
        
            
                
            
        

    
Under the Table: Hidden Lives in India's Elite Social Circles

Observations on Power, Class, and Invisible Labor

By FootRubSlave


Dedication

To those who work in the shadows, sustaining the light above—your resilience is the true foundation. And to the elite circles that thrive on unseen hands, may visibility bring empathy.

Preface

This book is a collection of anonymized observations drawn from years in the beauty and personal care service industry in urban India, particularly Delhi and Gurgaon. It explores the invisible labor that underpins elite social life, from kitty parties to home self-care routines. Names, locations, and details have been altered to protect privacy. The focus is sociological: examining class hierarchies, gender dynamics, feminist economic perspectives, the emotional toll of deference, and the vulnerabilities in informal work. It is not a memoir of complaint but a reflection on systems that shape us all—empowerment on one side, erasure on the other. All content is presented in a non-fiction, non-erotic manner, emphasizing cultural critique, empathy, and calls for reform. Drawing from real trends up to 2026 (e.g., rising female labor force participation, self-care market growth), this work illuminates the view from below.


Author's Note

This book, Under the Table: Hidden Lives in India's Elite Social Circles, is not a work of fiction, nor is it an exhaustive sociological study. It is a personal yet anonymized collection of observations drawn directly from several years of lived experience as an independent foot massage, pedicure, and reflexology provider in Delhi and Gurgaon.

I completed formal training in these skills and began offering home services at very low rates—as little as ₹300 per hour—to build a client base in a highly competitive informal market. The stories, vignettes, and patterns described here are composites: real encounters stripped of identifying details, merged across multiple clients and incidents to protect privacy (mine and theirs) while preserving the emotional and structural truth of what I witnessed and endured.

Nothing in these pages is invented for dramatic effect. The casual disregard, the accidental brushes without apology, the multitasking above while I worked below, the bitching on speakerphone assuming I was deaf, the quick anger over minor mistakes, the threats of police involvement, the lost auto fares after abrupt dismissals, the internal laughter and quiet sense of superiority in the face of elite chaos—all of these were recurring realities.

At the same time, this is not a book of pure grievance or accusation. Many clients were polite, some were generous, a few even showed genuine moments of humanity—offering water, remembering a name, tipping extra, or sharing a brief, kind word. Those exceptions mattered; they reminded me that people on both sides of the table are shaped by larger systems.

The perspective is deliberately from below: the view of someone kneeling, listening, enduring, and reflecting. I make no claim to represent every service worker's experience—caste, gender, migration status, and regional differences create wide variation—but the patterns of invisibility, emotional labor, class-coded dehumanization, and vulnerability to unchecked power are widespread in India's informal beauty and domestic-service sectors.

Feminist economics, sociological studies on cultures of servitude, and recent labor-force data (PLFS, Economic Survey 2025–26) helped me frame what I felt intuitively: the empowerment of some women (rising FLFPR, self-care spending boom) often rests on the underpaid, unprotected labor of others. I have tried to hold both truths without contradiction.

This book was written in the hope that visibility—of the hands that soothe feet, absorb frustration, and enable elite ease—might spark small shifts: fairer treatment, better protections, mutual recognition. If even one reader pauses during a home service, offers eye contact, or says “thank you” with awareness, the effort will have been worthwhile.

I remain anonymous here for obvious reasons. The work continues.

FootRubSlave @ X


Contents

Introduction: The View from Below

Chapter 1: The Service Call – Entering Private Worlds

Chapter 2: Kitty Party Dynamics – Savings, Sisterhood, and Subtle Hierarchies

Chapter 3: The Deference Economy – Being Part of the Furniture

Chapter 4: Emotional Currents – The Toll Beneath Professionalism

Chapter 5: Variations Across Cities – Delhi vs. Gurgaon

Chapter 6: Cracks and Reflections – Moments of Humanity

Chapter 7: The Self-Care Boom and the Service Divide

Conclusion: Toward Visibility


Introduction: The View from Below

In the polished apartments of South Delhi, Gurgaon high-rises, and Vasant Vihar bungalows, life moves at a different rhythm above the floor. Women in designer kurtas or loungewear scroll phones, sip mango shakes, plan weekends. Below, or beside, or kneeling at the edge of a bed, someone works in quiet focus: soaking feet, pressing reflex points, trimming nails, massaging away the day's tension.

I trained in foot massage, pedicure, and reflexology—a skill that promised steady work in a city where people pay for convenience. After time in a small beauty parlor, I started home services. Rates began low—as little as ₹300 per hour—to build clients in a competitive market. Platforms like Urban Company came later for some, but many of us operated independently, traveling by metro or auto, carrying kits through traffic.

The work itself is tactile, precise. Feet tell stories: calluses from high heels at office meetings, dryness from air-conditioned homes, tension from long days. But the real story is not in the feet—it's in the room around them. The provider becomes background: ambient, functional, unseen until needed, forgotten until the next appointment. Clients, often elite or upper-middle-class women, multitask: answering calls, working on laptops, enjoying drinks. Feet rest on stools or laps; accidental brushes against the provider's face or body go unnoticed, without apology.

This invisibility sustains their relaxation, their productivity, their social rituals like kitty parties. In an era where women work more (female labor force participation rising to 35.3% in 2025 per PLFS, projected toward 55% by 2050), earn more, and invest in self-care (beauty market ~USD 31–34 billion in 2025–2026), opportunities for providers have boomed. Yet hierarchies persist: workers seen as "low class" or animal-like, ears and eyes dismissed as non-existent. We listen to the bitching, the complaints, and sometimes laugh internally—feeling, in quiet moments, superior to the facades above.

The emotional toll is real: fear of anger for minor slips, loss of fare if sent away, vulnerability to abuse or police threats. Even simple mistakes can escalate to beatings or false police cases. Feminist economics highlights this duality: women's empowerment through earnings and savings groups like kitty parties, while relying on underpaid labor that absorbs the system's inequalities.

This book observes these layers from below. It traces how power is performed through silence, class through gestures, and gender through claimed spaces. Not accusation—it's illumination, calling for recognition of the unseen.
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Chapter 1: The Service Call – Entering Private Worlds

Home visits erase boundaries faster than parlor work. No separate cabin, no receptionist buffer. You enter living rooms, balconies, sometimes bedrooms—intimate family territory turned temporary workspace.

One afternoon in a South Delhi high-rise, I was called for a scheduled foot reflexology session. The client, a woman in her late 30s dressed in comfortable homewear, led me straight to the master bedroom. Her husband was already reclined on the bed, propped against pillows with his laptop open, occasionally glancing at his phone. He glanced up briefly, nodded, then returned to his screen.

She settled beside him, feet extended toward the edge where I knelt on the floor with my kit: basin, towels, oils, tools. The session began routinely—warm water soak, gentle cleansing, pressure on points linked to energy lines. Midway, as I worked deeper on the arch, her foot shifted slightly. It brushed my cheek, then rested there for a moment before moving again. No pause, no apology—just continued conversation with her husband about dinner plans. The husband barely looked up, absorbed in his screen or resting eyes closed.

These home visits often unfold this way: the provider enters intimate family territory, performs skilled, tactile work, yet exists outside the relational circle. The couple's ease—lounging together while receiving care—contrasts sharply with the worker's posture of deference and focus. There is no malice in the disregard; it is normalized, almost architectural. The service sustains their relaxation, their couple time, their productivity or leisure, precisely because the laborer fades into functionality.

In another Delhi apartment, a client reclined on her sofa, feet in my hands, while chatting on video calls. "Hold on," she'd say to her friend, then to me without looking: "Harder there." If I adjusted position for comfort, she'd shift her foot absentmindedly across my arm or shoulder. The disregard wasn't hostile—it was habitual. I was equipment: reliable, unobtrusive.

Gurgaon variations add intensity. In a DLF enclave, a working woman answered work emails during pedicure, her husband nearby on calls. Feet brushed my shoulder; no notice. She bitched about colleagues over speakerphone, assuming I heard nothing. But I did—laughing internally at the pettiness, thinking myself better than the chaos above.

Anger issues surface: call out an inappropriate request (e.g., "just for fun" tongue cleaning, redirected professionally), and you're sent away—no pay, lost auto fare. Minor mistakes—a spill—escalate: shouts, slaps, police threats (false theft claims). Legal vacuums leave workers vulnerable; no contracts, weak enforcement.

The low rate amplifies risks. At ₹300/hour, after travel/supplies, margins thin. Clients negotiate down, delay payment. Yet skill—reflexology for stress, hygiene—requires training. The undervaluation feels structural: beauty work seen as "low class," replaceable.

From below, these calls reveal power: one side relaxes, the other endures.
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Chapter 2: Kitty Party Dynamics – Savings, Sisterhood, and Subtle Hierarchies

Kitty parties, those monthly gatherings of women in urban India, are often dismissed as frivolous afternoons of gossip and games. Yet beneath the surface lies a complex web of financial ingenuity, social bonding, and power plays. Originating in the post-Partition era of the 1950s as informal savings clubs for homemakers with limited access to formal banking, they have evolved into multifaceted rituals. By 2026, with women's control over bank deposits still hovering around 20% nationally (often without true agency over those funds), kitty parties remain a quiet act of financial resistance—a community-based model of borrowing and lending that bypasses institutions dominated by patriarchal structures.

Feminist economics provides a powerful lens for understanding these dynamics. Scholars in this field critique mainstream economics for ignoring unpaid care work and reproductive labor—tasks like childcare, household management, and emotional support—that sustain economies but remain undervalued and invisible, disproportionately borne by women. In India, this "invisible economy" enables elite women's participation in kitty parties: domestic staff, drivers, or service providers (like foot care workers) handle the preparatory and sustaining labor, freeing participants to socialize and manage finances. Feminist economists argue that recognizing this unpaid/underpaid care work is essential for true equity; kitty parties, while empowering for members, often rest on layered invisibilities below.

At their core, kitty parties operate as Rotating Savings and Credit Associations (ROSCAs)—a global informal finance mechanism studied extensively in feminist economics. Each member contributes a fixed amount—ranging from ₹500 in middle-class groups to ₹10,000 or more in elite circles—into a shared pot. Through a draw, game (like tambola or housie), or rotation, one woman wins the lump sum each meeting. This cycle repeats until everyone has received their share. It's a zero-interest loan disguised as leisure: one month you're investing, the next you're reaping. Research on ROSCAs in India shows they increase women's socio-economic freedom—boosting cash in hand for expenditures by about 1.7 percentage points and property ownership by 3.3 percentage points—while enhancing autonomy in major decisions.

Feminist economics celebrates ROSCAs/kitty parties as grassroots alternatives to exclusionary formal finance. With only about one-fifth of bank deposits in women's names (and even then, agency often limited), cash-based kitty transactions grant direct control without institutional intermediaries that might route funds through male household heads. As one analysis notes, this replicates a "community borrowing and lending model" rooted in mutual aid, aligning with feminist calls for economic systems built on lived experiences rather than top-down institutions. In villages and urban middle-class groups, winnings fund children's education, weddings, household needs, or microloans to others—fostering collective decision-making and community support. Elite versions channel funds toward luxuries, but the mechanism remains empowering: women negotiate financial independence within patriarchal constraints.

Sisterhood emerges as another feminist dimension. Kitty parties create women-only spaces for emotional support, networking, and escape from domestic isolation—countering norms that discourage female solidarity. Participants share stories, combat loneliness, and build moral ties through the savings ritual. Feminist scholars view this as resistance: in a society isolating women to preserve control, these gatherings foster resilience and collective identity.

Yet feminist economics also critiques limitations. While empowering participants, kitty parties can reinforce class and gender hierarchies. Elite groups showcase status (designer outfits, name-dropping), differentiating from "lower" classes. Discussions may uphold patriarchal ideals—beauty standards, marriage pressures—while relying on invisible labor: staff prepping venues, drivers waiting, or service providers like reflexologists attending to sore feet post-event. This mirrors broader critiques of unpaid care work: affluent women's agency often depends on marginalized women's underpaid or outsourced labor, perpetuating intersecting inequalities (class, caste, gender).

The Rise of Working Women, Self-Care Spending, and the Service Boom 

Recent years have seen a notable shift: more women entering the workforce and earning independently. Official data from the Periodic Labour Force Survey (PLFS) shows female labor force participation rising steadily—from around 23–32% in earlier years to highs of 35.3% (LFPR) and 33.6% (WPR) in late 2025 reports, with peaks in rural areas driven by self-employment and policy initiatives. Urban women, especially in cities like Delhi, Mumbai, and Gurgaon, increasingly hold professional roles, gaining disposable income and time pressures that amplify self-care needs.

This earning power fuels explosive growth in beauty and personal care. The Indian beauty/personal care market reached ~USD 31–34 billion in 2025–2026, with projections of USD 43–48 billion by the early 2030s (CAGR 5–9%). Women dominate, holding ~69% share, driven by urbanization, social media influence, wellness trends, and a cultural shift viewing self-care as essential rather than luxury. Working women invest in skincare, pedicures, massages, and grooming—often outsourcing to home services for convenience amid busy schedules.

For providers like foot massage/reflexology workers, this creates opportunity. Demand surges: more appointments, home visits to high-rises and bungalows, steady bookings from elite/upper-middle-class clients seeking relaxation after work or before kitty parties. Low entry barriers (training courses, independent operations at ₹300–500/hour) allow many to enter, sustaining livelihoods in informal sectors.

Yet the boost comes with a stark class divide. Clients—now financially independent, empowered by earnings—often view service providers through a lens of hierarchy. Workers are treated as "low class" or even animal-like: ignored during sessions (phones, laptops, casual disregard), personal space invaded without apology (feet brushing face/body), boundaries tested casually. In one home visit, a working professional reclined with her husband nearby, absorbed in calls while feet rested carelessly—no eye contact, no recognition of the person providing relief. This dehumanization echoes entrenched urban dynamics: caste/class stigmas in domestic/beauty work, where skilled labor is commodified yet the worker remains invisible or lesser.

From the view below, these dynamics expose the unseen scaffolding of elite leisure. As a provider in Delhi, I glimpsed kitty party worlds peripherally. One pre-party session in Vasant Vihar: the hostess reclined while I worked her feet; her foot brushed my face during shifts—no apology, absorbed in planning. Household help bustled unseen. Post-event in Gurgaon: a client lounged on her bed, husband nearby, recounting tambola wins as I massaged—no eye contact for casual contact. "Fun" boundary requests surfaced occasionally, redirected professionally. These moments highlight the deference economy: service enables elite leisure and financial rituals, yet remains erased.

Power flows subtly here. Seating at the table might reflect informal hierarchies—senior members or high-status women at the head. Gestures like who hosts next or who suggests games signal influence. Exclusion is quiet: a new member overlooked in conversations, mirroring how staff are ignored below. Class intersects with gender: affluent women assert agency in these "feminine" domains, venting frustrations from patriarchal homes while relying on marginalized labor (often lower-caste or migrant workers) to sustain it.

Emotional currents run deep. For participants, kitty parties offer empowerment—financial security, bonds that combat isolation. But for the invisible enablers, the toll is exhaustion: long hours prepping unseen, emotional masking amid micro-humiliations (dismissed requests, averted eyes). Balanced against this: rare humanity, like a hostess tipping generously or sharing leftovers.

In 2026, kitty parties evolve with technology—apps for virtual draws, hybrid meets post-pandemic—but core dynamics persist. They remain symbols of quiet revolution: pooling resources fosters independence, sisterhood challenges isolation. Yet they underscore inequality: elite indulgence built on class divides, gender roles both subverted and reinforced.

Understanding these dynamics illuminates the book's broader canvas. Above the table: savings, solidarity, status. Below: the labor that makes it possible, often erased in the laughter.
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Chapter 3: The Deference Economy – Being Part of the Furniture

In many sessions, clients treat the service like background music. Phones on speaker, laptops open, mango shakes sweating on side tables. A woman might answer work calls while I file nails, discuss meetings while I massage calves. Feet rest on my lap or stool; sometimes a toe brushes my face during movement. Eyes stay on screens. No apology follows. The body in service is not seen as needing consideration.

One regular client in Gurgaon would recline on her sofa, feet in my hands, while chatting on video calls. "Hold on," she'd say to her friend, then to me without looking: "Harder there." If I adjusted position for comfort, she'd shift her foot absentmindedly across my arm or shoulder. The disregard wasn't hostile—it was habitual. I was equipment: reliable, unobtrusive.

Some pushed further. A few asked, casually, "just for fun," to clean feet with tongue—framed as joke or whim. I declined politely, redirected to standard hygiene steps. They laughed it off, but the request lingered: a reminder of how class power can test boundaries, how "fun" for one can mean discomfort for another.

The low rate amplified this. At ₹300/hour, after travel and supplies, the margin was thin. Clients negotiated down, delayed payment, or added "extra" tasks without extra pay. Yet the skill—reflexology points for stress relief, pedicure hygiene—required training and care. The undervaluation felt structural: beauty and body care seen as "women's work," informal, replaceable.

Anger issues compound the economy. Elite women, stressed from rising work demands, explode over minor mistakes: a spill, delay, or perceived attitude. Reactions: shouts, slaps, beatings. Threats of police—false theft or damage claims—intimidate silence. Legal gaps exclude informal workers; homes aren't workplaces under regulations. Fear forces deference: absorb, mask, endure.

In Gurgaon, bitching on phone assumes we're "nothing"—not listening. But we hear: complaints about husbands, others. Internal laughs: "I'm better than these elites." Superiority offers solace amid erasure.
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Chapter 4: Emotional Currents – The Toll Beneath Professionalism

The physical demands of the work—kneeling for extended periods, precise pressure on reflex points, maintaining hygiene while traveling through traffic—are visible and measurable. The emotional demands, however, flow beneath the surface like hidden currents, shaping every interaction and leaving lasting marks long after the session ends.

Professionalism in this line of work requires more than skill; it demands a constant performance of composure. Smile fixed, voice calm, focus unbroken—even as feet brush your cheek without a pause or apology, even as clients multitask on phones or laptops treating you as ambient noise. The provider must absorb disregard without reaction: a casual command ("Harder there") delivered without eye contact, a mango shake condensation dripping nearby while conversation flows above. These are not isolated incidents; they accumulate into a daily rhythm of erasure.

Emotional labor—the term coined by sociologist Arlie Hochschild to describe the management of one's feelings to fulfill job requirements—defines this role. In beauty and home services, it extends beyond "service with a smile" to include buffering clients' impatience, masking personal discomfort, and adapting to unspoken hierarchies. Feminist perspectives highlight how this labor is gendered and classed: disproportionately borne by women (and in some cases men from marginalized castes like Nai barbers in beauty work), it remains undervalued and invisible. In urban India, where informal sectors dominate, providers navigate intersecting inequalities—class, caste, gender—while performing affective work that sustains elite comfort.

The toll builds quietly. Kneeling strains the back and knees; holding composure amid micro-humiliations strains the mind. Small dismissals—being spoken over mid-sentence, ignored requests for water, casual boundary-crossing ("just for fun" suggestions redirected professionally)—chip away at dignity. In Gurgaon, the intensity amplifies: clients bitch on speakerphone about husbands, colleagues, or "lazy" staff, assuming the kneeling provider "is nothing," deaf and blind. But we have ears and eyes. We absorb the pettiness—the marital frustrations, petty rivalries, judgments—and laugh internally at the irony: "Their wealth and status, yet endless chaos. I'm grounded, without the pretense." This quiet superiority emerges as a coping mechanism—a mental rebellion against dehumanization, reinforcing a sense that "I'm way better than these elites."

Yet superiority offers limited solace. The emotional currents run deeper: constant vigilance against escalation. Minor mistakes—a slight delay, a spill of oil—can trigger disproportionate anger: shouts, slaps, beatings with nearby objects, or threats of police false cases (theft, damage) to silence complaints. Legal gaps exacerbate vulnerability: informal home services fall outside most protections; private homes aren't regulated workplaces; enforcement remains weak despite Supreme Court urgings in 2025–2026 for frameworks under existing wage codes. Reports from domestic and informal workers document patterns: physical/psychological abuse, wrongful confinement, mental trauma impacting employability, and fear deterring formal complaints.

This fear shapes every interaction. Providers self-regulate rigorously—masking exhaustion, suppressing frustration—to preserve bookings and avoid livelihood threats. The low rate (₹300/hour after travel/supplies) leaves thin margins; delayed payments or dismissal (lost auto fare) compound the precarity. In feminist terms, this mirrors broader critiques: affluent women's empowerment (rising FLFPR at 41.7% in 2023–24, self-care market booming to ~USD 34.4 billion in 2026) often relies on outsourced emotional buffering from marginalized labor.

Broader patterns emerge across elite circles. In kitty party aftermaths, post-event massages reveal exhaustion on both sides: clients vent about social pressures (maintaining appearances, patriarchal constraints), while providers absorb it silently. We witness vulnerabilities—overheard strains from work, marriages, isolation—sparking internal reflections: "Their facades crack too." Rare humane moments provide counterbalance: water offered unprompted, a brief chat about the day, a generous tip with "thank you." These exceptions highlight the rule—kindness is optional, not expected—but they humanize the exchange, reminding that elites face their own tolls.

Mental health impacts linger. Constant emotional masking leads to burnout, anxiety, suppressed resentment. Studies on informal workers in India (e.g., domestic/beauty sectors) note physiological arousal, negative affect, and feelings of dehumanization from entitled clients. In gendered contexts, women providers (common in beauty work) bear added burdens: navigating caste/class stigmas, family expectations, and societal undervaluation of "women's work." Resilience strategies vary—quiet boundaries (redirecting requests), community networks for support, internal humor—but the cumulative toll is real: isolation, emotional fatigue, a sense of being "part of the furniture."

Feminist economics underscores this: emotional labor in service roles sustains visible economies (elite productivity, social rituals) while remaining invisible and uncompensated. The self-care boom enables affluent women's agency, yet perpetuates divides—providers as extensions of convenience, not people deserving reciprocity.

From below, these currents reveal a shared humanity beneath hierarchies. Elites perform status to mask pressures; providers perform composure to survive. Cracks—rare acknowledgments, shared vulnerabilities—suggest potential for empathy. True change requires visibility: valuing emotional labor as work, enforcing protections, shifting norms toward mutual respect.

Until then, the currents continue—quiet, persistent, shaping lives on both sides of the table. Resilience endures: we smile, we endure, we reflect. And in quiet moments, we know our worth exceeds the erasure.
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Chapter 5: Variations Across Cities – Delhi vs. Gurgaon

Urban India’s elite social circles vary not just by wealth but by the texture of daily life shaped by the city itself. Delhi and Gurgaon (now Gurugram), though geographically close and economically intertwined, offer distinct arenas for the invisible labor of service providers like foot massage and reflexology workers. Delhi retains echoes of old hierarchies—subtle, layered with tradition—while Gurgaon, with its corporate high-rises and gated enclaves, amplifies modern entitlement. Both cities reflect India's broader shifts: rising female labor force participation (FLFPR reaching 35.3% in December 2025 per PLFS, up from earlier lows, with projections toward 55% by 2050 under supportive policies), increased disposable income for women, and a booming self-care industry (beauty and personal care market valued at ~USD 31–34 billion in 2025–2026, projected to grow to USD 43–48 billion by the early 2030s at 5–9% CAGR). These trends drive demand for home services—pre-kitty party pedicures, post-work reflexology—but they do not erase class divides. Instead, they often sharpen them.

In Delhi, hierarchies feel more traditional. South Delhi bungalows and Vasant Vihar apartments host sessions where clients multitask quietly: scrolling phones, sipping mango shakes, discussing family matters. The disregard is ambient—feet brushing the provider's face during a shift, no apology, no eye contact. A typical call might involve a woman reclining on her sofa while her husband works nearby; conversation flows above, plans made, leisure enjoyed. The provider kneels, focused on reflex points, absorbing the erasure. Accidental contact normalizes; personal space contracts without comment. Low rates (₹300/hour after metro/auto travel) demand endurance: professionalism amid awkward setups.

Delhi's elite women, often blending homemaking with emerging careers, vent frustrations subtly—perhaps a quiet call about in-laws or household help. The power display is understated: a casual command, averted eyes, exclusion from basic courtesies. Yet the city carries remnants of civility—rare moments of water offered or a "thank you" murmured. Mistakes—a slight delay or misplaced tool—might draw sharp words, but physical escalation is less common than dismissal without full payment. If boundaries are called out (e.g., redirecting an inappropriate "just for fun" request), the response is often cold silence or a "never mind," followed by no repeat booking. The loss is practical: auto fare wasted, time uncompensated, dignity chipped.

Gurgaon, by contrast, intensifies everything. Corporate enclaves like DLF phases or Golf Course Road breed a faster, more entitled rhythm. Women here—many high-earning professionals in tech, finance, or consulting—juggle demanding jobs with social expectations. Their self-care spending reflects this: quick home sessions squeezed between meetings, often before or after kitty parties in farmhouses or clubs. The market boom caters to them—platforms and independents thrive on convenience—but the treatment feels harsher.

Gurgaon's elite women frequently bitch on phone during sessions: complaints about colleagues, husbands' habits, other women's outfits or "lazy" staff. They speak freely, assuming the worker "is nothing"—deaf, blind, without thoughts. But providers have ears and eyes. We listen to the endless venting, the petty rivalries, the marital gripes, and laugh internally at the irony. In quiet moments, a thought arises: "I'm way better than these elites—grounded, without the constant drama and pretense." The superiority feels like a small rebellion against the daily dehumanization.

Class views here are overt. Workers are seen as "low class" or animal-like: ignored mid-session, space invaded carelessly (toes tapping shoulders absentmindedly), treated as extensions of furniture. The deference economy turns darker—anger issues flare quickly. Elite women, stressed from corporate pressures, explode over minor mistakes: a spill of oil, a moment's hesitation on a pressure point, perceived slowness. Reactions include shouting, slapping, or beatings with nearby objects. Worse, threats of police: false cases for "theft" or "damage" to intimidate silence. Reports from domestic and informal service sectors document this pattern—police often side with the affluent complainant, harassing the worker or pressuring withdrawal. Legal gaps persist: informal home services fall outside most protections; private homes aren't regulated workplaces; enforcement weak despite calls for reform.

If a provider calls out inappropriate behavior—age-inappropriate demands, boundary-crossing whims, or rudeness—the fallout is swift: "Get out," no payment, sometimes blocked from the society. Auto fare lost, dignity bruised, next client harder to find. In Gurgaon, this feels systemic: gated communities enforce segregation (separate lifts for "staff and service"), reinforcing second-class status.

Vignettes illustrate the divide. In Delhi: A couple lounges on the bed during reflexology; foot brushes cheek—no notice, absorbed in their world. In Gurgaon: Post-kitty party massage; client rants on speakerphone about a "useless" husband while feet rest carelessly. No apology for contact; internal laugh: "Their chaos, my calm." Another: Pre-party pedicure; hostess shifts foot absentmindedly, absorbed in planning—dismissal follows a small error.

These variations highlight the book's thesis: Rising women's earnings and self-care investment create opportunities for providers, yet class power persists. Delhi's subtlety masks the toll; Gurgaon's intensity exposes it raw. From below, we enable their ease—relaxed feet, clear minds, social rituals—while navigating fear, erasure, and quiet superiority.

Recognition could bridge this: fair pay, boundaries respected, protection from abuse. Until then, the work continues—precise, hygienic, attentive—in shadows shaped by the city above.
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Chapter 6: Cracks and Reflections – Moments of Humanity

Amid the daily patterns of disregard and deference, cracks appear—small openings where humanity pierces the hierarchy. Not every client treated the provider as invisible furniture. Some offered water unprompted after a long session, asked casually about family or the day's commute, or slipped an extra tip with a quiet "thank you." These gestures, rare as they were, felt like brief acknowledgments: the worker exists beyond the hands performing the service.

In one Delhi apartment, after a post-work reflexology session, a client—exhausted from a corporate day—poured a glass of water and handed it over with eye contact. "You must be tired too," she said. No grand apology for the earlier absentminded foot shifts or phone distractions, but the moment broke the script. Another time, in Gurgaon, a woman shared leftover snacks from a kitty party prep: "Take some for the road." These acts did not dismantle the system, but they humanized it momentarily—reminders that elites, too, face pressures: work stress, marital strains overheard in phone calls, patriarchal expectations in their own homes.

From the view below, these cracks reveal vulnerabilities on both sides. Providers witness the elite facade cracking: a whispered call about a husband's infidelity, complaints about in-laws' control, or exhaustion from juggling careers and social performances. The bitching—endless venting about colleagues, "lazy" staff, or other women's lives—often exposed insecurities. In Gurgaon especially, where corporate intensity amplified everything, I'd listen to rants on speakerphone during massages, thinking: "Their wealth buys convenience, but not peace." Internally, a quiet superiority emerged: "I'm grounded, without the constant drama. My life is simpler, more honest." This thought offered solace—a small psychological rebellion against daily dehumanization.

Yet the cracks also highlight shared humanity. Elites, empowered by rising earnings (female LFPR at 35.3% in December 2025, with projections to 55% by 2050 under policy support), invest heavily in self-care (beauty/personal care market ~USD 31–34 billion in 2025–2026, booming due to wellness trends). But this empowerment coexists with isolation: many confided in passing about loneliness, pressure to maintain appearances at kitty parties, or guilt over outsourced domestic life. Providers, meanwhile, endure physical strain (kneeling hours), emotional masking (smiling through micro-humiliations), and fear of escalation—minor mistakes (a spill, delay) triggering shouts, slaps, beatings, or police threats (false theft/damage claims to silence complaints).

Recent reports underscore this vulnerability: domestic and informal workers face abuse, torture, wrongful confinement, and criminalization without strong legal recourse. Police often favor affluent complainants; false accusations lead to harassment or pressure to drop matters. Legal gaps persist—no comprehensive national law for domestic workers, despite Supreme Court urgings (e.g., 2025–2026 directives for mechanisms under Minimum Wages Act/Code of Wages). NGOs like SEWA (Self-Employed Women's Association) and Nirmala Niketan advocate tirelessly: providing shelter, rescue, health support, and pushing for contracts, paid leave, and protections. Sporadic accountability—viral complaints, FIRs in high-profile cases—offers hope, but systemic reform lags.

Feminist economics illuminates this duality: women's rising participation and ROSCAs (kitty parties) foster autonomy and sisterhood, yet rely on underpaid labor absorbing inequalities. Empowerment above often depends on exploitation below—unpaid care work enabling elite leisure, outsourced services masking its cost. Cracks suggest potential bridges: mutual recognition could reduce hierarchies. A simple "sorry" for accidental contact, or fair pay without negotiation, might ease the toll.

Rare connections linger: shared laughter over a light story during a session, or a client remembering a provider's name across visits. These moments humanize the exchange—provider as person, not just hands. They counter the fear: anger for calling out inappropriateness (leading to dismissal, lost fare), boundary tests, or Gurgaon's overt bitching/dehumanization ("you're nothing, not listening"). We hear, we endure, we reflect internally: "Their chaos, my calm."

Reflections from below: the system shapes everyone. Elites perform status to mask pressures; providers mask resilience to survive. True change requires visibility—valuing invisible labor, enforcing protections, fostering empathy. Small cracks—water offered, thanks given—hint at what's possible: dignity for all beneath the table.

Until broader reform, these moments sustain us: reminders that humanity persists, even in shadows.
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Chapter 7: The Self-Care Boom and the Service Divide

India's urban elite and upper-middle-class women are increasingly participating in the workforce, earning independently, and prioritizing self-care as an essential part of modern life. This shift marks a profound economic and cultural transformation, yet it reveals a stark divide: the boom in personal care sustains livelihoods for providers like foot massage, pedicure, and reflexology workers, while reinforcing class hierarchies that treat those providers as lesser or invisible.

Recent data from the Periodic Labour Force Survey (PLFS) illustrates the rise: female labour force participation rate (FLFPR) for ages 15+ reached 35.3% in December 2025—a yearly high, up from 35.1% in November—driven by rural gains (38.6% workforce participation) and sustained urban trends. Overall LFPR hit 56.1%, with projections suggesting women's participation could climb to around 55% by 2050 under supportive policies like skill development, digital access, and flexible work. Urban women, especially in Delhi and Gurgaon, hold professional roles in tech, finance, consulting, and corporate sectors, gaining disposable income amid time pressures from dual responsibilities (work + household expectations).

This earning power fuels the beauty and personal care market's explosive growth. Valued at approximately USD 31–34 billion in 2025–2026, the sector is projected to reach USD 43–48 billion by the early 2030s (CAGR 5–9%), with women dominating ~69% of consumption. Skincare, grooming, pedicures, massages, and wellness treatments are no longer luxuries but necessities—driven by urbanization, social media influence, pollution concerns, anti-aging trends, and a cultural shift toward "clean beauty" and self-investment. Working women outsource these routines for convenience: quick home sessions before meetings, post-kitty party foot relief, or weekend pampering.

For independent providers like me—trained in reflexology, offering home services at ₹300–500/hour—this creates real opportunity. Demand surges: repeat bookings from elite clients in South Delhi apartments or Gurgaon high-rises, pre-event pedicures for kitty parties, post-work massages to unwind corporate stress. Informal operations thrive—traveling with kits, building networks via word-of-mouth or early platforms—providing livelihoods in a sector with low entry barriers but high skill demands (hygiene, pressure points for stress relief). In a city where convenience is currency, these services enable women's productivity and leisure: relaxed feet mean clearer minds for work, social events, or family.

Yet the boom widens the service divide. Clients—financially empowered, viewing self-care as entitlement—often treat providers through a lens of deep hierarchy. Workers are seen as "low class" or animal-like: ignored during sessions (phones/laptops on, mango shakes sipped absentmindedly), personal space invaded without apology (feet brushing face/body during shifts), treated as extensions of furniture rather than people. In Gurgaon especially, where corporate intensity amplifies entitlement, women bitch freely on speakerphone about colleagues, husbands, in-laws, or "lazy" staff—assuming the kneeling provider "is nothing," deaf and blind. But we have ears and eyes. We absorb the endless venting—the petty rivalries, marital frustrations, judgments—and laugh internally at the irony: "Their wealth and status, yet constant chaos. I'm grounded, without the pretense." This quiet superiority becomes a mental shield against dehumanization.

The divide darkens with vulnerability. Anger issues flare over minor mistakes—a spill of oil, slight delay on a reflex point, perceived slowness—triggering disproportionate reactions: shouting, slaps, beatings with nearby objects, or threats of police involvement. False cases (theft, damage, mischief) serve as intimidation tools; police often favor affluent complainants, leading to harassment, detention, or pressure to withdraw. Legal gaps exacerbate this: informal home services fall outside most labor protections; private homes aren't regulated "workplaces"; no comprehensive national law for domestic/informal workers despite Supreme Court urgings (2025–2026 directives for frameworks under Minimum Wages/Code of Wages). Reports from 2025–2026 document patterns: wrongful confinement, caste-based harassment, false accusations silencing complaints, mental trauma impacting employability.

Calling out inappropriate behavior—age-inappropriate demands, boundary-crossing "fun" requests (redirected professionally), or rudeness—often backfires: curt dismissal ("Get out"), no payment, lost auto fare, blocked from societies. In Gurgaon gated communities, segregation (separate lifts for "staff") reinforces second-class status. The low rate (₹300/hour after travel/supplies) leaves little margin for risks; negotiating down or delayed payments compound the precarity.

Feminist economics frames this duality sharply: women's rising participation, earnings, and ROSCAs (kitty parties) foster autonomy, sisterhood, and resistance to patriarchal exclusion. Yet this empowerment often rests on underpaid, outsourced labor—marginalized women (or men) absorbing the system's inequalities, emotional buffering, and physical toll. The self-care boom enables affluent women's agency (relaxed, groomed, productive), but at the cost of providers' dignity: constant vigilance, masked emotions, fear of escalation.

From below, the divide feels structural: we enable their ease—soft feet for high heels at events, stress relief for corporate days—while navigating erasure, fear, and quiet resilience. Opportunities exist—more bookings, potential platform shifts for traceability—but core hierarchies persist without reform.

Recognition could narrow the gap: fair pricing without haggling, boundaries respected, legal protections (contracts, anti-abuse mechanisms), NGO support (e.g., SEWA advocacy for wages/rights). Until then, providers endure—precise, hygienic, attentive—sustaining a boom built on divided labor. Visibility of this invisible work is the first step toward equity: valuing hands that heal, not just the feet they serve.
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Conclusion: Toward Visibility

The view from below the table is unflinching. For years, as a trained foot massage, pedicure, and reflexology provider offering home services in Delhi and Gurgaon at rates as low as ₹300 per hour, I have knelt in the shadows of elite homes and gatherings. Above, women—now increasingly empowered by rising workforce participation and independent earnings—relax, network, vent, and perform status. Below, invisible hands sustain it all: soaking feet, pressing reflex points, absorbing disregard, masking discomfort, enduring micro-humiliations and occasional outright threats.

India's economic landscape has shifted markedly. The Economic Survey 2025-26 highlights a remarkable rise in female labour force participation rate (FLFPR) from 23.3% in 2017-18 to 41.7% in 2023-24, reflecting greater inclusion, skill development, and policy momentum. Projections suggest FLFPR could reach around 55% by 2050 to sustain high GDP growth and achieve developed-nation ambitions by 2047. Urban women in Delhi, Gurgaon, and similar hubs hold professional roles, gaining disposable income amid dual burdens of work and social expectations. This fuels the beauty and personal care market's boom—projected at USD 34.4 billion in revenue for 2026 (Statista), with continued growth to USD 48+ billion by the early 2030s at 5-9% CAGR—driven by wellness trends, social media, urbanization, and self-care as essential rather than luxury.

The result: surging demand for home services like mine. More appointments, repeat clients, livelihoods in an informal sector with low barriers but high skill demands. Providers enable this empowerment: relaxed feet for corporate days, groomed appearances for kitty parties, stress relief amid multitasking lives. Yet the service divide endures. Clients—financially independent, viewing self-care as entitlement—often treat us as "low class" or animal-like: ignored during sessions (phones on speaker, mango shakes sipped absentmindedly), personal space invaded without apology (feet brushing face/body), boundaries tested casually ("just for fun" requests redirected professionally).

In Gurgaon especially, corporate intensity worsens dynamics: women bitch freely on phone about colleagues, husbands, in-laws, or "lazy" staff—assuming the kneeling provider "is nothing," deaf and blind. But we have ears and eyes. We absorb the pettiness, the marital frustrations, the judgments—and laugh internally at the irony: "Their wealth buys convenience, but not peace. I'm grounded, without the constant drama." This quiet superiority becomes resilience—a mental shield against dehumanization.

The toll runs deeper. Minor mistakes—a spill, delay, perceived slowness—can trigger anger: shouts, slaps, beatings, or police threats (false theft/damage claims to intimidate). Legal gaps persist: informal home services excluded from most protections; private homes not regulated workplaces; no comprehensive national law for domestic/informal workers despite Supreme Court urgings (2025-2026 directives for mechanisms under Minimum Wages/Code of Wages). Reports document patterns: abuse, wrongful confinement, false accusations favoring affluent complainants, harassment silencing complaints. Calling out inappropriateness often leads to dismissal—no payment, lost auto fare, blocked from societies.

Feminist economics frames this starkly: women's rising participation, earnings, and ROSCAs (kitty parties as grassroots alternatives to patriarchal finance) foster autonomy, sisterhood, and resistance. Yet this empowerment rests on layered invisibilities—unpaid care work enabling elite leisure, outsourced services absorbing inequalities. Affluent women's agency depends on marginalized labor (often caste/class/gender intersected) for emotional buffering, physical endurance, dignity erosion.

Cracks offer hope: rare humanity—water offered, tips given, names remembered, brief chats—humanize exchanges. Elites' vulnerabilities surface: overheard strains from work, marriages, social pressures. Providers witness facades cracking, feeling superior in quiet moments: "Their chaos, my calm."

But cracks alone are insufficient. Visibility demands more: recognition that invisible labor sustains visible lives. Fair pricing without haggling, boundaries respected, legal safeguards (contracts, anti-abuse mechanisms, minimum wages inclusion). NGO advocacy (SEWA, Nirmala Niketan) pushes for rights, social security, dignity. Broader reform—enforcing existing codes, bridging legal vacuums, shifting cultural norms—could narrow the divide.

Toward visibility means seeing the full tapestry: above the table, savings, solidarity, status, self-care; below, endurance, resilience, quiet observation. Acknowledging this does not unravel traditions or empowerment—it strengthens them through empathy and equity. One day, a client might pause, look down, offer eye contact and "thank you." An apology might follow accidental contact. Small shifts accumulate into systemic change: dignity for hands that heal, not just feet they serve.

Until then, the work continues—precise, hygienic, attentive—in shadows that deserve light. From below, we see truths clearly. Visibility is the bridge to mutual respect.
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Appendix: Resources

- NGOs: Domestic Workers Rights (e.g., SEWA, Nirmala Niketan).

- Laws: POSH Act for harassment; state minimum wages for informal work.

- Studies: PLFS reports, feminist economics on ROSCAs (e.g., Raka Ray's *Cultures of Servitude*).
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