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Abstract

Platform-mediated taxi services — despite their global, footloose appeal — are embedded in the
socio-spatial fabric of cities: Operations depend on existing built infrastructure and are
organised around local social circuits and relationships of trust that have evolved over years
and decades. At the same time, platform-mediated services seek to evade local regulations and
laws. Tracing the disruptions and continuities in Mumbai’s taxi sector, the platforms’
trajectory of (dis)embedding in urban socio-space is analysed. Thereby, it is observed how
Mumbai’s established taxi communities respond differently to the emergence of platform-
based services and how privileged actors newly enter Mumbai’s taxi sector via platforms.
With the introduction of platform fleets, operations increasingly benefit entrepreneurs who
invest in large vehicle fleets, while drivers are subject to sophisticated measures of
surveillance that limit their agency and opportunities to make reasonable gains. It is
concluded that mobility platforms in Mumbai build on and reproduce existing social
inequalities prevalent in taxi driving. The insights into Mumbai’s taxi industry shed light on
the continuities and new tendencies of contemporary neoliberalism in Mumbai and the

transformation of the dispersed urban service sector.

Keywords: Platform urbanism, embeddedness, neoliberalism, digital mobilities, social

inequalities

Introduction
Within only a few years, digital platforms have transformed lives of millions of mostly urban

dwellers significantly. More and more transactions between producers and consumers of
services are processed via digital platforms. Yet, studies on the effects of the platform
economy have highlighted the insecurity and precarity of platform work (Huws, Spencer, and
Joyce 2016; Scholz 2017). The impact on cities and labour in the Global South is tremendous
and the consequences complex due to fast-paced urbanisation and the significance of self-

employment and small-scale economies (Surie 2020).

With the rise of the platform economy, cities have entered another phase of neoliberal
restructuring. This phase is, on the one hand, characterised by an increasing
entrepreneurialism of the self. Work conditions in the platform economy are characterised by
algorithmic monitoring and surveillance due to constantly being connected through digital

technologies (Shapiro 2018; Wood et al. 2019a). On the other hand, capital accumulation is



increasingly grounded in capturing socially-produced value and transforming it into surplus
value (Rossi 2019). This includes value extraction from socially-dispersed, local knowledge
that urban actors gain in many years of experience in navigating urban life. Hence, although
being a global phenomenon, the platform economy builds on localised resources and spurs

specific regional processes of neoliberal restructuring.

In order to understand the power relationships of the platform economy and their impact on
people’s lives, it needs to be investigated how platforms interact and become embedded in
cities. Scholarship under the umbrella of platform urbanism emphasises that despite
presenting themselves as independent and unconnected to local circumstances, platform firms
and their operations are deeply integrated into the fabric of cities. They exert their power by
deploying a strategy of simultaneous embedding in the local spatial and labour setting and
dis-embedding from the regulatory context (Graham 2020). The lens of (dis)embedding is
useful to investigate shared patterns of neoliberal restructuring of cities globally, but also to
identify specific pathways of cities in the Global South.

This article investigates the impact of the platform economy on Mumbai by focussing on
digital mobility platforms.! Via digital platforms, companies match self-employed drivers and
customers, set the price of the service and retract a share as commission. Few platform
operations interact as closely with urban space, society and governance systems as mobility
platforms do, producing all kinds of frictions at the interface of the digital and the urban
(Stehlin, Hodson, and McMeekin 2020). Platforms such as Uber and Ola have emerged in
India at the beginning of the last decade and have since then become integral parts of mobility

landscapes in many Indian cities.?

Mumbai has been chosen for this investigation for three main reasons. First, observation of
digital mobility platforms in Mumbai contributes to a much-needed expansion of research
scope on the impact of the platform economy in the Global South. Secondly, Mumbai has
been profoundly transformed by earlier phases of neoliberal urbanism, driven by real estate
and large infrastructure development (Banerjee-Guha 2010a). It becomes apparent that the
rise of the platform economy has a similar tremendous impact on Mumbai, but is far from
sweeping off the established unorganised service sector. This contestation renders Mumbai as
a significant laboratory for labour in the service sector under neoliberal conditions, presenting
an array of potential future pathways that other cities in the world may experience. Thirdly,
the case of Mumbai demonstrates in an exemplary way how digital platform operations are
embedded in urban space, by depending on contemporary built infrastructures and building on
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historically grown socio-spatial networks. Mumbai is a unique terrain in this regard, since it is
one of the few cities in India that have a long history of taxi operations and an intermediate
public transport (IPT) sector which in comparison to other cities is strictly regulated and well
organised. Before the introduction of fleet taxis in 2006, the iconic kaali peeli (black-and-
yellow taxi) was the dominant mode of IPT for many decades (along with the auto rickshaw
in the suburbs). App-based taxis, since their inception, have been facing substantial opposition
from taxi and auto rickshaw operators and unions. Nevertheless, the number of taxis attached
to mobility platforms in Mumbai has seen a steep increase from roughly 10.000 in 2014 to
75.000 in 2019, compared to 45.000 kaali peelis (Korde 2019). Mobility platforms’ evasion of
local regulations received substantial media and scholarly attention (Sharma 2019); however,
the way platforms integrate urban infrastructures and social networks — including those of the
existing taxi sector — into their operations and appropriate them for their gains is little

understood in the case of Mumbai.

Aim and approach of the contribution
This contribution explores the emergence of digital mobility platforms and transformation in

Mumbeai’s taxi sector from the perspective of taxi drivers. The analysis is conducted in five
steps: First, I refer to platform urbanism to highlight the platform economy’s urban
embeddedness. Secondly, | retrace the recent transformation of the taxi sector in Mumbai and
emphasise continuities and disruptions between conventional and platform-mediated taxi
driving. Thirdly, based on my fieldwork, | scrutinise how platform operations embed
themselves into socio-spatial networks that sustain the taxi trade, and thereby build on
existing inequalities, establish new power relations and spur a shift in the existing socialities
of taxi driving. Afterwards, | investigate how platforms enforce worker discipline by
enforcing sophisticated regimes of driver control and surveillance. Finally, I discuss

continuities and new tendencies of neoliberalism in Mumbai.

Fieldwork for this study is part of an ongoing PhD project and was conducted between
January 2019 and February 2020 and builds on observations, interactions, and in-depth
interviews with drivers, vehicle owners, fleet managers, passengers, representatives of
authorities and platform companies, and planning experts and urbanists. The study was
predominantly conducted in the eastern suburbs of Mumbai, with additional fieldwork in the
island city, the western suburbs, in Navi Mumbai and Kalyan and during numerous taxi rides

across the city and region.



Urban embeddedness of the platform economy
Digital mobility platforms are primarily operating in urban areas. They challenge economic

and political power structures, contest territorial and administrative integrities and resonate
with existing socio-spatial inequalities (Rosenblat and Stark 2016). Demarcating another
contentious phase of neoliberal capitalist expansion and marketisation of previously
“undervalued” spheres, the term platform urbanism has become the designator to subsume

such observations (Barns 2019).

Mobility platform firms seek flexibilisation of their business models because they need to
rapidly launch and expand their services, accumulate data quickly and attract further
investment (Langley and Leyshon 2017). At the same time, companies aim at reducing the
risk of operating in certain markets; they rely on a benevolent political climate, but are often
in a conflictual relationship with local governance systems. Hence, flexible operations allow
quick adaptations of platform operations to changing local circumstances or to shut down
these operations in case resistance becomes too fierce (Stehlin, Hodson, and McMeekin
2020). Therefore, platform firms invest little into built infrastructure.

With the need of flexible operations and quick expansion, dynamics of embedding and dis-
embedding evolve. Besides relying on existing road infrastructure, platform firms draw on the
people and social networks that own, drive and maintain vehicles. Such embedding in urban
space and social networks has been a characteristic of platformisation (Hodson et al. 2020).
At the same time, platforms circumvent existing rules and institutions that govern the
economic sector and evade tax jurisdictions, revealing the normative dis-embeddedness of
platform activities (Wood et al. 2019b; Katta et al. 2020).

Additionally, platform workers are also gradually dis-embedded from conditions that usually
govern local labour, such as labour laws or social security systems. Due to missing personal
ties between platform operators and workers, these relationships usually entail a low level of
trust. Platform workers try to overcome these conditions by building and maintaining
interpersonal relationships of trust between platform co-workers, thereby socially re-
embedding themselves (Graham, Hjorth, and Lehdonvirta 2017; Wood et al. 2019b).

The “conjunctural geographies” of simultaneously embedding and dis-embedding in urban
space and social networks allow platforms to concentrate and exert power (Graham 2020).
Graham (2020, 453-54) argues, “Platform companies exist at spatial bottlenecks — they
mediate spatial interactions, and thereby exert immense power over local economic

geographies. [...] They can link themselves to the local to concentrating reward, and retreat to
5



their ephemeral digital dualisms when abdicating responsibility.” In this process, platforms
build on existing power relations and reproduce them, but also create new hierarchies and
inequalities. While some digital workers succeed in benefitting from the platform logic, e.g.
by circumventing other intermediaries that retract a share of the monetary gain or by
becoming subcontractors on the platforms themselves, others see themselves exploited and
losing most bargaining power (Graham, Hjorth, and Lehdonvirta 2017; Wood et al. 2019a).
Such differentiated experiences and outcomes require a close examination of the position of
platform workers and the local conditions platforms are embedded in; only then it is possible
to identify who benefits and who loses out in the platform economy. As it will be shown, this
is highly relevant for the case of Mumbai, since collaborators on mobility platforms hail from
very different backgrounds and socio-economic strata. Additionally, operations of digital
mobility platforms in Mumbai are governed by power relations that are grounded in owner-

driver relations that are well established in Mumbai’s taxi trade for a long time.

Analysing socio-spatial (dis)embeddedness furthermore reveals the distinctive pathway of
neoliberalism in Mumbai under the impact of the platform economy, which is different from
neoliberal processes in the western context. It has been argued that the expansion of urban
entrepreneurialism and commodification of socially-created values in the context of platforms
economies characterise late-neoliberalism fostering precarious self-employment, a
phenomenon that is relatively recent to western cities (Rossi and Wang 2020; Rossi 2019).
However, due to the decline of industries such as cotton mills, cities like Mumbai experienced
a decrease of formal employment already decades ago, contributing to today’s existence of a
large self-employed urban workforce (Bhowmik 2010; Banerjee-Guha 2010b). An
investigation of the interactions between platform activities and the socially-embedded

economies of taxi driving sheds light on contemporary neoliberalism in Mumbai.

Transformation of Mumbai’s taxi sector
The emergence of digital mobility platforms in Mumbai has been perceived as disruption to

existing transportation regimes in the city, concealing that transformation in Mumbai’s taxi
sector started much earlier. Advocates of the world-class city vision of Mumbai promoted
modernisation of Mumbai’s taxi sector since the mid-2000s (Bedi 2016). These precursory
processes created an overall benevolent atmosphere towards digital platforms among the

powerful coalition of actors promoting modernisation.

Many continuities exist between kaali peeli and platform-attached cab driving. Not only have
many kaali peeli drivers shifted to digital platforms. Business networks and driving



communities that were earlier involved in the taxi trade have also started to own and operate
platform-attached vehicles. The social and spatial embeddedness of kaali peeli operations is
hence replicated in the platform economy, for the benefit of the platform firms and powerful
local actors. Social embeddedness of taxi operations earlier secured the autonomy and
stability of taxi driving networks. In a similar way today social embeddedness provides
platform firms a source for value extraction. To identify the distinct features of neoliberalism
in the platform economy, an understanding of disruptions and continuities in the context of

taxi operations is needed.

Taxi modernisation and its impact on driving communities
In post-colonial Bombay, taxi driving became the mainstay of particular communities, such as

the Chillia Muslims from Gujarat®, Sikhs from Punjab and Muslims from Pratapgarh in Uttar
Pradesh. Social circuits of ancillary services evolved that support taxi driving in their daily
operations, such as maintenance, car washing and spare part procurement (Bedi 2018). These
circuits provided stability to taxi driving communities, and have long made them resilient
against changes imposed by the state. Powerful taxi unions have further contributed to turn
taxi driving into a relatively secure and reputable occupation in Bombay before the
liberalisation era. This stability was particularly relevant for Muslim communities, whose
marginalisation and exclusion from public life significantly limited their opportunities for
decent work in Bombay (Bedi 2018; Hansen 2001).

Post-liberalisation, taxi-driving communities came under increasing pressure due to transport
and planning authorities” endeavours to modernise Mumbai’s taxi sector (Bedi 2020). Since
the 1990s, taxi owners needed to comply with new vehicle standards regarding safety and
pollution control. In 2008, the Maharashtra government implemented a ban on taxi vehicles
older than 15 years, spurring significant protest among taxi drivers and unions (Bhote 2020).
Emergence of radio taxi fleets in 2006 brought further significant changes to independent
driver-owners and driving communities, with established taxi communities in Mumbai

responding hesitantly to these fleets.*

Emergence of digital mobility platforms in Mumbai
By the time operations of digital mobility platforms started in 2013, the taxi trade in Mumbai

had undergone significant prior changes. However, these changes had occurred within the
narrow permit systems that the state provided for taxi operations, which equipped drivers
holding permits with considerable bargaining power (Bedi 2016). In contrast, since digital



mobility platforms use a different permit system, platform firms could recruit new drivers and

penetrate Mumbai’s taxi market quickly (Sharma 2019).

Lucrative incentive schemes that initially promised high bonuses to drivers, attracted persons
from all backgrounds and with different motivations to join these platforms in a short span of
time. Aspirant drivers with a variety of occupational backgrounds joined alongside those who
had been driving taxis or other commercial vehicles for decades. Furthermore, students and
middle class employees started part-time cab driving for additional income. Rather than a
portion of the trip fare, bonuses for completing a certain number of trips used to be the main
attraction and source of income during the early phase of application-based mobility services
in Mumbai. Unions as well as taxi and auto drivers who remained loyal to their black and

yellow vehicles were taken aback and responded with strikes in 2015 and 2016.

The initial euphoria among platform drivers gradually abated when the platforms made
changes to their remuneration schemes, algorithms and operations models. The bonuses were
lowered in 2017, and until early 2020 — according to many drivers — the requirements for

achieving bonuses became virtually impossible to meet.

These developments not only left drivers with reduced incomes, but evoked unsettledness
among drivers regarding the functionality of the platform, which increasingly appeared to
them as a black box. These developments culminated in a 10-day strike in 2018. This strike
however was sustained by vehicle and fleet owners rather than by drivers. Since drivers were
not unionised, and could not risk losing their jobs, even if it paid meagrely, many of them did

not participate in the strike.

Regulatory dis-embedding of mobility platforms and state response
At the centre of controversies have been the platforms’ utilization of the All India Tourist

Permit for their taxi operations, a permit system that was established for regulating inter-city
transport. Unlike taxi permits issued under the Motor Vehicles Act 1988, the number of
issued Tourist Permits is not limited; also, permit requirements for tourist vehicles are less
strict in comparison to metered taxis.® In Mumbai, its effect was manifested in the rapid

increase of platform-attached vehicles.

While the federal government has largely been benevolent towards digital mobility platforms
(MoRTH 2016; NITI Aayog 2018), the government of Maharashtra drafted more stringent
regulations for mobility platforms in 2015 and 2017, but did not impose them. In early 2020,

the scope for surge pricing® of platform-attached cabs was limited and the fare structure of



metred cabs revised (Press Trust of India 2021). However, the legal vacuum of platform

operations largely persists to date.

From micro-entrepreneurship to fleet operations
Platform firms introduced their own fleet operations in 2017, deviating significantly from

earlier promotion of the micro-entrepreneur who owns one’s own vehicle. With the
introduction of dedicated schemes and applications for vehicle and fleet owners,
entrepreneurs with or without prior connection to the taxi trade have been entering the
platform business. Small-scale investors purchasing vehicles are often either drivers who start
with owning one or several vehicles, or small business networks, including family businesses

that are involved in the taxi trade or other transport businesses across generations.

In addition to small-scale fleets, large fleets of platform-attached cabs have been developing
in recent years that consist of hundred or more cars, driven by a pool of at least double the
number of drivers for day and night shifts. Fleet owners and managers are usually not
members of the driving community, but from the middle class or the economic elites of
Mumbai with a background in business administration who seek to enhance their array of

economic activities or as a profitable investment opportunity.

Fleet management is not conducted by the platform firms themselves. Instead, for fleet
operations, a new external intermediary position between the platform firms on the one side
and the vehicle owners and drivers on the other side — a so-called account holder — was
introduced. These account holders are often owners of many cars or consolidate existing
vehicles in their fleets. Such an “outsourcing” of fleet management can be interpreted as the
companies’ ambition to further flexibilise their operations and reduce the need for dealing

with intricate and complex day-to-day tasks and responsibilities.

The fleet model enables the platform firms to earn more profit from existing vehicles: In
contrast to cabs operated by individual owner-operators, fleet vehicles run around the clock. A
“Minimum Business Guarantee” scheme introduced in 2019 ensures vehicle owners bonuses,
provided their fleets complete a certain pre-agreed number of rides each week. These bonuses
constitute the principal source of profit for the vehicle owners and fleet managers. Drivers
instead receive a fixed, non-negotiable payment per ride. According to fleet managers and
vehicle owners interviewed, the fleet manager of the largest fleet in Mumbai determines the
payments, and other fleets follow. Remuneration, however, fluctuates when there is a

temporary shortage or oversupply of drivers.



Rejecting platform attachment
Many long-time kaali peeli drivers and established taxi communities maintain a dismissive

position towards the digital platforms. Most kaali peeli drivers interviewed in the eastern
suburbs of Mumbai and Navi Mumbai’ were in their 50’s, and many between 60 to 90 years,
who had been driving kaali peelis for many years or even decades; they considered the
working conditions on the platforms as too harsh and humiliating. I frequently met taxi
drivers who had driven a platform-attached cab for a limited time and then decided to return

to driving kaali peelis.

Kaali peeli drivers also questioned the long-term viability of the platform model. One taxi

driver stated:

“We have seen many of these taxi firms come and go, but we are still here. From our
experience, most of these guys [drivers on platforms] are never able to pay off their loans.
Either their vehicles are sent to scrap or taken by banks. We are confident that our form

of taxi driving is more sustainable.”

Hereditary taxi driving communities have responded differently to the platforms. Members
from Mumbai’s Punjabi Sikh community who have been highly engaged in owning and
driving kaali peelis — particularly in the eastern suburbs where many of them settled after
arriving in Mumbai — have predominantly abstained from entering platform-based operations.
Many members of the Chillia community have left the taxi trade and have ventured in the

restaurant business.

Although many Sikh drivers have left the taxi trade, in Chembur and Navi Mumbai a
substantial number of them are still operating. These drivers showed great adherence to their
kaali peelis. Drivers felt a particular bond to their taxi and the whole sector because it was
through the kaali peeli that their socio-economic status was uplifted, and subsequently of their
children. Having achieved an improved social status and being financially stable allowed
these drivers to continue kaali peeli driving. For instance, some of the older Sikh drivers
revealed during interviews that they considered taxi driving as a “time pass” activity and
continue to drive to spend time with long-time friends and colleagues. The secretary of a taxi
association reported that the association cancelled memberships of drivers who have shifted to

the platforms and does not allow them to come back.
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Social embedding of mobility platforms
Today’s platform operations in Mumbai are intertwined with the history of taxi driving in the

city and the socialities created over decades. The continuities between conventional and
platform-mediated taxi driving are apparent in everyday lives and biographies of drivers.
Most taxi drivers — whether driving a kaali peeli or a platform-attached taxi — hail from other
parts of India, and have made Mumbai their (temporary) home to earn a living. Although taxi
drivers operate independently, taxi driving is a socially-networked occupation, which relies on
relationships of trust and acquaintanceship, both in its digital and analogue forms. Close-knit
hereditary taxi driving communities such as the Chillia drivers historically provided security
and stability to its members. However, lives of a large part of kaali peeli drivers has been

insecure and uncertain throughout the decades.

Since a majority of taxi drivers have migrated to the city, the first hurdle aspirant drivers often
face is to gain access to the city’s social networks and resources. Often it is a friend, family,
or community member who serves as entry point by providing a temporary place to sleep,
social connections, financial support and access to a vehicle. These initial steps of becoming a
driver are remarkably similar for a person who started taxi driving in the 1970s or a platform-

attached driver today.

Although platform companies have reduced entrance barriers, starting to drive on platforms
still requires additional support from peers or family. Often drivers invest family savings to
make a down payment on a car loan. Many aspirant drivers migrating to Mumbai start to drive
on rented cars owing to the lack of financial means. Owner-renter relationships are usually
based on trust and acquaintanceship, hence aspirant drivers need prior social ties in Mumbai
to identify vehicle owners. In larger fleets, new drivers are recruited on recommendation of
existing drivers. Hence, different to other cities where the majority of drivers are vehicle
owners (Surie and Koduganti 2016), in Mumbai both drivers owning vehicles and drivers
renting vehicles can be found, resembling the two driving models in Mumbai’s metered taxi

sector.

In the following paragraphs, different trajectories of social embeddedness are presented. First,
it will be explored how existing networks centred around the taxi and transport trade have
embraced digital mobility platforms and thereby extended their social networks. Secondly, it
will be observed how platform fleet schemes introduced new hierarchies and inequalities in

driving networks.
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Communities embracing the platforms
Decisions to engage with digital platforms and to invest in platform-attached vehicles and

fleets are often made along community lines. In contrast to Chillia and Sikh communities,
Muslim migrant communities were found to be active on mobility platforms, both as drivers
and vehicle owners. These communities of migrant drivers had arrived in Mumbai many years
ago, have their families in Mumbai, gained substantial knowledge and experience in the taxi
driving profession, and have been able to secure moderate financial stability. They often act
as facilitators for new migrants aspiring to start driving. Hence, they are instrumental in
expanding mobility platform operations in Mumbai, and thereby deepen the embedding of

platform driving in community networks.

Rasim is one of many migrant taxi drivers with a decade-long experience in Mumbai’s taxi
sector. He originates from the district of Pratapghar in Uttar Pradesh, a region that has long
been associated with taxi driving. He owns several platform-attached cars and also one kaali
peeli from his time as a kaali peeli driver. His network of drivers and vehicle owners is one
example of an established taxi community in Mumbai’s eastern suburbs that has openly
embraced the platform economy. He recalls that they have always been open and adaptive to

new developments in the sector:

“When [ moved to Bombay in 1988, I started to work in a garage and shifted to taxi
driving in 1995. From then on, | basically participated in every new development in the
sector. | started with a conventional kaali peeli, then changed to an AC vehicle, and
later | drove a Cool Cab®. When Meru® came in, | started driving Meru, then 1 drove for

Ola and now for Uber.”

Also, communities from other regions in India have embraced the platform economy. In
Cheetah Camp, a locality in the eastern Mumbai M Ward where driving vehicles is one of the
most common forms of self-employment (Bhide 2015), driver networks engaging on
platforms were particularly found among Muslims from the southern part of India. Here,
drivers of kaali peeli and platform-attached cabs were often found to be descendants of
squatter families that had faced eviction and displacement between the 1950s and 1970s from
different parts of the city, before they finally settled in Cheetah Camp (Deshpande 1976). The
successive generations have succeeded in improving their economic position by working as
vehicle drivers, nevertheless remaining vulnerable to the circumstances of living in an

informal settlement or the consequences of caste discrimination and economic downturns.
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Such experienced drivers have started to drive and own additional platform-attached vehicles,

mobilising others to leave their occupations and drive their vehicles on platforms instead.

However, similar to individual driver-owners working on platforms, since 2016 such small-
scale vehicle owner and driver networks with a minimum of five or maximum ten drivers
have come under increasing pressure due to shrinking incentives, difficulties to repay loans
and consolidation of large fleets. Small-scale vehicle owners suspect that platform companies
are luring owners of large fleets by adjusting the algorithms in favour of these fleets. This
(unconfirmed) suspicion brings additional uncertainty to platform drivers, making the
platform appearing as an opaque black box to them. Especially in small fleet networks,
consisting of friends, family or community circles, members try to balance the conditions of
competition with their claim to solidarity among the members. Saleel, who owns several cars
and is a driver, shows particular conscientiousness in keeping his circle of drivers happy, all
of them being his long-time friends. He describes how his responsibilities have become a

burden for him:

“For 40 hours I have not been home, I slept in the car. | am the owner of five cars, |
have to take care of maintenance for all of them, | have to park the cars somewhere, and

I have all the risk of the business.”

Hierarchies and dynamics in large fleet networks
A closer look at large-scale fleet operations of mobility platforms in Mumbai reveals

sophisticated entanglement of platform operations with urban space and their embedding in
social networks and places. Platform firms integrate local economic actors into their fleet
business model, thereby making their fleet operations more reliable, by virtue of which they
dispose of responsibilities towards drivers and vehicle owners and yet retain flexibility and
decision-making power entirely. Large-scale fleet operations on platforms build on and
replicate existing inequalities, since they share their profits with a small number of local

collaborators, while the drivers receive standardised but unstable compensation.

Consolidated fleets evolved by collaboration between members of established driving
communities. Rasim — the driver and vehicle owner from Pratapghar — together with other
vehicle owners from his network decided to consolidate their cars in a larger fleet because that
promised higher earnings for them. Whenever they add new cars to the fleets, they employ
new drivers from Pratapghar and support them in dealing with paperwork, accommodation

13



and other requirements. While there is clearly a hierarchy between “old” and “new” entrants,

an atmosphere of trust and mutual support prevails.

Other fleets developed when investors started procuring large numbers of cars and attached
them to platforms. They consider engagement in the taxi sector as a business investment and a
trade like any other. Accordingly, drivers are not regarded as community members but as
workers whose labour power counts. Vimal is a fleet manager and owner of several hundred
cars hailing from a successful business family. He explained his preferences in driver

recruitment:

“The composition of the supply is from different states, so say 20% from Uttar Pradesh,
then some 20% from Bihar, and 20% from Jharkhand. Those people from the backward
states prefer to drive 18 hours. Driving fewer hours does not make any sense for us, and
also not for them economically because of the cost of living in Mumbai. Local people

prefer to work less, they prefer to drive 5 or 6 hours, not more.”

Once the new Minimum Business Guarantee scheme became operational in 2019, fleet
managers and vehicle owners were disappointed about receiving lower earnings than
expected. Drivers could often not achieve the number of rides that was set as a target to
qualify for the bonus — or fell short in meeting other criteria, such as a threshold ride
acceptance rate and minimum ride cancellations — resulting in vehicle owners and account
holders missing out on profits. This problem brought considerable unease to driving
communities involved in the fleet schemes. Account holders in their position as intermediaries
were required to be answerable to the platform company and pacify the vehicle owners, and at
the same time reprimand those who did not meet the targets and pressurize others to meet the

same.

Fleet networks were observed to be dealing differently with these challenges. In Rasim’s fleet,
Kahlil, an acquaintance of the group from the same district, had taken over the role as fleet
manager and holder of the account with the platform company. Different from the individual
vehicle owners, he had not been involved in the taxi sector earlier but was trained in business
administration and had worked for a well-known consulting firm. His experiences in the
private sector equipped him better to communicate and negotiate with the platform
companies. He took over tasks that the individual vehicle owners could not accomplish
mainly due to language barriers (English being the standard language of communication with
driver and owner “partners”) or lacking communication skills. In addition, he also managed

bank accounts, correspondence and fleet performance data.
14



When drivers in his fleet could not meet the bonus targets, he did not want to take strict
actions against those drivers. Kahlil considered himself being a part of the driving community
and trusted his drivers. At the same time, he was uncertain about the exact provisions of the
operating scheme the platform company had offered him. For instance, criteria regarding how
to benefit from the scheme changed frequently, announced via E-Mail or SMS (in English),
but were not mutually agreed on in a written contract. Kahlil also suspected the weekly
performance statistics he received from the platform firm to be erroneous. Subsequently,
several account holders allied and confronted the platform company with their concerns, but
platform representatives did not respond to their requests (in Hindi) for clarification, except
for standardised replies in English. In the case of Kahlil’s fleet, the drivers’ community
identified their subordinated role vis-a-vis the platform firm and the opacity of platform
operations as conflicting, and hence decided to turn against and confront the platform firms.
Together with other fleet managers facing similar challenges, he considered legal action

against the firm.

Fleet owner Vimal had also experienced discrepancies between the company’s and their own
performance data, but considered these inconsistencies to be a common feature of business
procedures that can be easily resolved. In his fleet he ascertained that the rules of the platform
firm are to be followed always. Accordingly, he was also strict with drivers who did not

comply with the rules, for example for doing a “private job” off-platform:

“We have a warning system. Anyone who does it, we give a first warning. The second
time, we will make him pay INR 500 (USD 7) fine. Then if he repeats, we will fire him.

There is no point keeping those guys.”

These examples depict how new operation models of platform firms create new dynamics
within the networks when new hierarchies are introduced in the driving communities. This
can result in further strengthening of trust relationships between the members as in the case of
Kabhlil’s fleet, or consolidation of power structures as in the case of Vimal’s. In both cases,
platform fleet operations dovetail more closely with the city’s established and emerging taxi
communities, but also with business communities that previously were not involved in the

transportation sector.

Platform practices of surveillance and control
With the introduction of fleets, platform firms deployed new mechanisms of control and

surveillance that exceed the digital sphere. Instead, place-based, social-managerial and digital
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measures are tightly interwoven in a “surveillance assemblage” (Newlands 2020). Increased
levels of control are an attempt to discipline those drivers who engage in what the platform

firms call “misconduct”: To conduct rides off the platform, or try to avoid rides that promise
to be unprofitable by frequently cancelling booked rides after inquiring the destination of the

ride via phone.*°

Common mechanisms of algorithmic control are tracking of drivers’ acceptance, cancellation
and ride completion rates, which together with passenger ratings have an impact on

algorithms of passenger assignment and reward systems.

In fleet operations, several layers of social control complement algorithmic control and
substitute managerial supervision by the platform firms. Vehicle owners can access
performance data of their vehicles anytime and in full detail. Furthermore, they can track their
geo-referenced location in real time, and can observe when a driver switches off the
application. Vehicle owner Rasim explains to me: “I can see the driver status in the app. If a
driver is offline for too long, 1 will call him and ask him for the reason.” Vehicle owners
closely monitor the online status of drivers, in order to prevent them from taking up “private
jobs” and switching between different platforms, which would lower their profit margins.
Hence, instead of the platform firms exerting direct control over drivers, the network

comprising account holders, vehicle owners and drivers ensure discipline within their fleet.

While the platform’s smartphone application enables such managerial supervision, the
procedure of the driver shift change has an important control function as well. Another
vehicle owner explains the standard procedure in his fleet that demonstrates how place-based

and social measures of control are linked:

“In this street, all the drivers come to park their vehicles and give them to the next
drivers. | am always here between 4pm and 9pm to witness the driver shift; all the
vehicle owners do so. | come early here to check in with the drivers via phone. As
early as 5pm the vehicles are coming, by 8.30pm they have left again.”

Place-based measures of surveillance and control can also expand relationships of trust. Fleet
managers and vehicle owners integrate persons working at the site of the shift change, for
example by temporarily storing car keys with security guards or tea shop owners. Due to these
arrangements, vehicle owners do not always need to be present on site during shift change

while operations remain secured and controlled.
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Surveillance organised in such a manner challenges the assumption that direct human
surveillance is absent from digital platform operations (Jabagi et al. 2019), or in situations
when human intervention is involved, it is only exerted reactively or when requested (Rahwan
2018). Where direct managerial surveillance is practiced, for example in food delivery
(Shapiro 2018), human intervention is perceived as additive measure to algorithmic
surveillance. Commonly, platform firms seek to gradually eliminate active human control
once algorithms are updated (Newlands 2020). In the highly diversified and sophisticated
operations of mobility platforms in Mumbai, the opposite tendency can be observed: Digital
measures become intertwined with social and place-based measures that together form a

comprehensive and overarching regime of driver control.

The emergence of the fleet model represents a significant turn in the operations of mobility
platforms. The elaborate surveillance and control mechanisms described above embed
platform operations more deeply into social structures, and interlock them closely with urban
spaces. Furthermore, by linking algorithmic control measures with human and place-based
intervention, platform firms avoid blindness towards the particularities of a city, rendering
platform operations more resilient. Such blindness can be the result of excessive reliance on
automated and algorithmic control, a phenomenon that has been called “algocracy” by several
authors (Danaher 2016; Evans and Kitchin 2018).

Conclusion
Digital mobility platforms have embedded themselves into social networks and urban spaces

of Mumbai. Platform firms extract value by capitalising on relationships of trust and
reliability within existing taxi driving communities, and by banking on the power relations of
established business communities. They also take advantage of migrant workers from
northern India aspiring for economic and social emancipation or those from eastern
Maharashtra trying to evade the continuing agricultural crisis. Simultaneously, platform firms
evade transportation laws and renounce responsibility for the rights and wellbeing of drivers
(Sharma 2019; Mazumdar 2020). Such processes have been termed “exploitative” and
“parasitic” (Sadowski 2020; Pollio 2021). The case in point of Mumbai confirms experiences
from other cities, that in platform economy operations, social embedding and normative dis-
embedding can go hand in hand (Wood et al. 2019b). The Covid-19 pandemic, however, has
forced mobility platforms to deviate from its earlier commercial strategy (Katta et al. 2020).

The large companies operating in India have started donation campaigns for drivers who lost
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their incomes due to nationwide lockdown in 2020 and introduced micro-credit and health

insurance schemes (Korreck 2020).

While simultaneous embedding and dis-embedding observed in Mumbai’s taxi sector is a
general characteristic of the platform economy, the intricate interweavements of platform
operations with the city’s socio-spatial infrastructure are very specific to Mumbai. Due to
contestations with the established taxi sector, the evolution of digital mobility platforms in
Mumbai is more comparable to cities such as Johannesburg, Barcelona and New York (with
influential actors in the metered taxi sector) than other Indian cities such as Delhi or
Bangalore. However, this demonstrates that platform urbanisms, like other “actually existing
neoliberalisms”, are always contextually embedded and produced within specific national,

regional and local contexts (Brenner and Theodore 2002).

The study of digital mobility platforms in Mumbai reveals important insights into the
contemporary transformation of the city and its economy under neoliberal urbanisation. First,
the prime target of contemporary neoliberal economy is the service sector. Hitherto largely
unassailable by the state and difficult to appropriate by capitalists, small-scale service sector
operations are facing a transformation with the rise of the platform economy (Surie 2020;
Unni 2018). With more and more urban services becoming integrated into the platform
economy, formalisation of formerly informal capital has the effect that a large share of profits
converge in the channels of platform and other upstream firms instead of being distributed
among the many contributors of the small-scale and unorganised sector. Furthermore, as
demonstrated above, attempting to make additional gains by operating outside the platform is
regarded as misconduct and disciplined by the platforms. Loopholes in the system that enable
drivers to adapt platform functions to their needs or temporarily create opportunities for
additional gains — as in the recent case of the “Ola fraud” (Thaver 2020) — have spurred
frequent recalibration of platform algorithms and increasingly sophisticated control regimes.
Hence, one may conclude that in the neoliberal platform economy, Mumbai further loses its
marginal and liminal urban spaces — those spaces that are utilised and needed by the urban

poor and lower middle classes for their livelihoods.

The study of Mumbai’s taxi sector has revealed a second important neoliberal characteristic.
In the past decades, numerous instances have testified that in India large scale surplus is
extracted from housing, land, healthcare, education and other sectors (Nijman 2008; Banerjee-

Guha 2010b; Kamat 2011). Different from the earlier accumulation strategies, platform firms

18



increasingly appropriate immaterial economic value that is socially produced, a form of

(113

capitalist “‘common-seeking’, drawing on the cognitive-affective capital of the ‘metropolis’”’
(Rossi 2019, 1422). Also in the case of Mumbai, capitalist encroachment is not confined
anymore to the material commons such as land and infrastructure, and also not to previously
dominant mechanisms such as privatisation of public assets, as Parthasarathy (2015) has
observed. Instead, such “analogue” strategies of commodification are complemented and
superseded by more flexible, and for the corporations, seemingly less contentious and risky

forms of digital commoning.

Thirdly, and this is in continuation of earlier capitalist urban strategies, neoliberalism in the
age of the platform economy benefits those who are already in an advantaged socio-economic
position, and expropriates those in vulnerable positions. Engagement with digital mobility
platforms in Mumbai benefits established entrepreneurs who expand their business scope, or
middle class actors who drive cabs as part time occupation. Also, as highlighted for the case
of Sikh taxi drivers, driving communities that have been upwardly mobile and live in
financially stable conditions are not attracted by the platforms. Recently arrived, poor
migrants, however, are vulnerable to exploitation. With decreasing payments, they need to
conduct ever longer driving shifts to make their stay in Mumbai profitable. Furthermore, they
face increasing surveillance and have limited decision-making autonomy and bargaining
power. These examples of different driving networks show that such exploitation of socially
produced commons by digital means occurs in a “contested arena of unevenly empowered
actors” (Rossi 2019, 1429). In the context of the ongoing Covid-19 crisis, but also changing
regulations, it has to be seen whether these developments make the platforms more
accountable to its workers or whether they further drive socio-economic polarization in

Mumbai.

1 Also called transportation network companies, cab aggregators or shared mobility platforms.

21n 2021, Ola is operating in more than 200 cities in India, while Uber was operating in 89 cities by the end of
2020, with plans to expand to 200 cities (Poovanna 2020).

3 Members of the Chillia community have been active in the taxi trade of the city for more than 100 years. They
drove horse-drawn Victoria taxis before the era of motorised taxis. For more details see Bedi 2018, 2020.

4 For a more detailed discussion of the impact of radio taxis see Bedi 2018.

5 Details of different permit systems are discussed in Sharma 2019.

6 Surge pricing denominates the practice of charging customers more for a ride during periods of high demand.
7 Since auto rickshaws are only permitted in the suburbs, taxi operations in the island city differ substantially
from operations in the suburbs.

8 A Cool Cab is a grey and blue coloured taxi with air condition, introduced in Mumbai in the late 2000s.

9 Meru was one of the first companies that introduced radio taxis in India.

10 On the two largest platforms operating in Mumbai, the application does not reveal a passenger’s desired
destination to the driver before the passenger boards the car and the driver has confirmed the start of the ride.
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