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Introduction 

Since Keith Hart first proposed in 1973 the term “informal economy” to account 

for the income-generating activities of urban unemployed and underemployed in Ghana, 

non-waged urban labor has only been on the rise.  The informal sector now constitutes 

78% of all nonagricultural labor in Africa, 58% in Latin America, and 45-85% in Asia 

(Gallin 2001:533).  This expansion of the informal economy does not appear to be a 

temporary measure through which millions of workers will eventually find a place in the 

world of formal employment, as many early studies of the informal economy suggested 

(Sethuraman 1981; PREALC 1978).  A UN report on the scale of urban slums worldwide 

recently estimated that the informal economy will provide 90% of new jobs in urban 

areas within the next ten years (UN-Habitat 2003:103).  For better or worse, the informal 

economy is not disappearing any time soon. 

 Given the growth of informal economic activities in the last two decades, the 

dearth of anthropological literature on the topic comes as a surprise.  A search of 

anthropological literature published since 2000 turns up only five references to the 

informal economy.  Even the recently published, comprehensive Handbook of Economic 

Anthropology (Carrier 2005) fails to include a single chapter on the informal economy.  

Before beginning a discussion on the theoretical implications of informal economic 

activities within world capitalism today, a consideration of possible reasons for the 

current lack of attention paid to urban non-waged labor on the part of anthropologists 

might shed light on some conceptual shortcomings of certain anthropological theories.  
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 First, it is worth noting that the term “informal economy” emerged as part of a 

development discourse.  The ILO quickly adopted Hart’s concept of an informal 

economy in a report published in 1972 on Kenyan “petty enterprise and services” (Allen 

1998:359).  Following the ILO’s use of the term, a plethora of studies attached to 

development planning and policy-making argued that informal economic activities could 

help reduce poverty and unemployment and advocated these activities as beneficial “self-

help” strategies of the urban poor.  The concept of the informal economy, therefore, 

received a stigma within much of anthropology as being an issue of applied, rather than 

theoretical, work.  As Elyachar suggests in passing, “Perhaps because of the strong link 

of this research [on the informal economy] to development agendas, and a tendency in 

anthropology to separate high theory from practical issues like development, this body of 

research is also largely isolated from debates in the sub-discipline [of economic 

anthropology]” (2005:522).  By attempting to theorize the informal economy, I hope to 

bridge the (rather arbitrary) divide between theoretical and applied work.  Disregarding 

the informal economy because of its relevance to practical matters, such as the scope of 

urban poverty or a country’s GDP, hinders not only the potential contribution that 

anthropology could make to an understanding of the informal economy but also the 

potential theoretical developments that could emerge out of anthropology’s engagement 

with the concept. 

 Secondly, anthropology’s relative silence on urban non-waged labor might stem 

from the silence of the laborers themselves.  The ability to evade taxes, labor regulations, 

and other state controls constitutes a central attraction of working in the informal sector.  

As Foucault argues, one of the defining components of modern governance consists in 
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the ability of the state to exercise surveillance on its citizens (1994).  To remain 

unregulated, therefore, it is necessary to remain unrepresented.  Indeed, the informal 

economy might be better named the ‘unrepresented economy’.   

A few scholars, notably Janet MacGaffey (1987) and Carolyn Nordstrom (2001), 

have pointed out the motivations of state and international organizations to ignore non-

formal economic activities because of the challenge they pose to global power relations.  

MacGaffey and Nordstom do not, however, consider the motivations of those performing 

these activities to remain hidden from the calculations of institutions of power.  This, of 

course, poses a problem to anthropologists interested in the informal economy who may 

wish to contribute to a better understanding of a growing number of laborers in the world 

today but not thereby compromise the desire of many of them to remain in the shadows.  

The difficulties of studying a largely unrepresented sector of the population may have 

discouraged more research on the topic.  However, as studies such as MacGaffey’s and 

Nordstrom’s demonstrate, engaged and careful research on the informal economy, 

‘second economy’ or ‘shadow economy’ can prove valuable to both anthropological 

knowledge and the communities under study  by providing incisive critiques of global 

inequalities and power structures. 

 Thirdly, the scarcity of anthropological scholarship on the informal economy 

might result from a theoretical bias of what counts as ‘the economy’.  Timothy Mitchell 

has argued that critical theory has deconstructed “the concepts of class, nation, culture, 

society, state, gender, race, personhood, and many others, but not the idea of the 

economy” (2002:3).  According to Mitchell, even anthropological studies of pre-capitalist 

or nonmarket societies have reified the concept of the ‘economy’ by proposing that other 



 4 

systems of production and exchange merely represent alternative kinds of economy.  

While it might seem that anthropologists could embrace the study of the informal 

economy in the same way that they have embraced studies of gift economies, spheres of 

exchange, or systems of barter, the informal economy is neither self-contained nor 

separated from capitalism in the same ways or to the same extent that these other 

economic systems are.  Therefore, the informal economy problematizes more deeply the 

concept of the economy as “a self-contained, internally dynamic, and statistically 

measurable sphere of social action, scientific analysis, and political regulation (4).  The 

challenge that the informal economy poses to the concept of the economy might very 

well be one of the reasons it remains almost entirely untouched by economic 

anthropologists, particularly those concerned with theoretical issues.  This also suggests 

that theoretical engagement with the informal economy could contribute to Mitchell’s 

project of deconstructing the ‘economy’, of finding a way to “write about capitalism or 

the economic without attributing to them an internal rationality, an element of sameness, 

or an inherent power that is then given the credit for what happened” (14). 

 This, in short, is what I strive to do in this paper: begin a project of theorizing the 

informal economy in such a way that it reveals the heterogeneity, messiness, and 

contingencies of capitalism.  In particular, I consider three questions that the study of 

informality poses for an anthropology of the economy:  

(1)  What is the relationship between recent changes in capitalist accumulation 

and the growth of the informal economy?  While numerous anthropologists and 

other social scientists have pointed out a connection between neoliberalism and a 
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rise in unemployment and informal labor, exactly why and how this process 

unfolds could be spelled out more clearly and its implication indicated. 

(2)  How do informal economic activities illuminate certain processes of 

capitalism, reveal some of its internal contradictions, and affect its workings in 

parts of the world?  A significant component of this question concerns informal 

labor’s relationship to capitalism as existing outside of the capitalist waged-labor 

relationship while constituting a necessary condition of advanced capitalism. 

(3)  How does the informal economy produce a crisis of representation of the 

‘worker’ and class struggle?  How can we re-imagine and re-conceptualize new 

forms of labor and class politics today? 

In the following, I attempt to address each of these questions in turn while drawing 

connections among them.  I do not present this discussion, however, as a clean finished 

product.  Rather, this paper charts a rough course through incipient ideas, suggestions, 

possibilities and many unanswered questions. 

 

The Dispossession of Labor 

 David Harvey’s discussion of new forms of capitalist accumulation that emerged 

in the 1970s provides a useful starting point for an analysis of the growth of the informal 

economy in the past two decades.  Harvey argues that a crisis of over-accumulation of 

capital, often correlated with the collapse of Bretton Woods, the U.S. dollar going off the 

gold standard and the oil crisis of 1973, has led to intense privatization of public assets, 

the commodification of environmental resources such as land, water, and air, and the 

dismantling of regulations to protect labor (2003:148).  Such actions-- dubbed 
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‘accumulation by dispossession’ by Harvey and emblematic of the neo-liberal project-- 

solve the problem of overaccumulation.  As Harvey explains, “What accumulation by 

dispossession does is to release a set of assets (including labour power) at very low (and 

in some instances zero) cost.  Overaccumulated capital can seize hold of such assets and 

immediately turn them to profitable use” (149).  

 So how do the crisis of overaccumulation and the subsequent policies of 

dispossession affect labor and the informal economy?  Here we can turn to Marx’s 

concept of the industrial reserve army of labor (1976).  Capital accumulation presupposes 

a perpetual influx of new pools of cheap labor in order to turn a reasonable profit.  For 

Marx, these latent pools of cheap labor can come from increased population, societies 

(usually in colonies) not yet integrated into the capitalist system, or the unemployed who 

lost jobs due to the mechanization of production.  Harvey extends Marx’s discussion to 

argue that capitalism “actually throws workers out of the system at one point in time in 

order to have them to hand for purposes of accumulation at a later point in time” (141).   

The growing numbers of unemployed are thus but one symptom of a larger 

process of dispossession.  Through unemployment, the devalued labor-power of workers 

becomes a future source of profitable investment.  The increased dependence on finance 

rather than productive capital, the privatization of state enterprises, and the rolling back 

of workers’ rights in recent years—all of which resulted in job insecurity and 

unemployment—should not surprise us.  Such changes from Fordist capitalism have 

created an ‘outside’ of capitalism that Harvey sees as necessary for capitalism’s own 

stabilization.  Extending Harvey’s analysis, the informal economy of non-waged workers 

is yet another condition of advanced capitalism.  The informal economy results from the 
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process of dispossession and repossession that enables the profitable reinvestment of 

accumulated capital. 

 While Harvey’s analysis of capitalist accumulation proves helpful in 

understanding the growth of unemployment and the informal economy, it stops short of 

providing any guidance on ways to theorize the actual economic activities of those 

unemployed.  Harvey never considers what workers do when capitalism throws them out 

of the system.  Indeed, Harvey’s discussion of ‘accumulation by dispossession’ leaves the 

reader with the impression that the unemployed wait idly and passively for the time when 

capitalism will repossess their labor.  Harvey’s failure to bring his analysis to the ground, 

to consider what people who participate in and are affected by capitalism do, is 

problematic not only because it ignores the experiences and practices of most human 

beings on this planet.  It also fails to consider how practices in the informal economy 

might illuminate, critique, and shape processes of capitalism today.    

 The following section of this paper attempts to resolve some of the gaps in 

Harvey’s analysis by theorizing informal economic activities as constitutive of new kinds 

of social relations, social space, and social consciousness.  To do this, I draw upon 

Bourdieu’s practice theory and approach social processes and structures through attention 

to human action.  A brief review of Bourdieu will provide the framework necessary to 

more fully comprehend the peculiarities of the informal economy in late capitalism. 

In Outline of a Theory of Practice (1977), Bourdieu calls into question objectivist 

and phenomenological approaches in anthropology.  Bourdieu argues that objectivist 

anthropologists have tended to view society in terms of rules, norms and principles that 

govern behavior due to their outsider perspective.  Anthropologists assume that those 
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they study operate according to cultural rules and principles because the anthropologists, 

themselves, need such rules to learn appropriate behavior in a foreign culture.  Bourdieu 

demonstrates that social interaction does not consist of careful adherence to rules but 

rather of ad hoc decisions, tactics and strategies based on socialized dispositions.  Though 

these dispositions limit the scope of possible actions by an individual, they neither 

prescribe nor determine the particular actions. 

 However, this is not to say that Bourdieu ignores social restraints on human 

actions.  Through his critiques of phenomenological approaches that rely on "lived 

experience" and that do not investigate the social conditions of that experience, Bourdieu 

upholds the importance of the social reality in which actions occur.  Bourdieu thus 

argues: "Just as objectivist knowledge poses the question of the conditions of the 

possibility of primary experience... so the theory of practice puts objectivist knowledge 

back on its feet by posing the question of the (theoretical and also social) conditions 

which make this knowledge possible" (4).  For Bourdieu, practice should not be 

understood only as human action but as human action in relation to social conditions.     

 Bourdieu thus gives us a dialectical view of the individual and society.  On the 

one hand, the society constructs human actors.  On the other, human actors, through their 

daily practices, reproduce and transform social structures, relations and meanings.  

Harvey’s analysis of advanced capitalism only offers us one side of this process.  He pays 

close attention, for example, to developments in capitalism and the ways these 

developments have created a large pool of unemployed workers.  He does not, however, 

consider the practices of unemployed workers and the ways these practices (re)create 

capitalist relations.  This becomes problematic because capitalism, like any other social 
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system, does not exist apart from human action but must be made and re-made daily 

through the practices of individuals.   

 I therefore begin my analysis of the relationship between capitalism and the 

informal economy with the activities of non-waged laborers.  I demonstrate how these 

activities, produced and constrained by the world capitalist system, create social relations, 

social space, and social consciousness distinct from those found in the formal working 

class.  The new approach provided by this analysis will hopefully provide a practical 

synthetic framework within which to study this largely under-theorized process. 

 

Social relations, relations to capitalism 

 Work within capitalism has long signified a particular set of social relations.  In 

contrast to the intimate, kin-based, community relations surrounding work in most pre-

capitalist societies, work within capitalism has come to mean participation in the 

impersonal market, separation from family and home, and subordination to another who 

owns the means of production.1  In their discussion of the continuation of reciprocity 

networks in postindustrial society, Gaughan and Ferman point out that, “Household and 

family are often regarded as playing an economic role only in the secondary capacities of 

consumption or biological reproduction… sociologists and economists, of both the 

classical and Marxist schools, have maintained that the economic role of the family and 

household has been progressively reduced by the advances of industrial capitalism” 

(1987:16). 

                                                 
1 Feminist anthropologists have long questioned this definition of ‘work’ for its denial of women’s 
household activities as ‘work’ (see Collins 1990:3).  Later in this section I consider how domestic non-
waged labor and informal economic activities pose similar theoretical problems for our understanding of 
capitalism. 
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 I begin this section with a discussion of how the nature of productive work within 

the informal economy has led to the creation of social relations based on community 

networks and kinship ties.  Scholars who have advocated the informal economy as a form 

of entrepreneurship or self-help (MacGaffey 1987), as well as scholars who have 

questioned the organizing potential of non-waged laborers (Bayat 2004), have viewed 

informal economic activities as survivalist, competitive, and deeply individualistic.  What 

these perspectives miss, however, is the degree to which entry into informal work, 

training in a particular trade, and success in an economic activity both rely upon and 

strengthen personal ties—whether of kin, friends or neighbors.  Such decentralized and 

face-to-face networks emerge directly from many of the practices of non-waged laborers. 

 As Rob Allen argues in his study of ‘indigenous’ education in Nigeria, 

apprenticeship has become a crucial element in the informal sector (1982:123).  Despite 

the apparently unskilled nature of domestic work, trash-picking, street vending and other 

activities prevalent in the informal economy, those new to a particular trade must learn an 

extensive amount in such topics as efficiency in the task, acquisition of needed supplies, 

preferred clientele, safety precautions, and avoidance of police harassment.  Because no 

formal education prepares one to negotiate a street market or locate the best spots in the 

city to find recyclable material, non-waged laborers acquire necessary knowledge by 

working alongside someone who already has experience in the trade.  I discovered this 

first-hand when beginning ethnographic research among informal recyclers (who collect 

and sort recyclable material found the garbage) in Rio de Janeiro.  One my first day at the 

garbage dump, a group of recyclers appointed one woman to collect alongside me and 

teach me through demonstration how to distinguish between the numerous types of 
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material.  After several weeks, I realized that I was not the only one to receive such 

training.  As newcomers arrived on the dump, more experienced recyclers would take 

responsibility for them (including their safety), working with them one-on-one. 

 These acts of apprenticeship generally occur within already-formed social 

networks.  That is to say, most people who enter the informal economy do so along lines 

of kinship or friendship.  Those who came to work on the garbage dump in Rio, for 

example, did so because they heard about the dump through a relative, friend or neighbor 

who already worked there.  These connections facilitate entry into the informal economy 

as well as training in the specific work upon arrival.  It should come as no surprise, 

therefore, that many researchers have found whole neighborhoods engaged in the same 

kind of informal work (Noronha 2003).  While neighborhoods and families help draw 

people into similar economic activities, their ties also become strengthened through this 

process.  As I have written elsewhere (2006), the experience of engaging in the same 

daily economic practices can lead to a rich associational life.  Many of the organizations 

and associations that have emerged in the informal economy, therefore, also tend to be 

community-based with neighborhood interests (schools, housing, pavement, electricity) 

in addition to interests specifically related to work. 

 Furthermore, goods and services in the informal economy often flow between 

family, friends and neighbors.  A woman who crochets household items for sale might 

rely on the stable patronage of a client who, in turn, helped the woman’s daughter 

become a street vendor like herself.  Because, as Portes argues (26), the informal 

economy is a space in which much personal interaction and face-to-face encounters 
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occur, economic relationships bleed into social relationships.  Weismantel describes this 

process in her description of market women in the Andes: 

Thus older produce is sold to strangers and fresh items kept for old customers; similarly, 
access to scarce products must be earned through long loyalty.  In rural shops and 
markets, precious items like eggs and cheese are never openly displayed; they do not 
circulate freely as commodities in a limitless market, but move within circles of exchange 
restricted by affection, by intimacy, and by the investment of time (146). 
 

Social relations in the informal economy, then, take on characteristics often associated 

with ‘traditional’, pre-capitalist economic systems.  The importance of kinship, 

reciprocity, and intimacy in the informal economy, however, is not a vestige of pre-

industrial society.  Rather, it is a creation of the economic practices necessary for many 

urban poor to survive within a capitalist world.  

 The informal economy differs from waged employment not only in that it creates 

different kinds of social relations within the processes of production and distribution.  It 

also differs from waged employment through its relations to production.  The informal 

economy, as well as other forms of non-waged labor such as women’s household work, 

challenges our understanding of the waged relationship as a defining characteristic of 

capitalism.  That is to say, the informal economy presents us with the following dilemma: 

if the wage relationship is the source of surplus value, the fundamental basis of class 

structure and an indispensable part of the workings of the capitalist system, then how are 

we to conceptualize non-waged labor that exists within and alongside capitalism?   

Jane Collins describes the type of analysis needed to address this question in the 

following: 

If such work likes outside the inner dynamic of capital accumulation, then we need to ask 
why it does, and how it articulates with that dynamic in specific times and places.  The 
task for analysis becomes the exploration of the ways in which capital is supported by 
social arrangements that are not directly given as its conditions of existence, the ways 
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these social arrangements are reproduced, and the contradictions that arise from their 
connections to capital (11). 
 

Such an analysis would require a discussion far beyond the scope of this paper.  

However, a brief overview of previous attempts to address the conundrum of non-waged 

labor within capitalism might suggest some new ways to approach the informal 

economy’s relation to capitalist production. 

 Most scholars who have examined enclaves of non-waged labor within capitalism 

argue that non-waged labor produces the labor power of waged workers.  From this 

perspective, labor power, as a commodity to be bought and sold on the market, must itself 

be produced through the work of others outside of capitalist relations.  Unpaid domestic 

work—cooking, cleaning, raising children (future laborers), and maintaining a 

household—constitutes, therefore, a necessary part of reproducing the labor force.  The 

informal economy can also be viewed in this way.  Low-paid workers in the formal sector 

depend upon the provision of cheap services.  Those in the informal economy supply 

meals, clothing, household items, child-care and other such needs below market prices, 

making it possible for workers in the formal sector to survive on minimum income. 

 I find two problems with the above argument in regards to work in the informal 

economy.  First, it fails to account for changes over time in the scale of the informal 

economy.  The percentage of the total urban labor force that now performs informal 

economic activities has risen sharply in the past two decades.  If the relationship of 

informal labor to capitalism resides merely in its production of the labor power of waged 

workers, then this growth remains inexplicable.  In places where the non-waged labor 

surpasses wage labor, it does not make sense to see the former solely as reproduction of 

the latter.  Secondly, this argument rests on the assumption that waged labor is the norm 
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and that all labor ought to be seen in terms of the waged form.  The relationship of the 

informal economy to capitalist relations might look very different if we shift the focus of 

analysis to non-waged labor.  Such a paradigm shift might enable us to see aspects of 

capitalist relations that would otherwise remain obscured.  For example, most theorists 

who center their attention on waged labor have expected class struggle to emerge from 

the employed sector of the population (rather than from peasants, women in the 

household or the ‘industrial reserve army of labor’).  This perspective thereby misses the 

potential of participants in the informal economy to critique and change capitalist 

relations.  

 

Social space, social consciousness 

Just as practices within the informal economy produce a distinct set of social 

relations, so too do these practices construct new social spaces connected to work.  

Rather than the factory, the plant, or the office building, informal economic activity takes 

place in the street, the bus terminal, or the household.  These latter sites are places never 

intended for the types of labor that informal workers perform within them.  Through 

informal economic activities, the street becomes a restaurant, strip mall, or recycling 

plant.  The household becomes a garment industry, a bakery, a bar.  As women sell to 

friends and strangers crocheted items produced within their home or as a young man 

earns his personal income from peddling snacks and soda on city buses, the line between 

public and private domains becomes blurred.  So too does the distinction between 

production and consumption.  In the informal economy, these two processes, usually kept 

separate in the capitalist system (commodities are produced in the factory and consumed 
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in the home) can occur in the same site, sometimes in the same moment.  That is to say, 

the same food cooked for sale on the street might also feed the street vendor’s family.  A 

vendor’s stall in a marketplace might also double-up as a home (Weismantel 2001:74). 

 Laborers in the informal economy remake social spaces by their practices.  More 

importantly, however, they make these social spaces their own.  In her ethnography of 

cholas, market women in the Andes, Weismantel describes how the marketplace is one of 

the few places in a society dominated by men and whites where cholas are in control and 

at home: “The sight of so many women so completely at ease is a public sphere of their 

own making creates a corresponding unease in some masculine visitors.  Constrained by 

the bold gaze of a myriad of women, they find themselves unexpectedly self-estranged by 

the sudden loss of a hitherto unquestioned privilege: the freedom to move about in public 

with relative unself-consciousness” (53-54).  I observed a similar kind of estrangement 

on the part of visitors to the garbage dump in Rio.  Security guards, social workers, truck 

drivers and any other outsiders who happen to arrive on the dump keep distance from the 

recyclers going about their business, sometimes looking on the recyclers’ group lunches, 

afternoon soccer games, meetings, and organized circuits of collection with apparent 

discomfort, awkwardness, and bewilderment.  For both the market women in the Andes 

and the recyclers in Rio, the (re)creation of social space affords them independence, 

autonomy and control in their work not found in settings of waged employment. 

 This experience of relative autonomy ties into the construction of social 

consciousness in the informal economy.  Many non-waged laborers who have had 

experience in formal employment view such employment as a form of slavery.  One 
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informant in Franco Barchiesi’s study of class and politics in Durban, South Africa 

(2006) states the following: 

Why should I be fighting for jobs?  I don’t want to fight for jobs.  I don’t want to go and 
work in one of those factories.  I don’t want to work in a Taiwanese sweatshop.  I don’t 
want to work in the export processing zone.  I’m not raising the banner for ‘jobs for all’.  
Fuck that, those jobs are paying R480 a month.  Your upkeep in a council flat is R900.  
Must I be part of that shit? (234). 
 

Expressing sentiments similar to those found in the above quotation, numerous workers 

in Rio quit their jobs in the formal sector in order to collect material on the dump.  With 

the minimum wage so low in Brazil (roughly equivalent to US$100 a month), earnings 

from informal work are often comparable to those from waged employment.  Therefore, 

those who have the opportunity to work in the formal sector and choose instead some 

kind of informal labor value autonomy over the job security and social protections 

provided by waged employment.  This valuing of autonomy stems directly from practices 

in the informal economy: most non-waged workers make their own schedules, take 

breaks when desired, shape their work environment, and control the means and products 

of their labor. 

 In her study of domestic work, Jane Collins has examined how the experience of 

performing labor outside of strictly capitalist relations of production can illuminate 

contradictions in values among different spheres of work.  She explains, “…domestic 

labor has, in some cases, the potential to contradict value-regulated labor.  In other words, 

use values produced within the home are prized as having more time spent on them, 

rather than less, as in capitalist competition… The implication here is that these spheres 

of activity may foster an incipient resistance to the time economy of the commoditized 

world” (1990:21).  The important point that Collins makes here is the connection between 

contradictions in values and the potential for these contradictions to give rise to a critical 
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social consciousness.  The experience of autonomy might lead members of the informal 

economy to an awareness and critique of the alienating aspects of waged labor.  This, in 

fact, appears to be the case based on the words of the disillusioned worker in Durban and 

of the recyclers in Rio. 

 Economic practices in the informal economy, therefore, enable many urban poor 

to imagine other ways to labor, organize economic relationships, and exchange goods and 

services.  As David Graeber argues, such imagining of other possible worlds constitutes a 

form of revolutionary politics (2004).  Selling homemade goods on the street or 

collecting cardboard from dumpsters might not be explicitly political.  However, these 

actions do create different ways of seeing and being in the world—in the Bourdieuvian 

sense, a different habitus—and therefore, hold the possibility of creating different 

political and social worlds.  In the last few pages of his chapter on “Neoliberalism”, 

Gledhill argues that small practices constitutive of more personal and less alienating 

social relations become political statements when confronted with the extension of 

neoliberalism into all aspects of life.  He writes, “No distinct form of life is likely to 

remain wholly impervious to the individualizing and fragmenting tendencies of 

neoliberalization.  The effects of neoliberalization, however, are also changing the 

political implications of the continuing reproduction of these forms of life” (2004:345).  

Romanticization of the informal economy as ‘resistance’ to the capitalist system does 

little good for our attempt to understand the complexity and contradictions inherent in the 

informal economy itself.  Nonetheless, certain practices in the informal sector can effect 

significant, if limited, change in broader economic relations. 
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Class and class struggle 

The potential for practices within the informal economy to effect social change 

leads us into a consideration of the relationship between non-waged labor and class 

politics.  With the exception of a few notable studies (Gallin 2001; Portes and Hoffman 

2003), class analysis remains absent from literature on the informal economy.  As 

Michael Denning has suggested (2006), the failure on the part of both leftist politics and 

scholars interested in class struggle to consider the informal economy may derive from 

the ‘fetish of waged labor’.  Still today conceptualizations of ‘the worker’ conjure up 

images of the white male factory worker or perhaps the young woman laboring away in 

the sweatshop.  Such representations of ‘the worker’ fail to include the mother 

performing housework, the chola in the marketplace, the ruminant street vendor, or the 

old man fixing up a radio recently retrieved from a garbage dump.  The growth in urban 

non-waged labor in recent years calls for a re-imagining of the worker and the working 

class.  How do we conceptualize class struggle today when fewer and fewer workers find 

themselves in the waged relationship? 

Addressing this question is important not only for the contributions it might make 

to our understanding of workers in the informal economy.  It also comes at a time when 

class analysis is on the decline and global inequalities are deepening.  An article in a 

recent issue of Anthropology News calls for more anthropological studies on class today: 

“At the present moment, when the human cost of widespread economic liberalization and 

political revanchism rises daily, it is especially urgent for anthropologists to attend to the 

problems of social inequality and class polarization” (2006).  The authors of the article 

argue that the present lack of attention given to class in anthropology partly derives from 
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a mistaken assumption that the end of the Fordist working class is the end of class itself.  

Class clearly has not died but only become reinvented in new forms as a consequence of 

changes within the capitalist economy.  What we need, therefore, is not a dismissal of 

class analysis but rather a new approach (or even approaches) to class and class struggle.  

The practices of non-waged laborers offer us a good place to start in that these laborers, 

by their daily economic activities, pose a challenge to our categories, concepts, and 

theoretical paradigms of class.    

As mentioned above, the first problem in the project of rethinking the 

anthropology of class concerns the ways we imagine and represent social classes.  A few 

attempts have been made to address this problem both within and outside anthropology 

through the replacement of ‘the working class’ with new terminology such as  

‘underclass’ (Jencks and Peterson 1991), the ‘excluded" (Roberts 2004), the "new 

marginals" (Wacquant 1999), the "popular" (García Canclini 1995), and the "multitude" 

(Hardt and Negri 2004).  While those who have proposed these new terms clearly 

recognize the need for a new theoretical language in order to describe new class 

formations, they fail to acknowledge how the people they are trying to represent by these 

terms see and name themselves.  Social theorists of class could learn a great deal, for 

example, from urban squatters in South Africa who have employed the term “the poors” 

to describe their position in society and who have begun to refer to each other in political 

struggles as “neighbor” rather than “comrade” (formerly used in anti-apartheid 

movements).  The same could be said for poorer sectors of the Brazilian population who 

have re-appropriated the derogatory word favelado (literally slum dweller) as a referent to 

their social situation and politics.  Both the South African and Brazilian terms point to the 
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neighborhood as an underlying basis for class formation today.  Given the scale of urban 

non-waged labor in South Africa and Brazil and the importance of community relations 

in the informal sector, the centrality of the concept of “neighborhood” among both 

populations follows naturally. 

In addition to re-imagining class, anthropologists need to rethink class struggle. 

Many of the associations and practices in the informal economy do not appear as political 

groups or actions because they do not fit conceptions of what class struggle should look 

like.  As discussed above, many of the practices found in the informal economy have 

strong political implications.  However, these practices are often not recognized as 

political because they do not arise out of an organized social movement.  Furthermore, as 

Michael Davis has argued, religious movements such as Pentecostalism have taken on a 

more central organizing role among urban poor than labor unions and political parties.  

He writes,  

Indeed, for the moment at least, Marx has yielded the historical stage to Mohammed and 
the Holy Ghost.  If God died in the cities of the industrial revolution, he has risen again in 
the postindustrial cities of the developing world… [Pentecostalism] efficiently correlates 
itself to the survival needs of the informal working class (organizing self-help networks 
for poor women; offering faith healing as para-medicine; providing recovery from 
alcoholism and addiction; insulating children from the temptations of the street; and so 
on)…with the Left still largely missing from the slum, the eschatology of Pentecostalism 
admirably refuses the inhuman destiny of the Third World city… It also sanctifies those 
who, in every structural and existential sense, truly live in exile (2004:30&34). 
 

A religion as ‘conservative’ as Pentecostalism does not invite much scrutiny from social 

scientists concerned with working class struggles.  Yet political and theoretical biases 

blind us from seeing an emergent, and very different, class politics today.  By paying 

closer attention to the experiences, practices, words, and ideas of the millions of informal 

workers in the world, we might find some guidance in our efforts to re-imagine, rethink 

and rewrite the anthropology of class. 
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Conclusion 

The informal economy is a condition of advanced capitalism today.  It is a 

process, always in flux, through which capital creates a pool of potential cheap labor that 

can be exploited at a later moment in time.  While not part of the inner logic of 

capitalism, the informal economy is nonetheless tied to its rises and falls, its growth and 

expansions, its adjustments and transformations.  We cannot comprehend the informal 

economy without an understanding of global capitalism, nor for that matter can we 

comprehend capital accumulation without attention to the lives of the millions of 

unemployed in our world. 

 However, the informal economy is not only an effect of capitalism.  It is also a 

dynamic set of practices that clarify some of capitalism’s hidden contradictions, critique 

capitalist values and relations, and create alternative forms of organization, work and 

exchange.  For this reason, the informal economy is a challenge to us—a challenge to 

rethink our theories of labor, of the economy, of class. 

 In this paper I have suggested a few ways to begin such rethinking.  Any theory 

that is useful, so I have found, is theory that remains open in the end.  I therefore do not 

wish to tie the fragments of thought that I have presented here into a neat and tidy 

conclusion and assume that this work is a completion in and of itself.  Rather, I leave the 

reader, only with the ideas above, to fill in the gaps, to find some answers, and most 

importantly to ask the next questions. 
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