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Slavery

 Slavery is any system in which principles of property 
law are applied to people, allowing individuals to own, 
buy and sell other individuals, as a de jure form 
of property.

» Brace 2004; Mauritania 2007
 Slavery is the permanent, violent domination of 

natally alienated and generally dishonored persons.
– Patterson 1982, 13
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https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Property_law
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/De_jure
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Property


Slavery

 No legally enforceable ties 
 No social existence and attachments other than 

those chosen by slave-owners
 “Geneological isolates”
 Dishonour
 Powerlessness
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Slavery

 Obvious advantage of using slaves: the fact that 
they could be whipped into shape 

» Patterson 1982, 303.
» From ownership of humans to things
» Slave is thingified or non-being

– Social Death
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Modern Slavery

 More slaves today than ever in the last 500 years
– 46 million slaves
– 18 million slaves in India alone

» Walk Free Foundation 2016
• Farm workers, industrial workers, domestic 

workers, sex workers…
– Chattel Slavery
– Debt Bondage Slavery
– Contract Slavery
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Modern Slavery

 May not be long term
 Racial differences less important
 Surplus of potential slaves
 Slaves are disposable
 Hidden

– Bales et al. 2009
 Institutional deflection

– Crane 2013
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Slavery and Violence

 Violence is damaging the other, putting it at risk, and 
threatening to expunge it as a subject.
– Normative Violence

• Violence inflicted by normalized frameworks 
that organize social worlds.

• Violence in norms of recognition
• Politics of ontology

– Butler 2004
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Slavery and Violence

We do not see violence and slavery as 
individual acts of moral depravity. 

 “What kind of world gives rise to such 
individuals? And what is the process of 
‘giving rise’?”
– Butler (2004b, p. 16)
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Methods

 Kolkata over a period of 6 Months
 25 depth interviews with kajer lok to uncover 

phenomenological accounts
 10 client/employer Interviews
 Hermeneutical analysis
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Unworthy Consumer and Untouchability

 I see my cup or my plate separate from others in all other houses where 
I work. One of them has even separated my water bottle from theirs 
and they keep my bottle under the basin. They don’t give me a glass. 
Whenever the bottle is empty, they pour water in it. I am never allowed 
to sit on a sofa in any house. I always sit on the floor. Whenever they 
serve food, they place the plate on the floor. I feel bad then, but I have 
to do the work. For this reason I try not to eat in these houses. If they 
force, I ask them to give the food in a packet and I take the packet 
home.

• Ahana, a kajer lok
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Unworthy Consumer and Untouchability

 Yes, she (kajer lok) has a separate cup for drinking tea. She doesn’t 
drink tea regularly. It may so happen that she comes to work at a time 
when we are having tea. Then we ask her whether she would like to 
have a cup of tea. See, had she been a full-time help we would not 
have discriminated against her. But she handles various kinds of waste 
materials from different houses, that is why we feel she might be 
unhygienic. After all, while sipping a cup of tea the cup gets in touch 
with the saliva of her mouth. How can we have tea from the same cup 
again? What if she carries some disease? It is more of feeling of hatred 
for their lifestyles than the fear of being infected that prevents us from 
drinking from her cup…Her clothes are dirty; maybe she is wearing 
that from the previous day. In such a situation I would not like to allow 
her sit on the table.
– Arati, a client / employer
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Unworthy Consumer and Untouchability

 Yes, if she sits on the sofa I will dislike that.  My husband sits there. If 
she sits there with dirty clothes on, I will certainly raise objection to 
that. I observe that she wears one saree for 2-3 days. If she sits on the 
sofa wearing dirty clothes I cannot accept that. My husband does puja 
(prays). The place will become impure with her touch. If she leaves the 
sofa on which my husband sits and sits on another chair I won’t mind. 
I will not prevent her. But she doesn’t prefer to sit on them. She has tea 
sitting on the floor…No, she is not prevented from entering the 
kitchen. After cleaning the utensils she keeps them in the kitchen. I am 
not that orthodox. But I have made one thing clear that while she is 
menstruating she should not enter the kitchen. She must inform me 
beforehand.
– Brinda, a client/employer
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Violent Extraction of Value

 If I broke anything, they won’t spare me. One day utensils fell from my 
hand. I was beaten badly that day. Again sometime later, they asked me 
to bring mustard seeds and to make a paste of that. After I pressed the 
mustard seeds, it turned bitter. And they cooked fish curry with that. 
That day that lady punched me on my chest. She accused, “You bought 
inferior quality and cheated the rest of the money. Give us back the 
money quickly.” They punched me viciously. I was not in a condition to 
speak. They told me, “A lot of expensive fish is wasted “who would pay 
the money, your father? ( tor baba debe?).” That lady picked my 
suitcase and threw it out on the road and asked to go out from their 
house at that very moment. I told her, “Inform my father, he will come 
to get me.” They did not hear me. They pushed me out from their house. 
They did not even give my salary of 5 months. It was afternoon that 
time. I did not know the way back home.

– Anu, a kajer lok 13



Violent Extraction of Value
 I remember the day when (my client’s) elder daughter (at that time her age was 

6 years) fell while she was playing with me. She got hurt in her leg and the 
wound was bleeding. Then Boudi (woman client and child’s mother) came 
rushing and grabbed me by my hair. Then she started beating me and hit my 
hand with something. (I do not remember what that thing was). Immediately I 
screamed out with pain. At night my hand was swollen. They did not serve me 
dinner that night. She just kept saying, “You are here for looking after my 
daughters. We haven’t kept you here for playing around as if you are not 
grown up enough.  Had she broken her leg then who would have cared for her? 
Do you know the fees of the doctor?” Intense pain in my left hand kept me 
awake that night. I told her that my hand was in pain. But she told, “It’s a good 
thing. Next time when you go out to play this would remind you.” I was made 
to wash a lot of utensils with that hand. After returning home, the husband took 
me to the doctor’s chamber. Doctor examined me and then I realised that my 
hand was broken. When the doctor asked how my hand was broken, Boudi
said, “She fell while playing.” I was so stupid that I could not speak the truth to 
that doctor. As they paid the doctor for me, they deducted that amount from my 
salary that month.

» Sumitra, a kajer lok
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Patriarchy and Commodification

 When I first engaged as a day-night domestic help at that very house, 
there was a brother of that Boudi (client). He went there every Sunday. 
He tried to touch me several times. At that time I was young and was 
not married then. I was afraid of him; I used to get overwhelmed by a 
strange sense of fear and terror. Whenever I saw that man, I used to 
hide myself from him. He called me to give me 5 rupees and tried to 
touch my breasts. Once I also told him, “what are you doing? I am 
much younger than you”. Then he told me, “You promise me not to 
disclose this.” He gave me more money. I did not want to take the 
money. But there was a strange fear, I was not able to say this to 
anyone of them. I could not speak anything or tell him that I won’t take 
the money due to a certain sense fear. That man again did that to me. 
Yes, he touched my breasts many times. I was not able to accuse him. 
Whenever I saw him, I got afraid.

– Ashima, a kajer lok 15



Patriarchy and Commodification

 There was an unmarried Dada (young male member) in that house. 
Whenever he got a chance, he behaved badly with me. I was very 
young. I was not able to say anything due to fear. Whenever he got a 
chance, he touched my body. I stood still then. And that dada touched 
several parts of my body. I tried to tell others of that house about this, 
but I never succeeded. It started when I was 11-12. I remember that at 
that time I did not start to menstruate also. When sometimes I watched 
television alone, he came there and started bad behaviour with me. 
Otherwise he just called me to his room and closed the door or when 
the house was empty, he called me to his room. I often did not want to 
go there. But what could I do? I stayed at their house. Where would I 
go to hide from him? There was such a strange fear that I was never 
able to tell this to my parents. I thought that no one would believe me. 
After that when I was 14-15, he raped me.

• Rita, a kajer lok 16



Sovereign Market Practices and 
Normalization of Modern Domestic Slavery

 Different social scripts constitute Markets
– Class
– Caste
– Patriarchy

• Normative Violence

 Resurgent sovereign power within 
contemporary biopolitics

• Butler 2004
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Sovereign Market Practices and 
Normalization of Modern Domestic Slavery

 Ungrievability as a mode of Normalization
– Ellipsis
– Dehumanization

• “A life that can be regarded as a life, and be 
sustained by that regard. Without grievability, 
there is no life, or rather, there is something 
living that is other than life…sustained by no 
regard, no testimony, and ungrieved when lost.”

– Butler 2009, 15 18



Sovereign Market Practices and 
Normalization of Modern Domestic Slavery

Made Ungrievable and Unseen by 
Socially Constituted Markets
– Competition
– Value
– Commodification
– Unworthy consumer

• “Violence inflicted by normalized frameworks 
that organize social worlds.”

– Normative Violence
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Sovereign Market Practices and 
Normalization of Modern Domestic Slavery

 Not invisible
– “Incapable by nature of being seen”

 Not in a state of institutional deflection
 It is unseen!

– Frames of Recognition
– Butler 2009

• “There are no obituaries…if there were to be an 
obituary there would have been a life, a life 
worth noting, a life worth valuing and 
preserving, a life that qualifies for recognition.”

» Butler 2004, 34 20



Sovereign Market Practices and 
Normalization of Modern Domestic Slavery

 “It is not just that a death is poorly 
marked, but that it is unmarkable. Such 
a death vanishes, not into explicit 
discourse, but in the ellipses by which 
public discourse proceeds.”
– Judith Butler 2004, 35
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