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stein, sometime in January 2017. As our dinner conversation turned to stories 
of the remarkable creativity and skillfulness of people we encountered in our 
research, I began to think about the generative possibilities of bringing such 
stories together in an unusual kind of book.

That lively Bombay dinner conversation came on the heels of a re-
search workshop that I co-organized with Nellie Chu at the University of 
Göttingen—titled “The Entrepreneur and the Broker: Mediating Transna-
tional Flow, Scale, and Belonging.” The energetic discussions and engage-
ments during that two-day workshop inspired me to further exploration on 
these themes; I am grateful to Anderson Blanton, Noelle Brigden, Nellie Chu, 
Heidi Østbø Haugen, Gerda Heck, Sabine Hess, Deborah James, Ahmed 
Kanna, Elizabeth Krause, Michael Levien, Johan Lindquist, Saikat Maitra, 
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in april 2014 I moved into one of those lovely crumbling old chawl * buildings 
lining L. J. Road in the central Mumbai/Bombay1 neighborhood of Dadar.2 
The tiny one-room flat had belonged to my friend Kranti’s3 granny, who 
had recently passed away after living in the flat for more than sixty years. 
Granny’s daughters had long ago moved out of their childhood home in the 
“Dadar chawl” and into larger and more comfortable residences in Navi 
Mumbai, in Goa, in Heidelberg. The little room remained shuttered while 
the building (which had been acquired by one of the city’s larger property 
developers during the giddy turn-of-the-millennium property boom but had 
been put into cold storage following a protracted market slump) waited for 
the promised “redevelopment” under one or another of the government’s 
market-driven schemes. In this context, Kranti’s idea that “hey, you could 
stay in Granny’s flat!” suggested a fine solution to the perennial problem of 
where to stay in Mumbai, this time for a six-month visit. Granny’s flat it-
self was blissfully quiet and peaceful—notwithstanding the chawl’s address 

*  The glossary at the end of the book discusses meanings of specialized terms appear-
ing in italics. Specialized terms that are more amenable to single-word translations 
are clarified with parentheticals in the text itself.

URBAN ETHNOGRAPHY IN THE  

GLOBAL INTERREGNUM  Lisa Björkman
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along one of the noisiest thoroughfares in a very noisy city—situated as it 
was on the far side of the internal courtyard, tucked into the back corner of 
the third-floor corridor farthest from the shared toilet. Getting the place in 
shape was easy enough: we called in a carpenter to replaster the ceiling and 
to slap a fresh coat of paint on the walls. The room was already furnished 
with a bed and a desk, and the kitchen was fully outfitted with pots and pans.

The only catch was the cooking gas.
The problem was that Granny’s propane cylinder delivery subscription 

had been canceled after she passed away. When Kranti called up the propane 
company to inquire about getting the subscription restarted, she was told 
that a new subscription would require current residents’ proof-of-address 
documents—documents that, because no one actually lived there anymore, 
did not exist. Without proof-of-residence documents, it was not possible to 
get a gas subscription (or “connection” as such subscriptions are so aptly 
called in Mumbai). And by-the-cylinder direct purchases for domestic pur-
poses were simply not available through any of the city’s propane suppliers.

So I called Rasheed.
Rasheed was (among other things) the proprietor of two small-but-

bustling roadside tea shops. Neither of Rasheed’s tea shops had a commer-
cial license, so I figured Rasheed might be able to “connect” me with other 
by-the-cylinder retail options. Kranti beseeched me—half-joking—to please 
keep a low profile and not to scandalize Granny’s longtime neighbors with 
the comings and goings of rough-and-tumble “dalal” (broker) types.

Rasheed arrived a few hours later, huffing a propane cylinder up the stairs 
to Granny’s third-floor flat with the help of a young man I’d not met be-
fore. I paid Rasheed in cash for the propane: a small deposit for the cylinder 
plus the price of the gas . . . ​and not a rupee more. I asked Rasheed, “Didn’t 
you have to pay something . . . ​extra?” He shook his head, waving his hand 
dismissively: “Nothing like that.” I was puzzled: “But it’s not . . . ​allowed.”4 
Rasheed explained, “They don’t give these cylinders to just anyone, but they 
will give to me.” He said this with no little pride. I pressed, but without prob-
ing the identity of Rasheed’s “they”: “But how can they be sure that they won’t 
get into trouble?” Rasheed explained, “I’m a businessman. I buy propane 
from them every day.” The men at the warehouse know this, he explained, 
so they are confident that Rasheed must have “managed” things properly: 
“Why would I take any risk when my own business depends on it?”

It seemed a good point.
Rasheed’s knowledge of where such “risk” might lie, as well as his under-

standing of how to “manage” those risks, is born of his deep familiarity and 
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vast knowledge of Mumbai: an unquantifiable expertise gained from a life 
spent navigating and “connecting” the highly complex, constantly changing, 
and often-contradictory sociopolitical, institutional, and material fabric of 
the city. To survive and thrive in Mumbai, Rasheed has learned to divine the 
dangers—financial, social, material, ethical—posed by so many unknowns 
and contradictions, and to reconcile the risks they pose with the exigencies, 
possibilities, and pleasures of everyday city life. It was Rasheed’s mastery 
in such matters of divination and reconciliation that inspired me to ring 
him up that April morning to request his help in resolving my gas cylinder 
conundrum.

This book is about people like Rasheed—people whose material and prac-
tical expertise animate the everyday workings in and of one of the world’s 
more dynamic cities, but whose labors are simultaneously (and paradoxically) 
subject to much moralizing and hand-wringing. We take this paradox—the 
ethically fraught yet indispensable character of certain kinds of knowledge 
and labor—as a methodological and analytical jumping-off point for explor-
ing broader questions about global-level transformations: economic, tech-
nological, political, socio-material, ideational. The ethnographic heart of 
the book comprises thirty-six character profiles, each written by one of the 
book’s authors. Each of us (we are mostly anthropologists but also artists, 
planners, and activists) has selected some person whom we have come to 
know through our research in Mumbai: someone who is generally not the 
protagonist of our research attention in the city (although they might be or 
become so), but someone whose work and expertise are indispensable to the 
processes and practices that each of us seeks to understand.5 As people who 
are at once central and liminal, their knowledge and know-how, manner and 
style become portals into urban machinations and meanings.

Taking the city of Bombay as the site for this collective ethnographic 
undertaking, this book is animated by a four-part set of questions.6 The 
first concerns the material-practical work that comes to be characterized 
in Mumbai in neither-here-nor-there terms such as brokerage (dalali): What 
does this work actually entail? What do these labors accomplish (or seek to 
accomplish) and to what end? What are the stakes of these activities and for 
whom?

The second part of the questions concerns the knowledge and resources en-
listed in these activities: What is required for some crucial work to be done? 
How and by what means are these varied resources and skills acquired—and 
by whom? In addition to ethnography, each profile has a biographical com-
ponent that probes how each profiled person narrates their own history and 
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how they describe the trajectory through which they acquired the technical 
abilities, embodied expertise, and socio-material resources and relations that 
enable them to do whatever it is that they do.

The third part concerns the moralizing talk that gathers around these 
people and their practices. The people profiled in this book emerge in the eth-
nographies as neither clear heroes nor villains, yet we see that they are rarely 
spoken of in neutral terms. Rather, they tend to be vilified and/or valorized 
within their respective domains of activity. We thus ask more questions: in 
what context—and in whose company—is some person or practice described 
using such compromising and unflattering terms as nuisance or troublemaker, 
thief or khabri, dalal or agent? And in what context or company might that 
same person and their work be characterized using more laudatory terms 
such as social worker or karyakarta, partner or sirdar, sister or friend? The eth-
nographies that constitute the chapters of Bombay Brokers track the vari
ous terms of epithet and praise. The discursive richness and complexity by 
which people and practices are described beg important questions of such 
talk: what processes and practices are characterized as ethically fraught—
when, where, and by whom? What kinds of normative presumptions under-
pin opposing characterizations of a singular domain of practice? Attending 
to the discourse surrounding activities described in either/both complimen-
tary or condemnatory terms reveals how moralizing evaluations are enlisted 
in the processes thereby set in motion.

Fourth (and finally), bringing these questions together, each ethno-
graphic profile probes the historical and ethnographic specificity of the 
practices that move in and out of broker-like situations:7 what renders these 
particular domains of expertise and activity so salient at this particular his-
torical conjuncture—indeed often valuable enough to command their own 
price (monetary or otherwise)?8 Bombay Brokers takes the city of Bombay 
and the paradoxical centrality and liminality of these practices as ethno-
graphic sites and methodological points of entry for probing broader-level 
transformations characterizing the global present, for thinking about (and 
disturbing) received concepts and categories, and for raising comparative 
questions.

Bombay Brokers is about how embodied expertise, enacted at particular 
moments in particular locations, mediates the material-practical contradic-
tions and “frictions” characterizing the global present.9 The people profiled 
demonstrate virtuosity in managing these contradictions, shedding light on 
the material skills and resources that they enlist in doing so. Using ethnogra-
phy to probe these frictions—their genealogies, their uneven and contested 
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histories of emergence—is a methodological strategy aiming at generating new 
insights into our current historical juncture. In this sense, one obvious insight 
that Bombay Brokers yields is methodological, demonstrating the need to at-
tend ethnographically (rather than, say, normatively or conceptually) to the 
material-practical forms of enacted expertise upon which contemporary life 
depends. Accounting for the decisive salience in Mumbai of the material di-
mensions of these liminal-yet-indispensable knowledge practices brings into 
view profound shifts (institutional, ideational, technological) governing the 
built form of the city and transforming the lives of its inhabitants: the in-
troduction of market ideas and devices into the city’s development planning 
frameworks, for instance, or the explosion of mobile communication tech-
nologies and new media platforms, as well as the new social imaginaries they 
set in motion.

The comparative question here is not “how and whether similar shifts are 
or are not happening in other cities” (although this may prove an interesting 
line of inquiry); our comparative approach seeks neither to read Bombay’s 
particularities alongside empirical work in “comparable” cities (however 
defined) nor to measure such particularities against ideal-typical arrange-
ments and normative ideals—about, say, the modern state and political me-
diation, about urban economies and entrepreneurialism, about socio-spatial 
transformations thought to characterize the global present more generally. 
Rather, the ethnographic material in this book raises comparative questions 
concerning how embodied expertise enacted in particular locations medi-
ates the material-practical contradictions to which shifts taking place at 
different scales (global, national, regional, virtual) are giving rise. It is the 
contradictions born of these myriad and multi-scalar transformations that 
the work of these profiled people indexes. The comparative questions that 
Bombay Brokers yields are thus something like these: what new and emerging 
forms of labor and knowledge are simultaneously indispensable and yet mor-
ally suspect in everyday city life? What sorts of socio-material and institu-
tional contradictions or “gaps” come into focus when we shift our empirical 
and analytical attention to the everyday labor of bridging these gaps? What 
are “brokers” brokering? What are “fixers” fixing? It is these sorts of com-
parative questions about the material-practical content of activities glossed 
as “brokerage” (phenomena that might otherwise be read as idiosyncrasies 
of particular cities and their histories) from which new understandings and 
insights about the contemporary historical moment might emerge, insights 
that push past received concepts and categories in order to glean other 
meanings and imaginings.
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Brokerage

There is a large body of scholarship that labels much of what we are dis-
cussing here as “brokerage.” Indeed, brokerage is a concept in its own right, 
with long-standing research traditions clustering largely around questions 
of political and economic brokerage. Attention to this corpus of scholarship 
allows us to see how writings on brokers—like emic talk about brokers—
speak to the challenges posed to prevailing concepts by historical churnings. 
Probing this literature on political and economic brokerage allows us to pose 
questions about the specificity of the current historical juncture that has 
inspired this book’s ethnographic exploration of brokerage.

Scholarship on political brokerage achieved particular prominence dur-
ing the mid-century “decolonization” moment and the attendant rise of 
modernization theory in the 1950s. In the South Asian context, mid-century 
historiographical debates about the nature of anticolonial nationalisms 
hinged largely on the role of indigenous elites in strugg les for independence: 
whereas Marxian and Dependency School historiography read anticolonial-
ist strugg les as an epic battle between colonial oppression and nationalist 
desires for freedom,10 historians of the so-called Cambridge School pointed 
instead to the narrow economic and political self-interest of indigenous 
political elites, who were held to have been less interested in grand ideals 
such as freedom than in “jockey[ing] for power and privilege”11—whether 
within a British-controlled or an independent Indian state.12 Independence-
era historiography and sociology characterized the activities of Indian elites 
in similarly suspect, “agentive” terms, their work now simply consisting of 
facilitating the political and social incorporation of villages into the political 
community of the new Indian nation-state. In a classic account—published 
on the heels of Indian independence—M. N. Srinivas described relations of 
“patronage” between political parties and individual voters as pyramid-like 
in structure, with party leadership channeling state resources downward to 
voters through “intermediary” figures such as higher-caste landowners or 
moneylenders with whom poorer and lower-caste masses are described to 
have long-standing ties of social, ritual, and economic obligation.13

Modernization theory famously expected that the “critical functions”14 
of these sorts of Independence-era brokers would gradually disappear, that 
their specialized (even monopoly) expertise and authority would be obvi-
ated by “modern” Weberian-style bureaucracies enabling a rationalized and 
impersonal interface between citizens and states. However, under the influ-
ences of both Marxism and poststructuralism since the 1970s (a period that 
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presided over what Jonathan Spencer calls “the death of political anthropol-
ogy”),15 Euro-American social theory turned away from brokers and brokerage 
as interesting sites where trials and transformations of the political present 
might be explored. On the one hand, structural Marxists—for whom the 
state was simply the locus and apparatus of capitalist power—theorized the 
“agentive” broker out of existence; on the other hand, for poststructuralists 
(especially of the Foucauldian variety), the exercise of power was by defini-
tion disciplinary and subjectifying. In this political and ideological context, 
questions concerning the content, meaning, and normative implications of 
various kinds of mediation and agentive action were analytically shelved.16

With global-level transformations (sometimes glossed as “globalization”) 
said to be presiding over the ideological and institutional unbundling of 
the Westphalian “triune of territory, state, and nation”17 as the privileged 
site and scale at which power and sovereignty are imagined, institutional-
ized, exercised, and studied, the intellectual climate appears once again to be 
changing. With the links between states and markets, bodies and territories, 
identities and nations increasingly unstable, we are now witnessing “the re-
turn of the broker”18 in both everyday life and in scholarly attention. In-
deed, notwithstanding theoretical lack of interest in brokerage, recent years 
have seen a proliferation of ethnographic and historical work chronicling 
the myriad ways in which the paradoxes and inequities of democracy (post-
colonial and otherwise) continue to be managed, mitigated, mobilized, and 
otherwise mediated—hierarchically arranged in patronage relations,19 or
ganized and channeled by party systems,20 pacified with welfare schemes,21 
subjugated with physical or structural violence,22 governed and governmen-
talized with technologies to appease and discipline subject populations,23 or 
negotiated and bargained through “instrumental” uses of the political rights 
of franchise24—and have debated the extent to which these myriad forms 
of political brokerage exhibit both continuity and departure from long-
standing patterns and relations of socioeconomic, structural, and ritual au-
thority, and “differentiated citizenship.”25 Of course, citizenship has always 
been differentiated in myriad ways the world over, but distinctively so in 
postcolonial contexts26 and perhaps especially so in cities. Thus, at the heart 
of contemporary discussions about contemporary urban life is the figure of 
the broker, who bridges material, institutional, legal, or informational gaps27 
and whose existence reveals the “blurred boundaries”28 between societies 
and states.29

In the Indian context, scholarly debates about “brokers”30 have largely 
been concerned with the normative question of whether political mediation 
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either reproduces or destabilizes established structures of authority. On the 
one hand, mediation is characterized as a holdover from feudal times, when 
local leaders are said to have “constitute[d] a link between the sovereign 
and the people.”31 Others, on the other hand, have emphasized how con
temporary forms of political brokerage do not only (or necessarily) shore 
up older patterns of authority but can work to challenge these structures as 
well.32 Even when challenging entrenched structures of authority, however, 
political mediation is described with deep ambivalence, as a morally fraught 
(and frequently violent) sphere of activity bound up with criminality and 
political-administrative distortion—what Jeffrey Witsoe33 describes as the 
“democratization of corruption.”34

If writings on political brokerage have thus been largely concerned with 
the normative implications of broker-mediated practices of “corruption” for 
idealized notions of state and citizenship, scholarship on economic broker-
age has been similarly interested in what such practices mean for our privi-
leged theories and understandings of economy, especially the functioning 
(or nonfunctioning) of national or global markets, the fate of labor, and the 
role of states and other regulatory bodies in fixing or improving economic 
growth or national welfare (however defined). The idea that national citi-
zenries made up of enterprising and creative self-starters can both enhance 
national welfare and advance global development through innovative pur-
suit of profit, personal risk taking, and self-making has become an important 
focus of both scholarly inquiry as well as global development discourse and 
policy making—especially urban policy making—in recent decades. Recent 
years have seen a wave of popular and scholarly writing on “entrepreneur-
ialism,” a valorized ethic of self-making thought to characterize the con
temporary global era.

Indeed, the intrepid entrepreneur is celebrated in contemporary business 
school and development policy circles as the hero of late modernity: taking 
advantage of the reconfigured business environment and the availability of 
resources under global capitalism, the entrepreneur enlists the market in 
creating new sorts of social, economic, spatial, and personal mobilities and 
possibilities; in so doing, the entrepreneur is said to obviate entrenched hi-
erarchies and to defy socioeconomic exclusions. And yet at the heart of the 
entrepreneur idea itself sits a tension: on the one hand, the entrepreneur is 
imagined and celebrated as a solitary and mobile risk taker, embodying a 
rugged and masculine brand of American-style individualism.35 Yet at the 
same time, empirical work and development policy research show that risk-
taking entrepreneurialism is not a property of individuals but is instead an 
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intersubjective practice enabled by particular institutional and sociocultural 
configurations and networks. Although individualist accounts applaud the 
scaling back of state-regulatory regimes for unleashing entrepreneurial spirit 
(theorized as a property of agentive individuals), critical scholarship has thus 
called attention to the structural conditions—socioeconomic relations and 
institutional contexts—that enable some individuals to thrive while thwart-
ing the efforts of others.36

Celebrations of entrepreneurialism have thus been critiqued for obfuscat-
ing entrenched and deepening inequalities of class, status, and power, and 
for ascribing socioeconomic successes born of preexisting structural endow-
ments and class advantages to bootstrapping individualist heroics. In order 
to successfully enlist markets in challenging exclusionary social structures 
and hierarchies through enterprise and entrepreneurialism, critical scholar-
ship suggests that what is needed is not some individual personality predis-
position toward risk taking but (and on the contrary) strong, state-backed 
policies to mitigate and socialize risk: planning regimes, positive rights frame-
works, public services (water, power, sanitation, and transport), and social 
programs for education, health care, and social security—the very sorts of 
state-directed policies and programs, in other words, that market-forward 
celebrators sometimes charge with having stymied entrepreneurial energies. 
Critical scholarship has suggested that the redirecting of state resources and 
policy regimes (either ideologically or in practice) away from these sorts of 
(modernist, statist, social democratic) redistributive and risk-sharing social 
programs for (national) citizens, and instead toward investments in infra-
structures and institutional frameworks designed to attract and enable cir-
culations of global capital, has simply subsidized (and given free rein) to the 
already empowered while abandoning the structurally disadvantaged.

Indeed, at the core of these debates is the question of apportionment and 
management of risk in the institutionally in-flux context of late modernity. 
Current-day transformations are unmasking the pretentions of territorially 
bounded nation-states to exercise control (even in theory) over lands, bor-
ders, people, and resources. In this context, renewed attention has similarly 
been drawn to various noninstitutionalized (or unofficially institutionalized) 
and nonstate geographies and socialities of trust: kinship systems, religious 
networks, trade diasporas or ngos, and civil society actors, for instance. In 
this context “trust” has been theorized as kind of resource—even charac-
terized in economic terms as an endowment, or form of “capital”37—that 
business school and development industry experts point to as the “missing 
link”38 that can bridge “institutional voids”39 and enable valued processes 
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such as business success, ease of mobility, access to knowledge, social aspira-
tion, and entrepreneurial striving.

For example, Harvard Business School professors Tarun Khanna and 
Krishna Palepu argue that it is the precise relationship between entrepre-
neurs and intermediaries that distinguishes developed markets from emerging 
ones: in developed markets, “the requisite information and contract enforce-
ment needed to consummate transactions”—things such as market informa-
tion, a judicial system that will enforce contract laws, a transparent regula-
tory environment—are provided by “specialized intermediaries.” What are 
termed emerging markets, by contrast, are defined by what they call “in-
stitutional voids”; in the absence of specialized intermediaries, “individuals 
are prevented by absence of information, contracts, funds, and what-have-
you from coming together.”40 Although plenty of “informal intermediaries” 
might exist in these institutional voids (say, individual local moneylenders), 
the professors argue that these are not “functional substitutes” for special-
ized intermediaries because they operate on “an uneven playing field”: they 
exploit informational and power asymmetries in pursuit of personal gain, 
deal in adulterated goods, and lend money at usurious rates of interest.41 
It is precisely this situation of “low trust” that is theorized to yield entre-
preneurial opportunities for those who manage to cultivate a “trustworthy” 
reputation. But what counts as an institution, and what counts as individual 
action—and to whom? In practice, this tidy analytical divide collapses: the 
professors’ advice for cultivating the trust needed for “winning in emerging 
markets” (which is the title of their how-to book) hinges precisely on an 
ability to capitalize on the very “informal” networks that they disparage as 
potentially exploitative: “You do need local expertise to be able to identify 
who to partner with and not to partner with,” they write, their corrective 
phrase do need acknowledging that the empirical need for “local expertise” 
runs counter to received entrepreneurial orthodoxy. Needless to say, the 
business school professors describe these theoretically unacknowledged but 
practically much-needed local experts as “deal brokers.”42 Bombay Brokers 
takes as its ethnographic point of departure this paradox of the necessary-
yet-suspect character of such “local expertise.”

Ethnography in the Interregnum

Khanna and Palepu are not alone in their preoccupation with these matters 
of trust. Social theorists across the political spectrum have emphasized the 
shifting location of trust in our contemporary world;43 the unbundling and 
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reconfiguring of sociopolitical, legal, and economic arrangements and in-
stitutions are understood to inject new kinds of risk (material-economic, 
environmental-climatic, business-transactional, socio-spatial, and moral-
ethical risks) into everyday life, even in highly industrialized states where 
things such as contract law have generally been considered predictable and 
reliable. The current conjuncture is increasingly characterized as one of 
global economic and political crisis: on the one hand, with financial upheav-
als, economic stagnation, and vertiginous inequality presenting profound 
ideological and practical challenges to the market-forward orthodoxies that 
have governed international economic institutions for the past half-century,44 
observers have begun asking not whether but how global capitalism “will 
end.”45 Meanwhile, the worldwide intensification of antiestablishment 
(“populist”)46 political challenges is feared to portend the “end of democ-
racy”47 as the hegemonic basis of international political order and stability.

Amid so much talk of crisis, a number of scholars have used the Gram
scian notion of “interregnum” to describe the political present.48 Gramsci fa-
mously borrowed the term interregnum from Roman law, where it marked an 
unusual situation in which—following the death of a king and the absence of 
any appointed successor—the legislative authority (i.e., the senate) found it-
self without an executive. In this situation of “interregnum” the Roman sen-
ate was empowered to act as “interrex” (temporary sovereign) for a limited 
period (exactly five days) until a new king could be appointed.49 Gramsci 
borrows the Roman term but upends its meaning: whereas the Roman inter-
regnum describes a situation where authority of the senate persists notwith-
standing an empty throne, Gramsci’s use describes the inverse: “If the ruling 
class has lost its consensus, i.e., no longer ‘leading’ but only ‘dominant,’ exer-
cising coercive force alone, this means precisely that the great masses have 
become detached from their traditional ideologies, and no longer believe 
what they used to believe previously.”50 Interregnum, in Gramsci’s terms, 
describes a “crisis” situation wherein the sovereign retains coercive power 
but in the absence of any legitimizing authority.

Crisis talk looms large in popular and scholarly writings on contemporary 
Indian cities, and especially so in writings on Mumbai. As literary critic Ulka 
Anjaria notes, contemporary representations of urban India (scholarly, lit-
erary, cinematic) tend toward either of two narrative genres: either “a cel-
ebratory plunge into the capitalist globalized future” or “a nostalgic lament 
for a lost cosmopolitan past.” The former genre—exemplified in the busi-
ness school writings of Khanna and Palepu discussed above or the popular and 
scholarly work of market-forward economists and journalists such as Columbia 



12    LISA BJÖRKMAN

University’s Jagdish Baghwati and Arvind Panagariya51—foregrounds the 
transformative promises that globalization holds for urban India: “Global-
ization has given the Indian underground a new energy[, and] an unfettered 
and liberal India is breathlessly absorbing everything, all the influences the 
world has to offer,” writes Delhi-based business journalist Palash Krishna 
Mehrotra in a breathless collection of essays celebrating the aspirational 
upwardly mobile youth of urban India. “The old walls are crumbling,” 
Mehrotra concludes, and young India “is in gobble mode.”52 Mumbai-
focused iterations of this globalization story narrate the socio-material 
transformations of industrial, working-class Bombay into aspirational, 
consumption-oriented Mumbai, alternately applauding or grieving the re-
deployment of formerly industrial urban spaces and structures (erstwhile 
home to Mumbai’s storied textile industry and its lively working-class 
Marathi culture) now as globally branded shopping and dining destinations 
for urban elites.53 All the while, the dramatic and rapid transformations of 
the city’s built fabric feature in a myriad of cinematic representations of 
Mumbai,54 which is home to the world’s by-far most prolific film industry, 
globally known as “Bollywood.”55

Alongside these triumphant accounts of millennial Mumbai in trans-
formation runs a parallel narrative of urban crisis. “The city is seen as in 
decline,” Anjaria writes, “from its cosmopolitan colonial history in the nine-
teenth century to the rise of Hindu chauvinism and rampant capitalist de-
velopment in the 1990s, culminating in the Shiv Sena–influenced decision 
to change the name of the city in 1995.”56 Famously dubbed the “Maximum 
City” by internationally renowned journalist Sukhetu Mehta, contemporary 
Mumbai boasts a population somewhere between 18 million and 23 million 
for the metropolitan region (estimates vary wildly). But by any measure, 
the city is a staple of development-industry reports on the world’s “largest” 
(most-populous) cities,57 and it is consistently characterized as the world’s by 
far most densely and dangerously overpopulated conurbation by a very large 
margin.58 Meanwhile, Indian census enumerators report that 60 percent of 
Mumbaikars live cheek by jowl in city slums, where basic infrastructural 
services such as municipal water supply are described to be both legally 
tenuous and practically unreliable.59 Mumbai’s slums and popular neigh-
borhoods feature as the backdrop to popular and scholarly accounts of the 
city’s storied underworld and its tortuous connections with global terrorist 
networks and plottings (which, needless to say, provide endless Bollywood 
fodder) as well as to the city’s rough-and-tumble political class.60 And in-
deed, Mumbai is home to one of India’s longest-established ethno-nationalist 
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popular-political movements—the Marathi-nativist Shiv Sena party—which 
presided over the ethno-religious riots that rocked Mumbai in 1992–93 and 
which honed contemporary idioms of political theatricality long before the 
country’s contemporary administration.61

Yet, unlike Gramsci’s reading of interregnum from interwar Europe—
which foregrounds a teleology of crisis and normative valence of morbid-
ity (or “monsters”)62—the view from Bombay appears somewhat different. 
Although a generation of subaltern studies scholarship has found analytical 
purchase in Gramsci’s description of power without authority—“dominance 
without hegemony”63—the ethnographies in this book reveals that con
temporary Bombay is neither in a state of imminent crisis nor overrun by 
monsters;64 rather, the myriad everyday crises and contradictions of city life 
are managed, mitigated, and metabolized by a myriad of brokers. We take 
this proliferation in contemporary Bombay of people and practices char-
acterized as brokers and brokerage as an invitation to explore the domains 
of activity that do not fit neatly into privileged and empowered categories 
through which power and authority are theorized and institutionalized. 
Probing the interregnum ethnographically—dwelling in the gaps that bro-
kers are said to bridge, following the faults and failings that fixers are said 
to fix—compels rethinking some of the key canonical formulations and 
conceptual distinctions by means of which contemporary scholarship has 
tended to explain and explore contemporary social, economic, and political 
life: categories such as states and markets, citizens and sovereigns, cities and 
hinterlands, nations and territories, rights and wrongs.

In a provocatively titled essay, “Welcome to the Seventeenth Century,” 
Charles Tilly describes how throughout much of human history, trade and 
enterprise—particularly long-distance trade and long-term enterprise—have 
depended on temporally enduring and geopolitically far-reaching social and 
political networks: “Under various names such as trade diasporas, lineages, 
and sects, such networks combine strong ties, considerable extent, many 
trials, and significant barriers to entry or exit.”65 Tilly suggests that the “his-
torically exceptional overlap of trust networks with economic organizations 
and governmental institutions” that has characterized the past four centu-
ries may well be coming to an end.66 Yet historiography from South Asia 
raises the question of whether Tilly’s “overlap” ever began in the first place;67 
long-distance, boundary-exceeding networks have played a central role in 
modern history, not least in aiding the ascent (to take one prominent example) 
of the British East India Company: enabling the trading firm’s transformation 
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into a colonial power and then facilitating the concomitant transitions to 
capitalism and industrialization over the course of the nineteenth century. 
Indian Ocean historians have highlighted the central roles played in that 
heady period by an array of (often Bombay-based)68 intermediaries—shroffs 
(money changers), dubashes (translators), dalals (commodity brokers), sarangs 
(labor recruiters), marfatiyas (wholesalers), muqaddams (tax collectors), thika­
dars (contractors), and arhatiyas (financial brokers and moneylenders)—in 
facilitating and consolidating these world-historical shifts.69 The spatial 
concentration of such people and practices in nineteenth-century Bombay 
reflects that city’s location (territorial, institutional, ideational)70 at the con-
fluence of the seismic global processes and shifts characterizing that partic
ular historical moment.

Bombay Brokers is similarly interested in the array of intermediary ac-
tivities populating this historical moment: the practices that overflow the 
normative conceptual categories and institutionally empowered frames. 
Whereas the global present is witnessing the renewed salience of myriad 
forms of mediation—in enabling capital and commodity circulations and 
facilitating access to material and financial resources, global markets, infra-
structural services, public goods, and various kinds of institutionally backed 
rights and entitlements—we have seen that popular and scholarly debates 
over the significance and implications of these proliferating forms of media-
tion have failed to change with them, devolving instead into age-old (and 
remarkably insistent) oppositions between free will and determinism, struc-
ture and agency, continuity and change.

This book pushes past these theoretical and philosophical impasses in 
three interconnected ways. First, Bombay Brokers argues that it is not the ex-
istence of mediation that is new, but rather the form and content of those 
mediations that have changed. Although a generation of scholarship—
postcolonial and otherwise—has established the thoroughly mediated char-
acter of both everyday city life and of the modern state form, recognizing 
that sociopolitical and economic life (urban and otherwise) is always already 
mediated allows us to shift the analytical focus away from the figure of “the 
broker” as such—away, that is, from the question of whether “brokerage” is to 
be celebrated or condemned—and instead to the ethnographically more inter
esting question of how and why particular mediating practices are so salient 
and contested at this particular historical juncture in this particular place.71

Second, Bombay Brokers refuses the “methodological nationalism”72 that 
(still) underpins so much contemporary scholarship on contemporary poli-
tics and economy. Rather than beginning our inquiry within the territorial 
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confines and conceptual/methodological frameworks of the nation-state—
to the exclusion and obfuscation of other locations, directionalities, and 
scales—we approach ethnographically the question of how multi-scalar 
(“global”) connections and flows are brought into being through what Anna 
Tsing describes as the “sticky materiality of practical encounters,”73 as well 
as through affective regimes of “potentiality and emergence” that Hansen 
and Verkaaik term “urban charisma.”74 This book takes the “sticky material-
ity” and “charismatic potentials” of Bombay brokerage as an empirical point 
of departure for exploring how boundaries (political regimes, territories, 
institutions, laws, and norms) are constituted by the very movements and 
mediations that such activities paradoxically appear to exceed.

Finally, in foregrounding the material dimensions of the practices glossed 
as “brokerage” and the embodied character of the expertise that animates 
those practices, the ethnographies explore the distribution of agency among 
not only human but also nonhuman “actants.”75 Building on the insights 
from “new materialist”76 scholarship, we thereby eschew a classic, human-
ist conception of the agentive, self-authoring, intention-driven subject and 
instead consider the dispersed, nonhierarchical, materialized character of 
“agency.” Attending to the distributed character of agency allows us to pose 
as an ethnographic question what brokerage is or does.

Our conceptualization of “brokerage” thus takes a cue from the work of 
social theorist Michel Callon. Drawing on Goffman’s theory of “framing,” 
Callon points out that any coordinated social action, negotiation, or trans-
action necessarily “presupposes a framing of the action without which it 
would be impossible to reach an agreement, in the same way that in order 
to play a game of chess, two players must agree to submit to the rules and 
sit down at the chessboard which physically circumscribes the world within 
which the action will take place.”77 Framing is an always-incomplete proj
ect, Callon points out, because objects and activities cordoned off within 
some frame (conceptual or material) are organized by an array of socially 
and materially embedded elements (objects, ideas, and people) whose actual 
relationships necessarily “overflow” the boundaries of a frame; the irreduc-
ible materiality of the world means that the myriad elements cordoned off 
by some attempt at framing some situation (a labor contract, a land trans-
fer, a film shoot, a claim to community belonging) are “simultaneously in-
volved in other worlds from which they can never be wholly detached.” This 
phenomenon is understood by mainstream economics, where the afterlives 
(or rather “paralives”)78 of these relational ties are referred to as “externali-
ties.” A common example of market externality is industrial pollution: when 
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toxic waste discharged by a manufacturing plant into a local river affects the 
health of local residents, then these health costs—which were not taken into 
account when setting the price of the industrial good—would be considered 
market externalities. Market externalities are unavoidable because relations 
necessarily exceed any attempt at framing (hence the need to frame in the 
first place). And these relationships are of course materialized such that 
“something must overflow.” It is these material objects and flows that simul
taneously produce and overflow the boundaries of any given “frame” that 
Callon calls “intermediaries.”79

Bombay Brokers builds on Callon’s formulation, focusing ethnographic at-
tention on category-exceeding intermediary objects and materials, as well 
as (and more crucially for our purposes) on the people who make it their 
business (often quite literally) to manage, mitigate, and maneuver along the 
routes that intermediaries (say, propane cylinders) travel. These people per-
form the morally fraught but socially necessary work of transgression, trans-
lation, and transborder navigation that Callon calls mediation: a “theory of 
action in which what counts are the mediations and not the sources.”80 It is 
this “theory of action” that we propose to call brokerage, and the virtuoso 
performers of such actions whom we call brokers.

The remainder of this introduction focuses on two domains of framing 
and overflow in Bombay and on the concomitant mediations (i.e., broker-
age) that these frames and flows produce and inhabit. Reflecting the extant 
literature earlier discussed, the first domain pertains to what’s framed as po
litical, the second to what’s framed as economic. Empowered framings of the 
political are evidenced in pervasive moralizing discourses about “corrup-
tion”; those pertaining to economy inhere in everyday talk about “value.” In 
Bombay the fraught relations between the official categories—the laws, policy 
frameworks, and (more or less) institutionalized norms that seek to govern 
the city—and the real-time socio-material practices that overflow those cat-
egories are frequently glossed in the moralizing language of “corruption.” 
This “corruption” discourse is therefore a good place from which to begin to 
explore the shifting and contested framings—legal, institutional, ideational, 
and material—that so much moralizing talk holds to be “corrupted.”

 “Corruption”

On December 26, 2007, following an especially active season of state-led slum 
demolitions (part of millennial Mumbai’s efforts to give the city a “world-class 
makeover”),81 residents of the recently bulldozed popular neighborhood of 
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Mandala in Mumbai’s eastern suburb of Mankhurd delivered a bank check 
to the office of the chief minister of Maharashtra. In the letter that accompa-
nied the check (which was jointly authored with Mumbai-based housing ac-
tivists), Mandala residents requested that the chief minister officially transfer 
to them the parcel of state-owned land on which their now-flattened neigh-
borhood had been situated. The letter referenced an intriguing legal pre
cedent for this official transfer request: the government, the letter pointed 
out, had recently handed over a swath of primely located state-owned land 
to one of the city’s largest property developers—at the token price of only 
40 paisa per acre (less than usd $1 per acre). The land gift (as it essentially 
was) had earlier been home to groups of indigenous people (so-called tribals), 
but—citing the city’s need for affordable housing—the land been acquired a 
decade earlier by the State Development Authority at that same paltry price: 
40 paisa per acre. The state’s at-cost transfer to a large property developer 
of this vast swath of expropriated tribal land was made on the condition 
that the land be used to construct affordable housing. Mandala residents, 
citing this example, sought to outbid the developer/tycoon, calculating the 
amount of their own check at a slightly higher per-acre rate. As Mumbai 
housing activist Simpreet Singh explained, “If [land] can be given to [the 
developer,] then why not to [Mandala residents]—and that too at a higher 
price?”

The check-and-letter stunt was of course not actually expected to result 
in the requested land transfer (although that would presumably have been 
a happy outcome); rather, it was part of a broader effort to draw public and 
media attention to the hypocrisy of a city that would criminalize and evict 
the urban poor from state-owned territories while using law and policy to 
give outsized land gifts to politically connected builders, all in the name 
of antipoverty housing initiatives.82 What’s more, as the activists would go 
on to point out, while the developer failed to build anything remotely af-
fordable on his vast tract of public land, Mandala’s housing stock truly is 
affordable. Indeed, the publicity stunt took place in conjunction with a legal 
petition filed by Mumbai housing activists against this particular developer, 
who turned out not to have constructed the promised affordable housing 
upon which the land transfer was premised. Instead, the developer had 
created a fairyland township of gated enclaves whose intended occupants 
were clearly those who—in the words of the High Court judge who ruled 
on the petition—could afford to buy “Bentley and Ferrari.”83 “How can you 
build palaces on land allotted for affordable housing?” asked the incensed 
Justice Dattu. “What is happening in this Country?” The court’s outraged 
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ruling—which punctuated a countrywide “anticorruption” wave sweeping India 
in 2011–12—may have made headlines, but it resulted merely in a token, finger-
wagging fine.84 Yet that it did so at all is notable, the activists’ check-and-
letter maneuver having thrown into relief—under the bright lights of the 
news media—the absurdities and contradictions of what was being carried 
out under the conceptual auspices and institutionalized policy frame-
works of “world-class development,” “affordable housing,” and “antipoverty” 
programs. Calling attention to the material overflows of these conceptual 
and institutionalized frames (to use Callon’s terms), the housing activists’ 
attention-grabbing bank check revealed the inherent contradictions and 
routine transgressions of those frames. In so doing, the media-savvy strate-
gists capitalized on the broader “anticorruption” climate of that particular 
moment.

Indeed, in a classic formulation Joseph Nye defines corruption as “behav
ior which deviates from the formal duties of a public role (elective or ap-
pointive) because of private-regarding (personal, close family, private clique) 
wealth or status gains.”85 In line with this definition, corruption has conven-
tionally been theorized by social scientists and policy makers in terms of 
boundary transgression: the term is used to describe the breaching of pre-
sumed divides separating public from private, lawful from unlawful, ratio-
nality from traditionalism. Scholarship has focused on the adverse effects of 
corrupt actions on social and economic outcomes (e.g., underdevelopment 
and inequality), on declining social and political trust and legitimacy, and 
on the subversion of the broader public good by the pursuit of individual 
gain. In the postcolonial context, as discussed in the previous section, cor-
ruption debates have largely been concerned with the extent to which such 
subversions either reproduce or unsettle established and institutionalized 
structures of authority.

In other words, an understanding of corruption as exceptional, deviant, 
indeed corrupting action presumes the existence of distinct phenomena that 
map onto these concepts: a unified and coherent state, for instance—one 
that is distinct from society and thereby amenable to subversion of its public 
purposes by private actors who violate its laws and undermine its projects. Yet 
a generation of scholarship has firmly established the falsity of this presump-
tion, demonstrating instead how, as Timothy Mitchell explains, the ostensible 
distinction between states and societies “must be taken not as the boundary 
between two discrete entities, but as a line drawn internally within the net-
work of institutional mechanisms through which a social and political order 
is maintained.”86 In this context the question of whether the so-called 
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corrupt mediations of brokers ought to be read as sign and substance of de-
mocracy (however conceived) or of its inverse appears to run aground on 
conceptual terms, presuming the prior existence and coherence of things 
like state and society, citizen and subject—things that are empirically in for-
mation through the very mediations that are supposed to threaten them.

Indeed, a growing number of theorists have noted that conventional 
understandings of corruption as exceptional, deviant, indeed corrupting 
behavior are insufficient for making sense of the everyday character of so 
much of what is described as “corrupt.”87 One strand of scholarship has thus 
trained attention on the discourse of corruption, showing how the disdain 
with which the “corruption” epithet is hurled testifies to the internalization 
of a particular state idea: the notion that state employees ought to work not 
for their own good but for the good of a broader public.88 Yet as noted above, 
this corruption discourse testifies to a more basic belief in the empirical 
existence of a coherent state (corrupted or otherwise) that is distinguish-
able from society in the first place.89 Another approach has turned an eth-
nographic eye to the everyday practices that people describe as corrupt. In 
his work on “ordinary corruption” among street hawkers and the police in 
Mumbai, for example, Jonathan Anjaria shows how “power . . . ​works more 
through moments of contingency than through a systematic rationality of 
rule.”90 In Mumbai, claims to land, built spaces, and material infrastructures 
are bound up with a myriad of often opaque and contradictory rules and pol-
icy frameworks that render city residents and businesses perilously exposed 
to the political whims and administrative vagaries carried out under the ru-
bric of “law enforcement.” This is especially (but by no means exclusively) 
the case for the 60 percent of city residents (including half of Mumbai’s po-
lice force) that the 2011 census reported to be living in “slums.”91

In the context of scams and scandals of unprecedented scale, corruption 
talk indexes and inhabits “new terrains of strugg le” against forces of dispos-
session and expropriation.92 The heated conflicts over urban-development–
related land claims and expropriations in Mumbai—especially the revanchist 
slum eviction and “redevelopment” exercises that are part and parcel of Mum-
bai’s “world-classing” efforts—are a powerful optic, as Doshi and Rangana-
than have written, into the relationship between material and discursive 
dimensions of strugg les over land and urban resources. High-profile demo
litions and spectacular scandals like these are the bread and butter of anti-
corruption activism and political ideology in contemporary Mumbai. In the 
first decades of the millennium, normative critiques of “corruption” fueled 
the formation of a new national-level political party—the Aam Admi Party 
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(Common Man’s Party)—and loomed large as well in Narendra Modi’s stun-
ning rise to power during India’s 2014 general election.

Bombay Brokers is shot through with stories of crime and corruption, of 
squatters and slums, of illegality and informality, of fakes and forgeries. Yet 
flying low to the ethnographic ground, we encounter material that is not 
entirely legible to the tidy moralities of either state-backed thieving on the 
one hand and headline-grabbing exposé on the other. The ethnographies 
reveal instead how discourses of corruption, illegality, and informality often 
have recursive relations with the very processes and practices that they pro-
fess to describe.

For an example, we can return to Rasheed and one of his tea shops. The 
small structure in which Rasheed’s establishment is housed sits at the edge 
of a popular neighborhood where Rasheed lives with his brother’s family. 
The neighborhood is known simply as “Transit Camp,” so called because it 
was built by the state housing authority (mhada) in the mid-1980s to “tem-
porarily” house residents of condemned buildings while their homes were 
being reconstructed. After in-transit residents moved into their new build-
ings in the late 1980s, the block of single-room concrete structures was not 
demolished according to mhada’s original plan for the “temporary” settle-
ment; rather, in a city woefully short of low-income housing stock, Tran-
sit Camp found a ready crop of new tenants. Rasheed himself (at that time 
a resident in Mumbai’s film-famous “Slumdog” neighborhood of Dharavi) 
sought the help of a local politician (for whose election the politically active 
young Rasheed had energetically campaigned) in acquiring two adjacent 
rooms in Transit Camp, one for himself and another for his brother; the 
brothers promptly knocked down the dividing wall, transforming the two tiny 
spaces into a single, modest flat. Yet because Transit Camp was not envisioned 
as permanent housing stock, there existed no policy framework delineat-
ing the tenure status of new residents such as Rasheed, who simply pays a 
monthly “rental fee” (as he puts it) in exchange for permission to reside in 
the not-so-temporary-after-all transit camp. And given the vagary govern-
ing Transit Camp’s built space as well as current residents’ status there, the 
neighborhood is treated for service provision and infrastructure purposes 
(water, sewerage, and garbage collection) according to municipal policy 
frameworks pertaining to “slums.”

To complicate matters further, Rasheed’s Transit Camp tea shop is not 
actually situated in one of the concrete mhada-built structures that make 
up the camp’s residential housing stock. Rather, the tea shop is housed in a 
later-built structure, situated at the edge of Transit Camp and adjacent to 
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a gas station. The tea shop was constructed in 1991 by a now-elderly fellow 
who, like Rasheed, hails from the smallish city of Nagaur in the North Indian 
state of Rajasthan. The fellow, whom Rasheed simply refers to as “Chacha” 
(Uncle), had set up shop shortly after the petrol pump was opened in order 
to prepare tea and snacks for truck drivers stopping to fill up their tanks. 
Chacha held documentary proof of his tenure on the tea-shop plot since 
1991  in the form of a ration card bearing his name and the shop’s address. 
This is a crucial piece of documentation for residents of Mumbai neighbor-
hoods treated as slums, given a policy framework in contemporary Mumbai 
that ties eligibility for compensation in the event of a demolition to current 
residents’ ability to provide evidentiary proof that their tenure in a given 
structure predates a (constantly changing) slum-rehabilitation eligibility 
“cutoff date.”93

With the security afforded by the proof-of-address documents for his 
tea shop-cum-residence at the edge of Transit Camp, Chacha ran a brisk 
business for twenty years. In 2011, however, Chacha began thinking about 
plans to retire to his Rajasthani hometown of Nagaur. Retirement presented 
a dilemma: Chacha had no children to whom to pass his shop, and selling 
the business was not an option because according to Mumbai’s slum policy 
framework (at that time), whoever purchased the business (and the struc-
ture housing it) would not inherit Chacha’s cutoff-date-meeting evidentiary 
proofs, meaning that the new owner would not have the requisite documen-
tation necessary to obtain municipal water connections, propane subscrip-
tions, or compensation in the event of eviction.94 It was in this context that 
Rasheed approached Chacha with an idea: Rasheed proposed to lease the tea 
shop from Chacha, to whom he would pay a one-time deposit as well as a 
monthly rent payment. Rasheed and Chacha drew up a contract stipulating 
that when Chacha dies, the ownership of the structure will be transferred to 
a religious trust in Nagaur. Rasheed and his sons—who would retain indefi-
nite tenancy rights—would continue making the monthly rent payments to 
the trust. The “contract,” of course, was not legally binding because the tea 
shop’s official status itself is ambiguous. But the contract was witnessed and 
countersigned by a few mutually trusted Nagori friends and relatives. And as 
a bonus, the Nagori trust—which is connected to a mosque—would provide 
Chacha (who owns no property in Nagaur) accommodation, food, and care 
for the duration of his retirement.

When Rasheed’s chit-fund turn came around, he used the cash to refur-
bish and expand the tea shop, renovating the storage area behind the struc-
ture (which abutted a drainage ditch) into a seating area for customers. To 
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accommodate the additional clientele, however, Rasheed needed to double 
his weekly propane allocation. This presented another problem because the 
ambiguous tenure status of the shop meant that there was no clear proce-
dure by means of which Rasheed’s establishment could procure a commer-
cial license that would permit him more propane; Rasheed’s repeated efforts 
to obtain a commercial license for the tea shop had been unsuccessful. Cha-
cha had long managed without a license by keeping the scale of his opera-
tions small and making small weekly payments (hafta) to police constables 
who frequented for tea while on patrol.

The expanded space and increased propane deliveries to Rasheed’s shop 
drew the attention of city officials, however, and the increasing hafta pay-
ments began to threaten the financial viability of his business. In this con-
text, one of Rasheed’s friends—a police constable from the nearby station 
and a tea-shop regular—had an idea: the constable filed a case against Ra-
sheed for operating his tea shop without a license. Rasheed then presented 
to the court all the documentary evidence of his repeated efforts to obtain a 
commercial license; given constitutional “right to life” provisions, Rasheed 
explained, a sympathetic judge might order that he finally be issued a com-
mercial license. Rasheed smiled as he recalled how he had told the judge, “Sir, 
I’m doing this work to fill my stomach and to feed my family; I’ve applied for 
a license, but it was denied. Please give me a license to do my business legally 
because that’s what I want to do.” The judge agreed, directing Rasheed to 
first pay a modest fine for operating without a license and then ordering the 
municipality to award him a commercial license. “There’s no way to apply 
for a license,” Rasheed shrugged, “but the court can order one.”

At the time of this writing in 2019, Rasheed’s license is still pending with 
the municipal corporation. Meanwhile, city life goes on, and Rasheed’s busi-
ness is bustling.95 The opening nearby of a high-end residential complex and 
shopping center directs a growing stream of taxis past his tea shop; drivers stop 
for snacks and wait for customers in the shade of Rasheed’s little shop, shar-
ing news and stories, making friends and deals. And in the meantime, while 
he waits (and waits) for his court-ordered commercial license to be issued, 
Rasheed procures the propane he needs to make tea and fry pakodas by forg-
ing and maintaining relations with a range of people—at the company ware
house, the local police station, the political party offices—the very relations, 
in other words, that were instrumental in his bid to “become legal,” as Ra-
sheed put it.

Although “corruption” talk tends to fixate on the money that is some-
times enlisted in this relational work, cash transfers do not always or neces-
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sarily attend such work (recall that my propane arrived at cost). But more 
importantly, even in instances where cash does change hands, the mean-
ing of the money inheres first and foremost in the relationship that cash 
articulates and inhabits. Indeed, as Ratoola Kundu writes in her profile of a 
“social worker” named Nirmala who enlists money in arranging the anthro-
pologist’s meeting with a group of commercial sex workers, “Money alone 
would not have gained us access. . . . ​It was [Nirmala’s] relationship with 
these women that led them to speak with us.” Meanwhile, back at Rasheed’s 
tea shop a few months after filing the case, Rasheed’s police friend received 
happy news that—with the “help” of a local politician with whom Rasheed 
has long been associated—the constable’s long-pending request for an official 
transfer to a closer-to-home beat had finally been approved. While the trans-
fer request may or may not have been cash-backed, to speculate with anti-
corruption crusaders on the presence or absence of cash would be to miss the 
point. Whereas moralizing talk about the “corrupt” character of brokerage 
invariably involves talk about money, such cash-mediated relations are of a 
piece with the longitudinal, material-relational work by which law-legible 
(“legal”) claims are articulated.

Through Rasheed’s story, discursive framings of some activity as legal 
or illegal, formal or informal, are revealed to be ideological-practical effects 
and socio-material achievements rather than neutral descriptions of some 
prior relation to law or policy. The expertise and resources that many of the 
people profiled in these pages wield is precisely concerned with material, 
practical, and semiotic practices of producing legality and legibility to law 
or policy (to “become legal,” in Rasheed’s words) of diverse domains of prac-
tice, everything from building construction, land claims, infrastructural ser
vice provisioning, business ventures, and the production of official data and 
state-sanctioned reports. It is thus not simply the case that the boundaries 
between categories are blurred; such a notion obviously presumes the prior 
existence of the very things between which margins might become misted. 
Rather, what ethnography reveals is that the appearance of stability and co-
herence of things such as state, law, and identities of all kinds is invariably a 
temporally distal outcome of the very sorts of mediations that are held to be 
corrupting of those same formations and framings.

Just as probing “corruption” talk with ethnography destabilizes received 
wisdom about the modern state—about laws and legalities—upon which 
so much popular and scholarly writing on political brokerage is premised, 
so tracking discourses about the questionable “value” of certain activities 
presents an ethnographic challenge to conceptual tropes and framings of 
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economy. In Bombay we see how disparaging talk about brokers is invariably 
bound up with disparaging talk about the money paid to brokers as fees, 
yet also how the subject of such moralizing money talk is not confined to 
the conflation of broker fees with “bribes”—the notion, that is, that what
ever fees the broker is paid pass (in part or whole) into the hands of duty-
deviating state officials. Whereas in such cases the fee-commanding broker is 
disparaged as a mere conduit for what are presumed to be lawbreaking, “cor-
rupt” actions of others, we see as well that money-related moral critiques of 
brokerage are also leveled at the broker’s services in their own right, calling 
into question the value of the expertise, labors, and services performed.

 “Value”

In April 2018 I spoke with Pankaj Kapoor, founder/owner of the Mumbai-
based real estate consultancy firm Liases Foras: a self-described specialist 
in “nonbrokering.” Liases Foras seemed to be the only “nonbrokering” firm 
in Mumbai (or in India, or anywhere else as far as I could tell), yet given 
the scope and diversity of its client base—from State Bank of India to 
Deutsche Bank, from Godrej Properties to the Maharashtra State Housing 
and Development Authority—the idea of nonbrokering seems to resonate 
in Mumbai. Eager to hear more about this remarkable concept and brand-
ing strategy, I had appealed to a mutual acquaintance to ask Pankaj to speak 
with me. Pankaj is a busy man (hence the appeal to a mutual acquaintance 
to broker the meeting), so when we sat down for our interview, I got right to 
the point: “What’s nonbrokering?”

The question seemed to please him: “My background is in marketing,” 
Pankaj began affably, “so I understand these things.” Pankaj told me about a 
book he had read in graduate school that had left a particularly strong im-
pression: Jack Trout’s Positioning: The Battle for Your Mind. “Take the example 
of cold drinks.” Pankaj summed up his major takeaway from Trout’s book: 
“At one time, there were only two major competitors in the industry—Pepsi 
and Coke. But then along came 7-Up! They called themselves ‘the un-cola.’ 
So like that, I came up with ‘nonbrokering.’ ” Fair enough, I pressed, but 
what’s so bad about brokering such that Liases Foras would want to differ-
entiate itself in this particular way? After all, I pointed out, notwithstanding 
all the grumblings about brokers and dalals in Mumbai, real estate brokering 
seems to be the anomalous variety (not only in Mumbai but globally) whose 
practitioners somehow get a pass. Pankaj explained that the difference 
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between brokering and nonbrokering has to do with the precise way that 
payments are calculated:

When someone gives a job to a consultant, he’s generally not only asking 
for advice; he also wants the consultant to facilitate the transaction. Real 
estate is all about transaction. There are two parties to a transaction, and 
then there’s the middleman—the broker—who takes a commission. The 
commission is paid only after the transaction takes place because the 
fee is linked to the success of the transaction. A consultant working for 
commission won’t give the true price; his advice will be suited to his own 
bias. But at Liases Foras we don’t do transactions. We charge only fees, no 
commission. So in that way we give unbiased advice on real estate based 
on our research.

Pankaj’s suspicion of brokerage, in other words, is not about the money per se 
(his nonbrokering services command fees as well) but rather is about notions 
of “bias” and distortion. The doubts stem from the way in which different 
sorts of labor are valued and from the relationship between that presumed 
value (or lack of value) and the ticket price of the services on offer. Pankaj 
maintains that the fees commanded by a consultant whose payment is at-
tached to the details of a transaction is by definition compromised because 
the broker’s personal interest (in maximizing his own commission) will lead 
him to misrepresent a property’s “true price.” The advice offered by the 
transaction-facilitating broker, in other words, is suspect because rather than 
adding value, the broker is suspected of distorting “true price” in order to 
eat a piece from the middle of the value chain. By contrast, Pankaj describes 
the fees commanded by Liases Foras’s services as payment for value-adding 
service: what Pankaj calls “unbiased advice.”

Moralizing suspicions about whether some work either adds or eats value 
index the opacity and transience of contemporary global regimes and norms 
of value production; contemporary critiques of “brokerage” are generated 
from within these existing ideologies and normative frameworks. But what 
are these contemporary ideologies and frameworks? At one level, Pankaj’s 
disdain for the work of “transaction” recalls classical liberalism’s character-
ization of what John Locke famously described as the rent-seeking nature 
of “brokers.” Lockean liberal thought justified the accumulation of wealth 
only when that wealth accrued from “productive” activities: labor in land 
(the creation of “property”) or the accumulation of materialized products of 
such productive labor (the free exchange of property). Economic activities 
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that were not productive in such ways—the work of bankers, scribes, and 
traders, for instance—were disparaged as parasitical “brokerage.” Wealth ac-
cumulated through such activities, classical (seventeenth-century) Lockean 
thought insisted, was not justified by natural law and thus ought not to be 
protected by positive law either. Andrew Sartori has characterized the as-
cent and transformation of liberal thought over the course of the nineteenth 
century as “a form of political argument” in which the quarrel-inciting con-
tours were born of the sweeping changes of that particular historical era. 
Philosophical debates of that time reflect what Sartori characterizes as an 
anxious “grappling” with the moral dangers and empirical contradictions that 
nineteenth-century thinkers sought to navigate: new regimes of wealth ac-
cumulation, the rise of industrial capitalism, expanding geographies of impe-
rialism, and attendant violences of land expropriations. Suspicions of certain 
forms of economic activity reflect uneasy intellectual efforts to reconcile the 
normative and empirical contradictions of that particular historical era.96

Pankaj’s hand-wringing over the labor of “transaction” thus appears at 
once familiar yet strange: familiar in its suspicious disparaging of “brokers” 
yet strange because Pankaj’s typology of brokering and nonbrokering does 
not map onto Lockean liberalism’s normative presumptions of justifiable 
wealth as rooted solely in a labor theory of value, property, and right.97 What 
normative principles of value (or its lack) are implicit in contemporary dis-
paraging talk about certain forms of labor and expertise?

In thinking through this question, it is helpful to turn to another word 
whose moral valence has undergone a dramatic shift since the nineteenth 
century: dalal. In contemporary Bombay the words dalal and dalali are gen-
erally used in disparaging terms to mean pimp (and the act of pimping), 
either literally or figuratively.98 Yet the term dalal did not always carry the 
pejorative connotation that it does in contemporary Bombay. Historically, 
Dalal was (and indeed remains) a western Indian surname—along the lines 
of Shroff (money changer) or Dubash (translator)—that simply described 
an occupation: Francis Steingass’s nineteenth-century dictionary defines 
dalal as “auctioneer, broker; a road-guide”;99 another period translation gives 
the meaning of dalal simply as “agent between buyer and seller.”100 Indeed, 
while Locke expended much intellectual energy sorting valuable, property-
producing labor from the parasitical activities of traders and brokers, by the 
nineteenth century, liberal political economists were keenly interested in 
the value that could be generated by trade. Economic philosopher John Stu-
art Mill (who, like his father, the economic philosopher James Mill, worked 
closely with the British East India Company and wrote extensively in defense 
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of the British colonial project) was famously enthusiastic about the po-
tential societal gains to be had from taxing the “unearned increment”: in-
creases in land value that accrue to proprietors even without labor or capital 
expenditures.

The ambivalent valence that dalal would come to assume can be traced—
at least in part—to institutional changes attending the project of nineteenth-
century colonial state making. Understandings of trade shifted dramatically 
in that period, as historian Johan Mathew demonstrates, from “transac-
tions between individuals or firms to transactions between states.”101 In 
this context, moving goods in and out of port cities such as Bombay (in-
deed, Bombay looms particularly large in Mathew’s account) meant navi-
gating increasingly complex procedures of passing through customs; in this 
context, Mathew writes that “firms started hiring clearing agents whose 
expertise was in managing customs formalities.”102 These customs agents 
were often recruited from the communities of dalals and muqaddams (vil-
lage chiefs and revenue officers): people who commanded the necessary 
knowledge and practical expertise in actually existing trade practices to 
facilitate the commensuration and valuations among heterogenous goods 
and a myriad of currencies. While the expertise of dalals and muqaddams 
was thereby enlisted in official customs procedures, their newfound loca-
tion inside customs offices simultaneously positioned exchange agents and 
commodity brokers to exercise discretionary judgment in their valuations of 
goods in accordance with their expertise in commensuration and familiarity 
with established principles of trade. Their long-established relations with 
particular firms and trades were of course the very skills that landed the 
brokers inside British customs offices in the first place. And yet this Janus-
faced position—mediating between “official procedures” and actual trade 
and commensurations practices that overflowed those procedural frames—
meant that dalals and their valuations were objects of invariable suspicion by 
colonial administrators. Meanwhile, the founding of Bombay’s stock exchange, 
along the aptly named Dalal Street in 1874 (so named after Parsi sharebroker 
Rustomji Dalal), signaled as well the centrality of such practices—of broker-
ing and arbitrage—to capitalist development in the region.103

In contemporary Mumbai, dalal is almost invariably used in a disparaging 
sense. Sometimes it is used literally to mean pimp: “Kam se kam koi randi ki 
dalali nahi karta” (At least he’s not out pimping some whore), shrugs Bolly
wood actress Kareena Kapoor in her role as a straight-talking Bombay sex 
worker in the 2004 film Chameli. But more often the use is figurative. As 
Sanjeev Uprety notes (discussing the epithetical use of dalal in the Nepali 
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blogosphere), “To call someone a dalal is to say that such a person (or a po
litical party) is functioning as a pimp, helping the foreign nations to rape or 
loot mother Nepal.”104

Bombay Brokers takes the ambiguity that surrounds so much moralizing 
talk in Bombay about brokers and dalals as an invitation to ethnographic in-
quiry. Anxious efforts to sort “valuable” knowledge and labor from that which 
is “parasitical” (or “corrupt”) are themes that run through the accounts. For 
example, we see in Llerena Searle’s profile of Kaushal, a Delhi-born, Brazil-
based real estate investor struggling to enter the Bombay property market, 
that abstract “property” doesn’t exist at all prior to the mediations of local 
“brokers” (Kaushal’s word), whose expertise in “land agglomeration” trans-
forms land into “investable parcels and global assets.” Although Kaushal was 
initially dismissive of the expertise of local “partners,” the would-be Bom-
bay investor quickly learned that entering the Indian property market—and 
perhaps the Bombay market in particular—required imitating these local 
practices by building “chains of intermediaries.” Kaushal began working 
with “numerous local ‘brokers’ ” to help him identify desirable parcels and 
to negotiate terms of purchase with proprietors. “Such intermediaries were 
necessary,” Searle writes, “because they have the kind of local knowledge and 
political connections that Kaushal didn’t have”; It was in learning the value 
of local knowledge of which he had initially been dismissive that Kaushal 
learned to act ‘like an Indian developer.’ ” Kaushal proudly rehearses his les-
son: “If you take land and make a project, there are thousands willing to 
invest.”

Back at Liases Foras, Pankaj is of course well aware that “investable par-
cels and global assets” do not exist before his “unbiased research” represents 
them as such. As my conversation with Pankaj drew to a close, I asked him: 
“Do your clients ever try to convince you to facilitate transactions?” Pankaj 
laughed. “Of course they do! They try every day. Especially when we work 
for the government.” The state government, Pankaj explains, is one of Liases 
Foras’s regular clients. “After we give them advice, they always say ‘We want 
you to help us with plans for this or that project, or to select developers 
or buyers for projects.’ ” In fact, in most cases, Pankaj reflects that “clients 
ask us to sell their properties for them. But we refuse. Because if we start 
doing brokerage, then we would invalidate the credibility of our own valua-
tions.” In other words, clients trust Pankaj to facilitate their transactions—
land acquisitions for projects, tenders for developers—precisely because of 
Pankaj’s refusal to do so. In this context the discursive work of disparaging 
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“brokerage”—that is, of denying the value of the very expertise that will 
invariably be necessary (as Kaushal learns) in facilitating any eventual trans-
action—is part and parcel of how Liases Foras’s product (“unbiased advice”) 
acquires its own value.

Pankaj’s disavowal of the value of the local expertise upon which the 
functioning (even existence) of the property market is premised (expertise 
that Kaushal comes to recognize as essential to the production of “invest-
able parcels and global assets”) points to the central line of inquiry animat-
ing this book: What are the various forms of knowledge and expertise that 
are framed as valuable and legitimate, and by what legal-institutional or dis-
cursive mechanisms? And what forms of labor are treated as morally suspect, 
accused of eating from the middle of the value chain?

This line of investigation can be disaggregated into a few parts: first, what 
kinds of expertise are important enough (perhaps even necessary) to other, 
more legible or legitimate forms of social, political, or economic activity 
such that they command their own price? With Kaushal, for instance, we 
see that the knowledge of even where to go about finding potentially avail-
able land (let alone how to go about negotiating with landlords) is a highly 
valued resource for which investors are ready to pay a price. It is perhaps 
the particularity of Kaushal’s Wall Street training that leads him initially to 
misrecognize the value in such expertise—to describe local experts in India 
as “not that smart.” Only upon learning the value of “sending ‘brokers out 
in a dhoti’ ” is Kaushal able to see (let alone enter) the property market at all.

The second part of the question concerns the normative presump-
tions that animate these value-creating activities, as well as the moraliz-
ing critiques that are leveled against these activities and those who per-
form them.105 This calls attention as well to the matter of currency (pun 
intended)—to the question, that is, of the material form in which accrued 
value is measured, stored, and moved, as well as the temporality of those 
circulations of stored value. In the profiles we see how much of the moral-
izing talk about brokerage involves the introduction of money—conceived 
of as a single measure of value—into social spheres previously and/or norma-
tively governed by other moralities or logics of valuation.106 By rendering 
comparable—that is, measurable by equivalent units of value—objects and 
relations that were previously governed by other logics or systems of value, 
these systems and moralities are held to deteriorate.107 Indeed, we see in the 
profiles forms of knowledge and labor that are expected not to be available or 
exchangeable in monetary terms but instead to be governed by other logics: 
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of “public good,” “social work,” or “democratic accountability.” It is the pre-
sumed undermining of these other moralities—embodied in the cash fees 
and payments—that invites the condemnation of certain forms of labor.

Reading Yaffa Truelove’s profile of Dr.  K alongside Sangeeta Banerji’s 
profile of a nonelite “paid agent” named Shazia reveals the striking overlap 
in the domain of practice and expertise on offer by the two self-described 
“social workers.” Dr. K disparages the practice of accepting fees for services, 
citing “the fee and accompanying ‘bribes’ ” as the key distinction between his 
own “social work” and the “corrupt” activities of people who value “profits 
above helping the community.” Yet as the ethnography reveals, the differ-
ence between the two domains of practice inheres not in the existence of 
transactions but rather in the currency in which the transactions take place: 
whereas Shazia’s expertise is valued, stored, and moved using banknotes, 
Dr. K uses the currency of (nonmonetary) “barter.” The elite social worker 
points to the nonmonetization of his services as evidence of the distance be-
tween his social work and the “cash-fueled ‘corruption’ exchanges” of “paid 
agents,” but the normative implications of this categorical refusal are un-
even. Shazia’s services are (echoing Simmel’s famous formulation) “freely”108 
available to anyone who can pay, yet Dr. K’s altruistic efforts are on offer only 
to the particular people with whom he happens to be acquainted: neighbors, 
servants, friends of friends. The ethnographies thus reveal the Janus-faced 
character of money, which appears to both democratize access to social ser
vices while also commercializing that access, thereby obviating entrenched 
hierarchies (caste, community, gender) while threatening to push services 
out of the reach of those who can’t pay.

And yet the profiles also reveal a spuriousness to this distinction between 
cash and other material forms of stored value. In Sarthak Bagchi’s profile of 
a political party worker named Mishra, for instance, we see how money is 
only one among many forms of “gift” that is put into circulation at elec-
tion time—demonstrating that the exchange-gift binary breaks down. This 
brings us to the third part of the question on the attribution of value, which 
concerns the temporality of convertibility and exchange. In the profiles we 
see how the currency of cash works much like any other gift or currency of 
exchange in producing enduring relations of debt and obligation. In Tarini 
Bedi’s profile of the caterer/caretaker known as Muna, we see how “ ‘currency’ . . . ​
took many forms; it was distributed, circulated, shared, and paid back as 
money, food, favors, interest, and opportunity, all duly delivered through 
care associated with the kitchen.” Indeed, as Bedi points out, the “monetary 
value . . . ​of the catering business” was less important to Muna than was the 
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“value of the other kinds of capacities” that the business facilitated, in one 
instance enabling her to find employment for a neighbor. In Bagchi’s pro-
file we similarly see how the value of money is not reducible to the number 
printed on the note but rather inheres in the longer-sighted social relations 
that money’s movements both trace and produce. The meaning of election-
season money inheres less in a note’s exchange value than in its semiotic 
character: the cash has value not only because it can later be used to buy 
things (shoes or pencils) but also because the cash note comes from Mishra 
himself. The banknote gift is both a communicative action and a material 
instantiation of the strength and durability of the ties connecting Mishra to 
broad networks’ power, authority, and resources.

Although Mishra’s own signified strength is part of what gives this gifted 
money its value, we see paradoxically how Dr.  K–style conflation of cash 
with commoditization is part of Mishra’s own moral universe as well. Mishra 
insists that “gifts and cash do not profess to ‘buy votes,’ ” but he continues 
to blame “both voters and leaders for making elections more ‘commercial’ 
over the years.” The multiplicity and contradiction among money’s multiple 
moral registers are bound up with the incongruous temporalities that these 
circulations of election-season cash inhabit: the short-term temporality of 
purchase and the enduring character of political relations.

Bombay Brokers attends to interconnections among these four lines of in-
quiry into the attribution of value—the content of valorized knowledge and 
labor, the materiality of the currencies in which value is stored, the tem-
porality of exchanges that become the object of moral critique, and the 
presumptions upon which those critiques are based—in order to shine light 
onto the fraught domains of framing and overflow that our Bombay brokers 
index.

Fraught Domains

The book’s thirty-six profiles fall into six thematic domains: development, 
property, business, difference, publics, and truth. These six themes did not 
precede the writing of the profiles; rather, they emerged over a two-year pe-
riod of grappling with the ethnographic material itself. In order to explain 
how we arrived at these six themes, it will be useful to briefly outline the 
process by means of which this project came into being.

Bombay Brokers was conceived over dinner with a friend in Bombay, some-
time in January  2017. At some point, the conversation turned (as it often 
does in Bombay) to stories of the remarkable creativity, skillfulness, and 



32    LISA BJÖRKMAN

sometimes sheer chutzpah of our research participants. I had been telling 
a story about a “plumber” named Sunny, whose expertise in procuring of-
ficial water connections for households without residential documents had 
recently been at the heart of a high-profile hydraulic debacle in the eastern 
suburbs, one that had (at long last) compelled policy makers to rethink the 
rules governing water supply in popular neighborhoods.109 My friend re-
sponded with their own story, about a fellow whose labors were similarly 
necessary yet fraught. And so I got to thinking: what if we gathered as many 
Bombay ethnographers as we could manage and asked each one to write a 
profile of some such person: someone who is not the protagonist of our re-
search in Bombay (the official “water engineer” or the “film director”) but 
rather that person who always seems be hanging about, the one who—even 
if we can’t quite make out what they actually do for a living—nonetheless 
appears to be indispensable to whatever we are seeking to understand (how 
movies get made, how buildings get built)?

A few months later I sent around a series of emails to everyone I could 
think of who had an active research project in Mumbai, explaining the idea 
and inviting them to write a short character sketch. For many of us, the 
people about whom we have written are not only key actors in the processes 
and practices that our research seeks to understand, but they have also been 
central to our own efforts to learn about those same processes. Ethnographic 
encounters are invariably (and necessarily) bound up with the shifting and 
provisional relations of power and positionality that run through the sites 
and spaces where we produce knowledge: relations that facilitate our access 
to those spaces, condition our perceptions, and inform our interpretations. 
The relationships that we have forged through the research process, in other 
words, are of a piece with the relational worlds upon which our research at-
tentions are trained. These interpersonal intimacies are thus foregrounded 
in many of our profiles: attention to the social relations by means of which 
knowledge is produced is what ethnographers refer to as “reflexivity.” Rather 
than “claim the power to see and not be seen, to represent while escaping 
representation,” reflexivity insists that the ethnographer account for the 
embodied, materialized, real-time research encounters by means of which 
knowledge is produced.110 Given the centrality of these social relations to 
the ethnographic enterprise, my email invitation to contribute proved re-
markably fertile; indeed, many authors responded by noting that the real 
challenge would be to settle on only one such person about whom to write.

On receipt of the drafts some months later, I created a shared electronic 
folder to which all the authors had access and then grouped the authors into 
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clusters of threes and fours according to what seemed potentially produc-
tive overlaps, intersections, or tensions in the various profiles; the goal of 
the clustering exercise was to invite authors whose characters interface with 
similar domains of practice, institutional frameworks, political networks, or 
territorial scales to ask pointed questions of one another’s profiles, as well 
as to gain insights into their own characters by virtue of the perspective 
that another profile might afford. The idea for the author clusters was to 
think together about these ethnographies in order to gain insight into the 
broader processes, contradictions, and gaps that the work of their profiled 
person bridges and brokers. In addition to these long-distance clustering 
and feedback-giving exercises, we convened five in-person Bombay Brokers 
authors’ workshops (in Boston, Leiden, Göttingen, Oslo, and Bombay) in 
order to think collectively about the questions animating the project: What 
is the broker brokering? What is the fixer fixing? Whence the gaps that need 
bridging? The six themes emerged through these conversations.

Each of the six themes has a long genealogy and established theoretical 
tradition, yet we see how the material in the profiles destabilizes the epistemo-
logical and normative presumptions upon which received formulations and 
framings hinge. Focusing ethnographic attention on the material-practical 
content of the expertise that Bombay brokers wield brings into focus the 
porosity of these discursive framings; we see how the busywork of brokerage 
is enlisted in producing and maintaining the conceptual boundaries of these 
valorized categories.

Part I features people who mediate the contradictions of “development” in 
Mumbai, where the fantasy of becoming a so-called world-class city has cap-
tured the imaginations of a generation of urban policy makers. The charac-
ters in this section wield a range of resources and expertise by means of which 
the territory and built fabric of the city are materialized and transformed 
under the auspices of development—and especially redevelopment—of the 
city’s heterogenous and “unplanned” territories: its popular neighborhoods, 
small-scale workshops, “informal” industries, and (above all) its “slums.” The 
expertise wielded by the people populating this section is highly embodied, 
and the skills employed and deployed are born of intimate involvements 
with the myriad materials that the city comprises: materiality whose irre-
ducible excesses invariably exceed the tidily institutionalized “world-class” 
developmentalist visions and policy framings that would govern Bombay.

While the people profiled in part I are experts in mediating the contradic-
tions born of efforts to materialize “development,” those in part II work at 
producing and legitimating claims of access to the city’s built fabric, claims 
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of access that are generally articulated in a privileged idiom of “property.” 
Contestations over access, use, and distribution of land are some of the most 
contentious in contemporary Mumbai—as in cities worldwide; as in the 
world more generally. The five people profiled in part II are experts in navi-
gating the contradictions and contestations among competing practices and 
claims to urban resources (land, space, and infrastructures), and we see in 
the ethnographic material that “property” takes its place as just one idiom (if 
an institutionally privileged one) among many claims-making practices that 
are both legitimate and empowered in the city. The ethnographies reveal the 
gendered, racialized, and classed conflicts and contestations over the (re)
production of various forms of hierarchy and differentiated access made in 
the name of “property rights.”

The domain of mediation and expertise explored in part III pertains to the 
world of “business” (dhanda). The seven character profiles show how ideas 
and practices of “doing business” animate projects of self fashioning and 
world making. Rather than presuming the meaning and morality of “doing 
business” or the value of “labor” or “consumer goods,” we see how value is ac-
crued partially through the material-discursive work of differentiating busi-
ness from hustling: dhanda from tapori. In this context the people profiled 
put markets to work toward a myriad of sometimes-conflicting goals. And 
we see as well the heterogenous temporal horizons of these value-creation 
projects, and by extension the heterochronous character of the markets and 
movements that such projects bring into being.

Part IV is about the tireless work of differentiation that character-
izes Bombay life: the (re)production, contestation, and reconfiguration of 
myriad forms of difference and belonging. This is the work of navigating 
and mediating the contradictions of a myriad of crosscutting hierarchies: 
articulations and spatializations of identity and distinction. The profiles 
demonstrate attempts to cordon off and delimit domains of belonging and 
propriety (whether in terms of the fraught inclusivity of “citizenship” or the 
myriad forms of gendered, casted, communal, sectarian group-ness) in the 
context of these intersecting and counterposing forms of difference/differ-
entiation. The expertise of these people is thus in the material technologies 
by means of which gender, caste, religion, regionalization, and nationality 
are produced, represented, and contested: how, when, and to what ends.

The six people featured in part V are experts in publicity. This section 
explores the social imaginaries and material technologies that are enlisted 
in the production and representation of publics. The characters profiled call 
attention to the shifting practices, tools, and techniques of mediation and 
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self making, and demonstrate how these labors animate new kinds of col-
lective subjectivity and identity. The profiles demonstrate the importance 
of taking seriously the theatrical dimensions of urban life, demonstrating 
quite powerfully the recursivity in Mumbai between life and its representa
tions, and calling into question the presumed divide between onscreen and 
offscreen lives.

Part VI features people who are experts in verification and authentication. 
The six ethnographies explore situations calling for investigation, where this 
need for investigation indexes the anxieties and instabilities animated by 
society-level changes. The ethnographies in this group demonstrate a range 
of situations that require investigation and explore the contested terrain 
of constituting “verification”: what forms of knowledge are deemed “true” 
(when, where, and by whom), and what is the value of this “truth”? The 
profiles show how practices of verification—about landholdings, social iden-
tity, or personal character, for example—are enlisted in efforts to inflict harm 
and/or produce value. The ethnographies demonstrate the coexistence of 
multiple, incompatible “truths,” such as in the imperative to reconcile the 
imperative of equal-before-the-law proceduralism with the equally real ex-
istence of political power and the authority to sidestep legal equality in the 
service of various forms of hierarchy: caste, class, community. The profiles 
thus explore fraught questions concerning who has access to what kind of 
knowledge and when and how various “truth” accounts ought or ought not 
to be made “public” or put into circulation.

Each of the six parts is prefaced by an analytical introduction that brings 
the ethnographic particularities of the individual pieces into conversation 
with one another, drawing out common themes, unpacking the overlaps 
in material-practical expertise, and discussing some of the broader context 
in which these particular practices have become so simultaneously crucial 
and contested. The introductions therefore have a twofold function, first 
in teasing out common themes and second, in so doing, working to guide 
readers in recognizing certain signposts as they are encountered in the rich 
ethnographic material. For this reason it is suggested that interested readers 
consider revisiting the part introductions a second time after having read 
the profiles.

A few hours after Rasheed delivered my propane cylinder, my cell phone 
rang. It was Kranti’s mother, calling from her home in the suburbs: “I heard 
you had a gas cylinder delivered,” she began. “Yes,” I answered, a bit ner
vously. “Why . . . ​did someone complain?” She clarified: “Mrs.  Patil from 
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across the courtyard rang me up.” She paused and then continued: “Your 
friend who brought the cylinder,” she began haltingly, emphasizing the 
word friend, “do you think he might be able to send one to me as well . . . ?” I 
breathed a sigh of relief and rang up Rasheed.

Notes

1. Bombay’s name was officially changed to Mumbai in 1995 when (following 
a bloody season of politically orchestrated rioting) the Marathi-nativist Shiv 
Sena assumed control over the Maharashtra state government (for an il-
luminating discussion of the city’s renaming of Mumbai, see Thomas Blom 
Hansen, Wages of Violence: Naming and Identity in Postcolonial Bombay (Princeton, 
NJ: Princeton University Press, 2001). However, this “before-and-after” story 
elides the nomenclatural complexities of the contemporary city. Many people 
continue to use Bombay, especially (but neither completely nor exclusively) 
Urdu-speaking Muslims, portions of the political left, and the city’s intelligent
sia. Many people will use both names—sometimes alternating according to 
the language (or accent) in which they are speaking: Mumbai when speaking 
Marathi, Bombay when speaking Urdu, Hindi, or English. What’s more, because 
Bombay, Bambai, Bumbai, and Mumbai exist along multiple spectra of vowel and 
consonantal sounds, it is not always clear (and perhaps intentionally so) exactly 
which name is being used. This nomenclatural heteroglossia is reflected in the 
book’s profiles.

2. The maps on pages 13–14 show the locations of various places mentioned 
through this book.

3. Unless otherwise noted, names throughout the book have been changed.
4. This particular conversation took place in Hindi, a language whose Bombay 

variation includes the English-origin words allow, manage, and risk (riks).
5. The idiom of practice has been taken up by anthropologists in recent decades 

as a way to navigate some of the impasses among phenomenology, structural-
ism, and materialist strands of Marxism, and to draw attention to dimensions 
of human activity that cannot be abstracted to thought and language. Our use of 
the word practice in this book draws on both Heideggerian and Wittgensteinian 
strands of practice theory and emphasizes three interrelated things: first, our 
accounts demonstrate that patterns of human activity are neither given by—
nor add up to—a coherent body of rules, regularities, or normative justifications 
(externally given or otherwise); practices are not given by a coherent body of se-
mantically articulated presuppositions, nor are they prior to or separate from the 
mediations of language. Following on this point, the ethnographies demonstrate 
that there is no useful distinction to be drawn between (so-called) discursive and 
nondiscursive forms of practice. Rather, our accounts reveal how language itself is 
a social practice that entails “rich practical and perceptual engagement with our 
surroundings” and that involves “complex bodily skills” (Rouse 535). Third, our 
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conceptualization of practice rejects presumptions of mind-body autonomy—
and the distinction between “natural” and “social” worlds upon which such 
presumptions hinge—that inform some strands of practice theory. Instead, the 
material in this book demonstrates how social practices are “embodied, and the 
bodily skills through which they are realized are intimately responsive to the 
affordances and resistances of their surroundings” (Rouse 536). For discussion and 
elaboration of these points, see Webb Keane, “Perspectives on Affordances, or the 
Anthropologically Real,” Hau Journal of Ethnographic Theory 8, nos. 1–2 (2018): 27–
38; Webb Keane, “A Minimalist Ontology, with Other People in It,” Hau Journal of 
Ethnographic Theory 8, nos. 1–2 (2018): 45–47; Joseph Rouse, “Practice Theory,” in 
Handbook of the Philosophy of Science, vol. 15, Philosophy of Anthropology and Sociology, 
ed. Stephen Turner and Mark Risjord (Amsterdam: Elsevier, 2006).

6. These are the questions that were posed to the authors when inviting them 
to write contributions.

7. Here we take a cue from Appadurai’s important insight that “things can move 
in and out of the commodity state” (Arjun Appadurai, The Social Life of Things: Com­
modities in Cultural Perspective [Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988], 13).

8. The relationship between price and value is discussed later in this 
introduction.

9. Our approach to exploring these multi-scalar shifts thus shares analytical 
and methodological overlap with what anthropologist Anna Tsing terms fric­
tion: “the awkward, unequal, unstable and creative qualities of interconnection 
across difference.” In her study of “global connections,” Tsing demonstrates 
ethnographically how dynamics generally glossed as “globalization” (the seeming 
universalization of things such as “science,” “capitalism,” or “politics”) are actually 
brought into being through the “sticky materiality of practical encounters” (Anna 
Lowenhaupt Tsing, Friction: An Ethnography of Global Connection [Princeton, NJ: 
Princeton University Press, 2004]).

10. Bipan Chandra’s The Rise and Growth of Economic Nationalism in India, 
1880–1905 (New Delhi: People’s Publishing House, 1966) is exemplary of this genre.

11. Dipesh Chakrabarty, Habitations of Modernity: Essays in the Wake of Subaltern 
Studies (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2002), 5.

12. Whereas Cambridge University historian Anil Seal’s pioneering work The 
Emergence of Indian Nationalism focuses rather narrowly on the high-caste and 
foreign-educated character of indigenous elites, historian Sumit Sarkar notes that 
subsequent work of Cambridge School historiography “disaggregated the category 
of ‘elite’ into locality-based ‘patron-client’ linkages or ‘factions,’ equally animated 
by selfish interests” (Anil Seal, The Emergence of Indian Nationalism: Competition and 
Collaboration in the Later Nineteenth Century [Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1968]; Sumit Sarkar, “Nationalisms in India,” in India and the British Empire, 
ed. Douglas M. Peers and Nandini Gooptu [Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2012]). For a summary of these debates, see Dipesh Chakrabarty, Habitations of 
Modernity: Essays in the Wake of Subaltern Studies (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 2002), chapter 1.
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University of Chicago Press, 1955).
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