rights 
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affiliated with citizenship formally (i.e. on paper) and actually-lived experiences of realizing, 

navigating, or being denied these rights associated with formal citizenship. 

 Urban citizenship is thus not understood to be a static experience of membership, but as 

an active and spatially-engaged experience of the city that is “formed and reshaped by the 

contest over the making and meaning of what it means to be a citizen” (Desai & Sanyal 2012, 

p.230). This spatialized engagement with citizenship indicates the continual processes and 

inherent tensions in the forming and claiming of rights and belonging through processes of 

contestation at various scales, from collective claims-making movements to everyday acts of 

resistance and transformation (Das 2011; Sultana 2020) In this way, various discriminations, 

denials, and stigmas embedded in processes of urbanization are understood not as an exclusion 

from formal citizenship status, but because one is a “certain kind of [citizen] with particular 

distributions of disadvantage” (Desai & Sanyal 2012, p.xi). I draw on this conceptualization of 

urban citizenship in order to speak to women waste pickers’ urban navigations as urban citizens, 

often with formal citizenship status but lacking a realization of many of the substantive rights 

and privileges that this status should entail.  

This conceptualization of urban citizenship may be operationalized and pursued in 

scholarship and advocacy work through the lens of the ‘rights-based city’ or the “right to the 

city” toward informing local, regional, and international movements around marginalized 

citizens’ substantive rights to urban spaces, resources and livelihoods (Brenner et al. 2009; 

Marcuse et al. 2009; McFarlane & Desai 2015; Mitchell 2003; Purcell 2003; Whitson 2017). The 

right to the city movement is premised on the realization not only of formal rights in theory, but 

of the realization of substantive rights in practice. This dissertation situates these considerations 

of the substantive aspects of urban citizenship and the right to the city in women waste pickers’ 

intersectional identities. This approach therefore draws on feminist approaches to development to 

understand the ways that identity (e.g. gender, class, caste, religion, age, etc.) and structural 

oppressions that marginalize people on the basis of identities mediate marginalized women’s 

everyday experiences of urban citizenship, access to urban spaces, and navigations of 

stigmatized livelihoods in the contemporary Indian city 
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2.2 Feminist Geographies 
 

Feminist approaches to the study of geography recognize gender as a social construct 

whereby the creation of gendered differences through structures, discourses, and everyday 

practices simultaneously give meaning to gendered actions and reproduce gendered categories of 

being (England 2006; McDowell 1999). Gender is thus conceptualized as a process engaged in a 

dynamic and shifting relationship with other aspects of social, cultural, and political life and the 

material environment (Nightingale 2006).  The work of feminist geographers often undertakes a 

critical approach toward understanding the ways that socially constructed gender manifests and 

is reproduced in space, creating and maintaining experiences of inclusion and exclusion in space, 

access, and voice (Dixon & Jones 2006).  

Feminist geographers have long worked in urban environments, often focusing on cities 

as sites for investigating social relationships and issues of social justice. The spatiality of the city 

and issues around access to and control over urban spaces and resources are thus understood as 

“critical aspects of the construction of gendered and sexualized identities and inequitable power 

relations” (Whitson 2017, p.69). Feminist geographers therefore take a dynamic view of cities as 

urban spaces and processes that interact and intersect with the complex ways that gender (and 

other axes of identity) are articulated in relation to spatial practices and power relations in 

context (Peake 2016; Preston et al. 2005). Critical studies undertaken by feminist urban 

geographers range in scale from theorizing urban inequities and material exclusions of 

differently positioned marginalized actors in the city (Agarwala 2019; Kern & Mullings 2013; 

Truelove 2011) to the micro-scale of studying embodied intersectional identities and the bodily 

experience of urban infrastructures, spaces, and governance (Desai et al. 2015; Sultana 2020; 

Truelove 2016).  

Since the 1990s much feminist geographical research has been informed by the multiple 

intersecting and often marginalized axes of identity, emphasizing the situated and contingent 

nature of representing one’s own identity in context (Hovorka 2006; Nightingale 2011; Valentine 

2007). There has also been a significant shift from understanding women in the Global South as 

victims of the violence of structural power, of households, and in communities toward an 

engagement with women’s simultaneous acts of resistance, claims-making, and contestation in 

contexts of oppression. In the urban context, there has been much recent emphasis on the politics 
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of women and marginalized actors organizing and collectively making claims to rights (Chen & 

Carré 2020; Kabeer et al 2013; Parizeau 2015b) as well as on the subtle acts of resistance, 

improvisation, and transformation marginalized women actors engage to maintain access to vital 

spaces and resources (Cornea et al. 2016; Datta 2012; Joshi 2018).  

The following expands upon the concept of intersectionality and its influence on the 

theoretical and methodological approaches in this dissertation. It will then discuss the concept of 

relationality in understanding perceptions of wellbeing and precarity and the importance of the 

scale of the ‘everyday’ as a means through which to operationalize a feminist and intersectional 

approach to research. 

 

Intersectionality 

Intersectionality is a theory and research approach coined by Kimberlé Crenshaw that 

focuses on the intersections of socially constructed axes of identity (e.g. gender, race, caste, 

class, religion, age, etc.) in explaining lived experiences and structural oppression (Crenshaw 

1991; Mohanty 1984). The concept of intersectionality as defined by Crenshaw was initially 

pursued in the fields of black and postcolonial feminist scholarship and highlights “the need to 

account for multiple grounds of identity when considering how the social world is constructed” 

(Crenshaw 1991, p.1245). In this way, Menon (2015) asserts, “feminism requires us to recognize 

that ‘women’ is neither a stable nor a homogenous category” (p.2).  

As a social theory, intersectionality highlights the ways that subjectivity is constituted by 

mutually enforcing and simultaneously interacting categories of difference (McCall 2005; Nash 

2008). It aims to bring about a conceptual shift in how social categories, relationships, and 

interactions are understood and theorized with a transformative effect on how researchers 

interrogate processes and mechanisms of power in society, institutions, and households 

(Hankivisky, 2012). Intersectional approaches to research may thus provide an important 

theoretical framework through which to situate and investigate embodied lived experiences in the 

context of overlapping structural oppressions and changing physical, social, and political 

landscapes (Hancock 2007; Valentine 2007). 

Intersectionality has also been critiqued for its Euro-North American roots, the 

imperialism of categories, and the assumed universality and application of the concept in the 

Global South. To this extent, ‘intersectional’ research is argued to have a much longer history 
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than since the 1990’s coining of the term, where “the politics of engaging with multiple 

identities, their contradictions and interrelations, goes back to the early 20th century and the 

legacy of anti-imperialist struggles in the global South”(Menon 2015, p.3). The ‘woman’ in 

Indian feminism has thus “always been constituted by caste, religion and class” where women 

are positioned—and sharply divided—by caste and class” (Menon 2015, p.3; Kapadia 1996, p.6). 

Further, categories of identity are not understood to be equal and can shift and be differently 

leveraged and drawn upon in situated contexts. Menon (2015) suggests that “not all identities 

available in a society to a person or a group may be relevant at all times for them” (p.11). 

Instead, people may interpret and respond to different challenges and situations drawing upon a 

single axis of their identity or a combination of different axes to different extents (Nightingale 

2011; Valentine 2007). The manuscripts in this dissertation are thus informed by an 

‘intersectional’ approach to research that is both cognizant of the roots of intersectionality theory 

in the global North while simultaneously aiming to situate differently positioned actors’ 

experiences in everyday contexts and in terms of various structural oppressions.  

 

In order to conceptualize these fluid interpretations and invocations of identity in context, I use a 

relational lens in this dissertation toward engaging with women’s embodied everyday narratives 

of their work experiences and priorities. A relational approach seeks to understand phenomena 

(i.e. wellbeing, livelihoods, inclusion) as meaning different things to different people across 

various spaces and contexts (Agarwala 2009; Atkinson 2013; White 2009). Relational 

interpretations thus aim to resist siloes and categories occupational hazards and precarious 

economic survival which risk reducing the benefits and threats of waste picking to a dichotomy 

of health versus income and instead looks to the situated and contingent nature of 

multidimensional livelihoods across spaces and relationships (Agarwala 2019; Millar 2018; 

Rogan et al. 2018). To this extent, women’s narratives of their wellbeing, work, and choices 

around organizing are expressed in relation to one’s own experiences and knowledges, as well as 

to the social networks, spaces, discourses, and institutions in one’s life in a particular moment. 

Further, this lens of relationality enables not only an understanding of the particularities of 

women’s individual and situated experiences and priorities as they relate to intersectional axes of 

identity and exclusion, but also understands women’s experiences and choices as being 

constrained by broader structures of oppression.  This dissertation therefore contributes to an 
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emerging body of scholarship that intentionally moves away from conceptualizing waste pickers 

as abject labourers discarded by capitalistic processes of neoliberal urbanization and toward a 

valuing of workers’ “relational autonomy” and perceptions of the various activities, 

relationships, spaces, and aspirations embedded in the everyday of ‘precarious’ work (Millar 

2018, p.71; Butt 2018; O’Hare 2019). The manuscripts that follow thus draw upon an 

intersectional and relational approach toward interpreting women waste pickers’ narratives of 

their everyday work experiences and strategies in accessing waste materials and urban spaces in 

a changing political-economic and social-cultural waste landscape.  

 

Everyday experiences 

A growing number of studies by urban and feminist geographers are grounded and situated 

in everyday experiences. The everyday perspective aims to trace the dynamics of urban living in 

the context of structures and resistance while unveiling the “mundane and ordinary practices, 

meanings, and settings which…contribute to re-valuing aspects of urban life that often tend to 

slip to the shadows” (Peake & Rieker 2013, p. 55). The scale of the everyday has been used to 

investigate the micropolitics and everyday practices involved in the production of urban spaces 

and citizenship (Cornea et al. 2017b; Desai et al. 2015; Joshi 2018; Truelove 2016). It also serves 

as a strategy for bridging between theoretical analyses of the oppressions and inequities of 

structural power and the micro-scale of intersectional identities and lived experiences of urban 

residents and their daily routines in navigating the city. 

The everyday provides an important entry point for engaging with marginalized women 

workers in research and for interpreting the relational priorities and strategies women employ in 

their daily navigations of work and urban space. The everyday is also a strategy toward 

understanding the dynamics of intersectional identities and the way that actors may draw upon, 

interpret, and be oppressed or empowered by different axes situationally (Kapadia 1996; 

Nightingale 2011; Valentine 2007). The everyday scale thus enables an analysis of differently 

positioned women’s own definitions and strategies of navigating livelihoods, wellbeing, and 

citizenship in the city.  
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2.3 Waste Studies: Geographies of Waste and Discard 
 

Mary Douglas famously conceptualized waste as “matter out of place” where “dirt is 

essentially disorder” and the tolerance or abhorrence toward dirt is largely socially constructed: 

“there is no such thing as absolute dirt: it exists in the eye of the beholder” (Douglas 1966, pp. 44 

& 2).  Indeed, an array of conceptualizations of waste are employed across contexts: waste is 

simultaneously understood as a “hazard, object of management, commodity, resource, archive, 

filth, fetish, risk, disorder, matter out of place, governable object, abject, and actant” (Moore 

2012, p.781). Waste is understood as material, metaphor, and experience, interacting with 

physical spaces, embodied identities, and social constructions to continually produce “spaces of 

abjection…com[ing] to invest them with disgust, repulsion, fascination, and disavowal (Gidwani 

2013, p.174). Waste is thus an unstable and relational entity with various material, social, and 

symbolic meanings that are applied to physical spaces, objects, and people.  

Waste has been variously invoked as a lens through which scholars from diverse 

disciplines theorize and investigate capitalism and social reproduction (Gidwani & Reddy 2011; 

Harriss-White 2006); citizenship (Fredericks 2018); economic crises (Mitra 2009; Shankar & 

Sahni 2018; Whitson 2010, 2011); environmental conflicts and justice (Bell 2019; Liboiron 

2018a; Martuzzi et al. 2010; Martinez-Allier 2003); formal and informal economies (Chaturvedi 

& Gidwani 2011; Gill 2010); global consumption and disposal inequalities (Demaria 2010; Laha 

2014; Lepawsky 2015; Martinez-Allier et al. 2014); informality and precarious work (Gidwani 

2015; Harriss-White 2017a,b; O’Hare 2019; Parizeau 2015b; Rogan et al. 2018); social 

movements and claims-making (Demaria & Schindler 2016; Dias 2016; Kabeer 2008, 2018; 

Kabeer et al 2013; Samson 2019); social relations and behaviours (Chatterjee 2019; Doron 2016; 

Luthra 2018, 2020a); and urban governance (Cornea et al. 2017b; Fahmi 2005; Parizeau 2015a; 

McFarlane 2012; Miraftab 2005; Samson 2010).  

Wasted materials, people, and places are often rendered as invisible in everyday urban 

contexts but tend to emerge in the mainstream media and political discourse when the pollution 

(both physical and ritual/symbolic), toxicity, and disorder that are ascribed to waste are made 

visible as threats to the health of populations and environments and/or the aesthetics of urban 

space. Waste management infrastructures also gain the attention of media, decision-makers, and 
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civil society when they fail or when workers strike as the hygienic and aesthetic hazards threaten 

the health and appearance of urban communities (e.g. Demaria & Schindler, 2016; Gidwani 

2013). In such cases, when waste is perceived as a threat to urban spaces and populations, waste 

workers themselves are often blamed for the hygienic and aesthetic hazards posed by the 

visibility of that which is wasted and are themselves seen as disposable (Bauman 2004; Bell 

2019; Yates 2011).  

The materiality of solid waste in particular enables it to be problematized as an issue of 

urban planning, management, technology, economics, health/hygiene, aesthetics, and 

modernity/development. In practice, it is frequently understood as a technical and “intelligible 

field with specifiable limits and particular characteristics “that require a technical and apolitical 

solution (Li 2007, p.7). However, despite this popular framing of solid waste, a growing body of 

geographical scholarship on waste emphasizes the inherent position of waste as necessarily 

political— that the “choices regarding where to place it, how to manage it and who should 

handle it are not politically neutral” (Cornea et al. 2017a, p.730; Demaria & Schindler 2016; 

Parizeau 2015b; Whitson 2011). These literatures, often employing urban political ecological or 

materialist approaches, instead highlight the contested nature of waste and the dichotomies in 

which waste is positioned against a normative understanding of ‘value’. Gidwani (2013) frames 

this contested politics of waste as ‘value struggles’ by explicitly questioning “what is set on the 

side of waste and what on the side of value in particular places at particular moments, how, with 

what implications, and for whom?” (p.170). Value struggles around waste therefore illuminate 

the tensions inherent in the processes of valuing waste as a resource in different contexts and 

explicitly acknowledges the power structures and oppressions that influence decision-making in 

urban waste management that tend to be obscured.  

 

Waste geographies and this emerging body of urban political ecologies of waste (including 

studies of municipal solid waste, electronic waste, human waste and sanitation, etc.) highlight the 

uneven spatial distribution of the threats and harmful aspects of waste within and outside of 

cities and at a global scale (Clapp 2001; Demaria 2010; Lepawski & Billah 2011; Pickren 2014) 

as well as the uneven distribution of the burdens and threats of various kinds of waste along 

socio-economic lines and between high and low income citizens and spaces (Demaria & 

Schindler 2016; Luthra 2017; Yates & Gutberlet 2011). Waste geographies also undertake an 
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analysis of the sociocultural dimensions of waste and human-garbage relations. To this extent, 

waste is understood to be imbued with meaning, socio-cultural attitudes, imaginaries, and is thus 

a socially constructed entity set within cultural contexts (Cornea et al. 2017a; Jewitt 2011; Millar 

2018). In India, the materiality of waste is particularly linked to the intersecting social axes of 

caste and gendered identities of the workers who handle solid and sanitary wastes and are thus 

stigmatized on multiple grounds pertaining to marginalized identities and occupational affiliation 

with waste (Beall 2006; Gill 2010; Luthra 2020b; Reddy 2018). To this extent, geographers have 

also taken waste livelihoods as a point of focus in geographical investigations of labour, 

exclusion, and poverty reduction. These literatures highlight the hazards of waste picking work 

in particular (Binion & Gutberlet 2012; Gutberlet & Uddin 2017; Parizeau 2015b; Uddin et al., 

2020), the social exclusions and stigmas waste workers experiences (Gidwani 2015; Gidwani & 

Maringanti 2016; Luthra 2020a; Whitson 2011), as well as the role of organizing and 

‘integrating’ workers in formal waste management systems (Dias & Samson 2016; Gutberlet 

2012; Samson 2009). 

The field of discard studies explicitly engages with these wider social, cultural, economic, 

and political systems that shape the ways that waste and waste labour is understood and 

normalized. To this extent, Liboiron explains that the study of discards includes “people, 

landscapes, futures, ways of life, and more” in order to “ensure that the categories of what is 

systematically left out, devalued, left behind, ruined, and externalized are left open” (Liboiron 

2014). This intentionally politicized study of discarded objects, places, and people has in part led 

to a growing body of scholarship and advocacy work around the tensions inherent in urban waste 

governance and the importance of informal workers’ access and rights to waste in cities as 

corporate and state actors increasingly make claims to ‘waste as a resource’ for capital 

accumulation (see, Chautervedi & Gidwani 2011a; Chikarmane 2016; Fahmi & Sutton 2010; 

Shankar & Sahni 2018a).   

 

This dissertation thus intentionally draws upon this broad conceptualization of waste-as-

discard to explore women waste pickers’ embodied everyday experiences against a backdrop of 

the contemporary developmental discourses of urban cleanliness and technical modernity in 

Indian cities. This focus on discarded objects, people, and places enables a critical exploration of 

the material and symbolic invocations of waste and value in urban governance while re-centering 
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an analysis of the various social, economic, and political tensions and exclusions that are often 

obscured within apolitical and normative pursuits of ‘modernized’ urban spaces. 

 

2.4 Conceptualizing women’s everyday experiences of the uneven city 
 

The conceptual approach to this dissertation combines theories from the fields of 

development geographies, feminist geographies, and waste studies in order to investigate the 

everyday experiences of women waste pickers in contexts of uneven urban development and a 

changing waste landscape. I particularly draw on concepts emerging from the study of cities and 

urban dynamics from across these three broad fields to ground this research in ideas linked to the 

urban as a site of meaning-making, the deployment and exercise of power, and the uneven 

manifestation of power in the everyday lives of urban citizens.  

The broad conceptual approach to this study therefore uses waste and waste work as a lens 

through which to understand the variegated experiences of people across axes of social 

difference in a rapidly changing urban context. It aims to draw on women’s relational priorities 

and everyday navigations of urban spaces, discourses, and livelihoods to draw connections 

between individual everyday experiences of uneven development and the broader structural 

oppressions of patriarchy, caste, capitalism, and governance that impact women’s substantive 

experiences of citizenship in the city.  The materiality of waste and women’s work with waste is 

thus intended to highlight the uneven manifestation of power in urban spaces via discourse and 

governance mechanisms in the urban margins. 

 

2.5 Methodological Approach 
 

This research is based in a philosophical and methodological commitment to listening to, 

valuing, and privileging marginalized women’s voices. The research therefore operates from a 

social constructivist ontological premise and an epistemology of critical realism. Social 

constructivism is an ontological position which believes that “social phenomenal and their 

meanings are continually being ‘created’ and accomplished by social actors” (Mikkelsen 2005, 

p.15). Applied to feminist geographies, this ontological perspective emphasizes the creation and 

reproduction of gendered meanings and differences through discourse and performance (Dixon 
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& Jones 2006). In feminist qualitative research, constructivists understand answers provided by 

research participants as human constructions— they are necessarily relational and based in 

experiences and memory or “inventions of the human mind” (Mikkelsen 2005, p.15). My aim in 

using a constructivist approach is to interpret the ways in which gendered meanings are 

experienced in everyday life and situated in relational contexts and structures of oppression. I 

therefore also adopt a critical realist epistemological perspective in approaching this research 

which asserts that the study of social phenomena must be concerned with identifying structures 

that continually reproduce the context within which the research is situated. The critical realist 

position further aims not only to identify these structures, but to create knowledge to change 

them in order to abolish inequalities and injustices (Mikkelsen 2005). However, feminist 

researchers argue that the uneven terrains of power, difference, and oppression can appear in the 

act of conducting research and must therefore be attended to. 

Maintaining this constructivist and critical realist viewpoint, I used a mixed-methods 

methodological approach to this research emphasizing predominantly qualitative methods of data 

collection and analysis. This approach draws on feminist literatures in the fields of geography 

and development studies with the aim of pursuing community engaged research and mobilizing 

and sharing knowledge with participants and local organizations. Through this approach, I also 

reflect and attempt to be cognizant of the critiques of development research as being colonist or 

Eurocentric. I thus engage these methodological commitments as to avoid extractive research 

practices and rather to emphasize engagement and the mutual benefits of the work (Nagar 2002; 

O’Reilly 2005; Pacheco-Vega & Parizeau 2018; Wolf 1996). 

 My methodological aim is thus to “engage in honest struggle with the knotty methodological 

dilemmas of [this] work with great thoughtfulness and candor” including struggles around 

theory, practice, analysis, culture embodiment, difference, and positionally (Gallagher 2008, 

p.2). I draw upon feminist methodological research from the fields of geography and 

development studies in order to position myself as a researcher, to navigate the various power 

dynamics and politics of representation that inform and shape all phases of this work, and to 

critically reflect on the colonial legacies that continue to influence the flows and production of 

knowledge in the global South. The following will situate me as a researcher, discuss the 

methods of data collection in the dissertation, and outline the processes of producing knowledge 

through translation pertaining to this research. 
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2.5.1 Situating the researcher: Positionality and reflexivity 

 

As a white foreign woman researcher with relative affluence compared to my research 

respondents, evident in my ability to travel and study, I continually reflected on the ways in 

which my identity influenced my research and interactions with respondents and key informants 

in the study. I took my time with the fieldwork for this research with multiple visits to 

participants and key informants to build rapport over two years, to allow participants to ask 

questions about me and my life, and to show accountability for the intrusion into respondents’ 

lives and to respect and appreciate the knowledge they shared with me (Miraftab 2004; Nagar 

2002).  I undertook reflexivity as a critical daily practice with the knowledge that I cannot 

presume to fully understand all of the complexities and implications of research relationships 

(Rose, 1997). I also understood that my outsider positioning prevented me from fully 

comprehending or being able to access some of the social and cultural constructs impacting 

participants lives and that I must pay close attention to the politics and power relations pertaining 

to representation in this work (Wolf 1996). However, I also came to understand that my foreign 

outsider position could uncover some experiences and insights that might not be revealed 

otherwise. 

 I took inspiration from Miraftab’s (2004) reflections on presumed power relations in 

fieldwork to avoid making dichotomous assumptions about power relations between the 

researcher and researched; instead, I understood participants as being capable of defining 

privilege and distinguishing my social position according to their own social and cultural values. 

To this extent, I was sensitive to the attention that my presence in the field could draw to 

respondents who might prefer to not have extra attention drawn to them as they performed a 

stigmatized and visible form of work in public space and so I frequently arranged to meet for 

interviews at the respondents’ convenience. That said, some respondents invited me to join them 

in walking around their work areas and to go with them to their scrap dealer, seeming to be 

excited to leverage my position and presence to try and enable their access to recyclables (e.g. 

one respondent stopped on the street in front of a print shop and urged owner to give her a bag of 

shredded office paper saying, “look, this Canadian lady is here to study me and see how I work! 

This bag of paper will be very good for me and for you!”) and to get better prices (e.g. several 

interview respondents brought me to their scrap shop telling their pithawallah that they were part 
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of a study and jokingly told them that they should give a better price as it would reflect well on 

the shop in the study).  

 

I will discuss my co-navigations of data collection with a local interpreter in detail in section 

2.5.3; However, I will note here that the interpreter and I both employed daily reflexive practices 

and debriefing sessions to discuss and think-through our daily research interactions, including 

developing strategies and reflecting on our positionalities and representations (via language, 

body positioning, and introductions) relative to each other and in relation to participants through 

our research interactions. As a team, we always tried to insist that we sit on the ground or on the 

same surface as respondents and would build rapport over multiple visits, hang out when invited, 

participate in sorting waste while we talked, and in learning and using the local terms of common 

recyclable materials respondents were collecting. We frequently emphasized respondents’ 

expertise in conversations with them and the fact that we wanted to learn from them— that I 

wanted to learn about waste in Ahmedabad from the ‘real experts’ with ‘real knowledge and 

experience’. To this extent, we also encouraged respondents to ask me questions and to allow 

them to ‘study me’, which led to several respondents (both in interviews and in group workshop 

discussions) teasing me and offering all kinds of universal advice on navigating marriage and 

one’s mother-in-law and also on how to deal with boys and men harassing me in Ahmedabad. 

Similar to Miraftab’s (2004) experiences with interviewing women in Mexico, many respondents 

were also baffled and/or sympathetic to me about how I did not yet have children ‘at my age.’ 

This issue of children often impacted power dynamics in our research interactions as respondents 

were quick to start to offer their wisdom and advice to me on this topic. My gender identity and 

presentation as woman (and appearing in modest styles of local casual clothing and having long 

plaited hair) therefore enabled these conversations about family, marriage, and harassment and 

opened up further discussions about the research and opportunities to visit again, to share food 

(and teach me how to make some food items), and to meet their family members. 

While my status as a foreign woman opened doors in respondents’ communities and homes 

as well as with local grassroots organizations, it seemed to simultaneously be a deterrent in 

navigating bureaucratic institutions and in interactions with municipal supervisors in the waste 

industry, as there seemed to be a concern (among institutions and elite citizens who occasionally 

interrupted interviews) that I should present a “positive” or “modern” picture of India in my 
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research. I also experienced challenges in accessing some areas of the city (e.g. the Pirana 

dumpsite). Although I was granted access to the dumpsite twice via the Self-Employed Women’s 

Association acting as gatekeepers, intense surveillance of my visits by municipal supervisors in 

the dumpsite (expressing concern for my safety) prevented me from being able to move freely 

through the site and converse with workers. I quickly realized that the dumpsite would not be an 

ideal access point for engaging with women waste pickers due to the gatekeeping requirements 

to access the site and the intense surveillance and restrictive supervision of the municipal 

supervisors. Sannabhadti (2019) notes similar challenges in accessing the Pirana dumpsite where 

it was perceived that his presence as a researcher could be “viewed as a threat by other 

stakeholders” who might then restrict that participant’s or household’s access or use of the Pirana 

site (p.11). 

The challenges of situating myself in this feminist and qualitative research predominantly 

related to the practices challenging my embedded assumptions, navigating my ethical and 

institutional commitments, and continually reflecting upon the interactions of knowledge 

systems and ways of knowing in intercultural interactions (within research interactions and in my 

everyday life in India). Gallagher (2002) notes that such challenges “ask us to read, with 

exacting attention, our research contexts, to engage in complex research relationships, and to 

hold ourselves to the difficult and always imperfect task of representation” (Gallagher 2002, p.2).  

I did my best in navigating the complexities and challenges in this work and have continued to 

experience occasional moments of perplexity around issues of representation and identity in 

writing this dissertation. The following will detail the methods of data collection I selected and 

used for this research. 

 
2.5.2 Research design and data collection 
 

This research was inspired by my prior experiences in travelling and living in India in 2009-

2010 and 2014-2015 and my master’s research with informal recyclers in Vancouver, Canada. I 

decided to pursue this degree in order to learn more about waste management, waste labour, and 

urban inequity through the lenses of development studies and gender/feminist geographies as 

waste picking is a feminized form of work in Ahmedabad, a city undergoing rapid 

developmental changes. 
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This research is based on two five-month visits to Ahmedabad between 2016 and 2018 and is 

also informed by visits to Ahmedabad and connections formed in the city during 2014-2015 

before the start of my PhD studies. In accordance with my feminist methodological commitments 

in research, I used a mixed-methods approach to the research design and data collection 

processes. Data collection methods included a discourse analysis of media and policy documents, 

a survey of women waste pickers (n=401), semi-structured interviews (n=46) with a sub-sample 

of survey respondents, as well as unstructured follow-up visits and interviews with 36 of the 

original 45 interview respondents and 12 interactive group workshops one year after the initial 

round of interviews. The research is also based on my own observations and interviews with 

eleven key informants (cooperative organizers, union representatives, NGO employees, local 

folks involved in advocacy and activism, and recycling shop owners) that were carried out on an 

iterative basis over the two field visits. The research was facilitated by a local trilingual 

interpreter (fluent in Gujarati, Hindi, and English with experience in qualitative fieldwork and 

feminist research methodologies) whom I worked with closely in both research trips (see section 

2.5.3 for more detail on knowledge creation through translation).  

 

Participant Observation 

I traveled to Ahmedabad in November 2016 to begin this research. As I had already 

established local connections at the headquarters of the Self-Employed Women’s Association, I 

began my research by spending time at SEWA— observing the day-to-day operations, practicing 

my Gujarati language skills and comprehension, sharing lunchtime meals and chai breaks with 

women working in the office, and working on drafting my survey and on a discourse analysis of 

media, policy, and legal documents accessed online and through SEWA. I continually offered 

my assistance while I was spending at SEWA and was occasionally asked to help in typing, 

editing, and preparing documents or in distilling information and creating charts and short 

analyses of various policies and reports to support two court cases SEWA was involved in at the 

time. I also started volunteering with the Paryavaran Mitra social enterprise in the Ramapir no 

Tekro slum area on a bi-weekly basis later in this first research trip to Ahmedabad. I particularly 

engaged in helping out with their Saturday social activities women members of their enterprise.  

I frequently spent time at Paryavaran Mitra’s recycling centre, observing day-to-day 

operations and occasionally helping the center’s team of women in sorting through bags of waste 
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and manually crushing cardboard boxes into large bales for processing. I was also invited to visit 

the homes of some of the women associated with Paryavaran Mitra and passed a lovely evening 

and night in one of the women’s homes, joining her for her morning of waste picking in the early 

morning. 

Throughout the data collection processed detailed below, the interpreter and I were often 

invited to walk with women as they worked or to sit together as they sorted their daily collection 

of materials. The interviews frequently took place during these sorting processes in particular as 

we learned which materials had value to women and the names and prices for different materials. 

In addition to sitting, sorting, and conversing with women to learn from their expertise in this 

work, we intentionally engaged in touching and picking up waste, sharing food and chai with 

participants, and having them teach us how to sort (i.e. which materials go into which of the 

many thelos arranged around us). This was an intentional ethnographic strategy because of the 

stigmatization that waste work and Dalit status usually hold in this socio-cultural context where 

it was important for us to situate ourselves as being as close to participants and their work as 

possible and to establish their status as experts given our visible differences in positionality.   

These ethnographic experiences and observations all greatly facilitated my study and practice of 

the Gujarati language as well as providing me an opportunity to spend time observing the living 

conditions and homes of low-income communities in the city. These experiences also generally 

enabled me to continue learning about local culture and daily life in Ahmedabad. 

The beginning of my fieldwork also coincided with the major and unexpected 

demonetization of India’s economy. On November 8, 2016, Prime Minister Narendra Modi 

announced the immediate demonetization of all Rs.500 and Rs.1000 bank notes and a line of 

new Rs.500 and Rs.1000 banknotes (with the Swachh Bharat Abhiyan – Clean India Mission) 

logo on them) in exchange for the demonetized notes. The stated purpose of demonetization was 

to curtail the use of ‘black money’ or counterfeit and illegal cash used to fund illegal activity. 

However, the impact of the announcement of demonetization and the lack of new banknotes 

available resulted in a period of prolonged cash shortages, lengthy queues, and a significant 

disruption of the economy. The impacts of demonetization were also noted to particularly affect 

those who largely deal in cash without regularly access to electronic banking, most notably 
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women and the poor1 (see: Jha 2016; Mohindra & Mukherjee 2018; Shankar & Sahni 2018b; 

Shastri & Chauhan 2016; Sreenath 2016). The note-bandi was a massive issue at the time of the 

intial data collection for this research was something that participants were keen to talk about, 

providing one interesting entry point into conversations with participants in the survey and 

interviews in early 2017. 

 

Discourse Analysis 

I completed a discourse analysis of media and policy documents relating to waste 

management in Ahmedabad and India to respond to my first research objective to analyze the 

structural context of waste management in Ahmedabad through secondary data. This analysis 

was on-going through data collection in India (2016-2018) and I continued to keep an eye on 

emerging policy and media throughout the analysis and writing processes. My analysis of waste 

policy consisted of documents pertaining to the Swachh Bharat Abhiyan (SBA, Clean India 

Mission) and the national policy as well as related state (Gujarat) and local/urban (Ahmedabad) 

documents; the national Solid Waste Management Rules from 2000 and the updated 2016 

version that came out midway through my first research trip to India, Municipal tendering 

documents for waste management contacts, court documents provided by SEWA, and 

Ahmedabad’s Roadmap to Zero Waste 2021. During the 2016-2017 trip to Ahmedabad, my 

examination of media discourse for issues around waste management and labour included 

emerging issues around labour strikes among municipal waste workers in September 2016 (just 

before my arrival in November); a series of fires at the Pirana dumpsite, and an abundance of 

SBA-related programs and rhetoric. In 2017-2018, the focus on the SBA remained and there was 

a lot more discussion around air pollution and of capping Pirana or the potential for transitioning 

the dumpsite to waste-to-energy production. I read through each report, document, and article at 

least three times, highlighting references to waste pickers/informal recyclers, waste management 

practices, and ideas around urban cleanliness. I then coded these references according to a coding 

framework that I developed in the field in NVIVO which broke down ideas around waste 

 
1 This ‘note-bandi’ was announced only days into my arrival in India and as a foreigner without a local bank 
account, it was very challenging (especially in the early days of the note-bandi) to access food and transportation to 
SEWA. I had to budget myself very strictly to make the Rs.400 (approximately $7.00 CAD at the time) in Rs.100 
notes that I had that were still considered legal currency, stretch out for a couple of weeks until I was able to slowly 
start exchanging my larger banknotes- first informally with the help of folks in my neighbourhood and housemates, 
and eventually (after a month or so) via ‘formal’ (and very complicated) processes at banks. 



 
 

64 
 

governance into subcategories (e.g. entrepreneurialism/waste as a resource, inclusivity, 

technical/mechanical approaches, governance priorities, critiques/tensions, formal/corporate 

approaches, informal sector approaches, etc.) as well as various actors/scales mentioned (e.g. 

corporate/public-private-partnerships, municipality, state, national, judiciary, NGO or social 

enterprises/civil society, households, municipal cleaning employees, waste pickers, etc.) 

The initial period of research in Ahmedabad (November-December 2016) consisted of these 

document analyses, observations and discussions at the SEWA headquarters, connecting with 

other key informants and academics in the city, and just living in Ahmedabad- exploring, 

observing, and noting the flows of waste and different waste workers and talking to neighbours 

and local folks about waste in general. This was also the period of time when I was able to visit 

Pirana alongside other visitors to SEWA and began drafting my survey questionnaire and 

sampling strategy based on the issues I was observing in the city, informal conversations with 

waste worker representatives at SEWA, and through consultation and discussion with key 

informants at SEWA, local academic institutions, and other advocacy organizations in the city. 

 
Surveys 

I designed a survey questionnaire to collect socio-demographic and occupational data about 

women waste pickers in Ahmedabad in response to my second objective in this research of 

developing a socioeconomic profile of women waste pickers in Ahmedabad and documenting 

perceptions of wellbeing, hazards, living conditions, and access to services. I initially drafted a 

survey questionnaire before travelling to India and then continually revised restructured the 

document based on my observations, conversations, and volunteer work while in Ahmedabad2. 

My initial challenges in attempting to access the Pirana dumpsite and to talk to workers there led 

me to pursue a randomized sampling strategy for the survey focused specifically on women 

engaged in waste picking work on the streets of Ahmedabad’s commercial and residential areas. 

According to several key informants and a review of the literature, these types of spaces are the 

most subject to rapid developmental change due to their role in creating the image of ‘world-

class’ city. I therefore selected these spaces in order to focus my study on waste pickers’ 

experiences of these changes on wellbeing and livelihoods.  

 
2 The final survey questionnaire (English version) has been included in the dissertation in Appendix 2. 
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I randomly selected eight field sites (later expanded to ten sites in order to achieve a 

representative number of respondents in relation to the estimated pool of women waste pickers in 

the city) within city areas that were zoned as ‘Residential,’ ‘Commercial,’ ‘Central Business 

District,’ and ‘Core Walled City ’3 in the most recent city development plan by the Ahmedabad 

Urban Development Authority (AUDA, 2016). I overlaid a grid on qualifying areas of the city, 

numbering the areas and using an online random number generator to determine which areas 

would be selected. Figure 2.2 is a map depicting the selected research sites, numbered and 

labeled with the number of participants in each area. In each of the selected field sites, I mapped 

and checked (enlisting the help of local rickshaw drivers) a pre-determined walking route of 

12km around each area before the team arrived on-site in order to account for any differences 

between the route on the ground and the Google maps online (there were quite a few) and to note 

major landmarks/signage to help the research assistants navigate the route. 

Figure 2.2: Map of research areas with a chart reflecting the number of participants in each area. This map is 
adapted from the most recent city development plan where yellow areas are zoned as Commercial/Residential 
I and have been selected as the main area of focus for this research alongside the CBD (blue) and core walled 
city (taupe) (AUDA 2016). 
 

 
3 This strategy therefore excluded areas that were zoned as agricultural, industrial, and “knowledge & institutional” 
and instead focused on higher density residential and commercial areas. 
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The survey was enabled with the help of four local research assistants— all were women 

master’s students at local institutions with experience with survey-based research in the local 

context. I held several training sessions, meetings, and critical reflection activities with team 

members over a four-week period before we piloted the survey questionnaire (n=20) and 

delivery of the questionnaire by the research team. After the pilot, we had two additional training 

sessions to address some gaps in training4 and to revise parts of the questionnaire that did not 

work or needed more or less detail. I also was able to discern during the survey pilot that the best 

way to present myself and the study to potential participants was via my position as a student 

from Canada wanting to learn about waste in India rather than being explicitly associated with 

local institutions.  As a research team, we had daily ‘tailgate’ meetings to debrief on the survey 

processes and data from each day. The surveys were handed in daily to me and I reviewed each 

survey answers every evening so that I could follow up with individual questions/issues with 

research assistants the next day if needed. Research assistants and the interpreter also engaged in 

their own journaling practices and shared some of their journal reflections with me throughout 

the survey process. 

We conducted the survey daily between Monday-Saturday early in the morning (6:00am-

9:30am) as key informants and partner organizations identified this time as the most common 

time for waste pickers to be out collecting waste materials on the roadsides. We approached any 

woman who we observed collecting and segregating recyclable materials along the pre-

determined route and asked if they would like to participate in the survey either at that time or to 

meet at their convenience when they were not working. The rate of refusal was 10% or 45 

refusals out of a potential 446 participants; most of these refusals (n=34) were recorded as 

women expressing that they were busy and had no time to participate while others (n=11) were 

either skeptical or fearful about participating and refused. Fifteen potential participants were 

excluded from participating in the study due to their age and restrictions in my ethics approval 

from the University of Guelph Research Ethics Board (REB) (n=6 potential participants were 

 
4 One of the most challenging aspects of training the research team was in communicating the social or qualitative 
aspects of survey research— that it wasn’t necessarily about moving quickly and checking boxes, but connecting 
with participants, chatting, and being conversational in the survey delivery. This was a particular training challenge 
for those who had more experience in delivering household surveys and having to unpack and unlearn ‘objective’ 
approaches to conducting surveys. I believe we were highly successful as a team in adopting a feminist and 
qualitative approach toward this method and shifting the delivery of the survey from the initial pilot. 
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under the age of 16) or because of an inability to communicate with the research team (e.g. due 

to muteness, a mental injury or illness, or language barrier; n=6). All respondents received a gift 

in kind (e.g. a choice of a stainless-steel cup, plate, or bowl) for their participation in all phases 

of the study under the unanimous advice of key informants. These were selected in consultation 

with key informants and SEWA organizers as being a small token that participants would 

appreciate and use, that shows respect for the value of participants’ time without coercing 

participation (Pacheco-Vega & Parizeau 2018), and that would not create tensions and 

expectations for local researchers and organizers who conduct research in these areas. 

 An additional research assistant and I completed the data entry for the survey. She entered 

85% of the data and I entered 15% and performed in-depth checks on 15% of her data entry 

work. I reviewed, cleaned, analyzed the survey data using SPSS, a quantitative analysis software 

to generate descriptive statistics, frequencies, and simple chi-square associations (Field 2013). I 

used the survey data from this research to create a socio-demographic profile and document 

women waste pickers’ use of and access to services (see, Appendix 1). The survey also provided 

a foundation upon which the qualitative methods of the research were informed and triangulated. 

This mixed-methods approach enabled me to note and analyze the scale and prevalence of issues 

women were experiencing across all ten research sites and to ground statistical insights on 

women waste pickers’ social, economic, health, and occupational struggles in the voices and 

experiences expressed in the subjective qualitative interviews. 

 

 Interviews 

In-depth interviews with woman waste pickers aimed to address the third and fourth research 

objectives in assessing the role that identity and participation (or non-participation) in 

collectivizing has in mediating respondents’ everyday experiences of wellbeing and livelihoods. 

Once the survey was near complete, the interpreter and I re-visited 46 respondents who had 

indicated their willingness to participate in a follow-up conversation and made arrangements for 

conducting semi-structured interviews. I developed the interview guide while the survey was on-

going based on emerging issues and ideas from our conversations with respondents during the 

survey and my ongoing conversations with key informants5. Contrary to the assumptions held by 

some local folks who asked me about my research and advised me that waste pickers roam 

 
5 The interview guide for the initial semi-structured interviews is included in this dissertation as Appendix 3. 
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around the city at will and that I would never be able to re-find participants for follow-up 

interviews, it was actually rather easy to re-connect with participants months and even over a 

year later when I returned to the field, indicating the structure and firmness of women waste 

pickers’ daily work routines and connection to the spaces in which they work. Interviews were 

held at the convenience of respondents— often while women were sorting their daily collections 

of waste at their worksite or near their homes, while they walked along their daily routes, or after 

they had finished work and we met in their homes or community areas.  

Most of the interviews were conducted while women were sorting their materials, which 

gave the interpreter and I an opportunity to engage in sorting and handling waste materials 

alongside respondents, learning the local terms for different kinds of materials, and knowing 

what materials are ‘good’ or valuable and those that are not. The sorting process often consisted 

of us all sitting on the ground together surrounded by thelos of segregated waste (steadily 

growing as the interview proceeded), taking a break for some chai, and chatting. For this reason, 

semi-structured interviews were selected in order to allow a casual and conversational approach 

to the interview enabling both question-asking, tangential narratives and stories, as well as casual 

conversations and interjections where women would ask about my life and the way things are in 

my country. Through all stages of the research but particularly in the interviews, we repeatedly 

emphasized the participants’ expertise and that we were there to learn from their experiences, to 

hear their perspectives, and to understand their priorities. To this extent, we usually ended the 

interviews by asking what participants thought was the most important thing for us to know 

about their lives and work in this moment and any ideas they had for improving the experience 

of waste pickers in Ahmedabad.  

The interpreter and I used a collaborative process to translate and transcribe the interview 

recordings, purposively using debriefing practices after each interview and back-translation 

checks during the translation process (more on this process in section 2.4.3).  I coded and 

interpreted the interview data using a thematic coding framework that I developed using NVIVO 

qualitative data analysis software.  I used an iterative coding process to confirm the consistency 

of my coding practices over time and to allow for the framework to evolve with the research 

(O’Leary 2004). I maintained a log of detailed notes throughout at all phases of data collection 

and analysis to document my decision-making throughout these processes. My initial round of 

preliminary analysis of the interview transcripts, my construction of the coding framework, and 
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my initial round of coding revealed when data saturation had been reached and I could stop 

pursuing interviews for this stage of the research. 

 

I also pursued semi-structured interviews with eleven key informants (cooperative 

organizers, union representatives, NGO employees, local folks involved in advocacy and 

activism, and recycling shop owners). These iterative interviews were carried out throughout the 

data collection process with the aim of both informing data collection processes at the outset of 

data collection and to triangulate data from the surveys and interviews with woman waste 

pickers. These key informants were also able to offer access to some local documents, datasets, 

and resources and some were able to provide an institutional perspective on the processes of 

urban change and organizing that was necessary in speaking to the perspectives offered by 

women waste pickers. I conducted and transcribed these interviews in English using the iterative 

coding process described above. 

 

During my second research trip to India in 2017- 2018, the interpreter and I followed-up with 

most of the interview participants via informal check-ins (n=36) and longer unstructured 

interviews (n=15). These visits and interviews aimed to document the continuing challenges 

women waste pickers had experienced over a one-year span in the shifting contexts of waste 

governance and urban development in Ahmedabad. These visits also served to continue building 

rapport with participants, to further ascertain the issues and priorities participants wished to 

emphasize and communicate, and to arrange group workshops to discuss and share information 

emerging from the study.  My iterative approach to this research (multiple visits, coming back to 

check in, more interviews, and workshops) were not only an exercise in building rapport and 

trust but also aimed to exercise accountability to participants. To this extent, when the interpreter 

and I showed up in 2018 to check in with participants after a year and later for workshop 

sessions, women were quite excited and surprised with some expressing that they were happy 

that I did what I said I was going to do. 

 

The interpreter and I then co-facilitated 12 group workshop sessions with a focus on 

knowledge dissemination and discussion. While two of the largest workshops were held in 

SEWA and Paryavaran Mitra’s meeting spaces for members of their organizations, a majority of 
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the workshop discussions took place in women’s communities or worksites and ranged in size 

from 4-40 participants. During the workshops, we communicated some of the aggregate results 

of the study while facilitating discussion amongst participants and asking for their thoughts about 

the information as we went. The workshops concluded with an emphasis on some local resource 

centers (specific to each area, which we personally visited and checked out) that could assist with 

extremely common issues we observed pertaining to women’s access to identity documents and 

government social assistance programs. The workshop planning and facilitation aimed to 

actively engage participants and not only to provide information in an accessible and usable way, 

but to give space and encourage participants to voice their opinions and perspectives on the 

results. To this extent, Cornwall (2002) notes that “effective participation requires giving people 

access to information on which to base deliberation or to mobilize to assert their rights” and to 

give space for participation and engagement (p.28). In other words, my goal in knowledge 

dissemination was not just to present information, but to meaningfully engage participants in 

discussions about research findings based in their expertise and knowledge. We also continued 

the practice of asking participants to tell us what they found most interesting or important in each 

workshop to help me understand what was resonating with participants and to emphasize these 

areas of importance or urgency to local advocacy workers, activists, and organizers. One notable 

result of these workshop sessions was that women in some communities or areas discussed the 

benefits of getting together and sharing knowledge like this, expressing some eagerness to 

continue getting together to talk about their work and to support some of the women (e.g. older 

widows living alone they met at the workshop) with camaraderie and friendship moving forward.  

 
 

2.5.3 Producing knowledge through translation 

 This dissertation is about Gujarati women’s work, perceptions, and ideas; much of the 

information in these manuscripts therefore comes from Gujarati and Hindi sources, 

predominantly interviews. I am not fluent in Gujarati. With study, lessons, and experiential 

practice, I have learned to comprehend the basics of this language in context, but all of the 

interviews and workshops with women waste pickers were conducted with the assistance of a 

trilingual interpreter (fluent in Gujarati, Hindi, and English) who accompanied me through the 

survey, interview, and workshop components of this research. 
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The principles of feminist research and social constructivism in particular necessitate an 

understanding and situating of interpreters as “active producers of knowledge” who must be 

written into our research and the work that we produce (Berman & Tyyskä 2011, p.181; Turner 

2010). The interpreter is thus an active social agent in producing research and knowledge and so 

the interview must be understood as “a site of interface between different identity and knowledge 

claims” (Temple & Edwards 2002, p.8; Turner 2010). The social location and subjectivity of 

interpreters must therefore be actively engaged and navigated in tandem with the researcher as 

active “co-producers of knowledge” (Berman & Tyyskä 2011; Temple & Young 2004).  

I worked with Mubina Qureshi, who was a patient and effective interpreter and interviewer 

for this project because she grew up and had spent many years since living in Ahmedabad’s old 

walled city and has advanced degrees (including two Master’s and a PhD) specializing in English 

Literature and Islamic Feminism with specialties in South Asian literatures and gender studies. 

She is therefore familiar with the social and cultural context of the research while being well 

versed in feminist and ethnographical approaches to research and inquiry. Mubina’s familiarity 

with the research setting while not being directly embedded in its empirical focus served as an 

effective position balancing her as both insider and outsider where participants could trust her 

and saw her as a local Ahmedavadi, but her position and experience was qualitatively different 

from those of participants so there was much to learn in listening to these experiences. 

 Temple and Young (2004) note that translation is a “hybrid” role where the translator’s 

interpretations and assumptions about meaning make them analysis and “cultural brokers” as 

well as translators (p.171; also see, Turner 2010). In this role as cultural broker, Mubina was not 

only able to explain the use of local slang and describe participants’ use of place-specific 

historical events and Gujarati idioms and metaphors, but she was also able to identify and inform 

me of the different regional accents among women who had migrated from other areas in Gujarat 

to the city and the combinations of accents, slang terms, and metaphors. The task of translating 

our interviews with participants was therefore not a straight-forward task of literal translation 

from Gujarati (and sometimes Hindi) to English, but Mubina had to spend time thinking through 

each phrase and story in the audio recordings making every effort to preserve the sense, mood, 

and character of the speaker as well as the idiosyncrasies of slang and metaphors.  

As mentioned in previous sections, Mubina was consulted and involved in each stage of the 

survey and interview data collection processes (including translating the names of landmarks on 
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a rough map for the research assistant’s routes in a moving rickshaw) and over both of my trips 

to Ahmedabad. In advance of pursuing the pilot stage of the survey, Mubina and I went through 

questions from the survey questionnaire and the draft interview guide and she translated these 

questions into Gujarati and then revisited these translations to ‘back-translate’ these questions 

into English. This strategy of ‘back-translation’ aims to minimize misinterpretation by 

translators, often in positivist research (Berman & Tyyskä 2011). Yet I purposively used this 

strategy at the start of our collaboration in order to understand Mubina’s interpretation of the 

questions; while most of the questions were near identical in back-translation, some of the 

divergences in the translations indicated some interesting differences in the purpose of the 

question that I had proposed and what Mubina thought I was asking about. For example, the 

survey had a question asking if participants had been to a dentist in the last year. My inquiry had 

intended to be about access to dental care, but Mubina initially understood this to be a question 

about dental health and women’s use of chewing tobacco. We continued to have daily debriefing 

meetings after and between surveys and interviews to discuss each interaction with a participant 

in-depth. We therefore engaged in an ongoing and iterative process of critical reflection— 

Mubina also kept a field journal and was thus able to reflect later on the emotions and 

experiences of this work as she was translating individual interviews as well.  

The interviews and workshops had to be conducted in Gujarati as this is the language that the 

participants were most comfortable using; however, communicating solely in Gujarati made me 

fully dependent on Mubina. In the earlier interviews, she quickly translated a fair amount of the 

women’s responses to me so that I could keep up and prompt a follow-up question, but after a 

few interviews, I was confident that Mubina knew the interview guide well and the kind of 

questions and follow-ups I was looking for. As we also had daily debriefing sessions about each 

interview and started the process of translating interviews immediately, my confidence in her 

ability to navigate the interviews independently was confirmed. We also wanted to be sensitive 

and respectful about participants’ time, so translating in-person was not ideal after the first few 

interviews. Further, having Mubina take the lead in the interviews helped to equalize our relative 

positions and we were able to navigate our positionalities with respondents in the way that we 

represented ourselves in this working relationship. For example, in one of the first interviews we 

conducted, I was asking questions and Mubina was translating, representing a power dynamic 

where I was in charge. The participant said to Mubina at the end of the interview “you came here 
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with a white lady— how could I say no to you [in participating]? I must keep a good image of 

you before her!” We debriefed about this and employed several strategies in navigating these 

perceptions of my foreign status and the flows of power in this work. Ultimately, having Mubina 

take the lead in the interviews while I sat nearby and observed, sorted out waste, picked up chai, 

and interacted with children or co-workers equalized our relative positions for participants and 

we became a well-functioning team. I believe that as we were seeking to understand women 

waste pickers’ experiences in depth, these daily practices and strategies serves us well in creating 

and producing knowledge through translation. 

 

2.5.4 Limitations of the Study 

The process of research design for this study was iterative and continued through my time 

in the field while I was engaged in ethnographic methods of observation, in performing discourse 

analysis, and in speaking with key informants and participants. I had drafted my survey 

questionnaire and interview guide before traveling to India (and as part of my approval from the 

University of Guelph Research Ethics Board), but several components of the project shifted, 

were removed, added, or adjusted based on my time in the field. For example, my initial 

proposal, survey questionnaire, and interview guide were focused around ascertaining women 

waste pickers’ experiences of the social determinants of health; however, while in the field, the 

themes of Swachh Bharat Abhiyan and municipal privatization of waste collection were foremost 

on everyone’s minds. While I did keep some focus on some health and perceived wellbeing, the 

project largely shifted toward trying to document and understand the impacts of the on-going 

shifts in waste governance and discourse. To this extent, documents, campaigns, and plans 

around waste management and urban cleanliness were emerging as the research went on (e.g., 

the 2016-Solid Waste Management Rules were announced halfway through my first visit to 

Ahmedabad). The integrative approach to this research enabled me to adapt the research design 

and focus when needed to account for ongoing changes and emerging issues. Despite the 

flexibility of this research approach, the project itself of course has several limitations. 

 

Research areas and sampling strategy 

Although women predominate in street-based waste picking work in Ahmedabad, there 

were many men and children engaged in waste picking in the Pirana dumpsite and in the smaller 
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informal dumpsites in the city. For example, there is a smaller dumpsite in the Chandola area of 

the city where Miklian & Birkvad (2016) provide an account of contentious social relations 

between local workers from Muslim (and Hindu) backgrounds and Bangladeshi migrant workers, 

demographic populations who are not represented in my survey. Key informants in my study 

noted that there are populations of Muslim and Bangladeshi migrants who collect scrap in 

industrial and peripheral areas of the city (e.g. Vatva and Naroda) and tend to work with waste 

materials from hazardous industrial operations and construction sites. Although I visited these 

areas once (and the Pirana dumpsite twice), these dumpsites were not accessible to me as a 

researcher with budgetary and time constraints (and in the case of the Pirana dumpsite, it was not 

possible to access the site or participants without navigating layers of gatekeeping and close 

surveillance). The distant peripheral areas of the city would also have included logistical 

challenges associated with travel for the research team and we did not have language support 

available for languages other than Hindi and Gujarati. Further, because of the shifting focus to 

the impacts of Swachh era waste governance mechanisms on waste pickers, the high-density 

commercial and residential areas of the city were selected for the survey as these areas are the 

most impacted by privatization and developmental discourses around urban cleanliness.  

We also did not survey or interview men engaged in waste picking work. Waste picking 

is a feminized and woman-dominated form of work in Ahmedabad, although participants and 

key informants noted that the number of men doing this work had increased in recent years. The 

research team only observed a couple of men working with a thelo collecting waste from the 

roadsides, it was more common to see men driving cycle rickshaws, carts, or other forms of 

equipment for collecting and transporting waste. Further, it was noted by key informants that 

men engaged in this work also tended to work overnight in the dark and would be inaccessible to 

our team. 

 

Research interactions and mitigating interruptions 

 During the survey in particular, we as a research team had to develop strategies for 

mitigating and managing occasional interruptions of survey conversations by other people. At 

times these interruptions were just innocent curiosity with bystanders curious about what we 

were talking about with the women, but some very occasional interruptions occurred where 

individuals interjected themselves and ideas into the survey or interview interactions. Mitchell 
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(2008) writes about similar issues with innocent bystanders or interruptions in her research with 

informal recyclers in Hanoi and the need to minimize and mitigate these kinds of interruptions 

for participants who may prefer to not have attention drawn to them. As a team, we employed 

strategies of either ignoring and using body language to physically block out bystanders and let 

the respondent know that we are focused only on what they are saying. If that didn’t work, then 

we would engage and distract the person— the research assistants worked in teams, so one could 

interject and engage any occasional onlookers in conversation and distract from the respondent. 

Ultimately, the job of distracting occasional bystanders was largely undertaken by the interpreter 

and myself as we were often nearby the research assistants while they were conducting surveys, 

especially early on when the research team was getting used to conducting this survey and 

handling these occasional interruptions. 

 

Voices from policy and planning 

This dissertation is critical of the roll-out and uneven impacts of government planning 

and implementation on issues around solid waste management and urban development in 

Ahmedabad and India more broadly. However, this dissertation does not contain voices or 

insights from direct conversations with local officials, authorities, or officers but is instead based 

on a discourse analysis of policy and media documents. Although I did make several attempts to 

contact representatives from the Ahmedabad Municipal Corporation and the Solid Waste 

Management office in particular to ask questions about solid waste management in the city and 

plans for integrating waste pickers into the formal waste management system, I did not receive 

responses from any of these efforts except for a twice-cancelled meeting with one individual and 

an informal conversation with a Gujarat State officer at a research institute who informed me that 

there are no waste pickers working on the Pirana dumpsite anymore (though I had been there 

talking to waste pickers days earlier) and that the groundwater in the area surrounding the Pirana 

dumpsite is “very good quality.” As the main focus of this research is on women waste pickers’ 

and emphasizes their status as the experts on waste management in the city, I do not consider the 

lack of direct local governmental voice via interviews a limitation of the study but a factor that is 

worth mentioning as a consideration in the study. 
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Abstract 

 
This study explores women waste pickers’ perceptions and embodied experiences of 

wellbeing in Ahmedabad, India. Waste pickers are self-employed urban workers who collect and 
sell recyclable materials on an informal basis and experience an array of hazards, risks, stigmas, 
and exclusions in their everyday lives and livelihoods. The paper uses a fluid and 
multidimensional approach in understanding marginalized women workers’ wellbeing as 
relational, intersectional, and situated. The paper grounds its conceptualization of wellbeing in 
respondents’ occupational narratives and highlights the need for the hazardous conditions of this 
precarious livelihood to be understood in terms of women’s own relational priorities and 
intersectional identities.  

This study is based on a survey (n=401), semi-structured interviews (n=45), follow-up 
visits (n=36), and a series of group workshops (n=12) with women waste pickers in Ahmedabad 
between 2016-2018. I engage a grounded and feminist approach, privileging women’s lived 
experiences as central in conceptualizing and addressing wellbeing in research and practice.  

Research findings engage with the overlapping and multiple dimensions comprising 
respondents’ everyday livelihood experiences, priorities of a ‘good life,’ and experiences of 
physical, mental, social, and spiritual wellbeing. The paper argues that by focusing on women 
waste pickers’ relational perceptions and priorities of wellbeing, we can understand waste 
picking work as an important asset for women in navigating everyday life and precarity in the 
urban margins. The study thus foregrounds women waste pickers’ understandings of the benefits 
and importance of this livelihood and discusses implications of these findings in the context of 
broader structural oppressions, constraints, and changes to urban governance that inform 
respondents’ everyday exclusions in various urban spaces and contexts.  
 

 
3.1 Introduction 
 The collection and segregation of recyclable materials in urban India has largely been 

performed by self-employed informal recyclers or ‘waste pickers’ who generate subsistence 

incomes by collecting, sorting, and selling recyclable materials from the waste stream to local 

scrap dealers. Waste pickers participate in complex waste economies while simultaneously 

filling gaps in municipal service provision where waste and recycling services are absent or 
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inadequate (Luthra 2018). Waste pickers are positioned at the bottom of these local urban waste 

economies and thus take on the most hazardous aspects of waste work, have the lowest incomes, 

and experience the highest exposures to various health threats and social stigmas (Binion & 

Gutberlet, 2012; Gutberlet & Uddin, 2017; Parizeau, 2015a).  

 There are an estimated 50,000 self-employed waste pickers in the city of Ahmedabad, India, 

most of whom are Dalit women predominantly earning daily subsistence incomes (Global 

Alliance of Waste Pickers n.d.; Mitra 2009). Women waste pickers perform recycling services at 

zero cost to municipalities but often struggle for recognition as their lives are imbued with social, 

spatial, economic, and political inequalities due to their low socioeconomic status and affiliation 

with waste (Dias, 2016; Luthra, 2020).  In India, waste pickers’ marginalized identities of 

gender, caste, and class are associated with both the materiality of waste and the ritual and 

symbolic pollution of untouchability that further entrench their exclusion (Gill, 2010; Reddy, 

2018). 

 Although waste picking is a hazardous and stigmatized form of women-dominated work, it is 

also an important subsistence livelihood for women workers who predominantly have little 

formal education and no capital to invest. Waste picking also allows for flexible working hours 

that can be adapted to integrate with women’s daily routines around household and caring work 

and to compensate for everyday disruptions associated with poverty (Bagchi, 2016; Dias & 

Samson, 2016; Millar, 2018). Despite women waste pickers’ contributions to urban cleanliness 

and waste diversion, recent shifts toward ‘modernizing’ the urban waste management sector 

through private sector and mechanized means threaten to dispossess women from these 

livelihoods (Gidwani & Corwin 2017; Luthra, 2018). In this context of recently emerging threats 

to women waste pickers’ livelihoods compounding with ongoing experiences of marginalization 

and exposure to occupational hazards I explore women’s perceptions and experiences of 

wellbeing within this ‘precarious’ livelihood.  

 The paper begins with an introduction of the guiding concepts and methods for this study. It 

then provides an overview of waste picker demographics in Ahmedabad and presents findings on 

respondents’ experiences of physical, mental, social, and spiritual wellbeing. The paper then 

turns to a discussion of women’s wellbeing narratives, highlighting the contributions and 

implications that a relational, situated, and intersectional approach to wellbeing may have in 

valuing women waste pickers’ occupational needs, preferences, and aspirations in future 
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advocacy, organizing, and scholarly work. I argue that by focusing on women waste pickers’ 

relational perceptions and priorities of wellbeing, we can understand waste picking work as an 

important asset for women in navigating everyday life and precarity in the urban margins. 

Further, women waste pickers’ understandings of the benefits and importance this precarious and 

hazardous livelihood are particularly essential in contexts where waste picking livelihoods are 

being displaced or integrated in rapidly modernizing urban waste management sectors. 

 

3.2 Conceptual framework 
Waste picking is frequently represented as emblematic of precarious work in the Global 

South as waste pickers individually absorb all of the risks, hazards, instabilities, and stigmas of 

waste work to generate meagre subsistence incomes, often without protective gear and 

employment regulations (Dias & Samson, 2016; Uddin et al., 2020). Scholars have grappled with 

the precarious conditions of waste picking and frequently invoke waste labour as a lens through 

which to explore the contradictory forms of economic/environmental/political value and 

dispossession/displacement that characterize contemporary waste governance. To this extent, 

Gidwani & Maringanti (2016) characterize waste picking labour as part of a vast “infra-

economy— an economy that is simultaneously “denied recognition” and “vital to the production 

of urban space such that it is conducive for capital accumulation” (p.113). Waste labour is also 

used to explore the linkages between urban citizenship, neoliberal capitalism, and surplus 

populations where the bodies and labours of informal and precarious waste workers are rendered 

as disposable or surplus, justifying the denial of their substantive claims to urban citizenship 

(Bauman, 2004; Chaturvedi & Gidwani, 2011; Fredericks, 2018).  

The unstable conditions of precarity are often associated with the rise of neoliberal 

governance, the informalization of work, contemporary capitalism, and globalization. However, 

critical scholarship on informality and precarious work in the Global South suggests that the 

conditions of uncertainty and risk associated with the “precariat” (see, Standing, 2011) in the 

Global North is “often the norm and remains a consistent feature of workforces” in the Global 

South (Rogan et al., 2018, p.308; Scully, 2016). Further, scholarship on gender and informality 

notes that the low wages, lack of protections, and exploitations associated with precarious work 

in the Global South have also “long absorbed female labour” in particular (Agarwala, 2019, 

p.31). The contemporary conditions of women’s precarious labour in India’s informal waste 
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sector cannot be viewed as marginal, temporary, or solely as the result of neoliberal urbanism; 

rather, these conditions are the outcome of longstanding hierarchies of gender, caste, class, and 

religion articulated by ongoing processes of urbanization, migration, economic liberalization, 

urban governance, and more (see, Butt, 2019). 

This study contributes to a nascent body of scholarship on waste and waste labour which 

moves away from conceptualizations of abject workers discarded by processes of neoliberal 

urbanization and capitalism and toward a valuing of the various activities of meaning-making 

and aspiration embedded in the everyday of this ‘precarious’ livelihood (see, Butt, 2019; Millar, 

2018; O’Hare, 2019). This approach enables a re-thinking of the precarities of waste picking 

labour, highlighting workers’ interpretations and descriptions of hazardous working conditions 

and exclusions alongside one’s own “values and beliefs about what constitutes a ‘good life’” 

(Millar, 2018p.p.10-11). To this extent, case studies by Millar (2018) and O’Hare (2019) 

highlight the ways that waste pickers may view their ‘informal’ work with a sense of stability, 

protection, or even relinquishment from the exploitative and professionalized conditions of 

formalized waged work elsewhere. In contexts where precarity and social inequities are 

normalized in everyday life, the ‘informal’ conditions of work in the landfill or along the 

roadside may thus be understood as “a bulwark against precarity rather than a symbol of it” 

(O’Hare, 2019, p.34). This study therefore takes a relational approach in situating the various 

health threats, hazards, and exclusions embedded in waste labour within women’s embodied 

experiences, values, and pursuit of meaning-making. 

Studies on waste labour in the Global South document the many occupational hazards 

and health impacts of waste picking (Binion & Gutberlet, 2012; Kandasamy et al., 2013; Majeed 

et al., 2017) and explore the broader impacts of the social and structural determinants of health 

on marginalized urban waste workers’ access to resources and services (Gutberlet & Uddin, 

2017; Hayami, Dikshit, & Mishra, 2006; Parizeau, 2015a; Uddin et al., 2020). It is therefore 

understood that picking waste is a hazardous or ‘unhealthy’ form of physical labour often 

undertaken by people who are stigmatized and excluded in society and under unstable or 

exploitative working conditions. The reasons that people continue to engage in or choose this 

kind of labour over other forms of work in order to access resources and realize forms of 

wellbeing beyond physical health are less known.  
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In the context of the known health threats and structural exclusions associated with waste 

picking livelihoods, I draw on a relational conceptualization of wellbeing that recognizes 

‘wellbeing’ as necessarily meaning different things to different people across various spaces and 

contexts. Wellbeing is thus simultaneously material, subjective, situational, and relational; it 

emphasizes not only physical health and access to material resources, but also the relational 

perceptions, emotions, priorities, values, and aspirations that inform a person’s everyday pursuit 

of livelihoods and meaning-making (White, 2017a,b). 

A relational perspective on wellbeing understands the “embodied sense of self as deeply 

embedded within wider systems of recognition and misrecognition” (Atkinson 2013: 142). 

Everyday actions and acquisitions of material resources are thus enmeshed within extensive 

social networks and kinship relations where an emphasis on “taking care” or having enough to 

provide for and share with others may be foundational to perceived wellbeing (White, 2017a, 

p.233, 2017b). To this extent, despite the health hazards inherent in picking waste, Millar (2018) 

highlights the “relational autonomy” involved in workers’ ‘forms of living’ in Rio de Janeiro, 

Brazil where the flexible conditions of waste picking enables workers to also “sustain 

relationships, fulfil social obligations, and pursue life projects in an uncertain everyday” (p.71).  

Relational wellbeing thus builds upon approaches centered around livelihoods and 

material asset or capital accumulation (see, Bebbington, 1999; DeHaan, 2012; Moser, 1998, 

2006), situating the physical and material elements of waste pickers’ wellbeing within “complex 

assemblages of relations between people, but also between people and places, material objects 

and less material constituents of places including atmosphere, histories, and values” (Atkinson 

2013, p.142). However, in exploring relational concepts, embodied everyday experiences, and 

respondents’ values of living a ‘good life,’ I actively maintain a critical focus on the structural 

inequities and systemic failures that continually (re)produce the constraints that marginalized 

women workers experience under patriarchal, capitalist, and colonial systems (Chatterjee, 2019). 

Respondents’ relational experiences and priorities are thus understood as being constrained and 

situated in vulnerable social, political, and physical spaces; while these are important 

perspectives that can provide grounded insights into lived experiences of precarity and 

wellbeing, to view them in isolation from oppressive regulatory structures would be an injustice.  

This study intentionally positions women’s everyday narratives as being situated in 

relation to intersecting axes of identity (e.g. caste, class, marital status), in physical spaces, and 
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in social relationships with kin, community, and broader society (Nightingale, 2011; Sultana 

2020; Valentine, 2007).  Relational wellbeing resists the silos of occupational hazards, 

biomedical health, and precarious economic survival which risk reducing the assets and 

vulnerabilities associated with waste picking to a dichotomy (e.g. health threats vs. income) and 

instead theorizes the situated and contingent nature of multidimensional livelihoods. This study 

also carries implications for the future of waste picking livelihoods in the context of rapidly 

modernizing waste management systems in India: Reddy (2013) documents the efforts of “well-

meaning experts” to eliminate the health risks of hazardous waste picking work in Bangalore 

with the end-result of eliminating the livelihood altogether (p.69). This approach may thus 

inform future efforts to research, organize, integrate, or include waste pickers through a more 

integrated pursuit of understanding the experienced and relational benefits, threats, and 

aspirations women workers associate with their own ‘precarious’ or ‘hazardous’ livelihoods.  

 

3.3 Methods and methodological approach 
This study is based on two five-month data collection trips to Ahmedabad between 2016-

2018. The study included a survey of women waste pickers (n=401)1 working in 10 randomly 

selected sites in urban Ahmedabad2, semi-structured interviews (n=46), follow-up visits (n=36), 

and group workshop discussions (n=12) with a sub-sample of survey respondents who expressed 

a willingness to continue participating in the study. I relied on the assistance of a local trilingual 

interpreter (fluent in Gujarati, Hindi, and English with experience in qualitative fieldwork and 

feminist methodologies) for conducting the survey, interviews, and workshops and five local 

research assistants in conducting the survey (all with experience in survey-based research 

locally). I also draw upon a series of iterative interviews with local advocacy workers, activists, 

NGO employees, and cooperative representatives in Ahmedabad.  

My approach and analysis are informed by a feminist methodological commitment to 

privileging and valuing marginalized women’s voices, knowledges, and embodied experiences. I 

draw inspiration from methodological insights by feminist scholars to aid me in critically 

reflecting on issues of power and representation through all phases of the research (Miraftab, 

 
1 The rate of refusal was 10% or 45 refusals out of a potential 446 participants. All respondents received a small gift 
for their participation at each phase of the research. 
2 The survey focused specifically on women working in sites designated as “commercial,” “residential,” or “core 
walled city” in the most recent city development plan (Ahmedabad Urban Development Authority [AUDA], 2016). 
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2004; Wolf, 1996); on the politics of “giving voice” and subaltern politics (Schäfers, 2018; 

Spivak, 1983; Mohanty, 1989), and the political implications of representing marginalized 

women in development scholarship and practice (Lahiri-Dutt, 2017; Mohanty, 2003). To this 

extent, I understand respondents’ narratives as heterogeneous and “contextual, contested, and 

contingent,” situated within continually-shifting macro-and micro-level contexts—including the 

presence of a foreign scholar asking questions about their lives (Scott, 1991, p.796; Lahiri-Dutt, 

2017; Miraftab, 2004; Sundberg, 2005). I do not take lightly the role of representation nor do I 

engage with women’s experiences via a dichotomy of “speech vs silence” where voice is naively 

equated with empowering women (Schäfers, 2018, p. 7). Rather, this paper engages with 

women’s everyday experiences as ways to actively “contribute to re-valuing aspects of urban life 

that often tend to slip into the shadows” (Peake & Rieker, 2013, p. 55). Finally, I choose to 

document, engage with, and represent respondents’ voices in this particular context due to a 

political and ethical imperative as the needs and benefits women associate with this ‘precarious’ 

livelihood are currently under threat in a context of waste sector modernization and the ongoing 

livelihood dispossession of informal workers.  

 

3.4 Waste picker demographics and routines in Ahmedabad 
The average age of survey respondents is 45 years old with an age range of 16-80 years old. 

All participants in the study identified as Hindu;3 a majority (94%) of respondents identified as 

Schedule Caste (SC), while 5% identified as Other Backward Caste (OBC), and 1% as Schedule 

Tribes (ST). Nearly half (47%) of survey respondents had no formal education and identified as 

being illiterate4; an additional 39% of the respondents had up to a middle school education 

(defined Fifth Standard) and 14% had achieved education levels higher than the Fifth Standard.  

 Survey responses indicate that women waste pickers in Ahmedabad spend a mean 

time of 6.1h per day picking waste an average of 6.8 days per week. Women walk an 

average of 8-10 km on their daily waste collection routes and collect, carry, segregate, 

and sell an average of approximately 15-20kgs of waste daily (Paryavaran Mitra, 2019). 

 
3 Key informants noted that Muslim women and men and Bangladeshi migrants also undertake waste picking work 
in Ahmedabad, but these workers predominantly work in the city’s industrial areas, outskirts, and smaller landfills. 
4 Issues around education and literacy have been explored previously as a major barrier for waste pickers in 
negotiating fair prices for materials, avoiding exploitation, and in achieving upward labour market mobility (Bhatt, 
2006; Hayami, Dikshit, & Mishra, 2006; Mitra, 2009; Vilojen, Blaauw, & Schenck, 2016). 
 



 
 

95 
 

The mean monthly income from waste picking activities was reported in the survey as 

Rs.1104.76 (USD $15.04) with average daily waste collection incomes ranging from 

Rs.50-150 (USD $0.66-1.98). Interview respondents explained the burdens of everyday 

work routines involving waste picking and household and caring work inside the home: 

 

This work is very time consuming. I start working early in the morning at 4am 

until 8am, and then I sort until 12 noon, and then I go and sell the materials. By 

the time I get home, it is already 2:00-2:30pm. I eat something and do all of the 

household work, and then in the evening, I cook, eat, wash, and go to sleep. It is 

always like this all of the time: working, working, working. 

50-year old woman working as a waste picker since childhood 

 

 Almost all respondents noted that they always work in the same area and follow a similar 

daily work schedule (inside and outside of the home) and the same walking route while 

collecting and selling waste. However, these daily routines are becoming more strained due to 

the recent and emerging challenges for respondents in accessing waste as municipal waste 

collection moves toward privatized and mechanized systems. Women waste pickers’ already-

burdensome daily routines and rhythms are shifting in response to these changes, often with the 

impact of women enduring hardships by working longer hours and adding extra rounds of their 

regular waste picking routes to search for more material. It is within this context of increasing 

challenges for women waste pickers in accessing materials and the compounding burdens of 

women’s work in which I explore women’s perceptions of wellbeing. 

 

3.5 Women waste pickers’ perceptions of wellbeing 
 Recent reporting in India’s mainstream media have characterized waste pickers as being 

“plagued by a multitude of health issues” (Times of India [TOI], 2018). The occupational health 

threats associated with waste work include exposure to hazards (e.g. chemicals and biomedical 

materials); infections; physical pain and injuries; chronic and acute illnesses; and emotional 

vulnerabilities and harassment (Binion & Gutberlet 2012; Gutberlet & Uddin 2017; Parizeau 

2015a). In light of these well-documented health impacts of waste picking, I asked respondents 

to define what a ‘good or healthy life’ meant to them: 
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When you are working and you can get money, then you have security. If you 

don’t have anything, then your life is miserable. Having a good life is 

working and having financial independence— you do not need to ask anyone 

for anything. 

50-year old woman working as a waste picker for 30 years 

 

To be happy and healthy you should have a good house, good people around 

you, and money. If you do not have money, you cannot buy good quality 

food. If you work and have money, you will have good food and good 

people— that is a healthy-happy life. 

45-year old woman working as a waste picker for 6 years 

 

Working and having an income were the most frequently mentioned health priorities, 

followed by cooking and eating good food. Other responses included having financial savings, 

getting adequate rest and sleep, having secure housing, good hygiene and cleanliness, happy 

children and family members, and devotion to spiritual practice. In their global study on poverty 

and wellbeing, Narayan et al. (2000) emphasize livelihoods as the most central factor influencing 

perceived health by poor participants at the global scale. This functional understanding of health 

in relation to livelihoods is pervasive among marginalized urban workers as work and income are 

tied up with access to daily necessities like shelter, food, and sanitation. To this extent, 

independently accessing and providing material necessities for one’s households was the highest 

‘health’ priority for women waste pickers in this study who often live in contexts of poverty and 

scarcity. The following sections are organized in accordance with respondents’ interconnecting 

experiences of physical, mental, social, and spiritual wellbeing that emerged in conversations 

about wellbeing. 

 

3.5.1 Physical wellbeing 

 Almost all survey respondents noted that they had some kind of health issue, with body pain 

and exhaustion/weakness being the most identified physical health issues. In interviews, women 

frequently attributed their physical health ailments to activities associated with waste work: 
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I am always sick with one problem or another: leg pain, headache, fever. My 

shoulders and back hurt— my whole body—all because of this work. I just keep 

on walking and picking up the waste—because of that I have all of this pain.  

42-year old woman working as a waste picker since childhood 

 

Despite the physical health effects that waste picking work has on workers’ bodies, 

respondents rarely took any time off from their daily collecting routines. Instead, almost all 

interviewees noted the urgent need for their incomes and the regular experience of working 

through various chronic and acute illnesses, conditions, and injuries: 

 

I never skip coming to collect waste because our entire lives are based on this work 

only. It’s not possible for me to skip a day to go see a doctor—I also cannot afford 

any treatment. I just take a pill for the headache and pain and manage. 

50-year old woman working as a waste picker for 10 years 

 

Respondents frequently spoke about infections, skin irritations, wounds, injuries, and 

illnesses becoming longer-term or recurring issues because of this inability or unwillingness to 

take time off of work, to travel, wait to see a doctor, and/or to pay for medical services. Further, 

respondents’ living conditions can intensify the effects of various physical and occupational 

health issues. A respondent who was living in the open and picking waste while recovering from 

a caesarian section procedure only 8 weeks earlier explained her struggle with her recovery, 

income needs, and living conditions:   

 

The hospital gave me very good services— they did not ask for any money during 

my stay. But once I left the hospital, it became very difficult to manage on my 

own. Arranging medicines, taking rest, buying food— it is all very difficult in this 

condition and living on the street. We have to work to pay for these things, so I 

am not able to take rest, my stomach hurts, and I feel very weak. 

22-year old woman working as a waste picker for 6 years 
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 Waste pickers’ regular exposure to occupational hazards coupled with a lack of protective 

gear (e.g. boots/shoes, mask, gloves) are well-documented in the literature (Narayan & 

Chikarmane, 2013; Gutberlet & Uddin 2017; Parizeau, 2015a). Almost all survey respondents 

were observed without protective equipment and were often adamant that such equipment was 

useless to them or impeded their efficiency: 

 

 Why would we use such gear? Our houses, work areas— they are always dirty and 

dust-ridden— using masks and gloves temporarily will not serve any purpose! 

There will always be dirt around us. We live and we do this work— we live in the 

dirt and we work in dirt, why would we use that stuff? It doesn’t make any 

difference! 

27-year old woman working with waste for 15 years 

 

 This excerpt highlights a popular viewpoint in this study and elsewhere regarding the 

‘uselessness’ of protective gear and the stigmas of one’s work and affiliation with waste (Binion 

& Gutberlet 2012; Parizeau, 2015a; Wittmer & Parizeau 2018). This quotation further highlights 

the overlapping realms of work and home and the simultaneous acceptance and frustration 

associated with the intersecting conditions and perceived permanence of lives lived around waste 

and “dirt.” Instead of relying on protection from equipment, organizations, or governing bodies, 

respondents explained that they protected themselves through their own expertise, knowledge of 

materials/areas of the city; and ability to distinguish “clean” materials from “dirty” materials: 

 

This is a very technical thing:  you should know what is good and what is not. We 

find medical waste, chemical things, and very dirty things also, but one should 

know what to touch and pick up and what not to— if I just look at certain bags of 

materials, I know to not even go and touch them. 

42-year old woman working as a waste picker since childhood 

 

 The act of distinguishing between “clean” and “dirty” waste and in evaluating hazards in this 

context has more to do with an individual’s control over their exposure to materials they deem 

hazardous or safe and the ability to choose whether to touch or avoid them.  Respondents also 
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mentioned practices of self-protection from harassment or assault when working early in the 

morning before sunrise, including carrying sticks or small rocks with them to protect themselves 

from drunken men and dogs. Some respondents also used chewing tobacco or snuff power 

during their work with waste to cope with the smell of waste materials and to energize them: 

 

This [chewing tobacco]—it’s a kind of remedy for me. It is not an addiction, but I 

cannot handle the smell of all of this [waste] without chewing it. 

40-year old woman working as a waste picker for 25 years 

 

 Almost all survey and interview respondents mentioned some kind of physical pain or 

discomfort associated with their work, but these discussions were usually accompanied with a 

statement like “but whom to tell?!”— the physical pains and exhaustion were normalized as 

something inevitable for “women like us.” Rather than focus on these relatively normalized physical 

pains, interview respondents tended to direct the conversations toward the interconnected mental, 

social, and spiritual aspects of their lives. 

 

3.5.2 Mental wellbeing 

 Almost all interview respondents discussed regularly experiencing stress, anxiety, and/or 

depression. Narayan et al. (2000) suggest that the experience of being in a state of anxiety, 

humiliation, and depression tends to combine with and compound other aspects of wellbeing (p. 

21). Respondents frequently attributed their stress and anxiety to struggles in sustaining the 

material needs of their households: 

 

If you have a house and family, then tension is a very obvious thing. There is 

always mental stress for women! Women always have to think about all of the 

issues of life— household things, my children’s marriages, day-to-day 

expenses— and all on very little income, so it is difficult to manage. I just keep 

thinking about all of these things and how to manage with my kids. 

40-year-old woman working as a waste picker for 16 years 
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Women are the ones who handle household expenses and manage everything at 

home. If there is nothing in the house, the woman is the one to have all of the 

stress. So we are out on the road [picking waste] and managing everything 

ourselves. This work is very good for that (…) because it’s a day-to-day thing 

that gives daily money. 

27-year old woman working as a waste picker for 15 years 

 

 These excerpts explicitly link the stresses associated with providing material sustenance to 

respondents’ gendered identities as women. Many women shared this viewpoint in interviews 

and workshop discussions— that as women, they are responsible for ensuring the survival of 

their households in times of chronic or acute economic strain in addition to their household and 

caring work. This work is therefore not only relegated to financial and material assets, but 

highlights the emotional work and burdens associated with resource acquisition and in “making 

impossible choices” (Sultana, 2020, p.11). Despite these burdens of gendered responsibility and 

work, respondents were quick to emphasize the benefits of waste work and the critical 

importance of both the daily incomes of this work and the independent work conditions: 

 

This is an independent kind of work.  If I need to take a leave, it is my 

decision— nobody is telling me to work or not work. It’s up to me— I wake 

up, come here, work for Rs.50, Rs.100. If I need to go home after that, I can go 

home. There is no boss telling me to do this work. 

50-year old woman working as a waste picker for 30 years 

 

Working helps me to free my mind from overthinking. When I sit at home, I’m 

always thinking— how to manage the expenses? How to take care of the kids? 

So it’s better for me to go out and search for material—the work keeps me 

occupied that way (…) when I sit at home, I am always stressed because people 

are always around and my husband and kids harass me. It is stressful to be 

thinking-thinking-thinking, so I prefer to work to remain healthy in my mind. 

45-year old woman working as a waste picker since childhood 
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 Despite the drawbacks associated with informal and precarious work, respondents frequently 

described waste picking work in terms of the value that it has to them and the benefits of the 

independent and flexible labour conditions in contexts of women’s compounding burdens and 

stress. Further, some women emphasized the therapeutic impact that this work has in terms of 

providing an opportunity to physically leave the physical and social spaces of the 

home/community and ‘do something’ to improve the household’s circumstances that day. 

 

3.5.3 Social wellbeing 

Almost all interview respondents spoke to the role that household, kinship, and community 

relationships have on their wellbeing. For many women, waste work is supported by a network 

of social infrastructures whereby women from the same household, neighbourhood, or who share 

a work area perform certain occupational activities together (e.g. traveling to/from a shared work 

area or sitting and sorting materials together). Although some women prefer to work on their 

own and intentionally avoid engaging with others, women often knew of others’ routes and 

routines in the same working areas, even if they did not usually communicate. It was much more 

common to encounter women in the same work or residential area taking a break from collecting 

materials to have chai, sorting out their materials together, or traveling on foot or in a shared 

rickshaw going to/from their work areas:  

 

We just work in this area and all go to different places, but we all come and meet 

back in this spot, it’s like companionship… There are 4 of us coming to this 

place daily to work—we all live really far from here, so we take a shared 

rickshaw together early in the morning. 

50-year old woman working as a waste picker for 25 years 

 

Respondents discussed the critical importance of these social infrastructures for enabling 

their livelihoods by increasing occupational efficiencies (e.g. in time, energy, resource-sharing, 

and finances), providing camaraderie, and in establishing a protective element against 

harassment and assault, especially for those traveling to their work areas and/or working before 

sunrise: 
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The teasing and harassment are very common. If we go out to pick waste and it 

is dark, we go together— 4-5 ladies. We put the bags in one place and start to 

pick in different directions and then come back again and go home. If we 

encounter any such people, drunkards mainly, we just shout and kick them up. 

We used to take younger girls with us, but we have stopped bringing them 

because they are more likely to be harassed. 

45-year old woman working as a waste picker for 30 years 

 

 This excerpt speaks to the gendered limitations on women’s mobility in the dark and the 

implications for women waste pickers’ safety in navigating public spaces. Respondents’ 

narratives pertaining to social wellbeing at the domestic, neighbourhood, and societal levels 

reveal the extent to which unequal relations of gender, caste, and class mediate everyday 

experiences and access to urban spaces inside and outside of waste work and the protective role 

that social networks play in mediating some of these struggles. Confidence in navigating public 

spaces and forms of formal and informal collectivizing are two benefits frequently associated 

with women’s work outside of the home (Kabeer, 2008; Mahmud & Tasneem, 2014). However, 

as respondents’ social infrastructures of work are often closely tied to actors and ‘cooperative’ 

strategies in the home and community, these strategies “necessarily embody relationships of 

power, domination, and subordination” and are stratified in particular “by gender and 

generation” with the impact of stifling the voices of women who experience subordination within 

marginalization (e.g. widows and young daughters-in-law) (Wolf, 2011, p.p. 145 & 137-8; 

Gilbert, 2000; Kabeer, 1994).  

 

 Widows emerged as a particularly marginalized subgroup of the study sample who 

experience social and economic restrictions and a compounding of emotional, social, financial, 

and caring burdens after a husband’s passing.5 Widows were overrepresented in the survey 

sample (30%) as compared to the most recent census data from Ahmedabad where 8.5% of the 

city’s female population over 15 years of age identified as widows (Open Government Data 

 
5 Scholars suggest that widow’s multidimensional experiences of exclusion, marginalization, and struggles at 
multiple stages during a partner’s demise and death are under-documented in the literature (see, Mohindra, Haddad, 
& Narayana, 2012; Perkins et al., 2016; Thresia & Mohindra, 2011; Young, 2006). 
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[OGD], 2001). The survey data also indicates that although 30% of women waste pickers were 

the primary or sole earner in their households, widow status was associated with being the sole 

or primary earner in one’s household (p<0.001). Widowed respondents experienced particular 

forms of stigma and stress as sole earners with few options or avenues of support: 

 

 My husband died and left me with young kids. There are no jobs for someone 

like, so I just do this waste-picking work and we survived on that income alone. 

I raised our kids, got them married, borrowed money for their marriages, and am 

now repaying these debts on my own with closed eyes and closed mouth. I 

cannot question anyone for such misery, it’s very difficult to live this life, but I 

did not have any other way out. 

40-year old woman working as a waste picker since childhood 

 

 Mohindra, Haddad, & Narayana, 2012 argue that the experience of becoming a widow is an 

economic shock as widowed women often take on debts associated with their husband’s 

hospitalization, becoming the primary earner to provide for household needs, and the extra 

burden of caring for a dying partner. These additional burdens on finances and time are further 

compounded in contexts where widows experience stigmas, may be viewed as inauspicious by 

their families and communities, and have limited access to financial opportunities. Waste work is 

thus an important strategy for widowed women (and women whose husbands are incapacitated 

by injuries, illnesses, or addictions) to meet the financial needs of their households without any 

capital or education and to allow them the flexibility to attend to the extra burdens of holding 

sole responsibility for caring for family members.  

In addition to the struggles of widowhood, respondents were also quite candid in speaking 

about the prevalence of domestic violence in either their own relationships with partners or in 

their communities more broadly.6 Some women expressed a link between their work with waste 

outside of the home and experiences of domestic violence: 

 
6 The prevalence of domestic violence and alcohol/substance abuse in women waste pickers’ households in urban 
India have been documented elsewhere (Mitra, 2009; Viljoen et al, 2016; Women in Informal Employment 
Globalizing and Organizing [WIEGO], 2016) and were also triangulated by insights from local NGO workers. 
Respondents spoke less about the topics of domestic violence and substance abuse in their initial one-on-one 
interviews but were much more open and candid about discussing the prevalence of these issues in their lives and 
communities in the group workshop discussions. Almost all of the groups felt as though any police intervention 
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My husband is an alcoholic. He sits at home all day and I’m outside working, so 

he always suspects that I’m doing something wrong— I deal with men at the scrap 

shop but I do not show my thighs to anyone— I do all of the hard work to provide 

daily needs for my family but my husband just doesn’t understand that, so he 

always quarrels and accuses, and sometimes he beats me. 

32-year old woman working as a waste picker for 4 years 

 

 Earlier, I discussed some of the ways that waste picking work can provide women some of 

the empowering benefits of incomes, increased mobility, confidence in public spaces, and 

time/space away from the social and mental stresses associated with the household; however, this 

excerpt reveals a contradiction to these benefits as empowerment does not happen in a vacuum. 

Rather, in some households women’s increased mobility in public space and income earning role 

may be perceived with suspicion or resentment, compounding and worsening women’s 

experiences of stress and increasing their risk of physical, social, and mental harm. 

 

 Respondents’ everyday navigations of urban space resist social norms pertaining to the 

movement of Dalit female bodies in public space. By working in public spaces, women waste 

pickers make their symbolic ‘pollution’ and affiliation with waste visible, which can result in 

experiences of discrimination, harassment, and violence in public space (Beall, 1997; 

Chikarmane 2016; Gill, 2010; Joshi, 2018). Social exclusion and violence tend to manifest in 

women waste pickers’ livelihood experiences when respondents and their materials take up space 

in commercial and residential areas that are predominantly occupied by residents and businesses 

perceived to be of higher caste and class statuses. When asked to identify the kinds of hazardous 

materials they encounter in their work, survey respondents frequently explained that they were 

afraid of being seen touching items that they perceived as valuable because they did not want to 

be harassed or accused of stealing by wealthier people. An interview respondent explained 

further: 

 
would only make matters worse for women. These group discussions revealed a common understanding that it is 
best to deal with such issues themselves/ within their own networks and avoiding police, government, or other 
organizations/institutions. 
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I do not go into those [commercial] complexes to search for material. I don’t want 

to get into any kind of trouble or be blamed by the shop keepers for stealing 

something. They blame people like us when they misplace their own stuff—I have 

seen others accused of theft— so I don’t go there and avoid that trouble. 

60-year old woman working as a waste picker for 40+ years 

 

 The fear of harassment and accusations was often based in respondent’s own experiences or 

observations of others being shouted at or intimidated because of their presence in and use of 

‘public’ spaces. The research team and I observed several instances of residents scolding waste 

pickers for sorting waste in ‘their’ areas and telling them to go work somewhere else or to hurry 

up and move their bags away from their home or business. Although respondents’ reports of 

verbal and physical harassment in public space ranged in frequency and extent, all shrugged-off 

these instances, saying that it is just part of their job. Yet, these kinds of social exclusions and 

forms of harassment have material consequences for women who pick waste. An unidentified 

voice in a small group discussion recording explained: 

 

These higher-caste people [living in the gated apartment behind their row of 

houses], bother us a lot— we have been having a big struggle with them. They 

threaten to set our houses on fire and often yell at us. They actually once lit our 

bags of paper/cardboard outside of our houses, on fire! 

 

 Social issues around waste and notions of ritual purity and pollution can be amplified when 

women waste pickers store their waste in their residential areas and are visible to nearby 

wealthier residents and businesses. In the absence of adequate storage facilities for their 

materials (a major tension that many women emphasized), women were frequently harassed 

about the ‘unsightly’ appearance of their waste materials. Together, these experiences point to 

the delicate balance between visibility and invisibility that women waste pickers navigate as 

marginalized women workers: visibility can result in experiences of stigma and harassment but 

can also be an important factor in ensuring their safety. On the other hand, invisibility is 

important for women in avoiding some forms of stigma and harassment, but many women feared 
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less visible or ‘private’ spaces because of their association with accusations of theft by upper 

class and caste individuals and threats of sexual violence. To combat the tensions that one’s 

affiliation with waste and visibility in public space presents for workers, respondents noted some 

of the individualized strategies7 they employ to enable their navigations of the social and 

physical spaces that comprise their livelihoods:   

 

One should not flaunt with the saree— a woman has to look timid and naïve in 

public places to maintain her self-esteem. You just be nice and do not get under 

the influence of any men—if someone is trying to harass you, just be smart 

enough to avoid that situation. 

50-year old woman working as a waste picker for 30 years 

 

It’s not necessary to be educated to do this work— it’s more about how you 

communicate with people around you. I left school after 3rdstandard, but I know 

what type of language I should use with different people. 

32-year old woman working as a waste picker for 4 years 

  

 These excerpts highlight two different interpretations of women’s embodied use of self-

representation as a subtle form of resistance, particularly drawing upon one’s respectability as a 

form of symbolic capital;8 the first excerpt features a woman presenting herself as naive and 

modest to preserve self-esteem and avoid harassment or unwanted attention while she works in 

public space. In this example, she draws on traits associated with respectable femininity 

(Radhakrishnan, 2009) in order to legitimize her stigmatized presence as a Dalit woman waste 

picker in public space. The second respondent leverages her language and communication skills 

 
7 Several case studies detail the importance of organizing and integrating women waste pickers’ for challenging the 
exclusions that waste pickers experience and for legitimizing their role as urban service providers (Chikarmane, 
2016; Dias & Samson, 2016; Narayan & Chikarmane, 2013; Ogando, Roever, & Rogan, 2017). Only 8% of study 
respondents considered themselves to be members or currently involved with any kind of formal local occupational 
organization or group, so I have maintained a focus here on individualized strategies and ‘informal’ forms of 
collectivizing. 
8 Symbolic capital is a concept coined by Bourdieu (see, Bourdieu 1985); it is a form of cultural capital whereby one 
draws value from their status to access resources and affect how others treat them. 
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to legitimize her presence and role as a recycler when collecting materials from clients.9 These 

kinds of everyday improvisations and manipulations of identity were important in facilitating 

respondents’ livelihoods and everyday navigations of the city. Representation and respectability 

are thus critical aspects in mitigating social wellbeing in oppressive or exclusionary social 

contexts. 

 

3.5.4 Spiritual wellbeing 

 Religion, faith, and spiritual practices emerged as an important source of meaning-making 

for respondents of all ages and were thus particularly important in shaping respondents’ 

experiences of wellbeing. While I did not start out asking questions about religion, respondents’ 

narratives about their perceptions of occupational hazards, practices, and coping strategies 

revealed the impact that spiritual practice and religion has in mediating experiences of poverty, 

stigma, and inequality. To this extent, I observed women lifting up the first recyclable items that 

they found in the morning and touching it to their foreheads in thanks to God before tossing the 

item into her carrying sack:  

 

God runs the cart of my life and helps me survive. I have many miseries and 

difficulties, but I survive with hope and trust in God.  God is there to take care 

of me, so although it is difficult, I manage to survive. I just simply start 

walking in the morning, picking up waste, and God is there to take care of my 

waste and work and money— everything. 

45-year old woman working as a waste picker for since childhood 

 

Valkonen and Wallenius-Korkalo (2016) argue that religious rituals and practices can be 

an important coping strategy for people and that spirituality is not a separate or siloed aspect of 

identity, but “is intertwined with everyday life experiences and practices”— it is integral to one’s 

lifestyle, worldview, and wellbeing (p.620). To this extent, some women referred to using 

devotional practices as a strategy for managing the discomfort and pain of chronic occupational 

injuries or illnesses: 

 
9 This participant was one of only 17% of survey respondents who had regular access to waste materials through at 
least one client (a person, household, or business granting access to waste materials). 
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The most difficult part is bending over again and again— it causes me pain— 

bending over for even a single plastic bottle. But for me, this bending is like 

touching the feet of God every time. So I do it like this in my work— bowing to 

God and asking for blessings every time I bend instead of paying mind to my 

pain. 

50-year old woman working as a waste picker for 12 years 

 

This excerpt shows how spiritual practices can be used as a strategy for keeping one’s 

mind off of physical pain and in helping to cope with the conditions of poverty. Although 

individualized spiritual practices do not necessarily address or make claims to resist the 

structural inequalities that cause suffering, these kinds of strategies were prevalent in narratives 

about how respondents mentally endure and make meaning in their lives despite the challenges 

of poverty and precarity. Respondents also revealed their perceptions of spiritual or superstitious 

hazards and dangerous materials in their work with waste. When asked to identify any materials 

that she considered to be dangerous in her work, a respondent replied: 

 

 Broken bottles, needles, and the black magic stuff at the crossroads—coconuts, 

cloth—things left from ceremonies. Those are the most dangerous things— I never 

go near that stuff… when you touch the black magic things, a bad spirit comes into 

your body and you lose your mental balance. 

22-year old woman working as a waste picker for 8 years 

 

 The hazards of waste picking were thus not only experienced as threats to the physical body 

but were also materials, exposures, and experiences that were seen to be spiritually-

contaminating. The survey data indicates that materials like dead-people’s clothing/belongings or 

materials left in the crossroads from ‘black magic’ rituals were a prevalent type of contaminant 

of the spiritual or subtle body that at least 40% of survey respondents mentioned as something 

that they feared and avoided in their work. 

Religion and spiritual practices are an important dimension of identity to reflect on in 

work on marginalized women workers’ wellbeing in India; religion informs and influences 
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everyday navigations of identity and space in respondents’ self-described conceptualizations of 

wellbeing, the hazards or their work, and in their everyday meaning-making and coping 

strategies. Further, some respondents discussed the importance of getting together with other 

women to sing bhajans (devotional songs) in their neighbourhoods; in some areas, this was one 

the only avenues deemed appropriate in their households and communities for women to get 

together outside of their homes (aside from working) and to take time away from sorting waste 

and household work. Group spiritual practices are thus another way for women to gather and 

share in camaraderie, friendship, and support away from the spaces of their households. Further, 

the prevalence of perceived ‘spiritual’ or superstitious threats in Dalit women’s work with waste 

indicates the importance of spiritual wellbeing in cultural contexts where Dalit women waste 

pickers are already perceived as being ritually polluted, contaminated, and untouchable in society 

(Beall 1997; Gill 2010; Reddy 2018).  

 

3.6 Discussion: Implications for wellbeing 
Respondents’ narratives around their wellbeing and aspirations are fundamentally 

relational—constantly framed in interaction with the people and spaces around them and 

integrated across their work, communities, and households. Further, respondents frequently 

assess and situate their priorities in relation to past experiences and to that of others according to 

their own value systems, cultural norms, social networks, and physical spaces. I point to three 

particular implications for conceptualizing the wellbeing of marginalized women workers as 

relational and intersectional, including: the fluid and situated nature of occupational spaces, the 

simultaneous benefits and vulnerabilities inherent in waste work as a ‘precarious asset’, and the 

importance of meaning-making in shaping relational experiences of wellbeing. 

 

3.6.1 Situating relational wellbeing across occupational spaces 

 Despite the tendency to associate waste picking work with public spaces, a relational lens on 

women waste pickers’ everyday occupational activities highlights the various physical and social 

spaces that constitute and pervade this livelihood. In Ahmedabad, aspects of women’s productive 

labour frequently take place within the physical space of the home and aspects of reproductive 

labour flow into ‘occupational’ spaces. Women waste pickers’ everyday experiences can thus be 

understood as a “blending of intense work with an intense social life” as it is impossible to 



 
 

110 
 

distinguish traditional material and symbolic boundaries of productive activities, relationships, 

and spaces from other aspects of life (Millar, 2018, p. 89; Bagchi, 2016; Miraftab, 2005).  

 Although respondents discussed physical pains, injuries, and hazards associated with waste 

work, these physical challenges were normalized in relation to others doing this work. 

Respondents instead emphasized the social and mental aspects of wellbeing in terms of the 

anxieties associated with poverty and generating subsistence incomes, the role of waste work for 

mitigating these tensions and enabling women to leave the space of the home, as well as the 

anxieties associated with various forms of violence and social exclusions in the household, 

community, and/or broader society. Respondents living with axes of identity that are 

marginalized by broad structures in society as well as embodied and materially embedded  (e.g. 

widows, young/unmarried women, young daughters-in-law, and women experiencing domestic 

violence) tended to express their experiences in relation to others, referencing harassment, 

exclusions, and violences that they felt were particularly challenging for them in relation to 

others.  

 These findings point to the ways in which siloed or categorical approaches toward reducing 

occupational health risks or planning ‘modernized’ solid waste management systems may 

overlook important intersectional dimensions of women workers’ wellbeing. I argue that 

livelihoods perceived as precarious and hazardous must be approached with a relational lens in 

order to understand the actually-existing benefits, needs, and aspirations associated with these 

forms of work in public space  (in addition to the threats and hazards) to minimize the risks of 

excluding or displacing these workers from necessary occupational activities and incomes. 

 

3.6.2 Precarious assets and relational autonomy 

 Respondents’ experiences of physical wellbeing reveal that women waste pickers’ bodies are 

a precarious asset because of the high energy outputs of physical labour required in this 

livelihood in contexts of prolonged precarity, scarcity, and struggles in achieving daily needs. To 

this extent, people who are hungry and weak earn less income because they cannot work well in 

livelihoods that require health and strength and are thus deterred or excluded from accessing 

healthcare because of the burdens of needing to continue working (Narayan et al., 2000; Baru et 

al. 2010; Parizeau, 2015b; Thresia, 2007).  
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 Despite the physical and health challenges associated with waste picking livelihoods, 

respondents emphasized the importance of the flexible and independent nature of this work. 

Flexibility and independence are often necessary for poor workers because their lives and 

livelihoods are frequently disrupted and destabilized by “everyday emergencies” (Millar, 2018, 

p.70). Women workers are especially affected by such macro- and micro-level disruptions as 

they already experience an unequal distribution of household and caring work and “assume a 

disproportionate share of the burden of adjusting to adverse economic circumstances” (Moser, 

1998, p.12; Bagchi, 2016; Parizeau, 2015b). Respondents therefore identified the positive or 

necessary aspects of their work in relation to the precarious conditions of their lives in vulnerable 

spaces; flexibility enables women to generate a livelihood that is compatible with the precarity of 

their lives in poverty. 

Millar (2018) refers to the “relational autonomy” of waste picking, where control over the 

conditions of one’s labour outweighs the hazards of the work and is perceived as being 

protective in relation to even more exploitative or unwanted conditions of labour in other ‘jobs’ 

(p.71). Yet, the asset of flexible labour conditions must also be contextualized within patriarchal 

and capitalist systems where flexibility is necessary for women to “simultaneously fulfill 

productive and reproductive work (at the expense of self-exploitation) in spaces that lie between 

the public and private spheres,” preventing them from participating in other forms of work 

(Agarwala 2019: 31).  Waste picking is thus a ‘precarious asset’ or an asset with inherent risks 

that can “introduce vulnerabilities into a person’s life, and thereby erode the sustainability of 

their livelihood” (Parizeau, 2015b, p.161). Marginalized women workers balance and make 

trade-offs between multiple assets and vulnerabilities in their everyday strategies, 

improvisations, and navigations of the various disruptions, hazards, needs, and priorities that 

pervade their lives. 

 

3.6.3 Meaning-making and relational wellbeing 

 Meaning-making is fundamental to wellbeing as the ideas, priorities, and beliefs that 

constitute everyday experiences and aspirations for a good life are situated in one’s own 

experiences, observations, and social contexts. The emotional work of making meaning in 

challenging or destitute circumstances highlights the ways that waste pickers are not purely 

economic actors engaging in survival strategies or helpless victims of structural oppression, but 
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are also actively seeking moments of joy, dignity, value, and meaning despite these economic, 

material, social, and political constraints.   

 Respondents frequently perceived that their wellbeing as providing for others—particularly 

for children and those in their households and kinship networks. In addition to providing basic 

needs, many respondents noted that they are happiest when they have a little extra money to buy 

gifts and toys for their children during holidays and festivals or when they come to visit. 

Maintaining social expectations around gifting and being able to provide something special and 

share in the joys of festivals, weddings, and familial visits were a major priority for respondents 

in terms of their meaning-making and wellbeing. When speaking of the future, respondents 

frequently invoked ideas of material security and upward mobility for their families: that their 

children would have “good jobs10,” be married and have children, and be happier and more 

secure in relation to their current experiences. 

 Religion (spirituality, devotional practice) was also important in shaping respondents’ values 

perceptions of a ‘good’ life and thus, wellbeing. Religion mediates interactions between 

individuals and their socio-cultural environments, produce values, ethics, and norms, and is 

foundational in the formation of identity and meaning (Askeland & Døhlie 2015; Fredericks 

2018; Ghatak 2006; Valkonen & Wallenius-Korkalo 2016). Religion was foundational in 

respondents’ broader experiences around meaning-making and community, but it was a 

particularly salient factor that emerged in discussions about coping with poverty and seeking 

contentment within the challenging circumstances of respondents’ lives. All of the respondents 

identified as Hindu; many deferred to their “destiny” to suffer in this life and their perception 

that their continuing devotion and honesty now will enable them to “go to God” and have a 

favourable reincarnation in their next life in relation to their current condition of suffering. 

Relationality permeates respondents’ lives—their coping and mediating strategies around 

poverty and suffering in part relied on the aspiration for a better situation in their next life. While 

religious beliefs and practices are an important individual (and sometimes group) strategy for 

meaning-making and coping with occupational challenges and broader inequities associated with 

poverty, this study acknowledges the roles that patriarchal religion and associated cultural norms 

 
10 Respondents referred to “good jobs”, usually implying that they were working in an “office” somewhere 
(indicating a hope of upward social mobility) and explicitly noted that they hope that their children would not have 
to pick waste. 
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have in oppressing women (Askeland & Døhlie 2015; Ghatak 2006; Valkonen & Wallenius-

Korkalo 2016). Although religion does serve as an asset and was therapeutic for many 

respondents in this study, it must also be understood as a precarious asset, a strategy embedded 

with inherent oppressions and vulnerabilities. 

 Religion and spirituality are foundational to one’s ontological view of life and are thus 

inseparable from conceptualizing subjective wellbeing and the coping strategies of precarious 

and marginalized urban workers. I therefore suggest that further explorations into the role and 

implications of religious beliefs and spiritual practices toward more holistic conceptualizations 

of coping strategies, occupational practices, and priorities around meaning-making in the lives of 

marginalized urban waste workers. Further, an emphasis on meaning-making and spirituality in 

future empirical research, policy-oriented scholarship, and activist work may also enable 

interesting methodological entry points for connecting and engaging with marginalized women 

workers, centering their own values and priorities.11  

 

3.7 Conclusion 
 This paper conceptualizes waste picking work as an important asset for marginalized women 

in navigating everyday life and precarity in the urban margins. It draws upon a broad approach in 

conceptualizing workers’ relational priorities and experiences of wellbeing to encompass 

livelihood activities that flow across various physical and social spaces and intersect with 

multiple roles, responsibilities, and burdens in women’s everyday lives. These experiences 

highlight the ways that women waste pickers’ everyday decision-making is informed not only by 

economic imperative and survival, but also a range of norms, expectations, roles, beliefs, and 

disruptions. Respondents’ priorities therefore point to the benefits woven through women’s 

precarious and hazardous livelihood strategies—essential benefits that risk being displaced in 

contexts of rapidly modernizing urban waste management sectors and in political spaces where 

 
11 Key informant organizers note that it is a struggle to arrange for self-employed women workers to attend 
occupational meetings for local unions, cooperatives, and NGOs due to the multiple obligations and constraints that 
women have in attending (also see, Agarwala, 2019). Further, some respondents noted that their husband/fathers-in-
law/sons do not allow them to leave the space of the home/community apart from waste picking and are suspicious 
of women getting together in large groups. A local NGO, Paryavaran Mitra, hosts weekly Bhajan singing events for 
women from the Ramapir no Tekra slum to gather outside of work and households. Singing religious songs is thus 
one way to gather women in a way that is deemed acceptable and could be useful for imparting other kinds of 
benefits and information. 
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local authorities and technical experts view the physical health threats of informal waste work in 

isolation from these relational experiences, priorities, and phenomena. 

This study also reveals the importance of meaning-making, spirituality, and marginalized 

identities in shaping women’s navigations of broadly conceived ‘occupational’ wellbeing. 

Respondents’ valuing of a ‘happy or good life’ highlight the links between the stresses of 

providing daily necessities and the value of being able to independently provide daily needs and 

participate in family and community gatherings, festivals, and events. This emphasis on 

relationality enables an analysis not only of the physical occupational risks and impacts of waste 

picking, but also points to the ways in which marginalized women make meaning and experience 

dignity and joy despite constraining circumstances.  

Study findings highlight the particular challenges expressed by women experiencing multiple 

marginalized axes of identity (e.g. widows, young unmarried women, women experiencing 

domestic violence, and young daughters-in-law) in relation to others across social networks, 

household relations, occupational activities, and in society more broadly. I also point to the roles 

that religion and spirituality have in mediating some occupational challenges and in promoting 

meaning-making. I suggest that the links between spirituality and the precarious conditions of 

work and/or poverty may be a rich area for future empirical and methodological explorations into 

wellbeing as religious ontologies and practice permeate everyday coping, occupational activities, 

and priorities around meaning-making. 

Finally, a valuing of respondents’ individual and collective strategies to maintain livelihoods, 

provide basic needs, and make meaning in pursuit of a ‘good life’ must also be situated in 

relation to persistent structural inequities that continue to invisibilize and actively fail 

marginalized urban citizens. Respondents’ everyday livelihood navigations must therefore be 

understood as being constrained and situated in vulnerable social, political, and physical spaces 

and in contexts of patriarchal, capitalist, and colonial systems of oppression. 
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4 Women’s work in the ‘clean city’: experiences of India’s 
contemporary waste and cleanliness regime from the urban 
margins 

 
The following chapter will be submitted for peer review with Environment and Planning E: 
Nature and Space. 
 
 
Abstract 
 

This paper explores the uneven impacts of contemporary shifts in the discourses and 
governance mechanisms of solid waste in urban India from the perspectives of women waste 
pickers, marginalized urban workers who engage in the stigmatized and poorly remunerated 
informal occupation of collecting waste from the city’s roadsides and public spaces. The paper 
aims to investigate and complicate several of the assumptions that inform contemporary 
approaches to solid waste governance in Ahmedabad, India by highlighting the ways that gender 
and other intersectional and structural inequities are obscured or rendered invisible by 
developmental discourses and practices that aim to modernize solid waste management and 
practices of urban cleanliness.  

The paper draws on a survey (n=401), semi-structured interviews (n=45), follow-up 
interviews (n=36) and group workshop discussions (n=12) with women waste pickers in 
Ahmedabad between 2016-2018. It also relies on insights from local advocacy workers, NGO 
employees, and union representatives (n=11) and a discourse analysis of local media and policy 
documents. I argue that contemporary mechanisms and discourses around solid waste and urban 
cleanliness increase the challenges women waste pickers already experience in accessing waste 
and urban spaces due to their marginalized identities as Dalit women waste workers. This work 
privileges the voices of women waste pickers as knowledge holders with important insights to 
offer on the ways that urban developmental discourses and mechanisms have material impacts on 
the lives of marginalized urban workers in Indian cities.  
 
 
 
4.1 Introduction 
 

The landscape of solid waste management in Indian cities is currently shifting as urban 

cleanliness has emerged as a major social and political imperative in urban governance. Urban 

waste collection in India has long been an obligatory function of Urban Local Bodies (ULBs); 

however, municipal actors have never entirely fulfilled this role as waste collection and recycling 

have been performed by a combination of municipal workers (safai kamdars) engaged in 

sweeping roadsides and transporting waste from community bins to the dumpsite and self-
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employed waste pickers working in the country’s informal waste and recycling economy (Luthra 

2018a; Sannabhadti 2019). Waste pickers collect and segregate recyclable materials (e.g. paper, 

cardboard, plastics, metals, electronics, etc.) from roadsides, doorsteps, waste bins, 

landfills/informal dumpsites, often for daily subsistence incomes. Waste pickers typically 

perform these recycling services at zero cost to municipalities as part of highly complex and 

coordinated informal recycling systems that intersect with regional formal recycling industries 

(Gill 2010; Luthra 2020a). The international literature on waste picking highlights the social, 

spatial, economic, and political marginalization of waste pickers based on their occupational 

affiliation with waste and the precarious labour conditions (Dias 2016; Parizeau 2015a; Uddin et 

al. 2020). In India, the stigmatization of waste pickers is further complicated by caste hierarchies 

and biases as workers are associated with the ritual and symbolic pollution of waste and 

untouchability (Gill 2010; Luthra 2020b; Reddy 2018). 

In Ahmedabad, waste picking is also a feminized occupation as an estimated 95% of the 

city’s waste pickers are women and most are also Dalit and poor (Mitra 2009; SEWA 2016).  

Women often take up waste picking work because of the lack of initial capital and education 

required to generate daily incomes and the flexible and independent working conditions that 

enable income earning activities to be combined with household and caring work (Bagchi 2016; 

Dias & Samson 2016). Women waste pickers are situated at the bottom of urban waste 

economies: they are poorly remunerated for the various health threats, stigmatization, 

harassment, and exploitation they experience through their work in cleaning the city. 

Despite their contributions to urban cleanliness and municipal service provision, waste 

pickers’ livelihoods are currently under threat. Recent trends toward the privatization of urban 

service provision have led to the widespread emergence of corporate private actors in urban 

waste management services via Public-Private Partnerships (PPPs) and models of contracting-out 

service provision to the private sector (Demaria & Schindler 2016; Gidwani 2015; Luthra 2020a; 

Miraftab 2004). Solid waste is thus being interpreted as a ‘new’ market opportunity or ‘resource’ 

by municipal and corporate actors aiming to capitalize on waste in Indian cities. Gidwani & 

Corwin (2017) refer to the emergence of a “new waste governance regime” in Indian cities, 

where corporate actors and mechanical interventions are valued and sanctioned over the skills 

and knowledges of informal workers and systems (46).  
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These shifts in waste management are also taking place within a wider discursive context 

concerned with urban cleanliness which has been popularized by the Swachh Bharat Abhiyan 

(SBA; Clean India Mission). The SBA is an influential campaign introduced by the central 

government in 2015 in response to growing societal trepidation among elite citizens over the 

hygienic hazards and poor aesthetic image associated with raw sewage, open defecation, and 

garbage in Indian cities (Gidwani & Corwin 2017). The SBA’s stated aims are to eliminate the 

practice of open defecation and to introduce “modern and scientific municipal solid waste 

management” across the country (GOI 2015:10). The program manifests in government policies 

and programs at all scales and is made visible through advertising campaigns, social media, and 

everyday products. The ideals of cleanliness promoted in the SBA are operationalized through 

the 2016 Solid Waste Management Rules (henceforth, 2016 SWM Rules), a revision of the 

national solid waste management regulations governed by the Ministry of Environment, Forest, 

and Climate Change (MoEFCC; MoEFCC 2016). The 2016 SWM Rules legally designate Urban 

Local Bodies (ULBs) as responsible for waste collection and management in Indian cities. While 

the original SWM rules do not acknowledge waste pickers or informal sector actors (see, MOEF 

2000; also see, Gidwani 2013), the revised 2016 SWM rules mention possibilities for 

‘integrating’ these informal actors into formalized waste management systems. Yet, the rules are 

largely predominated by recommendations and interventions involving privatized and 

mechanized waste management systems mediated by corporate investment and technical 

expertise (Krishna 2017; Luthra 2020a).  

Taken together, the SBA and 2016 SWM rules represent a formalization of ongoing shifts in 

the perceptions and governance of waste and urban cleanliness since the early-2000s (see, 

Gidwani & Chaturvedi 2011). The success of this recent iteration of cleanliness messaging has 

been attributed to the uptake of hegemonic ideas pertaining to ‘modern’ forms of cleanliness by 

celebrities, businesses and politicians, multiple forms of advertising and social media campaigns, 

and the targeting of youth in particular (Doron 2016; Jeffrey 2015; Luthra 2018b). However, 

amidst these discursive and managerial shifts are hundreds of thousands of waste pickers who 

have always known and depended on the value inherent in waste as a ‘resource’. Yet as Dias and 

Samson (2016) note, waste picking is often perceived by city authorities as “an outdated, 

traditional, and primitive kind of work” and as incompatible with modern imaginaries of 

mechanized waste management systems and sanitized urban spaces (p.6). To this extent, the 
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Ahmedabad Municipal Corporation (AMC) has responded to the 2016-SWM rules by 

developing a “fully mechanized [waste] transportation system,” contracting-out waste collection 

and transportation in all zones of the city to private corporate actors with the goal of “ensur[ing] 

timely and efficient removal of waste from its collection point” (AMC 2020: 3; AMC 2016). 

Ahmedabad’s current model of privatizing and mechanizing waste collection is thus premised in 

popular developmental ideas about the efficiency of technical and ‘modern’ modes of urban 

service provision as contrasted with services previously or simultaneously provided by the 

informal sector despite their free or low-cost provision to the municipality (Luthra 2020a).  

 

This paper investigates the uneven manifestation of contemporary solid waste governance in 

society by exploring women waste pickers’ everyday work experiences in Ahmedabad, India. 

Women waste pickers’ perspectives highlight the gendered and intersectional implications of 

recent waste governance mechanisms (e.g. privatization and mechanization of waste collection) 

and cleanliness discourses (e.g. anti-littering campaigns made popular by the SBA). I argue that 

these contemporary mechanisms and discourses around solid waste and urban cleanliness 

increase the challenges women waste pickers already experience in accessing waste and urban 

spaces due to their marginalized identities as Dalit women waste workers. The paper thus aims to 

complicate several of the assumptions that inform solid waste governance in Ahmedabad by 

highlighting the ways that gender and other intersectional and structural inequities are obscured 

or rendered invisible by corporate and technical ‘solutions’ to issues of solid waste in urban 

India. This paper contributes to the literatures on urban development, waste work, and solid 

waste management by providing a gendered perspective on the ways that waste policies and 

discourses touch down unevenly in the city and impact the everyday lives of marginalized 

women workers. 

The paper begins by outlining the guiding theories and methods of data collection in this 

study, including a framing of developmentalism in urban India and an urban political ecology 

approach to understanding waste and urban cleanliness. It then engages with women waste 

pickers’ experiences of India’s contemporary waste governance mechanisms and discourses and 

the spatial, symbolic, and intersectional barriers they encounter in accessing waste and space in 

the Swachh era. The paper then reviews some of the strategies that women waste pickers employ 

to contend with and resist these challenges to their work before concluding with a discussion of 
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the uneven and exclusionary city with reference to contemporary shifts in political-economic 

approaches and social-cultural understandings of waste and cleanliness in urban India. 

 

4.2 Conceptual Approach and Data Collection 
 

India’s contemporary urban development discourses and practices are conceptualized in this 

paper as continually reinforcing dichotomous visions of technological modernity and the 

perceived disorder of urban poverty popularized in India during the post-WWII and Nehruvian 

post-Independence period of development (Chhotray 2011; Datta 2019a; Gidwani & Reddy 

2011). This approach highlights how contemporary urban waste governance in India is informed 

by an apolitical view of development that often prioritizes corporate and technical ‘quick fixes’ 

and obscures structural and cultural forms of oppression (Doron & Raja 2015). To this extent, 

Prime Minister Modi introduced the SBA to the nation as being “no place for politics” where the 

work of cleanliness is “solely inspired by patriotism” (PMO 2014; Luthra 2018b). Modi’s 

visioning of ‘cleanliness’ thus draws upon a “discourse of responsibility” (Fredericks 2018: 9) 

where citizens are enrolled into the visioning and discursive reproduction of “aesthetic 

modernity” (Luthra 2018b: 133); the moral and behavioural politics of cleanliness have thus 

become an avenue for expressing one’s status as a moral and modern citizen in Indian cities 

(Luthra, 2018b: 133; Jeffrey 2015).  

Development scholars have problematized ‘quick fixes’ and the “rendering technical” of 

development processes, noting that explicitly ‘neutral’ and ‘non-political’ interventions tend to 

exacerbate social and spatial inequalities for marginalized people (Li 2007:7; Chhotray 2011; 

Ferguson & Lohmann 1994; Scott 1998). The growing body of scholarship on waste governance 

highlights the ways that the privatization of public services often necessitates the public sector 

“adopt[ing] the princi[ples and strategies of the private sector” which, despite stated goals of 

universal service provision and efficiency, often leads to the perpetuation of inequities in terms 

of the distribution of municipal services and the regulation of labour conditions (Miraftab 2004, 

pg.885; Luthra 2018a). Privatization and the pursuit of technical solid waste management can 

thus entrench challenges for marginalized citizens in accessing services and work as contracting-

out waste collection to corporate actors has already been shown to displace waste pickers from 

their subsistence work, rendering them invisible within ‘modern’ capitalist political-economic 
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systems (Bauman 2004; Chaturvedi & Gidwani 2011; Luthra 2020a; Millington & Lawhon 

2018; Reddy 2013). Yet despite the shifting perceptions regarding the economic value of solid 

waste, women’s informal waste labour remains stigmatized and associated with physical and 

ritual forms of pollution that are deemed threatening to the environmental, symbolic, and 

physical wellbeing of urban citizens and to the imaginaries of ‘clean and green’ world-class 

cities (Datta 2019a; Doron & Raja 2015; Luthra 2018b, 2020b).  

Such tensions have led scholars to propose an urban political ecology (UPE) of waste in 

India in order to explore the ways that the “particular socio-cultural meanings” of solid waste 

intersect with and inform the “broader political-economic factors that shape how it is managed” 

(Cornea et al. 2017: 731). UPE is a geographical field of study that investigates the city as a 

‘hybrid’ of society and nature whereby interconnected material, political, economic, social, and 

cultural relations produce “highly uneven urban socio-physical landscapes” (Heynen et al. 2006, 

p.2; Keil 2003; Swyngedouw 1996; Zimmer 2010). The UPE lens enables scholars to explore the 

exclusionary processes of city-making by centering analyses in the various material, spatial, and 

social inequalities that are often obscured in the visioning and production of urban spaces. This 

approach further highlights the contestations inherent in processes of city-making and centers 

social and environmental justice as a primary concern in research (Demaria & Schindler 2016; 

Watts & Peet 2004; Truelove 2016; Zimmer et al. 2017). This paper thus conceptualizes the 

ongoing changes to solid waste management in Ahmedabad as a moment through which to 

investigate the impacts and implications of contemporary urban waste management on the lives 

and work of marginalized women workers in urban spaces. The materialist UPE lens is 

operationalized for empirical study via the feminist strategy of situating the analysis in everyday 

experiences. A situating of UPE intentionally and explicitly contextualizes critical analyses of 

social and structural inequities within embodied everyday experiences (Cornea et al. 2017a,b; 

Lawhon et al. 2014; Truelove 2016). This approach enables a conversation between marginalized 

women workers’ everyday lives and the broader inequalities, exclusions, and violences 

embedded in the political, spatial, and discursive aspects of urban transformation.  

 

This paper draws on data collected between 2016-2018 in Ahmedabad. The mixed-methods 

approach to the study started with a survey of women waste pickers (n=401) working in ten 

randomly selected areas of the city (zoned as residential, commercial, central business district, 
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and core walled city on the city’s most recent development plan; AUDA 2016). The quantitative 

survey data then informed and triangulated a series of semi-structured interviews (n=46), follow-

up visits (n=36), and group workshop discussions (n=12) with a sub-sample of survey 

respondents. I hired and trained a team of five local research assistants in conducting the survey 

and survey data entry and I worked closely with a trilingual local interpreter (fluent in Gujarati, 

Hindi, and English) throughout all data collection activities. The study is also informed by a 

discourse of media and policy documents and an ongoing series of interviews with local NGO 

employees, advocacy workers and activists, and union representatives (n=11). 

This work is also informed by a feminist methodological commitment to privileging 

marginalized women’s experiences, knowledges, and expertise where women waste pickers are 

understood as having important but often overlooked insights and contributions into processes of 

urban transformation (see, Lahiri-Dutt 2017; Nightingale 2011; Sundberg 2005). 

 

 
4.3 Swachh-era governance from the margins 
 

When asked to identify benefits or challenges associated with their waste picking work, the 

most prominent and unanimous issues that interview respondents identified was their lower daily 

incomes and challenges in accessing waste in public space. Women waste pickers frequently 

made use of the pervasive language and terminology in local SBA discourses (e.g. “Swachh,” 

“clean city,” “clean and green,” “chhota hathis”, “Modi”) in describing their recent work 

experiences. Respondents employed these terms not only to discuss their experiences of growing 

competition with other actors accessing waste materials, but also in describing the detrimental 

impacts of new cleanliness rules and discourses in shifting citizens’ ideas and behaviours around 

waste and the resulting challenges for workers in accessing waste materials: 

 

There are good changes— we get a lot less waste now! It is a ‘clean city’ now, 

isn’t it?!  

45-year old woman working as a waste picker since childhood 

 

This respondent sarcastically used the English phrase “clean city,” a popular phrase in 

local cleanliness campaigning, to express her frustration with her decreasing access to waste 
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materials and incomes in the Swachh era. Many respondents in this study similarly leveraged 

Swachh terminology when describing their everyday work experiences, indicating both the 

pervasiveness of SBA discourses in society and the material challenges that these political-

economic and social-cultural shifts have created or compounded for women waste pickers. I 

particularly focus here on the spatial, symbolic, and gendered barriers affecting women’s access 

to waste and space that are necessary for their livelihoods in the city. 

 

4.3.1 Spatial barriers to waste and space 

Survey and interview conversations with women waste pickers revealed competition and 

displacement as a growing concern as a number of emerging state-sanctioned actors working in 

the city’s privatized and mechanized waste collection system were taking recyclable materials 

from their turf. Although some respondents had observed an increasing number of waste pickers 

and raddiwallahs (itinerant scrap buyers who buy waste from clients), almost all interviewees 

attributed their recent work challenges to the new workers employed by private companies on 

contract with the Ahmedabad Municipal Corporation (AMC)1: 

 

The Swachh campaign has flourished, it is very popular. But we can’t get 

enough material now. These chhota hathis and trucks are coming, going to 

different spots, and collecting waste and they have their own people to 

segregate the recyclables, so they don’t allow us to touch anything… I suspect 

that waste picking will be totally extinct soon— there is almost no money in it 

these days.  

22-year old woman working as a waste picker for 8 years 

 

The vehicles come and pick up the waste from everywhere and we do not get 

any! After two rounds, I get Rs.40-50 when I used to get Rs.100-150. I feel so 

frustrated— I am tired of walking long distances hoping to find materials, but 

nothing comes! 

 
1 Respondents often referred to waste collection vehicles and actors working with them collectively as “chhota 
hathis.” Most associated chhota haathis with the municipality (and thus a salary and sanctioned status) but did not 
necessarily link these actors to private companies and a contracting system.  
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40-year old woman working as a waste picker since childhood 

 

These excerpts highlight the tensions and impacts that the presence of newer private waste 

collection actors have created for waste pickers by limiting the amount of waste materials 

available for collection in city spaces. This tension is intensified as private enterprises not only 

have sanctioned access to waste materials, but they also undertake their own practices of 

segregating and selling recyclable materials and are therefore incentivized to maintain their 

claims to materials: 

 

It is not only here that the chhota hathis are more and more, but everywhere… 

the government is giving work to people and they come and get the waste early 

in the morning and we cannot say anything to them because they are hired by 

AMC. We have no right to stop them as they have proper jobs. It is difficult for 

me to get anything here now. 

45-year old woman working as a waste picker since childhood 

 

The chhota hathis come and get the garbage from the bins and they don’t allow 

us to touch it. Sometimes we quarrel with them about this…but the people living 

in these housing societies always support these people and the safai kamdars 

[workers contracted or employed by AMC to sweep/dispose of roadside wastes, 

drive waste trucks, or clear sewage] now and never people like us.  

55-year old woman working as a waste picker for 35+ years 

 

Despite respondents’ histories of collecting recyclables along the same routes and in the 

same areas, often established over many years or decades, there was a common perception that 

the newcomers in waste collection have a right to the materials in these areas because of their 

sanctioned position associated with the municipality. Respondents frequently expressed their 

inability to ask the chhota hathis to access waste or to claim their access to the recyclables in 

these areas because of both the workers’ sanctioned status and their fear that local residents and 

businesses would support the sanctioned private sector workers over their own historical claims 

to waste. 
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 These tensions also intensified through the municipal regulations and systems for the 

collection of waste by these private contractors. The municipality now pays tipping fees to waste 

collection contractors based on the weight and volume of waste in each truckload (Sannabhadti 

2019). Previous to this new system, some waste pickers were able to access materials from 

municipal waste transport vehicles via kinship arrangements with municipal workers; however, 

in the new system, private contractors are incentivized to keep all of the waste to not reduce the 

weight of their vehicles and then later sell the recyclables they segregate inside of the truck for a 

profit. 

Women waste pickers working in commercial and residential areas also access waste in 

community waste bins and waste transfer stations dotted throughout the city. Community waste 

bins tend to fill up quickly and overflow, often attracting animals to the site. If the bins are not 

emptied in a timely fashion, fires are sometimes ignited inside of the metal bins to reduce the 

volume of waste (Vreeland et al. 2018). These bins are frequently perceived as being an eyesore 

and have therefore been a target in the 2016 SWM rules with fines designated for setting fire to 

waste and in mandates for municipalities to create daily mechanized door-to-door waste 

collection systems facilitated by the private sector (MoEFCC 2016; Press Information Bureau 

[PIB] 2016). In Ahmedabad, municipal officials recently claimed to have removed all of the 

city’s 1054 community waste bins with the aim of “giv[ing] the roads a new look” (Times of 

India 2018). This strategy of removing the perceived eyesore of community waste bins aligns 

with municipal priorities around beautifying and “rehabilitating” physical city spaces in addition 

to the development of the privatized and mechanized waste collection system (Smart City 

Ahmedabad 2018: p.12; Ahmedabad Municipal Corporation 2018). The removal of these bins is 

thus another mechanism through which women waste pickers lose important physical spaces 

upon which they have long depended for generating subsistence incomes. 

The above examples highlight the ways in which women waste pickers’ material access to 

waste is affected by political-economic mechanisms associated with visions of ‘modern’ solid 

waste management. Changes to the policies and infrastructures of solid waste management thus 

impact the everyday activities of women waste pickers as their access to the spaces vital to their 

livelihoods is restricted, changed, and/or removed. These acts of spatial appropriation and shifts 

in material management have created a work environment where waste pickers experience 

increased competition for an economic resource with actors who are sanctioned and supported by 
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the state and broader society. These political-economic shifts in the management of waste must 

therefore be understood in conversation with the symbolic social-cultural meanings of solid 

waste and waste work as they intersect with women’s livelihoods in urban space.  

 

4.3.2 Symbolic barriers to waste and space 

 The popularization of the SBA is associated not only with shifts in rules and governance 

mechanisms, but with the uptake of the discourses, ideas, and symbols of cleanliness in 

distinguishing ‘modern’ urban spaces and forms of citizenship (Jeffrey 2015; Luthra 2018b). 

However, these discursive shifts have material impacts on those who are structurally 

marginalized as citizens’ everyday habits, practices, and behaviours shift in accordance with 

hegemonic ideas promoted through discourse. 

The corporatized ‘waste as a resource’ discourse has been invoked at national, state, and 

municipal scales with the aim of shifting industrial, corporate, and citizen perspectives on waste 

from a stigmatized byproduct of society to an area of economic opportunity (Gidwani & Corwin 

2017). Prime Minister Narendra Modi has been a major proponent of “generat[ing] economic 

activity” from waste and has actively encouraged citizens to become “swacchata 

entrepreneurs”—a term he uses to describe a relatively small number of private actors eager to 

invest and make money in the ‘emerging’ waste business (Modi 2015; Gidwani & Corwin 2017; 

Khan 2020). This entrepreneurial ‘waste as a resource’ discourse has been taken up not only by 

private companies vying for municipal waste management contracts, but also by actors in society 

whose shifting behaviours in managing household and business wastes play out in the lives of 

women waste pickers: 

 

The materials were always outside of the shops before. But now everyone knows that 

the plastic and papers are useful to have— that they can make money from it. So people 

are selling their stuff to the raddiwallahs themselves now and they don’t allow us to 

pick it up! But I cannot force them to give me these things—obviously, it is not in my 

hands. 

45-year old woman working as a waste picker for 12 years 
 
The last six months have been very bad for my business. I have been taking 

loans from the pithawallah—all because I cannot make enough money to 
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survive. I work all morning and go to different places and I can’t find material. 

People are not throwing the things outside anymore, they are selling it 

themselves now. I have also heard that people sell their recyclables online! 

32-year old woman working as a waste picker for 4 years 

 
Many interview respondents noted that they similarly felt helpless in the context of these 

discursive shifts and referred to their unsanctioned status as workers and their stigmatized 

identities in preventing them from advocating for their access to materials. This popularization of 

entrepreneurial Swachh rhetoric thus points to the inherent tensions surrounding who exactly 

waste is a resource for. Scholars note that these discourses, rooted in ideologies of modernization 

and ‘order’ in public space, disrupt and displace the “necessary labour of those who depend on 

waste for their livelihoods” (Luthra 2018b: 130-31; Desai et al. 2015; Kaviraj (1997). Women 

waste pickers also attributed material challenges in their access to waste to anti-littering 

discourses, explicitly linking their challenges to SBA messaging and its role in shifting 

behaviours pertaining to waste: 

 

Because of the Swachh Abhiyan, people have become very clean and they do 

not throw any garbage outside. People do not let us get inside the [residential] 

societies to pick up waste— big bins are put inside and they throw the waste 

there now. It is a Rs.500 fine for people if they throw their waste outside of 

their place, so people are very afraid and conscious of this now. So now, I just 

pick up whatever I can get on the roads— I used to get 3 bags [daily], but now, 

I just get a single bag. 

45-year old woman working as a waste picker for 30 years 

 

The association between ideas of cleanliness practices and modern citizenship in SBA discourses 

ensures that citizens are motivated to adhere to shifting rules and ideas in establishing their status 

as modern and diligent citizens. These expressions of ‘cleanliness-as-modernity’ are frequently 

understood dichotomously and in contrast with perceptions of disorderly or unclean urban 

spaces, occupations, and people. Dias & Samson (2016) argue that city authorities often do not 

view waste pickers as compatible with modern (mechanized and capital-intensive) forms of solid 
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waste management and thus “usually concede privatization to large firms” rather than engaging 

with “outdated” forms of labour (p.6; Samson 2010). The spaces, activities, and citizens 

associated with these “outdated” forms of waste management do not mesh with popular 

imaginaries of India’s clean and modern ‘smart’ cities (Datta 2015, 2019b). However, women 

waste pickers’ observations of urban developmental changes during the Swachh era challenge 

these dichotomous framings of ‘clean’ and ‘unclean’ as linked to modernity in Ahmedabad: 

 

The biggest change is in my access to the materials. Because of this Swachh 

campaign, people are keeping their houses and societies very clean. It feels 

good that the roads are clean and the city is looking good, but it affects our 

work— we cannot get any material! 

22-year old woman working as a waste picker for 8 years 

 

There is strict government instruction now not to keep our city dirty— we have 

to keep it clean now! I am impressed with the government for telling people to 

keep everything clean and saying that we should leave our filthy work, but I 

feel helpless at the same time! I cannot do any other work— I am old now and 

no one will hire me. 

50-year old woman working as a waste picker for 10 years 

 

These excerpts challenge the notion that imaginaries of clean and ‘modern’ urban spaces are 

held exclusively by elite actors. Rather, marginalized urban citizens also aspire for a clean living 

environment and city—after all, it is women waste pickers who have historically performed the 

labour of cleaning public spaces before urban cleanliness was associated with entrepreneurialism 

and modern citizenship. Given this context of shared urban imaginaries of the city, respondents’ 

experiences point to injustices inherent in Swachh-era developmental discourses for the rights to 

work, waste, and urban space as marginalized women workers experience barriers in equally 

participating and sharing in the clean and ‘modern’ city. 
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4.3.3 Gendered barriers to waste and space 

 Respondents’ descriptions of their recent challenges in accessing waste also indicate the 

central role that dimensions of power and difference play in the spatial and symbolic exclusions 

of women waste pickers from the visioning and production of clean cities in India. Emerging 

solid waste management systems, rules, and discourses in Ahmedabad can thus be seen as 

reproducing barriers and inequalities for women waste pickers and pushing their opportunities 

for work and participation in the ‘clean city’ further to the urban margins. To this extent, 

respondents note particular gendered barriers to their work emerging from the privatized waste 

collection system in Ahmedabad: 

 

We women go out to pick waste by 4:00am, early in the morning. But these 

AMC trucks start at 11:00pm and finish at 3:00am, so we are getting much 

less material now. It’s all gone. 

Q: why don’t you go and work at 11:00pm? 

Oh no no. We cannot go outside at that time, at night. I feel afraid of the 

darkness, the drunken men and the harassment at that time. 

45-year old woman working as a waste picker since childhood 

 

Women waste pickers frequently work early in the morning before returning home to do 

household and caring work, but women cannot go too early in the morning as the streets are 

understood to be unsafe for them because of the threats of harassment and assault in the dark 

(Datta 2019b; Desai et al. 2017; Joshi 2018). In (urban) India, a woman’s safety is connected to 

“dressing ‘decently’ [and] not going out at night,” gendered norms which are then “internalized 

by women themselves, who then regulate their own behaviour” (Joshi 2018: 261). The perceived 

threats and fears associated with working in the dark were especially expressed by younger and 

unmarried women but was a common idea and practice across all age groups of interview 

respondents.  

These gendered threats and barriers are also compounded by the emerging waste rules and 

practices associated with privatized and mechanized forms of waste collection in Ahmedabad. 

Municipal officials in the city have recently mandated that waste collection shifts by private 

contractors continue overnight, emphasizing the clean-up of popular late-night eatery and 
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entertainment areas before morning (Times of India 2017). However, these particular sites have 

previously served as important places for women waste pickers in collecting discarded 

packaging, beverage containers, and other recyclable materials in a concentrated location. This 

mandating of overnight waste collection thus comprises one aspect of the masculinization of 

waste work in Ahmedabad where women waste pickers are unable to compete with overnight 

collection activities because of gendered restrictions on women’s access to public space at night. 

Further, the mandating of mechanized forms of solid waste collection also contains implicit 

exclusions for women because of internalized socio-cultural norms that prevent most women 

from waste picking communities from operating such vehicles and equipment: 

 

Men [collecting recyclables] have pedal lorries, so it is easier for them to carry the 

stuff that way. They always get the valuable, heavy stuff and women must pick 

through the rest 

Q: can you use a pedal lorry to collect more stuff too? 

I used to drive a pedal rickshaw when I was unmarried! My father was an alcoholic 

and not earning, so I used to come to work with my mother— she picked the waste 

and I would drive his pedal rickshaw to carry the thelos…but now, after my 

marriage, it is a very shameful thing for a daughter-in-law to do, so I can’t drive the 

pedal rickshaw anymore.  Now, I just pick the waste myself and carry the thelo on 

my head—this is the feminine way to do this work— men would be ashamed to do 

that. 

25-year old woman working as a waste picker for 5 years 

 

Narayan & Chikarmane (2013) suggest that “each time the technology of waste picking 

changes – from sacks to handcarts to trucks…there is a real danger waste picker women will lose 

out to new entrants – mainly men entrepreneurs – attracted by new opportunities as the process 

changes” (88). Contemporary forms of privatization can thus shift the collection of recyclable 

materials from a feminized and stigmatized form of manual and precarious informal labour to an 

entrepreneurial, technical, and state-sanctioned domain dominated by machinery and male 

labour. In this context, the roll-out of privatized waste service provision is displacing many 
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women waste pickers from their livelihoods as gendered cultural norms preclude their 

participation in the ‘modern’ work opportunities this system necessarily promotes. 

 

Women waste pickers’ access to materials is rooted in deeply embedded social and cultural 

systems which interact with political-economic management mechanisms in producing material 

and spatial exclusions for workers to navigate. The links between identity and access to physical 

spaces pervaded women’s narratives about the recent challenges in their work as waste 

management rules and anti-littering discourses shift waste disposal behaviours in the city: 

 

“This Modi has made our work very difficult and our lives miserable! Before 

all of this ‘clean city’ business, everyone used to throw their waste outside and 

we were able to get the recyclables. But now, everyone has to keep the waste 

inside and if we go inside the [residential] societies to search for those things, 

they will blame us for stealing. It is not possible— waste pickers are not 

allowed inside, it has always been that way, so the amount of waste that I get 

has decreased a lot recently.”  

60-year old woman working as a waste picker for 30 years 

 

Until recently, waste from households and businesses was disposed of on a daily or 

immediate basis— out of the space of the home and onto the streets or public domain. Waste was 

thus “thrown over a conceptual boundary,” where it was quickly removed from the purity and 

cleanliness associated with ‘inside’ spaces and relocated to ‘outside’ spaces, freeing individuals 

from the moral obligation or symbolic pollution associated with their garbage (Cornea et al. 

2017a: 738, citing Kaviraj 1997; Doron & Raja 2015). ‘Outside’ spaces have thus been waste 

pickers’ point of contact with materials as this occupation is considered “physically distasteful, 

unclean, and polluting” in Indian society and is thus associated with the physically and ritually 

polluted ‘outside’ spaces and the ‘untouchability’ of Dalit waste pickers (Gill 2010: 26). 

However, as new regulations require waste to be kept ‘inside’ of the gates and walls of 

businesses and residential complexes and houses (until a sanctioned waste collection vehicle 

come to collect it; see Figure 4.1), women waste pickers are experiencing a drastic decrease in 

the amount of waste to collect ‘outside.’ 



 
 

137 
 

 
Figure 4.1: Example of an apartment complex in Ahmedabad with waste bins locked in a metal enclosure 

outside of the gate (these bins are often situated inside of the gate) awaiting pickup (photo: Wittmer) 
 

While some respondents associated these challenges with the external enforcement of these 

norms (e.g. guards stationed at the gates of residential properties preventing their access), most 

referenced their own internalized understandings of their occupational access to space in 

association with gendered norms and perceptions of safety in these spaces: 

 

My mother taught me the two key factors of this work: one, do not steal 

anything from anyone— it is only your own hard work that will pay you and it 

is your destiny how much you will get. Two, do not show your thighs to 

anyone— you will meet many people who will try to take advantage of you. 

Many men ask us [waste picking women] to come inside to get good waste 

materials, but I never go inside. I just remember my mother and leave such 

places. 
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42-year old woman working as a waste picker since childhood 

 

  For women waste pickers, the invisibility of ‘inside’ spaces can be associated with 

various threats, most notably, the threats of being accused of theft and various forms of 

harassment and abuse. The visibility of ‘outside’ spaces is thus important for women waste 

pickers in maintaining one’s self-presentation of respectability and dignity in their work and in 

mediating the stigmas of waste picking labour both in society and in one’s community (also see, 

Joshi 2018). The changing rules and discourses around waste management and urban cleanliness 

therefore have material implications for women waste pickers as their structurally marginalized 

identities interact with space and cultural norms to reproduce challenges in their navigations of 

urban spaces, safety, security, and dignity in their work.  

 

As discourses of ‘cleanliness-as-modernity’ permeate society, behaviours like littering, 

burning roadside waste, and waste picking are framed as backward or deviant behaviors to be 

disciplined. While ‘outside’ spaces were formerly places of neglect and ritual impurity, citizens 

are now expected to take an individualized responsibility for keeping these spaces clean as a 

primary component of citizenship and an expression of one’s modern identity (Desai et al. 2015; 

Jeffrey 2015; Luthra 2018b). I therefore argue that although the governance of waste and 

cleanliness has changed with the aim of modernizing systems and cleaning urban spaces, the 

discourses and planning mechanisms that guide this political-economic shift continue to be 

intersected with social-cultural meanings and norms that shape and entrench challenges for 

marginalized women’s experiences of work and navigating the city. 

 

4.3.4 Contending with Swachh-era governance 

Women waste pickers actively respond to and resist the challenges to their work. Although 

there are rights-based organizations, unions, and cooperatives working with women waste 

pickers in Ahmedabad,2 a vast majority of interview respondents were employing individual-

based strategies focused on maintaining everyday access to waste and incomes in ‘outside’ 

 
2 Only 8% of survey respondents said that they were members or involved with a local work-related organization or 
group; organizing is therefore not a primary focus in this paper. Manuscript 3 in this dissertation provides a more 
detailed analysis and discussion of organizing women workers in the context of the Swachh era. 
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spaces in response to the recent challenges to their work. For example, in response to the 

increasing competition with privatized waste collection actors/vehicles, women often noted their 

everyday improvisations and strategies to maintain their incomes: 

 
If I don’t get anything on my usual route, then I’ll go further away. I walk 

along the road only, so it can become a very long route. 

60-year old woman working as a waste picker for 42 years 

 

I just pick up what I can find on the roadside— papers, cardboard, plastics, 

but those chhota hathis take all of the better, higher value things these days. 

So what can be done? I am getting much less material in the morning now, 

so I have started going out for an extra round in the evenings also. 

45-year old woman working as a waste picker since childhood 

 
Scholars and activists highlight the tensions inherent in these kinds of individualized 

functional improvisations and self-provisioning strategies for people living and working in 

contexts of prolonged precarity and poverty. For women waste pickers in particular, the burdens 

associated with such strategies compound with other forms of household and caring work, 

adding to daily workloads, stress, and physical ailments that may already threaten wellbeing 

(Kabeer 2015; Parizeau 2015a,b; Whitson 2010). Whether it be working/walking more or taking 

loans, these experiences convey the “harsh nature of the trade-offs that [define] poverty” for 

women (Kabeer 2015: 192).  

Some respondents indicated that they are trying to shift and diversify their income earning 

strategies in response to their declining access to waste in public space. I spoke to 80% (n=36) of 

interview respondents one year after our initial interview conversations and ascertained that 

while 64% (n=23) had continued with their daily waste picking work only, 17% (n=6) had found 

additional activities to supplement their incomes (e.g. itinerant sweeping/cleaning for business 

complexes, garment-finishing, sorting waste for scrap dealers or shopkeepers, and 

drying/crushing spices), 11% (n=4) had found alternative work and had stopped waste picking 

(e.g. full-time commercial sweeping/cleaning work, home-based stitching work), and 8% (n=3) 

had stopped working temporarily (due to chronic illness, an acute injury, and recent childbirth). 

Respondents’ experiences of diversifying their livelihoods highlight several implications for 
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women waste pickers’ mobility and opportunities pertaining to work. For example, all of the 

alternative income-earning activities were feminized and caste-based forms of work, many were 

still associated with cleaning and waste (e.g. sweeping, sorting waste), while others were home-

based opportunities that kept women inside their homes rather than going out for waste picking 

work. Ogando et al. (2017) had similar findings regarding waste pickers’ conformity to gendered 

norms in shifts to alternate or additional forms of work in Brazil, Colombia, South Africa, and 

Kenya. Further, the literature concerning women’s empowerment through paid work highlights 

the ways that home-based work is less likely to affect any transformative changes in women’s 

experiences of power relations within and outside of the home (Kabeer 2008; Mahmud & 

Tasneem 2014). Despite its precarious conditions, waste picking work can be an important 

component of women’s everyday experiences of independence and mental wellbeing in leaving 

the home and earning an income.3  

 

4.4 Situating women’s uneven access to waste and space in the Swachh city 
 This study highlights the ways in which waste is a resource, not necessarily in the ways 

that the popular ‘waste as a resource’ rhetoric promotes for elite actors and entrepreneurs to 

profit from an emerging market, but as a form of commons where various actors are staking 

claims and appropriating the waste resource, dispossessing women workers from their work and 

incomes. The situated approach to this study points to the ways that the political-economic 

pursuit of mechanized and privatized forms of waste management are having material impacts on 

women waste pickers’ by reducing their access to waste as waste and recycling shifts from being 

feminized and stigmatized manual labour to a mechanized and masculinized domain. This 

approach also highlights the ways that popular discourses informing the pursuit of urban 

cleanliness and citizenship have restricted women waste pickers’ access to materials via the 

repositioning of wastes away from ‘outside’ or public spaces. Women’s embodied experiences of 

this moment of political-economic change in Ahmedabad therefore indicates the ways in which 

the social-cultural meanings of waste, gender, caste, and class mediate women’s access to 

incomes and urban space. 

 
3 The first manuscript in this dissertation delves further into these kinds of benefits of waste picking work; a 
forthcoming publication on the Covid-19 lockdown in India also looks at the impacts and importance of women’s 
work in the public domain (Wittmer et al. 2020). 
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Women’s everyday navigations of waste work in the city highlight the uneven manifestation 

of emerging waste governance mechanisms, discourses, and symbols for differently situated 

actors in society. Respondents’ expressed frustrations with their decreasing access to waste 

materials in ‘outside’ spaces and because of increasing competition with new sanctioned actors 

demonstrates the ways that the exclusion from visions, discourses, and the governance in the city 

acts as a “continual reminder of their lack of recognition and citizenship” as women waste 

pickers experience increasing challenges to their historical but informal claims to the waste 

resource (Sultana 2020: 10). The situated element of this study therefore reveals that systems of 

mechanized privatization and shifts in cleanliness behaviours not only displace women waste 

pickers from their work by denying their access to waste, but they do so specifically on the basis 

of workers’ intersecting marginalized identities. 

Finally, this study also highlights the ways that women’s dispossession from waste picking 

work leads to increasing physical and mental burdens as they continue to balance household and 

caring work while working longer hours, walking further distances, earning less income, and 

feeling more stress in providing for their households. As respondents seek additional forms of 

income to supplement or replace waste work, these opportunities tend to shift women’s labour 

from public space back into the home with potential impacts on women’s independence, power, 

and mental health (Kabeer 2008, 2015). However, women’s contestations to the currently 

unfolding challenges to their livelihoods highlight the ways in which they continually contest, 

resist, and improvise in order to ensure the survival of their families despite structural systems 

that exclude them and deny their rights to substantive experiences of urban citizenship.  

 

4.5 Conclusion 
 

The aim of this paper is to draw attention to and complicate several of the assumptions that 

underlay the decision-making processes associated with contemporary waste governance 

mechanisms and cleanliness movements in urban India. To do so, this paper draws on women 

waste pickers’ everyday experiences of their work in Ahmedabad, India through the roll-out of 

various campaigns, policies, and programs that govern solid waste management and aim to 

produce clean and ‘modern’ urban spaces and citizens.  
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Waste picker respondents’ experiences particularly highlight the gendered nature of the 

recent shifts in Ahmedabad’s waste landscape and the ways that a stated ‘non-political’ approach 

to waste management and urban cleanliness acts to obscure and entrench structural challenges 

for marginalized Dalit women workers in public space. Respondents often explicitly 

appropriated the language of popular Swachh cleanliness discourses and attributed their losses in 

incomes and materials access to recent and popular political and discursive changes in the city.  

The current era of urban cleanliness governance and reform in India are characterized by 

urban renewal projects, entrepreneurial and voluntary labour, technical and mechanical solutions 

to waste, and corporate investment (Datta 2015, 2019a; Desai 2012; Desai et al. 2018; Luthra 

2018b). I argue that these contemporary mechanisms of ‘modern’ or mechanized waste 

management and discourses of urban cleanliness increase everyday challenges for women waste 

pickers in accessing waste, urban space, and in generating incomes due to the position of their 

intersecting marginalized identities in an uneven structural context. Women’s narratives indicate 

the uneven rollout of contemporary political-economic waste management strategies as they 

intersect with the social-cultural forms and meanings of waste that mediate access and claims to 

waste as a resource for different actors.  

This paper highlights some of the ways in which the political-economic waste management 

landscape and cleanliness behaviours have shifted but deeply ingrained social-cultural norms 

pertaining to women waste pickers’ identities, access to space, and opportunities for dignified 

work have not. Women waste pickers’ bodies and labour are therefore continually being 

positioned in tension with aspirations for Ahmedabad’s ‘modern’ waste landscape or are 

invisibilised within it. However, women’s experiences and narratives through this moment of 

change in Ahmedabad point to their ability to adapt to and resist increasing constraints in their 

everyday lives and to also envision and aspire for a ‘clean city.’ 
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Abstract 
 This paper explores contemporary discourses and experiences of ‘inclusion’ through a 
moment of change in the governance of waste in Ahmedabad, India. It draws on the everyday 
livelihood experiences of women waste pickers and local organizers in navigating emerging 
forms of ‘inclusive’ waste governance and mandates for the ‘integration’ of waste pickers in a 
context of ongoing municipal privatization and mechanization of waste collection in the city. 
While current approaches to urban governance employ the language and goals of women’s 
‘inclusion’ and ‘participation’, respondents’ experiences indicate the potential limitations of the 
assumption that formalizing or ‘integrating’ waste pickers into existing privatized waste 
collection systems can serve to meaningfully include most women workers. I suggest that the 
popular modes of top-down and symbolic inclusions of waste pickers can paradoxically serve to 
entrench challenges and justify the exclusion of women waste pickers from livelihoods and from 
realizing substantive aspects of urban citizenship.  
 This research is based on a survey (n=401), semi-structured interviews (n=45), and follow-up 
visits (n=36) with women waste pickers and with local organizers/activists (n=11) in Ahmedabad 
between 2016-2018. The study privileges women waste pickers’ perspectives as important 
knowledges, imaginaries, and practices of the urban. This research argues for a valuing of 
alternative imaginaries of knowing the city and doing waste management based in marginalized 
women workers’ experiences, expertise, and actually-existing everyday practices. 
 
 
 
5.1 Introduction 

This paper explores the contemporary rhetoric around inclusion with reference to the 

changing waste governance landscape in Ahmedabad, India. It focuses on marginalized women 

workers’ livelihood experiences in the context of shifts toward ‘inclusive’ urban governance in 

India. Historically, the collection and segregation of recyclable materials in Indian cities has 

been performed by waste pickers in the informal waste economy. Waste pickers work at the 

bottom of local waste hierarchies earning daily subsistence wages by collecting and selling 

recyclable materials (e.g. plastics, cardboard, paper, metals, electronics, etc.) from the waste 

stream. In Ahmedabad, waste picking is a feminized occupation, where a majority of the city’s 
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30,000-50,000 waste pickers are women, predominantly from the Dalit community (Oates et al. 

2018; SEWA 2016). Women waste pickers are poorly paid as they access the least valuable 

recyclable materials in the urban waste stream and tend to lack bargaining power in their 

economic transactions. Women waste pickers also experience significant health threats in their 

work and take on the stigma and symbolic pollution associated with waste, compounding the 

challenges they face as women from ‘untouchable’ Dalit communities and poor households 

(Bagchi 2016; Dias & Samson 2016; Wittmer forthcoming).  

Waste pickers are currently experiencing threats to their livelihoods as urban solid waste in 

India. Solid waste governance mechanisms prioritizing corporate privatization and technical 

interventions into urban waste service provision1 now predominate the planning and practice of 

municipal solid waste management (MSWM) in Indian cities. The privatization of MSWM has 

been linked in several contexts to the displacement of waste pickers from their livelihoods as the 

low-technology services they provide are often deemed incompatible with modern visions of 

technical MSWM (Demaria & Schindler 2016; Gidwani 2013; Reddy 2013). However, emerging 

waste governance mechanisms in India have started to feature areas for potentially including 

waste pickers by ‘integrating’ them into formalized waste management systems. 

Scholars, activists, organizations, and workers have long fostered engagements between 

municipalities and grassroots organizations with the aim of organizing workers and advocating 

for work opportunities and access to waste (Baud et al. 2001; Chikarmane 2014; de Azevedo et 

al. 2018). International literatures on waste picking highlight the ways that local and 

international partnerships and policy interventions seek to address the precarities associated with 

informal waste work (e.g. the lack of social security, health risks, low incomes, exploitation, etc.) 

by promoting the integration of waste pickers into formalized MSWM systems (Moora & Barde 

2018; O’Hare 2020; Samson 2009). Local organizations are now receiving increased attention as 

a means through which women waste pickers may be ‘integrated’ into contemporary privatized 

MSWM in India. Yet the idea of ‘integration’ can be variously pursued across different contexts 

 
1 The national Swachh Bharat Abhiyan (Clean India Mission) announced in 2015 is a political and ideological 
project around waste and urban cleanliness, prioritizing the modernization of MSWM (GOI 2015). The 2016 Solid 
Waste Management Rules explicitly prioritize mechanized, technological, and private sector interventions in 
MMSW (see, MoEFCC 2016). The Ahmedabad Municipal Corporation (AMC) now claims to have developed a 
“fully mechanized [waste] transportation system,” outsourcing waste collection and transportation to the private 
sector (AMC 2020: 3; AMC 2016). 
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and levels with variable experiences and measures of success in actually including marginalized 

women workers.   

This paper explores the experiences of women waste pickers and local organizers in the 

context of simultaneous mandates for the privatization of MSWM in India and the ‘integration’ 

of waste pickers into formalized MSWM systems. I particularly emphasize the gendered 

implications that emerging ‘inclusive’ approaches to urban waste governance have for 

marginalized women workers’ efforts to organize and access the spaces and materials that 

comprise their livelihoods. The paper aims to problematize the assumption that ‘integrating’ 

waste pickers into privatized and technical forms of MSWM can serve to meaningfully ‘include’ 

most women workers. It explores the limitations of contemporary MSWM policy and discourse 

that broadly rely on women organizing themselves to access specific opportunities within 

formalized systems. I suggest that mandates for the ‘integration’ of women waste pickers into 

formalized and privatized MSWM systems are informed by an understanding of women waste 

pickers as homogenized and undifferentiated and whose manual labour is positioned 

dichotomously against ‘formal’ and mechanized forms of MSWM. I argue that symbolic forms 

and rhetorics of ‘inclusive’ MSWM paradoxically serve to justify the exclusion of heterogeneous 

women waste pickers from livelihoods with implications for their abilities to realize and exercise 

substantive rights as urban citizens. 

The paper contributes to a growing body of feminist urban scholarship centered around 

privileging and learning from alternative imaginaries of knowing and producing the city (Datta 

2019; Miraftab 2017; Peake 2015). This research highlights the ways that marginalized women’s 

perspectives, expertise, and everyday experiences must be centered in the visioning and pursuit 

of actually-inclusive cities.  

I begin with an overview of the guiding concepts informing this paper and then discuss the 

methods of data collection alongside considerations of methodology and positionality. Research 

findings highlight experiences around organizing women in Ahmedabad and the limitations of 

organizing as resistance to ‘inclusive’ urbanism within privatizes MSWM systems. I conclude by 

discussing the implications that this research has for organizing, promoting diverse imaginaries 

of the city, and enabling marginalized women workers to realize the substantive rights as urban 

citizens. 
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5.2 Guiding concepts: inclusive urbanism, organizing, and citizenship 
 

The concept of inclusion has become popular in contemporary international development 

discourse and planning, with a prioritization of including “people and places on the peripheries 

of global economies and societies” in international agreements and local development agendas2 

(Porter & Craig 2004: 387). Inclusive governance discourses have also emerged in India with an 

emphasis on generating opportunities for the poor and women in particular. This research takes a 

feminist and intersectional approach toward understanding the ways in which inclusion manifests 

unevenly or not at all in a context predominated by formal and privatized forms of urban service 

provision.  

The inclusion of marginalized urban citizens in formal processes of city-making (often 

predominated by elite priorities and visions of the city) have been shown to be pursued in a 

tokenistic fashion where target groups are symbolically leveraged  and relegated to “invited 

spaces of interaction” where claims-making is “sanctioned and tolerated” by dominant groups 

and institutions (Miraftab 2017, p.279; Roy 2009a). These top-down inclusive and participatory 

interactions tend to isolate ideas of development in isolation from the various inequalities and 

systems of oppression in favour of a particular “politics of inclusion” produced in alignment with 

elite visions of the city (Roy 2009b, p.161; Desai 2012, 2018). Empirical studies highlight the 

ways that symbolic forms of participation and inclusion in urban planning have paradoxically 

resulted in the entrenchment of various exclusions for marginalized citizens as projects of 

revitalization, mega-project development, and the privatization of urban services are legitimized 

through supposedly inclusive processes (Bannerjee-Guja 2009; Desai 2012, 2018; Roy 2005). 

This study draws upon Miraftab’s (2017) critiques of inclusivity in urban planning and its 

manifestation in highly uneven sociocultural contexts as ‘inclusion’ serves as an “alibi for elitist, 

private-sector-driven decisions, or as cheap compensation for state withdrawal from public and 

social services” (p.277).  

In India, the concept of ‘inclusion’ has emerged in MSWM policy and planning with 

specific references in national and municipal policy and discourse to ideas around formalizing 

 
2 The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development outlines declarations for achieving the global Sustainable 
Development Goals, including several objectives referencing ‘inclusion’ (United Nations 2015). The international 
New Urban Agenda also focuses on the idea of inclusive urbanism with at least 48 mentions of ‘inclusion’ (United 
Nations- Habitat III 2016).  
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informal actors into MSWM systems. The 2016 revisions of the national Solid Waste 

Management Rules (henceforth, 2016 SWM Rules) include several mentions of opportunities to 

“integrate” waste pickers into MSWM (MoEFCC 2016). The rules encourage municipalities to 

“establish a system to recognise organizations of waste pickers…and promote and establish a 

system of integration of these authorised waste-pickers… to facilitate their participation in solid 

waste management” (MoEFCC 2016: 58). As waste pickers are increasingly acknowledged in 

this recent suite of technocratic solid waste planning documents, the image of waste pickers has 

also been symbolically appropriated in the context of India’s popular Swachh Bharat Abhiyan 

(Clean India Mission). India’s Prime Minister, Narendra Modi, recently tweeted a video of 

himself sorting through a pile of waste with a group of women waste pickers (see Figure 5.1) 

offering a “salute” to their “hardwork and contribution” for their presumably altruistic and 

voluntary engagement in the cleanliness movement (Modi 2019). 
 

 
Figure 5.1: Screen capture of a video Prime Minister Narendra Modi posted on Twitter featuring himself 
sorting plastic wastes with a group of women waste pickers to launch of the ‘Swachhata hi Seva’ campaign on 
plastic waste and recycling (Source: Modi 2019) 
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 This ‘salute’ to women waste pickers in a highly sanitized photoshoot3 leverages the symbol 

and image of homogenized women waste pickers to support the government’s political campaign 

and visioning of clean urban spaces. However, this symbolic acknowledgement ignores the 

ongoing material exclusions, stigmas, health threats, and precarity that women waste pickers 

continue to experience in their everyday subsistence work with waste while leveraging their 

image to campaign for women’s voluntary labour in the cleanliness mission and in presenting a 

progressive image of the Prime Minister in praising destitute workers (Chatterjee 2012). Further, 

he posted this video to announce a nation-wide voluntary plastic recycling campaign with the 

goal of raising awareness about segregating and recycling plastic wastes in the home; however, 

this message simultaneously serves to dispossess waste pickers of their livelihoods as this 

campaign’s goal is to remove plastics from public to private spaces. 

The paper is informed by feminist conceptualizations of the urban to investigate the 

uneven impacts and implications of recent ‘inclusive’ modes of governing MSWM in 

Ahmedabad, India. This approach highlights the importance of engaging with women’s everyday 

struggles and strategies as fundamental “sources of alternative knowledge production of space, 

community, labour, subjectivity, and agency” (Peake & Rieker 2013, p.17). I therefore 

understand women’s experiences around livelihoods, organizing, and inclusion as being “a 

grounding of citizenship” in the city where urban spaces, identities, and processes of organizing, 

privatization, and inclusion are actively constituted through situated contestations and 

navigations of the city  (Fredericks 2018, p.6; Anjaria & McFarlane 2011). This approach is 

further enabled by a conceptualization of urban citizenship that contrasts citizens’ formal and 

legal rights with their lived experiences of the substantive “distribution of rights, duties, and 

resources that formal status entails” (Desai & Sanyal 2012, p.x). This approach emphasizes that 

exclusions occur not because a citizen lacks formal rights and status but “because they are 

certain kinds of citizens with particular distributions of disadvantage” (Desai & Sanyal 2012, 

p.xi). This paper contributes to the urban feminist literatures engaging with women’s everyday 

experiences of urban change by interrogating the disjunctures between symbolic and formal 

 
3 This video features a pile of plastics placed onto a red carpet with women workers outfitted with masks and 
gloves—equipment which a majority of waste pickers do not usually have access to or choose to use (see, Wittmer 
forthcoming). 
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mechanisms of inclusion in urban waste governance and marginalized women workers’ lived 

experiences through these sites of inclusion in urban India. 

 
 
5.3 Methods and positionality 
 

This study uses a mixed-methods approach over multiple trips to Ahmedabad between 2016-

2018.  I pursued a survey of women waste pickers (n=401) working in ten commercial and 

residential areas of the city4, semi-structured interviews (n=45) with a sub-sample of 

respondents, follow-up interviews (n=36) with original interview respondents after one year, and 

a series of group workshops (n=12, two involving local organizations: the Self-Employed 

Women’s Association and Paryavaran Mitra) to share and discuss research results and 

disseminate information about local resources and services. This study also draws on interviews 

with local advocacy workers, union representatives, and NGO employees (n=11), and a 

discourse analysis of policy and media documents. I relied on a local trilingual interpreter (fluent 

in Gujarati, Hindi, and English with experience in qualitative fieldwork and feminist 

methodologies) who assisted in my comprehension of the interviews.5 The interpreter is an 

“active co-produce[r] of knowledge” in this study whose positionality and subjectivity was 

actively engaged and navigated in tandem with my own (Berman & Tyyskä 2011, p.181; Temple 

& Young 2004). I also employed and trained a team of five local research assistants (all with 

experience in survey-based research in the local context) for conducting the survey.6 

 

I draw on insights from feminist methodological literatures in the fields of geography, urban 

studies, and development studies to position myself as a researcher and in navigating the power 

dynamics that inform and shape all phases of research and representation. As a white woman 

researcher with relative affluence to respondents, I continually drew on practices of critical self-

reflexivity, positionality, accountability, and reciprocity in my praxis and approach with the 

 
4 Research areas were designated, randomized, and selected using the most recent city development plan by the 
Ahmedabad Urban Development Authority (AUDA, 2016). 
5 I took lessons and developed conversational skills in Gujarati, the language in which most research respondents 
were most comfortable communicating. 
6 A 6-week training period prior to the start of survey data collection focused both on the subject matter of the 
research and the qualitative feminist approach toward engaging with participants. Individual and group debriefs with 
the research assistants and interpreter occurred daily. 
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knowledge that I cannot presume to fully understand all of the complexities of research 

relationships and knowing that respondents are capable of defining a researcher’s social position 

relative to their own social and cultural values (Miraftab 2004; Nagar 2002). To this extent, I 

kept detailed notes and journals throughout the research to document and reflect upon the 

everyday processes of data collection, analysis, and writing. The interpreter and I also held daily 

debriefing sessions to review the nuances of each day’s activities and interactions with 

participants and each other and to reflect on our own wellbeing.  

I was sensitive about my visibility in data collection processes and made sure to minimize any 

unwanted attention that my presence in the field might draw to respondents. The interpreter and I 

therefore arranged to meet with interview respondents for interviews at their convenience, often 

as respondents were sitting and sorting out their daily collections near their homes or in an 

inconspicuous location. This interview setting enabled the interpreter and I to sit together with 

respondents and to help sort through materials, learn local terms and the value of different 

recyclables, and to somewhat reduce the social distance between us and respondents by touching 

waste materials and sharing chai and snacks with them through these processes. Through these 

processes, we continually emphasized respondents’ expertise—that we were there to learn from 

their expert knowledge. We also encouraged respondents to ask any questions they had about me 

and my life, which frequently led to teasing and offering advice on marriage, mothers-in-law, 

impromptu cooking lessons, and advice on how to deal with harassment from men in the streets. 

The iterative approach to this research (via multiple individual visits and group workshops) was 

not only a strategy for building rapport and trust with respondents and organizations but also 

aimed to exercise accountability and reciprocity in the research. To this extent, I clearly 

communicated each phase of the research with respondents and asked them to reiterate the most 

important thing that they wanted us to remember after each conversation at every phase of the 

study so that I could gauge the issues that were resonating with women the most.  

 
 
5.4 Women organizing in Ahmedabad 
 

Ahmedabad is home to several organizations that organize and advocate for self-

employed women waste pickers.  The Self-Employed Women’s Association (SEWA) is one of 

the oldest and most prominent national trade unions organizing women workers in India and is 
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headquartered in Ahmedabad. Locally, SEWA operates as a Member-Based Organization 

(MBO), organizing worker cooperatives (including those for waste pickers) with thousands of 

members. Paryavaran Mitra (‘Friends of the Environment’) is a smaller grassroots organization 

headquartered in Ramapir no Tekro slum area in Ahmedabad. Paryavaran Mitra operates three 

local recycling centers, regulating serving 300 women waste pickers with the aim of offering fair 

prices, dignified transactions, profit-sharing, and weekly social activities for their members. 

Paryavaran Mitra has recently organized door-to-door waste collection services for the 

residences in the Ahmedabad Cantonment Board (a military base and residential establishment 

for the Ministry of Defense; Paryavaran Mitra 2019). 

In this study, 8% of survey respondents considered themselves to have been a member or 

involved with an occupational organization in Ahmedabad within the previous twelve months 

(i.e. having attended a meeting or event or having received information or a material benefit 

within the last year). An additional 17% of survey respondents said that they had been involved 

with a waste picking organization at some point in their life but had left or did not consider 

themselves involved now. Studies in India and in other global contexts report similar findings 

where despite the presence of prominent local recycler unions, cooperatives, and NGOs, 

participation and membership can be low relative to the population of workers (see, Colombijn 

& Morbidini 2017; Dias & Samson 2016; Parizeau 2013). Participation in worker organizations 

is therefore not a static status but may ebb and flow depending on the local context, political 

climate, and the opportunities available for workers through their membership.   

 

In 2004, AMC contracted SEWA to arrange door-to-door waste collection in Vejalpur (a 

former self-governing ward of Ahmedabad) with over 300 of their women members (see 

Acharya & Parasher 2008; Zhu et al., 2008). However, this contract was abruptly cancelled in 

2009 in favour of a privatized system comprised of private companies with waste collection 

trucks. SEWA filed a petition at the Gujarat High Court (GHC) to maintain the contract and 

women’s jobs, but the court ruled in favour of the municipality and the privatized system 

(SEWA v. AMC et al. 2009; Times of India 2009). AMC later offered SEWA members door-to-

door collection contracts in three of the city’s slum areas (contracts that were still active at the 

time of research), but SEWA has not been eligible to bid on contracts in any other areas of the 

city due to specific requirements that disqualify grassroots groups from bidding (e.g. owning a 
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fleet of waste collection trucks and the ability to make a large financial deposit).  In Ahmedabad, 

shifts in MSWM planning since the early 2000s thus continually mediate women waste pickers’ 

work opportunities with organizations and their ability to realize the benefits of these forms of 

organizing. 

 

I used to go to an assigned area every morning to collect waste from 200 

houses with SEWA. I worked with a few other women at this, we would 

segregate the recyclable materials to sell too... but SEWA could not win 

that case with AMC [a court case in 2009] and this [privatized] system 

started at that time where the trucks come and people come outside and 

throw their waste directly into the truck. We were totally kicked out of our 

[door-to-door] collection work... I have returned to picking waste on the 

roadsides again. 

44-year-old woman working with waste for 20 years 

 

I was once a member there, but I left. There was no use in spending money 

on transportation to go there anymore...I had a good relationship there for 

many years and I used to go for meetings, but there is no longer any benefit 

to it. 

Q: What kinds of benefits were you going there for? 

I used to go for meetings over there—they arranged door-to-door collection 

waste collection for us in apartments, but now all of that work has been 

taken away. What is the point of going all that way now? There is no 

benefit, I have simply stopped going now. 

65-year old woman working as a waste picker 35 years 

 

These excerpts highlight the ways that women waste pickers’ participation in 

organizations and collectivizing activities can be contingent on the opportunities and benefits 

associated with participation. However, these opportunities and their realization by members are 

mediated by the local political context as the relationships and arrangements between 

organizations and the municipality shift alongside the priorities in the governance of the city.  
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When the revised 2016-SWM rules were announced with their addition of ‘integrating’ 

waste pickers in MSWM, SEWA was optimistic about the potential opportunities for their 

members in this new inclusive MSWM landscape (SEWA 2016). However, AMC responded to 

the rules by announcing the privatization of waste collection across all zones of the city and 

calling for tenders for new contracts, again targeting corporations with requirements such as 

owning heavy equipment and making large financial deposits (AMC 2016: 1).  SEWA filed 

another petition at the GHC, stating that the tendering process was “tailor made for certain 

contractors,” and that the privatized system was putting “the entire system in the hands of 

corporates” (Times of India 2017; Om Sai Ventures & SEWA v. AMC 2017). The court again 

ruled in favour of AMC, on the basis that AMC should try to “integrat[e] waste pickers into the 

[privatized] system” (Times of India 2017).  However, individual corporations contracted for 

waste collection in Ahmedabad were made responsible for arranging their own labour to fulfill 

their contract (AMC 2016, p.12). The current privatized MSWM therefore places the 

responsibility for regulating labour, hiring, and working conditions on individual companies 

rather than an overarching governing body. Within such a system, it appears that the incentive to 

include or work with waste picker organizations has been sidelined despite the initial optimism 

about the opportunities for inclusion outlined in the 2016-SWM rules. 

This case highlights the dynamic and nuanced relationship between governing bodies, 

private entities, and grassroots organizations: these relationships and arrangements can be 

positive and successful, but they can also be precarious and unstable as governance priorities 

shift (de Azevedo et al. 2018). To this extent, even influential and long-established organizations 

can struggle to establish or maintain opportunities for their members when the needs of 

marginalized urban workers are not prioritized or valued by local authorities, the judiciary, 

corporations, etc. Alongside moments of smaller-scale successes in establishing partnerships 

between actors, there are evidently drawbacks to relying broadly on ‘formalizing’ workers via 

grassroots efforts within privatized systems of MSWM that are controlled by powerful 

institutions and structures.  

 

 

 

 



 
 

160 
 

5.5 Limitations of organizing as resistance to ‘inclusive’ urbanism 
 

The discussion above highlights an organization’s pursuit of opportunities and claims-

making via dominant local institutions (e.g. the municipality, the judiciary) in “invited spaces of 

action” (Miraftab 2017, p.279). Even as waste pickers are symbolically acknowledged in 

national campaigns and recommendations are made for their integration in MSWM, waste picker 

organizations and their members still struggle to substantively realize any material benefits of 

these inclusionary forms of governance. In this context, organizers turned to a strategy of 

navigating relationships and arrangements with members of civil society and residents in areas 

where members had previously worked to arrange waste pick-ups: 

 
The team coordinator and supervisor went and spoke to these households 

and said, ‘if you pay these women Rs.20 per month per household, they will 

come and collect the waste directly from your doorstep’— but they all said 

‘no, the trucks are coming now. Why should we continue to pay this fee?’ 

SEWA Employee/Organizer 

 

This excerpt highlights tensions for women waste pickers and worker organizations in the 

local waste landscape as residents expressed their preference for the state-sanctioned actors and 

‘modern’ forms of waste collection that have been popularized in contemporary cleanliness 

discourses (Doron 2016; Jeffrey 2015; Luthra 2018a,b). Imaginaries of clean and modern urban 

spaces thus affect the willingness to support alternative forms of MSWM as women’s informal 

and manual work with waste is often associated with ‘traditional’ and visibly ‘dirty’ work as 

contrasted with new ‘modern’ methods of waste collection mediated by machinery and vehicles.  

 

Worker organizations in India have held education drives in communities about waste work 

and have experimented with different forms service provisioning to combat these stigmas. 

However, these models must be situated and developed within local contexts, as arrangements 

that work in some spaces could increase challenges for workers in others. For example, some 

case studies require waste pickers members to collect user fees directly from residents as part of 

these education drives aiming to empower workers in forming a relationship with residents and 

in legitimizing their role as service providers (Chikarmane 2016; WIEGO 2020). A respondent 
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working as a waste picker in the area around a residential complex where her husband was 

working as a sweeper expressed her frustrations in collecting his monthly salary from residents: 

 

They tell us to go to different places for the salary, but every time we 

approach, they have different excuses and ask him to prove that he is doing 

the work. We feel humiliated and cheated. He works hard and cleans 

everything, but these upper-class people try to fool us and never pay on 

time. We just don’t want to beg for our hard-earned money! 

38-year old woman working as a waste picker for 17 years 

 

In West Bengal, India Cornea et al. (2017) highlight the impacts of a service provision 

system where an NGO which had their members collect user fees from residents, consequently 

putting “poor and low-caste workers into a difficult system where they were responsible for 

forcing non-poor and often higher caste people to pay” (735). Organizing workers and creating 

inclusive systems of urban service provisioning thus require a situating in context that responds 

to particular needs of workers according to an intersectional understanding of worker identities 

and contexts. Further, as formal opportunities may not be available for organizations to directly 

participate in MSWM, organizations may be directed to pursue subcontracting opportunities 

within these systems. In Ahmedabad, SEWA organizers highlighted some of the drawbacks that 

a proposed subcontracting model had for their members: 

 

We asked AMC to involve the waste pickers, so they connected us with a 

private company doing the waste collection. The company offered jobs 

for forty of our members to ride in the back of their waste collection 

trucks to segregate recyclables. But the women would have to be there 

daily, ten hours, riding in the back of the truck and the pay was very low, 

much less than they were making with the door-to-door work earlier. The 

women voted and all said that they felt unsafe about riding in the trucks, 

so we did not agree to the terms. The women said ‘no, we are not going 

to work with those men, we want to work individually like we used to.’  

SEWA Representative/Organizer 
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Contemporary inclusive approaches to waste governance broadly encourage the 

integration of waste pickers into formal MSWM practice, often on the premise that formality will 

serve to offer security, income stability, and improved working conditions for women workers 

(O’Hare 2020). However, as the excerpt above highlights, marginalized women workers’ 

perceptions of safety, security, and stability in their work may not necessarily cohere with 

prescribed ‘formal’ work conditions, especially as they intersect with the patriarchal and 

precarious contexts of women’s everyday lives. The autonomous conditions of ‘informal’ waste 

picking work was therefore often expressed in terms of its stability and reliability in such 

contexts: 

 

My mother taught me to pick waste from when I was five years old. She 

said, ‘if you know this work, then you will never go hungry—you will 

always be able to make money out of this.’ 

42-year old woman working as a waste picker since childhood 

 

Although formalization may be understood as an antidote to informality in policy and 

broader society, women’s relational and intersectional perspectives on the ‘informal’ conditions 

of waste picking work reveal the security and reliability that the autonomous conditions and 

flexibility of this work can provide for women living in the urban margins. O’Hare (2019) 

highlights classificadores’ references to the landfill as “madre cantera” (mother dump) in 

Montevideo, Uruguay, emphasizing the landfill as “a providing mother who could be relied 

upon” for waste pickers to always return to and make money (p.42). Workers’ perceptions of 

reliability and security in their work may then speak to the tensions and divergences involved in 

organizing and formalizing waste pickers via mechanisms developed according to the values and 

priorities of municipal and corporate actors.  

Processes of formalizing informal work can thus be linked to professionalizing the work, 

building a shared worker identity, and reducing stigmas of the work (Kabeer et al. 2013; Narayan 

& Chikarmane 2013). However, the benefits associated with professionalizing workers and 

organizations can also mean “adopting attitudes and behaviours that fit a particular, regimented 

conception of labour… transforming in ways that would make [workers] recognizable to the 
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state and wider society as ‘real’ workers” (Millar 2018: 137, emphasis in original). A common 

aspect of being recognized in this way by local authorities and civil society are through the 

mandating and use of uniforms, identity cards, and equipment (Colombijin & Morbidini 2017; 

Luthra 2018a; Millar 2018). Uniforms, identity documents, and equipment are all listed as 

mandatory in local and national MSWM planning documents and thus comprise an important 

aspect of formalizing waste picking work in Ahmedabad: 

 

People see me coming with this vest and trolley and shout at me: ‘take from 

here, take from there, hurry up and finish my work!’ But I can only take a 

limited amount of waste at a time… I just feel so angry with these people, 

every day, shouting at me and threatening to report me if I don’t work 

quickly enough for them. 

23-year old woman working as a waste picker and sweeper for 2.5 years 

 

 A small number of survey respondents (n=38) were collecting recyclable materials before, 

during, and after their official duties as street sweepers on contract with AMC. Sweepers (locally 

referred to as ‘safai kamdars’) were highly visible and easily identifiable urban workers with 

their brooms, handcarts, and occasionally a vest. Although uniforms and equipment can be 

important for reducing the stigmas of waste work, their visibility may also have the simultaneous 

impact of attracting harassment and abuse, thus re-inscribing the ritual pollution associated with 

untouchability and waste work (Gill 2010; Reddy 2018). The visibility of this respondent’s 

official status as a worker actually attracted harassment from wealthier and higher caste residents 

due to her affiliation with the municipality and of her hereditary caste and occupational 

affiliation with waste. Further, despite having a formal contract position, it is fairly common 

practice (though not technically allowed) that municipal and private workers employed in 

Ahmedabad’s MSWM system still informally collect and sell recyclables on the side: 

 

The AMC salary is there, but I pick up and segregate recyclables because it 

is not enough. I also sweep one complex nearby every day when my AMC 

work is done. I do all of these things to support my kids—there is no one 

else to support us, so I do everything! 
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35-year old woman working as a waste picker for 10 years and on contract 

with AMC for 6 years 

 

Practices of “para-formality” or the infusion of formal employment “with illegitimate 

wage arrangements” in a parallel sphere of work are commonplace in formalized employment 

opportunities involving meagre minimum wages as workers resort back to informal income 

generating activities to supplement inadequate incomes (O’Hare 2020, p.65; Harriss-White 

2017a,b; Reddy 2018) or leave the formal jobs altogether to return to the autonomous conditions 

of their informal work (Millar 2018; O’Hare 2020).  

The inflexible working conditions associated with formalized and ‘professionalized’ 

work may thus be prohibitive for women workers’ participation in particular as despite the 

potential for regular wages and social security, substantive shifts in labour conditions may not 

always mesh cohesively with women’s other responsibilities and forms of household and caring 

work. To this extent, women waste pickers in Ahmedabad are responding to the strains on their 

livelihoods caused by the privatization of MSWM with income-earning strategies based in their 

own networks and social infrastructures.  

 

Those trucks come to get the waste everywhere now and we do not get 

much material— my income is less than half of what it used to be! I 

feel very frustrated working long hours for less money, so I started 

doing this garment-finishing work [cutting loose threads off of ready-

made garments] 2 or 3 months ago…my daughter and I make an extra 

Rs.500 (US $6.80) weekly with this extra work. The merchant comes 

and drops the clothes right at my house. Other women here [in her 

laneway] have also started this work. We get the clothes together and 

we often sit together and work on these clothes after we finish waste 

picking. 

40-year old woman working as a waste picker since childhood 

 

Rather than turning to local organizations or the municipality to make claims or to seek 

work opportunities in the privatized system, this study context reveals the ways in which some 
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women waste pickers navigate income earning opportunities through their own networks within 

their communities and occupational areas. These strategies highlight the failure of the local 

privatized MSWM system to include most women waste pickers. I suggest that actually-

inclusive MSWM systems must build from heterogeneous women waste pickers’ knowledges 

and imaginaries of work, solid waste management, and the city. 

 
 
5.6 Conclusion 
 

Despite multiple references to the imperative of including women waste pickers’ in 

MSWM systems, symbolic acknowledgements of these workers and top-down modes of 

formalization and sub-contracting within privatized arrangements have instead served to 

diminish or threaten workers’ experiences of security and dignity in their work.7 Workers’ and 

organizers’ experiences in this study highlight the ways that top-down approaches toward 

‘integrating’ waste pickers tend to obscure important differences between workers and attempt to 

develop ‘inclusive’ waste governance mechanisms without delving into the structural contexts of 

patriarchy, caste, and class that inform stigmatized Dalit women workers’ everyday lives and 

livelihoods (see, Samson 2019). Without navigating differences and power relations between 

workers and the local manifestation of various oppressive structures, organizing workers and 

creating inclusive systems for differently positioned workers is a challenge. This challenge is 

further exacerbated when organizing efforts are challenged or blocked by local institutions of 

power (i.e. the municipality and judiciary) who constitute society’s “invited spaces of action” 

(Miraftab 2017, p.279) and push organizing efforts to more improvisatory and precarious actions 

and opportunities (e.g. subcontracting) for workers. Rhetorical and top-down forms of inclusion 

attempt to fold workers into systems of service provision and forms of work that are deemed 

compatible and desirable with particular visions of the city, thus justifying the exclusion of those 

who cannot or choose not to participate. 

 
7 This displacement of waste pickers via formal privatized MSWM systems also has important implications in the 
Covid-19 pandemic context. India enforced an aggressive lockdown (March 25-May 3, 2020) during which time 
AMC deemed the private contracted waste workers ‘essential workers’ while women waste pickers were made to 
stay home with no incomes. Wittmer et al (forthcoming) explore the impacts and implications of the pandemic for 
women waste pickers in Ahmedabad. 
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  This paper contributes to an emerging body of scholarship focused on workers’ own 

perceptions of the conditions of their work and urban space. I suggest that the pursuit of 

inclusion or ‘integration’ in Ahmedabad’s privatized MSWM system is informed by an 

understanding of waste pickers as a homogenized and undifferentiated group of workers whose 

labour is dichotomously positioned against ‘formal’ (i.e. privatized, mechanized, and 

masculinized) MSWM. This paper highlights the ways in which symbolic and top-down forms of 

‘inclusive’ SWM may have some success in folding in some workers and organizations, but 

simultaneously run the risk of paradoxically justifying the exclusion of most women waste 

pickers who cannot or choose not to adhere to prescribed work conditions under these systems. I 

further contend that inclusion is an incompatible ideal alongside systems of privatization and 

mechanization, especially in contexts where structural oppressions of gender, caste, and class are 

invisibilized in the making of these systems of labour.  Instead, I urge that projects of inclusion 

adopt critical analyses of workers’ own relational and intersectional understandings of precarity, 

security, and efficiency in MSWM (Luthra 2020; Millar 2018; O’Hare 2019), and in 

understanding waste pickers as a heterogeneous workforce with different experiences of 

marginalization and mobility in urban spaces (Samson 2019).  

 Contemporary trends in ‘inclusive’ urban governance therefore necessitate a grounding in 

alternative ways of knowing and imagining the city to be truly inclusive. The pursuit of 

‘inclusion’ must move past symbolic expressions and the folding-in of homogenous 

marginalized workers into existing systems of neoliberal capitalism and instead re-center the 

perspectives of organizers and workers as legitimate urban service providers in their own right 

with the goal of enabling workers to access equitable livelihood opportunities and in realizing 

their substantive citizenship status. 
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6 Conclusion 
 

This dissertation aims to understand the ways that power unevenly manifests in the urban 

everyday by exploring marginalized women waste pickers’ experiences of wellbeing, work, and 

organizing through a moment of change in the governance of waste and urban cleanliness in 

urban India. Taken together, the manuscripts in this dissertation argue that contemporary solid 

waste management planning and discourses of urban cleanliness and inclusion in urban India are 

implicated in the continual reproduction of spatial, symbolic, political-economic, and social-

cultural marginalization of women waste pickers. By way of conclusion, this chapter will 

reiterate the key findings and major contributions of the research project as a whole. I will first 

discuss the key empirical and theoretical findings of the research, highlighting the contributions 

of my research to the study of gender, development, and everyday lives in cities. I will then 

discuss the particular implications of this case study for theorizing, planning, and advocating for 

more equitable and inclusive urban landscapes around solid waste governance and practice. I will 

conclude by discussing opportunities for future research building from the findings, insights, and 

implications of this dissertation. 

 
6.1 Summary of Key Findings 
 
 This dissertation responds to calls for feminist explorations of the city and investigations 

into the production and experience of inequities from the urban margins (Peake 2015; Peake & 

Rieker 2013; Sultana 2020ab). This research uses a feminist methodological approach toward 

understanding women waste pickers’ everyday experiences of the structures and mechanisms of 

waste governance as they intersect with marginalized and differently situated axes of identity in 

urban spaces.  

The research makes key empirical contributions, including the development of a 

demographic profile of women waste pickers in commercial and residential areas in Ahmedabad 

(research objective 2). It documents women waste pickers’ perceived threats and challenges in 

terms of their relational perceptions of physical, mental, social, and spiritual wellbeing (research 

objectives 2 & 3). It also investigates women’s challenges in navigating their livelihoods in a 

structural context of municipal privatization and the modernization of municipal solid waste 

management (objectives 1 &3) and the challenges that this structural context has for women’s 
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experiences of organizing and collectivizing (objective 4). These experiences highlight women’s 

struggles in contending with reductions to their access to waste materials in ‘outside’ or public 

spaces in systems of municipal privatization, including the emergence of a largely male labour 

force in the private sector with sanctioned access to waste; barriers and challenges to women’s 

organizing posed by institutions and civil society; and the material impacts of discursive and 

behavioural shifts in society on women’s access to waste and space. Empirical evidence from 

this research also point to women’s responses to these changes in Ahmedabad’s urban waste 

landscape, highlighting women’s individual and collective strategies and improvisations for 

maintaining subsistence daily incomes and access to urban space. Finally, the intersectional 

approach in this research also indicated the ways in which sub-groups of heterogeneous women 

waste pickers with particularly marginalized axes of identity (e.g., widows, the elderly, and 

young daughters-in-law) experience particular challenges in navigating everyday livelihoods due 

to stigmas and restrictions associated with these identities in society and in the household. 

 

The manuscripts comprising the body of this dissertation also make several theoretical 

contributions, advancing knowledge on gender and everyday experiences of urban development. 

First, this dissertation advances a conceptualization of wellbeing that is based in women’s own 

narratives and explanations of their work and perceptions of ‘a good life’ (research objective 2). 

This perspective on wellbeing contributes to a nascent body of ethnographic research with 

marginalized waste workers, highlighting relationality, intersectionality, and everyday 

experiences as crucial for understanding the particularities of waste work (Bagchi 2016; 

Fredericks 2018; Millar 2018; O’Hare 2019, 2020). My use of a relational and intersectional 

approach contributes to this area of scholarship by revealing the necessitation of a broader 

understanding of the various spaces that constitute women waste pickers occupational activities 

and networks and the role of meaning-making in shaping women’s everyday experiences. My 

case study highlights the importance of understanding the relational and relative autonomy of 

this ‘precarious’ livelihood in conceptualizing the threats and precarities of waste work and in 

organizing women workers around issues of access to livelihoods. To this extent, my 

conceptualization of relational wellbeing and precarious assets serves to contest popular 

approaches in policy and the media which deem waste picking to be a hazardous livelihood, 
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instead emphasizing worker’s own definitions of precarity, hazards, safety, and good health with 

respect to their everyday work and lives. 

 

Second, the dissertation contributes to a growing body of waste and discard studies 

scholarship by focusing on women waste workers’ experiences at the intersections between the 

socio-cultural meanings, understandings, and discourses of waste in society and the popular 

approaches to managing waste via political-economic governance mechanisms. I show that in the 

context of urban India, imaginaries and mechanism aiming to produce modern and ‘clean’ cities 

envision solid waste as an economic resource for state and corporate accumulation and technical 

management; however, these visions exist simultaneous to the social construction of waste and 

waste imaginaries embedded in cultural understandings and values around waste as “matter out 

of place” (Douglas 1966, p.44). These cultural meanings of waste affiliated with both Hindu-

Brahmanical understandings of ritual purity/pollution in caste hierarchies and discourses of 

middle-class environmentalism (i.e., pervasive attitudes around waste in public space, public 

health, and urban cleanliness) equally inform the experiences and navigations of marginalized 

women waste pickers’ labour with discarded materials in public space. 

Women workers’ everyday and relational livelihood experiences at the intersections of 

these technocratic approaches to management and socio-cultural meanings of waste in society 

highlight that the dispossession of women from waste work is not a straightforward process of 

accumulation by dispossession in the neoliberal capitalist waste landscape (Gidwani 2013, 2015; 

Gidwani & Reddy 2011; Harvey 2005; Mies 2014; Yates 2011). Rather, I show that women’s 

tensions and displacements from livelihoods occur on the basis of gender and other axes of social 

difference that are marginalized through systems of patriarchy, caste, and class and workers’ 

affiliation with waste itself. My relational approach to the study of discard and waste labour thus 

not only points to a broader perspective on women’s occupational wellbeing, autonomy, and 

precarity in waste labour, but also to implications for urban citizenship as women waste pickers 

are denied access to waste and excluded from participating in the visioning of the city’s waste 

landscape “because they are certain kinds of citizens with particular distributions of 

disadvantage” (Desai & Sanyal 2012, p.xi). To this point, the dissertation’s overall 

methodological focus on women waste pickers’ perceptions and experiences further highlights a 

key theoretical divergence in the critical literatures on urban development, as imaginaries of 
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modern and clean urban spaces are often attributed to elite actors and powerful institutions. 

Women’s situated experiences and narratives in this case study thus point to their ability not only 

to adapt and resist increasing constraints in their everyday work with waste, but that they also 

envision and desire a clean and green city.  

 

A third contribution of this dissertation is through the application of a situated Urban 

Political Ecology (UPE) in analyzing women waste pickers’ everyday experiences of the uneven 

waste landscape. The situating of UPE in this context reveals important spatial, symbolic, and 

gendered insights and implications for both critical study and practices of solid waste 

management and waste labour and contributes to a nascent body on scholarship concerned with a 

UPE of waste (Cornea et al 2017a; Demaria & Schindler 2016; Parizeau 2015). This dissertation 

therefore advances thinking on waste governance and waste labour by connecting recent waste 

governance mechanisms and discourses of modernity and urban cleanliness to women waste 

pickers’ gendered experiences pertaining to their decreasing access to waste and livelihoods 

(research objective 3).  

This situating or grounding of UPE in women’s everyday experiences also contributes to 

feminist theorizations of UPE (see, Cornea et al. 2017a,b; Desai et al. 2015; Lawhon et al. 2014; 

Truelove 2016) by emphasizing the gendered and intersectional dimensions of the governance 

mechanisms, discourses, and socio-cultural meanings associated with waste in Ahmedabad, 

India. This situated theorization of the political-economic and socio-cultural intersections of 

waste highlight the ways that marginalized women workers are made to improvise and navigate 

their livelihoods through structural and discursive shifts in the local conceptualizations of waste, 

but not in local interpretations of their gender, caste, and class identities of their ritual and 

stigmatized association with waste and ‘outside space.’  

This research also highlights the ways that women are still finding ways to resist their 

dispossession from work and are still accessing waste and generating incomes; however, I also 

show that these strategies can impose significant burdens on women’s time, bodies, and finances. 

To this extent, marginalized women workers individually and collectively push back against 

technocratic solid waste management practices to enable their livelihoods and make meaning in 

their lives, but these strategies are limited both in terms of the burdens they produce in women’s 
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everyday lives and by the meanings of waste and structures of patriarchy, caste, and capitalism 

that continue to mediate women waste pickers’ access to urban space and waste as a resource. 

 

The fourth major theoretical contribution of this dissertation pertains to the feminist and 

policy-oriented scholarship on the politics of women organizing. This contribution emerges from 

the theoretical work on the benefits of organizing self-employed women workers toward 

enabling claims-making, promoting equality and women’s empowerment, and in promoting 

dignity and collective power in stigmatized forms of work (Chen et al. 2005; Chikarmane 2014; 

Kabeer 2008, 2015; Kabeer et al. 2013; Narayan & Chikarmane 2013; Ogando et al. 2017). It 

draws upon the relational and situated approach noted above to advance a discussion of some of 

the “analytical silence(s)” that exist with respect to the challenges and limitations of organizing 

and formalizing waste workers (Samson 2019, p.37; Colombijn & Morbidini 2017; Millar 2018; 

O’Hare 2019, 2020). This research advances knowledge on the struggles around organizing and 

collectivizing in Ahmedabad by grounding top-down and symbolic forms of ‘inclusive’ waste 

governance in women waste pickers’ everyday lives (research objective 4). This theoretical piece 

indicates the ways that popular framings of the hazards, precarities, and poverty associated with 

‘informal’ waste picking work have led to women waste pickers being understood in 

policymaking as a homogenized and undifferentiated category where their work is positioned 

dichotomously with ‘formal’ and mechanized forms of solid waste management rather than as an 

integral but undervalued aspect of these systems. My case study therefore contributes to the 

emerging literatures on the challenges of organizing and making claims by suggesting that recent 

forms of ‘inclusive’ and homogenizing solid waste management governance mechanisms and 

discourses paradoxically serve to justify the material exclusion of differently positioned women 

waste pickers from livelihoods. 

 
 
6.2 Research Implications 
 

 In addition to the above empirical and theoretical contributions, the manuscripts in this 

dissertation also carry implications for the development of ‘inclusive’ solid waste management 

policy and organizing efforts at local, national, and international scales. If there is something that 

I have learned through this research that would be useful to emphasize for local organizations 
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(e.g. SEWA, Paryavaran Mitra, and Manav Sadhna), it is the particularities of the differences 

among waste pickers. Many of the women we spoke to who were not members in local 

organizing efforts expressed their choices around non-participation or leaving organizations as 

based in intra-group hierarchies and power relations or an inability to participate due to the 

particular burdens associated with particular aspects of their identities (e.g., widows who were 

sole-earners or young daughters-in-law who experienced challenges in leaving the house for 

reasons other than work). Samson’s (2019) recent work with differently positioned waste pickers 

in Soweto, South Africa highlights similar challenges in organizing and advocating for ‘waste 

pickers’ as a group amidst intra-group differences and power dynamics. Data from the survey 

and demographic profile may also be leveraged by local organizations and actors to support local 

organizing and advocacy activities by providing a statistical snapshot of waste picker 

demographics in the city (in 2017) and a summary of workers’ housing, occupational activities, 

access to services and resources, and perceived health status. Further, as most of the case studies 

on self-employed women workers in Ahmedabad center on SEWA members and SEWA’s 

organizing efforts, the data and insights from this research provide perspectives from a 

population of women waste pickers who were predominantly not affiliated and/or had chosen to 

withdraw from local occupational organizations, thus offering an additional perspective on 

everyday work and the barriers and choices involved in non-participation.  

 

This research also may be useful for actors in the local and state government in 

considering ideas around inclusive development and urban citizenship. By privileging the voices 

of marginalized workers, this research points to the ways that municipal solid waste management 

could be more inclusive by considering marginalized workers’ own relational understandings of 

precarity, wellbeing, and the importance of the autonomous conditions of their work in 

developing ‘inclusive’ opportunities for waste pickers and other marginalized urban workers in 

Indian cities (and in cities around the world more broadly). I further suggest that a continued 

gendered and intersectional analysis of women’s work and urban development ideas and practice 

will shed light on the particular barriers and challenges that systems of formalization and 

privatization exacerbate for differently positioned workers. In this way, rather than trying to 

address issues around the biomedical ‘occupational’ health of workers engaged in informal waste 

work by mechanizing waste collection, it is necessary to understand workers’ perceived threats, 
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hazards, and gendered barriers to this work in order to actually include a majority of workers. To 

include only those who can professionalize their labours and appearance within the current 

privatized system in most Indian cities is to exclude a majority of workers who cannot or choose 

not to subscribe to the requirements of this system.  

Further, I suggest a removal of the legal and logistical barriers to participation for 

workers and grassroots organizations and a pursuit of a bottom-up approach toward organizing a 

system of waste collection that aims to empower and enhance women’s livelihoods first and 

foremost. The removal of barriers for women waste pickers’ inclusion in the urban waste 

landscape must be based in a visioning of women workers and organizations as legitimate and 

capable service providers rather than as ‘stakeholders’ or as a group in need of charitable forms 

of inclusion. The conceptualization of workers and worker cooperatives as service providers is 

core to the philosophy and approach of large occupational organizations like SEWA and KKPKP 

in India (see, Chen et al. 2005; Chikarmane 2016; Kabeer et al. 2013; Samson 2009); however, it 

is imperative that workers and organizations are recognized as such by governing actors and 

institutions via a disruption of the ideological and material privilege that private 

corporations/contractors continue to hold in this context. Such a shift in the mindset in 

understanding waste actors as service providers and concepts of efficiency, legitimacy, security, 

and safety by powerful actors could be productive in thinking through alternative possibilities for 

more inclusive waste management systems. However, based on the knowledge produced in this 

research, it is important that autonomous forms of waste picking also remain a legal and 

accessible form of work for women who are not able or choose not to participate in such a 

system. 

 

With national and international actors (e.g. donors, NGOs, policy think-tanks, etc.) in 

mind, this research leads me to suggest a re-framing of understandings of waste picking and 

other forms of marginalized and ‘informal’ work based in emerging research by scholars who are 

centering worker’s situated perspectives, experiences, and knowledges in understanding 

processes of urban development around the world (see, Butt 2019; Chatterjee 2019; Cornea et al. 

2017a; Luthra 2020; Millar 2018; O’Hare 2019, 2020; Samson 2019)  and advocacy work by 

organizations on the ground (e.g. WIEGO, Chintan, SEWA, KKPKP etc.).  
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To this extent, this research intentionally disrupts and politicizes the dichotomous 

framing of waste picking work as backward, traditional, inefficient, and unorganized in relation 

to formal, private, and technological forms of modern waste management and labour to inform 

the ontological perspective behind waste management planning and organizing. A valuing of 

women’s situated perspectives reveals the ongoing forms of spatial, symbolic, and intersectional 

exclusions that women are experiencing in the ‘Swachh’ era with respect to their material access 

to waste, their symbolic valuing in the visioning of clean and modern urban spaces, and in the 

possibilities for creating an actually-inclusive system of dignified livelihoods centered around 

heterogeneous women waste pickers. Developmental approaches thus need to consider these 

perspectives on exclusions from the dominant systems and structures of ‘modernization’ and 

solid waste management in order to re-vision urban spaces based in marginalized interpretations 

of taken-for-granted concepts like efficiency (Luthra 2020), safety (Datta 2019a; Desai et al. 

2017; Mahadevia et al. 2016), disgust and dignity (Desai et al. 2015), precarity (Chatterjee 2019; 

O’Hare 2019), wellbeing (Millar 2018), and belonging/citizenship (Fredericks 2018; Sultana 

2020b). 

 

Finally, this dissertation grounds its theoretical inquiries in an understanding of urban 

citizenship that distinguishes between the formal aspects of citizenship on paper and the 

substantive experience of urban citizenship and belonging in practice (Desai & Sanyal 2012). 

This situated and intersectional interpretation of urban citizenship (also see, Fredericks 2018, 

Sultana 2020b) has implications for all actors involved in policy (local, state, and national), 

organizing and advocacy, and the international development landscapes (of funding, research, 

and practice) as it serves to ground theoretical concepts of formal citizenship into actually-

existing experiences of belonging and inclusion in the city. The materiality of waste can 

therefore serve to reinscribe physical and ritual forms of exclusion that workers experience and 

can be used as a lens for various actors through which to investigate and understand lived 

experiences in the urban margins and to develop pathways out of poverty and destitution that 

consider multidimensional aspects of citizenship and identity. I suggest that a focus on the 

substantive realization of citizenship (i.e. of rights to urban spaces and livelihoods) needs to be a 

primary strategy toward understanding the impacts and implications of waste privatization, urban 

cleanliness and modernization discourses, organizing, and in developing inclusive and dignified 
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livelihoods for women workers. The above insights on conceptualizing workers’ relational 

perspectives of livelihoods, wellbeing, and citizenship in highly uneven social, economic, and 

political contexts will especially carry implications for ensuring women’s work, safety, and 

access to waste and space through Covid-19 pandemic and the imperative to modernize and 

sanitize urban spaces in India. 

 
 
 
6.3 Opportunities for Future Research 
 
 This dissertation has investigated the exclusionary impacts of processes of urban change 

on marginalized women workers. As I was finishing writing these manuscripts and dissertation, 

the Covid-19 pandemic has impacted the world not only as a health crisis, but also in exposing 

many inequitable structures and systems of oppression that have maintained an unequal status 

quo. I suggest that future work on waste picking in the Global South investigate the governance 

mechanisms and discourses that emerge from the Covid-19 pandemic with a focus on workers’ 

lived experiences of their work in public spaces. In India, decision-makers at multiple scales are 

pushing harder than ever toward ‘smart’ technological governance interventions and a rapid 

transition to technological urban service provision in order to sanitize urban spaces in the context 

of the pandemic (Gupte & Kumar 2020; also see, Datta 2019). Research on the designations of 

‘essential’ workers, efforts to sanitize and mechanize waste collection, and any continuation of 

plans to ‘integrate’ waste pickers in any urban context would likely be a fruitful area of scholarly 

inquiry and political imperative. I also suggest that the Covid-19 pandemic would provide a 

context through which to research the role and impacts of organizing and membership in 

occupational groups as a mediating strategy for coping through a time of urban crisis. This type 

of urban crisis and the lockdowns that were enforced in cities across the world (including in 

India) may highlight some of the challenges in organizing and enable a comparison of the 

experiences of those who were members of organizations versus those who had previously 

avoided involvement and membership. 

There are opportunities to advance the theorizing of issues around urban development 

and visions of technological modernity in Indian cities from the perspectives of marginalized 

women workers in the city (Datta 2019b). To this extent, I observed some significant changes in 

Ahmedabad’s physical landscape over the two years of this study where mega-projects and plans 
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for ‘revitalizing’ urban spaces had impacted some respondents’ movements through the city, 

access to waste, and housing. I contend that marginalized women workers are astute observers of 

urban change and so their perspectives on the current pursuit of ‘Smart City’ developments with 

respect to their livelihoods and housing will likely advance thinking on urban development, 

urbanization, and precarious work. 

Finally, I suggest that based on some of the limitations of this study, future research on 

waste labour in Ahmedabad should broaden the empirical focus of this research by engaging 

with waste pickers working in the peripheral industrial areas of the city. Key informants noted 

that people collecting waste in these areas experience particular form of stigmatization based on 

their marginalized axes of identity (e.g. Muslim workers and Bangladeshi migrant workers) and 

the hazards of the industrial and construction materials that they handle and recover. A situated, 

relational, and intersectional approach toward understanding the wellbeing and occupational 

experiences of these workers may reveal important insights about an important sub-population of 

urban recyclers in the city whose voices are largely missing from discourse on waste 

management.  
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Socio-demographic profile of women waste pickers in Ahmedabad: 2017 
Josie Wittmer  

PhD Candidate, University of Guelph 
 
This snapshot profile of women waste pickers in the city of Ahmedabad, India is based on a survey of 
401 women waste pickers performed in Ahmedabad between February-March 2017. The survey took 
place in ten randomly selected field sites across Ahmedabad in areas zoned as ‘Residential,’ 
‘Commercial,’ ‘Central Business District,’ and ‘Core Walled City’ on the Ahmedabad Urban 
Development Authority’s (AUDA) most recent development plan available at the time (see, AUDA, 
2016). The study does not include waste pickers working in the city’s main Pirana dumpsite or other 
smaller dumpsites throughout the city.  The following map (Figure 1) depicts the randomly selected 
research sites and the number of participants in each area. In each of the selected field sites, I mapped 
and checked a pre-determined walking route of 12km around each area to follow for the survey.   

 

 
Figure 1: Map of survey research sites and number of participants in each area 

 
The survey was performed by a team of four local research assistants (all enrolled in master’s programs 
at local institutions and having experience in survey-based research). We conducted the survey daily 
between Monday-Saturday early in the morning (6:00am-9:30am) as key informants and partner 
organizations identified this time as the most common time for waste pickers to be out collecting waste 
materials on the roadsides. We approached any woman who we observed collecting and segregating 
recyclable materials along the pre-determined route and asked if they would like to participate in the 
survey either at that time or to meet at their convenience when they were not working. The rate of 
refusal was 10% or 45 refusals out of a potential 446 participants; most of these refusals (n=34) were 
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recorded as women expressing that they were busy and had no time to participate while others (n=11) 
were either skeptical or fearful about participating and refused. Fifteen potential participants were 
excluded from participating in the study due to their age (n=6 potential participants were under the age 
of 16) or because of an inability to communicate with the research team (e.g. due to muteness, a mental 
injury or illness, or language barrier; n=6). 
 
Summary of Survey Results 
Demographics 
The survey for this research indicates that the average age of women who pick waste in Ahmedabad’s 
residential and commercial areas is 45 years old (with a range of 16-80 years of age; see figure 2.  

 

 
Figure 2: Age of survey respondents 

 
All participants in the study identified as being Hindu and a majority (94%) of respondents identified as 
Schedule Caste (SC) while 5% identified as Other Backward Caste (OBC) and 1% as Schedule Tribes 
(ST). This breakdown of caste identities is consistent with results from an earlier study in Ahmedabad 
which found that local waste pickers were comprised of 93% SC, 4% ST, and 3% OBC (Mitra 2009). 
A majority of respondents (97%) were born within Gujarat state with 60% being born in Ahmedabad 
city itself; among those who migrated within the state or district, 78% indicated that their migration 
occurred as a result of moving into their marital household, whereas 15% migrated so seek work 
opportunities for their husband or themselves. 

 
Nearly half (47%) of the sample had no formal education and identified as being illiterate; an additional 
39% of the sample had up to a middle school education (defined Fifth Standard) and 14% had achieved 
education levels higher than the Fifth Standard. A large proportion of the sample was currently married 
(66%), while a significant number of participants were widows (30%), and relatively few never married 
or separated (4%). When compared to census data from Ahmedabad city, widows are an 
overrepresented group among waste pickers, as only 8.5% of the city’s female population over 15 years 
of age were widows at the time of the last census (Open Government Data [OGD] 2001). Further, my 
survey data indicates that although 30% of women waste pickers were the primary or sole earner in 
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their households, being a widow was associated with a higher likelihood of being the sole or primary 
earner in one’s household (60% of widows; p=<0.001). In contexts whereby widows experience 
increased economic deprivations and social restrictions after their husband’s death (see, Mohindra et al. 
2012), waste picking may be an important and independent strategy for widowed women without 
capital and education for maintaining daily needs for one’s self and/or household. 
 
Household Characteristics and Housing 
The mean household size in the survey sample was 5.3 people with respondents having an average 
number of 3 children with a range of 0-9 children.  While 7% of respondents reported never having any 
children, the survey indicated a reporting of an average of 1.26 girl children and 1.57 boy children per 
woman. Thirty-nine percent of survey respondents were the sole income earners in their home (again, 
with 60% of widows were filling this role in their households).  Average daily household expenses 
were Rs.228. 

 
Over half of survey respondents said that their homes were owned by their families (63%) or that the 
ownership was in their own name in particular (8%). Twenty-five percent of respondents rented their 
homes and 4% were living in the open (see Figure 3). Housing structures ranged from pucca (intended 
as permanent structures made from concrete, brick, stone, or timber; 48%), semi-pucca (houses where 
either the roof or the walls are made from pucca materials; 15%), and kutcha (houses thought to be 
temporary and made from non-pucca materials, e.g. bamboo, thatch, clay, grass, cowdung cakes, tarps, 
etc.; 33%; see Figure 4). 

 

 
Figure 3: Respondents’ housing tenure status 
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Figure 4: Housing structure types noted by respondents 

 
A majority (94%) of survey respondents had access to electricity in their homes for lighting while 

6% did not have electric lighting. The most common primary source of cooking fuel mentioned was 
firewood (36%) followed by kerosine (15%), cowdung cakes (10%), leaves/sticks/straw (5%), or 
‘other’ (7%); most women mentioned that they combined firewood and kerosine depending on what 
they could afford in a day or week but that firewood was a more consistent primary source of cooking 
fuel.  

 
The floors in women’s homes consisted of concrete (39%), ceramic/tiles (36%), and earthen floors 

(25%). Many survey respondents had access to a water tap inside of their homes (80%) while 20% 
accessed their daily water outside of the home (e.g. predominantly public taps with some responses of 
water tankers, tubewells, handpumps, or through an NGO).  For those who accessed water outside of 
the home, 90% (18% of the whole sample) travelled less than 500m to access water and 10% (2% of 
the whole sample) said they traveled between 500m-1km to their main water source. At the height of 
the Swachh Bharat Abhiyan toilet construction activities when this survey took place in 2017, 78% of 
survey participants had access to a squat latrine at their home for their households (none were flush 
systems) while 15% had a public latrine for their community and 7% did not have access to a latrine at 
their home and relied on open defecation practices.  
 
 
Occupational Characteristics 
The average number of years that respondents had worked as a waste picker was 21 years with 20-25 
years being the most frequently identified range of time. The overall sample included responses 
ranging from 1-60 years of experience in waste picking work. Respondents indicated that they spent an 
average of 6 hours working with waste daily on an average of 6.82 or 7 days per week.  A majority of 
respondents made an average of Rs.90 daily with categories ranging from Rs.50-200 being the most 
common responses. 
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Seventeen percent of respondents had regular clients or contractors that they worked with as part of or 
in addition to their regular work. These included: housing societies, commercial complexes, businesses, 
hospitals, or contractors/middlemen. For the most part (83%), these opportunities entailed sweeping or 
cleaning work, but 17% noted that they were just able to collect waste from these spots or were hired to 
sort recyclable materials.  
 
Almost all respondents (97%) clean and sort their materials before selling them to the pithawallah 
(local scrap dealer). Women cleaned and sorted their materials in outdoor spaces adjacent to their 
homes or settlements (52%), at a worksite or space owned by a client or NGO (18%), inside their 
homes (18%), or at the pithawallah shop (13%) – see Figure 5. A majority of respondents (92%) said 
that they sold their materials to one pithawallah only.  
 

 
Figure 5: Respondents’ cleaning and sorting spaces 

 
Half of the survey respondents were selling their recycled materials on a daily basis (51%). Thirty 
percent of respondents were selling their materials every 2-3 days and 19% were selling once per week 
or less (see Figure 6). For those who were storing materials (70% of the sample), 31% were storing 
materials at their homes (often piled outside the home or on the roof), 10% stored materials in their 
work area or in a space owned by a client or NGO, and 5% stored their materials at a space provided by 
the pithawallah.  
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Figure 6: Frequency with which respondents were selling recyclable materials 

 
Most waste pickers walked from their homes to their worksites (74%) while 22% took a shared 
rickshaw and 4% took some form of public transit. Respondents were spending between 10 minutes 
and 2 hours travelling to their worksites with most spending between 10-30 minutes traveling to their 
work area (see Figure 7). Respondents spent an average of Rs.12 daily on their transportation to work 
and/or transportation of their thelos of waste materials back to their homes or pithawallah shops (see 
Figure 8). Respondents also transported their materials home or to the pithawallah using a variety of 
methods: walking (59%), a cycle-rickshaw pick-up (19%), an auto-rickshaw pick-up (15%), or a 
truck/tempo pick-up (7%).  
 

 
Figure 7: Respondents’ average time spent in transit to work areas daily 
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Figure 8: Respondents’ average daily cost of transportation (self and thelos) to/from work areas 

 
Waste pickers collected a variety of recyclable materials, with a particular emphasis on plastics, paper, 
and cardboard (see figure 9). 
 

 
Figure 9: Types of materials women waste pickers were collecting in Ahmedabad in 2017 
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Self-Assessed Health Characteristics 
We asked respondents to rate their health from 1 (poorest health they have experienced) to 10 
(healthiest they have ever felt). The average response was 5.92 with a range in responses from 1-9. 
Figure 10 summarizes the categorized health issues that women identified in the survey. We asked 
respondents to identify and rank any health issues and the research assistants recorded the top 4 health 
complaints that women identified with body pain and weakness/exhaustion being the primary health 
complaints identified by respondents. 
 

 
Figure 10: Categorized perceived/disclosed health issues women waste pickers identified 

 
For each health issue women identified, we asked respondents whether they attribute these issues to 
their waste picking work. Overall, women attributed or associated 95% of the health issues they were 
experiencing at the time of the surey to their work picking work.  We also asked respondents to identify 
any materials that they consider to be dangerous or potentially harmful to their health. Figure 11 
represents a categorized summary of the hazards and their frequency in being identified, including 
biomedical wastes and chemical hazards (30%), superstitous hazards (37%), sharp items (broken glass, 
blades, nails, etc; 51%), and soiled, infectious, or contaminated materials (feces, butcher waste, soiled 
pads and diapers, rotting food, etc; 60%).  
 

 
Figure 11: Women waste pickers’ perceived/identified dangerous materials encountered in their work 
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We asked respondents to note the frequency with which they encountered various health threats or 
hazards commonly documented in studies of waste pickers’ occupational health. Figure 12 represents 
collapsed categories of women’s responses of never/rarely or sometimes (most days) and regularly 
(daily) to indicate the rates at which respondents perceived that they experienced these health hazards 
or issues. 

 

Figure 12: Respondents’ expressed frequency of exposure to various occupational health threats 
 

Most respondents said that they ate meals twice daily (80%) while 18% said that they ate only once per 
day and 2% said they ate three times daily. Women said that their main source of food was cooking at 
home with 13% saying that they also accessed food from clients, NGO programs, and charities. 
Twenty-six percent of respondents regularly use chikkni or mawa (chewing tobacco or snuff), often 
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explained as being a strategy for coping with stress and for blocking the smell of wastes while 
collecting and sorting materials.  

Access to Services 
We asked respondents which medical services they had used: 52% said that they preferred to use a 
private hospital or clinic while 45% said they accessed health care through a public of Government 
hospital or clinic, and 3% accessed care through an NGO or charitable organization (see Figure 13).  

 

Figure 13: Respondents’ expressed preferences for medical services 
 

Seventy-three percent of respondents had sought out medical care for themselves within the previous 6 
months of the survey while 17% had sought out care 6 months-1 year prior, and 11% had sought out 
care within the last year. Respondents travelled an average of 25.4 minutes to their preferred medical 
services; however, 20% travelled more than 60 minutes to access medical care. Fifty-eight percent of 
respondents said they had to pau in full for their latest medical treatment while 26% did not have to pau 
anything and 18% had their treatment/visit partially subsidized. We asked respondents if they had ever 
visited a dentist for themselves. Only 39% had even been to a dentist while 61% responded that they 
had not.  

Coping Strategies 
We asked respondents who they would usually go to when they need to borrow some extra money 
allowing for respondents to mention multiple answers. Figure 14 shows that 53% percent of 
respondents said that they would first ask family, neighbours, and friends for a loan and 46% said that 
they would first approach their pithawallah for loans. Thirty percent said that they usually take loans 
from moneylenders in their community while 13% said that they would sell/pawn assets like land, 
jewellery, or vessels and 8% said that they had clients or employers that they could take small loans 

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

Private hospital/clinic Public or Government
hospital/clinic

NGO or charitable
organization

Preferred type of Medical Services



 
 

 198 

from. In addition, a small number of respondents said that they rely on financial assistance from NGOs, 
self-help groups, and banks (2% each).  

 

Figure 14: Respondents primary strategies for borrowing money/taking loans 
 

Thirty-five percent of respondents said that they currently had savings (in cash, a bank account, gold, 
or other assets) while 65% did not. Respondents noted that they were saving for their children’s 
weddings (44%), their own future and security (41%), in case of health issues for themselves or a 
family member (30%), as well as for festivals/events (21%), bill payments (6%), and purchasing a 
house (4%). Sixty-three percent of respondents had their own bank account while 37% did not have a 
bank account. Of those who did have a bank account at the time of this survey, 80% said that they used 
their bank account regularly—in other words, 48% of the entire survey sample had and used a bank 
account regularly. 

Twenty-five percent of respondents were members or affiliated with a formal occupational union or 
NGO—all were affiliated either with the Self-Employed Women’s Association (21%) or Manav 
Sadhna/ Paryavaran Mitra (5%). Of those who were affiliated with an occupational organization, 8% of 
the sample considered themselves to be active or currently involved in an organization (defined as 
having any kind of interaction with the organization like attending a meeting/event or having a benefit 
or service delivered to them within the previous 12 months).  
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APPENDIX 2: SURVEY QUESTIONNAIRE 
 
 
 
 

SURVEY QUESTIONNAIRE: WOMEN WASTE PICKERS 
 

“Women waste pickers in Ahmedabad, India: Health, work, and identity” 
 
 
 

Date:________________________________ 
 

Location of the survey:____________________________________ 
 

Start time:__________   End time: ___________ 
 

Informed consent given? Y___  N___ 
 
OBSERVATIONS MADE BY SURVEY ADMINISTRATOR: 
 

Method used to carry materials:  
Green Bins    Bag    Cart (wooden)      Other: ________________ 
 

 

Type of protective equipment used (check all that apply):  
Closed shoes   Mask    Gloves   Vest/Apron Other:__________ 
 

Others present (e.g. children, partner, co-workers, waste dealers, family members):   
 

 
A. DEMOGRAPHIC INFORMATION 
 

1. Age: ________ 
 

2. Birthplace: ______________________ 
 

3. What level/standard of schooling have you completed? (circle appropriate box)  
1. No formal education (illiterate) 
2. Primary (Class 1-4)  
3. Middle (Class 5-7)  
4. Secondary (Class 8-10)  

5. Senior Secondary (Class 11-12)  
6. College/ University  
7. Adult courses through NGO  

 

4. What is your religion? (check appropriate box) 
1. Hindu 
2. Muslim 
3. Christian 
4. Other: _________________  

 

5. What is your caste? 
1. Schedule Caste (Harijan/ Valmiki/ Bhangi) 
2. Schedule Tribe 
3. OBC 
4. Other:__________________ 

 

6. What is your marital status? (circle appropriate box) 
1. Married 
2. Single 
3. Widowed 

4. Divorced 
5. Other: _______________ 

 

7. a) Migration/local status: 
1. Non-Migrant (Ahmedabad local) (go 

to question 8) 
2. Intra-District migrant (Ahmedabad 

district) 

3. Intra-State migrant (Gujarat) 
4. Inter-State migrant (India) 
5. International migrant (Non-India) 
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b) If migrated, when did you come to Ahmedabad? _______________________ 
 

c) If migrated, why did you come to Ahmedabad? 
1. After marriage 
2. For work opportunities (self) 
3. For work opportunities (husband) 
4. For children’s education 
5. Other: ______________________ 

 
8. Which area in Ahmedabad do you live in? ________________________ 

 

9. Do you have children? (list details)  
 

Birth 
order 

Gender Age Occupation/Standard in school Does s/he pick waste 
with you? 

1. 
 

2. 
 

3. 
 

4. 
 

5. 

    

 
 
B. HOUSEHOLD INFORMATION & LIVING CONDITIONS 
 

10. a) How many people currently live in your house? _______ 
 

b) How many people are currently earning in your house? _________ 
 

 c) Are you the main resource for household expenses in your house? 
1. Yes (go to question 11) 
2. No 

 

      d) If no, list other working household members, occupation, and contribution to monthly expenses: 
 

Relationship to Respondent 
 

1. 
 

2. 
 

3. 
 

4. 
 

5. 

Occupation Contribution to Expenses (Rs./Month) 

 
11. What are the average daily expenses in your household? Rs. __________ 

 
12. Has it become easier, harder, or stayed the same for you to meet your daily expenses since you started 

waste picking? 
1. Easier  
2. Harder  
3. No Change 

Why? _________________________________________________________________________ 
 

13. a) Are you aware of any government schemes/programs? 
1. Yes      2.  No (go to question 14) 
 

         b) If yes, do you benefit from any government schemes/programs? (circle all that apply) 
1. Income subsidy 
2. Food/ Nutrition 
3. Cooking gas 
4. Health care 
5. Housing 

6. Self-employment loan 
7. Education/Training 
8. Child/education benefits 
9. No benefits received 
10.  Other: ________________
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14.     Do you own, rent, or live in the open? 1 Owned by participant 

    2 Owned by family  

    3 Rented 

    4 
Living in the open  
(go to question 19) 

     5 Other: ________________ 
15.    What type of structure is your house? 1 Pucca 

     2 Semi-pucca 
     3 Kutcha 
     4 Other: ________________ 

16.    What is the main source of lighting for your dwelling? 1 Electricity 
    2 Gas, oil, kerosine 
    3 No lighting 

     4 Other: ________________ 
   What kind of floor does your house have? 1 Concrete 

17.     2 Earth/Dirt/Mud 
    3 Ceramic tiles 
    4 Wood 
     5 Other: ________________ 

18.    Number of separate rooms in your house     

19.    Number of years living in this dwelling     

20.  a)   Where does your drinking water generally come from? 1 
Tap inside house (go to 
question 21a) 

     2 Public tap 

     3 Water tanker 
     4 Well 

     5 Tubewell/Handpump 

     6 
Tank/Reservoir (for 
drinking) 

     7 Other: ________________ 
            b)   Do you share this water source with other households? 1 Yes 
     2 No 
            c)   How far is this source from your dwelling? 1 Inside of house 
     2 Less than 0.5 Km 
     3 0.5-1km 

     4 1km or more 

            d) Rs.  

How much did you pay for drinking water over the last 
month?     

21.  a)   What type of latrine do you use? 1 No latrine 
     2 Flush system 
     3 No flush/ squat latrine 
     4 Public/service latrine 

     5 Other: ________________ 



 
 

 203 

             b)   Do you share this latrine with other households? 1 Yes 
     2 No (go to question 22) 

            c)   
If yes, how many households share this latrine? 

    

22.    
What kind of fuel is most often used by your 
household for cooking? 1 Gas 

     2 Electricity 
     3 Kerosine 
     4 Firewood 
     5 Cowdung cakes 
     6 Leaves/Straw/Sticks 
     7 Other: ________________ 

 
23. a)  Have your living conditions improved, worsened, or stayed the same since you started doing waste 

work?  
1. Living conditions have improved 
2. Living conditions have become worse 
3. Living conditions have stayed the same (go to question 24) 

 

b) If they have changed, how? (circle all that apply) 
1. Gaining or losing ownership of a dwelling 
2. Neighbourhood has changed 
3. Dwelling structure has changed 
4. Access to infrastructure has changed (e.g. water, electricity, latrine)  
5. Other: _________________________ 

 
 
C. OCCUPATIONAL INFORMATION 
 

24. For how many years have you been working with waste? ______ years  
 

25. a) Do you regularly collect waste materials from any private clients or contractors? (Prompt: housing 
societies, families, businesses, complexes, or door-to-door contracts?) 

1. Yes       2.  No (go to question 26) 
 

b) If yes, what clients are you hired by? (circle all that apply) 
1. Housing societies 
2. Apartment buildings 
3. Private houses 
4. Commercial complexes 
5. Businesses 

6. Schools/Colleges 
7. Contractors/Middlemen 
8. Door-to-door collection 
9. Other: _________________ 

 
c) In an average day, how many clients do you collect material from? _____________ 
 

d) How did you make these private arrangements? 
1. Self 
2. Through a family member 
3. SEWA union 
4. Other organization (Specify: _________________) 
5. Contractor/ Middleman 
6. Other: ____________________ 

 
e) How many years have you worked for these clients? __________ years 
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f) Do you do any cleaning/ sweeping work for these clients, or do you only collect waste materials? 
1. Yes, sweeping work 
2. Yes, other work: ________________________ 
3. No other work, just collecting waste materials 

 

g) Are you paid a monthly salary for this work? 
1. Yes       2.  No (go to question 25j) 

 

h) If yes, what is your monthly salary from private clients? Rs. __________/month 
 

i) Do you divide this work/ salary with anyone? (Prompt: family members, other workers) 
1. Yes (Specify: _______________________________________________) 
2. No 

 

        j) Do you receive any regular bonuses, benefits, gifts, or food from your clients? (circle all that apply) 
1. Cash bonuses 
2. Food 
3. Clothes 

4. School fees for children 
5. School supplies/toys for children 
6. Other: ____________________ 

 
 

26. a) Are you hired to do waste work by the AMC? 
1. Yes 
2. No (go to question 27) 
3. No, but working informally with husband who is AMC employee (go to question 27) 

 

b) If yes, are you a permanent or contracted AMC employee? 
1. Contract labourer 
2. Permanent employee 

 

c) What monthly salary does the AMC pay you for this work?  Rs. __________/ month 
 

d) How many years have you done this work for the AMC? ______________ years 
 

e) Does AMC provide you any other benefits? (Prompt: health care, education, training, income security) 
1. Health care 
2. Education for children 
3. Training 

4. Job security 
5. Other: ____________________ 

 
27. On average, how much time do you usually spend doing waste work?  (All waste-related work) 

  ____ hours/ day   ____ days/week (fill both) 
 

28. What time of day do you usually work?  (circle all that apply): 
1. Early morning (5-10am) 
2. Midday (10am-2pm) 
3.  Afternoon (2pm-6pm) 

4. Evening (6-10pm) 
5. Overnight (10pm-5am)  

 
29. How many kilograms of sellable materials do you sell on a normal day or week? (fill one): 

     _________kg/day   OR  _________kg/week  
 

30. On average, how much money do you earn from selling recyclable materials? (fill one): 
     _____ Rs./day     OR     _____ Rs./month  
 
 

31. a) Do you clean or sort your recyclable materials before selling them? 
1. Yes      2.  No (go to question 32) 

 
 

b) If yes, on an average day, how much time do you usually spend cleaning and sorting waste? 
                 _____ hours/ day    _____ days/week (fill both) 
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c) Does anyone help you to clean/sort waste? 
1. Yes— specify who: _________________________________________ 
2. No 

 
 
 
 
 

d) Where do you clean/sort your materials? 
1. In her home 
2. In the street/ outside of the home 
3. Outside the chawl/pol 
4. At the scrap shop 

5. At NGO or union space 
6. In the society/ worksite 
7. Other:_____________ 

 
32. a)  Where/to whom do you usually sell your recyclable materials? (circle all that apply) 

1. Pithawala/ kabari (at their shop) 
2. Pithawala/ kabari (with lorry) 
3. Large-scale Scrap Dealer 

4. Pastiwalas (paper only) 
5. Other waste pickers 
6. Other:_______________ 

 

b) To how many people/places to do you sell your recyclable materials? _________ 
 

c) How often do you sell your recycled materials? 
1. Every day (go to question 33) 
2. Every 2-3 days 
3. Once per week 

4. Once every 2 weeks 
5. Once per month 
6. Less than once per month 

 

d) Where do you store your materials before selling them? 
1. In the house 
2. Outside of the house 
3. On the roof of house 
4. Space provided by Pithawala 

5. Space provided by NGO/union  
6. Inside societies/ workplace 
7. Does not store materials 
8. Other: _______________ 

 
33. a)  Do you currently do any other kinds of work to earn an income?  

1. Yes      2.  No (go to question 34) 
 

b) If yes, what work?  
1. Head-loading 
2. Construction 
3. Cleaning—society  

4. Domestic help (cooking, cleaning, childcare) 
5. Other: _______________________ 

 
c) On average, how many rupees do you earn from non-waste work? (fill one): 
    _____ Rs./day   OR      _____  Rs./month  
 

 

34. a) Did you do any work outside of the home before you started waste picking? 
1. Yes       2.  No (go to question 35) 

 

b) If yes, specify type of work: ______________________________________ 
 
c) How much did you earn in this work? Rs.__________ /per month 
 

 
35. Where do you work picking waste? (area/ward):  ____________________________________ 

 
36. a) How do you travel to your work zone? 

1. Walk 
2. Bus/public transport 
3. Private vehicle (motorbike, car) 

4. Rickshaw 
5. Ride on truck/tempo 
6. Other:______________ 

 

b) How long does it take you to get to your worksite from your home? 
1. Less than 10 minutes 
2. 10-30 minutes 
3. 30-60 minutes 

4. 1-2 hours 
5. + 2 hours 

 

c) How much do you pay for transportation each day? Rs. __________ 
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37. a) Has your work location/area changed since you started picking waste? 
1. Yes      2.   No (go to question 38) 

 
 

b) If yes, why?  
1. Competition/ Restrictions on access to waste (Explain: _________________________) 
2. Changes in urban form (roads, infrastructure, construction) 
3. Changes in own residential location 
4. Acquired collection opportunity or clients elsewhere 
5. Acquired permanent job with AMC 
6. Other: _____________________________ 

 
38. a) What do you use to carry your collected materials? 

1. White sack (thelo) 
2. Other plastic bag 
3. Green bin cart 

4. Cart 
5. Other:___________________ 

         
         b) How do you transport your collected materials from work to home? 

1. Bicycle 
2. Truck/Tempo 
3. Walking 

4. Rickshaw 
5. Does not transport materials 
6. Other:_________________ 

 
39. What kinds of waste materials do you collect? (check all that apply) 

 

 
 
 

 
40. a) Do you think that you are paid a fair price for your materials? 

1. Yes, always 
2. Most days 
3. Sometimes 
4. Never 

 

         b) Who sets the prices? 
1. Pithawala/ Kabari/ Pastiawala 
2. Middleman/ Contractors 
3. Worker Unions 
4. NGOs 

5. Recycling industry/ Market  
6. Waste pickers/ herself 
7. Other: ___________________ 

 
41. a) Have your earnings from collecting recyclable materials changed in the last 5 years? 

1. Yes— earnings have increased overall 
2. Yes— earnings have decreased overall 
3. Yes— earnings constantly fluctuate 
4. No— stayed the same (go to question 42) 

 
         b) Why do you think these changes to your earnings have happened? (circle all that apply) 

1. Changes in the economy (inflation) 
2. Increased competition with other 

waste pickers 

3. More men doing waste work 
4. Increased competition with private 

companies 

  Material   Material 
  1. Ferrous metal (Iron/steel)   11.  Newspaper 
  2. Non-Ferrous metal (Al /Tin/ Copper)   12. Notebooks/magazines 
  3. Glass   13. Office paper 
  4. Plastic bottles   14. Scrap paper 
  5. Hard plastic (toys)   15. Fabric/ Saris/Clothing/ Rags 
  6. Milk Bags   16. Animal bones 
  7. Polyethelyne (PET)/ Plastic bags   17. Hair 
  8. Rubber/ Shoes   18. Electronics 
  9. Brown paper   19. Construction materials 
  10. Cardboard   20. Other: _________________ 
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5. Involvement of labour unions/ NGOs 
6. Workers’ confidence/ability to negotiate fair prices 

7. Demand from recycling industry 
8. Other: ___________________________ 

 
42. a) Have your earnings from collecting recyclable materials changed in the last 6 months? 

1. Yes— earnings have increased overall 
2. Yes— earnings have decreased overall 
3. Yes— earnings have fluctuated 
4. No— stayed the same (go to question 43) 

 
 

         b) Why do you think these changes to your earnings have happened? (circle all that apply) 
1. Changes in the economy (inflation) 
2. Competition with other waste pickers 
3. More men doing waste work 
4. Competition with private companies 
5. Involvement of labour unions/ NGOs 
6. Workers’ confidence/power to negotiate 

prices 

7. Demand from recycling industry 
8. Demonetization/ Note-ban—affecting Pithawalas  
9. Demonetization/ Note-ban—loss of bonus  
10. Demonetization/ Note-ban—paid in old notes 
11. Other: _____________________________ 

 
 

43. a) Have the prices you sell recyclable materials for changed significantly in the last 3-6 months? 
1. Yes 
2. No (go to question 44) 

 

b) How many rupees are you currently being paid (per kg) for the following materials? (fill in chart) 
 

c) How many rupees were you paid (per kg) 3 - 6 months ago for these materials? (fill in chart) 
 

  b) Current Price c) Before 3 - 6 months 

1. Pani bottles Rs.                       /kg Rs.                       /kg 

2. Wire/Copper/Metals/Aluminum Rs.                       /kg Rs.                       /kg 
3. Glass Rs.                       /kg Rs.                       /kg 

4. Cardboard/ Hard paper Rs.                       /kg Rs.                       /kg 
 
 

44. a) Overall, has it become easier, harder, or stayed the same for you to access recyclable materials in 
Ahmedabad since you started this work?   

1. Easier (go to question 44 b) 
2. Harder (go to question 44 c) 
3. Stayed the same (go to question 45) 

 
 b) If easier, why? (check all that apply)  c) If harder, why? (check all that apply) 
 1. Opportunities to work for private clients  1. More competition with other workers 
 2. Support from unions/ co-ops/ NGOs  2. More competition with recycling companies 
 3. More segregation of waste by citizens  3. More competition with AMC workers 
 4. More opportunities for children  4. More men doing this work 
 5. Fewer health hazards in waste  5. More health hazards in waste 
 6. Higher prices for materials  6. Lower prices for materials 
 7. Other:  7. Other: 

 
45. Do you pick waste alone or with others? (circle all that apply)  

1. Alone 
2. With children 
3. With husband 

4. With family group 
5. With a friend 
6. Other: _____________ 
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46. What is your level of agreement with the following statements? 
 

  

1. 
Strongly 
Disagree 

2. 
Disagree 

3. 
Neutral 

4. 
Agree 

5. 
Strongly 
Agree 

6.  
Don’t 
know 

a) City officials, police, or other local 
authorities support you in your work as a 
waste worker           

 

b) The government will improve working 
conditions for waste pickers in the next 2 
years           

 

c) Worker unions and NGOs will improve 
working conditions for waste pickers in the 
next 2 years           

 

d) AMC laws/rules make your waste work 
easier            

 

e) AMC laws/rules make your waste work 
harder            

 

f) Other Amdavadi citizens recognize and 
appreciate the work you do as a waste 
worker           

 

 
 
D. SELF-ASSESSED HEALTH INFORMATION 
 

47. How is your health today? 

 
 
 

48. a) What are your main health problems? (Prompt: accidents, pains, infections, skin irritation, illnesses, 
stress) (list in chart below)  
 

b) What are the main factors causing these problems? (check box if connected to waste work) 
 

c) Are any of these health problems preventable? (if yes, list how) 
 

a) Main health problems? (list) b) Factors causing 
health problems 

Work-
related? 

c) If preventable, 
how? 

1.   
  

2.   
  

3.   
  

4.   
  

5.   
  

 

 
49. a) Have you noticed other waste pickers’ health problems? (prompt: illnesses, pains, accidents, mental 

health, additions, etc.)? 
1. Yes 
2. No (go to question 50) 
3. Doesn’t know (go to question 50) 

 
 

1 10 
Poorest health in life Healthiest period of life 

5 3 7 9 8 6 4 2 

Average health 
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              b) If yes, which? 
 

 Check 
  List type/details (e.g. infection, traffic accident, back pain, tension) 

  1. Illnesses   
  2. Pains   
 3. Infections/ rashes  
  4. Accidents   
  5. Mental health   
  6. Addictions   
  7. Other   

 
50. a) Have you ever picked waste when you were feeling unwell or having an injury? 

1. Yes      2.   No 
 

        b) When was the last time that you were feeling unwell or having an injury?  
1. Currently feeling unwell 
2. 1-2 weeks ago 
3. 3-4 weeks ago 
4. 1-2 months ago 

5. 2-6 months ago 
6. 6 months- 1 year ago 
7. 1-2 years ago 
8. +2 years ago 

 
 

c) Did you miss any work because of this sickness or injury? 
1. Yes      2.   No (go to question 51) 

 
 

d) If yes, how many days did you miss? __________ 
 
 

51. a) What materials do you consider to be dangerous or harmful to your health?  
(Prompt: What materials cause you to feel fear of sickness or injury?) (list below) 

 

b) How often do you encounter these materials while you are working? (check)  
 

Dangerous Material 1. Never 2. Sometimes 3. Most days 4. Every day 

  		 		 		 		
  		 		 		 		
  		 		 		 		
  		 		 		 		
  		 		 		 		

 
52. In an average day in your work with waste, how often do you experience the following? (check) 

 

		 1. Never 2. Sometimes 3. Most days 4. Every day 

a)   Breathe smoke from burning waste         
b)   Breathe exhaust fumes from traffic         
c)   Receive injuries from sharp objects (e.g. 

needles, glass, metal)         
d)   Chased or injured by animals (e.g. dogs, 

cows)         

e)   Encounter chemical products         
f)    Encounter medical waste 		 		 		 		
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g)  Encounter items soiled with human 
waste, blood, etc. (diapers, sani pads) 		 		 		 		

 1. Never	 2. Sometimes	 3. Most days	 4. Every day	
h)  Receive injuries from traffic/carts 		 		 		 		
i)  Experience pain from lifting/carrying bags 		 		 		 		
j)  Have a wound become infected 		 		 		 		
k)  Have skin infection, irritation, or rash 		 		 		 		
l)  Experience nausea or headaches 		 		 		 		
m)  Experience stomach pain or digestive 

issues (e.g. diarrhea) 		 		 		 		
n)  Suffer from tension, nervousness, or 

depression  		 		 		 		
o)  Experience harassment from other 

citizens 		 		 		 		
p) Experience harassment from pithawalas, 

middlemen, or contractors 		 		 		 		
 

53. Do you use any type of protective equipment while working? (circle all that apply) 
1. Gloves 
2. Mask 
3. Close-toed shoes 
4. Vest/Apron 
5. Men’s dress shirt 

6. Stick/ Iron Rod 
7. Magnet 
8. No protective equipment 
9. Other: _____________ 

 
54. Do you see other waste pickers using any type of protective equipment while working? (circle all that 

apply) 
1. Gloves 
2. Mask 
3. Close-toed shoes 
4. Vest/Apron 
5. Men’s dress shirt 

6. Stick/ Iron Rod 
7. Magnet 
8. No protective equipment 
9. Other: _____________ 

 
55. a) How would you describe your health now compared to before you started waste picking? 

1. Much better 
2. Better 
3. Same/ no change 
4. Worse 
5. Much Worse 

 
            b) Why? (circle all that apply) 

1. Changes in work conditions/hazards 
2. Changes in income 
3. Changes in availability of recyclable 

materials 
4. Changes in family/household situation 
5. Changes in husband’s employment 
6. Husband’s behaviour 
7. Aging  
8. Chronic illness (not related to work) 

9. Education of children 
10. Changes in living conditions 
11. Changes in nutrition 
12. Changes in availability of resources (e.g. 

water, electricity, gas) 
13. Changes in access to health care 
14. Changes in mental health  
15. Other: _________________________ 

 

Notes: 
________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

56. Have you ever picked waste while pregnant?  
1. Yes       2.   No 
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57. a) In the last year, have you suffered from anxiety, nervousness, depression, or tension? 

1. Yes       2.   No (go to question 58) 
 

b) What causes you to feel anxiety, nervousness, depression, or tension? (circle all that apply) 
1. Hazards in work 
2. Competition in work 
3. Hard to meet basic needs 
4. Hard to save money 
5. Pithawala/ kabari harrassment 
6. Feeling embarrassed about work 
7. Own health issues/ pain/ illness 
8. Paying for children’s weddings 
9. Paying for children’s education 

10. Children’s welfare/health 
11. Too much work to do in a day 
12. Husband’s drinking/addictions 
13. Fear of abuse by husband 
14. Family relationships 
15. Neighbourhood politics/issues 
16. Caste or religion-based relations 
17. Demonetization/ Note ban 
18. Other: _______________________ 

 

Notes: 
      
_____________________________________________________________________________ 

 
58. a) How frequently do you eat during an average work day? 

1. Once per day 
2. Twice per day 
3. Three times per day 

 

b) What are your main sources of food? 
1. Cooking at home 
2. From clients where colleting waste 
3. Both 1 & 2  

4. Social programs/charities 
5. Other: ________________ 

 
59. What does being healthy mean to you?) (circle all that apply) 

1. Good food/nutrition 
2. Sleeping well 
3. No tension/ stress/ fear 
4. Having energy 
5. Ability to walk 
6. Ability to work 

7. Going to doctor regularly 
8. Being happy 
9. Children being happy/healthy 
10. Family being happy/healthy 
11. Other: ____________________ 

 
Notes: 
________________________________________________________________________________ 

 
 
E. ACCESS TO HEALTH CARE AND SOCIAL SERVICES 

 
60. a) When you have a health problem, what do you do? (circle all that apply) 

1. Seek medical care (e.g. doctor, 
clinic, hospital) 

2. Ask friend/family member to help 
3. Try to deal with it herself 
4. Take a day off from work 

5. Do nothing, keep working 
6. Traditional medicine 
7. Self-medication 
8. Ask at the Pharmacy 
9. Other: ___________________ 

 
 

b) In the past, which medical services have you used? (circle all that apply)  
1. Private hospital 
2. Government hospital 
3. Private doctor 
4. Government doctor 
5. Charitable/NGO clinic 

6. Chemist/ Pharmacist 
7. Dentist 
8. Traditional practitioner 
9. Other: _________________ 

 
61. a) When was the last time you went to see a doctor (for yourself)? 

       _____ days/  weeks  /months/  years ago (fill number and circle) 
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b) How long did it take you to travel to the doctor/hospital? _______ minutes/ hours 
 
 

c) How long did you wait for the doctor? _______ minutes/ hours 
 
d) How satisfied were you with the treatment that you received? 

 
e) Did you have to pay for your treatment?  

1. Yes 
2. Partially subsidized 
3. No (go to question 61g) 
 

f) How much did you pay? Rs.__________  
 

g) If subsidized  or did not pay, who/what organization subsidized/ paid for your healthcare?  
1. Government hospital 
2. NGO 
3. Self-Help Groups 
4. Clients/ Societies 
5. Other: __________________ 

 
62. a) Have you ever been to the dentist for yourself? 

1. Yes      2.   No (go to question 63) 
 

b) If yes, when was the last time you went to the dentist? _____ days/  weeks/  months/  years ago 
 

63. a) Have you ever been to a pharmacy for yourself? 
1. Yes      2.   No (go to question 64) 

 

b) If yes, when was the last time you went to the pharmacy? _____ days/ weeks/ months/ years ago 
 
64. Do you chew tobacco/mawa? 

1. Yes      2.   No 
 

65. Have you ever had any vaccinations? 
 

Vaccines 
 

a) Childhood vaccines   
b) Tetanus/ DPT   
c) Hepatitis A/B   
d) Polio   
e) Other:   

 
66. a) Do you use any social services provided by the government, trade unions, NGOs, Self-Help Groups, 

or religious groups? 
1. Yes (list provider and # times used) 
2. No (go to question 67) 

 

Services # times used 
in past year Who provides the service? 

a) Health care     
b) Banking     
c) Legal aid/ Worker rights     
d) Education/Training     
e) Childcare     
f) Provision of equipment   

1 10 
Very Dissatisfied Very Satisfied 

5 3 7 9 8 6 4 2 

Neutral 
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g) Other:     
 

 
 
F. COPING STRATEGIES 

67. What would you do if someone in your household suddenly had an emergency and needed a bit of extra 
money? (circle all that apply) 

1. Increase working hours/days 
2. Have children start to work 
3. Look for additional work 
4. Use transportation less 
5. Take loan from moneylender 
6. Take loan from pithiwala 
7. Take loan from clients/ societies 
8. Seek support from neighbours/ 

friends 

9. Skip a meal  
10. Sell blood/ plasma/ kidney (specify) 
11. Use cash savings 
12. Pawn assets/ household items 
13. Sell assets/property 
14. Relies on husband to take care of situation 
15. Don’t know 
16. Other: __________________ 

 
68. Who would you go to if you need to borrow a bit of extra money? (Prompt: what people, groups, or 

institutions would you rely on for borrowing?) 
1. Relatives, friends, and neighbours 
2. Moneylenders 
3. SEWA Bank 
4. Other Bank 
5. Pithiwalas/ Scrap dealers 
6. Clients (societies, businesses) 

7. NGOs 
8. Self-help groups (SHGs) 
9. Micro-finance Institutions 
10. Relies on husband to take care of situation 
11. Other: __________________ 

 
69. In the past, why have you needed to borrow money? (circle all that apply) 

1. Consumption (e.g. food, housing, daily needs) 
2. Health-related reasons 
3. Children’s education 
4. Festivals/social functions 
5. Repaying old debts 

6. After sudden loss of family member 
7. Have not ever borrowed money 
8. Other: ___________________ 

 

70. a) Do you collect any kind of personal savings? (e.g. in bank, cash, gold, land, etc.) 
1. Yes        2.   No (go to question 71) 

 

b) What are you collecting personal savings for? (circle all that apply) 
1. Child’s wedding 
2. Other social events 
3. Gifts for family members 
4. Remittances to family 
5. Purchase own house 

6. Own security 
7. Future/retirement 
8. In case of health issues 
9. Debt payment 
10. Other: ___________________ 

 
71. a) Do you have your own bank account? 

1. Yes        2.   No (go to question 71d) 
 

b) Which bank is this account in? 
1. SEWA Bank 
2. Other: _______________________ 

 

c) Do you use this bank account regularly? 
1. Yes       2.   No 

 

d) What other forms of savings/assets do you keep? (Prompt: read list of items) (circle all that apply) 
1. Cash 
2. Gold 
3. Land 
4. House 
5. Jewellery 
6. Mobile phone 

7. Bicycle 
8. Appliances 
9. Television 
10. Livestock 
11. No savings/ assets (go to question 72) 
12. Other: ___________________ 



 

 214 

 

e) Do your husband/family members know about your savings? (Prompt: bank, cash, gold) 
1. Yes         2.   No 

 

 
G. COLLECTIVE ACTION 
 

72. a) Are you a member of a waste picking union, cooperative, or group? 
1. Yes—SEWA Cooperative/Union 
2. Yes— Manav Sadhna (Paryavaran Mitra) 
3. Yes—Other (Specify:_____________________________) 
4. No (go to question 73)  

 
b) Level of participation:   

1. Very active (leader, union representative) 
2. Active (attends meetings/events regularly) 
3. Somewhat active (attends some meetings/events) 
4. Not active (member, but does not attend any meetings/events) 

 

c) Why do you participate? (circle all that apply) 
1. Higher wages/ prices for materials 
2. Solidarity with other workers 
3. Access to information 
4. Health benefits 

5. Benefits for children 
6. Legal benefits 
7. Improved working conditions 
8. Other: _____________________ 

 
73. a) Do you participate in any non-work related groups? (Prompt: religious, community, educational) 

1. Yes        2.   No (go to question 74) 
 

b) If yes, which types of groups or organizations? (circle all that apply) 
1. Religious groups 
2. Community groups 
3. Educational groups 

4. NGOs 
5. Caste-related groups 
6. Other: ____________________ 

 
74. a) How many times in the past year have you joined with other people from your neighbourhood to 

address a common issue? _________ 
 

b) Type of issue? (circle all that apply) 
1. Access to infrastructure (water, 

housing, energy, toilets) 
2. Women’s rights 
3. Education/children 

4. Access to health care 
5. Financial issues 
6. Other: ___________________ 

 
75. a) How many times in the past year have you joined with other waste workers to address a common 

issue? _________ 
 

b) Type of issue? (circle all that apply) 
1. Prices from scrap dealers 
2. Access to waste materials 
3. Access to carts 
4. Provision of protective equipment 
5. Access to health care benefits 
6. Privatization 
7. Training/education 
8. Other:_________________ 
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APPENDIX 3: INTERVIEW GUIDE 
 

 
 
 
 

GENERAL INTERVIEW GUIDE: WOMEN WASTE PICKERS 
“Women waste pickers in Ahmedabad, India: Health, work, and identity” 

 
Work/ livelihoods: 
 
Can you tell me about your life as a waste picker?  

Prompts: When/why/how did you start doing this work? 
What was it like to start working as a waste picker? 
How has your life has changed since you started waste picking?  
Tell me about an average day for you… 

 How do you/ your materials travel between home/work/pithawallah? 
 
IF having clients/sweeping/AMC work: 

How did you start/ connect with this client/AMC/ job opportunity? 
Do you feel secure in your job/salary? 
Are there any other benefits (in addition to salary) that you/your family get from doing this 

work? (e.g. bonuses, benefits for kids, food, clothing, etc.) 
How does this work compare with other work that you have done? 

 
Who picks waste/does waste work in Ahmedabad? 

Prompts: Which castes, genders, or religious groups are involved in waste picking?   
Why these groups and not others? 
Are there any similarities or differences between yourself and other people doing waste 

work? 
What kind of attitudes to other Amdavadis have towards you/your work? 
How are you treated by authorities/police/government/ NGOs/unions?  

 
Have you noticed any changes/ fluctuations in your work over time?  

Prompts: Changes in materials? Workforce? Seasonality? Politics? Attitudes? Services? 
Changes to work/ waste management in last 5 years? 3 months? 
Changes in prices/earnings in last 5 years? 3 months? 
Why do you think these changes have happened?  

 
Is there a place in the city where you would like to collect waste, but find that you can’t?  
 
What are the challenges/difficulties of your work? (for you, your family, other workers, society) 

Have the challenges become more/less/same frequent since you started this work? 
 
What are the benefits of your work? (for you, your family, other workers, society) 

Have the benefits become more/less/same frequent since you started this work? 
   
How does your work benefit Ahmedabad and its citizens?  
Are there any drawbacks to having waste pickers working in the city?  
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Health/ Living conditions: 
 
Where do you live? 

Prompts: What is it like living (where you live)? 
What is your access to infrastructure like? (e.g. water, latrine) 
Have your living conditions changed at all recently? 
Has your access to water/latrine/fuel changed at all recently?  
How does your living situation affect your health? 

What do you usually eat/drink in a normal day? 
How many hours of sleep do you normally take? 
 
What are your main health issues? 
 Prompts: When did you last feel unwell? 
  What do you do when you are feeling unwell or injured? 

When you have been sick in the past, does anyone take care of you? 
  Do you ever work when feeling unwell? 
  Does your work affect your health at all? (positively/negatively) 
  How is your health now compared to when you started this work? 
  How is your health compared to other waste workers in Ahmedabad? 
 
When did you last seek medical treatment? 

Prompts: What kind of facility do you usually prefer to access? 
What was it like at this facility? 

 Are you happy with the services that you received?  
Are health services easy or difficult to access for you? For other waste pickers? 
Do you ever receive any subsidized healthcare or services? (NGO, govt, etc.) 

   
Do you ever encounter anything in your work that makes you fearful or that you consider to be 
dangerous? 
 Prompts: Do you use any protective equipment? (Why/why not?) 
   
How do you define well-being or a good quality of life? 
How do you define ill-being or a bad quality of life? 
 
What should be done to improve your health/ the health of waste pickers in Ahmedabad? 

 
Urban change/ Waste management system: 
 
How has life in Ahmedabad changed for you? 

Prompts: Long-term? In the last few years? 
Why do you think these changes have happened?   

 
How does Ahmedabad’s urban development affect you? Other waste pickers? 

Prompt: Construction projects (e.g. BRTS); slum development/ infrastructure; Swaach Bharat 
cleanliness campaign, etc. 

 
How does waste management/recycling work in Ahmedabad? 
 Prompt: Who are the main people involved in collecting waste in Ahmedabad? 
  Who is in charge of waste collection/management in Ahmedabad? 

How can recycling in Ahmedabad be improved? 
How can Ahmedabad’s waste/recycling system benefit you and other waste pickers 

more? 
What would you like to change about your work/ the recycling system in Ahmedabad? 
What would you like ro remain the same about your work/ recycling system? 
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Coping Strategies: 
 
Tell me about your family/household: 
 Prompt: What is your relationship like with your family members? (husband, in-laws, children, 

siblings, parents) 
  Does your family support your work? 

 Do any of your family members help you with your work? (e.g. sorting, driving cycle 
rickshaw, collecting materials). 

 
What is your relationship like with the pithawallah you sell to the most? 
 Prompt: To how many people/places do you sell? 
  Do you sell all your materials to the same person? (e.g. paper, plastic, metals) 

Do you get a fair price for your materials?   
How much do you trust this person? 
Do they provide benefits to you? (e.g. loans, bonuses, gifts, etc.) 

 
What would you do/who would you go to if you needed extra money because of an emergency? 
 
How did the note-ban in November impact your life/work? 

Prompt: Did the note ban result in any changes to prices/earnings/bonuses/availability of work? 
 What did you do during the note ban? 
 Who did you rely on for money IF not available from pithawallah? 

 
Are you putting away money or owning any assets? 
 
Who makes the decisions that most affect your life? 
 
What is your biggest worry? 
What do you hope for in the future? 

Prompts: For yourself, your family, your city, your country?  
 
 
Collective Action 
 
Are you a member of any organizations (work or community- related)? 
IF a member of any organizations/unions:  

Prompts: What motivated you to join?  
How has this organization affected your work? 
How has this organization affected your life in general? (e.g. health benefits, provisions, 
solidarity with other workers, etc.) 
Does this organization provide any benefits to you? 
How frequently to you interact with this organization or other members? 
What can this organization do to serve you and other waste workers better? 

 
IF NOT a member of any organizations/unions: 
 Have you heard of any groups/unions/NGOs that serve waste pickers or other people in 

your community? 
Have you had any encounters/experiences with people from such groups? 

 
Who do you trust/rely on the most to help you in your daily life?  
  (e.g. family, neighbours, friends, other workers, police, government, organizations, etc.) 
 
 


