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The secret and gendered lives of the underground

Kuntala Lahiri-Dutt 

Resource, Environment & Development Program, Crawford School of Public Policy, ANU 
College of Asia and the Pacific, The Australian National University, Canberra, Australia

ABSTRACT
The underground—for decades the invisible ‘other’ of land-
scape and terrain in geography—has emerged in political 
ecology literature as the source of ‘stuff’, or material things, 
resources and commodities that are not deemed intrinsically 
valuable until extracted. As a corrective, this paper offers a 
feminist political ecology perspective that brings subaltern 
women’s voices to the forefront, and argues that the under-
ground is co-constituted as a gendered space by gendered 
humans. As evidence, I take the readers on a journey into 
the belly of a coalmine where humans labour, and bring 
out women’s voices that narrate their experiences and imag-
inations to create the underground as a space teeming with 
social life. These alternative and gendered narratives reinstate 
the diverse, complex, and secret lives of this netherworld, 
draw attention to the politics of imagining space, and poten-
tially shift geographers’ focus to interpreting the under-
ground as a gendered social space.

Into the underground

The primary ground in conventional geographic texts is the visible, exposed 
surface ‘where most of the action is’ (Gibson 1979, 23), the space that geog-
raphy has traditionally been concerned with—the ‘weather-world’ (Ingold 
2010, 96–97) that includes the air, the subsoil, and dynamic earth processes. 
One of the early geographers, Hartshorne 1939, famously noted that geog-
raphy’s mandate is the provision of ‘accurate, orderly and rational description 
and interpretation of the variable character of the earth surface’ (1939, viii; 
italics mine). This interpretation neglects depth (Pérez 2015) and verticality 
(McFarlane 2019), which characterize the underground, rendering it ‘the 
other’ of the horizontal space dealt with by geography and geographer, a 
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2 K. LAHIRI-DUTT

space that is in opposition to documented spaces and which provides alter-
native cartographies that are devoid of life. The lack of visual stimuli sepa-
rates the underground from the surface, ‘a pictorial notion’ (Foucault and 
Miskowiec 1986 n.d., 69), and the absence of visibility gives ‘the underworld 
a unique power in the human imagination’ (Williams 1990, 7). The relative 
invisibility of the underground, its verticality and sense of enclosure, lead 
to its being defined in the literature in ‘non-thing’ terms, as either an outer 
space or a margin or as dead or empty space, a void. The underground is 
often conceived of as a technosphere, ‘a model of a technological environ-
ment’ (Williams 1990, 8), where machines are the essential feature. Another 
interpretation of the subterranean is as the source of ‘stuff’—material objects, 
resources, and commodities—things that are not intrinsically valuable until 
extracted (Clack 2009; Shutzer 2021).

Geographers know that nothing in this world exists beyond human imag-
ination, and feminists have underlined that these imaginations are gendered. 
Yet why is this intrinsic part of nature interpreted only as a container of 
resources in political ecology? And what might be the epistemic politics of 
such elucidations?

I argue that excessive attention to the utilitarian value of the underground 
as a vessel for holding objects dehumanizes it. Although this enclosed space 
is known to relatively few, the portrayal of underground as a container of 
resources separates gendered humans from their places of work and their 
imagined places. This view skews our views of the underground and turns 
it into ‘geography’s secret’: the space that remains asocial, ungendered, and 
outside of our purview. This separation allows us to erase the labour of 
those who toil there and co-constitute the underground as a gendered 
space. I argue that at the core of a feminist-historical-materialist account of 
the underground is gendered labour processes whereby bodies mix with 
the earth, co-producing the place.

Let us plunge into the darkness of the underland, into the belly of the 
coal mine. We start our descent by climbing into the shaft enclosure, holding 
on to the rod overhead, and trying to balance as the iron cage bangs noisily 
down the narrow chute. The clatter of iron bars no longer occupies our 
minds as we leave the known world and descend into the realm of the 
underground. As the faint rays of light fade gradually, we lose our sense of 
day and night; in the near-complete darkness, our eyes do not see much, 
and we must rely on our senses of touch, smell, and hearing. In this sens-
escape of the depth of the coal-pit, we feel ‘profoundly disoriented’ (Bridge 
2013). In the ‘darkness of the morning’ (Parker 1975), switch on the tiny light 
on your helmet to orient yourself to this ‘different’ space. Now we can see 
figures—shadowy, human bodies—toiling in this space. We hear voices, 
mates calling out to each other, the grinding of machines, iron clanking, 
bells ringing, large fans whirring as they blow air into the tunnel so that 
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we may breathe. Our vertical descent arouses wonder, risk, and danger; it 
reminds us that ‘[t]he subterranean environment is a technological one—but 
it is also a mental landscape, a social terrain, and an ideological map’ 
(Williams 1990, 21).

The feminist act of entering into the secret space of an active underground 
mine is to deviate from the masculinist, utilitarian and materialistic concep-
tualisations that are based on a one-sided interpretation based on political 
ecology of the subterranean. This descent helps us to understand how 
gendered labour processes constitute the ‘becoming’ of the void that is also 
not so empty. Once our eyes begin to see the hidden figures labouring 
there, we no longer interpret the underground as a ‘non-thing’, a frontier to 
explore, a storage space to utilise, or an endless space of materials for 
humans to extract. We begin to see the underground as a social space, 
where the underground modifies gendered humans as they change this 
space through simultaneous transformations, and feel the immense power 
of the underground to impact social life elsewhere on the surface (Huber 
2008, 106). By making the gendered social life of the underground visible, 
we not only see these spaces as culturally produced (Bennett 2020), but 
also as gendered.

The descent into the underground is also a travel into deep time (McFarlane 
2019). Space and time are physical, material phenomena as much as con-
stellations of social practices and symbolic ideas; they have diverse meanings 
that speak eloquently about work, the cultures of work, and bodies that 
work, and about how these working bodies are discursively constructed, 
socially represented, and legally regulated. To help you conceive the under-
ground as a gendered social space, I use material from oral histories and 
narratives from real people in the collieries of India. These tales of alterna-
tive—and gendered—imaginations allow us to reframe the underground 
and reinstate its diverse and complex lives, which have tended to elude 
geographers. These narratives shift scholarly attention away from material 
supremacy to the social and gendered life of the underground, and argues 
in favour of viewing it not partially, in its modern materialist form as the 
source of commodities, but in its entirety, as a place that is meaningful to, 
and has meanings attributed to it, by gendered human beings. I use the 
term ‘modern’ broadly, for there are multiple modernities.

The underground: geography’s secret

The ‘other’ of surface, the underground, is imagined in modernity as womb 
of the earth (Merchant 1990), hell or the netherworld (Pike 2007), and the 
‘third dimension’ of geographic territory (Bridge 2013). It is codified in neg-
ative terms—’black’, ‘hidden’, dysfunctional—and is associated with a com-
modity fetish. This materialist approach was perhaps initiated very early on 
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by Lewis Mumford whose 1932 visit of an elaborate, life-sized mining museum 
revolted him to an extent as to lead him to portray mines as representative 
of capitalist industrialization, a metaphor for the modern world, and an 
allegory for the increasing artificiality of technological civilization and its 
distancing from the organic rhythm of the natural world (Mumford 1934, 
77). Kaika and Swyngedouw (2000) deploy the Marxian concept of natural-
ization of commodities (in their case, water) to show how the infrastructure 
that provides it is hidden, ‘opaque, invisible, disappearing underground, 
locked into pipes … conduits, tubes, passages’ to render the process of 
commodity fetishization (123). This underground remains ‘fairly hidden from 
view’, as geographers march on with their core enterprises with ‘a surface 
bias’, although they argue that ‘the subsoil has an analytical significance of 
its own and that this merits specific attention’ (Bebbington and Bury 2013, 
1, 25). Elden (2013) endows the subterranean with power, and argues that 
power has a historicity specific to geography in his (Elden 2021) more 
recent work.

Essentially, this geometrical analysis relies upon an abstract, Cartesian 
view of space as empty, or as a container of things. This becomes evident 
when Bebbington and Bury (2013) explain the ‘hiddenness’ of the under-
ground as the hidden cost of extraction, such as the loss of memories, 
and the erasure of people’s responses to extraction. The prevailing approach 
to the subterranean is to view ‘people’ as belonging to the surface only, 
thereby creating a binary between the produced and ‘real’ spaces on the 
surface, and crafting a ceaseless dynamic between the imagined and the 
material, which can be ‘equated to that between the individual and the 
social and physical environment’ (Crawshaw and Fowler 2008, 458). This 
enduring archetype of the underground, Williams (1990) reckons, ‘is not 
a theme beyond time and society’ (11) and Pike (2007, 1) argues that the 
underground has been a dominant image of modernity since the late 
eighteenth century. It has been a site of fascination, of hidden truth—a 
space that is threatening and otherworldly and which lies in opposition 
to the ordinary world above. The material underground as the most heavily 
exploited and technologically developed space is embodied in modern 
city living. As scientific knowledge and technology advanced, the idea of 
building a liveable and useable underground became credible. Kansas 
City’s Third Dimension is a film that depicts the possible ‘uses’ of a 
once-abandoned limestone mine acquired in 1944 by the Commodity 
Credit Corporation to ‘develop’ it into a storage facility. The property of 
the underground as a ‘natural cooler’, the film argues, can lead to the 
‘resourceful utilization’ of a virtual wasteland (Dean 1975, 25). The modern 
view is also expressed eloquently by McKinley (1993) who emphasizes the 
inadequate use of the underground and its resources and urges its utili-
sation for future super-cities. These cities now entail a vertical existence 
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(Pike 2005), with spaces that are far-removed from day-to-day human 
interactions (Graham 2016).

Yet, powerful negations oppose the underground’s utilitarian value epit-
omized in modernity. These annulments are both from the binary thinking 
in modernity and the continued flow of pre-modern beliefs, attitudes and 
views. First, some modern imaginings of the underground contain strong 
negative associations (Most 2014), connoting places, activities, and ways of 
life that are somewhat devious, not mainstream or legal (Razavy 2005). These 
imaginings can be expressed metaphorically as ‘underground economy’ 
(Gowan 1997) and ‘underground markets’ (Spillane 1998), and in words like 
‘wilderness’ and ‘waste’ in thinking of the actual space (Watson and Smith 
1971). These words are meant to arouse feelings of danger and entrapment 
(Ringstad 1994); consequently, both the metaphoric and literal underground 
become subject to denigration, or control through mapping and formalization 
(Kim and Kim 2010). I might add here that strangely, modernist interpreta-
tions of the underground sometimes also imagine an alternative economic 
space, a space of resistance (Rycroft 2003; Ziegler 2004), refuge, and harmony 
(Tanenbaum 1995), and a space to celebrate (Young et  al. 2009). Through 
all these, the underground becomes either heroic or the site of greed-driven 
journeys into a traditionally forbidden realm, the ‘appropriation of a nine-
teenth century space for its late twentieth century needs’ (Pike 2007, xiv).

Second negation of modernist views of the underground comes from 
pre-modern and folk worldviews that see the underground as a part of a 
whole system that comprises the earth, the heavens, and the ‘otherworld’. 
For example, in the Taoist imagination, the realm of the underground exists 
as a counterpoint to celestial spheres (Keightley 1978). Unlike the Western 
vision of the underground as hell, the Taoist underground is a temporary 
abode for those who are not yet part of the celestial hierarchy; the inhab-
itants can escape from this netherworld by working their way up the ranks 
of the otherworldly bureaucracy (Dean, pers. Comm. 2015). In Indian folklore, 
the underworld—patala—is one of the three realms that constitute the 
cosmos; the other two are swarga (heaven) and martya (earth). The patala, 
inhabited by the nagas (mythical serpents), is imagined as a beautiful realm—
with groves and lakes, and sweet fragrance and music wafting through the 
air (Dimmitt 2012). These conceptualizations are in contrast to the modernist 
imagination of the underground. Melo Zurita (2020, 276) underlines that 
underground is not at all the ‘sub terra nullius’ that it is assumed to be in 
mainstream views: ‘Thus, although the subterranean has increasingly become 
an epistemological space for economic, social and political calculation … 
the underground in many ways still remains a mystical place that involves 
ritual’. Melo Zurita (2021, 6) also argues: ‘Before humans started constructing 
infrastructure projects … underground spaces were—and they still are—an 
essential part of cosmologies; they are used for survival, as spaces of refuge 
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and also as spaces that literally provide the life that sustains us’. Here we 
see how true Massey’s (2006) views are on space and place as mental as 
well as physical constructs, and how these two, though distinct, are 
complementary.

Within the discipline of geography, feminist political ecologists have rec-
ommended moving beyond simplistic explanations of nature–society rela-
tionships towards critical analyses of complex and synergistic intertwinements, 
taking into account the contextual moralities and politics. This critique brings 
together interests concerning gender, power, justice, and intersectional and 
everyday experiences to co-constitute subjectivity and environment within 
historically situated webs of power relations at multiple scales (Harcourt 
2019). The less visible ‘intimate’ scales (such as the body) are especially 
significant (Nightingale 2015). Feminist political ecology, rooted ‘simultane-
ously in political economy, ecology and feminist activism’ that challenges ‘… 
dominant practices of [environmental] knowledge and authority’ (Resurreccion 
and Rebecca 2021, 5) is informed by feminist critiques of science, and empha-
sises power and the situatedness of knowledge.

Feminist political ecology resonates with neo-materialist historian LeCain’s 
(2015) arguments against ‘object fetishism’ highlighting the historically and 
discursively constituted character of the natural world. LeCain (2009, x) writes: 
‘[t]he subterranean is best understood as a hybrid system that combined 
natural and technological systems, rather than as a completely artificial 
construct imposed on a natural world’. The historical, the global, and the 
local bring together a multiply constituted underground that is both a 
physical reality and imagined, a microcosm of society. The underground 
draws our attention away from fixed boundaries to heterogeneity and internal 
differentiation, and to relational and contested spaces and their capacity to 
change over time (Hetherington 1997).

Underground mines are ritualized places full of material implements—
technologies of what Dibner (1981) calls ‘renaissance engineering’—and 
represent the triumph of scientific knowledge. This foreign, unfamiliar El 
Dorado Technicum (Graulau 2001, 94) has systems of social control that are 
also gendered (Rickard 1933; Gier and Mercier 2006). The shafts of a coalmine 
transform the material experience of the environment and technology into 
a heterotopic, symbolic frame that transcends the physical and incorporates 
fragments of everyday gendered life. The machines we use to descend into 
the underground do not only retrieve commodities but also the gendered 
social life of this space.

Can the inversion of topography in an underground mine also be an 
inversion of the conventional geographical binary logic that separates the 
physical reality from the imagined abstract, and the surface from the under-
ground? How is the subsoil constituted by the labour and tears, and imag-
inations of gendered beings? These questions can prompt the development 



Gender, Place & Culture 7

of a wider theoretical and conceptual perspective by furthering Bebbington’s 
(2012) view of underground political ecologies—’to engage with the subsoil 
highlights the centrality of the state to political ecology’ (Bebbington and 
Bury 2013, 25)—and bring the gendered social to the forefront. However, 
Bebbington and Bury (2013) believe that statist centrality is expressed in 
struggles against the capitalized mining of commodities, but pay little atten-
tion to the spatiality of the underground. Richardson and Weszkalnys (2014) 
contest conventional and reductive conceptions of resources as ‘nature turned 
culture’, or purely ‘social constructs’, and offer ‘resource materialities’ as a 
guide for studying the multitudinous ways in which resources exist beyond 
their valuation and circulation as commodities. Street and Coleman (2012) 
deal with ‘unconventional’ and fictional spaces (in their case, the hospital) 
that are often seen as sites of tension with spatial ambiguities. This spatial 
ambiguity, they claim, has three simultaneous modes of representation that 
are applicable to the coal mines in this paper. First, underground mines are 
represented as places isolated from everyday social spaces in their symbol-
ically ordered, mysterious, and magical nature. Second, in contrast to this 
image, the representations veer around the changeability (that is, disasters 
such as flooding or roof falls) that impinges upon this highly structured 
world. Third—a product of the first two characteristics—is the bounded yet 
permeable status: one cannot enter the mine easily, yet it is not made 
entirely of rocks. Notably, all three representations are devoid of femininity: 
imagined by men and imagined as masculine.

Corporeal bodies in material places

I will now take you to the secret gendered social spaces of underground 
mines. Let us begin in one of the world’s largest, the Anaconda copper mine 
in Butte, USA. LeCain (2009, 25) laments that this exceptional feat of engi-
neering never earned the attention, admiration, and criticism lavished on 
the massive terrestrial icons of modernity:

Imagine if the mines of Butte were somehow carved out of the surrounding rock as 
a single block, lifted up, inverted, and set back down on the surface. The resulting 
structure of stone, steel, and wood would, in many regards, far surpass any other 
on the planet. A mile high at its tallest point, the Butte mines would be twice as 
big as the world’s largest skyscrapers, while the 726-foot-high Hoover Dam would 
be dwarfed in comparison.

Mining engineers build these giant structures, the quintessential human 
products of modernity. They see the mine as ‘an organism’ and speak in 
terms of the ‘life of a mine’—from exploration, development, construction, 
and mineral processing to the completion or closure of operations (Black 
1965, 111, 115). Integral to this life cycle are engineering and technology: 
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finding the ore body, planning and constructing the mine and all its asso-
ciated works, digging up the ore and processing it to produce a marketable 
mineral product. In his influential 1934 Technics and Civilization, Mumford 
says that the mine is ‘the first completely inorganic environment to be cre-
ated and lived in by men’ (67). Mumford describes the mine as a lifeless 
world, a concrete expression of capitalist environmental and social relations 
where capitalism and its destructive technology break the rhythm of nature. 
Mining engineers too take their job literally (ingenero, to create) creating an 
environment that is a subject of rock mechanics, the safety of workers, or 
the efficiency of production. As a result, social scientists have conventionally 
treated mining as the quintessential ‘other’, a special human project in its 
disregard for nature preservation (Lahiri-Dutt 2010).

Constructing a massive underground mine is an engineering feat, and 
this colossal scale conceals the tiny individuals who toil there. The sheer 
scale of some mines also invisibilises the gendered labour performed in 
these spaces. Even anthropologists, whose core business is to study the 
Anthropos, tend to focus more on the material; Taussig (1980), for example, 
writing on the worldview of peasant cultivators turned into waged miners, 
blames the labourers for turning into ‘agents of the devil’. This cosmology 
of miners has been assumed to be ‘the [only/predominant] response of 
people to what they see as an evil and destructive way of ordering economic 
life’ (36). Like the surface space, and mining as a human endeavour, the 
miner therefore becomes the archetypal ‘other’ of ordinary rural people, 
imagined as a farmer whose life follows the rhythm of nature. In this world 
of mining, women are relentlessly oppressed by a male-dominated society 
of mining labour (Nash 1979). While agriculture has a pattern—harvest fol-
lowed by germination—mining is associated with ‘luck’: having mineral 
deposits (for countries) or striking it (for individuals) (Harvey and Press 
1990, 2).

In this vein, Heuzé (1996) writes about the tract that ‘lies between the 
two rivers’ in the eastern part of India, the coal mining tract where much 
of my own ethnography was carried out. He notes that rural folks who visit 
the coal fields ‘testify to feeling ill at ease and, in fact, remain there for the 
shortest period of time’ (153), creating a bi-polarity between the surface and 
the underground, the normal and the dysfunctional/abnormal, the farmer 
and the miner.

Gendered underground

Alternative views exist. Scott (2008) argues for re-visioning the history of 
colonization into the subterranean, suggesting that colonists’ engagement 
with the underground were varied, and that the subterranean cannot exclu-
sively be regarded as a space of colonial domination and exploitation. Benya 
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(2017) notes in her work on South African platinum mines that the colonial 
history of underground mine labour is gendered. In the context of Indian 
coal mines, Nite (2015) argues that it is impossible (emphasis mine) to think 
of India’s coal mining history as ungendered. One can extend this point and 
argue that if the underground space is swarming with people, envisioning 
it as purely a physical, ungendered entity is imprudent.

The gender of the surface and the underground becomes apparent in 
Smith’s (2006) analysis of the position of Korean women in Japanese mines. 
He shows that, as elsewhere, the pre-war Japanese mining workforce was 
shaped by gender, ethnicity, and class, where surface and the underground 
played significant roles. Korean women were the minority, but they consti-
tuted a disproportionately large percentage of hewers; they earned lower 
incomes than majority-group miners, experienced discrimination in housing 
and other areas of daily life, and were, generally, never able to assume 
supervisory positions (of the sakiyama). But what is significant is the location 
of their work: Korean women worked on the surface, whereas Japanese 
women were employed underground. While relatively safe, these above-ground 
jobs were poorly paid.

In the mines, new gender norms were introduced. In South African under-
ground mines, gender identities that had been developed on the surface 
became fluid and uncertain underground as black men—usually migrant 
labour—shed their gender identities (Moodie 1994). In the masculine under-
ground environment, older migrant men would form sexual alliances with 
younger men and gratify themselves by rubbing their penises on the thighs 
of the younger men.

In colonial Indian collieries, where both indigenous male and female 
labourers worked together, the presence of women’s bodies increasingly 
became problematic for colonial administrators, who established codes of 
femininity and decency followed by Western and urban-educated women, 
thereby reinforcing the masculinity of the space (Lahiri-Dutt 2013). Around 
1919, when rumours spread that kamins (women labourers) were giving 
birth to babies inside the coal seams, the colonial British brought in Curjel 
1923, a woman doctor practicing in Scotland, to inspect. In her 1920 report 
(published later as a journal article in 1923), Curjel (1920, 8, quoted in 
Lahiri-Dutt 2013, 8) disapprovingly describes the working conditions that to 
her appeared strange:

[W]omen who are carrying coal for men employed in opening up new galleries 
may have to work in parts where there is little air movement, in an atmosphere 
vitiated by smoke from naked oil lamps. Young children are found under the same 
conditions, often a small charpoy is brought down as a bed for a young baby.

In response to this report, the nationalists brought in Kamini Ray, a 
university-educated, elite-class indigenous feminist from Calcutta, to scrutinize 
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the situation. When Ray asked the women labourers whether they preferred 
to work above ground while their men went underground, they responded:

No, no; we should like to be together, otherwise we shall always be in fear and 
anxiety thinking what might happen to them. When we work together, we care 
for each other, we have no anxiety, for if we die, we die together. (Ray 1923, 75, 
quoted in Lahiri-Dutt 2013, 7)

This statement reflects not only the women’s willingness to be with their 
partners but also what gender truly means underground: an entire web of 
social relations within which women and men exist. This web is constituted 
of family ties, relations at work underground, and life at home on the sur-
face; the idea of mutuality between the sexes, of working jointly and facing 
risks collectively as a family unit. It is also constituted of ideas and ideals 
that both men and women who inhabit the underground seams value. When 
women say that dying with their men within the mine is better than wor-
rying about them, they are also claiming space and exhibiting agency. Above 
all, the statement suggests that, spatially, the productive and reproductive 
functions of mineworkers had shifted and were shared: the underground 
was not exclusively reserved for non-reproductive activities.

Gendered imaginations

To further understand the gendered underground, we now descend into the 
Chinakuri coal mine in the Raniganj colliery belt of West Bengal, India. Unlike 
the Butte Anaconda copper mine, Chinakuri is one of the oldest functional 
collieries in India, perhaps in the world. Mr Betts, an Englishman, initially 
owned the land and began digging in 1823 using lower-caste and indigenous 
labour from outside the district (Bhattacharjee 2017).

To substantiate my argument that the underground is a social space, I 
will present excerpts from conversations I had at Chinakuri with Dulali, Dulu, 
and Benki. These conversations took place during a three-month visit to 
Chinakuri and surrounding villages in the winter of 2003–04. I have been 
studying women in the Raniganj coal mining area since 1995, with financial 
grants from the Ministry of Environment and Forests, Government of India 
and the University Grants Commission of India. The women, who are among 
many I have worked with in this region over the years, work in the mine. 
They belong either to indigenous or low-caste or subalterm communities of 
‘traditional’ coal cutters (Paterson 1910). These women often came from 
neighbouring districts into the colliery tracts to work with their male rela-
tives—fathers, husbands, brothers—and worked as coal loaders underground 
(Chaudhury 1996). Let me note here that not all of them have visited the 
underground; some have merely fantasized about the space from the surface. 
This is because only a few women remain in Indian collieries today and are 
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generally not allowed to work underground (Lahiri-Dutt 2012). The Indian 
Mines Act, 1952, prevented women from working underground for well over 
half a century (Lahiri-Dutt 2019), but in 2019 the law was amended.

Dulali Bauri, in her mid-forties, is one of the few women colliery workers. 
She makes electric coils for industrial fans that are used to ventilate the 
underground passageways and tunnels. Dulali’s father and husband were 
both coal miners, and when she was younger they took her down the 
Chinakuri shaft several times to show her their place of work, the khadaan 
(mine). These visits are etched in her memory and for her the underground 
remains a tantalizing place. The fact that she is not allowed into the khadaan 
only increases her curiosity. Dulali vividly describes the shadowy figures lit 
by the lamp on her helmet:

In the underground, it is difficult to see what lies ahead. It is a mysterious place … 
The malkattas [miners] move in the dark like shadows. With the coal dust covering 
their clothes and their bodies, they almost merge with the black colour of the coal 
… It is difficult to see who it is, but they know, they recognize, although I can’t 
figure out how they do that. During short breaks, they gather in small groups, talk 
about their families and other things, and share the tiffin [snacks] that they bring 
from home. Even when they are working, they are always looking out for each other.

Dulali describes the sounds and smells of the underground:

It is not quiet at all down there. There are many things happening, things are 
being moved, machines whirring. There are large fans that blow air in the tun-
nel—they make a lot of noise. One can hear all that even if one doesn’t see 
everything, so it gives a strange feeling, nothing that one feels when on the 
surface. Sometimes you cannot even see the walls—that is why they paint the 
walls with chuna [white lime] … The roof of the tunnel is held up with columns 
and wood. And there are many tunnels branching out from the main one, lined 
with train tracks for coal wagons. I do not know where these side tunnels lead 
to. I only know that one can so easily lose one’s way in that maze of tunnels … 
There is a lot of water in the underground—it is a muddy and wet place … It 
has its own smell—a little musty and wet, like the ground after rain … There 
are many animals—cockroaches rustling past, lizards, and sometimes even snakes 
swimming in the water. They try to move quietly along the walls. But any living 
thing becomes white there—from the corner of my eyes, I saw white cockroaches 
and rats running about as we walked along the labyrinth … Some parts of the 
tunnel are warm, some are cooler—you get a sudden breeze of air as you walk 
past … At the end of one tunnel, there are a few men making little holes in the 
rock. They stuff dynamite in these holes and run away. And then boom! The blast 
breaks the coal for the loaders.

Dulali’s testimony brings the underground to life—as a place where 
labour is performed and allegiances are formed, and not as a mere con-
tainer of resources. Working in the underground and building mateship 
extends beyond the underground to the surface, merging gendered iden-
tities. She relates a visit by a leader of the majdoor sabha (workers’ union) 
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to the pit: ‘Banarasiji was proud of him [her husband] when he went to 
see the working condition of my husband [and his colleagues] under-
ground …’.

Dulali’s husband has told her that the underground ‘talks’ to him,1 and 
he heard the rocks speak to him just before some of them came down:

People who work underground can hear the rocks speak to them. The coal talks 
to them, the rocks that hold the roof above them talks to them. Sometimes, the 
workers would hear the rocks move, as though the coal whispered to them: hat 
jao, hat jao (move away, move away). They know that they must move quickly and 
reach the surface when they hear the roof talk to them like this.

The darkness allows the senses to create new ways of knowing a place, or 
place-making. Dulu Ruidas, of the chamar caste (traditionally, leather work-
ers), came to work in the mines after the death of her miner husband who 
had worked underground. She arrived in Chinakuri soon after her marriage 
and insisted her husband take her to his workplace, because he used to 
tell her that he loved it. But she experienced it as a completely ‘differ-
ent world’:

It was not easy to walk in there—I had to lift my sari and wrap it tightly, wear a 
helmet, and take a battery that lights the lamp. I went down in the duli (shaft), 
far down, the same length as two palm trees. When we were in the underground, 
I saw men were cutting the coal, making a road inside the earth. One can go a 
long way under the surface, even up to Topse [a nearby village]. So many men 
were working there; everyone was busy with their jobs. Someone was cutting the 
coal, someone else was loading it. Oh, it was so dark there; I feel that being in my 
mother’s womb must have been like that! Someone was spreading chuna on the 
wall. The walls are black because it is a world of coal. Coal is everywhere. In one 
place there was a very big hole in the ground, a bit like a pond. Four pumps were 
pulling water out of that hole. Ever since I saw this, I knew his work was hard, but 
then I told myself that he also had friends and that is when I understood why he 
spent so much time down there.

Seeing his place of work, I changed somewhat. Ever since that day, if we had a 
fight I told myself that his life has no certainty. I stopped quarrelling with him.

I felt his work involved a lot of risk. Think of it: if by any chance the water fills 
up, people die. If the roof falls, then too people die.

The darkness, the poor visibility, the sense of risk provide ample room 
for imagination, and blur the boundary between the ‘real’ and the ‘imagined’. 
Benki Mejhen, a young Santhal woman, works as a security guard at the 
nearby Mahabir colliery; she started as a pellet maker2 but is now posted 
at the office gate. She had previously worked as a wagon loader in a colliery 
called Bansra. Benki is descended from family labour units that came to 
work in the mines: the malkattas would cut the coal, and the women would 
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load and transport it. Benki began working at Mahabir after her mother 
retired from her job at the same colliery. Benki’s grandmother had also 
worked in the ‘company’ collieries. Although she has worked at collieries for 
several years, Benki has never been underground, but this space is woven 
in her imagination from the stories told to her by her mother and grand-
mother, and she regards underground mining work with great curiosity and 
interest from a distance:

Never have I been under the ground, working here for so long. I never dared. No 
one took me there. My mother told me that there are always things going on 
there—sounds of machines, wagons moving past, and sounds made by people. 
People’s voices can be heard as they talk; sometimes they are working and some-
times resting, relaxing, singing, or talking to others. The sound of blasting is the 
loudest. But not much can be seen … A pile of coal dust here, some logs there, 
but all one can see is darkness … I have heard that it is damp and warm there … 
I think of it as an eerie and silent place—so black … But then she told me that 
people ride on the wagons to reach the face where they cut the coal … How do 
they do that? They only have a little light on their helmet.

Benki imagines the underground where her husband toils, but her per-
spective is not necessarily negative. It is a worldview that brings gender 
to the heart of our understanding of the social lives of spaces, and it 
provides a reinterpretation of our historical understanding of the search 
for, and exploitation of, underground resources and colonial dominance. 
McClintock (1995) believes the will to overpower nature is an expression 
of gendered colonial violence. Yet, gendered people are infantilized, sub-
dued, and forced to bow before the commodity, thereby reducing their 
value as humans providing labour. The above excerpts from the narratives 
of the three indigenous women show the folly of a hyper-imaginative 
association of colonized people with a feminized nature and the problems 
in presenting the colonized as those who failed to ‘discover’ and ‘utilize’ 
the natural resources and apply their agency to associate themselves with 
the underground.

Excerpts from Dulali, Dulu, and Benki put the missing life back into the 
underground. The confined space become simultaneously emancipating, 
intimidating yet comforting, and restless and quiet, and a place of labouring 
as well as the conviviality of being. The points that these three women’s 
personal experiences of visiting and/or imaginations bring to the fore are 
at the heart of feminist political ecology. Generations of feminists have 
consistently critiqued the rendering of women’s labour, views and knowledges 
at the periphery of the mainstream. When political ecology of resources is 
considered, the social and gendered lives of the underground cannot be 
relegated to the margin. These excerpts show how the politics of resources 
intersect with feminist reappraisal of environmental knowledge and consid-
erations of space and place in geography. True to feminist objectives, 
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strategies, and practices proposed by feminist political ecology, they present 
an embodied materiality of underground space that is co-produced with 
gendered subjectivities. Like the Anaconda mine’s materiality, the ‘different 
world’ of the underground visited by Dulu, and imagined by Benki and 
Dulali, comes alive as we pay close attention to their imaginations. Their 
sense of joy in visiting this world, and the delight that their accounts convey, 
cannot be devalued by a simple conceptualization of the underground as 
a source of resources, a container, a space waiting to be put to use. We see 
that the gendered underground is not only simultaneously real and imagined, 
it is also a confining and emancipating space. Finally, these excerpts invite 
geographers in general, but political ecologists in particular, to accept fem-
inist conceptualizations of politics and subject formation.

No space is ungendered

Our descent into the underground is, in many ways, an excavation of the 
perceptions, conceptualizations, and imaginations of this realm, mapping 
gendered mental landscapes to feminize the political ecology of the sub-
terranean. In this feminist journey, as we dig through the layers, we see a 
disjuncture between gendered imaginations and modernist imageries of the 
subterranean. We see that the underground is much more than merely a 
container of commodities or a source of resources: teeming with life, it is a 
buzzing, lived, and laboured community space. The katabasis invite a rethink-
ing of the subterranean: not unidimensionally, as devoid of human life or 
interest except in its resource value. They invite us to shift our focus away 
from the resource or the physical space as its container. They show us that 
there is no need to separate things from people, and to emphasize com-
modities and capital value extraction as the only process that goes on in 
this space.

One’s interactions reflexively change one’s awareness and imagination of 
places and, therefore, of place-making (Feld and Basso 1996, 4). The expe-
riences and imaginations of women such as Dulali, Dulu, and Benki contest 
the political ecology view of the underground purely as spaces of raw mate-
rials or commodities, geopolitical control, and capital circulation and spec-
ulation. Rather, they enable and visibilize resource politics other than those 
that hinge upon economic and materialistic interpretations. The stories 
empower new feminist epistemologies of the underground, and force us to 
listen more carefully to subaltern voices such as theirs. These narratives 
co-produce the underground as a social, socialized space, packed with people 
who have their own gendered ways of experiencing and relating to this 
space with spatial, visual, sonic, and corporeal recesses and a subaltern 
politics. These are the many secret lives of the underground, lives that help 
us to reconceptualize this space.



Gender, Place & Culture 15

Notes

	 1.	 Mining engineers have noted that when the weight of rocks causes a lower layer, 
which holds the roof, to shift, a faint rumbling, or ‘roof talk’, may be heard.

	 2.	 Clay pellets are used in stuffing explosives for blasting coal.
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