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Since their introduction to the capital, cycle 

rickshaws and their pullers have been a metonym 

for the poor and undeveloped and have been 

subjected to various forms of negligence and 

mismanagement by state authorities. Their 

presence in a newly liberalising Delhi has become 

conflated with key discourses surrounding the rise of a new middle class and 

their claim to the city, aspirations of ‘world-class’ status and a process of 

forgetting the subaltern segments of society. These trends have culminated in 

attempts to exclude cycle rickshaws from the capital under the pretence that 

they do not conform to a modern vision of the city. Moreover, their value to the 

capital is being forgotten as middle class car owners are increasingly claiming 

their right to Delhi’s roads. As a result, this work focuses on rendering the cycle 

rickshaw puller visible, by using their voices as a primary analysis for 

understanding how the implications of the broader trends surrounding a 

liberalising Delhi manifest themselves in the everyday. Subsequently it evaluates 

the relevance of the cycle rickshaw as it negotiates road space in the changing 

capital. 

 

The research and data collection was conducted during a four-week period in 

Delhi in July 2012. A site-based research design was used and creative mobile 

methods were developed in order to substantively navigate through the city. 

Walking, driving and cycling methods were employed to gain a thorough 

understanding of experiences of mobility in the city. The road was used as a lens 

through which to analyse everyday conflicts for space and ethnographic 

methodologies rendered these observations meaningful. Over 100 individual 



rickshaw pullers were interviewed, as well as 67 commuters and key academics 

in related fields.  

 

Key encounters in the field have rendered the cycle rickshaw puller a true citizen 

of New Delhi, engaging in everyday contemporary practices. The research 

uncovers the changing relationships between cycle rickshaw pullers and the 

authorities, however it highlights a pervasive mentality of negligence due to the 

deeply embedded liberal ideologies. It illustrates how negotiations for road 

space have lead to subaltern road users being forced to utilise the worst road 

space, termed the corridor of the invisible, and how the practice of driving only 

serves to fortify this trend. Moreover the key position cycle rickshaws play in the 

city is illustrated as they integrate the Delhi metro system and ply on the narrow 

streets of the old capital. Lastly, it shows how the cycle rickshaw sector is 

meticulously planned and can be viewed as any other prospering business in 

liberalising New Delhi. 

 
 
Rickshaws outside Delhi University Metro station 
 



 
The many uses of cycle rickshaws 
 
 

 
The cycle rickshaw and its puller 

 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 
Cycle rickshaws in Lajpat Nagar 

 
 
 


