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Culture, Structure and Working Class Politics
Leela Fernandes

This essay attempts to analyse certain forms of cultural politics as a means of demonstrating the varying

layers of siructural inequality that st,rve to constitute the working class. The author argues that criticisms

oj teleoiogical, unitary ionceptions o.f the working class do not necessitate a shift from but rather a revision

i7 th, *ov, in which vve think of structuraL an.alysis. By examining the l inkages between class, gender and

communitt, in the jute mills it is possible to move away from a.focus on the ways in which cultural dffirence

Jbreclosei class politics to an unclerstanding of the ways irt which dffirent forms of class-based political

practtces mat contest and reprodnce tlrc intersecting structural hierarchies which constitute the working cLass.

IN recent years, the tleld of Indian labour
studies has engaged in a debate that has
been defined by a fbcus on two paradoxical
yet interconnected questions. On the one
hand, historical evidence of cases of
workers' collective action have clearly
demonstrated the ways in which working
class unity may bc constructed around
shareel interests. On the other hand, the
persistent significance of diffbrences of
caste, gender, region and religion in both
historical and contemporary cases ofIndian
labour politics has pointed to a need fbr
an interrogation of the presumed unitary
nature of the working class. Such an ap-
proach has dernoristrated the signilicance
of taking seriously the polit ics of cultural
dift'erenoe in any understanding of the
political behaviour of Indian w<lrkers. In
this essay, I suggest that while analyses
of the si gnificance of culture have provided
important insights which have decentered
Eurocentric or unitary conceptions of the
working class [Chakrabarty 1989; Ong
19881, they have often stopped short of
rethinking the structural dimensions ofthe
working classes. Culture, in this context,
is implicitly transfbrmed into a fbrce that
is external to the polit ics of class and
ultimately becomes the basis fbr excep-
tionalist argulnents which seck to explain
the absence or weakness of class politics
in India. The materiality of culture then
becomes a unitary, bounded entity whiclt
displaces or supplants ratlrer than re-
conceptualises tlte structural dimensions
of class politics. The essay attempts to
question the creation of such reif ied
boundariesbetween the realms of 'culture'
add 'structure' and argues fbr an approach
that reconnects the tocus on tlre materiality
of cultural dilterence with the structural
basis of class politics. I argue fbr a shiti
from'a fbcus on 'dift'erence' as a marker
of the realm of a bounded cultural sphere
to an analysis of 'ditterence' in terms of
a set of layered structural inequalities which
shape class politics in the contemporary
industrial arena.

The essay draws on fieldwork which I
conducted on the iute mill workers in

1990-92 in Calcutta and is constructed in
two main sections. The tirst section pre-
sents a brief theoretical discussion of the
question of conceptualising the materiality
of class polit ics in ways which move
beyond the culture/structure divide. The
second sectioll of the paper uses ethno-
graphic research on the jute mill workers
in order to demonstrate how this fbrm of
nlateriality unfolds through particular
firrms of class politics.r I present three
cases of the political practices of the jute
nril lworkers: ( 1) ritual polit ics as workers
celebratetheVishwakarmapuja in thejute
firctory, (2) community-based organisation
in the workers' residences and (3) critical
discourses of working class women. Each
of these three cases represent practlces
which are located within the realm of
narticular cultural identities - identities
which signify forms of exclusion andsocial
hierarchy between groups of workers in
the mill. However. each case is also linked
to a lbrm of oppositional class politics
which brings sections of the worktbrce
i nto direct confiontation with management
authority. I argue that the significance of
suclr political practices does not lie in the
reassertiotr that culture fbrecloses the
emergence of a fbrm of unil ied class
politics but in an analysis of what tlrese
practices tell us about the intersecting
gender and community-based structural
inequalities which areconstitutive of rather
than external to the working class in the

i ute mills. The analysis suggests that certain
forms of workers' oppositional class
politics may either reproduce or contest
structural hierarchies between some groups
ofworkers. Such hierarchies are structural
because they place certain groups of
workers in positions of inequality 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-
arclries (fbr instance by excluding women's
participation) this recreates hierarchies
between tbmale and male workers as well
as between female workers and male

managers in the factory. When women in
the jute mills, for instance, are excluded
from predominantly male unions, they lack
the support of union resources ih con-
fiontations with male manager and are
placed in a distinctive location of sub-
ordinat ion wi th in the labour-capi ta l
relationship. On the one hand, 'ditTerence'
in this context is not 'merely cultural' but
represents a problem of structural dif-
ferentiation between male and t'emale
workers in the industrial arena. On the
other hand, the structural dimension of
class in this context is therefbre also not
unitary but i s produced tlrrough di f ference;
male and f'emale workers occupy different
structural locations within the labour-
capital relationship and therefore have a
difTerentiated set of class interests. Thus,
as the essay will argue, the juxtaposition
between an essentialised cultural difference
on the one hand and a homogeneous
structural unity on the other is called into
questlon.

THsonrrtcnL Norss otl
Cuss/Culrune Desere

The juxtaposition between class and
cul ture is inextr icably l inked to the
argument of 'Indian exceptionalism' and
the corresponding assumption that con-
temporary politics in Indiahas been shaped
by the politics of cultural identities such
as caste and religion rather than by the
polit ics of class. Studies of organised
labour that draw on this perspective have,
tbr instance, ofien concentrated on explain-
ing the 'exceptional' nature of contem-
porary labour politics in India,.that is, the
reasons for the inability of the Indian
working class to produce a single unified
national labour movement or labour party

[Chatterji 1980; Rudolph and Rudolph
19871. Such studies rest on the view that
there is a universal lbrm of labour organisa-
tion and behaviour, one that implicitly
conforms to European models bf the
industrial unions, organised labourmove-
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 ofconsent antl
f alse consciousness or as acollective action
problem. Many studies have noted the
absence of a unified national trade union
movement and i n particular, fiagmentation
of the union movement through their links
to political parties. The disunity or limited
scope of ' fbrmal' labourorganisations such
as unions and political parties have often
served as an unquestioned mark of the
irrelevance of class in the schema of Indian
polit ics [Rudolph and Rudolph 1987].
Such an appmach rests on an assumption
that equates class with specific forms of
organisation and ignores other media fbr
the expression of class polit ics such as
womcn's nelworks. community organi-
sations or other cultural modes ol'expres-
sion [Berger I 9tt9; Ong 1988]. The implicit
separation between class and the politics
of gender and community that lies at the
basis ol 'such tn approach results in a
predetermined understanding of labour
politics in India, one which assumes tlre
primacy of the 'politics of region ancl
retigion' [Rudolplr and Rudolph 1987] in
contemporary India without interrogating
the ways in which such fbrms of cultural
politics otten also signify or are inter-
connected with class politics.

At a theoretical level, this presumed
separation between class and 'cultural
identities' has taken the fbrm of an assump-
tion that there exist natural boundaries
between capitalist and pre-capitalist tradi-
tions and behaviour, with pre-capitalist
traclitions encompassing reli gious, ethnic
and caste communities. This assumption
has resulted in several variations in the
explanation of Indian labour politics. Early
approaches within the framework of
modernisation theory lead to the view that
industrial workers in India may behave
according to 'pre-capitalist traditions' but
that these traditions wil l or should evolve
into a secular, unified working class. For
example, religious orcaste divisions within
the labour force are analysed as divisive
elements that  wi l l  d issolve wi th the
development of capitalism; the Indian
working class will then eventually work
its way towards an idealised vision of tlre
working class.r In anotlrer variant, some
studies lrave assumed that industrial
workers have been governed by pre-
capitalist identities; the Indian worker is
therefore 'ditlelent' and cannot be uncrer-
stood in terrns ol'class identit ies.'1 Thcse
approaches, while often starkly diffbrent
in their approaches and conclusions, rest
on a shared conception of tlre 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 against an idealised
irnageof the working class. In this frame-
work, the Indian working class is either
similar or ditterent from this ideal type of
't lre working class'.4

Recent research in the field of labour
studies has attempted to confront the co-
existence and interplay between capitalist
irlentities of class and pre-capitalist iden-
tities and to address issues of cultural
differenoe within the working class
[Chakrabarty I 989; Das Gupta 1994; Joshi
1985; Simeon l9951. Dipesh Chakrabarty,
in part icular,  has argued that th is
l}amework rests on the assumption, that
"workers all over tlre world, irrespective
of their specific cultural pasts, experience
'capitdist production' in the same way"
(1989:223). On the one hand, the ideal
type purports to represent the universal
nature of working class politics. On the
otherhand, studies that chal lenge or deviate
lrom this type are characterised as 'excep-
tional' cases. Chakrabarty's interrogation
of the subjectivity of 'the working class'
has provided significant impetus towards
a revision of the concept of class and the
cultural assumptions inherent in uni-
versalistic categories such as labour or
capital. However, as I will demonstrate,
Chakrabarty' s conception remains caught
within an exceptionalist fiamework as his
argument ultimately returns to the notion
that it is culture which, in the last instance,
lirrecloses the emergence of a modern,
egalitarian fbrm of class politics in the
West Bengal jute mills. While Chakra-
harty's argument begins by demonstrating
the Eurocentric cultural assumptions
present within Marx's concept of capital
his attempt torethink working class history
u ltirnately tbcuses on an'attempt to isolate
'culture' as a realm which forecloses class
c:onsciousness. It is the hierarchical rural
culture of the jute workers (in contrast to
the egalitarian culture of the west) which
distinguishes the jute working class from
the English working class. Chakrabarty
argues that the dit'ference at hand is between
the "notion of a pre-capitalist 'comtnunity'
- distinguished by hierarchical, inegali-
trrrian, and illiberal relationships - and the
notion of individualism that has been with
us since the rise of the bourgeois order in
Europe, entailing ideas ofcitizenship, equal
rights, equality befbre the law" [Chakra-
bnrty 1989: 2I91. Ihaveelsewherediscus-
sed at length some of the problems inherent
irr this reified opposition between 'east'
and'west' [Femandes 1997: l5]. However,
the point I would like to tbcus on in this
essay is the ways in which, inChakrbarty's
conception,'hierarchies' between workers
( such as of caste and ethnicity) are depicted
ts cultural elements rather than as

relationships of power which are in-
extricably l inked with lhe structural
materiality of thc category of class.-s This
sole emphasis on the materiality of culture,
I want to suggest, in fact prevents Chakra-
barty t'rom developing a critical recon--
ceptualisation of class structure despite
his rich and complex history of the jute
working class. In ef fect, whi le Chakrabarty
wants to move us away fiom teleological,
universal conceptions ofthe working class,
he inadvertently retains a unitary concep-
tion of class structure. The class conscious-
ness of the jute workers, in his view, is
fbreclosed by an externalised pre-capitalist
cultural dif'ference. Chakrabarty, has in a
later essay, qualified his argument and lras
characterised his question 'Why did the
Indian working class f'ail to suslain a long-
term sense of class consciousness' as a
'false question.'6 In particular, he shitts
instead to a fbcus on the qtrestion of tem-
porality and tlre ways in which the 'pre-
capitalist ' identity both exists within and
disrupts the 'ternporal horizon of capital.'
While his discussion of diffbrence interms
of temporality aims at dislupting a teleolo-
gical narrative of the history of capitalism,
he once again leaves untouched an explicit
interrogation of the questiott of class struc-
ture. It is this circumvention of the problem
of structure which, I suggest, continues to
im,rlicitly reproduce an opposition between
class structure and cultural dilterence in
recent work. Such work which calls into
question uni versalistic masternarrati ves of
capitalism articulatedthrough ahegemonic -
masculine Eurocentric subject IOng I 9tt9l
Prakash 1990; Scott 19881 has tended to
discard rather than rethink the category of
structure.T The problem with such a move,
as my discussion of Chaklabarty's work
has attempted to show, is tltat approaches
which do not attempt to reconceptualise
class structure may well end up with unitetry
essentialised conceptions of culture.

Drawing on research which I have
conducted on contemporary labour politics
in the West Bengaljute mills, I argue that
a reconceptualisation of the meaning of
'structure' can circumvent the theoretical
problems inherent in a presutned juxta-
position between class and culture. First,
drawing on feminist researchd on the
linkages between gender, class and racel
ethnicity in comparative contexts, stru-
cture can be thought of as 'intersectional'
ratherthan unitary [Banerjee I 99 | ; Collins
1990; Glenn 1992; Sacks 1990; Sangari '

19931. Identities such as caste, ethnicity
or gender are not merely external cultural ,
identities or ideologies 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 tlren is neither static nor
unitary in this conception. Consider for
instance tlre ways in wlrich this approach
untblds within the context of contemporary

' working class polit ics in the jute mills' As
in the historical context, identities of com-
munity and gender lrave played a central
role in processes of labour recruitment and
the division oi labour on the factory floor.
For instance, workers in the postcolonial
context use farnily and community ties in
order to gain access to employment in the
mill. Certain sections of the production
process are classitied as men's work or
wornen's work while other tasks divided
up according ttt community.9 The con-
struction of the lahour market suggests
that the stlucture of the working class is
produced through the politics of gender
and cotnmunity. Meanwhi le. management
atternpts to exercise authority on tlre factory
tloor through the control of time, space
and movement ol'the workers also does
not occur through neutral bureaucratic
processes but is tundarnentally linked to
a politics o1'dil'ference. For instance, the
discipline ol workers' bodies occurs
through a set ol' gendered processes.
Women workers for instance are dis-
ciplinecl notiust by neutral filrlns of work-
place discipline but by modalities of power
which <lperate through the control over
women's sexuality (where single women
are constructed as a social and moral
threat hy both management and workers)
and domestic labour (where work dis-
cipline involves the extraction of labour
both in the tilctory and in the workers'
residences).

These examples begin to point to the
cornplex layering ol'the tbrces which struc-
turethe lives and labourofthejute working
classes.l0 Given this multidimensioned
fbrrn of structure the analysis of working
class pOlitics then is transtbrrned t-rom a
project of measuring activity against a
predefined ideal vision ol class unity to
a question ol the ways in which ditterent
forms of workers' polit ical practices
respond to this multilayered structure. For
instance. rather than asking whether such
dif'tbrences prevent ttr permit workers to
unify iri oppositional political action. I
want to ask how di{'lerentlbrnls ol'wolking
class politios contest or reproduce these
varying layers of structural hierarchy. In
the next section, I therefore present three
dittbrent forms of political practices: ritual
practices manit'ested througlr the workers'
celebration of the Vishwakarma puja,
community activistn and women workers'
critical responses to managementand union
authoritv.

Cultuner- Pomcs eNl Srnucrune or
.Wonrnqc Cuss

The celebration of religious festivals,
such as the Durga Puja, Vishwakarma
Puja, Shivratri and theldfestival, represent
significant public events which serve as
a site fbr political negotiation between
workers, unions and managers in the jute

nrills. Workers and unions organise such
celebrations in their residences in the mill
labour lines (bustees) or in the factory and
invite management to attend and in many
cases to inaugurate the festival. The
<lynamics of the organisation and cele-
bration of such t'estivals provide a lens
tlrrough whiclr we can analysethe relation-
ship between class and culture at the local
lcvel of lactory politics. I will analyse the
celebration of Vishwakarma puj a' an event
whioh as I will demonstrate can be viewed
ls tlre site tbr the production of a form
of class cont'lict rather'than a lingering
element of pre-capitalist religious con-
sci ousness. Dipesh Chakrabarty i nterpretes
the jute workers' celebration of this puja
as historical evidence of the peasant's
conception of his tools, whereby the tools
trxrk on magicalandgodlyqualities" ( 1989:
ll9) and as a maker of the 'pre-capitalist,

inegalitarian' ( I 989: 69) culture ofthe jute

'rtrikers. He cloes not, however. explore
tlre possibility that such ritual practices
nray haveserved as asiteofclass opposition
to tlre inclustrial disci pli ne of the workplace
or tlre culture of capi tali sm being produced
within the jute mill.

Let us turn to an analysis of the cele-
hration of this t 'estival in more recenttimes
in orderto provide acontrasting interpreta-
tion. The Vishwa Karma Puja continues
irr contemporary times to represent a
t'csti val of signiticance fbr particular Hindu
communities of the jute working class
since it involves the worship of tools; the
rituals of the festival are specifically
oriented towards work and the meaning
of labour. Thefestival, 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 lhat constitute the
organisation and performance of the
l'cstival. The politics of this ritual in the

.iute mill unfold within two planes of
activity and meaning, or as David Laitin
has put it, "the two faces of culture"
constituted by "the cultural ordering of
political priorities and the use of cultural
identity as a political resource" ( I 986: 1 I).
While on the one hand, the religious ritual
hand, the ritual is politicised by the action
and interests of unions and managers in

the factory, on the other hand, thq 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
conflictbetween trade uniolts and manage-
ment over the organisation of the terms
and boundaries ofthe activity on the shop-
floor. The perfbrmance of the ritual is
centred around representations ofthe deity
Vishwa Karma which workers construct
in the factory. The construction of these
images of the god causes a disruption of
production as workers' labourtimeistaken
away for this process. When the organisa-
tion of the festival was being planned
during the course of my fieldwork' manage-
ment indicated that their primary aim was
to contain and centralise the process by
authorising the construction of one large
shrine which would only tequire tbur or
five workers to build the pu.1a and organise
the activities. Furthermore, management
stipulated that the Puja would he limited
to themechanical departmentof the factory.

However, the unions were insisting on
the construction of several images of the
god since the leaders ofeach union wished
to create its own sphere of power and ritual
authority. Hence, there was a symbolic
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
alTiliated with each union. The represen-
tations of the deity were transftrrmed into
symbols ol' power of the mi ll trade unions'
In this process, as the unions utilised the
Puja as a resource to represent and con-
solidate their sphere ol' inlluence among
their  const i tuents,  re l ig ious worship
became the signifier of the representatlon
of the interests of particular groups of
Hindu workers. With this politicisation
of the f'estival 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 separate the class
and religious identity of the'worker.

I have thus far examined the manner tn
which the organisation o1' the religious
worship becomes politicised by the in-
volvement of unions and management'
However, the ritual practices that constitute
the worship during the Vishwakarma puja
also represent a sphere of political activity
that is distinct from the politicisation of
the t'estival. I am shifting here from the
way in which such religious activities
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become polit icised by fbrmal, secular
organisations to the second plane of ana-
lysis, one that exami nes the political nature
of the religious ritual itsell'.

On the day of the f'estival a large shrine
was constructed next to the shopfloor. On
either side of the construction, two ampli-
fiers were blaring popularHindi fi lm songs,
drowning out the regular sounds of the
machines. Meanwhile, tive smaller shri nes
were constructed i n the mechanical depart-
ment. In these sections, ritual practice
prohibited workers from touching their
tools and machines. Religion altered the
landscape of the mill both in terms of
spatial construction as well as in terms of
structuring of time. Meanwhile, the disci-
pline of t ime and space was continually
subverted by other sections of the work-
tbrce during the course of the ritual. For
example, workers l-rom various depar-t-
ments are able to leave their lnachines at
various points during the day in order to
perfbrm a brief worship of one of the
deities in the rnil l . The puja represented
an arena tbr a political battle over the
control of labour through the structuring
of t ime and space. One high-level manager
indicated with a significant degree of an-
noyance, "I wil l stand in each department
of the mill tbr half an hour tomorrow ancl
make sure that they do notjust leave their
machines." This battle was not merely
limited to a monetary question of pre-
serving production levels but represented
a conf'l ict over the preservation of capitalist
discipline in the rnil l .

Through this r:itual, religious worship
created a space of autonomous worker
activity on the factory floor which was
temporarily able to challenge the authority
of management. Consider the following
incident which occurred when I accom-
panied a Iabour offlcer to the department
where the shrines were constructed. One
worker said to the otflcer, "This festival
is tbr 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 ritual space
in the factory; our visit represented an
intrusion into t[is arena. Hence, the ritual
resulted in a transfbrmation of the sphere
of work into al'l inviolable, sacred space
of the worfters. However, this delineation
ofa sacred space also represented the crea-
tion of political boundaries - boundaries
that produce a class opposition between
workers and management through the
religious ritual pracrices ofthe 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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thg workers with the 'science' of modern
tcchnology. The point Chakrabarty wi shes
[o make is that the "man-machine rela-
tionship inside a factory always involves
culture and a techno-economic argument
overlooks this" (1989: 89) However, he
does not consider the possibility that this
'religious outlook' in fact fbrms an intrinsic
element ofthe creation ofclass conscious-
ness and identity. In my alternative reading,
I am suggesting that the performance of
tlte Vishwakarma puja in the factory
through the workers' 'worship of machi-
nery' produced areversal ofthe 'alienation'
of tlre workers tiom the means of produc-
tion; the transtbrmation of the mechanical
department into a sacred space resulted in
a temporary wresting of the control of the
nreans of production ftom management.
Such beliefs provided an alternative con-
ception of social reality [Fields 1985;
ll'aussig I 9801 which temporarilycontested
tlre dominance of capitalist authority in
tlre f'actory. This analysis compels us to
rcconsider such historical instances of the
Vishwakarma puja and at the vcry leasl
to question the assumption that the puja
celebration represents a form of purely
nrystical worship, "whereby the tools often
took on magical and godly qualit ies"
[Chakrabarty 1989:89]. In the contem-
porary context ,  the dynamics of  the
Vishwakarma puja demonstrate the way
irt which such rituals weave together the
workers '  re l ig ious ident i ty wi th an
oppositional class consciousness.

The point which I want to emphasise
here is that this fbrm of ritual-based class
politics temporarily subverts management
attempts to structure time and space and
nlovement on the factory floor. Such
political practices then are not simply
re levant as a manif'estation of a particular
firrm of cultural consciousness; on the
coRtrary this fbrm ofcultural politics sub-
verts management's discipline and surveil-
lance over workers and in etfect contests
the process of the struoturation of class
irr the workplace. Thepointis not of course
kr valorise this tbrm of political practice
as an idealised lbrm of political activity.
Flowever, it is important to note in this
context that such ritual practices in thejute
nrills are not inherently communalised;
llther than presuming that a narrative of
communalism always characterises such
practices, we can begin to understand the
ways in which such class-based practices
have the potential to become communa-
lised through organised political activities
in the context of the contemporary
Flindutva movement. While this cultural
fbrm of class politics may temporarily
subvert certain dimensions of managemsnt
authority it contains within it the potentiat

ofreproducing a politics ofclass opposition
which is linked to other forms of social
exclusions, in this case in relation to other
communities of workers in the jute mills.
To take another example of this potential
for exclusion, such cases of ritual practices
also reproduce exclusionary masculine
spaces as women workers are excluded
t'rom participation in the organisation and 

'

public celebrations. Tlre convergence
between class and community occurs
within a masculine terrain which repro-
duces a form of gendered structural hier-
archy. This form of oppositional poitics
oontests certain structural aspects of
capitalist authority such as the control of
time and space on the factory f'loor while
reproducing other forms of material
inequality. Let us consider this contra-
dictory eff'ect further by turning to a second
case of community-based politics located
in the jute workers' residences.

During the course o1 rny fieldwork,
several male workers who hacl grown
increasingly dissatisfied with the inabil ity
ol'either managcment or un i on s to i mprove
the conditions of the labour lines, the
workers, residences which are situated
around the jute t-actory and owned by the
millowner. The workers decided to create
a tbrum, one that would replace the
authority of both unions and managers.
The composition of the organisation was
particularly striking since it involved
members across caste, religious and el.hnic
identities. Moreover although the members
were not union leaders, the committee did
not represent an anti-union organisation
since several ofthe participants were also
union members.The organisation evolved
out ofa form ofpublic dissatisfaction over
specific problems in the workers' com-
munities. Forexample, one of the fbunders
of the fbrum argued that several workers
had become increasingly concerned about
problems of alcoholism,

The alcohol shopowners just met with the
union leaders and gave them money. So
the leaders took the money and kept quiet.
Slowly the problem of alcohol has been
getting worse. Belbre there were only a
l'ew places selling it. Lately it has bcen
increasing. People who didn't drink betbre
started drinking. Young boys also started
drinking. This talk came up in our Andhra
Pradesh Club. We felt we must stoo this.
We must stop alcoholism. We must stop
all vices. So we set up a meeting and called
members of all the clubs. In this way the
committee 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 committee is completely separate.
Managementhas nothing todo with it. The
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unions ir lso don'1 have anythimg to do with
it. We want it to be sepzrrate. We don't
want any political parties to colne into
it...Some ol' us are with political plrties
but we wil l  not hring that into this work.

The workct 's wcrL' i l t templi l ' lg to construct

an autonolnous communlty ofganlsatton'
one thal w<luld cotltest tlre attempt of

marlzrgement tO legulate social lit'e withitt

the labour lines both in terms of manage-

rnent's clirect ctlntrol as well as tlrrough
joint management-union irct ivi ty. Thc

organisation attelnpted toenfbrce tlris new

community identi ty through the use of

coelci, ,c tact ics. As one of the cotnmittec
members indicated,

First we stoppecl the alcohol. We called
a rneeting with al l the nlcohol shopowners
and gave them a warning. We said we
woulcl heat up allyone who drinks. We
havc heen doing that. I f  anyone is drunk
we bcal them ttp and tie thern up. This way
we got control ol ' the alcohol. Tlren we dicl
t l re srme thing with garnbl ing, First we
gave it wtlning. Tlren we beat up anyone
who wils garnhl ing. In this way we havc
sto;rped itll thc viccs. Then we decided ttr
clean up thc l tnes. We cal led in al l  the
shopkeepers and told thcm tt l  Put uP
garbage cans to tl'lrow waste in. So people
won't thlow galbage anywhere. The next
thin-u rvc wtl t l t  lo do is t i r l  the chi ldren in
the laboul l incs. Thc chi ldren go and play
in the rai lway colony. l t  is l t  shame l irr  us
that thcy have tt t  go there and play. So wc
wil l  tLr lk with the Cornpany Irni l l l  about
gett in-s a playgrouncl tbr them...

Organiscrs ol'the trrutn were unatnbiguous
lb<]ut this use ofcoercion and independent
nol icing ol t l te lahour l ines. As i lnother
of the iornrni l tcL' member cmphasiscd.

We wil l  bcat t tp anyone who drinks. Wc
have heaten up ahout scvcnty or eighty
people. Even i l '  i t  is . I  union leader or i t
oresiderrt ol 'a union i t  wi l t  be the siune.
Even i l  i t  is rny brother or t i r ther' . .This
alcolrol is Ilot Inilclc in government [legal I
shops. l t  is solcl in houses.

Howevcr, the si-slr i l icance of such tnethods

ol 'coercion cannot be understood merely

in teilns ()f a mtnil'estation ol'vitllence antl

brute fillce. On the contrirry, thc success

of such nlethods was based tln tlre public,

soci i : l l  humiI iat ion ol '  the targeted persons.

The entire cumtnunity would kn<lw or be
infonned that tlre particular person lracl

been beatett l i rr  violat ing the social norms

delined hy the cornrnittee. Thc importatrce

of the publici ty of srrch metlrods was
highl ighted hy other forms of social

ostracism used by tlre cotntnittee. As one

worker indicated. "For one person we shet-

ved his head and betrd, put a garland of

shoes around hirn and paraded lrim through

the whole colt lny."
Thecontours of this workers' comrnunity

rested on the prcsumption of common

i nterests r:lf workers. Consi der, fbr instance'

the vision put fbrward byoneof theworkers
involved in the organisation ofthe 'action
cclrnmittee':

We have to do this fbr our children. We
hzrve to educate thern, to try and raise them
up slowly. Our people will throw away all
oi'theirmoney on liquor and gambling and
will not even leave enough money fbr dal
(lentil) and roti (bread) tbr their children.
We have to stop this. lf our children arc
not in school they run around and get
spoiled. The young boys spend their time
in video parlors watclring bad tilms. They
waste themselves.

T'his ernphasis of the committee's agenda
cmhodiecl an attempt of the workers to
invest in their tuture within the urban
setting in Calcutta rather than relying on
their anticipated return to the vil lage.
Flence, the irnage of irnproving the l ives
of children in the labour lines constituted
a vision ol the reproduction of the urban
community of the workers-and an attempt
to i magine acommunity that could become
independent of the politics and autlrority
o l'union-management relhtions yet did not
hrve to retreat to the memory of their
vil lrges of origin.

Despite this vision olacommon purpose
ancl future, the workers continued to rely
on a gendered notion ol- community, a
conceptiott which ultimately lbreclosed
the possibil i ty oi producing a fbrm of
conlmunity which would contest the
cl<lrnain ol' management power. On one
It:vel, tlre committee constructed by the
workers continued to rest on the exclusion
ol'wornen's participation; it had no women
nrernbers and the organisers of the fbrum
irr<licatecl that they did not intend to deal
with issues specitically regarding women.
'l'he vision of the action committee did not
contest prevail ing notions that restrict
urorking class women to specific domestic
or socially acceptable spheres. Further-
nrore, the preoccupatioh of tlre committee
with social order and the future of working
class clrildren rested on the significance
of reploducing a particular model of the
working class family, one which would
uphold existing codes of the appropriate
hehaviour. activity and spaces fbrworking
class women.

Paradoxically, such conceptions which
characterised the workers' community in
l':rct converged with management dis-
courses on the social disorder and disarray
ol'the labour l ines. Consider the tbllowing
clescription of the labour lines by one mill
nlilnager.

The rnain problem is that we have only
seven hundred quarters tbr about fbrty
thousand workers.  There are manY
'.jhupries' (illegal constructions/squatter
settlements). There are about fifty illegal
l iquor shops. All kinds of vices such as,

blue films'prostitution, etc, were ln 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, violent andimmoral
space, onewhich was implicitly contrasted
with the civilised morality of rniddle and
upper class neighborhootls. In his con-
ception, the problem was only one of
numbers, a position which carries with it
the language implicitly linking social and
cconomic disruption to overpopulation -
a connection that perhaps strikes a familiar
chord with national discourses that have
linked family planning with econotnic
development. Rel'erences to prostitution
and pornography stem tiom management
discourses on the social anc[ rnoral disorder
that arises when male wotkers migrate to
the city, leaving their larnil ies behind in
their village; hence there is an association
between the problems and 'vices' ol'the
labour lines and the disruption of the
working class family. This has reinfbrced
the construction ol the ttrban arena as
fbreign, dangerous and male'
While, management wottld continually

characterise the labour lines as violent and
unsafe this conception was interwoven
with a gendered discourse ol' rnorality.
They would point to alcoholism, prosti-
tution, and orime as tbrnls of a social
clisease whiclr violated middle class norms
and their particular representation throu gh
Bengali bhadralok culture. Suclr conce-
ptions were also specitically linkedto views
on the family and appropriate roles lbr
women. Forexample, daughters and wives
of rnanagers would often make ref'erences
to the supposed sexual promiscuity of
women workers. They would indicate tbr
example that women in the labour l ines
whose husbands had deserted them were
living with other rnen and thus violating
acceptable soci al codes regarding maniage.
While management discourses on working
class masculinity centred on the threat of
violence and the protection of upper class
women, discourses on rvtlrking clitss
women in the labour lines focused on the
threat of unrestrained t'ernale sexuality.

This di scursive construction o f the labour
li nes in terms of moral disoriler.reverberates
with parallels to discourses and repre-
sentflt ions produced by tlre community
activism of the workers' action committee.
TIre irony ofthis oonvergence olgendered
discourses is underlined by the fact that
while managetnent was engaged in a
construction of the labour lines in terms
of moral disorder, one of the cornerstones
of social order in the working class com-
munities in tact lies in tht: reproduction
of a patriarchal model of the working class
family. Forexample, dominant ideologies
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within the comtnunities of workers do not
pernrit single wotncn to reside without thc
presence of Ianrily members, pafticularly
male relatives, in the household. Such
dominant ideologies also dictate. that
working class wotnen ntust adopt socially
acceptable roles in which they are respon-
sible fbr pertirrnring domestic labour such
as housework and childrearing and where
they do not enter rnasculine spaces in the
labour lines. Women are rarely seen in tetr
shops in the labour l ines or nearthe factory
and they clo not participate in public
activit ies suclr i is rcligious f 'estivals which
include the pat't icipation of rnale workers,
union lcader's lnd in rnany instances even
management l'epresentatives. Meanwhi le,
wlrile trade unions also play a central role
in shapin-ethe polit ical and cultural splreres
of wclrkers, wotncn workers have alscl
been rnarginalised liorn this activity. The
point I ant making here is not that women
wolkers represent an essentially passivc
or subservient group, but that everyday
social arrd institutional practices of workers
produce exclusionary masouline spaces
which foreclose pr.lssibil i t ies for women's
participation.

In this pxlcess, the rnanagement and
workers' public spheres in etl'ect over-
lapped i n the production of such gendered
discoulses ol' iocial and comrnunity order.
In efl'ect, the conception of the workers'
commurrity which the action committee
produced was unablc to break fiom the
gendered polit ics which lrave shaped
management discourses and union prac-
tices. While the workers were able to
contest relationslrips o1'power (based on
caste. region or religion) by creating a
cl'oss-commulrity organisation the acti<ln
commit tee inadvcrtent ly reproducer l
gendeletl hierarchies. The cornrnittee, by
thil ing to recognise the ways in which
gender replesents a stl'uctural lbrce of
power and hierarchy in lhe tactclry and
wor*ers' residenoes, in ef'tect, ploducecl
a set of polit ical practices which were
unable to break lium certain modes of
capitrl ist power and discipline excercised
by rnanagemenr in the mill. The Iimits o1'
this fir lrn o1'polit ical activity do nor nrerely
stem tionr the persistance of rural pre-
capitalist cultural conceptions of justice
or comrnunity (which as I have shown
convergc with 'rnodern' bourgeois moral
codes regarcling gender and sexuality) but
fi'orn the persistance of gendered inequa-
lit ies wlrich stntcture 'the working class'.

I will turn then in tlre last part o1' the
essay to a discussion of the irnplications
of this r0le o1'gender in the structuration
of the jute workin-c class. The contem-
porary location ol'women workers in tlre
jute mills lras been significantly shaped by
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historical processes which have contri-
huted to the retrenchment and margina-
lisation ol' women in the worktbrce.
It,lodernisation irnd ratir:nalisation of the
.jute industry in the 1950s and 1960s resul-
tcd in a decline of women employed tiom
approximately 20 per cent to 2 per cent
of tlre workfbrce. Women workers who
continue to work in the mill are primarily
concentrated in the largecasual workfbrce.
Wornen wlrom I interviewed indicated that
they worked out of economic compulsions
and their prirnary concern was to be able
to <lbtain even a I 'ew weeks of millemploy-
nrent in order to meet daily subsistence
requirernents. In many insktnces, women
u/ere not able to maintain even a basic
subsislence level. This was particularly
tlle case in situations where women were
sole financial supporters of their families.
ln the context of extreme levels of worker
cornpetit ion over mill employment, both
nranagers trnd union leaders argued that
crnployment tbr rnale workers should be
given priority over lbmale workers. In
addition to such arguments, ide<llogical
assunrptions that women workers are
Lrnablc to operate maclrinery and the notion
llrat womelt workers are burdensome
c'rrrployees due to state protective legis-
lution served to constitute powerf'ul ideo-
krgical obstacles to the employrnent of
wornen in the mills. The economrc mar-
gintlisation of women workers was there-
lilre such that the everyday practices of
women workers in the rnills were centred
on a struggle fbr survival rather than on
the participation in organised polit ical
opposition.

An understanding of this polit ics of
survival of women workers cannot be t'ully
grasped either by the analytical category
of resistance or by the assurnption that
structural  constraints s imply inhibi t
women's collective action and produce a
li lrm ol' individualistic survival. Rather.
the lit'e historics of wornen workers whom
I interviewed dernonstrate that  they
irttelpretecl their endurance througlr their
'rnicro' everyday activities as attempts to
clisrupt the reproduction of 'macro' struc-
tures of patriarchy and capitalism even as
tlreir particular social location induced
thern to assess the risks of overt protest.
While working class women were excluded
tiom trade union activity as well as frorn
thetypesof 'cultural' orcommunitypolit ics
r,vhich I have discussed above, women
workers translbrmed the meaning of their
productive and reproductive work tiom
labour appropriated to reprod uce structures
of capitalisrnand patriruchy into the means
tltrough which they attcmpted to imagine
a {uturc fbrtheirchildren that c<lulddisrupt
these structures.

The particular structural location of
werking class women provided the space
fbr women workers to develop a distinctive
fbrm of critical con sciousness tlrrough their
i nterpretations of their everyday strugg les.
For instance, women would use their
personal experiences and problems to
provide a critical assessment of manage-
ment practices or workplace hierarchies.
Women workers in general argued that
they did not have any sources of support.
The response of one wolnnn, "Who is
there to help'? I do everything alone'?" was
echoed by rnany of the wornc:n whonr I
interviewed in the rni l l .  In part icular,
women workers indicated that they did not
view trade unions or workers' community
organisatior.rs in t lre nri l l  as a potential
source of support. Their responses revealecl
a consciousness ofthe systernatic exclusion
of women from the public sphereol 'social
md political power. Represcnration of their
personal experiences canno[ bc understood
as a form of individual ism but as a sharp
cri t ique o1'both union antl  management
pr:rctices. One woman worker fbrexample
argued:

Ifyou go to them [union leadersl they say
come back later. Later. Tlre faboulofl'icers
also say the same thing. They say cotne
back later. He Ipoint ing to elnpty chair of
the personnel managerl neverlras tinte...We
beg and plead about our problems but no
one wil l  l isten. But i f  three ur t i rur of
these big men go into the olfice and make
loud noises they wil l  inunediatcly say
come and sit  down. And they wil l  give
thern help.

This analysis presents a cletlc<lnsciousness
ol ' the gendered nexus between manage-
ment, unions and a privi leged section of
the workfbrce. Another woman rccounted
an incident to demonstrrte the absence of
institutional support fbr wornen workers,

l f  someone is in trouble nrl  one wil . l  help.
I ' l l  tel l  you one story about one woman
I know. Last year one woman h4d an
accident in the mil l .  She fbl l  into a machine,
her whole back was dcstroyed. She was
in the hospital i i rr  three rnonths. No one
helped. The rnanagelnent dicl nothing, the
unions did nothing. We went around and
collected two n-lpees or three rupees fionr
each person and helped lrer. No one else
bothered. If there is something big that
happens the union wil l  do something. l f
someone assaults tne or beats rne in the
mil l .  l f  there is sorne inci<lent with me of
course they will do sornething. If there is
something big. Otherwise no one wil l  help.
l f  there.is a problenr or hirrdship we f lce
there is no one.

Hence, women workers perceived the
unions' deflnit ion o{ 'what qual i l ' ies as an
' i trcident '  as implici t ly exclusive of rhe
concerns and interests lelevant to their
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l ives and wofk.The consciousness of
women workers of the exclusionary nexus
between unions and management has
reintbrced the reluctance of women to
participation in trade unions. One woman

. ior exa*ple argued. "you have to give
them money...Whatever it may be you

- have to give tlrem something. Even if it
'  is ten rupees I won't do that. I 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, I 9921 have ot'ten been interpreted
in terms of the 'apathy' and 'passivity' of
working class women' I would argue that,
on the contrary, women' s rejection of union-
activity can be understood as a fbrm of
consciousness of the exclusionary, gen-
dered practices that have often characteri-
sed the mainstream national trade unions'

' My research on women working in the
mill reveals that the scope for independent
collective action has been severely restric'
ted. The cornbined f'orces of competition,
dependence on employment and the re-
trenchment of women from the worklbrce
have reduced the possibi lity tbr such action.
This is particularly evident in light of the
fact that during the 1950s and 1960s
women workers demonstrated militant
opposition to their retrenchment from the

- mills. In the present oontext' the ability ttr
gain employrnent is the most pressing issue
tor women workers, particularly in light
of past retrenchment and present obstacles
to employment. As one- woman argued;

lf three or tbur of us talk together and say
we wil l go to the management and say
sornething thc others wil l ftel they wil l
lose theirjobs. So we don't do anything'
We are afraid to saY anYthing to
management...Each of us is so busy trying
to see to ourselves. We have so many
problems. We work tbr so tnany years but
we are not permanent workers. I have to
take citre of my brothers. She has three
chilclren to take care of..'We canRot do
anything to mirke things better. Anyway.
we have no money to do anYthing.
The point is notthat women workers are

passive victims or that they are essentially
incapable ofen$irging in collective action.
However, structural constraints and an
absence of resources severely limit the
possibilities tilr organisational activity. As
Bourdieu has suggested, the absence of

, resistance by meinbers of a subordinated
group otten deuotes an ability of the
individuals to recognise the immense
structural constraints which they are taced
with ancl to gain a "practical mastery of
the social structure as a whole". [Bourdieu
1985:7281. It is'this recognition of the

irnmense odds which they face which
compels women to adopt a pragmatic,view
of their everyday lives and transforms
collective protest into a sphere for the

relatively privileged members of their
community. Hence, women's lives in the

iute mill were centred around the struggle
io survive, a task which left less time and

space for overt protest or organisation'
However, an exclusive focus on such

structural constraints on collective action
without an analysis of the ways in which
women workers interpret their own acts
does not fully capture the meaning of their
everyday struggles. Women whom I
interviewed stressed their concerns about
their childrens' future and indicated that
they hoped their labour would produce a

Uetier iife for their children. In their
perception of their productive and repro-
iluctive labour, these women understood
their everyday activities as an attempt to^
irrterrupt the reproduction of structures ot
patriarihy and capitalism in the mill and

irt 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
a tuture in which theirchildren would take
clvertheirjobs. A particularly starkexample
of this vision was represented by the case
of one woman who expressed her desire
kr educate her daughters and to physically
send one of her female babies away so she
could escape both the tactory and mill
li nes [Fernandes I 997b]. In this discursive
construction of their daily actions, women
whom I spoke with understood their
practices as an attempt to ultimately disrupt
irnacro' structures of power reproduced
within the tactory, community and t'amily'

The meanings which women give to
their everyday lives provide us with the
analytical space to move beyond a classi-
fication which either constructs women
workers as clear resistors to 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
tcrms of the category of resistance' Yet
on the other hand, women workers inter-
preted their labour as a means to provide
a better future tbr their children, one that
would move beyond the structures which
have circumscribed their lives. I have
already suggested that this imagined future
and their investment in their children

. prevents us from reducing their practices
to an individualistic form of survival. More
significantly, they did not perceive their
labt'rur as merely serving the needs of
capitalism or patriarchy gvsn vehile they
are acutely aware of the implications and
etl'ects of such larger structures' In this

context, wecannotthen assumethatwomen
workers in the mill are simply victims or
that women's reproductive labour can be
reduced to the reproduction of these
structures [Kuhn and WolPe 1978].

By taking seriously the ways in which
women workers discursively construct
their own social location, practices and
experiences we are able to construct a third
possibility, one that can inform recent
iesearch which has pointed both to the
dangers of romanticising resistance [Abu-
Lughod 19901 and the problems of pre-

r.nling women as passive victims of
structuresof oppression lMohanty 199 l]'
This can allow us to analyse the very real
material 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 wlrich operate in the
mill, communitY and tamilY'

CoNcI-usIoN

This essay has attempted to analyse
certain forms of cultural politics as ameans
of demonstrating the varying layers of

structural i nequality that serve to constitute
the working class. In this context' I have
engaged in an attempt 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 conct: ptions of what
counts as 'structure'. In thinking of the
structure of 'the working class' as multi
layered and as produced in time, space and

movement, my aim has been to argue that
criticisms of teleological' unitary con-

ceptions ofthe working class do not neces-
sitite a shift lrom but rather a revision of

the ways in which we think of structuralist
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 to an

understanding of the waYs in which

different forms of class-based political
practices may contest and ieproduce the
intersecting structural hierarchies which
constitute the working class. For instance,
in the jute mills community-based politics

have contested certain forms of manage-
ment control over the workers' residences
yet reproduced gendered inequalities that

itructure the working class. Rather than
resting with the assertion that pre-capitalist
cultural identities simply foreclose the

emergence of class politics, the essay has
insteid argued that such cultural ties point
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to the layered structural formation of the
working class in thejute industrial arena.
An intenogation of the di stinction between
the categories of culture and structure
necessitates an understanding of difference
which is constitutive of the structure and
politics of the working class rather than
as a predetermined obstacle to oppositional
class polit ics.

Notes
[Thisessay was firsrpresentedat the Social Science
.Research Council Conference on'lThe World of
Indian Industrial Labour", Amsterdam. December
9-t3,  t997. l

I The essay draws on | 8 months of fieldwork
which included a detailed studv of one iute
mill in Calcutta based on daily visits to the
factory for approximately 8 hours a day,
interview conducted at other iute mills in
West Bengal. i nterviews with staie-level union
representatives from the leading central trade
unions and archival work conducted at the
Indian Jute Mills Association. Due to limits
of space, the essay is confined to a discussion
of a few examples from this research. A full
presentation of the empirical research and
theoretical argument is contained in Fernandes,
1997a.

l The contours of the debate over exceptionalism
and universalism have also taken place in the
context of studies of labour politics in the
United States and Britain with the case of
English working class formation serving as
theideal type for the behaviour of 'the workins
class' and the United States servins as i
markerof exceptionalism. For a criticalieview
of conventional explanations of 'American
exceptionalism' see Katznelson (1981).

3 Such studies of these two variants rest on
images of the 'traditionalism' of the Indian
worker. On one hand, the Indian worker is
depicted as rural and illiterate and therefore
different from the modem (westem) industrial
worker. See for example Rao, 1965. On the
other hand, such studies focus on the way in
which precapitalist ties serve as an obstacle
to the class conciousness ofthe Indian worker.
See for example Mamkoottam (1982 124).

4 This pointhas also been madebyChandavarkar
(1994).

5 For instance, Chakrabarty ( l 989) depicts the
problem of culture as a problem of the
persistence of the 'primordialism' of cultural
identities. See Femandes, (1997) for a more
extensive discussion of Chakrabartv's work.

6 Chakrabarty (199.1: 1095).
7 AihwaOng, forinstance, argues thatthe Malay

women workers in her study see themselves
as "politically informed Malay Muslims" rather
than as a class in the Marxian sense [Ong
19881. However, her discussion and reiection
of the category ofclass is based on an anatysis
of class as an identity. She does not, for
instance, address the question of whether the
location of women workers in the factory
constitutes them as a class in u ,tru"turol
sense. In the process, her rich ethnography of
the intersections between genderand the labour
process does not lead to rethinking of the
category of class and the ways in which the
structural position ofthe Malay working class
is constituted through a layered intersection
of gender, ethnic and class relations.

8 The vast literature on the relationship between
gender and labour in India as well as in
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comparative context has significandy unsettled
both conceptions of structure as well as the
opposition befween cultural and structuralist
approaches. Researchon the gendered division
of labour and the relationship between
production and reproduction has demonstrated
the assymetrical structural relationship
between male and female workers. Such
research has demonstrated that while sender
inequalities are linked to hegemonic c-ultural
norms theyare also structurally-based identities
that both shape and are produced by socio-
economic processes. See for instance Acker
(1988),  Baner jee (1991),  Mies (1986).

9 I discuss this at length in Femandes (1997):
chapter 4.

l0 For a theoretical discgssion of the multiple
and interesting forms ofstructure which shipe
the categories ofwomen and women's agency
see Kumkum Sangari (1993).
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