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Introduction
1. In this paper I examine the expanded possibilities for selfhood, and hence of agency, of two types
of women: volunteers in a community development program in Medan, Indonesia, and municipal
councillors in Dehradun, India. Both types of actors are involved in acts of care or service towards
others, and most typically describe these actions as central to who they are, or to who they are
becoming. Ethnographic research in both sites reveals the importance of 'feeling the right way' in
providing care or service activities for the realisation of women's self-fashioning projects. The warm
sense of satisfaction that comes from making a difference to the lives of others, or the pride of
having managed tasks competently and efficiently, reaffirm that such work is 'right for them', or that
they are 'right for the work'. In examining how feelings make possible certain forms of selfhood, I
call attention to the role of emotional experiences in shaping women's agency.
In this paper I examine the expanded possibilities for selfhood, and hence of agency, of two types
of women: volunteers in a community development program in Medan, Indonesia, and municipal
councillors in Dehradun, India. Both types of actors are involved in acts of care or service towards
others, and most typically describe these actions as central to who they are, or to who they are
becoming. Ethnographic research in both sites reveals the importance of 'feeling the right way' in
providing care or service activities for the realisation of women's self-fashioning projects. The warm
sense of satisfaction that comes from making a difference to the lives of others, or the pride of
having managed tasks competently and efficiently, reaffirm that such work is 'right for them', or that
they are 'right for the work'. In examining how feelings make possible certain forms of selfhood, I
call attention to the role of emotional experiences in shaping women's agency.
2. In describing the different opportunities for emotional experiences for men and women, as well as
the gendered nature of emotional repertoires (the range of emotions one can feel and/or express), I
point to the limitations of self-realisation beyond prescribed gendered norms. The range of
emotional experiences available tends to reaffirm and allow for the achievement of, rather than
significantly expand, 'gendered selves'.[1] I argue that agency is therefore not expanded simply
through women occupying socially recognised roles from which they were previously excluded;
women must also have access to emotional experiences that can potentially transcend prevailing
self-narratives, prompting new self-imaginaries. I find that although the emotional experiences of
both positions—volunteer and municipal councillor—reinforce 'gendered selves', both also offer
moments of new emotional experience, or allow for expressions of emotion that can be seen to
transgress gendered norms.
3. My findings are drawn from ten months of ethnographic research in Medan, North Sumatera,
between April 2013 and April 2015, and six months in Dehradun, Uttarakhand, North India between
May 2015 and June 2016, and in April 2018.[2] In Medan, I worked with two local researchers,
Yumasdaleni and Aida Harahap in the generation and interpretation of the ethnographic notes of a
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community development program, and in the co-construction of 17 profiles with men and women
involved as volunteers or 'beneficiaries' of the program. In Dehradun I worked with a local nongovernment organisation (NGO), the Panchayati Raj Gender Awareness and Training Institute
(PRAGATI), to generate empirical material on the experiences of women municipal councillors,
which included the co-construction of 10 in-depth profiles. Personally experienced emotions are
particularly difficult to capture methodologically, and therefore we undertook purposeful reflection
on our pathways from affect, to emotion, to thought, in order to understand how we reached certain
interpretations, while also deepening them.[3] Biographical details also matter for the way people
are affected or moved,[4] and the in-depth understanding of participants that were gained through
the co-constructed profiles was critical for understanding the resonance and intensity of the scenes
that we observed. An intimate understanding of the lives of the women we studied alongside direct
observation, interrogated through reflexive research practice, therefore informs my interpretations.
At the same time that I recognise that the difficulty of researching emotions necessarily means
there is a degree of speculation.
Reconsidering agency
4. My position, that an expansion in the possibilities of selfhood is a starting point for enhanced
agency, requires some explanation. Agency is conventionally thought of as an increase in
capabilities or choices—choices that enable women to take actions or hold positions previously
foreclosed to them.[5] Prior to making choices or acquiring capabilities, however, one becomes a
'self' for whom such thinking and acting is internally conceivable and socially recognisable. The
'selves' we can become are shaped by the cultural and discursive context that are the sites for selfformation, within which ideas about what are socially appropriate and internally conceivable ways
of being are defined.[6] These possibilities are bound by characteristics such as gender, race,
class, sexuality and so on, such that we can describe the possible ways of being for men's and
women's 'gendered selves'.[7] Agency does not mean the recovery of an 'authentic self', the
release of the actor from social norms, or liberation from the discursive constitution of the self,[8]
but rather agency provides an expansion of the possible selves that any one individual can
become.
5. Elsewhere, I argue that the possibilities of self-becoming can be located in three measures: first, an
increase in the number of socially recognised positions from which one can act, recognising the
importance of discourse and culture in prescribing or proscribing certain identities;[9] second, an
expansion of self-imaginaries, that is the capacity to conceive of being an alternative 'self' or an
alternative to self,[10] and; third, enhanced opportunities for self-enactment, the action and
experience of being. This paper examines two types of female actors who have been afforded the
opportunity to occupy socially recognised positions (volunteer and municipal councillor), which
become the starting point for action. I want to explore how the ability to hold these positions
translates into an actual expansion in the possibilities for self; that is in the reaffirmation of who one
is, or who one wants to become,[11] or the expansion in conceivable ways of being.
6. In particular, I examine the role of emotions in shaping the possibilities for self. The importance of
the affective and emotional dimensions of becoming has recently been emphasised by Judith
Butler, who points to the primacy of the senses in the formation of selves. The way 'we feel things,
undergo impressions, prior to forming any thoughts, including any thoughts we might have about
ourselves,'[12] underlines the relational processes of becoming, the way we are formed through our
interactions with the real or imagined environment. My own research has underlined the
importance of 'feeling the right way' in moments of self-enactment, as well as during the threats to
self (or affective injuries) that occur when one is impressed upon in ways that challenge one's
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sense of self.[13] Here, I want to more closely consider the possibilities and limitations for
emotional experience (experiences that engender emotions, which, I argue, are resources in the
process of self-formation), with a focus on how gender shapes these experiences.[14]
7. Differences in emotional experience may occur in two ways. First people have differential
opportunities to engage in activities that can engender a particular emotional response. Not all
people have the material resources or social standing to engage in activities in the manner of their
choosing, and therefore they lack the opportunities for embodied experiences of being that they
desire or imagine. The affective dimension is important, as it is through the way that one is moved,
touched or affected that reaffirms or casts doubt as to whether such action is 'right for me'.[15] For
example, a person's self-understanding may be of someone who enjoys adventure sports, who
gets a 'thrill' out of putting their life in danger. Without, however, the opportunity to actually engage
in such activities, this self-imaginary remains essentially untested: a self-narrative that lacks
affirmation. Alternatively, a self-narrative that one will enjoy the sensation of plummeting towards
the earth on a bungee cord predisposes one to interpret one's bodily sensations in such a way.
8. The second set of differences relate to what I describe as 'emotional repertoires'—the range of
feelings that people qualify (that is name and therefore identify) as emotions.[16] Processes of
socialisation encourage men and women to perform or express different kinds of emotions in
particular circumstances; men and women are rewarded differently for these displays, with further
differences according to race, class and so on.[17] Limitations are not only understood as displays
or performances, but also in the range of emotions that differently positioned individuals can
actually have. The difference lies in the movement from affect, to feelings, to emotion. Affect
captures embodied modulations, the 'passage … of forces or intensities' beyond consciousness
and prior to qualification as emotion.[18] 'Feelings mark the embodied modulations' from one state
to another,[19] while emotions capture how one processes the experience, by drawing upon
cultural-linguistic repertoires embedded within power relations.[20] Emotions are pre-eminently
cultural; we make sense of the way we feel through particular socio-cultural contexts, even as they
are personally experienced.[21] As feelings are processed, they are shaped by gendered
ideologies and discourses that prescribe and limit the range of emotions.
9. As I am interested in gendered possibilities for self, I focus on emotional experiences and
repertoires that are more tightly bound to ideology and culture, rather than affect that has greater
potential for excesses and escapes from systems of signification.[22] In this paper, I examine the
emotions experienced by volunteers in Medan and municipal councillors in Dehradun as a means
to understanding how their socially recognised positions afford emotional experiences that expand
(or not) their possibilities for selfhood. By examining how emotional experiences both reinforce, as
well as potentially transgress the 'gendered selves' of women in India and Indonesia, I aim to
highlight the centrality of emotional experiences to understandings of agency and gendered
hierarchies.
Volunteers in Medan
10. Community development programs (CDPs) have presented opportunities for men and women to
occupy positions as decision makers and implementers of 'development'. Such is the case for
Indonesia's National Program for Community Empowerment Independent—Urban (PNPM),[23]
which has the aim of 'fostering community participation, improving local governance, and delivering
basic needs at the community level,'[24] with 'empowering women' as an additional objective.[25]
The implementing agents of the PNPM at the local level are called the Badan Keswadayaan
Masyarakat (BKM Board of Community Welfare), with one BKM comprising between seven and 12
members for each Kelurahan: an urban administrative unit with a population of between 10,000 and
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30,000 residents. BKM members are volunteers from the locality, elected by local residents, who
also elect the BKM coordinator. BKMs are responsible for developing a Community Development
Plan and implementing projects in three areas: infrastructure (building of roads and drains etc.);
economic (rotating funds and small enterprise development) and social (small gifts of welfare and
training).
11. I focus here on BKM members in the city of Medan—an ethnically diverse city of over two million
inhabitants in North Sumatra, Indonesia. Although there are exceptions, BKM members in Medan
are typically lower middle class, earning their livelihood by, among other things, working as security
guards, driving becak (similar to rickshaws), running home-based laundries or small warung
(street-side restaurants). Although most volunteers were educated to year 10 or 12, few had gone
on to further study. BKM members, including BKM coordinators, therefore typically did not have the
economic and cultural capital to engage in other similar activities, such as working for an NGO, or
engaging in acts of charity. Both men and women valued the opportunity to become members of
the BKM as it enabled them to engage in social work, which they saw as being aligned to who they
are, but otherwise unrealisable given their economic circumstances. As one volunteer put it, 'We
want to give money but there is none. So with our energy [tenaga] and our thinking we can do
social work' through the PNPM.[26]
12. Many volunteers said that joining the program was tied to their understandings of self, or their
ambitions to become better people. Ibu Rosa, a BKM coordinator, explains: 'I received a panggilan
jiwa [call of the soul] … [that] I should use my hands to serve the people. Maybe, indeed it is
because I have a characteristic of compassion in my hati [heart].'[27] Being called by the jiwa was a
common phrase used by BKM members to explain why they had joined the program, and their
ongoing motivation. Jiwa directly translates into English as soul or spirit, but used here, has the
connotation of being more like one's nature. Joining the program enables volunteers to engage in
action that is true to their nature, their jiwa, their sense of self. Where the jiwa represents one's
calling, the hati aligns the individual to this calling by ensuring that they are affected in appropriate
ways. The hati means the emotional seat of the individual, which I translate into English as
heart.[28] BKM members referred to the hati as something that affected them, that moved them
when they saw poverty, and that they sought to satisfy with their good works. Affective and
emotional responses thereby reaffirm one's understanding of self.
13. Being able to undertake actions that 'felt good' or 'brought satisfaction' were significant for men and
women volunteers from lower-socio-economic backgrounds who otherwise lacked the
opportunities to have such emotional experiences. The types of emotions engendered by BKM
activities differed, however, according to gender. In part, this is due to the activities that male and
female volunteers are assigned to. Within the BKM there are three fields to the program:
infrastructure, economic and social. In BKMs, women are far more likely to be in charge of social
programs that are based on small acts of care. Activities include the provision of small gifts: for
example school bags for children, groceries for widows, and prayer mats for the aged. Events are
organised so that small charitable gifts can be directly handed over to 'worthy' recipients. On these
occasions, BKM members become animated, stand taller and wear large smiles. Ibu Asmira
describes the pleasure she feels from these activities: 'I am happy, Bu, terharu [moved] … I was so
touched; I cry from happiness … with the PNPM, we can help many people.'[29] The identification
of 'worthy recipients' entails being 'moved by their plight', engendering a response of 'care'. The
activities, and the emotions engendered in them—empathy, compassion, satisfaction—are aligned
with gendered norms, in which women take on, and gain satisfaction from, caring for others.[30]
14. Religion is important in orienting and intensifying women's emotional responses to volunteer
activities. Most BKM members are Muslim; wirid sessions (Islamic teachings delivered to women in
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mosques) are a key site for the recruitment of female volunteers. Ibu Hanum explains this process:
'They asked for socially oriented people … Some people like to do social activities, and others do
not. It depends on whether they have a generous heart [hati]'.[31] Ibu Hanum self-identified as
someone with a generous heart (who found satisfaction from social work), but as important as this
understanding of self, is her ambition to become a more pious Muslim. Ibu Hanum said that she
receives no benefit from her volunteer work, only 'gaji sejuta' (a salary of one million): an acronym,
consisting of senyum (smiles), jujur (honesty) and taqwa (Godly conduct). Senyum indicates the
smiles they receive in gratitude from recipients, but also their own satisfaction. Jujur is the
opportunity to undertake their activities in an ethical and honest way. Taqwa, the ability to engage
in Godly conduct through charitable acts, is the most important element of Ibu Hanum's salary. In
Islam, she tells us, social work is compulsory; the opportunity to perform taqwa is therefore 'a
blessing from Allah, right?'.[32] Lacking material resources to engage in other acts of charity (such
as zakat)[33] the PNPM has provided a means for her to become a better person and a more pious
Muslim.
15. Having the appropriate emotional response to charitable activities is critical to this achievement.
Many women and some men BKM members say that acting with ikhlas is critical to volunteers who
are truly committed to social work. Ikhlas is an Islamic concept that BKM members describe as
sincerity, not desiring of any other benefit other than that which comes after death. To desire or
seek material or social benefit would be to negate the worthiness of the act before Allah. The
emotions engendered in PNPM activities are not spontaneous, but shaped by the concept of
ikhlas. Ibu Hanum interprets and qualifies her feelings (the bodily modifications she experiences) in
ways that reinforce the sense of ikhlas, and therefore her own sense of self as someone with a
generous heart. Ibu Hanum seeks experiences in which she can feel ikhlas, or put differently, such
experiences are beneficial in the reaffirmation of who she is and is in the process of becoming.
Athough male and female BKM members both mentioned ikhlas, it was much more prominent in
the narratives of women.
16. Rather than evoke ikhlas as an animating force in their work, men are more likely to discuss their
desire to feel 'useful'. For example Pak Alrasyad said, 'Actually I used to feel that I was not useful.
But after becoming involved in the BKM, it is evident that I am of benefit to the community.'[34]
Bermanfaat, being of benefit, or manfaatkan, benefiting others, were the most common frames for
men in explaining the satisfaction they received from their work. In part, this difference derives from
the kinds of activities that male BKM members were engaged in. Men were more likely to oversee
the infrastructural component of the PNPM, which has tangible benefits in the form of material
improvements in roads, drains and so on. Usefulness was also framed in relation to 'helping the
government in development [pembangunan]', as Pak Anto described.[35] As a BKM coordinator, he
was particularly proud of his ability to manage the program competently, to successfully complete
projects, and ensure high rates of repayment for the economic component of the program (rotating
loans). His work was helping him to achieve his life principles: 'I am extremely happy to be a BKM
member, that in the context of my life, I can be very useful for the people.'[36]
17. For men such as Pak Alrasyad and Pak Anto, the PNPM provided opportunities to occupy a social
position and status to which they would not normally have access. Pak Alrasyad works in a bar,
while Pak Anto is a carpark attendant.[37] Pak Anto long had ambitions to engage in social
activities, but in previous positions was not taken seriously. Pak Alrasyad said that he was little
known in the locality prior to becoming the BKM coordinator, but now all people know and respect
him. Their narratives suggest that the position is important not only for their social standing, but
also for the feelings of self-confidence and 'masculine' pride that they experience through the
program. Particularly for men in low-status occupations, the ability to do something 'useful' in the
community is a positive emotional experience, and perhaps reaffirming of their masculinity. In other
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words, the emotions engendered in their work as BKM coordinators reinforced, or enabled them to
achieve a sense of self: one that I argue is tied very much to gendered ideologies.
18. Although there are differences between men and women BKM members in the types of emotional
experiences they have, and the elements of those experiences that they emphasise in their
narratives, there are also exceptions. Indeed, when women are placed in the position of
coordinator they also experience the satisfaction, if not glee, associated with doing the work
competently. Ibu Muslimah was made a BKM coordinator when the former coordinator, and the
only man in the BKM, left Medan. A woman in her sixties, Ibu Muslimah holds various positions in
state development programs. She is a health cadre at the local health centre, a teacher at the local
crèche, and the head of the social program in the BKM. All of these roles involve acts aligned with
gendered ideologies positioning women primarily as mothers and carers in the family and
community.[38] The emotional experiences through their positions reinforce 'gendered selves' in
Indonesia. After becoming coordinator, however, Ibu Muslimah told us she was able to do more:
'Then we can do something for the people, and feel happy, satisfied … [for example] after some
work the BKM did, a clogged drain is working again. We are proud. "Who did it? Oh BKM did
it".'[39] Ibu Muslimah did not seek out the role of coordinator; as she puts it, it was thrust on to her.
She nonetheless feels immensely satisfied and proud of her activities and achievements, in ways, I
suggest, that expand her sense of who she is, and who she can become.
Municipal councillors in Dehra Dun
19. In India, reservations in local government have enabled women to take on socially recognised
positions of authority. As per the 73rd and 74th Constitutional Amendments (1993) a third of the
seats are reserved for women in local village governance and urban local bodies respectively.[40]
Seats are also reserved for people belonging to historically marginalised sections as per their
proportion in the population: scheduled tribes (STs), scheduled castes (SCs) and other backward
classes (OBCs). Seats within these categories are also reserved for women; for example, a seat
can be reserved for a scheduled caste woman. Political parties can only give one person from their
party the ticket to contest an election, and 'getting the party ticket' is a highly contested process. In
fieldwork during the lead up to the 2018 elections,[41] both men and women candidates were
tense over the announcement of tickets. Reservations add additional tension, as potential
candidates can have their hopes dashed when a seat is, or is not, reserved.
20. Men often overcome an inability to contest a seat that is reserved for women by convincing their
wives, or less commonly mothers, to stand on their behalf: a situation supported by parties who
often select the wives of powerful male party workers over hard-working competent women (a
point I return to below). Public and academic commentators have used observations of this to
conclude that most if not all women are 'proxies'.[42] My own and other accounts present a more
nuanced picture, revealing that many women have become elected based on their own qualities
and hard work, while even women who run for election to fulfil political ambitions of husbands
develop their own capacities and political ambitions during their term.[43] In Dehradun, seven
women have been elected into general seats (unreserved), making the total number of elected
women municipal councillors (MCs) (2013—2018) 29 out of 60.[44] Out of 29 women MCs, only
three fit a strict description of 'proxy'.
21. Reservations in politics provide opportunities for women to occupy socially recognisable roles of
authority and power, but the way this opportunity extends ideas of self depends upon the meanings
women ascribe to that position. Many women MCs describe their role not as related to politics, but
to social work, seva samajik. Social worker, is a common political 'style' for both men and women
politicians in India, but is particularly effective for women due to its compatibility with socially
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acceptable models of femininity.[45] For example Padma is a loyal party worker, but explains, 'It is
not for the party, it is from working for society that I get personal satisfaction … that I have this
feeling … And it is not only today that I feel this way … it is from childhood.'[46] Women hoping to
contest the upcoming elections told us without exception that they were driven by a desire to
extend their social work by holding a position of power, and not vice versa. When asked why they
personally had such desires, they described social work as a part of their habit, or nature: 'the
feeling [to do social work] comes from within'; 'it is my habit to do social work since childhood'; 'the
only benefit is satisfaction'.[47]
22. Much of the literature is cynical of such self-representations, viewing 'social worker' as solely a
strategic political identity.[48] I suggest that much of this literature—which focuses on male
politicians—overlooks how, for women in particular, seva semajik is central to their self-imaginary,
the very core of who they believe themselves to be.[49] For someone like Padma, helping people
as a MC engenders many positive feelings, and it is these positive feelings, the sense of
satisfaction wrapped up in being a good and honest person, that animates her work. In just one
example, we were chatting with Padma in her front room when a Muslim man from an adjoining
ward came to request her help with an electricity connection. His own MC (a man from the
Congress Party) had delayed completing the simple letter he required, and demanded payment of
500 rupees. Padma had no hesitation, quickly and graciously completing the work while mumbling
about the morals of the other MC. As a BJP member, Padma knew that the man who had sought
help was unlikely to vote for her party; the BJP's Hindutva ideology and treatment of minorities has
made them the last choice of Muslims in Dehradun.[50] Indeed the man said as much, but added
that if he was in her ward he would vote for Padma because she is a good person. Padma swelled
upon hearing this, giggling shyly as she does when she is trying to be modest in the face of a
compliment. For Padma, undertaking social work not for political gain provides emotional
experiences that reinforce her sense of self. At the same time, understanding oneself as a social
worker, rather than being politically ambitious, reinforces the gendered selves of women, as being
caring, giving, selfless.[51]
23. The emotional repertoires of women party workers are in this way different to those of men. The
tension surrounding who will be given the party ticket in the upcoming elections laid bare these
differences. When we asked women hopefuls how they would feel if they did not get the party
ticket, the response was restrained. While a small number said they would run as independents,
the vast majority professed to not being too concerned. 'Theek hai', it's okay, they would say, in a
neutral tone and with no visible emotion on their face. 'If I get the ticket, or not, I will continue my
social work. Whoever the party selects, I will help in their campaign', was a common response. No
amount of prompting could change their tune. We spoke to too few male hopefuls for any useful
comparison, but it is noteworthy that both men and women spoke of how men were more likely to
get frustrated, become angry, and even switch parties if denied the ticket. The position of candidate
for men was tied to ambitions of political advancement and hence an arena for disappointment,
whereas for women the position was related to selfless social work, and hence whether they got
the ticket or not should not engender strong feelings.
24. Although this 'theek hai' (it's okay) attitude was unbreakable in one-on-one interviews, frustration
and anger seeped out when hopeful women candidates came together. As part of a capacitybuilding program for women municipal councillors run by PRAGATI,[52] pre-election workshops
were held for women who were considering becoming candidates. Women from across the political
divide shared accounts of their social work, and their aspirations to do more for the people by
becoming a MC. But there were also spontaneous expressions of frustration, especially as many
women feared that men would be given the tickets for all unreserved (general) seats, and that even
the tickets for seats reserved for women would go to the wives of male party workers. In one
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memorable workshop, the discussion was frequently interrupted by women lamenting this situation;
an invitation for a group interview after the workshop turned into 70 minutes of women talking over
the top of each other about the issue. Rekha was one of the loudest. She explained that she had
been a loyal party worker for over 20 years, devoting time and money. When the party needed
busloads of 'supporters', she always arranged at least one, paying out of her own pocket. She
sacrificed time with her family to help people at any time of the day: social service in the name of
the party.[53] Now her children were independent, she felt it was her time to be rewarded with the
ticket. Even before decisions could be made, however, she was tense, frustrated and clearly very
angry. The issue of party selection provoked an outpouring of emotion about the treatment of
women in the party more generally. 'Men will never let women get ahead,' Rekha said.[54]
25. The differences in the expression of emotions underlines, rather than contradicts, the different
emotional repertoires of men and women. As Kaitlin McCormick et al. demonstrate, gender
differences in emotional responses are greatest when women and men are placed in conditions in
which the femininity/masculinity binary are perceived as being judged.[55] Unlike the women MCs
that I have known for some time, the interviews with candidates in 2018 generally occurred on only
the second time I had met them. Their personal motivations were in the spotlight, and socially
appropriate responses provided. Group discussions offered a different scenario, with safety in
numbers allowing repressed emotions to be expressed. These emotions were not solely related to
the frustration associated with the treatment of women in the party, but they also betrayed the
political aspirations of the women, the sense of entitlement that they had to a position of status,
beyond the feelings of satisfaction that they said they desired from social work. That is, these
sessions allowed women to express a different self, and I would cautiously suggest, allowed them
to have feelings that on other occasions they refused to name and acknowledge. These emotional
seepages do not, however, mean that other emotions are not genuine, either in their expression or
self-interpretation. And indeed the reaffirming of one's gendered self through emotional
experiences of being a MC was empowering for many women.
Discussion
26. Although the context of each case study is different, women in Medan and India share the
experience of occupying a socially recognised position that might otherwise have been unavailable.
The positions of volunteer in a community development program or of municipal councillor provide
opportunities for new emotional experiences that are, I argue, critical to the reaffirmation of self, or
realisation of self-fashioning projects. Women of low-socio-economic class in Medan are able to
realise ambitions of becoming more pious Muslims through acts of charity that were previously
foreclosed to them due to a lack of material, social and economic capital. In India, women were
able to expand their social activities, thus reaffirming their idea of selves as social workers. Such
expanded possibilities and reaffirmations for self are not only significant for women, but also for
men. For many, realising 'gendered selves' and achieving normative models of femininity and
masculinity represent an expansion in possibilities for self, or rather the overcoming of foreclosures
of self that are related to their socio-economic condition.
27. Religion, and in this case Islam, plays an important role in orienting and intensifying the emotions
engendered in certain scenes. For many women BKM members, having the chance to engage in
charitable acts with feelings of ikhlas was critical to their ambitions of becoming more pious selves.
They sought opportunities to have these emotional experiences, while ikhlas also oriented the
qualification of feelings as emotions, so that women felt sincere when they engaged in social
activities. In India, Islam had a different affective force, especially in the charged atmosphere of
Hindutva politics. Ignoring religious difference reinforced for Padma the sincerity of her act,
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reinforcing her sense of self as someone motivated primarily by social work. As an important part of
the symbolic and discursive terrain, religion is an important constituent in possibilities for selfhood.
28. In both cases, however, the opportunities to enact self, as well as the emotional repertoires
available in such enactments, are highly gendered. Women find satisfaction in activities that are
aligned with their gendered roles, which position women as more 'caring', rather than technically
minded or politically ambitious. Such gender-affective mobilisations are not distinct to Indonesia
and India. Andrea Muehlebach shows in post-welfare Italy that it is primarily women who are
'moved' to take on the burden of care for the elderly in what she describes as a 'soulful' citizenry
'that translates the corporeal stirrings of the heart into publicly useful activity'.[56] Similarly in
Indonesia, many women are unpaid volunteers, mobilised through their naturally caring
dispositions to deliver state development programs in a cost-effective way.[57] In India, parties rely
on the labour of party workers motivated to do 'social work', with women less demanding than men
in the political rewards they seek in return. Gendered repertoires therefore seemingly help to
reinforce gendered hierarchies, while also facilitating relations that can be broadly conceived as
exploitative. In this way ideologies both gain their intensity from and intensify the power of
emotions.[58]
29. It is particularly important to examine emotional repertoires if opportunities to hold socially
recognisable positions translate into enhanced agency. In a review of the psychology literature on
emotions and gender, McCormick et al. find that displays and self-reporting of emotions were more
aligned with gender stereotypes in countries with higher rates of women's 'empowerment', and
where women held more positions of power. I agree with McCormick et al. that 'beliefs about
emotion may serve to maintain gendered hierarchies',[59] when these are seen as being under
threat. Women therefore need to be supported in having new experiences that engender different
types of emotions, and offered further possibilities for self-expansion. As the empirical material
suggests, this is not achieved solely through the occupation of different positions (such as BKM
coordinator), but through new experiences within these roles (such as doing tasks competently),
and the creation of safe spaces for women to explore and express emotions that transgress and
maybe even extend gendered emotional repertoires. Enabling women to occupy socially
recognised positions is only part of the answer to enhancing women's agency; we need to ensure
that women have emotional experiences that can help them expand their possibilities for self.
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