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Abstract : 

The Indian industrial labourer was a creation of colonial rule. Brought into being in the middle of the nineteenth century with the establishment of factories in cities like Calcutta, Bombay, Ahmedabad and Kanpur the Indian labourers were seen by industrialists and colonial administrators from the 1890s as predominantly turbulent rustic men. This image of the labourer remained in vogue till the end of British Empire in India in 1947. It connoted the opposite of the imperial masculine ideal invented at the end of the nineteenth century. At the core of it was an imagined Indian peasant - incapable of being restrained and reformed by industrial discipline and necessarily corrupted by city life. Colonial officials and industrialists believed that the city, on the hand, loosened his morals freeing him of ties of family and community. Industrial employment, on the other, abnormally accentuated his primordial loyalties to religious, linguistic and caste identities. He was elemental and his acts of violence were seen as expression of his inborn tendencies or as his habitual refusal to accept hierarchy and discipline necessary to mature into a modern industrial worker from an unskilled rural migrant. Taking factory labourers in colonial Calcutta and its vicinity as examples, I seek to demonstrate that the image was drawn up mainly to justify violent labour control policies of the colonial state, which in turn compelled labourers to take up violence as the only available means of voicing protest, forcing even non-violent labour movements to become violent. Beginning with the first labour upsurge of the city in 1896, ending with the last one in 1946, I argue that the image of the turbulent labouring man was re-affirmed repeatedly with each successive instance of use of violence by the state to put down labour protests.
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