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Abstract 
 

IT WILL BECOME: MODERN INDIA AND THE LABOR OF ASPIRATION 
 

by 
 

Patrick Inglis 
 
Advisor: Stanley Aronowitz 
 

This study combines political economy and twenty-two months of fieldwork to 

understand the limits of social mobility for poor and working class people in modern 

India. Despite more than two decades of economic liberalization, access to quality 

education, well paying jobs, and high standards of living, remain largely tied to class and 

caste advantages. Main informants include lower class golf caddies and middle and upper 

middle class members at golf clubs in Bangalore, India’s “Silicon Valley.” The study 

shows that members, many of them entrepreneurs, white-collar professionals, and civil 

servants, simultaneously educate the caddies in the rhetoric of bootstrap capitalism, on 

the one hand, and also foreclose opportunities to assert their independence, on the other: 

first, by refusing the caddies control over their labor process; and, second, paying them 

insufficient wages ($1-2 a round) that keep them dependent on additional handouts to 

cover health care, children’s school fees, and other household expenses. The result is a 

form of social, economic, and cultural exchange that encourages servility and reinforces 

existing inequalities. The study underscores the limits of trickle-down-economics as a 

means to development—absent effective industrial policy and jobs programs, as well as 

adequate investments in health care, education, and basic social services, these caddies, 

and others of similarly impoverished backgrounds, have little choice but to seek out 

relationships of this sort, and even then, chances at social mobility are slim. 
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Introduction 

 

 Ravi Krishna grew up poor, the son of an itinerant wage laborer, in the mixed 

income community of Palace Gutahalli, west of Mahatma Gandhi Road (M.G. Road) in 

Bangalore. When he was thirteen, in the late 1980s, he dropped out of the government 

school he had been attending to assist his family with daily expenses; whatever his father 

made was spent mostly on alcohol. He took up work as a caddy carrying the golf sets of 

wealthy members at the venerable Bangalore Golf Club (BGC), founded by the British in 

1876, and located up the road from where he lived. At the time, he was paid ten rupees, 

less than an American quarter, plus tips, per eighteen-hole-round, which typically lasted 

five to six hours. If he started before dawn, when the members first showed up at the 

club, he could fit in two rounds in a day.  

 Like caddies before him, Ravi picked up the game watching the members and then 

practicing with his friends. They used tree branches and discarded iron rods for clubs, 

balls lost and found on the course, and holes dug out of the earth. They played before and 

after rounds, in behind the caddy station, and during rounds, as well, off to the side of tee 

boxes, when members were stuck waiting behind another group. Some improved quite a 

lot, earning playing privileges on Wednesdays, when the course was otherwise closed for 

maintenance. The best among them, including Ravi, qualified to play in what was then 

the country’s first professional golf tour, organized by the Professional Golf Association 

of India. 

 Ravi, now thirty-three, five-foot-eight, with a round, dark face and thin mustache, 

only played in a handful of tournaments, never making all that much money. He had 
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started too late, he said. There was also never enough time to practice. Eventually, in 

2002, he quit, preferring, as did his family, the meager, but steady, stream of wages and 

tips he earned from members at the club. By then, he had already started supplementing 

his income as a caddy with money he picked up as a coach at a driving range inside the 

Palace Grounds, a 400-acre area of land owned by the former Maharaja of Mysore and 

his family, located north of the club. It was there, in January 2007, where I first 

encountered him. 

 I had come to Bangalore to study the vaunted new elite and the social and economic 

transformations they were bringing about in the city, a hotbed of research and profit 

making in information technology (IT) and software design, and across the nation, more 

generally. The BGC, I figured, along with its younger cousin in the east of the city, a club 

known as the KGA, short for Karnataka Golf Association, would be ideal settings for this 

research. But, first, I had to gain access, and to do this, I had to meet members, which is 

why the driving range was so appealing. Above all, it was public. I could visit whenever I 

wanted, and speak to whomever I wished.  

 The range itself was little more than an open dirt field that doubled as a site for 

trade shows and festivals, usually held in the evenings and on weekends. Visitors paid 

fifty rupees, or approximately one American dollar, for fifty golf balls delivered by men, 

current and former caddies, in battered yellow hard hats who ventured into the field to 

collect them in plastic buckets. Aside from this expense, I paid Ravi 150 rupees for a 

forty-five-minute lesson, repeated three to four times a week, beginning at seven in the 

morning. My only other golf experience had been a few lessons one summer as a 

teenager, and some duffing in year-end faculty tournaments during my time as a high 
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school teacher in Vancouver, Canada, where I lived and was educated.  

 Golf was beside the point. I was there to meet members, young and old, and in 

time, I did, some of whom eased my entry into the clubs, inviting me out for drinks with 

them and their friends, for example, or out on rounds of golf. We also met in their homes 

and offices. Such conversations were almost always conducted at a distance from the 

noise, filth, and grime of city life. The extreme poor who huddled on street corners and 

sidewalks were largely out of sight, and mostly out of mind.  

 The working classes were more proximate, however. There were the golf caddies, 

for one, people like Ravi who had worked all their lives at the side of the rich, and others 

besides, including their many cooks, drivers, and domestic servants. Spending my time at 

the driving range and at the clubs, I came to think that whatever story I wanted to tell 

about the Indian elite, new and old alike, and their impact on the society was inextricably 

wrapped up in their relationship to these service workers. It was impossible, witnessing 

Ravi’s interactions with other members and reflecting on his interactions with me, to 

separate out the experiences of India’s rich from that of its poor, as most scholarly and 

popular analyses tend to do. The great, and growing, inequality between rich and poor in 

the society, exacerbated by economic liberalization, necessarily, if ironically, brought the 

two together. The labor of the poor came at a bargain, obviously, while the rich offered 

the poor what the government could not, or would not, namely, a job, and, if they were 

lucky, extra help in covering health care costs, private education for their children, and 

other expenses.   

 Ravi wanted out of this compact with the rich. He hated being a caddy, not so much 

for the work but because of what it paid, and what it made him do. Caddy work was 
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never just caddy work. He relied on tips, mostly, and had to act in ways servile and 

deferential in order to secure them. That is why he turned to coaching. It paid him more 

than he made as a caddy, and therefore provided a measure of independence from 

members. They became his clients, rather than his benefactors. 

 Still, it was never enough. With the recent birth of his daughter—she was just three 

months old when I met him—he felt a special urgency about the future. He tried other 

things, tapping into the entrepreneurial spirit championed by the members and celebrated 

in the mainstream press. With a friend, another caddy at the BGC and coach at the Palace 

Grounds, he started a business selling wholesale clothes offloaded from a member who 

ran a textiles factory. They borrowed money and opened a storefront, but sales 

languished, and after two months they closed up shop. Ravi returned to coaching. He 

wanted to start his own golf academy. He sent out fliers. Nobody signed up. He then put 

money down on a coaching certificate program, which, thankfully, raised the interest of a 

professional coach in the area, a member of the BGC and KGA with middle class means, 

who hired him to work in his own golf academy. Ravi’s salary, though, never exceeded 

much more than he made as a caddy.   

 For Ravi, the members were like role models. He saw up close the way they lived, 

the clothes they wore, the cars they drove, and the smart phones they used; he overheard 

what they said to one another, the tales they told, of work and family, of the places near 

and far where they vacationed and traveled, of the schools to which they sent their 

children. All of this more than intrigued him. He wanted these things, too, but was at a 

loss as to how to go about getting any of them. Ravi was certainly no dupe. He was 

keenly aware of the social and economic privileges members had inherited at birth, just 
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as he was aware of his own lack in this regard. Pointing this out, however, did not amount 

to much.  

 Ravi embraced a mantra, which he dictated in his lessons whenever I mistimed my 

stroke, a not infrequent occurrence, unfortunately. “It will become,” he would say, by 

which he meant, keep at it, work hard, and good things will happen. For him, though, and 

for others similarly stuck spinning their wheels, the very act of “becoming”—that is, 

improving life chances—required he adopt the pose of willing supplicant. In the “new” 

India, despite all manner of new money and new technologies, servitude was still the 

most reliable path to upward mobility. In order to scrape by, much less get ahead, the 

poor, invariably, had to bow down. How, and why, this is so, even after twenty plus years 

of economic liberalization and the rise—and rise—of a new elite, is the subject of this 

study.  

 

THE WORLD IS NOT FLAT 

The idea for this project emerged a year prior to meeting Ravi, in the backseat of 

a taxi, in another city, Mumbai, on the way to the airport. I was heading back to 

Bangalore, where I had been giving a talk on digital publishing the week before, and 

from there I would fly out to New York.1 Stalled in rush hour traffic on an elevated 

highway stretched out over Dharavi, Asia’s biggest and most notorious slum, an Indian 

boy in a stained white shirt and torn cotton pants approached a half-opened window 

opposite where I was sitting. In his arms, he was holding a stash of pirated bestsellers, 

                                                
1 The talk, titled “Open Journal Systems and the Challenge to Improve Research Capacity in India,” was 
given on behalf of a research team of which I was a part at the University of British Columbia, where I 
obtained a master’s degree in 2003. 
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among them Thomas L. Friedman’s The World Is Flat,2 on the promise of IT and 

software in India and other developing countries, which had only just been published. I 

slipped the boy a hundred-rupee note, thinking it would make an interesting souvenir, 

given the manner in which it was obtained, and he passed the shrink-wrapped book back 

through the crack in the window. 

 This was my second copy of the book. I had purchased the first in a New York 

bookstore a month earlier. I had brought it with me on the trip to India, and had read most 

of it by the time the boy happened upon me. It was a minor paradox the sight of him 

carrying in his arms a book that reflected so little of the India that immediately 

surrounded the highway, as if in a scene right out of the pages of National Geographic—

stretching out as far as the eye could see hundreds, maybe thousands, of one-story houses 

cobbled together from discarded corrugated steel and blue tarpaulin sheets. 

 The book itself opens in a remarkably different setting, at the first tee at the 

eighteen-hole course at the KGA in Bangalore. Friedman and his playing partner, Infosys 

CEO Nandian Nilekani, trade advice on how best to play the 300-yard fairway ahead of 

them. “Aim at either Microsoft or IBM,” Nilekani says to Friedman, as the pair look off 

in the distance at two glass-and-steel buildings behind the first green. Friedman notices 

other familiar sights, as well: HP and Texas Instruments buildings on the back nine, 

Epson’s logo on tee markers, and a 3M hat atop his caddy’s head. “No,” Friedman writes, 

“this definitely wasn’t Kansas. It didn’t even seem like India. Was this the New World, 

the Old World, or the Next World?” At home, in suburban Maryland, outside of 

Washington, D.C., he pulls his wife aside, and offers his own conclusion. “Honey,” he 

                                                
2 Thomas L. Friedman, The World Is Flat: A Brief History of the Twenty-first Century (New York: Picador, 
2005). 
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tells her, “I think the world is flat.”3  

 Early in my research, before I met Ravi, I walked the perimeter of the KGA, 

making my own discoveries. The club, I learned, is located at the dead end of Golf 

Avenue, a narrow lane that runs perpendicular to Airport Road, approximately ten miles 

east of downtown Bangalore. Next to the KGA, on the right, is the Royal Orchid, a five-

star hotel, and opposite both, Diamond District, a gated community. On the backside of 

the course, just south, is the Embassy Golf Links Business Park, which houses the IBM 

and Microsoft buildings Friedman takes in on his round; to the east, an international 

airport; and farther north, half a mile away, out along Airport Road, another five-star 

hotel, the Leela Palace, a private hospital, and shops and restaurants that cater to the 

middle and upper middle class residents of Indira Nagar.  

 There was such an incredible contrast between the open fairways and finely 

manicured greens inside the barbed wire fence that encircled the club and the public 

space just a few feet beyond it. An open sewer, I noticed, thirty to forty feet wide in some 

places, strewn with trash and smelling of human and animal excrement, winds around the 

north side of the course. Barefoot men, women, and children regularly passed me by, 

traveling on dirt paths and broken sidewalks.  

 None of this, to be sure, features in Friedman’s book. Friedman's preferred tour 

guides in his flat world that are middle and upper middle class Indians, who either 

manage or work for IT and software companies, live in gated communities, and, to 

believe him, mainly eat, drink, and think as Westerners do. It is primarily their vision of 

India that is taken into account. The poor, by contrast, though tagged as the key 

beneficiaries of trickle down economics, are invisible. In fact, no poor person appears in 
                                                
3 Ibid., 5. 
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the book, no landless laborer, no slum dweller, and certainly no boy like the one I saw in 

Mumbai. Neither is there mention of open sewers, or any blight whatsoever.  

 Indeed, as David Harvey writes, “Friedman’s is a brilliant but hyped up caricature 

of the neoliberal world view that currently reigns supreme.”4 True enough, aside from the 

usual scholarly jargon, tables, and graphs, there is little to distinguish Friedman from 

mainstream economists on the question of economic development. Few economists, for 

example, would disagree with his policy prescriptions for developing countries, which 

entail devaluing a nation’s currency, bringing down tariffs on imported goods and 

services, exposing domestic industry to outside competition, and diminishing the 

influence of labor, all the while limiting government activity to managing the money 

supply and sustaining the rule of law. If there is disagreement, it is among economists 

and other social scientists and business writers who think Friedman—in this book and in 

his earlier bestseller, The Lexus and the Olive Tree5—was too optimistic about where 

India and the rest of the developing world currently stands in regards to these policy 

changes, as opposed to any particular problem with them.6 In fact, to this day, it remains 

the consensus view in these circles that more, not less, globalization, in the form of free 

                                                
4 David Harvey, Cosmopolitanism and the Geographies of Freedom (New York: Columbia University 
Press, 2009), 52. For a fuller treatment of neoliberalism as concept and economic policy, see David Harvey, 
A Brief History of Neoliberalism (New York: Oxford University Press, 2005). For additional criticism of 
Friedman’s “flat world” thesis, see: Nancy Birdsall, “The World Is Not Flat: Inequality and Injustice in Our 
Global Economy” (lecture, United Nations University-World Institute for Development Economics 
Research, Helsinki, Finland, October 26, 2005); John Gray, “The World Is Round,” New York Review of 
Books, August 11, 2005; Naomi Klein, The Shock Doctrine: The Rise of Disaster Capitalism (New York: 
Picador, 2007); Edward E. Leamer, “A Flat World, a Level Playing Field, a Small World After All, or 
None of the Above? A Review of Thomas L. Friedman’s The World Is Flat,” Journal of Economic 
Literature XLV(March 2007); Andrew Ross, Fast Boat to China: Corporate Flight and the Consequences 
of Free Trade; Lessons from Shanghai (New York: Pantheon, 2006); Neil Smith, “Afterword to the Third 
Edition,” in Uneven Development: Nature, Capital, and the Production of Space (Athens, GA: University 
of Georgia Press, 2008). 
5 Thomas L. Friedman, The Lexus and the Olive Tree: Understanding Globalization (New York: Anchor 
Books, 2000). 
6 Richard Florida, “The World Is Spiky,” Atlantic Monthly, October 2005; Pankaj Ghemawat, World 3.0: 
Global Prosperity and How to Achieve It (Cambridge, MA: Harvard Business Review Press, 2011). 
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markets, free trade, and strong private property rights, is the only answer to 

underdevelopment.7 

 Above all else, Friedman gives popular legitimacy to the idea developed by Manuel 

Castells and others that IT and IT-related services are an effective, if also necessary, 

strategy for economic development.8 Friedman’s primary test case is Bangalore, which he 

calls, after a fashion, India’s “Silicon Valley,” on account of the thousands of IT and 

software companies based there. In this, he follows legions of others, including Sunil 

Khilnani, who describes the city as a “software utopia,” and, after Mumbai, traditionally 

India’s seat of business and finance, the “strongest alternative incarnation of Indian 

modernity.”9 A similar faith in IT pervades Harvard economist Edward Glaeser’s book, 

Triumph of the City, in which he refers to Infosys as a “flat-world phenomenon,” in one 

of several unacknowledged references to Friedman, and to Bangalore as a “boom 

town.”10 In a conclusion titled, “Flat World, Tall City,” Glaeser implores cities 

worldwide to follow Bangalore’s lead in cultivating business-friendly environments with 

offers of cheap but skilled labor and low (or no) corporate tax rates to entice would-be IT 

outsourcers like IBM and Microsoft. 

 Granted, IT contributes five percent to India’s GDP, and much of this is generated 

in Bangalore, where India’s software industry is based. But the industry, overall, employs 

                                                
7 Jagdish Bhagwati, In Defense of Globalization (New York: Oxford University Press, 2007); Jagdish 
Bhagwati and Arvind Panagariya, Why Growth Matters: How Economic Growth in India Reduced Poverty 
and the Lessons for Other Developing Countries (New York: PublicAffairs, 2013); Philipe Legrain, Open 
World: The Truth about Globalisation (London: Abacus, 2003); Arvind Panagariya, India: Emerging Giant 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2008). Michael Spence, The Next Convergence: The Future of 
Economic Growth in a Multispeed World (New York: Farrar, Strauss and Giroux, 2011); Martin Wolf, 
Making Globalization Work (New Haven: Yale Nota Bene, 2005). 
8 Manuel Castells, The Rise of the Network Society, Vol. 1, 2nd ed. (Oxford: Blackwell, 1996; Oxford: 
Blackwell, 2000). 
9 Sunil Khilnani, The Idea of India (London: Penguin, 2003), 11, 148. 
10 Edward Glaeser, The Triumph of the City: How Our Greatest Invention Makes Us Richer, Smarter, 
Greener, Healthier, and Happier (New York: Penguin, 2011), 24-27. 
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a mere three million people, drawn mostly from the middle and upper middle classes, 

making projections about the impact of IT appear fanciful,11 at best, and disingenuous, at 

worst. More critical observers of Bangalore’s development scoff at the insinuation that IT 

has benefited any but the most privileged. In the literature, Bangalore is variously 

described as a “divided city,” a “fragmented city,” and a “world-city nightmare,” where 

the rich live and work in a “parallel universe,” separated from the poor by an 

“involuntary apartheid.”12 This divide is made literally concrete, as I had plenty of 

occasion to see on subsequent trips, in the walls that cordon off densely packed slums—

what Mike Davis calls “off worlds” 13—from the more pristine areas of work and leisure 

for the rich. 

 The evidence that free markets have improved life for India’s poor and working 

people appears mixed. Though the percentage of Indians living on $1.25 or less a day has 

declined from 51.3 percent, in 1990, to 41.6 percent, in 2005, the number of people living 

in extreme poverty has increased, from 435.5 million to 455.8 million over the same 

period, many of them concentrated in the northeast of the country.14 Indeed, as many 

people live in extreme poverty in eight northeast states as inhabit twenty-six African 

nations.15 Malnutrition among children across the entire country is particularly acute: 

                                                
11 Carol Upadhya and A.R. Vasavi, Work, Culture, and Sociality in the Indian IT Industry (Bangalore: 
National Institute of Advanced Studies, 2006) 
12 Solomon Benjamin, “Governance, Economic Settings and Poverty in Bangalore,” Environment and 
Urbanization 12, no. 1 (2000); Christoph Dittrich, “Bangalore: Globalisation and Fragmentation in India’s 
Hightech-Capital,” ASIEN (April 2007).; Michael Goldman, “Speculative Urbanism and the Making of the 
Next World City,” International Journal of Urban and Regional Research 35, no. 3 (2011).; Brad Wetzler, 
“Boomgalore: India’s Tech Superpower is Acting more like Silicon Valley Every Day,” Wired, March 
2000; Jeremy Seabrook, “That Side of the Street: An Involuntary Apartheid, It’s in the Fabric of the 
‘Successful City,’” Outlook, July 16, 2007. 
13 Mike Davis, Planet of Slums (New York: Verso, 2006), 114-120. 
14 Shaohua Chen and Martin Ravillion, “The Developing World is Poorer than we Thought, but no less 
Successful in the Fight Against Poverty,” Quarterly Journal of Economics, 125, no. 4 (2010). 
15 United Nations Development Programme, Human Development Report 2010: The Real Wealth of 
Nations; Pathways to Human Development (New York: UNDP, 2010). 
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more malnourished children under the age of five, 60.8 million, live in India than 

anywhere else in the world.16 

 Not for nothing, then, do critics like Harvey take umbrage at Friedman’s apparent 

blindness to the fact that the majority of Indians “[live] under conditions either ‘unflat’ 

(full of pain and despair) or ‘half flat’ (full of anxiety, hoping and struggling to find a 

place).”17 Given such conditions, though, what accounts for the fact that there is 

relatively so little struggle between the classes, especially in the cities where inequality is 

most acute and readily visible? Why is it, moreover, that Friedman’s brand of free market 

capitalism, or neoliberalism, as Harvey calls it, “reigns supreme,” and not only as 

religious edict in economics and business departments the world over, but also as a 

guiding principle of everyday life, as much among the poor as among the elites?  

 It would be far too cynical to impute false consciousness onto poor and working 

Indians. The answer to these questions, more likely, lies in the set of structural constraints 

that limit available options for work. Consider, for instance, comments New York Times 

correspondent Jim Yardley collects from passersby outside Reliance chairman and CEO 

Mukesh Ambani’s newly constructed twenty-seven-story personal residence in Mumbai. 

A “Blade Runner-meets-Babylon edifice,” as Yardley describes it, Ambani’s “home” 

features nine elevators, a spa, a fifty-seat theater, and a grand ballroom, built at an 

estimated cost of one billion dollars. Middle class residents react with disgust at how 

Ambani, worth approximately $21 billion, can think to build a home so ostentatious, so 

extravagant, in a city of twenty million inhabitants, two-thirds of whom live in slums. 

Others much less fortunate, however, find inspiration, and then some. A twenty-six-year-
                                                
16 Economist, “Putting the smallest first: Why India makes a poor fist of feeding the young, and how it 
could do better,” September 10, 2010. 
17 Harvey, Cosmopolitanism and the Geographies of Freedom, 61. 
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old decorator’s assistant muses: “Whether it is a beggar or an Ambani, the desire to be 

rich is in everyone’s heart.” So it is. Sushala Pawar, a cook, who makes 4,000 rupees, 

almost $100, a month, is more practical still, announcing: “Maybe I could get a job 

there.”18 

 Where pro-globalizers come across such statements as these, they lodge it as 

evidence in support of what great and wonderful things are happening in India. Journalist 

Anand Giridharadas, for one, in a new memoir titled, tellingly, India Calling: An Intimate 

Portrait of a Nation’s Remaking, remarks that India is awash in “brazen, unapologetic 

dreams,” all of which, together, reflect an interest on the part of the poor as much as the 

rich to make a break with the past.19 “The Indian revolution was within,” he goes on to 

say. “It was a revolution in private life, in the tenor of emotions and the nature of human 

relationships. The very fabric of Indianness—the meaning of being a husband or a wife, a 

factory owner or a factory worker, a mother-in-law or daughter-in-law, a student or 

teacher—was slowly, gently unraveling by the force of these dreams, and allowing itself 

to be woven in new ways.”20 

 Whether or not these dreams, however woven, translate into better life chances for 

poor and working people, like Sushala Pawar, for example, or the boy in Mumbai or even 

Ravi, goes without mention. For Giridharadas, Friedman, and others who write in a 

similar vein, it would seem to be enough to point out that something is happening in India 

today, what with the mix of people, technology, and money gravitating to the cities from 

all around. It matters little if that something is only vaguely defined, and couched in the 

                                                
18 Jim Yardley, “Soaring Above India’s Poverty, a 27-Story Home,” New York Times, October 28, 2010. 
19 Anand Giridharadas, India Calling: An Intimate Portrait of a Nation’s Remaking (New York: New York 
Times Books, 2011), 25. 
20 Ibid., 26. 
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language of dreams, with the underlying implication being that ordinary Indians never 

had any such dreams before economic liberalization.  

 I reject any notion of a scheming cabal of elites behind closed doors planning the 

ruin of society and the end of poor people, in particular; and, likewise, any notion of poor 

and working classes convinced of their prospects of upward mobility even when all 

available evidence suggests a bleaker future than the one they have in their heads. What I 

have in mind, rather, is a moral and economic exchange between rich and poor premised 

on interests and needs set within the larger structural framework of a developing society 

beholden to the exigencies of global capitalism. In the pages and chapters that follow, I 

map the structure and flow of this exchange, as represented in the interactions between 

the middle and upper middle class members at the KGA, BGC, and a third club, the 

Eagleton Golf Resort, and the lower class golf caddies they hire.  

 

THE LABOR OF ASPIRATION 

 In September 2007, I paid $1,500 for one of the short-term memberships at the 

KGA. This allowed me to extend my field of observation to the golf course, an area 

previously off limits. Up until then, from January to May, I had only been practicing, 

rather than playing, golf with my lessons at the Palace Grounds. The membership at the 

KGA, for a period of six months onward, also provided me with access to the BGC, by 

way of a standard inter-club agreement. Playing golf at the KGA and BGC two to three 

times a week, on average, for many of these six months, I observed unscripted 

interactions between the members, which added a layer of analysis to go along with the 

more predictable routine of asking questions of members in private. I was also able to 
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observe members’ interactions with the caddies, who, unlike the waiters and busboys I 

was used to in the clubhouses I frequented, were almost always with them, looking in on 

their conversations and thinking over their behaviors. In no time, we started sharing 

notes.  

 In India, caddies are generally not employees of the clubs. In reality, though, 

caddies are treated as if they are, except they have no claim to job protection, guaranteed 

wages, or benefits. Labeled “contract” laborers, ostensibly free to work whenever they 

like, with whomever they want, they are nevertheless obligated to wear uniforms 

associated with their rank and experience; follow strict procedures, such as replacing 

divots and sweeping sand traps, while out on the course; report to caddy masters, 

essentially managers paid by the clubs; and attend unpaid training sessions led by 

members who sit on the honorary committees that oversee the clubs’ affairs. In addition, 

clubs set their rates, typically in the range of 100 to 200 rupees. Labor unions are barred. 

Even talk of organizing, if the clubs get wind of it, is met with temporary or permanent 

suspension. All of this is true at the BGC and KGA, and it is also true at most other golf 

clubs in the country.21  

 Given these circumstances, caddies work in a liminal space between service and 

servitude. What they make, in wages and tips paid by members at the end of a round, is 

hardly enough for them, individually, let alone the families they support. Ultimately, they 

come to rely on a few good members who supplement their incomes with additional cash 

payments that help feed their families, send their children to private English-medium 

schools, cover health care costs, and manage other urgent household expenses. They do 

                                                
21 I visited eighteen golf clubs across India, in Mumbai, New Delhi, Kolkata, Chandigarh, and Coimbatore. 
There was just one club, Jaypee Greens, outside of New Delhi, that paid the caddies a salary, and only then, 
a select few of them. 
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whatever they must in order to secure such commitments from members, including 

begging, if need be. Behavior of this sort is strategic, of course, and generally ceases 

when the flow of money dries up, but even so, the effort expended is taxing on their pride 

and self-esteem.   

 Regardless, members see this as an “opportunity,” as in the opportunity to serve 

them, and with that, a chance at a better life. Most caddies seem to get the idea. The few 

who do not, typically leave.22 But even disgruntled caddies, who resent the members for 

setting up and maintaining this dynamic, see this line of work as more palatable, and 

certainly more lucrative, than whatever else they can find in the city. Many try their 

hands at other jobs, such as driving auto-rickshaws for hire, digging and filling holes at 

construction sites, overnight security stints, and the like. In the end, few have the 

background or education to compete for much else. The members, however, are very 

rich, by comparison, many of them highly esteemed entrepreneurs and professionals in 

their chosen fields and industries. They have money, obviously, though they are also 

good for something else. Working with them, following them around is, in itself, an 

education. 

 The first time I played golf at the KGA, in September 2007, I hired a caddy named 

Narayan Kumar, five-foot-nine, with an unshaven, pug face. Crisscrossing fairways, 

chasing after errant tee shots, he and I got to talking. He said he was from a village in the 

neighboring state of Tamil Nadu, and that he had moved to Bangalore with his family 

when he was ten years old. His father, a landless agricultural laborer, uneducated and 

illiterate, had trouble finding work in the village because of droughts that had ravaged the 

                                                
22 Peter Bearman makes a similar point about doormen and other service professions. Those who find 
serving others in the sometimes obsequious ways service work entails an affront to their sense of self are 
usually not long for the job. See Peter Bearmn, Doormen (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2005). 
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state. Bangalore was no better, though. Hopes dashed, and drinking heavily, his father 

returned to the village, leaving Narayan and his mother and grandmother behind. They 

lived in a shack, as he described it, a few miles east of the club. When he started out as a 

caddy, in the early nineties, he made just seven rupees a round; but it was good money, 

more than he had ever seen before. He dropped out of school, and by fifteen, he was a 

full-time caddy.  

 His English was pretty good, I noticed, as we were walking up the seventh fairway. 

At one point, he was on my left, a golf set I had borrowed from a member slung across 

his back, and the IBM and Microsoft buildings Friedman mentions in his book on our 

right. I asked Narayan how he had picked up the language. He answered, matter-of-

factly, “My school is the KGA.”  

 Narayan could only have been talking about the informal English lessons he 

received from the members, but I had the occasion to find out what else he had learned, 

too. He was a hustler, like all caddies. He had to be, of course. Together, he and his peers 

at the KGA divided up the members into “good” and “bad” men. “You pay [i.e. tip] the 

caddy,” he once told me, walking another fairway, on another day. “If you don’t pay the 

caddy, you’re a bad man. That is how you give respect.”  

 Naturally, Narayan saved his best work, and best self, for “good” members. “If you 

do your work properly,” he said, “the members won’t say anything.” He elaborated: “The 

first thing you have to do when you take a member’s bag is you have to count the clubs. 

Next thing, count the balls. If anything is missing, they’ll be upset. But do the work 

properly and next time the member will call, ‘Hey, I want Narayan! Where is Narayan?’ 

he tells the caddy master. Or he’ll say, ‘Take my number, man. I’m playing Saturday. 
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Please call me Friday.’ He’ll tell like that. If my job is not good, next time he’ll tell it to 

the caddy master, ‘I don’t want this caddy. Send me another caddy.’ First, do your work 

properly.”  

 It was a message Narayan passed along to new caddies. I once observed him pull 

one aside, a fifteen-year-old boy, on his first day of work. The caddy was carrying the 

members’ bag all wrong, apparently, letting it hang off one shoulder. He adjusted the bag 

so that it would rest across the caddy’s back. Then he grabbed the caddy’s left hand and 

instructed him to curl it around the bottom of the bag that jutted out from behind him on 

the left. He moved the caddy’s right hand and placed it across the clubs sticking out at the 

other end. After this, Narayan asked him to put the bag down, at which point he rifled 

through the bag and pulled out the three-, four-, and five-irons and put them together in 

one compartment, and then did the same for the six-, seven-, and eight-irons, which he 

grouped in another section, and again with the nine-iron, pitching wedge, and putter, and 

finally the drivers. The bag rearranged, Narayan removed one of the irons and showed the 

caddy how to clean the club face with a towel attached to a clip near the strap. This is 

what had to be done after every shot.  

 Narayan cultivated what Erving Goffman called a “presentation of self,” 

maximizing his wages and tips while also maintaining a modicum of independence from, 

and moral authority over, members.23 In the process, he had accumulated four “bosses,” 

or “gods,” as he sometimes referred to them. One he had known for twelve years, another 

for seven, and the others for three. “They are good, rich people,” he said of them. “They 

know my problems. I can ask them for help, and they will give support to me. Any 

problem is there, school fees, book fees for my sons. If anything is there, they will help. 
                                                
23 Erving Goffman, The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life (New York: Anchor, 1959). 
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I’ll say, ‘Sir, I don’t have money to buy what I need.’” 

 But Narayan also had a way of punishing members he did not like, “bad” men who 

were cheap and did not give him respect. If asked to go on a round with one of them, he 

would defer, making up a story about being busy or waiting on another member. At other 

times, however, especially if he needed the money, he would go along with the member, 

and then sometimes only to steal expensive golf balls and other items.  

 “If you wear sandals,” he explained, “there’s a top loop. If you turn over your foot, 

there’s a gap. So what you do is use your other foot to slide the ball into the gap, into the 

arch of the foot, and then when no one is looking you move the ball from the foot to your 

hand and then into your pocket. The member will say, ‘Where’s the ball?’ I’ll say, 

‘Probably it hit the tree and after that I lost sight of the ball.’” Days later he would sell the 

balls back to unsuspecting members at “special” rates.  

 “A good member,” he said, “would be someone who gives me more money. If I 

want a cold drink he’ll buy me a cold drink. If I want a lunch he’ll buy me a lunch. With 

those people I don’t have to steal. I want to make a good impression on these members. 

But the member who isn’t going to pay me well, who is not going to treat me well, then 

I’ll probably steal a ball and then hope he doesn’t call me again.” 

 All of this might appear like so much resistance, and it is—to a point. The 

forerunner to resistance studies, of course, and from which many studies in this area have 

since taken a cue, is James Scott’s landmark research of peasants working for 

overbearing landowners. The peasants, Scott argues, draw on two distinct “transcripts,” 

one “public” and another “hidden”: when the landowners are present, peasants apply the 

former transcript, handing out praise and showing great deference; when the landowners 
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are not around, they apply the latter transcript, putting them down and mocking them. 

These transcripts, along with various activities in the fields that undermine landowners’ 

power, constitute, for Scott, “weapons of the weak,” out of which he sees the potential for 

social revolution.24 

 Vinay Gidwani, writing about a rural setting in northern India, would seem to share 

Scott’s optimism. He describes a young day laborer, Ajibhai, a lower caste Thakur, 

married with three children. The rich farmers in the village see him as lazy, a man who 

prefers drinking to work. In response, Ajibhai tells Gidwani, “I am not anybody’s 

servant. I work when I want to and rest when I want to.” Gidwani, in turn, remarks that 

Ajibhai “arranges to use his labor and his activities of consumption in time and space at 

his pleasure.” For Gidwani, Ajibhai’s actions, or non-actions, as it were, represent a 

“counterforce” or form of “resistance,” not only to the farmers who would put him to 

work in more productive ways than he would have it, but also to capitalism itself.25 

 Yet the caddies, if they practiced similar acts of resistance, on the whole, seemed 

more inclined to consensus, if out of necessity. Activities that undermined members’ 

authority, often enacted without them knowing it, yielded limited results. A laugh or 

critical remark here, a stolen ball there, and that was perhaps it. Rather, the way up and 

out of their present circumstances, many of them concluded, required the help of 

members, who, beyond the money they dole out, also served as their “reference group.”26 

They saw a social and economic purpose in drawing closer to members, being like them, 

in a way, even when they were not around, adopting as best they could with limited 

                                                
24 James C. Scott, Domination and the Arts of Resistance: Hidden Transcripts (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 1992). 
25 Vinay Gidwani, Capital, Interrupted: Agrarian Development and the Politics of Work in India 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2008), 208-209, emphasis in original. 
26 Robert K. Merton, Social Theory and Social Structure (New York: Free Press, 1968). 
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means their dress, manner, speech, even their ideological dispositions, on the assumption 

that doing so will make a difference for them and their families. Indeed, for some, it does. 

Dressing well, or well enough, keeping clean, staying sober—all this signaled a 

commitment to upward mobility. Members, typically, took notice and invested 

accordingly, which had a way of imposing discipline upon the caddies, though especially 

from within their ranks. 

 The “good boys” among the caddies, as some members referred to them, played an 

integral part in affirming the bootstrap narrative members outwardly projected. All any 

member had to do was point to one of them and he had proof positive that his view of the 

world held true. A conceit among these few caddies, likewise, was that they had achieved 

success on their own: the better living conditions they found themselves in, the health 

care to cover their families, the private schools for their children. Others could have these 

things, too, they said, mimicking the members, if only they had a similar drive. These few 

caddies and the members who supported them rarely ever admitted to the more obvious 

implication of their relationship to one another, that all caddies, and really anyone of 

limited means, required a good deal of support just to survive. 

 At times, as I have suggested, relationships between caddies and members would 

appear to embody forms of traditional patronage reminiscent of a bygone colonial or pre-

capitalist era. Caddies often presented themselves as overly eager to please, for example, 

bowing incessantly, cowering when scolded, all to ingratiate themselves with a member. 

Members, too, for their own part, could seem only too happy to don the demeanor and 

stance of entitled masters, basking in unwarranted praise, bellowing orders, blaming 

caddies for their mistakes, and so on.  
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 To understand the relationships between caddies and members as purely traditional, 

however, would be a gross oversimplification. Not all caddies acted as servants, and not 

all members acted as masters, but among the ones who did the reasons why spoke more 

to the ways in which India’s economic development has proceeded than the stubborn 

persistence of traditional or cultural values. If servitude, rather than simply service of the 

sort I outline here prevails in India, it is because other paths out of poverty are forestalled. 

Two decades of free markets, free trade, and mostly jobless growth, combined with 

underfunding in areas of education, health care, and other social services, have left the 

poor with few other options but to seek out the rich and plead their case for assistance. 

They do so following not the dictates of religion, community, or caste, but, rather, the 

dictates of modern capitalism. 

 

WHITHER THE NEHRUVIAN DREAM?  

 At independence, in 1947, many expected that India would follow a similar social 

and economic path as had the United States, Great Britain and other industrialized 

societies. Jawaharlal Nehru, India’s first prime minister, envisioned a large urban 

industrial workforce collectively contributing to, as much as benefiting from, the gains of 

industrial development.27 Modernization theorists, among them liberals and Marxists 

alike, expected that whatever informal employment remained in India would only be 

temporary, affecting mainly rural settings. Eventually, the argument went, all or most 

Indians would be absorbed into the formal sector, either in factories, government offices, 

or one of any number of professional environments, such as schools and hospitals. In 

                                                
27 M.K. Gandhi, “Hind Swaraj” and Other Essays, ed. Anthony J. Parel (New York: Cambridge University 
Press, 2010); Jawaharlal Nehru, The Discovery of India (New York: Oxford University Press, 2002). 
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these jobs, they would earn for themselves and their families a living wage, job security, 

health care, and a pension.  

 The promise and prediction of formal employment for the majority of Indians has 

not come to pass, and may not, in fact, for a very long time, judging by the numbers of 

people who find employment outside the formal sector of the economy, coupled with the 

lack of political or industrial will it would take to make the transition. Indeed, according 

to India’s National Sample Survey data, as much as ninety-five percent of the working 

population labors in the informal sector, most under highly contingent and precarious 

conditions without oversight or regulation by the state.28 Much of this informal sector 

labor, moreover, remains tied to agriculture. As of 2001, there were 233 million 

agricultural workers, or 58.5 percent of all workers, contributing one-fourth of the 

country’s total economic growth. Manufacturing, by comparison, has remained stagnant 

for nearly all of the reform period, hovering at or below seventeen percent of growth for 

the past two decades. India’s industrial proletariat is small relative to the population as a 

whole, as well as to the needs of the society. It accounts for just eleven percent of all 

workers.29 

 It is difficult to see how India can truly develop into the industrial powerhouse its 

most enthusiastic supporters imagine while conditions of work leave so many with so 

little, and with so few protections.30 This certainly is not the path to development 

followed by early developers. The United Kingdom, France, Germany, and the United 

                                                
28 Rina Agarwala, “An Economic Sociology of Informal Work: The Case of India,” Research in the 
Sociology of Work, 18 (2009); Jan Breman, Footloose Labour: Working in India’s Informal Economy (New 
York: Cambridge University Press, 1996); Barbara Harriss-White, India Working: Essays on Society and 
Economy (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2004). 
29 Panagariya, India, 13, 283-284. 
30 Dipankar Gupta, The Caged Phoenix: Can India Fly? (Washington, DC: Woodrow Wilson Center Press, 
2009). 
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States all pursued industrialization in a deliberate manner, with the intention to shift away 

from agriculture toward manufacturing. None of these countries simply left it up to 

individual firms to seek out their own interests, either, on the hope or promise that 

together, in the aggregate, these interests would produce positive effects for the nation-

state and its people. Early on, these countries were protectionist to the core, offering 

firms incentives to produce for a domestic market, while imposing tariffs and taxes on 

imported goods and services. This had the effect of growing industry from within, which, 

in turn, promoted job creation, and with it higher productivity, higher wages, and higher 

rates of consumption. Only after a time, with these benchmarks met, did these countries 

lower the price on imported items and encourage domestic firms to compete on the open 

market.31 India, quite clearly, has it the other way around—lured, ironically, by 

politicians and economists from these same early developers, into thinking that 

unregulated free markets and free trade are the means to development, when history 

proves otherwise.  

 Nehru, of course, knew this history well, as did economic advisers and other 

officials in his administration. Contrary to current popular thinking on matters of 

development and free trade, India’s failure at development under Nehru’s rule was not 

because he and his planners had too much authority in implementing their vision for the 

country; it was that they had too little. From the beginning, as sociologist Vivek Chibber 

makes clear in his review of planning in the early years after independence, Indian 

                                                
31 For a more involved discussion of European and American development, see Paul Bairoch, Economics 
and World History: Myths and Paradoxes (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1995); Francois Crouzet, 
Britain Ascendant: Studies in British and Franco-British Economic History (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1991); Nicholas Kaldor, Strategic Factors in Economic Development (Ithaca: Cornell 
University Press, 1967). 
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industrialists had no intention of ceding control over their businesses, and never did.32 

Under India’s plan of import substitution industrialization (ISI), there was virtually no 

incentive for industrialists to comply with regulations that would limit their decision 

making. Absent the British, Indian industrialists were granted unencumbered control over 

the domestic market. They welcomed state subsidization of their businesses, which 

limited foreign competition, but refused any meddling from the state that would have 

determined where and how to spend their profits. The state, meanwhile, which had 

submitted to the recommendations of industrialists in setting up purely advisory councils, 

was essentially helpless to discipline these same industrialists in the event they pursued 

their own interests ahead of the broader interests of the country. 

 Indian industrialists, as Chibber notes, responded to the incentive structure of ISI by 

taking subsidies guaranteed to protect them outside competition, while at the same time 

refusing state intervention in their business decisions. A different industrialization 

pattern, under the banner of export-led-industrialization (ELI), prevailed in Korea, mainly 

due to the opportunities opened up by the country’s evolving relationship with former 

colonial power Japan. If Korean industrialists wanted to benefit from these opportunities, 

which would make it possible for them to earn greater profits beyond the Korean market, 

then they had to follow the directions set out by the state. Many did, and in doing so, 

maintained a focus on innovating their production lines, rather than venturing into new 

sectors, as did their counterparts in India.  

 Even as Korea has enjoyed considerable success through the 1980s and early 

1990s, along with other East Asian “Tigers” similarly committed to state-led 

                                                
32 Vivek Chibber, Locked in Place: State Building and Late-Industrialization in India (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 2003). 
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development,33 India remains mired in underdevelopment. The Indian state, to this day, 

does not have the institutional autonomy to compel industry to invest in ways that would 

benefit the larger society.34 One of the more popular strategies of late, power sharing 

agreements between government and industry, or public-private partnerships, are 

typically skewed to the interests of the capitalist class, while lining the pockets of the 

politicians and other bureaucrats who assist them.35 And yet the dominant narrative in the 

business community and among economists, in general, remains that the government is 

the problem, and by only removing government interference in economic affairs can the 

country can reach its development potential. Central to this narrative is the idea that 

industry is hindered by government oversight of labor relations. Government makes it 

difficult, if not impossible, to hire and fire workers, and this has a direct bearing on 

investment decisions. Research, however, does not support this assertion. In reality, while 

there are, indeed, many regulations in place regarding labor relations, very rarely are they 

ever enforced, meaning that Indian business is basically free to decide who to hire and 

fire, and when.  

 As Rina Agarwala details, the government had already given up the dream of 

formal employment for the mass of the population and holding business accountable to 

existing labor laws as early as the mid- to late-1980s, bowing to pressure from business 

leaders at home and abroad who called for a more flexible, and therefore less regulated, 

workforce considered necessary for global competition.36 From this point forward, laws 

                                                
33 Robert Wade, “East Asia’s Economic Success: Conflicting Perspectives, Partial Insights, Shaky 
Evidence,” World Politics 44, no. 2 (1992). 
34 Chibber, Locked in Place. 
35 Asha Ghosh, “Public-Private or a Private Public? Promised Partnership of the Bangalore Agenda Task 
Force,” Economic and Political Weekly 40, no. 47 (2005). 
36 Jan Breman, “An Informalised Labour System: End of Labour Market Dualism,” Economic and Political 
Weekly 36, no. 52 (2001). 
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were rewritten to permit factories and other large employers in the public and private 

sector to retrench formal employees and to hire contract workers as and when the need 

arose, while refusing them benefits, job security, or minimum wages. Informal workers, 

likewise, were stripped of whatever minimal rights they had, leaving them no legal 

standing by which to issue grievances or complaints regarding the conditions of their 

labor.  

 In this same period, unions steadily shifted their goals from winning the rights of all 

workers to defending the interests of those already protected by collective bargaining 

agreements.37 Ever since, unions have proven ineffective, much less interested, in 

stanching the increasing number of workers in the informal sector. Indeed, the power of 

labor has waned just as the power and influence of private industry has grown. Political 

parties once beholden to unions and their workers now feel little, if any, need to court 

workers. Unions, in turn, have lost the ideological and political underpinnings that 

defined their mission immediately following independence.38 

 Today, only a slim minority of workers, by some estimates between seven and eight 

percent of the working population, enjoy benefits, protections, and minimum wages or 

better within India’s current industrial relations system; less than half of these workers 

are unionized, a shocking figure given that there are as many as 66,000 unions in the 

country.39 All this being said, the legal mechanisms that have ensured retention among a 

                                                
37 Debashish Bhattacherjee, “The Evolution of Indian Industrial Relations: A Comparative Perspective,” 
Industrial Relations Journal 32, no. 3 (2001). 
38 Supriya RoyChowdhury, “Class in Industrial Disputes: Case Studies from Bangalore,” Economic and 
Political Weekly 43, no. 22 (2008). 
39 Barbara Harriss-White and Nandini Gooptu, “Mapping India’s World of Unorganized Labour,” Socialist 
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privileged few workers have become compromised under globalization. Gains made on 

their behalf in generations past are now under threat, resulting in a shift to informal 

employment along with downward mobility for many once considered labor 

aristocracy.40 Capital within India, moreover, is on the move, leaving recalcitrant workers 

behind, if need be; and when capital stays put, it finds ingenious ways to avoid adhering 

to laws designed to protect employees, for instance, laying off workers prior to their 

achieving permanent status, hiring workers on fixed rather than long term contracts, or 

outright fudging the books to indicate fewer employees than might actually be the case.41 

 The number of informal workers overall has swelled in recent years to include poor 

and working Indians of all ages, male and female, young and old. Multiple incomes from 

multiple bodies keep families afloat, and so, what once was considered a “dual 

economy,” according to Jan Breman, with the hope that the formal sector would grow as 

the informal sector diminished, is now no more. Today, there is only one sector, it would 

seem, and it is informal.42  

 To its credit, the government has attempted to address this imbalance with various 

programs intended to attenuate consequences expected and unexpected, seen and unseen, 

that flow from opening up the economy. Such programs include: the National Social 

Assistance Programme, instituted in 1995; the Janashree Bima Yojana, a social insurance 

scheme, functioning since 2000; the National Social Security Scheme for Unorganized 

Sector Workers, in 2004; and the Universal Health Insurance Scheme, also in 2004.43 

                                                
40 Breman, “An Informalised Labour System.” 
41 RoyChowdhury, “Class in Industrial Disputes.” 
42 Jan Breman, “An Informalised Labour System.” 
43 John Harriss, “Globalization(s) and Labour in China and India: Introductory Reflections,” Global Labour 
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While certainly representing progress, these initiatives are in practice merely half-

measures. They provide barely enough, and often a good deal less, to people who have 

been promised much more in a “flat” world.44  

 In the absence of state-level support in the form of training and jobs programs, 

guaranteed wages and other worker protections, and quality public education for their 

children, the caddies, understandably, turn to the members, who appear to them as 

governments-in-miniature. For many of these caddies, the members are all they have, and 

the members know it, too. Even the more enlightened members, who think it wrong the 

way the caddies are treated at the clubs and in society generally, lack the courage of their 

convictions. They resign themselves to helping the few caddies they can, while leaving 

the status quo virtually untouched, and, more often than not, unquestioned. 

 

*** 

 This study draws on twenty-two months of fieldwork over four years, between 

2007 and 2010. Though this research was conducted mainly in Bangalore, I also visited 

several other golf clubs throughout the country, in New Delhi, Mumbai, Kolkata, 

Chandigarh, and Coimbatore, eighteen in all. My main method of data collection was 

participant observation, playing golf and hanging out in and around the clubs, activities 

that yielded in excess of 1,000 pages of typed field notes and transcriptions, as well as 

thousands of photographs. I conducted 275 semi-structured interviews with 206 

individuals, including seventy-eight members and seventy-five caddies. Most informants 

were selected by means of snowball sampling—one person would introduce me to a 

                                                
is derived. 
44 Friedman, The World Is Flat; Legraine, Open World. 
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friend or acquaintance of theirs whom I interviewed, he or she would introduce me to 

someone else, and so forth. At other times, however, I made my own introductions, 

showing up at the clubs to play a round without previously arranging a playing partner or 

a caddy, just so that I would have the occasion to meet new people. 

 Interviews were recorded and lasted between forty-five minutes and two hours, 

typically covering informants’ personal histories and educational backgrounds, as well as 

their views on such varied topics as religion, caste, class, urban development, and 

political economy. Interviews with members were carried out in English, as they were 

fluent in the language, while interviews with caddies were facilitated by paid interpreters. 

Throughout the dissertation, I have placed quotation marks around speech that either 

represents an accurate reproduction from transcripts or that I have reproduced in my 

notes from conversations in the moment or shortly after they were finished. The usual 

pauses and repetitions have been eliminated.45 To be clear, though: the same standard for 

quoting applies for interviews in which I was aided by an interpreter as to those without. 

Not all my conversations with caddies were assisted, and among the ones that were, it 

was not uncommon for caddies to insist on speaking to me in English, at least part of the 

time. I have taken special care to confirm that what caddies related to me through an 

interpreter closely approximates their intended meaning, going as far as to double- and 

triple-check with my interpreters and informants during the interview itself to be sure 

what exactly was said.  

 I have included two appendixes at the end of the study. Appendix A presents results 

of a survey I administered in the spring of 2008 one-on-one with 264 caddies at the BGC, 

                                                
45 For a more detailed discussion of quotation practices and quandaries, see Mitchell Duneier, Sidewalk 
(New York: Farrar, Strauss, and Giroux, 2001). 
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KGA, and Eagleton. Questions focused on demographic information, such as birthplace, 

religion, place of residence, education history, and father’s and mother’s occupations, 

among other areas of interest. At the same time as I was undertaking this survey with 

caddies, I was granted access to the historical archives of notes, minutes, and application 

records at the BGC and KGA. Appendix B presents results of a survey of application 

records at the BGC and KGA. At the BGC, I randomly pulled 161 applications submitted 

between the years 1991 and 2006, taking down biographical information, such as 

birthplace, marital status, education, and occupation; at the KGA I copied information 

from 183 applications submitted between 1986 and 2006.    

 Members, caddies, and others who participated in this study offered their consent, 

either in writing or orally, and sometimes both. Most of my informants agreed to let me 

reference their real names and identifying characteristics, which I take as a considerable 

show of trust. I do not make a point to reveal which of my informants’ names are real and 

which are pseudonyms.46 Names for the clubs I mention in this study are, however, real, 

as are their surrounding landmarks. My findings would not have the same analytical 

power if I kept the clubs and relevant facts about them hidden. Regardless, this is not a 

study about these clubs, or any one club in particular, which I repeatedly relayed to 

management at each in writing as well as in person. It is, rather, a study about elites and 

their interactions with the poor who surround them, and how these interactions, in turn, 

shine a light on development in the Indian context.   

 In chapter one, I lay out the separate and shared histories of the BGC and KGA. 

Mainly members considered old money or old middle class populate the BGC, a colonial-

                                                
46 In making these decisions regarding naming (or not naming) informants, I follow the lead of Mary 
Patillo, who applies a similar standard in her book Black on the Block: The Politics of Race and Class in 
the City (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2008). 
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era club. Members at the BGC founded the KGA, in 1973, opening an eighteen-hole golf 

course in 1989. Over the years, as some of these founding members would have it, the 

KGA has diverged from the “old world” values upon which it was built, and which still 

define the club culture at the BGC. There is a palpable tension, I suggest, between old 

and new money within and across these clubs, which I take as representative of a deeper 

struggle, more generally, within the Indian elite. Though it risks caricature to say, the old 

elite seems to care more about preserving an outmoded club culture limited to individuals 

and groups with original ties to old money, while the new elite tend to think money and 

merit alone are sufficient markers of status and prestige. While there is much to 

recommend the latter position, as I argue in this chapter, there is still the enduring 

problem of serious inequality across the wider society.  

 Chapter two develops this point further, providing a content analysis of members’ 

commitments to fairness, justice, and equality, especially among the new elite, and then 

comparing such rhetoric to ways in which they talk about the caddies and, more 

importantly, how they treat them. Members reduce caste to class, which, as I show, 

follows in line with more recent scholarly contributions on the subject, and yet they seem 

only vaguely aware that class, as both concept and practice, similarly forecloses 

possibilities for the least advantaged.  

 Chapter three draws on fieldwork at a third club, the Eagleton Golf Resort, thirty 

miles outside the city, in order to highlight labor conditions at the other two clubs. At the 

BGC and KGA, caddies appear to have been given a choice, premised on members’ 

assumptions about merit and discipline: they can work with whomever they like, and 

work as many rounds in a day or a week as they like. Choice at these clubs, however, 
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devolves into a choice over which member to serve in an overly servile and deferential 

manner. Not so at Eagleton. Caddies in this part of the city, in what is still a rural setting, 

oftentimes live with their families on land their fathers own. They also earn more money, 

per round, than caddies at the KGA and BGC, because members who play there are 

entirely new rich, seemingly with money to burn. As such, Eagleton caddies are 

independent of members in ways BGC and KGA caddies are not. Even so, on-the-ground 

developments in the area, engineered by private and public industry, appear to be 

threatening this independence, cutting into the family land once promised to these 

caddies. All of which, over time, I predict, will make these caddies more dependent on 

members in similar ways to their counterparts at the BGC and KGA. Indeed, this is 

already happening.  

 Chapter four tracks those caddies who have edged out of poverty by virtue of 

“choosing” the right members to serve in exchange for their support. Success here hinges 

on a caddy’s ability to model the language, dress, and movement of members, 

distinguishing himself from other caddies and standing out as worthy of investment. But 

even so-called successful caddies, as I argue in chapter five, struggle to overcome the 

structural limits of upward mobility within society, and which have yet to be adequately 

addressed by India’s political and economic elites. I focus specifically in this chapter on 

access to quality education for the caddies’ children. As I show, nominally private 

English medium schools suggested and paid for by members lack resources and 

experienced staff, offering children almost no chance to supersede their fathers’ social 

and economic status, while still making the members appear generous. This chapter 

follows the struggles and educational attainment of children from select families, in 
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particular, and incorporates data from multiple home and school visits. 

 In the conclusion, I pull back from the setting of the golf clubs to consider the 

long-term effects of liberalization in the Indian context, which not only benefits the rich 

more than the poor, but also supplies the rich with a language and practice to give the 

opposite impression. Unfortunately, the sort of development that would provide 

individuals of limited means with the civic and institutional support necessary to craft 

meaningful lives is presently wanting in a society beholden to neoliberal dogma. I briefly 

compare India’s path not only to the history of development in the west, but also to how 

development is being pursued in other societies today, most prominently, in China. 

Ultimately, I make the case for a more balanced development that figures the needs of 

India’s least advantaged into economic growth.  
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