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Abstract:   Identity, Collectivism and Resistance in Sri Lanka’s Free Trade Zones.

The aim of my thesis is to challenge Marxist and mainstream definitions of class-consciousness and identity, collectivisation and resistance among female workers in Sri Lanka’s Free Trade Zones (FTZs) – Katunayake (KFTZ), Biyagama (BFTZ) and Kogalla (KgFTZ). In the middle half of the twentieth century, women in South Asia began to enter the formal urban labour markets and gain employment in factories set up under Export Orientated industrialisation policies. Free Trade Zones were often part of this policy package, as in the case of Sri Lanka. The women who work in these factories have received much attention in both academic writing and the popular press. Labour exploitation and alienation from the labour process has been characteristic of these reports, coupled with issues of sexual identity, patriarchy and oppression. There has also been literature that has examined issues of liberation from local patriarchal constraints as well as literature on the various forms of resistance enacted by the women workers.

The aim of this research is to go beyond these accounts to examine the relationships between the women and their connections to each other, their work and the wider societal context. Too often, the literature in this area looks at the individual and her alienation from the labour process, and the fragmentation that results in resistance activities.  Based on a preliminary study carried out as part of my honours thesis in 2001, it is hypothesised that the women experience a form of collectiveness that is grounded in a sense of “sameness” that leads to affective bonds and hence, resistance. However, given the nature of the environment that they live in, this resistance is not sustained.

