Abstract
My proposed paper aims to reappraise our understanding of colonial labour regimes through the illustrative example of railway labour in colonial India. 

Hitherto, the role of railway labour in the formation of labour regimes in colonial India has remained a largely unexplored subject. 

Here, I argue that contrary to our current assumptions, railway labour was the paradigmatic labour regime in colonial India. This paper demonstrates the critical impact of railway labour on the evolution of labour regimes in colonial India, particularly, the ways in which railway labour set the pattern for future labour regimes.  

Railway operations formally commenced in 1853. But a demand for labour had developed earlier and grew continuously. Railway operations too, created demands for labour. Interestingly, though not surprisingly, the demand for railway labour was mostly confined to unskilled tasks. 

Railway operations therefore, created the earliest and biggest labour formation in colonial India.  It engendered a circulating labour market that contributed to the creation of a trained labour force, readily absorbed in other colonial labour regimes. Critically, the railway network facilitated sustenance of colonial labour regimes by moving labour relatively faster and cheaper across India. 

Furthermore, since railway labourers could not aspire to skilled, well-paid status, their resistances offered a template for labour movements in colonial India. The strikes by railway workers were important, and signalled the symptomatic message of loss of control over a ubiquitous symbol of colonial control, the railways. 

By bringing in new evidence from railway archives, my paper claims that railway labour played a critical role in establishing the labour regime in colonial India – by creating a labour market, circulating it, and setting patterns of labour relations with the colonial state. The paper offers a fresh perspective to think about labour regimes and its consequences in a colonial setting.
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