
and the Politics of Labor in a Calcutta Jute Mitt

This article is based on a detailed ethnographic study of calcutta jute mill workers,
with the argument drawing on interviews and observations of everyday politics and
conflicts at the factory level. In an attempt to transcend the problem ofessentialism
in the study ofworking class politics, the article presents a theoretical reconceptu-
alization ofclass, arguing that class is a contested category, one that is constituted by
conflict, exclusion, and a hierarchical representation of interests. The ,,making" of
class politics in India thus represents a continual process of reconstruction and
conflict rather than a predefined teleology. In this process, it is maintained that both
the structural and ideologicaUcultural components ofclass are constructed through
the politics of gender and community.

Contesting Class: Gender, Community,

by Leela Fernandes

Introduction

Studies of industrial relations, labormovements, and work-
ing class politics have tended to be centered around certain
assumptions regarding the political behavior of industrial labor
forces. Such studies have tended to measure the effectiveness of
the political activity of workers in relation to formal organiza-
tions such as trade unions and labor parties. The absence or
weakness of such organizations then becomes an exceptional
phenomenon that must be explained, whether in terms of struc-
tural reasons, issues of "consent," or as a collective action
problem. There is no better demonstration of this than the case
of India, where the absence of a unified national trade union
movement has conventionally served as proof that class-based
ideologies have failed to take root.

While the working classes in India have not conformed
to visions of a revolutionary vanguard, I will argue that neither
have they "collapsed" into precapitalist identit ies of religion
or caste. The construction of the working class represents a
polit ical process that is both constituted and contested by the
politics of gender and community. I am using the term com-
munity here as a broad category that encompasses identities
ofcaste, ethnicity, religion, and language. In order to gain an
understanding of the dynamism of class politics in contempo-
rary India we must shift our focus away from the national level
of union politics and pay greater attention to the grass-roots
politics that unfold on the shop floor. At this microlevel, the
"making" of the working class involves a continual process
of reconstruction that creates forms of opposition between

workers and managers and simultaneously (re)produces hier-
archies between workers.

My argument builds on a conception of class as a cultur-
ally constructed category. Such an approach is represented by
a wide stream of l i terature. much of which has built on or been
influenced by E.P. Thompson's landmark work,The Making of
the English Llrorking Class.' Thompson's argument has effec-
tively pointed some of us in a direction away from purely
structuralist or "objective" conceptions of class and restored
questions of agency, consciousness, and experience to the
center of analyses of the processes of working class formation.
Meanwhile, innovations by labor historians have questioned
essentialist approaches that assume that the working class must
follow a single model of behavior..Let us consider this point
through a brief look at two attempts to address this problem of
essentialism, Ira Katznelso n's llor king C lass F ormat ion : N ine-
teenthCentury Patterns ofClass Formation in Western Europe

1 . See, for example, William Sewell Jr., Work and Revolution in France:
The Language of Labor from the Old Regime to 1848, (Cambridge,
England: Cambridge University Press, 1980); Dipesh Chakrabarty,
Rethinking Working Class History (New Delhi: Oxford University
Press, 1989); and Ira Katznelson and Aristide Zolberg, eds., Ll/orking
Class Formation: Nineteenth Century Patterns in Western Europe and
the United Stales (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press. 1986).
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The question tums away from consciousness to the organization of

repreientation, to the Context and politics of the representational
system. Identity becomes not a reflection of some essential reality

but a matter of political allegiance. Feminist history approachedthis
way changes Thompson's story. It refuses teleoiogy and retells it as

u siory ofihe creation ofpolitical identity through representations of

,.*uul diff"r.nce. Class and gender become inextricably linked in

this teliing-as representation, as identity, as social and political
practice."

My understanding of class in terms of differences of gender

and community builds on the insights of such approaches devel-

oped within the fielas of feminist research and women's stuciies'

I argue that the definition of the interests of workers occurs

thro'ugh a political process that is constituted by conflict, exclu-

sion, and hierarchies between workers.
I have based my argument on a study o[ contemporary

working class politics in the Indian jute indusiry. The industry is

regiona'ily ceniered in West Bengal, a state that has been under

unlntemrpted rule of the Communist Party of India (Marxist)

since 197i ." My examination of everyday factory politics draws

on the results ofethnographic research that I conducted in one

jute factory in Calcutti. The research is based on methods of

participaniobservation that I used in the factory and workers'

iesidences on a daily basis over a period of eighteen months in

lgg}-g2. During this time I conducted formal interviews and

engaged in spontaneous conversations with workers' union lead-

eri anA ,nunuge.t, observed spontaneous labor conflicts, and

participated inlommunity activities.such as religious festivals
'organizecl 

by different groups of workers. Due to the limitations

of-space, in ihis article i wil l l imit my focus to polit ics within the

boundaries of the factory.r'
My analysis is based on interpretive methocis that recog-

nize, as Clifford Geertz has argued, that "social actions are

comments on more than themselves; that where an interpreta-

tion comes from does not determine where it can be impelled

to go. Small facts speak to large issues, winks to epistemology,

or"sheep raids to revolution because they are made to'" ' '

Furthermore. the confrontation between the ethnographer and

the "field" can in fact add significant depth to the research' For

exampie, I was able to deepen my own uncierstanciing of the

polit i is of ciass and gender by analyzi-ng reactions to my

gendereci position as ethnographer in the factory' Consicier the

following exampie of an interaction eariy on in my fieldwork'
Management had specified that I should travel to the mill by

taxi ralher than by bus. In this way I would not have to stand

outside the factory waiting for a bus. The well-intentioned
purpose was to protect me from any undesirable "incident" as

ihe surroundinginciustriai arena was considereci unsafe' How-

ever, this notion of protection embociies a much deeper ideol-

ogy of protection that shapes the life of middle- andupper-class
Indian women. Since one of the goals of my fieldwork was to

break these protective boundaries, I would stop the taxi at the

factory gate and then walk the length of the factory to the

management buiiding. On the third day, the gare watchman

(durian) came up to me and exclaimed in frustration' "Why

do you stop at the gate? Why can't you just take the taxi in?"

What we find is the creation of significant hierar-

chies within the workforce, witlt some workers who

are relatively well-off and can uccumulate eco-

nomic and political power in thefactory and others

who are trapped in a form of bonded labor since

they are never uble to pay olf the debts they lrave

incurred.

I I . Joan Scott, G e nder and t he P ol it ic s of H is t ory (New York : Columbia

University Press, 1988), P.88.

12. Note that the jute labor force has been represented by a long

history of mil i tant trade union activi ty. Theiute labor movement can

be traied back to early protests in the colonial period that culminated

in general strikes in l'929 and 1937. Since independence the iute

uni"ons have organized six industrywide strikes that have effectively

shut down the industry for prolonged periods of t ime' An analysis

of this act ivi ty is beyond the scope of this art icle'  However, I  have

addressed the industrywide and national contexts of iabor poi i t ics in

India in "The Gendeied Worlds of Class and Community in India:

The Poli t ics of Organized Labor in the West Bengal Jute Mil ls"

(Ph.D. dissertat ion., Department of Pol i t ical Science, University of

Chicago,1994).

13. For an examination of arenas of politics beyond the factory floor

includingthe family, community organizations, and an in-depth analysis

of the politics of religion, see ibid.

This anecciote brings together some of the central theo-

retical and meihociological issues that are the basis of this

article. On one ievei, the watchman's response signifies the

centrality of the spatiai reprociuction of class divisions; I would

be breaking rigid hierarchies by walking in the mill compound

and sharing the same physical space with workers' However,

the reason provicieci for preserving the spatial separation was

presented in terms of my vulnerabil ity as a woman' Gender

ihus served as the means of reproducing a fbrm of class

hierarchy. Meanwhile, my own action was piacing the gate-

man's job in jeoparciy. If some "incident" were to occur he

faced ihe potential of being fired. Hence the gateman's ,re-
sponse must be uncierstood in terms of this class relationship

articulated through a dominant social conception of gender' If

I had continued my act of walking into the factory with the aim

of breaking class ind gender bounciaries, i would in fact have

been asserting my own class position by superseding the gate-

man's authority. Needless to say, from then on I stayed inside

14. Clifford Ceertz, The Interpretation of Cultures (New York: Basic

Books, 1973), p. 23. For a f 'urther discussion ofethnographic repre-

sentation, t .b . t tuyt in James Cii f ford and Ceorge Marcus, eds '
llriting Culture: Tie Poelics and Politics of Ethnography (Berkeley'

CA: Uiiversity of Cali fornia Press, 1986)'  For a cri t ique of the use

of survey rneihodt in studying working class pol i t ics, see Rick

Fantasiai Cultures of Sotidarity: Consciousness, Action' and Con-

temporary Americai llorkers (Berkeley, CA: University of Califor-

nia Press.  1988).
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The recruitment ofworkers occurs through several posiible
routes within the web of authority in the mill. Historians of
working class formation in the Bengal jute mills have demon-
strated that the primary mode of recruitment during the colonial
period was represented by the "sirdari system'" Dipesh Chakra-
Larty has argued that in this system the sirdars (worker-supervi-
sors) were given absolute authority over workers recruited on the
basis of community relationships.'" As in the colonial period, the
sirdars continue to act as agents ofcontrol over the labor force.
In the contemporary period, sirdars are on occasion able to use
their critical position as intermediaries between workers and
managers to influence recruitment decisions. As one department
manager indicated: "The sirdars are chosen by the company's
favor. The sirdar is part of the supervisory staff. It is important
for him to have control over the workers. . ' . The sirdars are not
changed much. You have the same people over years. They are
only changed after retirement."

The permanent nature of the sirdqr's status provides lee-
way for the consolidation of personal power. Thus srTdars may
use their position to influence recruitment decisions and to gain
employrnent for their relatives or kin' However, whilelhe sirdar
represents a symbol of authority in the mill and enjoys a clear
position of power in relation to other workers, recent years have
witnessed ihe decline of the sirdar's absolute authority. One
union leader argued: "They fsirdars] are basically coolies'They
have to fix the machines and supervise about thirty workers. The
supervisor just walks around. If a machine is broken they don't
even stop to look at it. They don't bother. The sirdarshave to see
to the machines. They are like mistris [mechanics] now. The
burden on them is big. They cannot manage. The machines are
so old there is always something wrong." This description is
particularly significant since the sirdar's control over employ-
ment has for most purposes been replaced by that of the trade
union leader.

Trade unions exert a considerable degree of control over
recruitment procedures in the mill. According to one labor offi-
cer, the standard practice if a large number of vacancies arise is
to divide the jobs equally between the trade unions. In the more
typical situation in which there is a single vacancy' a union leader
will usually make a plea on behalf of a particular worker' In this
situation there are two primary ways a person can get a union
leader to support his or her case. In the first case, the applicant
must use hii br her family or community ties. A worker who is
a member of a particular union may go to the leader and attempt
to persuade him to employ a relative or a particular community
member. In the second case, a person without union or commu-
nity ties may make a payment to the leader and essentially
purchase thejob."- 

Supervisory and disciplinary staffare also able to use their
own poiitions of authority to accumulate personal power and
influence recruitment. In one case described by the personnel
manager, "The buma sahib lgeneral manager] had sanctioned
the appointment of a worker's son. Even after that the worker

20. Dipesh Chakrabarty, "Communal Riots and Labor: Bengal's Jute
Mill-Hands in the l890s,"Past and Presenr' no. 91, p. l5l.

21. Note, however, that even workers who are union members or

applicants with family or community ties may have to make a payment'

still offered Rs. 100 to my colleague [the labor officer]. They
think that is the way here." Workers understand that the rules of

employment and discipline are such that they must make a
payment in order to gain enry into the factory. However, while

management retains formal authority over recruitment, there is

an informal understanding that they must consult with and satisff

the main trade union leaders.
Hence the labor "market" poses a paradox for conventional

economic theories since workers must first purchase the capacity
to sell their labor. Employment is treated as a form of "capital"

that is under the control of intermediaries such as the labor

officer, Ihe sirdar or the union leader. This in turn consolidates
the system of authority within the factory. Workers must often
take out loans at exorbitant interests rates, as high as l0 percent

per month, in order to buy employment. In some cases, they

igree to give a percentage of their salary to the "broker" in

question. Hence, they never receive the full wages they 
-are

entitled to and in many cases they fall into a "cycle of debt." Thus

while factory work appears to represent relative security and

high wages when compared to jobs in the informal sector of the

""ono*y, 
this is in fact a misleading notion. What we find is the

creatior of significant hierarchies within the work force' with

some workers who are relatively well-offand who can accumu-

late economic and political power in the factory and others who

are trapped in a form ofbonded labor since they are never able

to pay offthe debts they have incurred."

The perception thot a woman worker sitting on a
chaii was subversive provides a stark picture of the
intensity of class hierarchy in the mill.

Notions of "free" wage labor, the "contract," and formal
"rules" governing the labor market prove to be inadequate in our
understinding ofsuch forms of capitalism. The point is not that
"premodern"-or "precapitalist" forms of exploitation persist
within the factory but that the 'osystem of capitalism" is consti-
tuted by such forms ofpatronage and dependence.

Let us tum then to the third dimension of the recruitment
system in the mill. Given the declining economic position of the
jute industry the typical recruitment situation is not large-scale
hiring but tiiring against "natural Joss," that is, when a worker
retirei or dies. fhe conventional procedure consists ofwhat is
called the "khandani system" of recruitment whereby the job is
first offered to a relative of the deceased or retired worker' While
in exceptional cases the widow or daughter may be considered
if they ian strongly plead their case and demonstrate sufficient
economic destitution, in general this relative is preferably a son
of the worker. Employment and the positioning of workers on

22. Such hierarchies are ofparticular significance since moneylenders

and job brokers are often rich workers employed in the factory'
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communities. Thus they argue that Oriya workers are em-
ployed in the beaming department simply because they are the
most efficient in this work. As one supervisor argued, "In the
weaving department, there are mainly Mohammedans. Mo-
hammedans are more efficient. They know weaving better. It
is according to history. They have been weavers for genera-
tions [since the Muslim workers are from weaving castes]."

This process of naturalization is perhaps most clearly evi-
denced in the gendering of work in the factory. Both supervisors
and union leaders share the conception that certain departments
are women's work. The winding, sack-sewing, and finishing
departments are considered appropriate departments for the em-
ployment ofwomen. Furtherrnore, supervisors argue that women
are efficient as "feeders" of raw jute in the batching department.
This classification contains an implicit logic that links gender,
skill, and ability. The assumption that women are not capable of
handling machinery has resulted in a concentration of women
workers in unskilled work that does not entail the use of machin-
ery such as in the hand-sewing and finishing departments.2' In
the everyday language of mill work these departments are called
maghikal, that is, low-level 'homen's work." According to
management, such work is looked down upon as the lowest form
of labor on the shop floor; such work is devalued because it is
considered "women's work. " Thus while on the one hand women
are excluded from work that is classified as "heavy" or 'hard
labor," on the other hand it is assumed that work performed by
women must be 'oeasy" and therefore of less value. The result is
a gendered construction of "skill" and work. This gendering of
work is often couched in terms of the diffrculty of the work and
on the physical strength needed to perform work in the mill.
However, certain types of occupations reveal the contradictions
in such justifications. For example, hand sewing is classified as
women's work, but women are not recruited to operate sewing
machines.

It is important to note that this categorization cannot be
reduced only to a rational attempt of management to divide
workers. In my interviews with both local union leaders in the
mill and industrywide representatives in the central union offices
in Calcutta I was given the same description and justification of
this gendered and community typing of work. Furthermore,
while some leaders were willing to argue that workers could
cross over the community-based categorization of work, they
expressed significant resistance to the possibility ofdissolving
the boundaries between "men's work" and '\ilomen's work."

Before we fall into the tempting assumption that such
conceptions represent a unified form ofconsent to the division
of labor in the factory, I should point out that there is significant
resistance to the gendering of work. In my conversations with
workers in the factory several women emphasized that they
could and wanted to work in any occupation in the factory. As
one woman worker asserted, "If you allow a woman to work, if
you give her a chance to be in any department she can do it. She
can operate any machinery." On occasion some women did
express an unwillingness to work in mechanized departments,
thus appearing to confirm the assumptions of management and

27. The only machinery handled by women is in the winding depart-
ment. However, this department is considered to consist of the simplest
and therefore most undervalued technical task.

union leaders. However, consider the following response of the
only female sewing machine operator in the mill when I asked
her why other women did not run the machines: "The men will
get anry, that's why. I got permission from the bara sahib
[general manager], that's why I was trained. So no one could say
anything. And my husband does not work. So the male workers
don't mind. But otherwise there would be trouble, The men will
say, 'We are not getting work and being trained to run machines,
why are you giving itto them."'Anotherwoman who was ahand
sewer argued in agreement: "They know my husband also works.
So they would be very angry if I learned to run the machine.
That's why women don't want to work the machines. They prefer
to be helpers. You need permission from the bara sahib tobe
allowed to run the machine. There is no protection for us if we
run the machines." Thus there exists a form of ideolosical
resistance to the hegemonic conceptions of work and skilithat
shape workplace practices. Hence the construction of class atthe
structural level, that is, through concrete procedures of recruit-
ment, training, and job allocation, is a contested rather than a
natural or neutral product ofeconomic processes.

Contesting Authority: Tactics,
Confrontation, and Organization

Driving up to the mill one passes small tea shops where
workers sit waiting for their shifts to begin. When the car turns
to enter the gate, workers sitting and standing nearby stop their
conversations and turn to watch. All attention is on the vehicle
and its passengers. The car, whether it is a taxi or a private car,
symbolizes power. Only those a{Iiliated with management, with
the "big people," are driven into the factory. Workers and lower-
level supervisory staffwalk in through the gate. The first act of
bodily entering the factory represents an act of entering a domain
govemed by a strong system ofthe codification of power articu-
lated through movement, space, and position. It is this repre-
sentation of power that structures politics and agency within the
mil l . "

The stage ofjute mill politics is spatially compressed within
a clearly demarcated area. On one side of the street lies the
factory compound containing both the factory as well as quarters
for management and supervisory staff, while across the street are
the worker residences. Workers and managers work and live side
by side-the distances between the factory the quarters of the
general manager, and the workers' bustees (group ofhuts) are as
short as a five-minute walk. Yet the wife or dauehter of a

28. By speaking of structure as the'codification of power through
movement, space, and position, I mean to transcend the dichotomy
of structure and agency. Furthermore, my analysis is not based on
any version of the "class-in-itself/class-for-itself' model. While
structure is a central component in my conceptualization of class it
is not "determinate"; structure is itselfconstructed through concep-
tions of gender and community. For theoretical discussions of the
"structure-agency" problematic, see Pierre Bourdieu, Outline of a
Theory of Practice, trans. Richard Nice (Cambridge, England: Cam-
bridge University Press, 1977); Anthony Giddens, A Contemporary
Critique of Historical Materialism,vol. l; Power Property, and the
Srore (London: Macmillan, 1981); and Will iam Sewell, 'A Theory
of Structure: Duality, Agency, and Transformation," AmericanJour-
nal ofSociology, vol. 98, no. I (July 1992), pp. l-29.
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Worker resistance is not, however, limited to such iso-
lated, hidden tactics. One ofthe common forms ofmobilizalion
of workers in the mill occurs through spontaneous incidents
that are distinct from both individual tactics and the planned
organization of interests through trade unions. In such inci-
dents, class conflict is often transformed into moments of open
confrontation involving a struggle over the symbolic repre-
sentation of authority.

Take, for example, the following incident that occurred
on the factory floor. A high-level management representative
was conducting an inspection in the factory when a power
failure occurred. During the blackout, three large bobbins used
in the spinning department were thrown at the manager. The
manager was able to grab a flashlight from an electrician and
quickly make his way out of the factory. The force of the
incident was embodied in the transformation of a part of the
means of production, that is, the spinning bobbin, into an
instrument of resistance. The attack was able to momentarily
displace the manager from his position of power on the factory
floor. Considernow the management's reassertion of authority
in response to the incident. After power was restored, the
manager first returned to the exact location where the incident
occuned, thus reclaiming the tenitory and reasserting his
position of authority on the factory floor. He then summoned
eight laborers who were working in the spinning department
into his office, thus dissolving the collectivity of workers in
the department. Finally he took them to his office, gave each
of them a paperweight, and said, 'Now hit me. Come on, hit
me in the light. Why do you do your dark deeds in the dark?"
The reassertion of management power thus takes the form of
the symbolic appropriation of the act of resistance. Under the
passive veneer that is almost Gandhian in nature, the manager
in fact dictates when, where, and with what weapon the
workers should resist.

Such confrontations do not necessarily culminate in the
victorious reassertion of management authority. Consider one
instance in which a worker was collecting his wages from one
of the mill accountants. After receiving his wages the worker
went back to the clerk and claimed that he had been given
Rs. 100 less than he was due. The clerk denied the error and a
loud argument began to take place. During this confrontation,
approximately 60 workers had appeared on the scene within
two minutes, leaving their department in order to defend the
worker. During the mounting tension in such an incident, the
conflict rapidly surpasses the monetary discrepancy at hand
and centers instead on the worker's honor. The language of
resistance used in the incident stressed the fact that the worker
was a "poor man and an honest man." Meanwhile, a union
leader appeared on the scene and quickly briefed a higher
management representative. The manager then went to the
worker, gave him the Rs. 100, and told him to forget about the
incident. The manager in question later admitted that the situ-
ation could have turned into a very serious conflict ifit had not
been diffirsed immediately.

The resolution of the incident I have described was largely
accomplished due to the timely intervention of the trade union
leader. The question that we must explore is then one that
addresses the relationship between trade union organizations and
the potential and practice ofworker resistance. There were seven
hade unions in the factory: the Center for Indian Trade Unions
(CITU, affiliated with the Communist Party of India-Marxist),

the Indian National Trade Union Congress (INTUC, affrliated
with the Congress Party), the All-India Trade Union Congress
(AITUC, affrliated with the Communist Party of India), the Hind
Mazdoor Sangha (independent union without a formal party
affiliation), the Forward Bloc, the Forward Bloc-Marxist (com-
posed of regional leftist political party unions in West Bengal),
and one union formed by an "outsider, " that is, a nonworker. The
CITU and INTUC were the most powerful unions in the mill,
with each union claiming a membership of over 3,000 workers.
Unions play a central role in the everyday process ofthe resolu-
tion of conflict and the redress of workers' grievances. These
encompass a wide variety of concerns, ranging from workplace
issues of leave requests and transfers between departments to
resisting management disciplinary actions to facilitating requests
for the repair of a worker's house. In addition to such everyday
issues, union leaders negotiate with management over longer-
term questions ofworkload and production andjob status levels."

I specijically question the assumption that the
"making" of the working class must culminate in
a Jinal product, one that acts or must act as a
aniJied subject with common interests.

While trade unions have attempted to counter management
offensives with regard to workloads and retrenchment and in the
case of individual complaints ofworkers, the strength ofparticu-
lar leaders often implicitly rests on the authority of manage-
ment." On one level, management reinforces the leadership of
trade unions since they generally do not listen to or act on
grievances or issues brought directly by workers. This chain of
authority functions even in the case of minor bureaucratic issues.
For example, in one situation a worker brought a doctor's cer-
tificate to the labor offrce in order to account for his absence from
work. The labor officer on duty refused to sign it because it was
the wrong form. At that point a union leader who also happened
to be sitting in the offrce nodded to the offrcer and asked him to
sign it. The labor officer took the form and turning to me said,
"See, because he is sitting here I will sign it." Workers are thus

33. Mill managements have been steadily increasing workload levels
and reducing work forces in order to reduce production costs. In addition
the mill management attempts to counter union resistance by linking
increases in workloads to the job status of workers. For example, during
the period of my fieldwork, the major trade unions were attempting to
gain permanent status for five hundred casual workers. The management
agreed to this demand provided unions would guarantee thatthere would
be no resistance to the replacement of existing weaving machines by
paired looms, thereby doubling the workload of weavers. However, this
represents a Catch-22 sifuation for unions and workers since such
increases in workload eventually result in the retrenchment of workers.

34. Note that all trade union leaders in the mill were male.
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is not here. He is sick. but he will come back next week. When
he comes back, you go to him and talk to him.

Leader: But sahib, we want to talk straight with you; you can do
this.

Director: I cannot remember all the figures, the complaints. You go
to the supervisor, and he will tell me what you want; then I will
look at the case and make a fair decision.

Leader: lSilence.)
Director: This is a question oflove lyeh pyar ka cheez hail. I give

you this money with love. What you get is because of my caring.
There has been so much golmaal [trouble] here but I have not
closed this factory down. For the past seven years it has been
running.

Leader: No, of course, because of you the factory is running. We
are very grateful. We don't want to do golmaal herc.

The leader in this situation had adopted an appearance of
supplication in which he was continually consenting to the
authority of the management representative while attempting to
insert his demand into the dialogue. However, what we see in
this conversation is an ideological battle to define the nature of
the power relationship between the manager and the worker-
leader. Thus the manager begins by denying the asymmetrical
relationship of power by arguing that since he is "just working"
for the company, he is therefore just a worker and is in the same
position as the leader. He moves to a reassertion of the chain of
authority in the factory by telling the leader to approach the
superyisor, and he then concludes by redefining the 'Vorker-
malik" relationship in terms of a patron-client relationship. The
worker-leader must be grateful for the employment provided by
the malil$. The language of the director constructs the relation-
ship in terms of a form ofpatemalism rather than a "contractual"
relationship; workers are not given wages in return for the sale
oftheir labor power-they receive employment out of the "love"
of the owner.

The union leader is set up to lose the battle over the
definition of the meaning of the worker-owner relationship. The
leader must reproduce his position of subordination through the
subtleties of tone, language, and bodily gestures. The manager
sits behind the desk while the leader stands near the door and
speaks. The leader bends and salaams as he leaves, while the
manager pointedly looks down at his paperwork on his desk.o"
Hence the appearance of servility is preserved and the leader
appears to consent to the authority ofthe director.

Situation 2

In the second situation the leader walked in while I was
conducting an interview with the personnel manager in the labor
offrce. He had come to lodge a complaint for a worker who had
to share a quarter in the labor lines with twenty-one other people.
After five minutes of discussing this case, considerthe following
excerpt from the conversation:

Leader: Why are you sitting here listening to him [the personnel
manager]? You want to know the main problem we face. It is
the capitalists Qtujipati). The capitalists are the cause ofall the
troubles.

Manager: How can you say that it is because of the capitalists? In
Russia they are pulling down Lenin's statues everywhere.

Leader: Communism is getting stronger. It is moving forward. I was
just reading a newspaper from Russia, so I know.

Manager: What newspaper are you reading? Why don't you read
our newspapers?

Leader: Communism is growing. You can pull down Lenin's
statues, but Lenin is alive. His words are alive. You cannot pull
that down.

This debate continued for a while and began to take on a
humorous and dramatic turn. At the end, the leader left saying
that he would send for the worker whose complaint he had
lodged. Ifwe consider these two situations it would seem highly
unlikely that they concerned the same worker-leader. On one
level, this difference in positions can be explained by the fact
that in the second situation the personnel manager occupies a
lower position in the authority structure of the factory and is
responsible for the resolution ofdaily conflicts and grievances
of workers and leaders. Hence there is a wider political space
for the expression of the leader's ideological resistance to
management's authority. The incident reveals the manner in
which the expression of class relations changes according to
the context in question. If each of these situations were repre-
sented as typical of the leader's understanding they would
result in very different conclusions since he displays a form of
submission in the first and expresses a revolutionary ideologi
cal belief in the second instance. Let us now turn to a third
situation in which the leader expresses his understanding of
class relations.

Situation 3

This situation involved an interview I laterconductedwith
the union leader. During this conversation his analysis of union
organization and the potential for working-class resistance was
far more skeptical then the previous situation would imply. He
argued that union organization was becoming increasingly
difficult since the owners could easily divide workers and
unions, break legal agreements, and initiate changes in the
workplace. When I asked him how the owners could do this,
he indicated: "Through greed. They give bribes. They give
favors. If a leader talks and acts properly, the maliks will give
him favors, they will employ his people. If you don't talk
properly, they won't give you work. If you are too strong and
you don't behave the way they want, they tell you to get out of
the mill. They charge sheet you." He felt that it had become
increasingly diffrcult to try and change things.

At the end ofthe conversation he pointed out in response
to the questions I was asking him, "I also had written some
things before about such issues, but it doesn't do anything. The
mqliks don't like to hear what is written. They won't change.
It's no use." This response highlights the point that even a
private conversation between the field researcher and "subject"
is shaped by a particular configuration of power. Hence, this
"private" conversation cannot be assumed to represent the
'?eal" views of the leader, which transcend the constraints of
power. On the contrary we could interpretthe leader's reaction
as a critique of the academic project I was engaging in..

40. The gesture of salaam in which the leader touches his hand to his
forehead represents a sign ofrecognition ofa figure ofhigher power and
authority.
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changes and took the case to the district commissioner. This
organization was independent of the existing unions and was
comprised solely of the women working in the department.* The
district commissioner then called a meeting that included the
women workers, management representatives, and trade union
leaders. In light of an impasse in the negotiations, management
indicated that they would close down the sack-sewing depart-
ment for six months. The women signed an agreement to this
effect in lieu of accepting the changes proposed by management.

The result of this strategy was twofold. First, since the
entire department was closed, workers in other sections, such as
sewing machine operators, were also affected by the decision.n'
The manager who gave an account of this case admitted to the
explicit use of a "divide-and-ru1e" strategy in order to quell the
resistance. The result was that male laborers from other sections
began to pressure the women workers to withdraw their resis-
tance. Secondly, the union leaders withdrew their initial support
of the women bundlers and began adding to the pressure on the
women. Thus while management was able to play on gender
divisions within the work force. the unions consolidated this
strategy by adhering to the interests of the male workers who
have formed the base of union support. In the resolution of the
conflict, while the women's resistance was dissolved and the
higher production level was instituted, the interests of manage-
ment, unions, and male workers in the department were safe-
guarded.

The relationship between community and trade union sup-
port is not manifested as directly as it is in the case of gender.
Unions are based on a range ofsupport that cuts across identities
of region, religion, or caste. However, community ties also
provide material for the creation of relationships of patronage
between unions and workers. For example, unions may compete
for the support of particular castes or communities that are
powerfulby attemptingto gain benefits formembers ofthe group
in question. Workers from Bihar belonging to the goala caste
represent the dominant caste in the mill, and both the CITU and
fNfUC unions have been attempting to increase their support
among this caste. According to one mill manager, a small union
consisting of workers from Andhra Pradesh and Orissa was
formed in order to counter the resulting underrepresentation of
the interests of these communities of workers. The manager
indicated that 'the union was formed on an ethnic basis because
these are weaker groups and they were being browbeaten by the
goala caste workers." In general, however, linkages between
community and unions are represented through subtle invest-
ments in networks and interests rather than through a direct
one-to-one correspondence ofidentity. I am arguing that unions
in the mill do not usually have an "essential" community basis
but that interests represented by unions are defined according to
the interests of dominant communities. Thus the representation
of'\rorking-class" interests through trade unions is constituted
by hierarchical relationships of gender and community. What we

44. The bundling section is classified as 'homen's work" and therefore
employs only women.
45. Management was able to do this legally since most of the workers
employed in the department were casual workers and were not guaran-
teed work. Management took enough orders to employ 50 permanent
workers in the department.

see then is that an analysis of trade unions cannot be divorced
from an understanding of the differentiation of interests within
the working classes.

The contradictions inherent in the nature of trade union
organization raise once again the issue of resistance. We have
seen that while unions provide an important resource to workers,
they have simultaneously been transformed into independent
symbols of authority. Unions and their leaders have created their
own bases of power contingent on social inequalities of gender
and community. I will conclude by examining the manner in
which such issues are translated into a concrete political conflict
in the factory.

The Politics of A Wildcat Strike

During the period of my fieldwork I was able to observe
the political dynamics of a wildcat strike in the factory. The
conflict began in the form of a specific workplace quarrel be-
tween two workers. A weaver was waiting for his machine to be
fixed by a mistri (mechanic). The mistri did not arrive on time,
and the weaver was angry at being unable to work; since this is
a piece-rated occupation, the delay was causing a loss of wages-
for the weaver. When the mistri frnally anived, an argument
started, the weaver was injured by the mistri's hammer, and a
fight broke out in which the mistriwas also injured. At that time
the general manager and personnel manager happened to be in
the department and they took them to the dispensary. The general
manager tried to resolve the conflict and made the two workers
shake hands.

On the same day, the weaver accompanied by three other
workers from his goala (bfifalo herder caste group) went to
the weaving department in the mill and confronted the assistant
manager. The general secretary of the leading trade union who
was also present at the scene was also angry that the quanel
had been patched up by management without first consulting
him. At this point a large crowd had gathered and the general
manager was also present and trying to defuse the situation. In
the midst of the argument, one of the four workers pushed the
assistant manager so that he fell against a machine. Manage-
ment, in retaliation, gave orders that the four workers were not
to be allowed inside the factory. Since two of the workers were
temporary workers, their names were simply struck off the
employment list. The other two workers were suspended from
work.

In response, the general secretary ofthe union then led a
deputation of about fifteen or twenty workers to the labor offtce
and told the labor offtcer that if the management did not
withdraw the charge sheets in twenty-four hours, the union
would take further action. Meanwhile, the union leader filed a
police report against the mistri. The management wanted the
mistri to also file a report, but he refused since he was receiving
threats in the labor lines. The mistri did not have access to
adequate protection since his caste group was much smaller
and since in such cases police protection is usually insignifi-
cant. According to one labor officer, the mistri was being
hunted by the goala caste members and was therefore in hiding.
Meanwhile the union was firm and speeches were given at a
gate meeting. The first speech given by the union general
secretary represented a direct attack on management for charge
sheeting the workers. The leader argued that the management
was persecuting workers who had worked in the mill for thirty
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brief course of the conflict this ideological contestation far
surpassed the specific characteristics ofthe conflict. Consider
the following engagement I witnessed in the midst of the
events. A worker approached the general manager for an
advance of Rs. 300 rupees in order to pay for medical bills for
his mother. The manager, however, angrily refused to sign the
necessary form despite the fact that a sirdar was also pleading
the case on the worker's behalf.

Manager: Why should I sign this? If I sign this for you, I will have
to sign this for everyone who comes in here. So what is the point
of coming in here. You might as well just go and take what you
want. Don't you realize there is a reason'for rules? There is such
a thing as the law.

Sirdar: [the leader ofthe strike] was saying that there is
no law here. This is ajungli raj luncivilized statel.

Manager: That's right. Because of you people. You people are
making this a jungli raj. We are trying to follow the law. You
people are creating the trouble. You can tell _ that.

Sirdar: But _is saying that a jungli raj is being run here.

The sirdar was upset that the manager was refusing to
sign the form for the worker's medical bills. He responded to
the manager's exercise of power by drawing on the words of
the leader of the wildcat strike. The position of the strike's
leader thus became a symbol of a standard of justice and
equality that workers were denied within the factory. Mean-
while, the manager responded by arguing that this standard
had been disrupted by '!ou people,"the workers. The conver-
sation represents a struggle over the control ofthe parameters
ofjustice and legality in the factory. The strike had thus been
transformed into a symbol of protest against a jungli raj, an
unfair system of management authority. The sirdqr was pre-
senting a challenge to the manager's authority by insinuating
that this authority was uncivilized and unjust. The fact that a
sirdar, an intermediary between workers and managers, would
choose to distance himself from the manaser indicates the
polarization between workers and managers luring the course
of the strike. Thus at this stage in the political conflict the
initial dispute between the weaver and mechanic had been
overshadowed by the representation of the conflict as resis-
tance against management. The incident reveals the manner
in which worker resistance such as a strike may arise out of
conflicts and social hierarchies between groups of workers.
In this case the caste allegiance of the weaver shaped the
union's participation and occurred at the expense ofthe mistri.
However, once the conflict involves a union-management
confrontation, it operates in a new field of power and acquires
a different meaning for the participants and the workers in
general.

This case in which a dispute between workers is trans-
formed into a confrontation between unions and managers is
an example of an important category of factory conflicts. For
instance, a particular group or community of workers may
bring a grievance against another worker to management. If
management does not take action, the community may then
mobilize in protest. For example, in one case a woman worker
was sexually assaulted by another worker in the factory. The
community leaders of the woman worker brought the griev-
ance to management and demanded that the male worker in
question be fired, since the assault represented an attack on
the izzat (honor) of the woman and her community. Manage-

ment under pressure from this community of workers fired the
male worker. This worker's union then organized a wildcat
strike. The strike was unsuccessful and the worker was not
reinstated.ot Thus we see the transformation of a gendered
conflict between two workers into a union-management con-
frontation. It is important to note, however, that in such cases
management is not simply an innocent bystander. During such
conflicts management attempts to utilize its powerto discredit
the union leaders in question in orderto undermine the union's
position and present a warning against future resistance by
workers or union leaders.

Conclusion

I have examined the manner in which differences and
hierarchies between workers play a central role in the politics
of the jute working class. I have specifically argued that our
understanding ofclass in terms ofboth structure and the praxis
of class politics must integrate issues of gender and commu-
nity. I have used ethnographic researchto analyze the way in
which this process occurs through the construction ofthe labor
market, the gendered and community-based division of labor,
trade union practices, and instances of labor-management
conflicts. While I do not claim to have transcended the "partial
truths" of ethnographic or social science representation, my
research aims to contribute to our understanding of the local
level of factory politics in contemporary India, In this en-
deavor I have focused on both the structural constraints and
spaces for workers'agency and resistance in the factory.

My analysis of this research points to the way in which
"the working class" is constructed and contested by the poli-
tics of gender and community. The point has not been to
present gender and community as natural antitheses to the
category ofclass, nor to suggest that class can be reduced to
gender or community. For example, the wildcat strike rests on
a link between the workers' caste positions and union mobi-
lization. However, the meaning of the strike is not limited to
this caste relationship. Thus to the sl rdar the strike represented
a challenge to an. unfair system of authority, that is, the
capitalist system in the factory.

In conclusion, my argument suggests that it is critical that
we continue to pay attention to issues of difference within the
working classes. Such difference is not merely manifested by
a pluralistic set ofclass identities but by a political process in
which class interests are articulatedthrough conflict, hierarchy,
and exclusion. I have thus argued against the foreclosure of
such difference through an assumption that the working class
acts or must act as a unified subject. Such a project underscores
the complexities and dynamism of the politics of class that
unfold at the factory level in industrial India.*

48. The incident was narrated by labor officers in the mill. Note also
that such cases have been historically documented by Chakrabarty in
Rethinking Working Class History.
*I would like to thank Amrita Basu, Susanne Rudolph, David Laitin,
Lloyd Rudolph, and William Sewell for their support of this research. I
would also like to thank the MacArthur Foundation for funding the field
work through the Council for Advanced Studies in Peace and Intema-
tional Cooperation at the University of Chicago. *
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