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Culture, Structure and Working Class Politics

Leela Fernandes

This essuy attempts 1o analyse certain forms of cultural politics as a means of demonstroting the varying
luyers of structural inequaliry that scrve to constitute the working class. The author argues that criticisms
of teleological, unitary conceptions of the working class do not necessirate u shift from but rather a revision
of the ways in which we think of structural unalysis. By examining the linkages berween class, gender and
community in the jute mills it is possible to move away from a focus on the ways in which culiural difference
forecloses class politics to un understanding of the ways in which differenr forms of class-based polirical
praciices mav contestand reproduce the intersecting structural hierarchies which constitute the working class.

IN recent years, the field of Indian labour
studies has engaged 1n a debate that has
beendefinedby afocus onlwo paradoxical
yet interconnccied guestions. On (he one
hand. historical evidence of cases of
workers™ colleclive action have clearly
demoanstraled the ways in which working
class unily may be constructed around
shared interests. On the other hand, (he
pessistent significance ol dilferences of
caste, gender. region and religion in both
historical and contemporary casesof Indian
labour politics has pointed to a need for
an interrogation of the presumed unitary
nature ol the working class. Such an ap-
proach has demonstrated the significance
of raking seriovsly 1he politics of culloral
difterence in any understanding of the
political behaviour of [ndian workers. [n
this essay. | suggest (hat while analyses
of thesignificance of culture have provided
important insights which have decentered
Eurocentric or unitary conceptions of the
working class [Chakrabarty 1989: Ong
19884, they have oflen stopped short of
rethinking the strucwural dimensions of the
working classes. Culture. in this contexl,
is implicily translormed into a force that
is external o the politics of class and
ultimately becomes the basis for excep-
tionalist arguments which seek to explain
lhe absence or weakness of class polities
in India. The matedality of culture then
becomes a unitary. bounded entity which
displaces or supplants rather than re-
conceptualises the structural dimensions
of class politics. The essay attempls to
question the creation of such reified
boundariesbetween the reayms of ‘culture”
and ‘structure’ and argues for an approach
that reconnects the focus on the materiality
of cullural difference with he structural
basis of class polilics. 1 argue for a shift
from a focus on ‘difference’ as a marker
of the realm of a hounded culural sphere
to an analysis of “dilference’ in terms of
asetol layered struclural inequalities which
shape claxs politics in the contemporary
industrial arena.

The essay draws on fieldwork which [
conducted on the jute mill workess in

1990-92 in Calcutia and is constructed in
two main sections. The {irst section pre-
sents a brief theoreticai discussion of (he
question of conceplualising the materiality
ol class polilics in ways which move
beyond the culture/structure divide. The
second secion of the paper uses ethno-
graphic research on the jute mill workers
in order to demonstraie how this form of
maleriality unfolds through particular
forms of class politics.' 1 present three
cases of the political practices of the jute
mill workers: { 1) ritual polifics as workers
celebrate (he Vishwakarma pujain (he jute
faclory. (2) community-based organisation
in the workers' residences and (3) critical
discourses of working class women. Each
ol these three cases represent practices
which are located wilhin the realm of
panicular cultural identities — identities
whichsignify forms of exclusion and social
hierarchy beiween groups of workers in
the mill. However, each case is also linked
o a [orm of oppositional class politics
which brings sections of the workforce
intodirectconfrontation withmanagement
authority. I argue thal the significance of
such political practices does not lie in the
reassertion that cullure forccloses the
¢mergence of a form of unified class
politics but in an analysis of what these
praclices tell us aboul the inlersecting
gender and community-based structural
inequalities which are constitutive of rather
than exiemal to the working class in the
jute mills. The analysis suggests that certain
forms of workers’ oppositional class
politics may either reproduce or contest
structural hierarchies betweensome groups
ol workers. Such hierarchies are structucal
because (hey place certain groups of
workers in positions of inequalily both in
relationship to other groups of workers as
well as in relationship to management
within the labour-capital relationship.
When oppositional labour politics directed
at management reproduce gender hier-
archies (forinstance by excluding women's
participation) this recreates hierarchies
between female and male workers as well
as between female workers and male

Economic and Political Weekly — December 26, 1998

managers in the factory. When women in
the jute mills. for instance, are excluded
from predominantly male unions, they lack
the support of unjon fesources iz con-
frontations with male manager and are
placed in a distinclive location of sub-
ordination within (he labour-capital
relationship. On the one hand. difference’
in this context is not ‘merely cultural” hut
represents a problem of structural dif-
ferenlialion between male and female
workers in the indusinial arena. On the
other hand. the structural dimension of
class in this context is therelore also not
unitary butis produced throughdilference;
male and female workers occupy different
structura) locations within (he labour-
capital relationship and therefore have a
differennated set of class interests. Thus,
as the essay will argue, Lhe juxtaposition
between anessentialised culwural difference
on the one hand and a homogeneous
structural unity oo the other is called into
question.

TueorenCAL NOTES ON
C1.4sS/CuLTURE DEBATE

The juxtaposition between class and
culture is inextricably linked 1o the
argument of ‘Indian exceptionalism’ and
the cosresponding assumption that con-
temporary politicsinIndia hasbeenshaped
by the politics of cultural idenlities such
as caste and religion rather than by the
politics of class. Studies of organised
fabour that draw on this perspective have,
forinstance, often concentrated on explain-
ing the ‘exceplional’ nalure of contem-
porary fabous politics in India, that is. the
reasons for the inability of the Indian
working class 1o produce a single unificd
national labour movemenl or labour party
[Chatteji 1980; Rudoiph and Rudolph
1987]. Such studies test on the view that
there is a universal form of labour organisa-
tion and behaviour, one thal implicitly
conforms 1o Europcan models ot the
industria$ unions, organised tabour move-
ments and class-based parties. Where this
form of organisation is absent or weak,
it becomes an exceptional phenomenon
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that must be explained, whether in terms
of structural reasons. issues of consent and
false consciousness oras acollecve action
problem. Many studies have noted the
absence of a unitied national trade union
movement and in particular, fragmentation
of the union movement through their links
to political parties. The disunity or limited
scopeof *formal” labourorganisations such
as unions and pofitical parties have ofien
served as an unquestioned mark of the
imelevance of class inthe schema of Indian
politics [Rudolph and Rudolph 1987].
Such an approach rests on an assumption
thal equates class with specific forms of
organisation and ignores other media for
the expression of class politics such ag
women’s networks, community organi-
sations or other cultural modes of expres-
sion [Berger 1989:Ong 1988]. The implicit
separation between class and the politics
of gender and community that lies at the
basis of such an approach results in a
predetermined undecstanding of labour
politics in India, one which assumes the
primacy of the ‘pofitics of region and
religion’ [Rudolph and Rudolph 1987] in
contemporary India without interrogating
the ways in which such forms of cultural
politics often also signify or are inter-
connected with class politics.

Al a (heoretical level, lhis presumed
separation between class and “culwral
identities’ has taken the formofan assump-
lion that there exist natural boundaries
between capitalist and pre-capitalist tradi-
tions and behaviour, with pre-capitalis(
Iraditions encompassing religious, ethnic
and caste communities. This assumption
has resulled in several variations in the
explanation of indian labour politics. Early
approaches within the framework of
modernisation theory lead o the view that
industrial workers in India may behave
according to ‘pre-capitalist traditions” but
that these traditions will or should evolve
into a secular, unified working class. For
example, religious or caste divisions within
the labour force are analysed as divisive
elements that will dissolve with the

development of capitalism: the Indian

working class will then eventally work
its way towards an idealised vision of the
working class.? In another variant, some
studies have assumed that industrial
workers have been governed by pre-
capitalist identities: the Indian worker is
therefore ‘different’ and cannot be vnuer-
stood in terms of class identities.® These
approaches, while often starkly different
in their approaches and conclusions, rest
on a shared conception of the working
class. This conception is caught within a
framework that either implicitly or ex-
plicitly measures the behaviour of the
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Indian working classes againstan idealised
image of the working class. In this frame-
work. the Indian working class is either
shimilar or different from this ideal type of
‘the working class™.4

Recent research in the [icld of labour
swdies has attempted to confront the co-
existence and interplay between capitalist
identities of class and pre-capitalist iden-
lities and to address issues of cultural
difference within the working class
(Chakrabarty 1989; Das Gupta 1994; Joshi
1985;Simeon 1 995). Dipesh Chakrabarty,
in particular. has argued that this
framework rests on Lhe assumption, that
“workers all over the world, irrespective
of their specific cultural pasts, experience
‘capitalist production® in the same way”
(1989: 223). On the one hand, the ideal
lypc purports to repsesent the universal
nature of working class politics. On the
otherhand. studiesthat chaltenge or deviate
from this type ace characterised as ‘excep-
tional® cases. Chakrabarty’s interrogation
of the subjectivity of ‘lhe working class’
has pravided signiftcant impetus towards
a rcvision of the concepl of class and the
cullural assumptions inherent in uni-
versalistic categories such as Jabour or
capital. However, as | will demonstrate.
Chakrabarty’s conception remains caught
within an exceptionalist framework as his
argument ultimately returns to the notion
that it is culture which, in the last instance.
forecloses the emergence of a modern,
egalitarian form of class politics in the
West Bengal jute mills. While Chakra-
barty's argument begins by demonstrating
the Eurocentric cultural assumptions
present within Marx's concept of capital
his attempt torethink working class history
ultimately focuses on an‘attempl to isolate
‘culture' asa realm which forecloses ¢lass
consciousness. Tt is the hierarchical rural
culture of the jute workers (in contrast ta
the egalitarian culture of the west) which
dislinguishes the jute working class from
\he English working class. Chakrabarty
argues that the difference at hand isbetween
the “notionof a pre-capitalist ‘community’
- distinguished by hierarchical, inegali-
tarian, and illiberat relationships — and the
notion of individualism that has been with
us since the rise of the bourgeois order in
Europe, entailing ideas of cilizenship, equal
nghts, equality before the law™ (Chakra-
barty 1989:219). 1 have elsewhere discus-
sed atlength some of the problems inherent
in this reified opposition belween ‘east’
and “west' {Fernandes 1997:15]. However,
the point I would tike to focus on in this
¢ssay is the waysin which, in Chakrbarty’s
conception, "hierarchies’ between workers
{suchasof caste and ethnicity)are depicted
as culwral elements rather than as
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refationships of power which are in-
extricably linked with the structural
materiality of the category of ¢lass.® This
sole emphasis on the materiality of culture,
I want 1o suggest. in fact prevents Chakra-
barty from developing a critical recon- -
ceptualisation of class structure despite
his rich and complex history of the jute
working class. Ineffect, while Chakrabarty -
wants to move us away from teleological,
universal conceptions of the working class.
he inadvertendly retains a unitary concep-
tionofclass structure. The class conscious-
ness of the jute workers. in his view. is
foreclosed by anexternalised pre-capitalist
cultural difference. Chakrabarty, has in a
later essay, quafified his argument and has
characterised his question ‘Why did the
Indian working class fail to susiain a long-
term sense of class consciousness’ as a
‘falsc question.'® In particular, he shifts
instead to a focus on the question of tem-
porality and the ways in which the *pre-
capitalist® identity both exists within and
disrupts the ‘temporal horizon of capital.’
While hisdiscussionof differenceinterms
of temporality aims atdisrapting ateleolo-
gical narrative of the history of capitalism,
he once again leaves untouched an exphicit
interrogation of the questionof classstruc-
lure. Itisthiscircumvention of the problem
of structure which, [ suggest, continues to
implicitly reproduce an opposition between
class structure and cubtural difference in
recent work. Such work which calls into
questionuniversalistic masternarrativesofl’
capitalismarticulated through ahegemonic .
masculine Eurocentric subject[Ong 1989:
Prakash [990: Scott 1988] has tended to
discard rather than rethink the category of
structure,” The problem with suchamove,
as my discussion of Chakrabarny’s work
has attempted to show. is that approaches
which do not attempt to reconceptualise
class structure may well end up with unitary
essentialised conceptions of culture,
Drawing on research which I have
conducted on contesnporary labour polilics
in the West Bengal jute mills, I argue that
a reconceptualisation of the meaning of
‘structure’ can circumvent the theoretical
problems inherent in a presumed juxta-
position between class and culture. First,
drawing on feminist rescarch® on the
linkages between gender, class and race/
ethnicity in comparative contexts, stru-
cture can be thought of as ‘intersectional’
rather than unitary {Banerjee 1991; Collins
1990; Glenn 1992; Sacks 1990; Sangari
1993]. Identities such as caste, ethnicity
or gender are not merely external cujtaral _
identities orideologies but are constitutive
of the structure of “the working class™.
Second, working class structure can be
thought of as a fluid process of production
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in ‘time. space and movement’ [Giddens
1981). Structure then is neither static nor
unitary in Lhis conception. Consider for
instance the ways in which this approach
unfolds within the contextof contemporary

- working class politics in the jute mills. As
inthe historical context. identities of com-
munity and gender have played a central
role in processes of Jabour recruitment and
the division of labour on the factory floor.
For instance, workers in the postcolonial
context use family and communily ties in
order to gain access (o employmesnt in the
mill. Certain sections of the produclion
process are classified as men’s work or
women’s work while other tasks divided
up according to community.® The con-
struction of the labour market suggesls
that the structure of the working class is
produced through the politics of gender
and community. Meanwhile. management
atlemplts to exercise authonity onthe factory
foor 1hecough the control of time, space
and movemenlt ol the workers also does
not occur through neutral bureaucratic
processes bul is fundamentally linked to
a politicx of difference. For instance. the
discipline of workers’ bodies occurs
through a set of gendered processes.
Women workers for instance are dis-
ciplined not just by neutral forms of work-
place discipline but by modalities of power
which operate through the control over
women's sexuality (where single women
are constructed as a social and moral
threat by both management and workers)
and domestic labour (where work dis-
cipline involves the extraction of labour
both in the factory and in the workers’
residences).

These examples begin to point to the
complex layering of the forces which struc-
ture the lives and labour of the jute working
classes.’® Given this multidimensioned
form of structure the analysis of working
class politics then iy tcansformed from a
project of measuring activity against a
predefined ideal vision of class unity to
a question of the ways in which different
forms ot workers™ political practices
respond to this multilayered structure. For
instance. rathey than asking whether such
differences prevent or permit waorkers to
unify in oppositional political action. 1
wanttoask how diflerent forms ol working
class politics contest or reproduce (hese
varying layers of structural hierarchy. In
the next section, I therefore present three
different forms of political practices: ritual
practices manifested through the workers®
celebration of the Vishwakarma puja,
communily aclivism and women workers'
critical responses to managemeni and union
authonty.

CuLTURAL PoLiTics AND STRUCTURE OF
WorkmG Crass

The celebration of religious festivals,
such as the Durga Pwa, Vishwakarma
Puja, Shivratri and the Td festival, represent
significant public events which serve as
a site for political negotiation between
workers, unions and managers in the jute
mil)s. Workers and unions organise such
celebrations in their residences in the mil)
labour fines (bustees) or in the factory and
invite management to attend and in many
cases fo inaugurate the festival. The
dynamics of the organisation and cele-
bration of such festivals provide a fens
through which we cananalyse the relation-
ship between class and culture at the ocal
levet of factory politics. I will analyse the
cclebration of Vishwakarma puja, anevent
which as [ will demonstrate can be viewed
as the site for the production of a form
of class conflict rather-than a lingering
element of pre-capitalist scligious con-
sciousness. Dipesh Chakrabarty inlerpretes
ihe jute workers’ celebration of this puja
as historical evidence of ihe peasant’s
conception of his 1ools, whereby the tools
took onmagical and godly qualities” (1989:
89) and as a maker of the “pre-capitalist,
inegalitanian’ (1989: 69) cullure of the jute
workers. He does not, however. explore
the possibitily that such ritual practices
may have served as asite of class opposition
o theindustrial discipline of the workpplace
orthe culture of capitalism being produced
withir the jute mill.

Let us turn to an analysis of the cele-
brationof this festivatin more recenttimes
inorder to provide acontrasting interpreta-
von. The Vishwa Karma Puja conninues
in contemporary times to represent a
fostival of significance for particular Hindu
commurities of the jute working class
since it invoives the worship of tools; the
rituals of the festival are specifically
oriented towards work and the meaning
ol tabour. The festival, which is held within
the factory compound, consists of the
worship of the god Vishwakarma with
offerings of flowers and prasad and
celebration with music. Let us examine
the political dynamics that constitute the
organisation and performance of the
festival. The politics of this ritual in the
jute mill unfold within two planes of
aclivity and meaning, or as David Laitin
has pul it, “the Iwo faces of culture”
conslituted by “the cultural ordering of
political priorities and the use of cultural
identity as a political resousce” (1986:11).
While on the one hand, the religious ritual
hand. the ritual is politicised by the action
and interests of unions and managers in
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the factory, on the olher hand. the ritual
delineates a sphere of politics which is
distinct from the ‘formal’ realm of
industrial politics.

In the first case, the politicisation of the
ritual occurs through the involvement and
conflict between trade unions and manage-
ment over the organisation of the terms
and boundaries of the activity on the shop-
fioor. The performance of the ritual is
centred around representations of thedeity
Vishwa Karma which workers construct
in the factory. The construction of these
images of the god causes a disruption of
production as workers" labourtime istaken
away for this process. When the organisa-
tion of the festival was heing planned
during the course of my fieldwork, manage-
ment indicated that their primary aim was
lo contain and centralise the process by
authorising the construction of one large
shrine which would only require four or
five workers (o build the pujaand organise
the activities. Furthermore, management
stipulated that the Puja would be limited
to themechanical depanimentof the factory.

However, the unions were insisting on
the construction of several images of the
god since the leaders of each union wished
tocreate itsown sphere of powerand ritual
authority. Hence, there was a symbalic
recreation of the competition between
unions through the construction of the
shrines in the factory. Eventually, six
separate shrines were constructed in the
factory by separate groups of workers
affiliated with each union. The represen-
tations of the deity were transformed into
symbols of power of Lhe mill trade unions.
In this process, as the unions utilised the
Puja as a resource to represent and con-
solidate their sphere ol influence among
their constituents. religious worship
became the signifier of the representation
of the interests of pacticulac groups of
Hindu workers. With this politicisation
of the festival organisation and the cor-
responding conflict between unions and
management, the worker's interest was
consequently constructed through their
religious identity. Hence, there was an
erasure of the boundary which is con-
ventionally assumed to separale the class
and religious identity of the worker.

I have thus far examined the manner in
which the organisation of the celigious
worship becomes politicised by the in-
volvement of unions and managemenl.
However, the ritual practices thal constitate
the worship during the Vishwakarma puja
also represent a sphere of political activity
that is distinct from the politicisation of
the festival. I am shifting here from the
way in which such religious activities
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become politicised by formal, secular
organisalions 1o the second plane of ana-
lysis, one thatexaminesthe political nature
of the religious ritual itself.

On the day of the festival a targe shrine
was constructed next Lo the shopfloor. On
either side of the construction. two ampli-
fiers were blanng popular Hindi film songs.
drowning out the regular sounds of the
machines. Meanwhile, fivesmallershrines
were constructed inthe mechanical depart-
menl. In these sections, ritual practice
prohibited workers from touching their
tools and machines. Religion ahered the
landscape of the mill both in terms of
spatial construction as well as in (emms of
stcucturing of time. Meanwhile, the disci-
pline of time and space was continually
subvericd by other sections of the work-
force during the course of the rital. For
example, workers from various depart-
ments are able 1o [eave their machines at
various poinis during the day in order to
perform a brief worship of one of 1hc
deities in the mill. The puja represented
an arena for a political battle over the
control of labour through the structuring
of time and space. One high-level manager
indicated with a significant degree of an-
noyance, “I will stand in each department
of the mill for half an hour tomorrow and
make sure that they do not just leave their
machines.” This batlle was not merely
limited 10 a monetary question of pre-
serving production levels but represented
aconflictoverthe preservation of capitalist
discipline in the mil

Through this ritual. religious worship
created a space of autonomous worker
activity on the factory floor which was
temporarily able (o challenge the authority
of management. Consider the following
incidenl which occurred when 1 accom-
panied a labour viticer to the department
where the shrines were construcled. One
worker said to the officer, “This festival
1s for us to enjoy. Why are the sahibs
coming to see it”" A management repre-
sentative no longer retained the symbolic
authority or right to enter the ricwal space
in the factory: our visit represented an
intrusion into this arena. Hence, the ritual
resulted in a transformation of the sphere
of work jnto an inviolable, sacred space
of the workers. However, this delineation
of asacred space also represented the crea-
tion of political boundaries - boundaries
that produce a class opposition between
workers and management through the
rehigious ritual practices of the puja. Dipesh
Chakrabarty has interpreted historical
instances of this ritual as evidence of the
worker's “incomprehension of the running
principles of the machinery” (1989: 89).
He juxtaposes the ‘religious outlook' of
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the, workers wilh the *science’ of modern
technology. The point Chakrabarty wishes
1> make is thal the “man-machine rela-
tionship inside a factory always involves
culture and a techno-economic argument
overlooks this™ (1989: 89) However, he
does nol consider the possibilily that this
‘religious outlook' in fac( forms anintrinsic
clementof the creation of class conscious-
ness and identity. Inmy alternative reading,
] an suggesting that the performance of
the Vishwakarma puja in the faclory
through the workers™ ‘worship of machi-
nery’ produced areversal of the “alienation’
of the workers from lhe means of produc-
von; the transformation of the mechanical
depaniment into a sacred space resulted in
A temporary wresting of the control of the
nieans of production from management.
Such beliefs provided an altemative con-
ception of social reality [Fields 1985;
Taussig 1980] whichtemporarity contested
the dominance ol capitalist authority in
the ftactory. This analysis compels us (o
reconsider such historical instances of the
Vishwakarma puja and at (he very leasl
(o question the assumption that the puja
celebration represents a form of purely
mystical worship, “whereby the lools often
1vok on magical and godly qualilies”
[Chakrabarty 1989:89). In the coniem-
porary context, the dynamics of the
Vishwakarma puja demonstrate the way
in which such rituals weave together the
workers’ religious identity with an
oppositional class consciousness.

The point which T wanl to emphasise
here is that this form of ritual-based class
politics temporarily subverts management
altempts o struclure time and space and
movement on the factory f{loor. Such
political practices then are not simply
relevant as a manifestation of a particular
torm of cultural conscipusness; on the
contrary this form of cultural politics sub-
verts management’s disciplineand surveil-
lunce over workers and in effect contests
the process of the structuralion of class
innthe workplace. Thepoint s not of course
to valorise this form of political practice
as an idealised form of political activily.
However, it is important o note in this
context thatsuchritual practicesinthe jute
mills are not inherently communalised;
ralher than presuming thal a narrative of
communalism always characterises such
praclices, we can begin to understand the
ways in which such class-based practices
have the potential to become communa-
lised through organised political activilies
in the context of the contemporary
Hindutva movement. While this cultural
torm of cfass politics may temporarily
subven certain dimensions ol management
authority il contains within it the potential

of reproducinga politics of class opposition
which is linked to other forms of social
exclusions, in this case in relation to other
communilies of workers in the jute mills.
To take another example of this potential
forexclusion, such cascs of ritual practices -
also reproduce exclusionary masculine
spaces as women workers are excluded
from participation in the organisation and -
public celebrations. The convergence
between class and community occurs
within a masculine terrain which repro-
duces a form of gendered structural hier-
archy. This form ol oppositional poitics
conlests certain structural aspects of
capitalist avthority such as the control of
time and space on the factory floor while
reproducing other forms of material
inequality. Let us consider this contra-
dictoryeffect furtherby turntng (o asecond
case of community-based politics located
in the jute workers' residences.

During the course of my flieldwork,
several mate workers who had grown
increasingly dissatisfied with the inability
of either management or unions to improve
the conditions of the labour lines, (he
workers. residences which are situated
around the jute factory and owned by the
millowner. The workers decided to creale
a forum, one Lhat would replace Lhe
authority of both unions and managers.
The composition of the organisation was
particularly striking since il involved
members across caste, religious and ethnic
identities. Moreoveralthoughthe members
were not union leaders, the committee did
not represent an anti-union organisation
since several of the participants were also
union members.The organisation evolved
out of a form of public dissatisfaction over
spectfic problems in the workers® com-
munities. Forexample. one of the founders
of the {orum argued that scveral workers
had become increasingly concerned about
problems of alcoholism,

The alcohol shopowners just met with the

union leaders and gavce thcm money. So

the leaders took (he money and keptquiet.

Slowly the problem of alcohol has been

gening worse. Before Lhere were only a

few places selling it. Lately it has been

increasing. People who didn'tdrink before
started drinking. Young boys also started
drinking. This talk came up in our Andhra

Pradesh Club. We felt we must stop this,

We must stop alcoholism. We must stop

all vices. So we setup ameeting and called

members of all the clubs. In this way the
commillec was set up.
The organisation evolved out of a public
debate held within workers™ community
clubs which are located in the jute mill
residences. As one worker argued,
This commiltee is completcly separate.
Management has nothinglodo withit. The
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unions also don 't have anything to do with
it. We want il 10 be separate. We don’t
want any political parties 1o come into
iL...Some of us are with political parties
but we will sot bring that into this work.
The workers were attempting to construct
an aUIONEMOUS COMMUAItY organisation,
one that would confest the attempt of
management (o regulate social life within
the labour lines both in terms of manage-
ment’s direct controf as well as through
joinl managemeni-union activity. The
organisation aitempted (o enforce this new
communily identity through the use of
coercive tactics, As one of the committee
rmembers indicated.
Firsl we stopped 1he alcohol. We called
ameeting with all the alcohol shopowners
and gave them a warmng, We said we
would beat up anyone who drinks, We
have been doing that. If anyone is drunk
we beat them up and tic them up. This way
we gat control of the alcohol. Then we did
the same thing with gambling. First we
gave a warninz. Then we beal up anyone
who was gambling. In this way we have
stopped all the vices. Then we decided to
clean up the lines. We called in all the
shopkeepers and 10ld them to put up
warbaye cans Lo throw wasle in. So people
won't throw garbage anywhere. The next
thing we wanl 1o do is for the children in
the laboure lines. The children go and play
in the radway colony. [Cis i shame for us
that they have 10 go there and play. So we
will talk with the Company [millj about
aetting a playeround for them,..
Organisen ol the (orurm were unambiguous
about thisuse of coercion and independent
policing of the lahour lines. As another
of the commilice member emphasised,
We will beat up anyone who drinks. We
have beaten vp about scventy or cighty
people. Even if it i a union leades or a
president ol a union it will be the same.
Even il it ix my brother or lather... This
alcohol 15 notmade in govemment [legal|
shops It ix xold in houses.
However, the signilicance of such methods
of coercion cannot be understood merely
werms of amanifestation of violence and
trute lorce. On 1he contrary. the success
of such methods was based on the public.
social humiliation of the targeled persons.
The entire community would know or be
informed that the particular person had
been beaten for violaling the social norms
delined by the committee. The importance
of the publicity of such methods was
highlighted by other forms of social
ostracism used by the commitiee. As one
worker indicated. “Foronc person we sha-
ved his head and beard, pul a garland of
shoes around him and paraded him through
the whole colony.™
The contours of (his workers® coramunity
rested on lhe presumption of common
interests ol workers. Consider. forinstance.
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(e vision put forward by one of the workers
invofved in the organisation of the ‘action
commiliee’

We have to do this for our children, We

have 1o educale them, 1o try and raise them

up slowly. Our people will throw away all

ol theirmoney on liquor and gambling and

will not even leave enough money for dal

{lentil} and roii (beead) for their children.

We have 10 stop this. If our childecn are

not in school they run around and get

spoiled. The young bays spend their time

in video parlors watching bad tilms. They

waste themselves.
This emphasis of the commitiee’s agenda
cmbodied an attempt of the workers (o
invest in their future within the urban
setting in Calcutta rather than relying on
their anticipated return to the village.
Hence. the image of improving the hves
of ¢children in the labour lines constituted
a vision of lhe reproduction of Ihe urban
community of the workers—andan altempt
(vimagine acommunity that could become
independent of the politics and authority
of union-management relations yetdid not
have Lo retreat to the memory of their
viltages of origin.

Despite this vision of acommon purpose
and future, the workers continued (o rely
on a gendered notion of community, a
conception which ultimately foreciosed
the possibility of producing a form of
community which would contest the
domain of management power. On one
level, the commiltee constructed by the
waorkers continued to rest on the exclusion
ol women's participation: ithad no women
nembers and the organisers of the forum
indicaled that they did not intend to deal
with issues specifically regarding women.
The vision of the action committee did not
vontest prevailing notions that restrict
working class wamen to specific domestic
or socially acceptable spheres. Further-
more. Ihe preoccupation of the committée
wilhsoctal order and the future of working
class children resied on the significance
of reproducing a particular model of the
working class family, one which wouid
uphotd exisling codes of the appropriate
behaviour. activity and spaces for working
class women.

Paradoxically, such conceptions which
characterised the workers® community in
ract converged with management dis-
courses on Lhe social disorder and disarray
of the labour lines. Coosider the following
description of 1the labour hines by one mill
oinager,

The main probiem is that we have only
seven hundred quacters for about forty
thousand workers. There are many
‘thupries’ (illegal constructions/squalter
sctilements). There are about fifty illegai
liquor shops. Al kinds of vices such as,
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blue films' proslitution, etc. were in pre-
valence. In the dock area there are many
criminals.

The manager’s description cast the jute
workers’ communities in a stereotypical
image of adangerous, violcnt and immoral
space, one which was implicitly contrasted
with the civilised morality of middle and
upper class neighborhoods. In his con-
ception, the problem was only one of
numbers, a position which carnes with it
the language implicitly linking social and
economic discuption 16 overpopulation ~
aconnection that perhaps staikes a familiar
chord with national discourses that have
linked family planning with economic
development. Relerences 1o prostilution
and pomography stem from management
discourses on the social and moral disorder
that arises when male workers migrate (0
the city, leaving iheir families behind in
their village: hence there is an association
belween the problems and ‘vices™ of the
labour lines and the disruplion of the
working class family. This has reinforced
the construction of the wrban arena as
foreign. dangerous and male.

While, management would continuaily
chacactense the labour lines as violent and
unsafe this conception was interwoven
with a gendered discourse of morality.
They would point to alcoholism, prosti-
tution, and crime as forms of a social
disease which viofated middle class norms
and their particulac representation through
Bengali bhadralok culwre. Such conce-
ptions were also specifically linked 1o views
on the family and appropriate roles for
women. Forexample. daughtersand wives
of managers would often make references
to the supposed sexual promiscuity of
women workers. They would indicate for
example that women in the labous lines
whose husbands had deserted them were
living with other men and thus violating
acceplable social codes regarding marmiage.
While management discourses on working
class masculinity centred on the threat of
violence and the protection of upper class
women, discourses on working class
women in the labour lines focused on the
threat of unrestrained female sexuality.

This discursive construction of the fabour
linesin terms of moral disorderseverberates
with parallels to discourses and repre-
sentations produced by lhe community
activism of the workers’ action committee,

- The irony of this convergence of gendered

discourses is underlined by the fact thal
whife management was engaged in a
construction of the tabour lines in terms
of moral disorder, one of the comerstones
of social order in the working class com-
munities in fact fies in the reproduction
of a patriarchal model of the working class
family. Forexample, dominant ideofogies
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within (he communilies of workers do not
permitsingle women to reside withoul the
presence of family members. particularly
male relatives, in the household. Such
dominant ideologies also dictater that
working claxs women must adopt socially
acceplable roles in which they are respon-
sihle for perfarming domestic 1abour such
as housework and childrearing and where
they do not enter masculineg spaces in the
labour lines. Women are rarely seco in lea
shops inthe labour lines or ncar the factory
ang they do wot participate in public
activities such as religious festivals which
include (he participation of male workers,
union leaders and in many instances cven
management representatives, Meanwhile.
while (rade unions also play a central role
inshaping the political and culural spheres
of workers. women workers have also
been marginalised from this activity. The
point [ am making here is not thal women
workers represent an essentially passive
or subservient group. but that everyday
social and institutional practices of workers
produce exclusionary masculine spaces
which foreclose possibilities for women's
participation,

In this process. the management and
workers” public spheres in effect over-
lapped in the production of such gendered
discourses of social and community order.
In effect. the conception of the workers’
community which the action committee
produced wis unable to break from (he
gendered politics which have shaped
management discourses and union prac-
tices, While the workers were able to
contest relationships of power (based on
caste. region or religion) by creating a
Cross-community organisation the action
committee inadvertently reproduced
gendered hierarchies. The commiltee, by
failing to recognise the ways in which
gender represents a structural Torce of
power and hierarchy in (he (actory and
workers™ residences. n effect, produced
a ser of political practices which were
unable to break from certain modes of
capitalist power and discipline excercised
by management in the mill. The limits of
this form of political activity do not mesely
stem from (he persistance of rural pre-
capitahist culteral conceptions ot justice
or community (which as I have shown
converge with *modem’ bourgeois moral
codes regarding gender and sexuality) but
from the persistance of gendered inequa-
lities which straclure “the working class’.

[ will turn (hen in the last part of the
essay lo a discussion of the imphcations
of this role of gender in the structuration
of the jule working class. The contem-
porary location of women workers in the
Jjute mills has been significantly shuped by
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historical processes which have contri-
buted to the retrenchment and margina-
lisation of women in the workforce.
Modernisation and rationalisation of the
jute industry in the 1950s and 1960s resul-
(¢d in a decline of women employed from
approximately 20 per cenl to 2 per cent
of the workforce. Women workers who
continue to work in the mill are primarily
concentrated inthe large casual workforce.
Women whom linterviewed indicated that
(hey worked oul of economic compulsions
and their primary concern was to be able
wobtainevena few weeksof millemploy-
ment in order to meet daily subsistence
requirements. In many instances. women
were not ahle (o maintain cven a basic
subsistence level. This wax partcularly
the case in situations where women were
xle financial supporters of their families.
1n the context ol extreme levels of worker
competition aver mill employment, both
managers and unjon Jeaders argucd that
cmployment for male workers should be
given priorily over female workers. In
addition (o such arguments. ideologicat
assumplions thal women workers arc
unable (o operate machinery and the notion
that women workers are burdcnsome
employees due to state protective legis-
lation served 1o constilute powerl(u) ideo-
logical obstacles to the employment of
women in the mills. The cconomic mar-
ginalisation of women workers was there-
fore such that the everyday practices of
women workers in the mills were centred
on a struggle for survival rather than on
the participation in organised political
opposition.

An understanding of this politics of
survival ol women workers cannot be fully
grasped either by the analytical category
of resistance or by the assumption that
struclural constraints simpty inhibit
women's collective action and produce a
form of individualistic survival. Rather,
the life histories of women workers whom
I interviewed demonstrate Lhat they
interpreled their endurance through their
‘micro’ everyday activities as atiempts to
disrupl the reproduction of *macro” struc-
(nres of patriacchy and capitalism even as
their particular social location induced
(hem to assess the risks of overt protest.
While working class women were excluded
{rom (cade union activity as well as from
the lypesof “cultural® orcommunity politics
which [ have discussed above, women
workers transformed the meaning of their
productive and reproductive work from
labour appropriated (o reproduce slructures
of capilalism and patriarchy intothe means
through which they altcmpied 10 imagine
a [uture fortheir children that could disrupt
Ihese slructures.
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The particular structural location of
working class women provided the space
for women workers to devefop adistinctive
formof critical consciousness throughtheir
interpretations of theireveryday struggles.
For instance, women would use their
personal experiences and problems o
provide a critical assessment of manage-
ment practices or workplace hierarchies.
Women workers in general argued that
they did nol have any sources of support.
The response of one woman, “Who is
there to help? 1do everyihing alone?” was
echoed by many of the women whom [
interviewed in the mill. In particular,
women workers indicated that they did not
view trade unions or workers’ community
organisations in the mill as a polential
source of support. Their responses revealed
aconsciousness of the sysrematic exclusion
of wormnen from the public sphere of social
and political power. Representation of their
personal experiences cannot be understood
as a form of individualism bul as a sharp
critigue ol both union and management
practices. One woman worker forexample
argued:

t you go to thern [union leaders] they say

come back later. Later. The fabour officers

also say the xame Lhing. They say come
back later. He [pointing 1o empty chair of
the personnel manager|] never hastime.. We
beg and plead about our problems bul no
one  will listen. But ir three or four of
these big men go into the vifice and make

Joud noiscs they will inumedigicly say

come and sit down. And they will give

them belp.
This analysis presents aclear consciousness
of the gendered nexus between manage-
ment. unions and a privileged section ol
the workforce. Another woman recounted
an incident (o demonstrate the ahsence of
institutional support for wnmen workers.

1f someone is in trouble nn one will help.

I'll well you one story about onc woman

I know. Last year on¢ woman had an

accidentin the mill, She fell into a machine,

her whole back was destroyed. She was
in the hoespital for three months. No one
helped. The management Jid nothing. the
unions did nothing. W¢ wenl around and
collected two rupees or thiree rupees from
each person and helped her. No one else
bothered. If there is something big 1hat
happens the union will do something. If
someone assaults me or beats me in the

mill. IF there is some incident with me of

course they will do something. [f there 1s

something big. Otherwise no onc will help.

If there is a problem or hardship we lice

there is no one.

Hence, women workers percetved the
unions’ definition of what qualifies as an
‘incident’ as implicitly cxclusive ol 1he
concerns and inlerests relevant to their
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lives and work.The consciousness of
women workers of the exclusionary nexus
between unions and management has
reinforced the reluciance of women (o
participation in trade unions. One woman
for example argued. “you have to give
them money...Whatever ¢ may be you
have 1o give them something. Even if it
is ten rupees I won’t do that. [ won’t give
money.”

Such responses shed light upon the
question of women’s participation in union
activity. Low levels of participation and
membership of women in unions in com-
parative contexts [Cook, Lorwin and
Daniels. 1992] have oftenbeen interpreted
in terms of the “apathy’ and 'passivily’ of
working class women. I would argue that,
onthe contrary, women's rejection of union
activity can be understood as a form of
consciousness of the exclusionary. gen-
dered praclices that have often characteri-
sed the mainsteeamn rational trade vnions.

My research on women working in the
mill reveals that the scope for independent
collective action has been severely restric-
ted. The combined forces of competition,
dependence on employment and the re-
trenchment of women from the workforce
have reduced Lhe possibility for such action.
This is particularly evident in light of the
fact that during the 19505 and 1960s
women workers demonstrated militant
opposition to their retrenchment from the
mills. In the present context, the ability to
gainemployment is the most pressing issue
for women workers, particularly in light
of past retrenchment and present obstacies
lo employment. As one woman argued,

(£ three or four of us talk together and say
we will go to the management and say
something the others will feel they will
lose their jobs. So we doa’t do anything.
We are afraid lo say anything to
management...Each of us is so busy trying
to see (o oursetves. We have so many
problems. We work for so many years bul
we are nol permanent workers. | have to
take care of my brothers. She has three
children o (ake care of...We caanot do
anything to make things betier. Anyway,
we have no money 1o do anything.

The point is nol that women workers are
passive victims or that they are essentially
incapable of engaging in collective action.
However, structural consicaints and an
absence ol resources severely limit the
possibilities fororganisational activity. Ax
Bourdieu has suggested, the absence of

resistance by members of a subordinated

group often denotes an ability of the
individuals to recognise the immense
structural constraints which they are faced
with and to gain a “practical mastery of
the social structure as a whole”. [Bourdieu
1985:728]. 1t is this recognilion of the

immense odds which they face which
compels women to adopt a pragmatic view
of Lheir everyday lives and transforms
collective protest into a sphere for the
celatvely privileged members of their
community. Hence, women’s lives in the
Jjute mill were centred around the struggle
to survive, a task which left less time and
space for overt protest or organisation.
However, an exciusive focus on such
sleuctural constraints on collective action
without an analysis of the ways in which
women workers interpeet their own acts
does not fully capture the meaning of their
everyday struggles. Women whom 1
interviewed stressed their concerns aboul
their childrens’ future and indicated that
they hoped their labour would produce a
better life for their children. In their
perception of their productive and repro-
ductive labour, these women underslood
iheir everyday activities as an attempt to
interrupt the reproduction of structures of
patriarchy and capitalism in the miil and
in the labour lines. They emphasised their
hopes that their children would become
educated so that they would not have to
work in the factory; they did not imagine
afuture in which their children would take
overtheirjobs. A particularly stark example
of this vision was represented by the case,
of one woman who expressed her desire
tn educate her daughters and to physically
send one of her female babies away so she
could escape both the factory and mill
lines [Fernandes 1997Y]. Inthis discursive
construction of their daily actions, women
whom I spoke with understood their
practices asan attempt to ultimately disrupl
“macra’ structures of power reproduced
within the factory, comemunity and family.
The meanings which women give to
iheir everyday lives provide us with the
analytical space (0 move beyond a classi-
tication which either constructs women
workers as clear resistors 10 or passive
victims of structural oppression. On the
one hand, the struggle of women workers
simply to survive on an everyday basis
cannot be adequately conceptualised in
terms of the category of resistance. Yet
on the other hand, women workers inter-
preted their labour as a means to provide
a better future for their children, one that
wouid move beyond the structures which
have circumscribed their lives. T have
already suggested thatthisimagined future
and their investment in their children
peevents us from reducing their practices
toan individualistic form of survival. More
significantly, they did not perceive their
labour as merely serving the needs of
capitalism or patriarchy even while they
are acutely aware of the implications and
effects of such larger structures. In this
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context we cannot then assume that wosnen

workers in the mill are simply victims or

that women’s reproductive {abour can be
reduced to the reproduction of these

structures {Kuhn and Wolpe 1978).

By taking seriousty the ways in which
women workers discursively construct
their own social tocation, practices and
experiences we are able 1o constructa third
possibility, one that can inform recent
research which has pointed both to the
dangers of romanticising resistance (Abu-
Lughod 1990] and the problems of pre-
senting women as passive victims of
structures of oppression [Mohanty 1991].
This can aliow us to analyse the very real
materiat effects of a multilayered structure

“of ‘the working class’ without foreclosing

an understanding of the critical visions
which women workers produce in order
to momentarily interrupt the reproduction
of these narratives — visions which are of
fundamental importance in interrogating
the regimes of power which operate in the
mill, community and family.

CONCLUSION

This essay has altempted (o analyse
certain formsof cultural politics asa means
of demonstrating the varying layers of
structurai inequality that serve toconstitute
the working class. In this context, I have
engaged in an attemnpt at ‘writing against
culture’ [Abu-Lughod 1991] as a means
of moving away from conceptual ap-
proaches in which a narrow focus on the
materiality of culture forecloses the pos-
sibility of revising our conceptions of what
counts as ‘structure’. In thinking of the
structure of ‘the working class’ as multi-
layered and as produced intime, space and
movement, my aim has been 1o argue that
criticisms of teleological, unitary con-
ceptions of the working class do not neces-
sitate a shift from but rather a revision of
the ways in which we think of structuratist
analysis. For instance, by examining the
linkages between class, gender and com-
munity in the jute mills we can move away
from a focus on the ways in which cultural
difference forecloses class politics (o an
understanding of the ways in which
different forms of class-based political
practices may contest and reproduce the
intersecting structural hierarchies which
constitute the working class. Forinstance,
in the jute mills community-based politics
have contested centain forms of manage-
ment control over the workers’ residences
yet reproduced gendered inequalities that
structure the working class. Rather than
resting with the assertion that pre-capitalist
cultural identities simply foreclose the
emergence of class politics, the essay has
instead argued that such cultural ties point
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to the layered structural formation of the
working class in the jute industrial arena.
Aninterrogation of the distinction between
the categories of culture and struciure
necessitates anunderstanding of difference
which is constitutive of the structure and
politics of the working class rather than
ag apredetesmined obstacle to oppositional
class politics,

Notes T

[This essay was fiest presented at the Social Science
Research Council Conference on “The World of
Indian Industrial Labour”', Amsterdam, Decerber
9-13, 19%7.] ’

I The essay draws on 18 months of fieldwork
which inctuded a detailed study of onc jute
mill in Calcutto based on daily visits (o the
factory for approximately 8 hours a day,
nterview conducted at other jute mills in
West Bengal, interviews withstate~level union
representatives from the leading central trade
umions and archival work conducied at the
[ndian Jute Mills Association. Due to limits
of space, the essay is confined to a discussion
of a few examples from this research. A full
prescatation of the empirical research and
theoretical argnmentis containedin Fernandes,
1997a.

The contours of the debate overexceplionalism

angd upiversalism have also taken place in the

context of studies of Jabowr politics in the

United Suates and Britain with the case of

English working class formation serving as

theideat type for the behaviour of *the working

class’ and the United States serving as a

marker of exceptionalism. Foracritical review

of conventional explanations of *Amencan

exceptionalism’ see Katznelson (1981).

3 Such studies of these two variants rest on
images of the “traditionalism’ of the Indian
worker. On on¢ hand, the Indian worker is
depicted as rural and illiterate and therefore
different from the modeen (western) industrial
worker. See for example Rao. 1965. On Ihe
other hand, such swdies focus on the way in
which precapitalist (ies serve as an obstacle
10 the class conciousness of the [ndian worker.
See for example Mamkootiom {1982: (24).

4 This point has afso been made by Chandavarkar

(1994).

For instance, Chakrabarty (1989) depicts the

problem of culiure as a problem of the

persistence of the “primordialism® of culmral
identitics. See Fernandes. ()997) for a more
extensive discussion of Chakrabarty's work.

6 Chakrabarty (1993: 1095).

7 Aihwa Ong, forinstance, argues thot the Malay
wormnen workers in her study see themselves
s “‘politically inforrmed Malay Muslims" rather
than as a class in the Marxian sense (Ong
1988}. However. her discussion and rejection
of the category of ¢lass is based on an analysis
of class as an identity. She does not. for
instance, address the question of whether the

wvh

locatiop of women workers in the factory ~

constitules them as a ctass mn a structural
sense. In the process, her rich ethnography of
theintersections between genderand the labour
process does not lead to rethinking of the
category of class and the ways in which the
structural position of the Malay working class
is constituted through a layered intersection
of gender. ethnic and class relations.

The vastliterawsre on the relationship between
gender and labour in India as well as in

o
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comparative contexthas significandy unsealed
both conceptions of structure as well as the
opposition berween cultural and siructuralist
approaches. Researchon Lthe gendered division
of labour and the relationship between
production and reproduction has demonstrated
the assymetrical siructural relationship
between male and female workers. Such
research has demonstraied that while gender
inequalities are linked to hegemonic cultural
norms (hey are alsostructurally-based identities
that both shape and are produced by socio-
economic processes. See for instance Acker
{1988), Banerjce (1991), Mies (1986).

9 [discuss this at length in Fermandes (1997):
chapter 4.

10 For a Lheoretical discyssion of the multiple
andinteresting forms o# swucture which shape
the categories of women and women’s agency
see Kumkum Sangari (1993).
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