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For labour: Ajeet’s accident and
the ethics of technological fixes
in time

Laura Bear London School of Economics and Political Science

This paper uses an ethnography of river pilots who navigate container ships on the Hooghly to argue
for a focus on labour as an act of mediation in the timespaces of global workplaces. A new approach
to capitalist time is developed that seeks to combine recent emphasis on knowledge practices with
an older Marxist emphasis on the mediating role of labour. Bureaucrats driven by the rhythms of
repayment of public deficit have taken on an extractive role on the Hooghly, producing a declining
infrastructure. Moreover, the contradictions produced by government policies are making it
increasingly difficult to navigate the river, climaxing in frequent accidents. River pilots ‘fix’ these
through technological interventions shaped by the ethics or ‘senses of workmanship’ that emerge
from their acts of labour in specific timespaces. Capital on the Hooghly continues to circulate
through these small, piecemeal moves in which time is an ethical, affective, and technical problem
rather than through the large-scale temporal fixes described by Harvey and Castree. Therefore, we
need radically to rethink our approaches to time in capitalism, moving beyond existing accounts of it
as an abstract measure of value or source of time-discipline. Capitalist time is heterochronic and
provokes attempts to reconcile diverse, recalcitrant rhythms and representations through our ethical
and physical labour.

I begin this paper with the account of an accident, an unusual but important site from
which to analyse contemporary capitalism. Four months into my year of fieldwork on
the Hooghly, a container ship had raced out of control, sliced through a jetty, and
become beached in the bank, precariously balanced on its keel at a place called Hooghly
Point. Suddenly all conversations with river pilots and marine officers converged
towards this event. Mishaps were not rare on the river – most men had been involved
in dangerous situations and some had permanent injuries from accidents. Navigating
down the river meant regular encounters with wrecks from as far back as the eighteenth
century that had to be avoided. Yet this new event was controversial, provoked debate,
and led to creative technological solutions for the mounting dangers on the river.

It was when Tapan, a 30-year-old pilot, took me to see his friend, Ajeet, who had been
steering the ship when it ran aground, that the full significance of this event began to
emerge.1 Ajeet had been ordered to revert to harbour work. The stigma of this and his
involvement in three accidents in one year, Tapan said, had meant that Ajeet had
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become ‘mentally destroyed and his immune system has collapsed. The whole of his
arms have frozen up’. Inside his flat, Ajeet moved like an old man, slowly lowering
himself into one of the armchairs. Straight away he launched into the stories of his
three accidents. His account portrayed the events as a piling up of an unstoppable
sequence of mishaps. ‘Nature and everything worked against me’, he insisted. ‘My job is
one that tests every person’s limits. That is the kind of work it is’. Tapan began to
comfort Ajeet by saying, ‘If we had electronic charts with laptops, then it would help in
difficult situations like this ... This would save your time in situations where any time
delay would create a greater problem’. In the months that followed, Tapan and the
Pilots’ Association worked together to design and introduce electronic charts for navi-
gation on the river in a collective response to the accident.

In this paper, I explore the origins of this accident and its solutions in a particular
timespace of labour. By taking this route, I seek to build on the analyses of capitalist
time that have moved beyond E.P. Thompson’s (1967) influential arguments about
time-discipline (e.g. Postone 1993). Yet I also extend them, by arguing that they have so
far underestimated the significance of the act of labour in their accounts. As Tapan and
Ajeet’s wide-ranging conversations indicate, we need to analyse capitalist time as a
simultaneously ethical, affective, and technical problem. Its contradictions are solved
through piecemeal, diverse interventions that seek to make work productive. These
solutions are sought not solely to produce profit, but according to particular senses of
workmanship. These are ethical understandings that emerge from specific timespaces
of labour. This approach, as I will show in my conclusion, allows us to interrogate
critically the claims about time in contemporary global capitalism made in some of the
most influential sociological theories, such as those of Harvey (1982; 1989) and Castree
(2009). At the centre of this discussion of capitalist time will be a theoretical emphasis
on the act of labour as a mediation of conflicting rhythms, representations, and tech-
nologies of time. This mediation does not only produce value, as is suggested in Marxist
approaches to labour and abstract time (Postone 1993). Nor is it only an interaction
with the material world and other workers that creates useful knowledge and skill
(Bloch 1977; Ingold 1993; Marchand 2010). It also generates affective experiences and
ethical reflections that profoundly shape the rhythms of capital circulation.

The first wave of ethnographic studies of global capitalism focused on sites of
production and the intensifications of Taylorist time-discipline and space-time com-
pression deployed in them (Aneesh 2006; Biao 2006; Freeman 2000). Later work
grounded in an analysis of finance capital has taken a different theoretical approach.
This research has emphasized the technologies and knowledge practices that create acts
of speculation in marketplaces. Pioneering work emphasized the abstractions of
systems of risk analysis and calculation in predictive devices (Langley 2008; Li Puma &
Lee 2005; D. Mackenzie 2006). Ethnographic work with traders and bureaucrats
showed that both time and markets were problems for knowledge that could not be
easily resolved because of the contradictions inherent in technical architectures
(Miyazaki 2003; Riles 2004). Yet although the categories of agency and knowledge are
central to these accounts, the sources of these concepts in the experiences of acts of
work are not explored. In addition, generating income in markets is analysed as a
technical problem of knowledge rather than as a visceral experience of labour. It is as if
the hierarchical distinction between mental and manual labour that emerged through
the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries and intensified in the 1980s with the growth
of ‘the knowledge economy’ has been maintained within contemporary academic
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debates (Massey, Quintas & Weld 1992). The sphere of global production is a site of
labour and time-discipline analysis, while that of finance capital is a domain of knowl-
edge and representation. This paper is an attempt to contribute to these important
debates by moving beyond this split. It does this by arguing for a return to a focus on
labour as an act of mediation in both markets and places of production. Building on
the analyses by Upadhyay (2009) and Zaloom (2006; 2009) of the quotidian experience
of new technologies and temporal representations, it restores the significance of the
sensory affects and ethics that emerge in the act of work. In particular, it will show the
importance of focusing on both markets and places of production as complex
timescapes that generate contingent affects and effects. We need to push beyond our
previous sole emphasis on time-discipline or abstract representations of time in order
to capture the reality of contemporary capitalism.

The concept of a timescape is not new. Building on Harvey, in 2001, May and Thrift
developed this term into a critique of E.P. Thompson’s seminal 1967 essay on work-
discipline. They showed that industrial capitalism had not produced a radical reorder-
ing of space and time according to the routines of the factory. Instead this transition
was historically uneven, countered by other representations of time, both political and
religious, and was perennially incomplete. Providing historical evidence for this point,
they argued that ‘the picture that emerges is less that of a singular or uniform social
time stretching over a uniform space, than of various (and uneven) networks of time
stretching in different and divergent directions across an uneven social field’ (May &
Thrift 2001: 10). Moving beyond analyses of abstract time and work discipline, they
suggested a focus on four key aspects of time and how they intersect in experience:
representations, technologies, social disciplines, and rhythms in time. Yet even over a
decade later there have been few attempts to realize this model either in the analysis of
markets or in that of production (for an exception, see Bestor 2001). In both of these
settings, labour takes place in a complex timescape in which various, often conflicting,
temporalizing practices intersect (Munn 1992). The act of work is not simply governed
by abstract measures of time and work discipline. It does not occur in time, nor is it
simply measured by abstract time. It has to mediate diverse temporal rhythms, repre-
sentations, and technologies in an orchestration of human action towards their tem-
porary reconciliation. This is not always possible, and the argument in this paper will
be that it is becoming less achievable in contemporary global capitalism. This last claim
reveals why it is important to move beyond the current split and partial forms of
analysis of time in the workplace. We are at risk of missing an important social change
that has occurred during the past twenty years. To focus solely on social discipline or
representations or technologies of time would provide an incomplete picture of how
uncertain the process of capital accumulation has become. It would be to extract one
network of time from a specific workplace without tracing how it conflicted or inter-
sected with another element. It also would not allow us to examine the many small acts
of labour and their accompanying ethics that undermine or secure the fate of forms of
accumulation. But to move into this terrain we have to supplement current approaches
to timescapes with an emphasis on how ethics and affects emerge in relation to work
within them.

There has been a recent turn towards the analysis of economies of affect that grows
out of a Foucauldian model of self-discipline. But the approach proposed here extends
this perspective by moving beyond its claim that ethics and emotion, including reli-
gious practices, act to ‘facilitate neoliberal transformation’ (Richard & Rudnyckyj 2009;
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Rose 1999). Instead I argue that what I will call a sense of workmanship (i.e. the ethics
and affects of work) emerges in relation to and out of the act of labour within a specific
timescape (Bear 2012). It may or may not support neoliberal forms of accumulation,
because it is a domain of experience emergent from but not containable within its
forms of representation and discipline (Bear 2013a; 2013b). It is generated from the act
of attempting to reconcile various technological devices, temporal rhythms, and rep-
resentations into a productive act of work. It reflects the ways in which technological
devices open people up to non-human pressures and forces (A. Mackenzie 2001;
Pickering 1995; 2008). It often exceeds explicit representations of time and predictive
devices. It can also generate a duty of care to fellow-workers, technologies, and the
world. It is important to focus on a domain of a sense of workmanship because
otherwise we are at risk of reducing the ethics and affects of work to serving the needs
of capital or resisting it, whereas this is a rich domain of speculation and action that
aims to solve the problem of how human practice makes the world productive. Tech-
nologies are often deployed or rejected in relation to solving this problem. Our con-
cepts of economic knowledge practices and discourses need to be supplemented by a
point made long ago in a more Marxist framing of representations of time. This is that
ideologies are not the same as knowledge used to act on the world, and that labour
generates understandings of the world that are not constrained by ideology (Bloch
1977).

Accidents are ideal ground for examining these theoretical issues. As a failed act of
labour, they potentially reveal to us and to our informants the limits of attempts to
suture together incommensurable temporal rhythms and workplace demands. They
also invite extensive explicit ethical reflection on rights and responsibilities. In addi-
tion, they push workers to relate acts of work to a universe of productive powers. They
provoke speculation on the relationships and boundaries between the human and
non-human. As sudden unpredicted irruptions into work routines, they stimulate
reflection on representations of time and predictive technologies. Therefore it is strik-
ing that the academic analysis of accidents has not considered them from this perspec-
tive – their everyday life as part of the ethics and practices of workplaces. Instead they
have been analysed as spectacular signs in the public sphere of the fascinating absences
in ideologies or of the collapse of capitalism or that complex systems will always fail
(Law & Mol 2002; Schivelbusch 1987; Žižek 1999). When they have been considered in
relation to work processes, the assumption has been that explicit moral debates take
place outside of the workplace and that normal practice involves an embedded implicit
balancing of ethical aims. Both Law and Mol (2002) and Graham and Thrift (2007)
argue that, unlike accident inquiries, the workplace involves an implicit everyday ‘tink-
ering towards the good’ (Law & Mol 2002: 85) that makes urban systems work. Absent
from this discussion are the work processes out of which accidents emerge and the
ethical debates that follow them within workplaces. Perrow’s approach to accidents has
addressed the work processes on sea-going ships, showing that a combination of
commercial pressures, authoritarian command structures, weak enforcement of insur-
ance laws, multiple commercial ownership, and decentralized agencies of enforcement
of legal sanctions inevitably produces what he calls ‘normal accidents’ (Perrow 1984).
But he has not examined the senses of workmanship that contribute both to the
production of accidents and to their subsequent normalization. More importantly,
once we start to trace the everyday life of accidents in workplaces, it is possible to
discern their centrality to contemporary practices of capitalism. Away from dramatic
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publicized events, accidents have become accepted as inherent in the work process. As
I will show in this paper, among river pilots, even as spectacular an accident as Ajeet’s
led to vibrant debate, but ultimately it became normalized as the exciting cost of
productivity and as creative of new technologies and knowledge.

At a more general level, the analysis of accidents allows us to address the important
question of how the utility of market devices and predictive technologies is recuperated
and/or altered given the mounting contradictions in timescapes of labour and the
frequent failures of these modes of framing circulation and production. We can no
longer assume the resilience of these forms of incomplete knowledge, but have to
explain how and why people remain committed to their partial representations. How
do debates and ethical attributions within workplaces maintain their utility? How is
consideration of their inability to predict the future and their generation of contradic-
tion deferred from consideration? Finally, this paper will show that it is through small,
piecemeal rules of thumb and senses of workmanship that ‘fixes’ to contemporary
unstable capitalism occur. It is through these everyday ethical practices rather than
solely the large-scale ‘processual’ spatio-temporal fixes that Harvey and Castree outline
that the contradictory reality of capitalism persists (see Hodges, this volume, for a
critique of process). To explore these issues, this paper will now turn to an exploration
of Ajeet’s accident – or, more precisely, it will turn to an account of the timescape of
labour that generated this event and contributed to the senses of workmanship through
which it was recuperated and given a technological ‘fix’.

Circulation time, public deficit, and the timescape of shipping
Various analysts have argued that shipping underwent an intensification of speed
through containerization and informalization during the same period that global
capitalism emerged (Levinson 2006; Sampson & Wu 2003). This work focuses on the
pressures of commercial private enterprise on the practices of shipping companies. Yet
to do this is to forget the emplacement of shipping in a much wider system. It was Marx
(1992 [1885]) who first suggested that shipping should be seen as part of larger circuits
of capital circulation. He traced the metamorphoses of capital and argued that the
movement of commodity back to money was limited by circulation time. He suggested
therefore that the drive to speed was central to capitalism and that the labour of
transport added surplus value to commodities. Similarly, the long-term investment of
capital in infrastructures reaped a return in the form of greater speed of circulation.
Marx also argued that credit notes, or finance capitalism, first emerged in relation to
long-distance trade, with the length of time for which credit was advanced varying
according to the limits of the transport cycle itself. In this model, finance markets have
their origin in and are related to the cycles of realization of profit from commodities in
timespaces of transport labour.

Marx’s model looks optimistic in comparison with present-day infrastructures and
rhythms of transport and finance capitalism. There is certainly a well-documented
push to speed up circulation time. Yet credit now does not only contribute to invest-
ment in fixed capital or the covering of short-term costs. Instead it has taken on a
different role in relation to infrastructures through the conversions of public deficit.
Credit has been advanced from private banks, investors, and international organiza-
tions to governments. Repayments are made through the privatization and dismantling
of infrastructure and extraction from the labour of circulation. Production and circu-
lation are not simply supported by the advancing of over-accumulated capital as credit
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in a temporal fix, as Harvey (1982; 1989) and Castree (2009), following Marx’s model,
suggest. Instead, credit-advancing institutions are placed in extractive relationships to
the infrastructures of circulation. This is what has occurred via the bureaucracy of the
state-run Kolkata Port Trust on the Hooghly.

The adoption of government liberalization policies in India from 1980 to 1991 was
driven by a series of balance-of-payment crises and pressure from political and business
sectors for neoliberal policy responses to them. This led to the emergence of an
extractive central state that sought to capitalize public resources, divest itself of per-
manent labour forces, and draw back revenue to the central government in order to
meet its obligations on the repayment of international loans. This process began in 1981

with the acceptance of an IMF loan, and some limited liberalization measures by Indira
Gandhi in order to stabilize the economy and gain a wider vote-bank among the
business classes. In the second half of the 1980s, under Rajiv Gandhi, the central
government faced a regular balance-of-payment crisis caused by the reduction of taxes
on the middle classes and business, a spike in oil prices owing to the first Gulf War, and
the collapse of the Soviet Union, India’s main trading partner. In 1991, under
Narasimha Rao, the central government accepted an IMF loan for US$1.2 billion in
return for the adoption of economic reforms that would open up the economy to
external investors, lessen state control of the market, and end public monopolies. This
was followed by further reforms that solidified the political response as one in which
private business and trading interests were given priority over social investment
(Corbridge & Harris 2000; Dev & Mooij 2002). The changes in the private sector and
practices of consumption that occurred as a result of these reforms are a well-known
story. The history of the Kolkata Port Trust reveals an entirely different and equally
significant process, a movement away from long-term social investment towards the
short-term extraction of revenue from public sector labour and infrastructures in order
to repay international loans. The loan from the IMF in 1981 was successfully repaid by
1985, but only at the expense of public investment and through the extraction of
resources from state industries such as the Port Trust. This tendency escalated through
the second half of the 1980s, culminating in the period of 1990-1, when the new
reforming Finance Minister, Mammohan Singh, and his Secretary, the former World
Bank economist Montek Ahluwalia, placed their allies at the top of ministries. All of
them had extensive World Bank or IMF experience, and would ensure fiscal stringency
and the repayment of loans. This shift away from policies of social investment to the
extractive repayment of debts led to a profound restructuring of working-class employ-
ment and capitalization or disinvestment in infrastructure in the public sector. These
changes are visible in the recent history of the Kolkata Port Trust.

Crucial to the ‘liberalization’ process was the new agency given to public deficit, as
exemplified by the actions of the Ministry of Surface Transport (MOST). Beginning in
1982, MOST annually reduced its subsidies to the Kolkata Port, with the sudden justi-
fication that it owed repayments on costs incurred for infrastructure projects on the
river in the 1960s and 1970s. From 1994, it plunged the port into fiscal crisis by demand-
ing repayment on loans that had previously been in permanent moratorium. In addi-
tion, further loans to the port became decentralized and profit-driven: they were
supplied at commercial interest rates by other ports or foreign banks. It is these
extractive debt relationships that have led to successive financial crises in the port. Each
accounting year shows that the traffic in goods consistently made a profit or broke even,
with the cost of labour on the river easily covered.2 Levels of trade have remained high:
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for example, in 2008-9 the absolute volume of cargo moving along the Hooghly was the
third highest among Indian ports. The accounts were consistently thrown into the red,
however, by the cost of repayment to an extractive state that now gave priority to its
own fiscal obligations to international capital and the interests of business classes at
home and abroad.

This shift has affected all aspects of bureaucracy, trade, and infrastructure on the
river (Bear 2011). In the Marine Department, the decrepit and insufficient infrastruc-
ture in the docks and declining river depths owing to lack of government subsidy for
dredging in the river have been most crucial. The physical waterscape has also changed
profoundly, making navigation up and down the river increasingly dangerous. The
office and river labour of the Marine Department now has to attempt to bring into
relation the incommensurable temporal rhythms of the river tides, varying weekly
levels of silting, and international trade using a decrepit infrastructure produced by
another conflicting rhythm of deficit repayment. The uncertainties of this process are
intense, from minor daily negotiations over the use of tugs to take ships with low-
powered engines downriver on strong tides to the frequent shutting down of the docks
in Kidderpore owing to the failure of the lock gates or accidents such as that at Hooghly
Point. Although the situation of the Marine Department is acute, it represents the
difficulties many public workplaces in India now have in mediating between disparate
rhythms and the instabilities in capital accumulation that emerge from this. As the
example of the Port Trust shows, this instability exists both for the public sector agency
(the port) and for the national and international capital that is part of its networks
(national and international shippers). The dilemmas of my informants ultimately
reflect the uncertainties and conflicts in time that are produced when public resources
and infrastructure are dominated by the temporal rhythms of credit repayment.
Although, as Harvey and Castree suggest, credit provides an interim temporal fix for
crises of over-accumulation through recirculating capital, this is a limited description
of its present forms. These, especially forms of public deficit, undermine processes of
circulation and production, creating multiple uncertainties, frictions, and blockages in
the realization of profits and maintenance of livelihoods. Credit can now produce
barriers to the further realization of capitalist value and can contribute to its rising
uncertainties. Harvey and Castree are correct that the temporal fix of finance credit is
a ‘huge gamble’ and a ‘risky claim by current capitalists and financiers on their (and the
societies’) medium to long-term future’ (Castree 2009: 47). But they did not predict its
contribution to the rising uncertainty of accumulation when it is activated as part of
new debt reduction and austerity policies of the public sector. When governments such
as the Indian administration since the mid-1980s and bureaucracies such as the Kolkata
Port Trust no longer act as agents of long-term redistributive social investment, this
role for credit disappears. It acts to create the rapid extraction of income towards
centralized agents of accumulation. In this role, it adds to the problem of over-
accumulation rather than ‘fixing’ it.

At the centre of this deficit reduction politics of the public sector is a dual, mixed
representation of time in capitalism. Most general accounts of capitalist time empha-
size that it is represented as an abstract container and is a disciplinary unit of measure
for human labour (Castree 2009; Postone 1993; Thompson 1967). This abstract time
allows us to envisage an accumulative but repetitive social process of time passing and
being productive. It generates a processual chronotope that is central to social disci-
plines that spatialize time by organizing movement (Arendt 1958; Hodges, this volume).
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However, writings on globalized time have emphasized another aspect of capitalist
time: the drive for speed and/or real time (Harvey 1989; Hope 2006). Behind this drive
for speed lies a negative representation of time. In this it is represented as an
unrenewable, finite, external force that has to be overcome and/or controlled. Time
does not provide a medium for construction and accumulation; it is instead a limit-
point to these processes and is potentially destructive of value (Negri 2003). This mixed
utopic and dystopic representation of time in capitalism has always existed, but the
contemporary politics of the public sector and of debt reduction emphasize the passage
of time as destructive to the realization of value. The dominant model of governance is
as a medium for the speedy circulation of capital rather than the slow repetitive
maintenance of processes of social discipline, redistribution, and accumulation. The
dream of repetition in time is being overcome by a demand for speed of realization of
revenue, driven by the short-termism of financial credit speculation itself. Although
Sampson and Wu (2003) and Levinson (2006) saw the consequences of this in relation
to shipping as a private industry, they did not address its wider significance. In this
section, I have begun to broaden out their perspective. This allows us to track a key
change in emphasis in the representation of time in recent neoliberal economic and
political practices. These focus on its destructive, external force that threatens the
realization of value. Now, I wish to turn to the consequences of these policy changes for
the timescape of labour and the senses of workmanship of river pilots who work the
Hooghly. This will show ultimately that it is not to the temporal fixes of credit that we
owe whatever temporary stability there exists in contemporary capitalism. If it exists at
all, it is due to emergent, piecemeal solutions for the contradictions produced by the
anti- or afunctional practices of contemporary capitalism. These ‘fixes’ have no teleol-
ogy or single characteristic, but emerge from diverse ethics and experiences of what it
is that makes human labour productive.

The timescape of shipping on the Hooghly, predictive technologies, and a
sense of workmanship
Members of the Marine Department in the Kolkata Port live and work according to the
unrelated temporal rhythms of the river, international shipping trade, and bureaucratic
decisions. To orchestrate their work within this complex timescape in which incom-
mensurable rhythms intersect, they must rely on the calculations of predictive tech-
nologies. Central to these calculations are the imaginary track lines that mark safe paths
across the fifteen sand bars that lie between Kolkata Port and the sea 125 kilometres
away at Sagar Island. Charts of the river divide it into 1,200 metre sections named after
the governing bars in those segments. Every 500 metres on the charts are depth readings
stretching horizontally across the river. But along the track lines that stretch vertically
down the charts there are depth readings every metre. Unstable parts of the river are
measured daily by hydrographic launches and larger survey vessels nearer the sea. The
charts give the depths at the minimum low tide recorded, but actual depths will vary
according to the rise and fall of the tide. The charts are also marked with longitude and
latitude positions so that they can be used on the river itself for navigation. The charts
are updated every twelve days, but track reports – Excel spreadsheets of the depths on
each track down the river – are issued each evening for the next day. The predictive
track lines are made from a 110-year history of naming and repeated measuring creating
a specific map of the river that is officially secret knowledge. These tracks and daily
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depth readings form the basis for the calculations that are given the most importance
in the bureaucratic planning of work on the river – the draft prediction and the
allocation of ships to pilots.

The draft prediction brings the rhythms of international trade in relation to the
cycles of the Hooghly. The minimum depths for the tracks each month are predicted a
month in advance by the river and port harbour masters, and the head of the hydro-
graphy department. On the basis of this, the port issues a maximum draft (underwater
depth of a ship, distance from the lowest part of the keel to the waterline at which the
vessel is floating – i.e. how large and/or heavily loaded a ship can travel upriver)
allowable in the river for each month, on the basis of which shippers in India and
abroad in Sri Lanka, Singapore, China, and Vietnam book cargos in and out of the port.
This figure entirely determines the size, type, and loading of ships that are sent into the
Kolkata and Haldia ports. It is calculated by adding the current depths of the river from
the track reports to the height of the tide predicted from the Central Survey of India
data published in the port’s tide table. These tidal heights are based on harmonic
analysis of actual observations at stations along the river during the period from 1975 to
1984. But this probability prediction is in fact merely a partial estimate of the behaviour
of the river since actual tidal behaviour and the silting of track marks are highly
unpredictable, depending on weather patterns and unforeseen patterns of shoaling.
There always has been and always will be an uncertainty produced by this calculative
certainty that has to be negotiated by the actual labour of river pilots as they navigate
the ships that have been booked on the day of sailing. In addition, the draft prediction
in itself brings incommensurable and potentially contradictory rhythms of commerce
and the river into relation through the calculation of tides and virtual tracks in the
river.

This uncertainty has recently increased. Since 2002, the published predicted drafts
have improved, apparently showing that the river has deeper depths for more months
of the year, enabling shippers to make greater profits by sending more cargo upriver on
fewer larger and more heavily loaded ships. The river seems to have fallen in line with
the rhythms of capital and trade, allowing the generation of more profits for shippers
and traders through an increase in ‘time economy’: a shorter time between investment
and return. But a probability calculation on the basis of historical data has in fact taken
on a new form. It has acquired a greater virtuality or distance from the actual dangers
of navigation as a result of attempts to serve the rhythms of capital accumulation with
an infrastructure produced from deficit. Frustrated by the lack of central government
investment in dredging infrastructure or resources for river training and the falling
traffic at the port owing to falling depths, managers now make the draft prediction on
a different basis. The required under-keel clearance between the base of a ship and the
bed of the river has been secretly reduced. Now on some stretches on the Hooghly river
pilots work with a clearance of less than 10 centimetres.

The other core element of planning of work on the river is carried out by the river
harbour master and his deputy. They decide five days in advance of the arrival of
shipping how traffic will be routed up and down the river. There is always pressure from
the shippers to get their specific ship into or out of the port before any of the others
because only a certain number of vessels can make it up or down the river in one tide.
Shippers always aim for greater speed of journey and loading and unloading to max-
imize their profits by cutting the cost of payment for crews, berth hire space, and
storage space in the port. The riverine tides and depths in the Hooghly determine the
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assignment of traffic through the Kolkata port system and the rhythms of trade to and
from Eastern India and Nepal in the ports of Colombo and Singapore. Yet within these
constraints there is much negotiation with shipping agents over the timing of the
allocation of berths and pilots to their vessels. A day before sailing, the deputy river
harbour master assigns pilots to specific ships. More experienced pilots are always given
longer vessels: in fact the ranks of a pilot – first, second, or third grade – determine the
size of vessels they are permitted to navigate.3 Similarly, first-grade pilots are given
vessels with deeper drafts, with anything above 6.9 metres always piloted by them. It is
a matter of prestige if you are given a deep-drafted or large-size vessel, and sometimes
more junior pilots are allocated these since there is a limited pool of men who can be
called upon for any one scheduled sailing. The orders are issued to specific pilots the
afternoon before sailing.

But the allocation of ships is frequently a point of fierce dispute because in the
interests of the realization of profit it contains omissions in its calculation of danger
and difficulty. The hull shape and the engine power of ships greatly affect how ships can
be handled in the river and whether they can be brought safely up- or downriver in
different tidal strengths and weather conditions. Yet these measurements are not part of
calculations of when and how ships should be timed for sailings. Instead, officers turn
to a qualitative measure of ‘skill’ in the bodies and minds of pilots themselves. Officers
claim that they allocate ships according to the skill and ‘strength of heart’ of pilots –
fitting the character of the ship to the characters of men.

River pilots, on the other hand, did not accept this deflection of a quantitative
omission into a qualitative measure. They quite bluntly stated that because the alloca-
tion of jobs intentionally did not take into account the engine power of ships or the
predicted strength of the tide, they often had to refuse ships in order to preserve
themselves from dangerous situations. When negotiations over refusals fail, officers
themselves take the controversial ships or loads themselves. They are proud of this
work, suggesting, as one senior officer put it, that ‘only we are capable of taking the risk’.
This invocation of skill, individuality, and the excitement of danger is a consistent
pattern in the Marine Department. Skill is another name for the ability of a pilot with
his body and mind to overcome the omissions and contradictions created by predictive
technologies and work practices that tie together the conflicting rhythms of trade and
capital generation with those of the recalcitrant river. It is a hierarchical measure that
automatically gives authority to Marine Department officers with their ‘experience’,
demonstrated by their willingness to take refused ships up and down the Hooghly.

The sense of workmanship of river pilots is shaped by the way in which their labour
strains to bring together these incommensurable temporalities and predictive technol-
ogies into a single journey. When they take command of a container ship to guide it
safely up- or downriver, they do not simply enter into a domain of time-discipline in
which they have to complete a task in relation to the tide and a deadline. They also
experience the journey as a product of a deep time-depth of historical knowledge of the
river manifested in charts, technologies, and their own skill. In addition, as they move
in the waterscape, wrecks, man-made spurs, abandoned vessels, and beached buoys that
must be navigated round create a sense of both historical depth and transition. At the
same time, their labour involves a skilful manipulation of the non-human rhythms of
the river and of the vessel they command. The use of different technologies in combi-
nation with each other, such as the chart and echo-sounder, demands a pacing of the
body in relation to the various pieces of machinery and the river itself. In addition, the
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already complicated timescape of the Hooghly is also permeated with the ritual sig-
nificance of the River Ganga. River pilots would assert that the river was a place of
technological skill and labour and a man-made river that has taken its current physical
form in the scale of human history as a result of the drainage and spurs of the British.
However, everyone called the river the Ganga and claimed its origins in the Adi-Ganga.
Their complex experience of the timescape of labour can therefore not be encapsulated
by a focus on knowledge practices, technology, time-discipline, or abstract representa-
tions alone. It is formed from the intersection of all of these and the ways in which their
labour has to orchestrate and reconcile incommensurable rhythms.

The sense of workmanship emergent from this timescape of labour emphasizes the
navigation of the ship as a moment of freedom and agency in which you open yourself
up to an intuitive fusion between yourself and the forces operating around you. You
seek a fusing with the ship and the river and the forces of wind, waves, current, tide, and
depth. All bureaucratic constraints fall away as your individual power becomes ampli-
fied by connection with the ship and the river and the wider forces of the universe.
River pilots young and old repeatedly spoke of how on the river what attracts them, as
36-year-old Sudhir said,

is the autonomy and freedom of the work. When I am in charge of a ship I don’t give a damn about
anyone else, not the harbour master, not the chairman, not anybody – nobody is over you at all. I am
totally in charge of a 170 lakh machine. I take the decisions then, and if something happens, then I am
responsible and I know I have done the right thing. No one else commands you at all.

But this responsibility also contains the thrill of feeling your individual power becom-
ing amplified through its fusion with other agencies. For example, a 35-year-old pilot,
Atin, spoke of piloting in the following terms: ‘You pilot with something inside you,
with your strength, and the ship becomes part of your limbs, part of yourself, when you
are in charge of it. You are no longer a malleable, weak creature’. Captain Wadia, a
renowned pilot in his eighties, spoke of why he loved being on the river so much: ‘It is
the ship-handling. You are an insignificant pilot on the bridge but you are handling
thousands of tons of machinery, and this thrilled me’. In fact, Wadia’s interpretations of
the freedom and constraint of ship-handling have structured most of the current pilots’
interpretations of the work process since he either trained them or coached them for
their exams. When I asked him to give me ship-handling lessons, he made the schema
explicit. The pilot’s universe on the river is divided into forces that are under degrees of
individual control. Under direct control are the engines, propeller, rudder, anchors,
moorings, and the ship’s inertia. Not under your control are the wind, the waves, the
current/tide, and the depth. The work of ship-handling is to open yourself to these
forces in order to adjust your actions to them. This is why pilots aim to achieve on
board an intuitive fusion within them of the ‘feeling of the ship’ and the ‘feeling of the
river’. This is not simply an attitude of mastery of the distinct vitalities and agencies of
the ship and the river, but an approach that makes you entirely open to them in order
to respond to them. The best pilots were seen to turn their feeling for the river into a
love for the river. Captain Wadia was emblematic of this love, demonstrated by his
refusal to retire and continuing work on ships at anchor in his eighties.

The pilots’ ethic of opening themselves to other forces and vitalities ultimately led
some of them to idioms that suggested that there were intrinsic commonalities between
human and non-human forms of life. For example, Captain Wadia used the philosophy
of Vivekananda to express this:
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Vivekananda explains that there is actually an impersonal god and God is in everything. Everything
animate and inanimate is part of God, so the way you treat other people, that way you are treating God
also. This is what made me love the river – it was part of God. And ships too are part of God, and I
always considered them alive.

Although this is a particular framing, this sensibility is entirely characteristic of all the
river pilots I met. Ships and the river were attributed a life that the pilot had to fuse with
in an amplification of his individual agency.

Given this ethic, what most excited river pilots about processes of navigational
technology was the possibility that it would bring them as individuals into a closer
relation with the forces that affected their labour on the river. The ideal technologies are
ones that make this fusion of men, ships, the river, and the universe more complete. All
pilots romanticized the old navigational technologies or rules of thumb that meant you
could use your body itself to measure distance and direction.

Within this sense of workmanship, accidents are a terrifying collapse of pilots’
agency. As Ajeet put it when describing the effect of his accident on him:

My hands began to lose power. I could not properly grip the ladder on the ships. Suddenly all my face
went black. I began not to be able to even go out of the house into a taxi. My muscle power collapsed.
I am losing power – I lost all of my power.

All pilots, young and old, like Ajeet, described accidents as a piling on of unpredicted,
incalculable circumstances that left them experiencing a personal crisis expressed in
uncontrollable bodily responses. Captain Wadia, for example, described his first acci-
dent in 1964:

I had a collision at Moyapur and an accident there also ... I stayed on the ship for two days. As the tide
moved, the ship tilted left then right. I was shaking when I finally got off the boat. I stayed on it to try
and do something to rescue it. But the tide scoured the sand away from the ends and she broke her
back. When I fell asleep in my bed, I was turning and holding one side of the bed after the other like
I was moving on the ship as she tilted in the tide.

Tapan also spoke in these terms, describing how after hitting a jetty at Haldia, his wife
would hear him calling out headings in his sleep, replaying the experience that left him
disturbed: ‘When I was first working, I hit a jetty at Haldia. I would see it again at night
in my dreams. My wife said I would call out in my sleep, “Astern, starboard” ’.

For all pilots, these failures of agency can only be overcome by making accidents
productive. They must be used by pilots either to generate new individual skills that can
be passed on to other pilots or to form new technical solutions that make pilots safer
and bring them into closer relation with the river. Accidents demand a practical inter-
vention which will help pilots to move even closer to the agency of the river. Consider
the following exchange when Tapan was trying to comfort Ajeet over his accident.

Tapan: Accidents are good.

Ajeet: Yes, accidents give you the knowledge to pilot. Accidents give you practical knowledge of the
river.

Tapan: Yes. When you are a branch pilot and testing the young pilots in a few years’ time, you will be
able to ask them the most difficult questions!

At the most quotidian level, accidents are reworked as transmissible knowledge in the
telling of stories to fellow or junior pilots. They are in fact essential to the process of

Laura Bear82

Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute (N.S.), 71-88
© Royal Anthropological Institute 2014



education among pilots. Whenever I asked pilots to explain their work to me, they
would always gravitate towards a discussion of accidents that they had experienced.
They would also swap these stories with each other. Very often I realized that as people
started to describe accidents to me in general terms, I had heard the story told exactly
the same way by the person who had the accident. Captain Wadia’s ship-handling
lessons were built around his recounting of his various accidents as illustrations of
general principles. This response, of course, helps to contain any broader questioning
of the conditions and contradictions of the complex system of calculation, work
process, and prediction that has combined to produce the accidents. The pilots’ sense
of workmanship that they are heroic amplified agents in communion with the forces of
the river and ship unintentionally produces this redirecting of the breaches of accidents
into questions of better piloting knowledge.

This practice for making accidents productive is long-standing and quotidian for
pilots, but sometimes accidents such as Ajeet’s result in them pushing for new techno-
logical interventions. How are these innovations a reworking into technology of the
ethical duty of care that pilots assert for each other? What do they reveal about the
temporal and technological fixes of contemporary capitalism? These questions can be
answered by turning next to a discussion of the electronic charts that were introduced
during my year of fieldwork.

Affect, ethics, and technological fixes: electronic charts and
the pilots’ guild
The most conservative response to Ajeet’s accident came from marine officers, who
simply assimilated it to hierarchies of skill, putting it down to inexperience. They
wanted nothing to change at all as a result of the event and actively blocked the attempts
of pilots to make electronic charts of the river. The river pilots bitterly resented these
attempts to block the development of the charts. They approached the chairman of the
port directly and set about collecting data from each other, making and then testing the
new electronic charts on the river.

Yet this project was in its own way a limited solution shaped by the pilots’ ethic of
labour and the lack of union radicalism in the Pilots’ Association. The charts were a
technological device that would allow pilots to make more dangerous manoeuvres and
‘adjust’ themselves to the declining work conditions in the port. Although this became
clear from discussions with many pilots, here I will draw on conversations with Captain
Verma, a high-level office-holder in the River Pilots’ professional body. For Verma and
the other river pilots, the new electronic charts were inseparable from the ethics and
knowledge of the Pilots’ Association, which was understood primarily as a guild of
secret knowledge. Verma explained the organization in the following terms:

We are a close-knit family. If any one of us is having a personal problem, we extend help to each other.
If any one person has a problem like an accident, I feel that I did something wrong when I was training
them. We are not a union. We also pass on secret knowledge to each other so that way we are a guild
too. If one member has a problem, then there is a problem among all the members. Recently one
member [meaning Ajeet] became very ill and I personally went to the chairman to ask for the money
for treatment and we all supported him and his family together.

At its heart the guild was understood by Verma and other pilots as a mechanism for the
transfer of knowledge between older and younger generations. As Verma put it:

For labour 83

Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute (N.S.), 71-88
© Royal Anthropological Institute 2014



In our training we transfer our values like a father to a son. No one has been able to write a manual
in how to navigate this river. I have seen people try to write it down. No book can be right because the
channel is always shifting and you learn from your superiors. You can’t write our knowledge down.

The transfer of this knowledge was essential to prevent accidents. Verma described the
passing on of ship-handling knowledge that would help their juniors in unexpected
circumstances as ‘our collective responsibility as seniors’. The new electronic charts
were simply the extension of this secret guild knowledge and ethic into a new medium.
Verma expressed this by first telling me of the inalienable genealogical relationship
between the river, pilots, and charts: ‘Most of the places in the river were discovered by
pilots. The charts and our training are marked by their names’. He then told me that
once he had been sailing with an English captain upriver named Harwood, and it
turned out that he was the grandson of a Bengal pilot. Verma said: ‘I showed him the
chart and said, look, here is your grandfather’s name here on Harwood Point. His
grandfather’s name remains on the river’. Then Verma turned to the electronic charts
on his laptop and said:

Look at the electronic chart. Look at all these pilots’ names – Preston Tower, Black’s Point. They
named these places so their grandsons could remember them and they could continue in their minds
that way. See Sidney point, Edward’s creek. Here are the fathers of the service.

He forged a patrilineal line of inheritance that inevitably linked the organic life of
generations of pilots to the technology of charts and the river itself. Electronic charts
were simply another manifestation of this knowledge and inheritance. The idiom for
this came from a broader repertoire of inheritance. When I asked Captain Verma if the
river had any special significance for him, he described how for fifteen days before
Mahalaya (the arrival of Durga during the annual festival),

I go to the ghat [place of worship on the waterfront] and I think of my forefathers and offer to the
Ganga. I remember seven generations of ancestors at that time. It is a good time to remember my
legacy and inheritance. I ask them to bless me so I will do my duties. I remember each of them by
name and think of them all individually.

It was this same idiom of legacy and the river that Verma projected onto the charts,
making them a sign of inevitable connection between pilots and the Hooghly.

This emphasis on electronic charts as the natural consequence of the pilots’ legacy
and as the correct solution for Ajeet’s accident limited the implications that could be
drawn from it. As Verma and other pilots too explained it, the new technology would
mean that:

You can work with a lesser width of channel because you can have a very high accuracy of location.
We can reduce the channel to 1,000 feet width from 1,500 feet for 120 miles of the river, so we will have
to dredge a smaller space in the river. This will mean an increase in drafts and less of the channel to
dredge so it will save money too. The chairman rang me up last week and said posterity will remember
you for what you have done for the port.

This was a technical intervention that would place pilots in tighter navigational situa-
tions. It would allow them to ‘adjust to’ rather than challenge the contradictions of the
predictive and planning technologies in the port. It deflected from any discussion of the
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safety of working conditions and it supported a de-politicized concept of a guild of
pilots joined in collective secret knowledge. Created from a sense of workmanship
generated by a timescape of labour, this technology provided a temporary fix for the
contradictions of a public-deficit-driven extraction of resources from infrastructure
towards debt repayment. It is only through the introduction of these electronic charts
that Kolkata continues to receive the consumption goods symbolic of ‘globalization’,
international shippers in China and Singapore can secure profits, and the government
can repeatedly draw revenue towards its repayment of international debts. It is through
small piecemeal, popular moves such as this one driven by affect and ethics that current
contradictory forms of neoliberal policy and capitalism can continue. These have been
sidelined in our analysis of contemporary capitalism quite simply because we have
taken representations, predictive devices, knowledge practices, and time-discipline
singly as sites of analyses. Instead, as I have done here, we need to restore their
mediation in acts of labour. Then we can uncover the affects and ethics of capitalist
time, which are emergent from practices of time-discipline and abstract time-
reckoning, but not containable within their logics. It is in relation to these affects and
ethics, as well as from infrastructures and abstractions, that rhythms of capital circu-
lation and the contingent realization of capitalist value emerge. Capital can no longer
be understood as a teleological process working through history enabled by abstract
knowledges and reckonings of time. It is instead an immanent and uncertain effect of
acts of labour in the world.

Conclusion: labour, mediation, and heterochronies
There is a shared problem in recent discussions of accidents, predictive technologies, and
technologicalpractices.This is that theyareanalysedas if theycouldbeseparatedoutfrom
the complex timescapes of labour that they are part of. This has meant that predictive
technologies have been understood primarily as knowledge practices that reflect and
produce abstract representations of time,space,and capital (Aneesh 2006;Miyazaki 2003;
Riles 2004). Accidents have been analysed as spectacular phenomena external to the
ethical and working life of institutions (Law & Mol 2002; Perrow 1984; Schivelbusch 1987;
Žižek 1999). However, such approaches leave out two significant domains of reality. First,
they underplay the fact that workplaces are cross-cut by multiple, often contradictory,
representations, disciplines, and technologies of time. Secondly, they ignore the complex
ethical senses of workmanship that emerge from the work process, the technological
interventions that develop from this explicit ‘tinkering towards the good’ (Law & Mol
2002: 85), and the diversity of representations of the relationships between the human
and the non-human. My argument here has been an attempt to build on this pioneering
work, but also to correct these omissions. I would suggest that it is impossible to
understand the growing instability of capital accumulation and the ethical and political
responses of workers to this unless we take such an approach.My perspective here has also
been an attempt to contribute to the exploration of what might be called the popular
working life of technology. Long ago, Latour (1996) discussed the relationships between
technology,ethics,and passion in Amaris,but my approach differs from his since it moves
beyond the projects of specialist scientists and bureaucrats to an examination of tech-
nological ethics that emerge from the work process and timescape of labour. This does
not draw on a single experience or concept of the relationship between the human
and the non-human. Instead there are a diversity of boundaries and relationships
dependent on the experience of labour and skill itself.
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The focus here on the mediations in labour of the contradictions generated within
contemporary capitalism throws new light on the influential theories of Harvey and
Castree.First, their predictions that credit provides a temporal fix for the instability of the
over-accumulation of capital only work if we leave out of view current deficit policies and
neoliberal state practices.When credit relationships are mobilized in a manner that leads
state agencies to extract value from infrastructure and public sector labour rather than
investing and redistributing capital, credit does not provide a fix. Instead it produces a
mounting contradiction of extraction towards the top of pyramids in governments and
in international capital markets that will not prevent over-accumulation and will not
enable circulation. In addition, such measures make the act of production and labour of
circulation harder to realize, as we have seen on the Hooghly, producing greater short-
term instabilities for public and private agencies rather than resolving these.This new role
forstateinstitutionsinrelationtointernationalcreditagenciesisbasedonanaccentuation
of the dystopian representation of time in capitalism, as a destructive external force that
must be overcome, rather than as a neutral, abstract, iterative medium for long-term
accumulation and social discipline. It is this representation that is dominant in neoliberal
deficit reduction policies and short-term capitalism – a fact that has often been glossed
as a new emphasis on space/time compression and ‘real time’. This is not just a desire for
speed; it is a negative chronotope of time as anti-processual, corrosive, and threatening
to the realization of profit. Most importantly, the ethnography of river pilots working on
the Hooghly suggests that whatever limited and temporary stability there is in the
contradictory network of capitalist circulation is generated from contingent ethically and
affect-driven practices that are piecemeal and diverse. These emerge within and from
mediating acts of labour, not from the large-scale teleological temporal fixes that Harvey
(1982; 1989; 2005) and Castree (2009) describe. Unless our theoretical and ethnographic
accounts take notice of this central mediating role of labour, they will remain profoundly
incomplete. This is equally true for our understanding of markets, governance, produc-
tion, or finance.

We now have the analytical challenge of tracking more widely the complex terrain of
capitalist social time and temporalizing practices, leaving behind our assertion that
they are characterized solely by an abstract, homogeneous form of time. As this eth-
nography of river pilots has shown, time-reckonings and knowledge practices generate
multiple contradictions and incommensurabilities. As a result, social time in capitalism
is heterochronic and the circulation of capital will repeatedly emerge as an ethical,
affective problem of attempting to reconcile diverse, recalcitrant rhythms and repre-
sentations (Althusser & Balibar 1970; Marx 1992 [1885]; Negri 2003). We have too often
glossed this immanent complexity as solely a matter of abstract time-discipline and/or
a desire for speed. The circulation of capital will continue as long as we labour to
conjoin together abstract reckonings of time, predictive devices, social rhythms, and
our ethical relations to each other. If we should stop our labour and contemplate the
social heterochronies that we exist within, then what politics and forms of life would
become possible? Ajeet was forced to do this in the wake of his accident. Yet he
experienced this not as a release, but as an unbearable failure and a loss of agency. How
might it be possible to de-individualize our experiences of social hetereochrony and
not lose our selves that are formed from the labour of mediating conflicts in time? How
could Ajeet recognize that his accident was beyond his control and still be a man of skill
with the potential for heroic agency? This is the productive and compelling ethical
dilemma that capitalist time offers us.
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NOTES

This work is based on research funded from 2008 to 2010 by the ESRC. This included one year of
continuous fieldwork on the Hooghly river and archival work in the Kolkata Port Trust offices. This was
followed by return visits in 2010 and 2011. I would like to thank the river workers and their families, who
taught me their trades and welcomed me into their homes.

1 Pseudonyms are used throughout this paper to protect my informants’ identities.
2 I have checked the accounts from 1950 to the present published in the archives of the Board Meetings of

the port available in the Port Trust Library, Kolkata.
3 First-grade pilots have more than twenty years of service; second grade more than four or five years of

service; third grade less than four years of service.
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Pour le travail physique : l’accident d’Ajeet et l’éthique des
accommodements technologiques dans le temps

Résumé

À partir d’une ethnographie des pilotes qui conduisent les porte-conteneurs sur la Hooghly, l’article plaide
pour que l’on mette l’accent sur le travail physique comme acte de médiation dans les espaces-temps des
lieux de travail mondialisés. Il élabore une nouvelle approche du temps capitaliste, qui tente de combiner
la récente attention portée aux pratiques du savoir avec une focalisation marxiste plus ancienne sur le rôle
médiateur du travail physique. Les bureaucrates soumis aux cadences du remboursement de la dette
publique jouent un rôle extractif sur la Hooghly et entraînent le déclin de l’infrastructure. Les
contradictions des politiques gouvernementales rendent de plus en plus difficile la navigation sur le fleuve,
avec pour conséquence de fréquents accidents. Les pilotes fluviaux « s’accommodent » de ceux-ci par des
interventions technologiques dictées par l’éthique ou le « sens du travail bien fait » qui émergent de leurs
actes de travail physique dans des espace-temps spécifiques. Sur la Hooghly, le capital continue de circuler
à travers ces petits mouvements « bricolés » dans lesquels le temps est un problème éthique, affectif et
technique, plutôt qu’à travers les grands accommodements temporels décrits par Harvey et Castree. Nous
devons donc repenser radicalement notre approche du temps dans le capitalisme, en allant au-delà des
récits existants qui le présentent comme une mesure abstraite de la valeur ou comme une source de
discipline temporelle. Le temps capitaliste est hétérochrone et provoque des tentatives pour concilier des
rythmes et représentations divers et récalcitrants par le biais de notre travail éthique et physique.
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