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tis hard to find a railway porter (coolie)
thesedays. Theiconic helperscladinred
were relied upon to carry heavy luggage
1 n Ing

he coolies, carth-coloured and mute,
crouched reverently some twenty or thirty
yardsaway.”

Small mercies that the CarryMan walks
straight and alongside the memsaab in 21st
century India, according (o the service's
poster. However, the spirit of hyper-conve-
nience forthe privileged while the physical
burden is passed on to a poorer person

railway station. They have largely vanishe
since thearrival of wheeled trolleysand esca-
lators. Technology packed them off. Ironi-
cally.last week, technology brought back a
new kind of coolie to Delhi’s Lajpat Nagar. A
new service called CarryMen allows shop-
perstobookamanwhowill hold yourshop-
pingbags. Clad in orange T-shirts, they can

he same.
Innovation as aggresation of the jobless:
Some direct-to-consumer (D2C) startups.
employ youngsters and teach them a skill
that can set them on paths to sustainable
livelihoods. To cite a few examples, home
service platforms train people to become
plumbers, lectricians and beauticians. An
eyewear startup that disrupted the market
through omnichannel distribution runs

and certifies them

carry upto 12k for 30 minutes fora payment
of %79, icesin i
umbrellas, folding- bank
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sothat consum rop

is starkly reminiscent of the punkha-
wallahs. bhishtis and coolies of the British
Raj—the invisible natives”
stringsfor memsaahsin hot Indiansummers,
carried water in sheep-skin pouches while
runningalongwith the saib’s entourage or
transported luggage on their heads. In Kinm,
Rudyard Kipling’s 1901 novel, he writes

smployees| ¥
roastersand baristas.

But thereare various other startups in the
D2C space that are creating a business
model merely by organizing economically

Theargument that ‘at least these compa
nies are creating some jobs, which Toften
see on social media, is hollow. There is a

company sends service providers to cus-
tomer homes within 10 minutes to domicro-
taskslike pecling peasordrying clothes. An

gig workers by Primus Partners found that
among gig workers in their 205 who had
already been doing the joh for four years,

sharp distin
ces and using them as interchangeable
warm bodies. Whena personis taughta sill

any task requiring some physical effort
(other than fitness) can be transferred to a

mostsawit careerandnota
steppingstone.
“Decent work? According to the Interna

h y poorery will. | tional Labour Organization, decent workis
worker generates more value over time. 1 i ratingsare | “produ P afair
Whenwesettle foran ‘atleast theyareable | neverfarbehind. Smallinconvenienceslike | income, provides security. ensures social
toearn’scenario, we set thebar solow thatit | adelayed order can beseenasdeservingof | protection for families, offers prospects for
canjustifyall kindsofwork, includingtasks | censure throughapoorratingoftheworker. | personal development, andallowsworkers

that are borderline exploitative.
The pampered and pampering classes: His
torically, we havebeena

deeply feudalistic soci L L]
QUICK READ

ety, Our entrenched
caste-classdivisionscon-
tinue to manifest in the
way many middle-class  Delhihigh
folks treat those who  demograp!

Ashopping porter servicein
ghts therisk of India's
icdividenddelivering  Employers informally

Avast band of entitled citizens emerges in
constant judgement of those who serve it.
Since servitude hides
behind anapp orasmart
uniform and branding, it
is couched as modern,
butits kernel is feudal
A permanent stopgap:

servethem,suchastheir  anarmyofattendantsinbrand  wonderifthe existence of

househelp. Against this
background, when start
upscreate newerwaysin

which lower-income Issuchwork

withlow entrybarriers. Thousandsof young
men are simply dropping off packets, and
now, holding them for clicnts.

. wenorma
ize servitude,
founder said in a recent
TV interview that his

uniforms. Many of these jobs
offernoupskiling prospe

sthrowback tothe  Spenc
groups can pamper the  colonialeraof water carmersand — inga
ddl - manualfanstring puliers. a
Astartup  serviceof overlords? Manytasks  whenthereisaquickand
ongigsaleare poorly paid and
seem borderline exploitative

sy gig work is itsclf a
ts. disincentive to move to

higher-skilled  jobs.
wgmonths learn
panufacturing pro-
drag

tthe  cess seems like

casy way [0 earm money.
A 2026 survey of 1,500

toorganize and participate in decisions that
affect their lives.” Gig work, which relies
purcly on physical labour, fails these stan-
dardsasitisvolatile and has fowsafety nets
orperks. Evenlicensed railway porters were
given annual complimentary ticketstoany
station and access to railway hospitals and
schools. And they also formed unions to
exercise their collective bargaining power

1t is worth asking whether ironing out

i asslife—fetching, car
rying. queuing—isthe best use of entrepr
neurial capital and youthful energy for an
spiring vishwaguru (global guide). If
nvenience of the afMuent becomes a
business opportunity, India’s famed ‘demo-
graphic dividend' risksyielding little more
thananarmy ofbranded attendants-—seem
ingly modern but feudal in spirit.

ks. Even




