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A Study of Industrial Labour in Post-Colonial India

Jan Breman

1. Constituting labour

In post-colonial India labour was given the connotation of work in industry. The labourer as a
social figure became linked to the modern economy, a direction in which Indian society wasto
develop at arapid rate. In view of the approaching end to the agrarian-rural mode of living, it
hardly seemed necessary to defend the remarkabl e conflation of labour economics with industrial
employment. The expectation of the transformation which was going to take place makes it
understandable why authors of authoritative textbooks on the shape of thw working class and the
trade union movement, such as S.C. Patel (1965), R.R. Singh (1971) and S. Sen (1977), were able
more or less to ignore the non-industrial way of life of the greater part of the workforce.

In 1940 the Nationa Planning Committee, set up by the All India Congress Committee
and led by Jawaharla Nehru, laid down the policy that was to be put into execution after
Independence. This august forum based its directives on deliberations held in working groups on
anumber of themes. One of these was the working group on “Labour'. It had among its members
R. Mukerjee, V.V. Giri, on behalf of industrial employers A.Sarabai, and as rapporteur N.M.
Joshi, “father of the Indian trade union movement'. G. Nanda was present by special invitation.
It isinteresting that thisforum, charged with designing a planned economy, more or less ignored
the Gandhian doctrine of small-scale village development in which agriculture was interwoven
with crafts and trades.

The minutes of the meetings held by the working group on labour show that only those
subjects were discussed that had to do with the regulation of industria relations, e.g. working
hours (48 hours per week, 9 hours per day), the health and safety of the workforce, social
security, housing, etc. The regulations proposed in these respects were modelled on labour
practices that were already operative in the industrialised part of the world. The reason why
discussions focused so much on these features had to do, of course, with the circumstance that
it was only in the industrial sector of the economy that a trade union movement had evolved
which set itsdlf the task of representing workers' interests. The labour legidlation that was to be
introduced alotted to the state considerable power regarding the definition of industrial
procedures and the solving of disputes between employers and workers. This statist involvement
led to the setting-up of a massive government machinery charged with administration and
regisiration, ingpection, arbitration and adjucation aswell as other tasks, all exclusively concerned



with labour and employment in what was later going to be called the organised sector of the
economy.

At the start of the post-colonial era India had less than ten million industrial workers of
whom considerably less than half were subject to a labour regime that could be called factorised.
In 1950, according to Ornati (1955:9), this applied to 2.75 million workers. If we adhere to the
higher figure of 10 million, this category of industrial labourers formed less than six percent of the
total workforce; in the non-agrarian sector of that workforce its extent was aso of little
significance with barely 17 percent (Pant 1965:12). Nevertheless, the literature described this
small minority as the prototype of the labour force which was to determine the future of land and
people.

[...] their importance does not lie in numbers. This small section of the total labour force
is important because growth and expansion of the economy depends, to a large extent,
upon its attitude towards industrialisation. It being the only section where labour
organisation exists and can grow easily, it can influence the pace of change. It is this
section which along with its problems will grow with the progress of industriaisation.
(Pant 1965:12)

The far-reaching effects of the foreseen remodelling of society areillustrated by the fact
that, since the beginning of the 20th century, hardly any change had occurred in the relative size
of the labour force employed in the secondary economic sector. In 1901 and 1961, industry,
mining and plantation agriculture employed 12.6 and 11.7 percent respectively of the working
population (Pant 1965:10). The reason why labour was nevertheless only discussed in this
manifestation was due not only to the fact that it would become dominant in the short term, as
soon as the sectoral shift was to get under way, but also to the strategic significance that was
attributed to work in industry. The post-colonial economy was designed according to plan and
was meant to have asocidist orientation. Industrial employment was the model on which this not
so far distant future was to be shaped, in which employers, workers and state would attune their
separate interests to the common good. Pant referred to this agenda in the Preface to his book:

Thisbook studies Indian labour problems and policies in the context of planned economic
development and the objective of the establishment of a socidist society. (I1bid.:Preface)

Even when the industrial breakthrough failed to materialise, when the planning principle
became far less significant in policy execution and the latitude allowed to socia forces followed
another orientation than sociaist ordering, the term “labour' nevertheless continued to hold the



connotation that it meanwhile had acquired: employment in the organised sector of the urban
economy in general and factorised production in particular. The transformative scenario that was
maintained was founded on the assumption that a socia system would eventually emerge similar
to the one that had aready developed in the west. The economist K.N. Ra referred approvingly
to a statement made by Zakir Hussain even before Independence to the effect that Asiatic and
Indian capitalism would essentidly differ little from the manner in which this mode of production
had persevered in the West (in Papola et a 1993:211). This adherence to the assumption of
pardld development meant that, in the last instance, there were no fundamental doubts regarding
the switch to an urban-industrial society. The acceleration that occurred in the migration of
labour from the countryside towards the large and middle-sized cities seemed to herald the
approaching transformation. Between 1901 and 1961 the share of the urban population in the
total rose from 4 to 18 percent. Completely ignored, however, was the fact that, in the
intermediate regime that still prevailed, only a very small part of the working population was
employed in modern factories. Very little consideration was given to the question of how the
remainder, in actual fact the greater part of the urban masses, managed to earn aliving. Also
disregarded were the huge labour army which, although working for big industria enterprises, did
so in the rura hinterland, far removed from the urban milieu. This applied in particular to
mineworkers and plantation coolies, a workforce which was indeed far larger than the labour
incorporated in the factoriesin Mumbai and Calcutta. Exceptions deserve to be mentioned. For
example, in his study of the working class (1945) Mukerjee did not restrict himself to labour in
the textile and meta industries, but aso discussed working conditions in mining and the plantation
corporations. Chandra (1966) did the same, but neither author gave any attention to wage-labour
inagriculture. In their analyses the countryside was the supplier of labourers who belonged to
the peasantry until the moment of departure.

The preoccupation with industrial employment detracted attention not only from the great
segment of the urban population that earned its living in some other way, but even more from the
socid relations of production in agriculture. lyer was one of the few nationalist authors who drew
attention to agricultural labour as a separate social formation. Already at the start of the century
he commented on the miserable fate of the landlessin the village economy (lyer 1903, in: Chandra
1966:762). Post-colonial policy-makers only very slowly came to redlise that agricultural
labourers constituted the largest single section of the labour force in the country (Thorner
1962:173). Early in the 1950s nation-wide investigations showed that this rural under-class
included roughly one-quarter of the agrarian population. The industrial proletariat, even at its
maximum definition, was far smaller in size than the army of agricultural labourers. How wasiit,
then, that this enormous rura workforce was left out of consideration for so long? Its systematic



neglect began in the colonial era and was linked to the stereotyped image of the rural order as a
fairly homogeneous community, a massive volume of peasant producers at work in the fields
mainly on their own account and at their own risk. The lack of differentiation accorded to land
ownership and the emphasis on subsistence agriculture, both assumptions that gave a strongly-
biased image of the late-colonia Situation, obstructed any view of the presence of a very sizeable
agrarian under-classin large parts of South Asa. Attention was drawn to it incidentally, but case
studies such asthat of Lorenzo (1943) were given little notice and were considered even lessin
the context of wage labour and its diverse modalitiesin Indian agriculture. Patel was one of the
first to study the existence and growth of agricultural labour in South Asia. His account in
essence endorsed the thesis of agrarian regression in the late-colonial era which had many
adherents in nationdist circles. Under alien rule, the origina village community formed by a
collectivity of peasants and artisans, was said to have been broken-up in a process of economic
differentiation into a minority of producers who had been able to maintain their independence
(one-fifth), an impoverished class of small peasant-owners as well as tenants and sharecroppers
(one-half), and a residual class (one-third) whose members had not been able to consolidate
themselves even as dependent cultivators and who, having falen into a state of complete
landlessness, had no other choice but to work for others in order to ensure their own survival
(Patel 1952). Kumar (1962) objected to this received wisdom in a study in which she established
that landless labour formed a substantial social class in South India even in early colonial times,
caculating that they represented 17 to 25 percent of the total agrarian population. In view of the
significance of cottage industries and handicrafts in the countryside at the start of the 19th
century, this could be equated with at least 10 to 15 percent of the entire working population.
Her conclusion then led Kumar to study the socia identity and mode of employment of
agricultura labour in both the pre-colonia and the colonial past. She demonstrated that the great
mass of landless people came from low castes and that their working status was given shapein
servile labour arrangements based on bondage. Various village monographs written in the
colonial era, for example those on South Gujarat by Mukhtyar (1930) and Shukla (1937),
confirmed labour bondage as being the hall-mark of the relationship then existing between
members of peasant castes among whom cultivable land was largely concentrated, and members
of the landless castes subjugated to them in the rural economy.

Was it perhaps because of the state of captivity which marked the agrarian regime that the landless
masses were not defined as labourers and brought under the same denominator as industrial
workers? The latter proletariat had after all freed themselves from extra-economic coercion.
Such reasoning, however, makes no allowance for the fact that fairly large-scale use was made
of indebtedness in recruiting workers from the peasant landscape, not only for coalmines and tea



plantations but also for harbours and factories in large cities. Labour contractors and other
intermediaries played an important rolein mobilisng labour in a situation of bondage. The classic
thesisthat industrid capitalism only comes about when the transition to free labour has occurred
in a dual sense - detached from the ownership of means of production, and able to decide for
themselves how and where to sell their labour power - has proved not to be applicable to the
colonial situation (Breman 1985:59-77).

Recent years have seen an interesting discussion regarding whether bonded |abour was
“traditiond’ by nature and had disintegrated in the course of time or, on the other hand, whether
it should be seen as indicating the penetration of capitalism into the agrarian production sphere.
| count myself, with al appropriate qualifications, as an advocate of the first interpretation along
with many others (Breman 1974; see also Thorner 1962:63-64; 1980). The contrary view has
been defended first by Mundle (1979) and subsequently by Prakash (1984). In doing so, the latter
referred to the combination of the capitalist market effect and the colonial exercise of power in
changing the subaltern kamia in South Bihar into alandworker in debt bondage. 1n extending the
logic of this thesis to the present day, Patnaik has posited that the further development of
capitalist forces in agriculture will cause the augmentation of semi-feudal forms of labour
bondage.

[...] bondedness of labour is not a static phenomenon. While debt bondage has always
existed, we may expect it to increase rather than decline, given the increasingly desperate
economic situation faced by rural labour. (Patnaik 1985:14; 19878 in Ramachandran
1990:17)

Brass has adopted this opinion with even more aplomb. Disagreeing with studies by
Harriss and Epstein of agrarian dynamics in South India, Brass, in hisfirst article on the subject,
criticises their refusal to see what he saw: the enormous increase of bonded labour, in Harriss
own research area by no less than 243 percent between 1955 and 1970 (Brass 1986:56). This
remarkable assertion, in view of the lack of any empirical support, insindeed highly questionable.
Brass has maintained that extreme position in later articles. In controversial fashion, he disputes
any attempt to deprive the distinction between free and bonded labour of the doctrina zeal with
which he has endowed it (Brass 1990:7). My own opinion continues to be that earlier forms of
bondage in agriculture have disappeared but that they have not always been replaced by free
labour in the orthodox Marxist sense of the term. | have taken as example the recruitment and
employment of an army of labour migrants in sugarcane-cutting in South Gujarat, which isrun
on an industria basis.



[...] a capitalist mode of production on the other hand by no means precludes certain
forms of absence from freedom, emanating for example from the necessity to enter into
debt. It aso explainswhy there are certain features in the plight of the cane-cutters which,
although serving new purposes atogether, are essentially those of pre-capitalist |abour
relationships. (Breman 1978:1350)

That which | have termed neo-bondage has proved able to go hand-in-hand with capitalist
labour practices (see Breman 1993, 1997). | am inclined to agree with Ramachandran who, at
the end of his report on fieldwork in Tamilnadu, concludes that the complex reality cannot be
reduced to asmple black and white contrast between free and tied labour. Certainly, awhole set
of factors works towards the commoditisation of labour power, towards impersonalising relations
between worker and employer, and towards establishing the worker's freedom to sell his or her
labour power to an employer of higher own choice. At the same time, there are many constraints
to the freedom to manoeuvre.

Thefallure of industry to absorb the vast numbers of the agrarian unemployed as well as
the interaction between the phenomenon of a surplus population and the pre-capitalist
aspects of the village community cannot but have a profound significance for the socio-
economic status of the manual worker in the village. (Ramachandran 1990:262)

This passage quite correctly links the social quality of agricultural labour to the stagnation in the
trangtion to industrid employment. | shall return later in this paper to the problem of continuity
and discontinuity of labour bondage, both in and away from agriculture and the village economy.
Here, | suffice with observing that post-colonial literature sees the labour question one-sidedly
interms of industrialisation and urbanisation. The only linkage made with the rural economy is
to the effect that alabour surplus had accumulated, estimated at from 25 to 35 percent of the total
peasant population (Pant 1965:362), which would have to flow towards the economic growth
poles. This accorded with recommendations made by nationalist authors such as Ranade even
before the end of the 19th century (Chandra 1966:494). But did the rural masses, forced into
mobility according to this conventional line of thought, meet the requirements set for a modern
industrial proletariat?



2. A Deficient Workforce

The strong emphasis on the rural origins of the working class at sites of industrial employment
dates back to the colonial eraand is arecurring subject for attention in reports concerned with
that period. It was coupled with the notion that the initial generations of factory hands refused
to sever their ties with the hinterland. Characterisation of the industrial worker as a peasant
manqué was a principa motif of the late-colonial Report of the Royal Commission on Labour in
India (1931:26). According to the established view economic necessity had forced the migrants
to leave their villages and that, while searching for work and income away from agriculture, they
never reinquished the idea of returning home again. Rura people were said to show little interest
inwhat the outside world had to offer and were only reluctantly prepared to leave their kindred
and the village milieu.

Hunger, unemployment and boredom occasionally drove the ryot out of the village and
into the city. Much more generally, the native village held him in spite of miserable living
conditions. In his attachment to the village, he was influenced by several socia
institutions, among which caste, the joint family, early marriages, and the diversity of
languages were the most important. (Ornati 1955:36)

The image of an unwilling army of migrants willy-nilly approaching the factory gatesis
elaborated further in the equally negative assessment of the lack of enthusiasm with which this
influx of workers subjected themselves to the demands of the industrial regime. Their
disappointing quality was indicated by a low and dovenly work pace (loitering was an ever-
recurring complaint), the ease with which they changed jobs, and the high degree of absenteeism
which was linked with their equally perfidious habit of returning to their village whenever they felt
likeit and of staying away indefinitely. Intheir heart they are still peasants, was the lament
voiced by along series of private and public commentators. Criticisms cumulated into the verdict
that labour discipline was serioudly defective. Experience gained over many years gave rise to the
suspicion that this was by no means a transitory phenomenon and could not be regarded as a
temporary handicap that would gradually be corrected as workers became accustomed to the
regime.

Thisimage, commonly held during the colonid era, acquired new impulse in social science
literature which described the course of the modernisation process that had started in the early
1950s in such away asto cause doubt regarding the capability of the mass of non-western peoples
to internalise the type of behaviour that met the characteristics assumed by an industrial way of
life. Like Clark Kerr et d., Feldman and Moore saw industrialism as implying a set of conditions
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that needed to be met before the process of economic transition could be considered to be
complete and successful. They considered that the worker who shows commitment needs little
supervision and also has more self-discipline. His behaviour is then reasonably predictable and
need not be enforced through external checks and sanctions. These authors also raised the more
genera question of how, as economic devel opment progresses, the obstacles could be overcome
that hamper the quantity and quality of labour supply (Clark Kerr 1955; Moore 1951; Moore &
Feldman 1960). Myers was among those who discussed this question and the assumptions on
which it was based more specifically with regard to the Indian situation (Myers 1958). Ornati
went so far asto speak of adidike for factory work. He showed agreement with the opinion that
the industrial worker, in the proper sense of the term, islacking in India. More than anywhere
else, violations of industrial discipline, including damage to goods and machinery, protracted
inertia and other forms of “unsuitable behaviour', needed to be punished with fines. In Ornati's
view, shows of defiance were caused by the worker's evident inability to adapt himself to the
working conditions that are inherent to life in industry.

Occasiondly, the worker leaves the factory not to return to the village but to rebel against
being forced into what might be called the “factory norms: time discipline, the limitation
on leisure, the confines of the machines, thetoil of learning, and the like. (Ornati 1955:47)

Their peasant background made it understandable why they preferred the more irregular and more
risky existence as self-employed, which also required less self-discipline. The “peanut
entrepreneur’ had to cope with far greater economic uncertainty but, in Ornati's view, hislife was
more attractive on socia and psychological grounds.

In 1958, under auspices of the American Socid Science Research Council, a conference was held
in Chicago on how to motivate labour to perform non-customary tasks as a precondition for
economic growth. Moore and Feldman were the editors of Labor Commitment and Social
Change in which papers presented at the conference were bundled. “Commitment involves both
performance and acceptance of the behaviors appropriate to an industrial way of life', was their
succinct definition of the topic in their Introduction (Moore & Feldman 1960:1). In his
contribution Kerr makes a distinction between successive stages of involvement, culminating in
the willingness to conform permanently, completely and unconditionally to the demands of the
new mode of production (Kerr 1960:351-52). At the same conference Moore embroidered
further on this subject by specifying, with regard to India, "the web of rules which needed to be
fulfilled before one could speak of a stable and dedicated labour force:
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[...] when workers no longer look on their industrial employment as temporary, when they
understand and accept the requirement of working as part of a group in a factory or other
industrial enterprise, and when they find in the industrial environment a more adequate
fulfilment of personal satisfactions than they enjoyed in the village or rural society. (Myers
1958:36)

Even when measured only againgt the first of these criteria, according to the author, Indian
factory workers were at best only partially committed. They were keen to have fixed
employment, but had no scrupules in deserting the job, unexpectedly and uncalled-for, in order
to vigt their homevillage. Thiswas best illustrated by the high degree of absenteeism. Similarly
to many others, Myersreferred to the accurate and up-to-date body of statistics, published in the
Indian Labour Gazette and the Indian Labour Yearbook, on the high percentage of workers who
did not daily report for work.

In asense, these Indian workers want to have their cake and ezt it too: they are partially
committed to factory jobs in that they regard them as more or less permanent which can
be interrupted (but not lost) by periodic visits to the village. (Ibid.:45)

To defend themsdlves against such unpredictable desertion, the factories set up areserve
pool of labour on which they could draw whenever necessary to meet their strongly fluctuating
requirements. Each factory maintained such a stock of casual workers. Continuing on Myers line
of thought, James argued that the emergence of these badlis demonstrated the common sense and
leniency of the employers. Understanding that their workers found it difficult to adjust to an
industrid existence, and drawing alesson from long experience, they had purposely refrained from
harnessing their permanent workforce too tightly (James 1960:100,104). But high absenteeism
was not the only reason why Myers placed Indian factory workers so low on the ladder of
commitment.

Commitment to industrial employment implies more than the presence of workers on the
job, however. It involves also their acceptance of industrial discipline and the
performance of tasks under supervision. (Myers 1958:53)

The salf-discipline demonstrated by committed workers made them able to meet the
industrial tempo which machinery forced on its operators. Feldman and Moore remarked that
machine pacing and rhythm impart an increased rigidity to the structure of work activities. In
addition, workers were unwilling to accept the managerial authority, in particular control
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exercised over them by shop-floor supervisors. Their resstance to interface with machinery might
be dueto their regjection of the property relations on which the industrial mode of production are
based. After dl, factory workers operate machines that belong not to them but to others. It then
has to be asked whether the workers are familiar with ownership notions and, more importantly,
whether they behave accordingly (Feldman & Moore 1960:19-26). If not, should the covert or
overt demand for redistributing the industrial means of production be seen as expressing a lack
of engagement?

It is interesting to note that in discussions on these issues, narratives regarding lack of
faulty commitment change effortlessly into complaints about lack of discipline. That which is
initidly explained as non-internalisation is in a way turned around and given the tenor of
employers failure to gain an adequate grip on the behaviour of their subordinates. Loitering,
frequently leaving the machines without permission to get some fresh air or to smoke a cigarette,
is the most innocent example of this behaviour which borders on sabotage. A more extreme
variation of labour indiscipline is the physical violence used against members of the higher or
lower factory management such as timekeepers (Myers 1958:48). In the same breath the author
refersto strikes that degenerate into gheraoing the company offices. 1n such a case the warning
seems to be forgotten that commitment to industrial labour and commitment to managerial
practices should not be confused the one with the other. Rather than insufficient engagement,
unrest and other actions can equally and perhaps more justifiably be described as symptomatic of
the opposite (Moore & Feldman 1960:4). This brings me to conclude that adherents of the lack-
of-commitment thesis usudly restricted themsalves to pointing out this lack in the activities of the
working class. Kerr isquite explicit about this bias and adds that such a handicap does not apply
to the managerial elite (Kerr 1960:358). His diagnosis contrasts squarely with the findings of
research held in aWest Bengal factory to the effect that supervisors charged with disciplining the
workers did not themselves have the necessary discipline to fulfil their task properly
(Chattopadhyay & Sengupta 1969:1209-16). More in general, | contend that what Myers and
others describe as labour problemsin India's industrialisation are primarily presented by them as
problems caused by the labour force. This biased approach detracted from consideration being
given to problems as experienced by a very large part of the industrialising population. The
emphases placed by Myers in particular seem to me to be connected to the manner in which he
carried out his research. In compiling the empirical data on which his analysis is based he
restricted himself principally to discussions with management. In addition to 125 officialsin 49
enterprises, he spoke to leaders of employers organisations and trade unions, government
officials, academics, and representatives of international agencies (including the ILO and
American technica missons). Did Myers meet any workers? It seems very doubtful, unless they
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took part in any of the 16 group discussions held with “mill technicians, labor officers, union
leaders and management groups (Myers 1958:xvi).

3. Rgjection of the Commitment Concept

Morris was one of the first to qualify the alleged shortcomings in industrial labour behaviour as
misleading and premature. His historical study of labour and the growth of cotton mills in
Mumbai, supplemented by a brief and lessin-depth research into the devel opment of the Tata Iron
and Steel Company (TI1SCO) in Jamshedpur, brought him in many respects to conclusions that
were diametrically opposed to the image that had been current even in the colonial era and which,
in post-colonia years, was further endorsed in an expanding literature on the process of economic
growth. Morris started by refuting the thesis that urban industry had ever suffered from lack of
[abour. Inadl phasesof industrial expansion it had never been difficult to recruit workers for the
textile factories, although the distance that needed to be covered increased over time.
Simultaneously, however, a working class had evolved which closely identified with Mumbai's
industrial sector and had renounced itsroots in the rural milieu (Morris 1960, 1965). The author
also regjected the notion that arigid social ideology prescribed a bond with traditional ingtitutions
and with the village in particular. Then how did Morris explain the on-going mobility which
continued to characterise a hefty part of the urban migrant army? To understand this floating
behaviour, according to Morris, it was first necessary to distinguish between large-scale and
small-scale industries and between enterprises that produce the whole year through or only
seasondly. In other words, circulation between city and village was caused by the nature of the
economic activity rather than by the ingrained habits of the workers (Morris 1960:175). And
findly, Mumbai's cotton mills were able to obtain the workers that they wanted: employed on a
temporary basis and able to be dismissed without notice, while productivity remained low due to
lack of investment in training and management.

These practices made it possible to use very large amounts of minimally trained labor,
precisely the sort that was easy and cheap to obtain in Bombay. But the work schedule
also made it necessary to employ enough labor to permit workers to take breaks while the
machines were running, to develop what in effect amounted to an informal shift system
[...]. Thereis no question that employers could have initiated a tighter and more precise
system of labor utilization and discipline had they so wished. But such an approach would
have required more expensive supervision than could be obtained from the jobbers|...]
(Morris 1965: 203)
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An industrial working class was thus formed without the employers having to face any
major problems. Morris did object, however, to the tendency to emphasise the psychological
aspects of labour discipline, advocated among others by Kerr and Myers. Industrial work did
indeed subjugate the workforce to fairly rigid rule-by-the-clock, but in his opinion there was no
guestion of any acute break with the manner of employment to which landworkers were
accustomed. Germain in this connection is his remark that the majority of factory workers had
no contact with machines (Morris 1960:188). He aso dismissed the suggestion that |abour unrest
could indicate lack of commitment. In his view, the willingness to strike meant just the opposite:
it expressed progressive adaptation to the industrial way of life.

The sociologist Lambert who, in 1957, charted the origins and identity of the workforces of five
factoriesin Pune, stated in the Introduction to his book that he had found no confirmation of the
“recruitment-commitment problem' (Lambert 1963:6). Some of the workers he interviewed (a
gratified random sample of 856 chosen from a population of 4249) said that they would probably
return to the countryside when their working life had finished. The researcher found this
surprising in view of the fact that one-third of his respondents had been born in Pune and a non-
specified percentage in other urban localities. The majority of the workers were certainly not
migrants who had only recently left their villages. There was evidence of such large-scale
commitment to factory employment that Lambert concluded that three-quarters of his respondents
bel onged to the committed category of workers, at least in the sense understood by Moore and
Feldman (Lambert 1963:83-84). Lambert made it quite clear, however, that he found little
advantage in using this modish concept. In another fashion he nevertheless showed his doubt
regarding the transforming character of the industrial-urban system in which his respondents were
embedded. The transition from tradition to modernism in Indian society had been very
incomplete, in his view. Factory organisation showed features deriving from social institutions
that originated in village life and in the caste hierarchy. Lambert referred here to the jajmani
system which granted members of the local community the right to ajob and alivelihood. The
patron was not allowed to cancel the multifarious relationship one-sidedly, even when the client's
performance left much to be desired. Transgression of this prescript could cause the patron to
be boycotted by hiscaste. According to Lambert, employer-employee relations in the factory are
based on the same principle. The worker regards his job as his property and assumes the
existence of an accord which the employer is unable to terminate on grounds of unsatisfactory
discipline and insufficient efficiency. Aslong asthe worker approaches his boss as client, behaves
towards his boss deferentialy, and meets al sorts of obligations that have nothing to do with the
level or quality of his working performance, continuation of his employment is a justifiable
expectation and, in the last instance, self-evident. Asfar as patrons are concerned, their clients
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might preferably show rather less commitment. In the early phase of the industrialisation process
the employer could only escape aclaim to socia security by using labour contractors and jobbers
who profited from a constant rotation of workers. When those practices disappeared, the factory
job became a more permanent form of property. Employers reacted to this limitation of their
powers to discipline, select or dismiss their workers, by making it more difficult to obtain fixed
employment. They did so by forming a pool of reserve workers who were available when needed
and who had far fewer rights than permanent employees (Lambert 1963:91-94). The author
concluded by stating that the transformation towards a modern society, the conversion of
Gemeinschaft into Gesellschaft in India, is still a matter for the distant future.

Far more nuanced was the picture that Sheth drew of labour and labour relations in a modern
industrial enterprise in a medium-sized city in West India, which he gave the fictitious name of
Rajnagar. The author is sociologist and the report of his fieldwork, carried out in 1956-58, was
not published until much later (Sheth 1968). He found no confirmation for the hypothesis that
he had taken as point of departure, namely, that Indian traditional institutions such as the village
community, the caste system and the joint family, had obstructed progress towards industrialism
based on machine technology. According to Sheth, that which Moore, Kerr and others had
designated an industrial society was actually an ideal-typological construct for a great variety of
socia formations that had become reality without approximating that prototype. It was equally
impossible to reduce the pre- (or non-)industrial society to one uniform model. Sheth followed
this negation of any extreme black and white contrast by stating that the introduction of new
technology did not necessarily preclude continuity of the traditional social system. In hisview it
was incorrect to posit, as Moore had done earlier, that the sluggish economic development was
to be blamed on the tenaciousness of traditional social patterns which emphasised fixation rather
than mobility (Moore 1951:124). The commitment concept actually represented further
operational-isation of that line of thought, whose relevance for his own field of study Sheth found
doubtful. In his opinion, there was no rupture between industrial relations and the wider social
environment. Factory managements applied ascriptive and particularistic normsin their dealings
with the workforce, not incidentally but purposefully. Did that not accord with the manner in
which personnel policy was implemented by Japanese industry? Between the tradition-oriented
socid life of the worker and his work in the factory that was based on rationality, compatability
ruled rather than conflict.

In Orienta [pseudonym for the researched enterprise] one finds a coexistence of the two
sets of values and neither seems to hinder the operation of the other. (Sheth 1968:203)
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Initsanalyss, Sheth's sudy showed affinity with the tenor of the research reported on by
Lambert. Both record that industrial employment does not cause a watershed in the worker's
attitude and behaviour. Neither Lambert nor Sheth, however, have supported their argument by
discussing the socia life of the workers or the way in which they spend their income and leisure
time outside the factory gates. In view of the conclusions that they draw, this would have been
alogica sequel to their investigations. Sheth pointed out that his modus operandi differed from
that of Lambert. The latter concentrated on presenting actual data obtained on the basis of a
guestionnaire and gave no attention, as did Sheth, to analysing inter-personal relations in the
factory. Another difference between the two which has drawn my attention is that, even more
than Lambert, Sheth failed to give the pool of casual labourers (in both cases about one-fifth of
the total factory workforce) the strategic significance that that industrial reserve army deserve
(Lambert 1963:94-104 Sheth 1968: 56-57).

Numerous authors, from various sides and for differing reasons, have pronounced categorically
against the commitment thesis. Sharma did so on the basis of socio-psychological research in
1965-66 in which he studied the attitudes and behaviour of labourers employed by a car
manufacturing plant in Mumbai. His study was inspired by ideas proclaimed by Ornati, Kerr,
Moore et al. To test them out, he undertook 262 in-depth interviews to ascertain the level of
commitment to each of the many aspects of work as well as non-work experience of his
respondents. The profile compiled by Sharma shows that his respondents did not represent any
cross-section of the surrounding population. The factory appeared to prefer educated workers
over the non-educated, urban-born over the rural-born, and those with industrial experience over
the ones having no experience or with a background in non-industrial occupations (Sharma
1974:14). With regard to absenteeism, the author noted that workers of rural origin had a better
attendance record than their colleagues who had grown up in the city, and that trade union
members were less likely to absent themselves than were non-members. His findings were
contrary to the assertions made by adherents of the commitment thesis. In amore general sense,
Sharma's sudy aso failed to confirm the conventional image of the industrial worker as someone
gtill rooted in the countryside and in agriculture who has difficulty in breaking those ties. There
was apparently no evidence of aienation and anomie to which, according to the stereotype, the
labourer would fal prey in his new environment, with lack of discipline as an important symptom.
Sharma concluded that:

[...] traditional Indian culture appears to present no serious obstacles to the workersin
either accepting factory employment or in becoming committed to industrial work.
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Moreover, the commitment of workers seems to be influenced not by their traditional
backgrounds but by work technology within the factory. (1bid.:48)

The last sentence in this quotation is significant in that it draws attention, similarly to other
authors, to the fact that the factory worker was not a uniform type but showed numerous
variations that differed the one from the other according to the nature of the industry, the
technology used and, last but not least, the demands regarding training and skills that were made
on the workers at their moment of entry. The diversity in modes of employment between more
and less technologically-advanced factories obviously had consequences for the socid
composition of the workforce and aso helped to determine the worker's attitude towards his work
and employer.

Findly, Holmstrom based his monograph on industrial workers on more anthropological
methods of data collection. Thefieldwork that he carried out in 1971 was localised in Bangalore
and concentrated on workers in four factories, two in the public sector and two in the private
economic sector. His research did not focus on industrial organisation and industrial relations
within it, but was concerned primarily with the residential milieu in which workers retreated
outside working hours. The author based his findings on case studies of 104 workers, selected
from a far larger population and making allowance for obvious criteria such as educated-
uneducated, young and old, members of diverse castes etc. (Holmstrom 1976). His point of
departure was that the significance and impact of urbanisation should not be confused with those
of industrialisation and that, with regard to the latter, it was senseless to assume a simple and
linear dichotomy between tradition (rural-folk society) and modernity (urban-industrial society).
The principal questions that inspired his research were, firstly, the social identity of the factory
workers and what distinguished them from the mgority of city dwellers who had not found access
to modern and large-scale industrial enterprises. Secondly, how members of this industrial
vanguard thought about their own situation and, more in particular, about their work and career.
Holmstrom regjected the commitment requirement for his research group as being essentially
immaterial.

Many forms of organization are probably compatible with industriaization, or the failure
to industrialize; and the forms actually found in industrial countries probably depend as
much on historical circumstances as on the technical requirements of the industria
process. (Holmstrom 1976:144)

The author does not give an unequivocal answer to his own question of whether members of the
industrial vanguard being shaped in India considered that they belonged to alabour aristocracy.
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Rather than confirming or denying this, Holmstrom advocates that the question be broadened in
the context of a more comprehensive andysi s that would include other segments of the labouring
landscape. The author himself put thisideainto effect in alater work (Holmstrém 1984).

In an overview published in 1977, Munshi discussed the arguments that have been expressed over
time by supporters and opponents of the commitment theory. Hiscritical discussion is followed
by a devastating judgement on the utility of the concept in all its aspects (Munshi 1977). The
author refuses to adopt the counter argument which would have forced him to prove the industrial
commitment of the Indian worker. To do so would demonstrate the relevance of the theory on
which it was based and that, in his opinion, was out of the question. Scruples of a
methodological, conceptual and empirical nature have already been discussed extensively.
Munshi rgjected the dualism demonstrated by advocates of the concept by elevating modernism
and tradition into static and opposite poles. The assumption, whether explicit or not, was that
indudtrialisation would follow the pattern that had originated in the West. Deviations from that
mode were said to be defects due to the inadequate cultural equipment of the latecomers to the
once established development paradigm claimed to have universal meaning. Another prejudice,
ideologica in nature, wasthat in the literature under discussion, failure to realise the appropriate
transition to "the modern economy and society' was projected onto the specific inability of the
working masses to meet the demands dictated by the logic of industrialism. In that line of
thought, the transformation was also attributed to external forces, in particular to the strategic
ggnificance of a management style attuned to industria relationsin American industry (Munshi
1977:82). In hislater publication, Holmstrom summarises this approach as follows.

Foreign writers, and some Indians, wanted to find the formula for successful
indudtrialization, the ingredients missing from the traditional society which must be added
to make Indiaan industrial country: entrepreneurship, efficient management, changesin
socid values, “achievement-orientation' or a committed labour force. The problem of
supplying the missing ingredient or ingredients was believed to be common to non-
industrial countries which lagged behind, at various points, on the great highway of
development marked out by the west and Japan. (Holmstrom 1984.28)

One difference with the dualism doctrine as shaped in colonia times (Higgins 1955) was
that the new variant at least acknowledged that non-western peoples did indeed have potency to
develop according to the given example. However, this concession went accompanied by the
warning that it would be a lengthy process because industrial mentality could not be expected to
become internalised until much later than the first generations of industrial workers.
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Ram was one of the first to attempt to rise above the discussion between adherents and
critics of the commitment theory by drawing attention to ways in which the capitalist work
process manifested itself in India Its specific nature, she argued, was expressed in the
interconnection between rural and industria labour. Inthe coa and iron mines of West Bengal,
Madhya Pradesh and Orissa, for example, workers were not even given the opportunity to cut
their ties to their village of origin. This also applied essentially to migrants who found more
permanent employment but were solely able to support themselves in the new location, denied
both accommodation and an income that would be sufficient to enable their family membersto
accompany or join them.

It allows employersto transfer the costs of reproducing and maintaining workers families,
and even of providing for the worker himself in times of illness and old age, on to the
villages. (Ram 1983:182)

Significant in this connection is Ram's observation regarding the extremely unequal
distribution of work among the sexes which characterises increased mobility. The Indian pattern
of industrialisation and urbanisation has in fact largely been based on women's exclusion from
industrial employment. Ram quite correctly posits that theoretical literature had so far given much
too little attention to the very biased gender composition of India's industrial economy.

4. Factory Workers as Dominant Class in the Urban Economy

The growth of India’s modern proletariat was, to a strong degree, an urban phenomenon. The
new towns and cities that came up in various parts of the country , next to the aready existing
urban centres, became the locations of a great diversity of industrial enterprises. The economic
policy adopted in post-Independence years was intended to bring about an industrial infrastructure
with afar broader base than had been established, or even survived from pre-colonial times, under
foreign rule. The jute and cotton mills had long been of vital significance to Calcutta, Mumbai
and Ahmedabad. Here and elsewhere the manufacture of clothing and footwear was
supplemented by production of a broad range of consumption goods, both for daily sustenance
and for more durable use. Of much more recent origin was the emergence of a heavy industry
sector (iron and steel) for the production of capital goods, e.g. machine and construction
workshops, petro-chemical enterprises, cement factories, the manufacture of cars and other forms
of transport, military equipment, shipbuilding, etc. By far the greater part of this industrial
production was intended for the domestic market and was realised by what the 1969 Report of
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the National Commission on Labour described as a new type of factory worker: strongly
anchored in the urban milieu, originating in the petty bourgeoisie, equipped with some education
and, finally, showing a noticeable degree of social mobility.

The socia composition of labour is undergoing a change. Labour is not restricted to
certain castes and communities. Apart from the fact that caste and occupation have
aways inter-acted and the relation between the two has been “elastic' in our society, socia
mobility today accounts for the emergence of a mixed industrial work force. Whilein
traditional industries this change is Slow, one cannot escape noticing it in sophisticated
employments such as engineering and meta trades; oil refining and distri-bution; chemicals
and petro-chemicals, machine tools and machine building; and synthetics and in many
white-collar occupations. The background of the intermediate and lower cadresin the
latter industries is overwhelmingly urban: their level of education is higher. They come
from middle or lower middle classes comprising smal shopkeepers, petty urban landlords,
lower echelons of public service and school teachers and professional groups. They have
a pronounced polyglot character. (Report NCL 1969: 33-34)

This portrait will be detailed first in terms of recruitment and mode of employment. The socia
profile that characterises this group of workers, together with their lifestyle, is discussed in the
next section.

Recruitment. The workforce which, according to the familiar cliché dating from colonial times,
flowed straight from the villages to the factory gates, had little if any direct business with
management. Workers were recruited by jobbers who were frequently also charged with control
on the workfloor. In such cases, the functions of recruitment and supervision were concentrated
in one and the same figure. This middleman was sometimes also responsible for housing and
feeding the gang of workers taken on by him. The gap between demand and supply that had to
be bridged physically, economically and socially was so crucia that the jobber is not without
judtification said to have been the midwife of the early phase of India's industrialisation process.
One of the first changes to occur, starting around the turn of the twentieth century, was the
transfer of recruitment from the hinterland to the factory itself. Increasing pressure on subsistence
sources at the bottom of the rural economy in particular, the result of population growth and land
alienation, caused an acceleration of the earlier flow of poor farmers and non-agrarian workers
to the cities where industrial employment had gained new impulse during and after World War
[1. Inline with these dynamics, the room for manoeuver enjoyed by the jobber within the work
hierarchy aso disappeared. From being an intermediary between worker and management, leader
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of agang of workers whom he had himself brought together, he became a foreman charged with
implementing orders issued from above.

The hiring of workers is becoming the responsibility of the employment office, and the
“labour officer' is beginning to take over the welfare and service activities of the sirdar.
(Ornati 1955:40)

This diminution of the jobber's task went hand in hand with the introduction of new set of rules
which obliged major industrid enterprises to professionalise their personnel policies. After several
trangtiona decades, the changing management style ultimately caused jobbers to disappear from
the factories, as Papola concisely states (1992:27).

Other authors also show that, over the years, more impersonal selection criteria have
gradudly gained in importance in taking-on new workers. But does this mean that individualised
traits derived from achievement, such as experience, training, age, have taken the place of the
ascription-based qualities of applicants? The tendency in this direction, as Papola seemed to
argue on an earlier occasion, ensued from the economic logic of the labour market, giving rise to
the assumption that the employer alowed himself to be guided primarily by the question of who
was the most suitable candidate to fill a vacancy (Papola 1970:182). Papola thus dismissed the
suggestion that subjective characteristics such as caste, religion, custom or tradition per se were
of decisve sgnificance in the search for work. Still, it was quite clear that personalised features
continued to play a very large part. Recruitment through the mediation of members of the
existent workforce helps to stabilise performance in the daily organisation of production and
thereby servesthe interests of the employer.

Recruitment through present employees continues to prevail. According to the evidence
before us, employers prefer this method to improve the morale of workers. In some
companies, labour-management agreements specify entitlement to a percentage of
vacancies to close relatives of senior employees. In afew cases, both the employer and
the union maintain rosters of people so eligible for employment. Recruitment through
advertisement is restricted mainly to supervisory and white-collar employments and is
being increasingly used to tap skilled labour. For occupations which do not require skills,
an arrangement by which workers appear at the factory gate in the hope of getting
employment still operates. (Report NCL 1969:70)

The large-scale use of relatives, neighbours and friends in order to gain the favour of those
who have jobs to bestow indicates the enormous discrepancy that still exists between demand and
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supply. The competition for access to regular employment in the factories was so great that
applicants without any intercession and recommendation stood no chance at all (Holmstrém
1976:42-54; U.Ramaswamy 1983:18-19). Some authors have linked the strength of such
particularist mechanisms to the carry-over of traditional notions that prescribed support to
kinsmen and other kindred as an act of loyalty and solidarity. Sheth was one of those who drew
apaale between the practice of patronage found in amedium-sized industrial enterprise and very
smilar manifestations of favouritism encountered in the socia fabric of the wider urban society
of which the factory was part and parcel. The time has passed when particularism was equated
with an “earlier' or “lower' stage in a unilinear process of transformation on a continuum that
eventualy resulted in atype of civilisation said to be universalistic and globalised. A number of
studies now drew attention to the course followed by industridisation in Japan along a
particularist pattern in which the own socia identity was not lost but preserved and given shape
in an adapted system of industria relations. In similar fashion, the structural and cultural
continuity of traditiona India could be demonstrated in the transition to a modern industrial
existence.

Without adhering to the superseded stereotype that the change from an agrarian-rural to
an industrial-urban society could be nothing other than a copy of the path aready taken in the
west, other authors considered that the tenacity with which aid in obtaining work was given to
family, caste or religious kindred should not be taken automatically as reflecting the sustained
impact of “traditional’ ingtitutions. Such behaviour is rather common in situations of extreme
scarcity and has to be understood as a more universal attempt to pressurise people more
favourably placed to care for their kinsmen and mates and to do their best to help them in getting
ajob. Inmy opinion, it isagaing this background in particular that the meagre effect of “modern’
types of labour mediation have to be understood. An analysis of alarge number of studies on
industria employment carrie out in different parts of the country brought Papolato the following
conclusion.

In over two-thirds of cases, the workers got information about the availability of jobs from
friends, relatives and neighbours. Employment exchanges were the source of information
to a very small extent, ranging from 1.5 per cent in Bombay to 10.6 per cent in
Coimbatore, though 20 per cent of the workers in Ahmedabad and 25 per cent in Poona
had registered with the exchanges. Newspaper advertisements provided information
about their jobs to 1.5 per cent of workersin Bombay, 2.2 per cent in Poona and 10.6 per
cent in Coimbatore. Jobs were secured on the basis of recommendation or introduction
by friends, relatives and persons of the same region and caste, generally employees of the
same factory, in 67 per cent of casesin Poona and in 61 per cent of casesin Ahmedabad,
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Bombay and Coimbatore. Placement through employment exchanges accounted for 2 per
cent of jobs in Poona and Ahmedabad. (Papola 1992:27)

These figures go along way in explaining why many factory workers attribute their access to the
coveted arena of employment, in more veiled terms, to “coincidence' or “good luck'. Such
terminology quite incorrectly gives the impression of an unexpected windfall, a mere stroke of
fortune. It isan euphemism for claims made on more fortunate fellows for help, an appeal for
active intercession which usualy is the rationale for their employment.

Mode of Employment In studies of industria labour, researchers customarily and primarily
direct their attention to workers in permanently employed by medium to large-sized enterprises.
Data are usualy compiled on the basis of survey-type investigations. All employees of one or
more establishments, or a sample thereof, provide information that is then recorded by field
investigators in questionnaires or interview reports. Labour was also the target of earlier studies,
but not seldom personal contact with the workforce was lacking. Aswe have mentioned earlier,
Myers (1963) did not meet the factory workers over whom he wrote; Singer, who published an
essay entitled The Indian Joint Family in Modern Industry, based his findings on the family
history of “nineteen outstanding industrial leadersin Madras City' (1968:433). The next batch of
researchers did actually descend to the level of the workers, but even then it rarely went any
further than brief one-off encounters, asis customary in such inquiries. Only those studies of a
more anthropological nature gave the researcher a chance to penetrate the work and life of
indugtria labourers more extensively and intensively. Uma Ramaswamy, for example, settled in
an area populated by factory workers for the duration of her fieldwork (1983:14). To my
knowledge, however, no researcher has ever actually worked in afactory and reported thereon.
Participatory observation, in that literal sense, is anything but a popular method of study. Also
lacking is any documentation that originates among industrial workers themselves. Diaries,
biographies or evidence in the form of oral history compiled in order to record the workers own
experiences, are amost unknown.

Research among factory workers has only rarely been extended to their activitiesin the
actual workplace. Managers are often distinctly suspicious of the motives of the research and of
the researcher in the factory. Not only does there not seem to be any tangible benefit for the
management but such aien busybodies might well have the intention of stirring-up trouble among
the workers. Similar prejudices may be found even among researchers. One source reports that
questions regarding trade unions were avoided “because these excited the workers too much' (van
Groenou 1976:175). Sheth is one of the few researchers who managed to move freely inside the
factory walls and to ask whatever questions he liked. Thanks to afriendly contact Sheth was
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given permission by the owner to observe the daily work cycle in the factory at close quarters, on
the understanding “that | would stick to my academic business and would cause no trouble in the
administration of the factory." Such authorisation from high-up, however, can aso cause the
researcher to encounter antagonism and distrust among the workers. This was Sheth's experience
when, in talks on the workfloor, he was made to understand that transgression of the fairly tight
limitations would not be tolerated by the bosses.

“Itisdl very well. You are doing good work which may benefit usin the long run. But
you don't know our employers tacticsl Y ou will now write down your report and publish
it. But | am surethat if your book contains anything against the interests of these masters,
they will buy up all the copies of your book to prevent others from reading it. And they
are so rich that they can buy any number of copies that you print. All your labour will
then prove futile." (Sheth 1968:8)

The maority of studies base their glimpses of factory labour on encounters with
employees outside the factory. This also explains why descriptions and analyses of the actual
work process are still comparatively rare. Information regarding the work hierarchy within the
enterprise is also very scanty. The socia mobility mentioned in the NCL 1969 Report as an
attribute of factory work, assumes the possibility of progressing towards a higher-ranking job.
The complexity of industrial organisation naturally varies with the nature of production and the
technology used. The image presented by most studies, however, is one of little task
differentiation. Thisimpression agrees with Lambert's finding that, in the five factories that he
investigated, 75 to 90 percent of al workers were recorded as unskilled or semi-skilled.
Moreover, the mgority were ill doing the same work that they did on first entering the factory.
The unskilled category in particular, varying from one-third to three-quarters of the workforce,
was distinguished by almost complete lack of mobility (Lambert 1963:131). In view of this
evidence, it is hardly surprising that roughly three out of every five workers questioned by the
author did not expect any promotion and apparently considered their present position to be as
high as they would ever get.

Clearly, the bulk of the workers are “fatalistic', at least so far as upward mobility in the
factory is concerned. (1bidem:185)

Careful perusal of these particulars brings us to suspect that the workers' assessment of

the dight chances they have to improve their position above all shows an apt sense of redlity.
Factory work has the aura of skilled labour, but in practice that applies only to a very limited
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degree. In many enterprises, roughly one-quarter of the workforce belongs to the supervisory
cadre and to maintenance staff. While the former act as bosses on the workfloor, do not take part
in the production process but are charged with ensuring that work proceeds satisfactorily, the
maintenance staff carry out all kinds of tasks which make them indispensable but not important.
As cleaners, guards, messengers or genera dogsbodies they occupy the lowest ranks in the factory
hierarchy. Between these two poles are the production workers, about three-quarters of the total
workforce, who are split up into two sections: “operators, who are assumed to be the skilled
workers, and their subordinate “helpers who function as their less skilled stooges and substitutes.

The progressive mechanisation of production means that a higher percentage of workers
than in the past now regularly or continuously handle machines and have to subject themselves
to their regime. This does not automatically mean, however, that their performance becomes
more skilled. Much of the work that has to be done is monotonous and makes no demands on
aworker's competence as a craftsman. In that sense, access to factory labour may even result in
loss of skills.

In view of the very limited prospects of occupationa promotion within the industrial hierarchy,
the question arises of whether factory employees try to reaise their hopes of improving their
position by changing their jobs. In contrast to the earlier stereotype of lack of commitment, the
greater mgjority of Indian factory workers show themselves to be extremely entrenched. No-one
lessthan Myers had dready ascertained that industrial workers tended to cling to their workplace
at all cost. True, their absenteeism was of a high level, but horizontal moblity was a rare
phenomenon. Inthe USA, by contrast, such rotation occurs frequently (Myers 1958:47; see aso
James 1960:103).

Lambert in particular elaborated further on this pattern of fixation, which resulted from
anoticesbly low degree of both vertical and horizontal 1abour mobility. He drew the conclusion
that:

[...] most of the workers were interested in acquiring “permanent’ property rightsin ajob
and that this carries with it a notion of minimal quality of performance but not an
internalized drive for continuously enhanced productivity [...]. Moreover, the generd
impression one gets in reading the literature on Indian factory laborersis that afactory job
isaform of property to the worker and that he will seek to retain, but not improveit [...]
the worker's status in the genera society seems not to be increased by upward
occupational mobility within the factory. (Lambert 1963:179)
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While in the early literature on the course followed by the industrialisation process in
India numerous and recurrent complaints can be found about the lack of commitment with which
industria management had to cope, in subsequent studies the problem defined was rather one of
workers behaving as though they were clients which could not be dismissed by their patrons, i.e.
their employers. According to this view, employees showed no inclination to perform adequately
nor were they willing in course of time to try to seek another job. Such an attitude was just as
reprehensible as that of the uncommitted worker who refused to accept discipline and who played
truant for the dightest reason or none at al. Conversely, the shortcoming of the over-committed
worker was that he was “committed not only to industrial life but also to his partiular occupation
or his particular employer by training, by seniority rules, and by pension and welfare programs
(Kerr 1960:352). This opinion has been contested, however, in other empirical studies
(Holmstrom 1976:139-40). Fieldwork in an industrial neighbourhood of Coimbatore brought
Uma Ramaswamy to a more balanced viewpoint. She confirmed indeed that workers who have
been given permanent employment will fight tooth and nail against the idea that the job could be
taken away from them.

Most workers expect to retire in the factories they first joined unless better opportunities
present themsdaves esewhere, which is unusual. They increasingly look at their jobs not
only as aright but also as property to be passed on to their children through warisu [a
hereditary transaction]. All these find their reflection in the low turnover in the work-
force. (U.Ramaswamy 1983:145)

The author states clearly, however, that this attitude should not be understood as referring to
customary practice, neither isit caused by culturally-determined characteristics. It is behaviour
that ensues from the attempt to achieve maximum security in a Situation in which lack of
permanent employment and consequent income is the rule rather than exception. “A secure mill
job isthe most coveted employment,’ she states briefly and to the point. Given the social condition
of acute and continua scarcity, factory workers make every effort to secure their livelihood, and
if possible also that of their children and closerdatives. However, their claim on the preservation
of whatever comfort they have gained is driven by adefensive attitude. In my view it isaquestion
of anxiety and of fear of falling back to a position of uncertainty rather than an expression of
indolence and acraving for property, a freerider's mentality which acknowledges no obligations.
In similar fashion, Holmstrom dismisses the suggestion that factory workers see their job as a
form of property (Holmstrém 1976:139-40). He considers that such a perception, insofar as it
exigts, is based on practices adopted by industrial management, combined with the need to let
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others in the direct circle of kinsmen and companions to share to some degree at least in the
privileges and advantages that have been achieved.

The behaviour of factory workersin permanent employment isto a large extent determined by the
presence in most enterprises of a very substantial labour reserve. Lambert, as we have seen
earlier, draws emphatic attention to temporary workers as representing a well-considered
response by employers to “the problem’ of workers who think that they enjoy indisputable rights
once they have apermanent job. It isinteresting to see that quite afew researchers devote their
attention particularly to this periphera category, and pay little if any heed to the role of the
floating section of the industrial proletariat. The rapporteurs at a UNESCO survey of factory
employment in various Indian states stated without any explanation that “the short-tenure factory
workers and the non-factory workers had to be left out' (UNESCO 1960:7).

Temporary workers are employed on adaily basis, but this does not always mean that the
factory management is free to send them away again when they report at the stipulated time.
Their more or less continuous involvement in the flexibly-organised work process, long after the
duration of areasonabletrid period, is often unavoidable or may even be essential. However, the
lack of any indtitutiona pressure sanctioned by means of aformal work contract, gives employers
at least the freedom to minimalise conditions of employment. Against this background it is easier
to understand why, in my own fieldwork in South Gujarat, | repeatedly encountered people who
had worked for the same boss on a temporary basis for more than ten years, without ever giving
up hope of eventually being rewarded with a permanent job in return for their “loyalty'.

The size of the labour reserve varies according to the enterprise. In the five factories
studied by Lambert, 10 to 20 percent of the workforce belonged to that category. Sheth reports
that in the industrial establishment of his research aimost one-fifth of al employees were
temporary. In addition, there was a category of casual workers who were called upon and
dismissed according to the need of the moment. Two sub-contractors were charged with hiring
these outsiders. Each morning the manager reported how many extra workers would be needed
for that particular day, and the two labour contractors took care of their admission at the factory
gates. On average this amounted to 70 or 80 men, representing another 10 percent of the total
labourforce. The contractors were paid piece rates. Neither they themselves nor the gangs
working under them appeared in the factory's administration. These middiemen were paid around
sum, from which they first deducted their own generous earnings before shilling out to their
teams. Thisreserve labour pool, kept floating and completely without any rights, was not only
caled upon for dl kinds of odd jobs, such asthe loading and unloading of goods, but also to take
the place of any regular labourers who had not reported for work (Sheth 1968:56-57).
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Holmstrom's study of industrial employment in Bangalore revolves aroud the idea that
those admitted to factory employment had crossed the threshold to a secure existence. The
contrast with the endangered life outside it became paramount.

Once inside the citadel, with a job to fall back on, improving one's qualifications and
getting promotion becomes a gradual process, a matter of more or less, faster or slower
progress, rather than ssimply of having a permanent job or not having one. (Holmstrom
1976:41)

In my opinion, this viewpoint shows too little consideration for the considerable and often
lasting gap between permanent and temporary workers. Holmstrom seems to suggest that passing
from the latter to the former category isin most cases nothing more than a matter of time and
patience. 'Even educated Brahmans will take unskilled casual factory work in the hope of
permanent jobs. Once inside the citadel, a man can look around for alternatives, if he wants
(ibid.:137) His suggestion of upward mobility asarather common career pattern is not confirmed
by severd other studies. Asamatter of fact temporary workers often remain stuck at the bottom
of thework hierarchy. This reserve pool, although better off than the labour nomads beyond the
factory gates, can make no claim on the secure conditions of employment enjoyed by permanent
hands. They are usudly if not dways given the most lowly-valued and unskilled chores available.
Even when their work is no different to that of tenured employees, they are paid far less (Lambert
1963:99-100). Inthefour factoriesin Pune on which he concentrated his work, Lambert noticed
atendency to lengthen the term of temporary employment.

[...] it does appear that the average time spent in non-permanent statusisincreasing in all
the factories, and that the two older companies using the badli system have a non-
permanent labor pool that is tending to become stabilized. (Ibidem:102)

| incline towards making that conclusion dependent on fluctuations in the industrialisation
process over time. |t seems reasonable to assume that during periods of rapid growth, when
existing factories expand their production and new ones are opened, permanent employment
becomes more quickly and easily available. Exactly the reverse holds in a period of industrial
recession. It was probably no coincidence, therefore, that Uma Ramaswamy, who undertook her
Coimbatore fieldwork in 1977-78 when the local textile industry had just gone through a decade
of massive retrenchment due to mill closures and strongly reduced production, came across a
resdua category of workers who had been registered as temporary hands sometimes for over a
dozen years. In addition to the fact that they were much cheaper, factory management expected
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them to be far more tractable. The vulnerability of their position was described by a permanent
worker.

There are about seventy temporary workersin our mill. They were made to give their
sgnatures on blank sheets before being taken for work. They have to report for work ten
minutes before the others and are sent out ten minutes after the shift isover. Theideais
to prevent them from mixing with permanent workers. Management fear that association
with permanent workers might cause discontent in them. If atemporary worker isfound
gtting at the back of my cycle, he would be immediately denied employment. The blank
sheet with signature would be used to write out his resignation. (U. Ramaswamy 1983:21)

While making allowances for the interchange of good times with bad times and for major
branch-specific variations, it must be said that the transition to an industrially-based society has
been far more tardy and erratic than had been hoped for and predicted half-a-century ago. Labour
productivity is still at alow level. Pro-business management publications attribute this to the
militant attitude adopted by workers and by trade unions that tend to be aggressive in defending
the entrenched interests of their members. Taken together with the numerous holidays and other
days off, this means that, according to some sources at |east, a quarter to almost half of all days
per year are lost in doing nothing. As a result, factories are brought to a standstill far more
frequently than in the industrialised part of the world, according to the Presidential Address given
to the Indian Society of Labour Economicsin 1983 (Papola et al 1993:294-325).

From an entirely different perspective, low productivity is blamed on the stubborn refusal
by factory ownersto invest sufficient capital. Rather than trying to increase turnover through
technological improvements, the emphasis is on making the labour process more onerous.
Women are frequently victimised by this strategy. Fearing aloss of income, they are prepared to
do work that is customarily carried out by men, to allow themselvesillegally be included in night
shifts, and to work overtime without any extra payment (U. Ramaswamy 1983:23).

The skilled factory work associated with industrial employment has until today remained
the domain of only atiny portion of the total workforce within the sector. In recent times surplus
labour, which has acquired enormous proportions in the countryside, has sought en masse for
work away from the village and from agriculture. Those of the surging army of migrants who
manage to reach the urban economy for shorter or longer periods, are able only to a very limited
degree to penetrate to the enviable but strongly protected bastions of secure employment in the
factories. Aswe have seen, even such access by no means always provides, whether immediately
or in the future, the longed-for permanent job and related security of existence. Nevertheless, it
is this more fortunate category, more influential than might be supposed from its size and status,
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which has become of vita sgnificance asatruly dominant class in the urban-industrial landscape.
What are the principal social characteristics of this elite among the working population?

5. Social Profile and Lifestyle

In contrast to earlier notions that portrayed the factory labourer as arural migrant who has only
recently arrived in the city, the majority of studies show that many if not most workers are men
and women who have lived in the city or its immediate environs for many years, if not since birth
(cf. Lambert 1963:7; Sheth 1968:79-82; Holmstrom 1976:28; U. Ramaswamy 1983:12). A great
many of the masses who have only recently settled in urban locations would be only too grateful
to be considered for factory employment, but they lack the experience and contacts needed to
compete for such work. The conditions that E.A. Ramaswamy found in the mid-1970s in his
research in Coimbatore were by no means exceptional.

Thetextileindustry in Coimbatore is near saturation from the employment point of view.
Even with the creation of additional capacity, jobs are too few in relation to the number
of aspirants, particularly considering the low skill requirement. (E.A.Ramaswamy
1977:175)

The same sources observe that the percentage of literates among industrial workersin
large-scale enterprises is quite high. Although lower education, let aone a higher grade, is not
redlly essentia for unskilled work, practice shows that the ability to read and write is a minimum
gualification for acceptance even as a temporary hand. In the course of time educationa
standards for acceptance have been further upgraded. Candidates who lack a secondary school
certificate are no longer considered for salection nowadays (Holmstréom 1976:38; U.Ramaswamy
1983:20).

Conventiona opinion holds that the first to report for work in the modern urban industries
were the landless and land-poor farmers who had led a poverty-stricken and threatened existence
in the countryside (e.g. Buchanan 1934:294; Ornati 1955:29). The socia complement to their
economic vulnerability was their membership of low or even the lowest castes. As urban
industrial employment gained in respectability, higher castes also began to show interest,
according to Myers (1958:39-40). Morris was one of the first to reject this viewpoint. Heis
dismissve of theidea, which can be traced back to Weber, that a significant part of the emerging
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industrial proletariat sstemmed from “declassed and pariah castes' of rural origin. In his study of
[abour in Bombay's cotton mills, Morris defends the thesis that caste was not arelevant, let alone
primary criterion in the recruitment of workers, or that members of untouchable castes were
discriminated against (Morris 1965:200-1). More generally, his proposition is that the linkage
between caste and occupations in modern industrial has never been proven.

It isinteresting that this distinctive institution of caste has been amost entirely ignored in
connection with Indian industrialization. No detailed study of the relation of caste to
industrial work isavailable. In the vast array of officia investigations into the conditions
of industria labor, virtualy the sole reference to caste relates to caste dietary restrictions,
which employers clamed prevented them from establishing factory canteens. The
institution has been treated mainly by anthropologists, and almost entirely in its rura
setting. Those who have studied caste have ignored industry, and those who have studied
industry have ignored caste. (Morrisin Moore & Feldman 1960:182-83)

Little of this disregard is a noticeable feature of later research. Indeed, in awide variety
of empiricaly based reports the relationship between caste and factory employment is put forward
asadgnificant factor (e.g. Sheth 1968:73-75; Holmstrom 1976:32-34; U.Ramaswamy 1983:102-
14). These studies point out fairly systematically that the workforce approximately reflects the
caste composition of the urban population as awhole. That correspondence also appliesto the
high-low distribution, in the sense that middle and higher castes are over-represented in the higher
echelons of industrial work hierarchy (Sharma 1970:13), while the bottom ranks are mainly
occupied by members of lower castes. It should be noted that this correlation is by no means a
linear one, but is affected strongly by differences in educational levels. But has the growing
discrepancy between the limited supply of industrial work and the enormously increased de