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Abstract

In the eastern Indian steel town of Rourkela, Adivasis are widely stereotyped as unedu-
cated, jangli (‘wild’), and drinkers, and they are therefore held to make for a special type
of worker. Their Adivasi ‘nature’ makes them an ideal fit for facing the heat, dust, and
fumes in the so-called ‘hot shops’ of the local public-sector steel plant. It is also said that
Adivasis are, in fact, not well suited for the permanent and well-paid jobs the public-
sector steel plant provides, and that they are better employed as contract workers
who are paid little and by the day, and on whom the industry has increasingly relied
since the 1970s. Critically engaging with Bourgois’ concept of ‘conjugated oppression’,
I will show how these casteist stereotypes entrench the class position of Adivasis in the
local steel industry, but also how this position has nevertheless changed over time—for
some for the better, for many for the worse. Furthermore, although this polarization is
driven by larger political economic changes it is exacerbated by the ways in which the
better-off among the stereotyped Adivasi workers respond to them. This calls, I argue,
for close attention to be given to the historical dynamics in the relations between class
and caste (or ‘tribe’) and in the struggles related to them.
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Adivasi labour in (post-)colonial India

Rourkela is a town of 500,000 inhabitants in the hilly border region of the
eastern Indian state Odisha and its neighbouring states Chhattisgarh (until
2000 part of Madhya Pradesh) and Jharkhand (until then part of Bihar) (see
Figure 1). Rourkela became Odisha’s industrial capital when the Government
of India established the large Rourkela Steel Plant (RSP) here in the 1950s,
which soon attracted many ancillary and downstream industries. These indus-
tries employed workers from local and nearby villages, from the coastal
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districts of Odisha that lie 300 km east and southeast of Rourkela and where
the famous temple town of Puri and the state’s capital Bhubaneswar are situ-
ated, as well as from other Indian neighbouring states, such as Bihar, West
Bengal, and Andhra Pradesh, but also distant ones like Punjab and Kerala.

As is the case for other ‘steel towns’ that the Government of India estab-
lished elsewhere in central-eastern India then,1 the industrial working class

Figure 1. Rourkela in Odisha (until 2010 spelt Orissa) and eastern India. Source: Map originally pro-
duced by Nils Harms of the South Asia Institute for C. Strümpell, ‘Ethnicity, class and citizenship on a
contested frontier: politics and the public sector steel plant in Rourkela, Orissa’, in The politics of citi-
zenship, identity and the state in South Asia, (eds) H. Bhattacharyya, A. Kuge and L. König (New Delhi:
Samskriti, 2012), pp. 169–84. Reproduced with permission.

1 These other steel towns are Bhilai, Durgapur, and Bokaro situated in Odisha’s neighbouring
states of Chhattisgarh, West Bengal, and Jharkhand respectively. On the first of these Jonathan
Parry has published widely over the last decades; see, most recently, the monograph: J. Parry
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that emerged in Rourkela was highly heterogeneous in terms of ethnicity and
caste. A remarkable feature of the steel workforce in Rourkela is the relatively
large number of workers from communities that are officially categorized as
‘Scheduled Tribes’, such as—to name the largest ones—the Munda, Oraon,
and Santal, which are also referred to as ‘tribal’, ‘indigenous’, or ‘Adivasi’ (lit-
erally ‘first settlers’).2 The official category of ‘tribe’ goes back to policies the
British colonial ethnographic state of the nineteenth century crafted to order
Indian society on the basis of European evolutionist ideas of race and partly
also on pre-existing upper-caste notions.3 In the colonial epistemological
scheme, the forested highlands of the Chota Nagpur region in central-eastern
India, to which the Rourkela region belonged, formed ‘zones of anomaly’ that
had to be administered in different ways than the river valleys and plains
because its inhabitants were primitive and savage ‘aboriginals’ or ‘tribes’
and, as such, fundamentally different from caste society.4 Their wildness
expressed itself in raids they regularly unleashed on the settled peasants at
the foot of the hills already in precolonial times and throughout the eight-
eenth century. This gave rise to the colonial notion of the ‘tribes’ as free,
brave, and manly, in contrast to the ‘effeminate’ castes.5 Nevertheless, the
colonial state did not tolerate such incursions and regularly launched military
campaigns to ‘pacify’ the unruly tribes, which eventually turned them into
impoverished subalterns. However, in the colonial imagination, rapacious
upper-caste Hindu landlords and moneylenders who had come along with
the British expansion into Chota Nagpur were responsible for the impoverish-
ment of the tribes as well as for their frequent rebellions against it. Hence,
they identified certain groups and regions as Scheduled Tribes and
Scheduled Areas to protect their rights over forest, land, and water, a policy
that persisted in the post-colonial period.6

Ghosh emphasizes that the ‘othering’ of ‘tribes’ or ‘aboriginals’ of Chota
Nagpur was centrally about labour.7 The ‘tribes’ of Chota Nagpur were said
not to shy away from any kind of work, however menial, to know no food
taboos, and to eat little.8 Therefore they were ideally suited to solve the ‘labour
problem’ in the colonies, that is, the scarcity of available labour power in

(in collaboration with Ajay, T. G.), Classes of labour: work and life in a central Indian steel town (Delhi:
Social Science Press, 2020).

2 V. Damodaran, ‘The politics of marginality and the construction of indigeneity in
Chotanagpur’, Postcolonial Studies vol. 9, no. 2, 2006, pp. 179–96, p. 184.

3 A. Shah, ‘The dark side of indigeneity? Indigenous people, rights and development in India’,
History Compass nos. 5/6, 2007, pp. 1806–32. V. Damodaran, ‘The colonial constructions of tribe
in India: the case of Chotanagpur’, in Europe and the world in European historiography, (ed.)
C. Levai (Pisa: Pisa University Press, 2006), pp. 161–95, p. 163.

4 Shah, ‘The dark side of indigeneity?’, pp. 1808–9.
5 A. Skaria, ‘Shades of wildness: tribe, caste and gender in Western India’, The Journal of Asian

Studies vol. 56, no. 3, 1997, pp. 726–45.
6 Shah, ‘The dark side of indigeneity?’, p. 1813.
7 K. Ghosh, ‘A market for aboriginality: primitivism and race classification in the indentured

labour market of colonial India’, in Subaltern Studies X, (eds) G. Bhadra, G. Prakash and S. Tharu
(Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1999), pp. 8–48.

8 Ibid., p. 20.
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relation to land resources, which was aggravated by slave emancipation in the
1820s. They were highly coveted, especially by colonial planters, first on island
colonies across the world, and from the mid-nineteenth century on the tea
plantations of Assam.9 The pacification wars aimed at producing an uprooted
and hence docile ‘coolie race’ for the colonial plantation economy, and they
were tellingly also referred to as ‘coolie campaigns’.10 However, Ghosh and
others emphasize that tribal labour was only fetishized as migrant labour.
The ‘tribes’ living around the plantations in Assam were dismissed as ‘lazy
natives’, and also the tribes of Chota Nagpur, the prototypical ‘coolies’, were
considered indolent, constantly drunk, with the bad habit of coming to work
as they liked, and thus unemployable by the owners of coal mines in Chota
Nagpur itself.11 The seemingly contradictory assessments of ‘tribal’ labour
power is an expression, Ghosh argues, of the fact that in the colonies primitive
accumulation remained incomplete, that producers retained access to some
(however meagre) means of production, and that colonial capitalists could con-
trol labour only if producers were spatially separated from their home turf.12

The stereotyping of Adivasis in Rourkela resembles both the ‘coolie race’
and the ‘lazy native’ stereotypes of colonial times, but these contradictory
assessments reflect changes in the political economy of public sector indus-
tries rather than differential access to means of production. Adivasis belonged
to different ‘Scheduled Tribes’, they were Hindu or Christians, they were locals
from Rourkela, or they were migrants from nearby districts. Regardless of
these differences, Adivasis were said to be jangli (‘savage’), to have brawn,
but to lack education and to drink heavily. Therefore, my upper-caste interlo-
cutors routinely emphasized, Adivasi RSP workers could cope better than
others with the especially hazardous working conditions in RSP’s so-called
‘hot shops’ (the coke ovens, blast furnaces, etc.). On other occasions, the
same or other interlocutors from the same caste background often further
claimed that Adivasis are, in fact, not well suited for regular jobs in RSP. As
a public-sector undertaking, RSP provides regularly employed ‘company work-
ers’ with almost watertight job security and munificent salaries compared to
the ancillary and downstream industries, especially those in the private sector.
Because of their limited wants, the relatively privileged public-sector employ-
ment allegedly does not do Adivasis any good, but only makes them drink
more and work less. Instead, Adivasis make excellent ‘contract workers’.

9 Ibid., pp. 17–23. For Indian indentured labour in the Mauritius sugar cane industries, see
P. Neveling, ‘A periodisation of Mauritian integration into the global sugar commodity chain
(1825–2005)’, in Global histories, imperial commodities, local interactions, (ed.) J. Curry-Machado
(Basingstoke: Palgrave, 2013), pp. 121–42, pp. 125–8. For indentured Adivasi labour in the Assam
tea plantations, see N. Varma, Coolies for capitalism: Assam tea and the making of coolie labour
(Berlin: De Gruyter, 2016).

10 Ghosh, ‘A market for aboriginality’, p. 18.
11 P. Mohapatro, ‘Coolies and colliers: a study of the agrarian context of labour migration from

Chota Nagpur, 1880–1920’, Studies in History vol. 1, no. 2, 1985, pp. 247–303; J. Sharma, ‘“Lazy”
natives, coolie labour, and the Assam tea industry’, Modern Asian Studies vol. 43, no. 6, 2009,
pp. 1287–1324.

12 Ghosh, ‘A market for aboriginality’, pp. 35–8.
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These are employed through contractors, not directly by the company where
they work, which means that they are paid little and by the day, and they can
be hired and fired at will. As with other public and private sector industries all
over India, RSP increasingly employed such externalized labour for the most
menial jobs from the 1970s, and in the case of the RSP, the large majority of
these were Adivasis.

It is well established that ‘caste’ or ‘tribe’ entrenches the position of
Adivasis—as well as Dalits, ex-Untouchables, or Scheduled Castes—at the bot-
tom of labour processes and the class hierarchy in India.13 As Jens Lerche
and Alpa Shah have recently argued, therefore, the situation of Adivasis as
well as of Dalits is a paradigmatic case of what Philippe Bourgois called ‘con-
jugated oppression’, that is, an ‘experience of oppression transcending the sum
of its parts’ deriving from economic exploitation compounded by an ideo-
logical domination based on a wider social hierarchy.14 Philippe Bourgois
coined the concept in his ethnography of labour on Central American banana
plantations to analyse the situation of workers at the bottom of the ladder
whose brutal exploitation conjugated with the stigmatization they faced as
members of an Amerindian ethnic community.15 Bourgois argues that ethni-
city (or potentially any other cultural notion of difference, such as caste or
tribe) and class (as well as divides among workers based on different positions
in the production process) are inextricably intertwined or co-constitute each
other, and that both form part of the same process of struggle.16 Similarly,
in this article I show how ethnicity and the caste-tribe divides has
co-constituted class as well as factions among steel workers in Rourkela
since the 1950s, for example, in the recruitment of labour by RSP, in the labour
process, and in labour politics in the steel plant as well as in the wider political
and social life in the town. However, the bifurcation of the steel workforce into
company and contract workers increasingly set Adivasi workers apart from
each other on both sides of the divide. This shows that class gained traction
in relation to ethnicity and caste or tribe over time, or that the way they
co-constituted each other is subject to historic transformations, and these can-
not be grasped when conceptualizing class, ethnicity, and caste or tribe merely
as inextricably intertwined, as Bourgois does.

13 In 2009/10, 82 per cent of Adivasis and Dalits fell below the international poverty line of US$
2 per day purchasing power parity, while for India’s population as a whole, that figure stood at 69
per cent. See K. P. Kannan, ‘How inclusive is inclusive growth in India?’, The Indian Journal of Labour
Economics vol. 55, no. 1, 2012, pp. 33–60.

14 J. Lerche and A. Shah, ‘Conjugated oppression within contemporary capitalism: class, caste, tribe
and agrarian change in India’, The Journal of Peasant Studies vol. 45, nos. 5–6, 2018, pp. 927–49. See also
J. Raj, ‘Categorical oppression: performance of identity in South India’, The Australian Journal of
Anthropology vol. 31, no. 3, 2020, pp. 288–302.

15 P. Bourgois, Ethnicity at work. Divided labor on a central American banana plantation (Baltimore:
The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1989); P. Bourgois, ‘Conjugated oppression: class and ethnicity
among Guaymi and Kuna banana workers’, American Ethnologist vol. 15, no. 2, 1988, pp. 328–48.

16 Bourgois, Ethnicity at work, p. 226.
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Historical antecedent: The steel plant, the nation, and the region

In the 1950s, Rourkela was a village of 2,000 people set around a sleepy train
station in the middle of nowhere along the rail line connecting Howrah
(Kolkata) and Mumbai (then Bombay). Rourkela was selected as the site for
the country’s first public-sector steel plant because of the nearby rich reserves
of all the minerals required for steel production, because two rivers guaran-
teed sufficient water supply for the steel plant as well as the township that
had to be constructed alongside the plant to accommodate the steel workforce
and their families, and because the place was already connected by rail to
Kolkata and Mumbai, the two major centres of Indian industry and com-
merce.17 Rourkela also seemed a perfect fit for the wider developmental
agenda of early post-colonial India because it was an ‘elsewhere’,18 a hitherto
unknown place in India’s sparsely populated internal periphery. This meant
that RSP could not rely exclusively on local labour, but had to recruit from
all over the country. It was part of the vision for RSP and for public-sector
industries at large that their workforces would unite workers from various
regional backgrounds as well as religious and caste backgrounds. Steel plants
such as RSP and their attached townships were supposed to form melting
pots that would produce not only steel but also ‘mini Indias’ that would
stand as a model for the nation as a whole.19 This transformation was not to
happen sui generis, but under the guidance of the state whose industrial under-
takings were to provide formal employment, thus granting workers relatively
good wages, job security, working conditions, and the right to unionize, and
would do so on a mass scale.20

However, the arrival of RSP exacerbated existing conflicts between regional
ethnic groups and it also produced new ones. This began when RSP was still
under construction and formal workers were yet to be employed in significant
numbers. For the construction of RSP, Hindustan Steel Ltd (HSL), the public-
sector holding company established by the Government of India, contracted
a consortium of West German steel manufacturers and some large Indian con-
struction companies.21 All construction workers were employed on temporary
contracts, but under starkly varying conditions. Skilled operators for the

17 K. Röh, Rourkela als Testfall für die Errichtung von Industrieprojekten in Entwicklungsländern
[Rourkela as a test case for the construction of industrial projects in developing countries] (Hamburg:
Weltarchiv, 1967).

18 S. Roy, Beyond belief. India and the politics of postcolonial nationalism (Durham: Duke University
Press, 2007), p. 132.

19 Ibid., pp. 134–5; S. Khilnani, ‘Temples of the future’, in The idea of India, (ed.) S. Khilnani
(London: Penguin Books, 2003 [1997]), pp. 61–106; J. P. Parry, ‘Lords of labour: working and shirking
in Bhilai’, in The worlds of Indian industrial labour, (eds) J. P. Parry, J. Breman and K. Kapadia (New
Delhi: Sage Publications, 1999), pp. 107–40.

20 J. Breman, ‘The study of industrial labour in post-colonial India—The formal sector: an intro-
ductory review’, in The worlds of Indian industrial labour, (eds) Parry, Breman and Kapadia, pp. 1–41;
J. P. Parry, ‘“Sociological Marxism” in central India: Polanyi, Gramsci, and the case of the unions’, in
Market and society: the great transformation today, (eds) C. Hann and K. Hart (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2009,) pp. 175–202.

21 Röh, Rourkela als Testfall, pp. 194–206.
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machinery, welders, and electricians as well as supervisors often earned very
good wages by local standards, but not the large numbers of unskilled workers
employed to clear the ground or to assist the skilled workers. Whereas the for-
mer also enjoyed relative security of employment during the years of RSP’s
construction, the latter faced large-scale retrenchments whenever preparatory
or foundation work was completed. Skilled workers were usually migrants
from Punjab, Bihar, Bengal, and South India. Adivasis from Rourkela itself,
from the surrounding region, or from neighbouring districts were only
employed as unskilled workers, though West German engineers praised
them for their raw, unspoiled nature, who could therefore be more easily
moulded into good workers than others.22 Odia who came to Rourkela from
Odisha’s coast also found employment, but only as unskilled construction
workers, and although Adivasis were also involved, it was primarily Odia work-
ers who vented their anger at ‘foreign’ oppressors from Bengal, Punjab, and
South India in regular bouts of violence while RSP was under construction.23

Although in less violent form, ethnic conflicts persisted when RSP started
operations from 1959 onwards, recruiting a regular workforce to run it and
retrenching the construction workforce. Also among the regular workforce
were skilled workers who were migrants from other states, whereas Odia,
and especially Adivasis, were primarily employed as unskilled workers
(khalasi). When talking to Odia and Adivasi workers of that time about their
work experiences, they frequently complained that these skilled operators
from Punjab, Bengal, and Bihar were in cahoots with the equally foreign execu-
tives who had often recruited them, and that they were therefore able to dump
many of their tasks on them, the unskilled local workers.

Union politics entrenched the conflict between locals and migrants.
Workers in undertakings with more than a hundred workers have the right
to organize in unions, and the union with the largest number of members
among the workforce was entitled to represent it in collective bargaining
with management. Especially in the 1960s, rivalries to attain this status as
RSP’s ‘recognized union’ was fierce. Unions that were able to demonstrate
that they could strike good bargains with management had an advantage in
attracting members. RSP workers from that time, whom I met in Rourkela,
all told me that in their hearts most workers favoured other unions, but
that in the end most joined the union affiliated to the trade union umbrella
association of the Congress party that ruled in India and in Odisha then. The
RSP branch of that union was run by two Punjabi unionists. Odia and
Adivasi workers accused them of favouring their Punjabi compatriots and
other ‘foreigners’ occupying the skilled positions, while turning a deaf ear to
the grievances of local workers. In due course, conflicts between migrant
skilled workers and unskilled local ones led to bitter factionalism within the

22 J. B. Sperling, Rourkela. Sozio-ökonomische Probleme eines Entwicklungsprojekts (Bonn: Eichholz
Verlag, 1963), p. 24.

23 J. P. Parry and C. Strümpell, ‘On the desecration of Nehru’s “temples”: Bhilai and Rourkela
compared’, Economic and Political Weekly vol. 43, no. 19, 2008, pp. 47–57.
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Congress union as well as equally bitter rivalry between it and its main con-
tending union that was led by an Odia.24

The composition of the workforce and, related to that, labour politics in RSP
changed in the late 1960s. At that time, RSP expanded production and
increased its manpower. The pay-scales of public-sector workers also began
to really surge, thus increasing the gap between them and workers in other
industries.25 Consequently, RSP was not short of job applicants, but rules
governing recruitment in public-sector industries had also changed. In 1968,
the Government of India obliged public-sector undertakings to recruit their
manual workforces through employment exchanges. The latter are under
the jurisdiction of union states which granted the Odisha state government
control over the recruitment of labour for RSP. From the start, the state
government of Odisha had aimed to grant ‘sons of the soil’ preferential access
to jobs in the prestigious industry in its territory. For that purpose, it had argued
that public-sector industries were supposed to foster the development of par-
ticularly ‘backward’ regions, not only the nation as a whole, and that RSP jobs
should thus primarily go to people from Odisha, not to long-distance migrants
from Punjab, Kerala, or West Bengal.26 Until 1968, RSP management rejected
such claims on the grounds that they already had taken on enough locals, and
that they could not afford to take on more because they lacked skills. By con-
trast, many Odia RSP executives and workers claimed Odia were as skilled as
any others, and that it was because of sheer discrimination that the predomin-
antly non-Odia executives preferred to recruit their co-ethnics. However, with
the changes in recruitment rules, the tide turned. The Odisha state government
officers staffed at the Rourkela exchange saw to it that most of the workers
recruited from 1968 on were ‘sons-of-the-soil’ from Odisha. As a consequence,
the latter started to outnumber other ethnic groups among the RSP workforce.

Odia then also gained the upper hand on RSP’s shop floors, not only because
of their larger numbers, but also because they dominated both labour politics
and the ‘recognized union’ in RSP, that is, the union entitled to represent the
workforce as a whole. In order to act as a ‘recognized union’, a trade union is
required to represent the majority among the unionized workers of an under-
taking. Which union holds this majority is ascertained by the labour depart-
ment of the state government and all my interlocutors in Rourkela believed
that good relations with the state government are more decisive for a union
to become recognized than workers’ support. As long as the Congress party
was in power in Odisha, the Congress union enjoyed good relations with the
state government and was awarded the status of RSP’s recognized union.
However, shortly after the Congress lost the Odisha state assembly elections
in 1967, a new union emerged as the recognized one in RSP. The party that

24 For more details on labour politics in RSP, see C. Strümpell, ‘The politics of dispossession in an
Odishan steel town’, Contributions to Indian Sociology (n.s.) vol. 48, no. 1, 2014, pp. 45–72.

25 At that time, low-skilled helpers earned a monthly wage of Rs 240 in RSP and Rs 50 in other,
private-sector industries.

26 A. Sanchez and C. Strümpell, ‘Sons of soil, sons of steel: autochthony, descent and the class
concept in industrial India’, Modern Asian Studies vol. 48, no. 5, 2014, pp. 1276–301.
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won the 1967 elections was committed to asserting the state’s interest in
Rourkela with more zeal,27 and the union subscribed to this agenda as well.
From the shop floor to the plant level, it was almost exclusively staffed with
Odia. Although many Odia did not feel well represented by this union, the
non-Odia workers I talked to called the new union an ‘Odia union’, run by
Odia and for Odia workers first and foremost.

It is important to note that Adivasis had also applied for the new RSP jobs in
the late 1960s, but they did not enjoy the same amount of state patronage as
the Odia. In the Odia imagination, Adivasis were sons-of-Odisha’s-soil as well.
In contrast to the Odia, they did not belong by virtue of their ethnicity, but
only in a territorial sense, when they had been born and brought up in
Odisha, not in Jharkhand (then still part of Bihar) or the southern parts of
West Bengal where the same ‘tribes’ settle as in the northern parts of
Odisha. Many Adivasis passed the test of autochthony (for example, by proving
fluent in Odia) and were recruited then. However, many more were left out,
not because they were not local, but because the Odia staffing the state’s
administration favoured their ‘own’ people. This angered Adivasis even more
since they considered themselves the true locals in the region around
Rourkela. Many of them had also lost their land when the state government
acquired 20,000 acres for the construction of the steel plant and the township
in the 1950s. Back then, they had protested against their displacement and
raised demands for better compensation. As a result, they were promised
one job per displaced household in RSP in addition to money, a house plot
in resettlement colonies around Rourkela, and agricultural land further
away. However, by the late 1960s many of the promised jobs had still not mate-
rialized, the displaced people complained. They also claimed that the number
of households had in fact been much higher than recorded, and RSP therefore
ought to provide jobs to many more of the displaced. The displaced people
organized protests, approached politicians, and staged demonstrations and
sits-ins. In their wake, the then steel minister of the central government rep-
rimanded RSP and demanded that it fulfil this promise, which it did by employ-
ing around 300 Adivasis right away.

The leaders of the protest were closely connected to the Jharkhand Party
that called for the formation of a separate ‘tribal’ state and the inclusion of
the predominantly Adivasi regions around Rourkela into that state. Separate
statehood was supposed to protect the interests of the region’s Adivasis against
exploitative upper-caste strangers (diku). Adivasi RSP workers sympathized
with the larger struggle for ‘tribal’ autonomy as well as with the protestors,
and they also joined the demonstrations in numbers. Their sympathy and soli-
darity derived from the discrimination and exploitation they experienced in
the hot shops in RSP at the hands of diku executives and co-workers alike. It
also derived from the fact that Adivasi RSP workers, both locals and migrants,
lived in the same neighbourhoods as displaced people who demanded RSP jobs
as well as with other informal sector workers. Although RSP maintains a

27 For detailed information on party politics in Odisha during this period, see S. Ghosh, Orissa in
turmoil: a study in political development (Bhubaneswar: Bookland International, 1979).
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company township for its workforce, it could only accommodate 24,000 out of its
37,000-strong workforce in the late 1960s, and it turned into a place for
non-Adivasi RSP workers from Odisha’s coast or other states. Adivasi RSP
workers, by contrast, largely lived in the resettlement colonies or in basti, that
is, ‘settlements’ that were in fact villages-turned-slums on the fringe of
Rourkela. Although they could also have applied for quarters in the township,
they preferred these areas as the houses they had there were larger (even though
they lacked access to electricity and running water) than the ‘cheap type’
one-room quarters low-grade workers were allotted in the township. They also
did not feel comfortable in neighbourhoods dominated by the very same upper-
caste people who discriminated against them in the plant and everywhere else.28

These narratives show that RSP employed local and migrant workers, as the
planners had envisioned. However, differences between local and migrant
workers do not map in a straightforward fashion on differences in the way
in which workers were subject to, or could resist, labour control. The reason
for this is that, in contrast to what Ghosh describes for colonial eastern
India, in Rourkela localness did not necessarily entail access to alternative
resources. Most Odia and Adivasi workers could certainly retreat more easily
to their native villages and fields that were nearby or only a one-day journey
away than could the long-distance migrants from Punjab, Kerala, or Bengal.
However, not all of them had fields and many locals from Rourkela itself
had also lost their entire villages when the state acquired land for the con-
struction of the plant and the town. In general, it is said that control was in
fact relatively lax in RSP because public-sector employment offered high job
security and also because the plant was heavily overmanned. Originally, it
was calculated that RSP would require 15,000 workers,29 but by 1965, it was
already employing 25,000, and that number went up to 37,000 after new pro-
duction departments were opened in the late 1960s. For that reason, RSP could
afford to take benign attitude to the high rates of absenteeism during these
decades. Disciplinary action against absentees was usually confined to wage
deductions, and only rarely led to retrenchments.30 Because of job security
and the relatively generous pay, jobs were highly sought after. However, the
narratives further suggest that labour control was nevertheless not as relaxed
for all workers, and the major resource for alleviating labour control was
patronage by those higher up in RSP or in the state administration. Odia
and Adivasi among the first generation of RSP workers claimed that they
were subject to much harsher control and they were compelled to do more
menial work than long-distance migrant workers, because most supervisors
and executives were themselves long-distance migrants with the same
regional-ethnic background. The situation changed from the late 1960s

28 C. Strümpell, ‘Precarious labor and precarious livelihoods in an Indian company town’, in
Industrial labor on the margins of capitalism. Precarity, class, and the neoliberal subject, (eds) C. Hann
and J. P. Parry (New York: Berghahn, 2018), pp. 134–54.

29 Sperling, Rourkela, p. 30.
30 Parry reports the same for RSP’s sister public-sector undertaking, the Bhilai Steel Plant, in

J. P. Parry, ‘Lords of labour: working and shirking in Bhilai’, Contributions to Indian Sociology (n.s.)
vol. 33, nos. 1–2, 1999, pp. 128–9.
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onwards when Odisha state and Odia nationalists gained more influence in RSP
and patronized Odia workers. By contrast, for Adivasi RSP workers, both local
and migrant, the situation remained the same, because they continued to lack
connections to or patronage by authorities in RSP as well as the state.

The trajectory also displays a similar trend to the one Philippe Bourgois
depicts for the Central American banana plantations. He shows how one
Amerindian community, the Kuna, managed to mobilize its close-knit commu-
nal bonds and relatively good relations with the state as a political resource
which enabled community leaders to negotiate more favourable terms of
employment for its members with plantation management. Over the course
of a few years Kuna workers therefore climbed the occupational ladder, moving
from harvesting to low-prestige but ‘soft’ jobs in the packing plant and in ser-
vices, and they thereby simultaneously climbed the ethnic hierarchy prevailing
on the plantations.31 By contrast, workers from another Amerindian group, the
Guaymi, lacked political institutions since colonial conquest had destroyed
them and they remained historically isolated from the Panamanian state as
well as wider society. As a consequence, they remained stuck in harsh harvest-
ing jobs which reinforced their place at the bottom of the local ethnic hier-
archy, and they thus experienced their situation as conjugated oppression.32

Similarly, in Rourkela, the Odia, with the help of the Odisha state, succeeded
in mobilizing politically on ethnic grounds and secured for themselves, first,
privileged access to jobs in RSP and, second, privileged positions within RSP.
Adivasis, by contrast, remained stuck at the bottom of the hierarchy among
RSP workers, in occupational terms as well as in terms of ethnicity—or, in
their case, caste—not so much because they lacked political organization but
because they were rendered marginal in the regional state-formation project.33

The ethnographic present: Adivasis and RSP’s hot shops

The above scenario describes the situation between the 1950s and 1990s.
In many important ways, it had not changed much when I started my
ethnographic research in Rourkela in 2004. RSP still employed Adivasis in rela-
tively large numbers. According to estimates by senior personnel managers,
between one-fourth and one-third of RSP’s total workforce were Adivasis.34

31 Other ethnic groups on the plantations were Afro-Caribbeans who had migrated to mainland
Central America from the West Indies, and Hispanics from various Central American regions; see
Bourgois, Ethnicity at work, pp. 45–84 and pp. 179–212.

32 For Bourgois’ description and analysis of the integration of Kuna and Guaymi into the
plantation workforces, see Bourgois, Ethnicity at work, pp. 111–78.

33 Although in his case study Bourgois focuses exclusively on ethnicity, he states that class con-
jugates also with ‘gender or any other “human characteristic” which has the capacity to charge
power relations’, such as caste; see Bourgois, ‘Conjugated oppression’, p. 329; cf. Lerche and
Shah, ‘Conjugated oppression within contemporary capitalism’.

34 Some managers, unionists, and workers considered this estimate to be an exaggeration, but
they were nevertheless certain that RSP employs a substantial number of Adivasis, way beyond
the Scheduled Tribes reservation quota of 7.5 per cent that applies for central government
undertakings.
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Furthermore, everybody agreed that RSP still deploys Adivasi workers to a
large extent in workplaces with the hardest working environments—the
coke ovens, the blast furnaces, and other departments in the iron-and-steel
zone. I talked about RSP management’s obvious preference for deploying
Adivasis in these specific worksites with dozens of individuals during the
years of my research in Rourkela. In a conversation I had one afternoon in
2007 with two Odia rank-and-file members at a local trade union office, one
explained, barely looking up from his newspaper, that Adivasis are largely
‘uneducated’ and therefore a good fit for workplaces requiring more brawn
than brain. This was the typical answer given by non-Adivasis that I had by
then already received dozens of times from various RSP managers, workers,
and unionists.35 However, the notion that Adivasi workers stand out as ‘unedu-
cated’ was at odds with empirical social realities for two reasons. First, retired
executives and workers as well as old unionists repeatedly told me on other
occasions that the vast majority of the first generation of regular RSP workers
recruited in the 1950s and 1960s had no or only a handful of years of formal
schooling to their credit. The Adivasis among them thus barely stood out in
that regard. Second, in 2004, when I started my ethnographic research in
Rourkela, on average, RSP workers had much higher educational credentials.
RSP had undergone technical modernization between the late 1980s and
early 1990s, when some old departments were phased out or upgraded and
some new ones established. Already a few years prior to modernization, RSP
restricted recruitment to skilled workers and demanded that applicants had
a minimum qualification of school graduation after tenth grade, but preferred
applicants who had completed vocational training or even college. The only
exceptions from this rule were ‘displaced people’, that is, workers whom RSP
agreed to recruit in the wake of ‘displaced people’s’ protests. Their protests
had again revived in the early 1990s after which RSP promised to employ
another 1,000 workers from displaced households that had not yet been com-
pensated with employment.36 Since the bulk of these were Adivasis, they also
formed the majority among RSP workers with below-average qualifications.
Nevertheless, the censuses I took of different RSP work groups revealed that
most Adivasis recruited since the 1990s had completed vocational training
or graduated, and hence had qualifications on par with everybody else.

In contrast to the Odia unionist, Adivasis voiced different notions as to why so
many of them were posted in RSP’s hot shops. Thus, Bidyut Mundari, an Adivasi

35 The two unionists were members of the local union affiliated to CITU, the trade union wing of
the Communist Party of India (Marxist). At the time this was the union with the third-strongest
following among RSP workers, after the Rourkela Mazdoor Sabha (affiliated to the national
umbrella trade union federation Hind Mazdoor Sabha, once closely associated with the former
Socialist Party) and the Rourkela Shramik Sangh that was affiliated to INTUC, the trade union-wing
of the Congress party which had won the secret ballot elections for the status of RSP’s ‘recognized’
union since the mid-1990s.

36 For more details on this and other protests by displaced people in Rourkela, see C. Strümpell,
‘Law against displacement: The juridification of tribal protest in Rourkela, India’, in Law against the
state. Ethnographic forays into law’s transformations, (eds) J. Eckert, Z. O. Biner, B. Donahoe and
C. Strümpell (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012), pp. 202–27.
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engineer from the Mundari ‘tribe’ holding a high position in RSP’s captive power
plant, told me that a friend of his, an Adivasi from the Kharia ‘tribe’ and senior
officer in the Personnel Department, had once confided that management placed
Adivasi workers in the iron-and-steel zone by design; and that they do so
because ‘the plant has to run’. He then elaborated that in order to bear the
heat and dust in the iron-and-steel zone, workers posted there must drink,
and because everybody takes it for granted that Adivasis drink, they are under-
stood to be inherently suitable for working there and thus keeping RSP running.

These statements show that the position of Adivasi workers in RSP’s pro-
duction process is as much informed by persistent upper-caste notions of
their cultural ‘otherness’ as by their class position. The executive ranks that
had the discretionary power to post workers in their respective shops were
overwhelmingly staffed by upper-caste individuals. The other unionist
involved in the conversation about the situation of Adivasi RSP workers in
the union office on that afternoon in 2007 was also well aware of this. As he
told me, in obvious disagreement with his comrade, Adivasis work in the
hot shops simply because executives hold ‘certain concepts’ about them. He
did not think it necessary to elaborate on what these concepts were, and
being familiar with the usual stereotyping of Adivasis outlined in the introduc-
tion to this article, I also did not enquire further. When reflecting on the con-
versation afterwards, it came to my mind that this unionist was a Dalit, that is,
from an ex-Untouchable or Scheduled Caste background, not from an upper
caste as was his comrade who called Adivasis uneducated; and I wondered
whether his awareness that managers’ caste prejudices heavily impact on
one’s position in RSP derived also from his personal experience and not just
from observing the careers of Adivasi workmates.

Drinking, working, and shirking in Rourkela

Adivasis in RSP nevertheless struggle to dissolve or reframe the co-constitutive
relation between their ‘tribal’ background and their position in the production
process. For Adivasis, drinking was indeed a key part of their sociality and was
perceived by them as central to what distinguished them from the upper
castes. Many rituals require that deities and ancestral spirits are offered
small cups of rice liquor (illi rase) and that the worshippers consume some
liquor afterwards as well. The more generous offering of other drinks, trad-
itionally either desi or ‘country liquors’, such as the mild ‘rice beer’ handia,
or the stronger, distilled liquor arki, or (nowadays) also often industrially pro-
duced and much more expensive Indian-made ‘foreign liquors’ such as whiskey
or rum, is the usual way to show hospitality to (male) guests. However, many
Adivasis in Rourkela also claimed that in rural areas people drink more mod-
erately than in town and that heavy drinking is in fact a corollary of the
region’s industrialization.37 I often heard complaints about the excessive

37 Though nobody in Rourkela mentioned it to me during my research, the West German com-
panies contracted for RSP’s construction demanded that the prohibition in the Rourkela region be
lifted so that the German engineers and mechanics could drink; see J. B. Sperling, The human
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drinking of the now older men after they joined RSP or other industries in the
1960s and 1970s, how after paydays they used to throw parties for each and
every visitor, with liquor and chicken, at any time of the day and night, or
else spend their money on women. In these stories, the older generation is
portrayed as unaccustomed to regular work and monthly wages or even to
handle sums of money greater than Rs 20.38 Others said that the problem
with drinking is the adulteration of liquor by large distilleries which occurred
when the first industries arrived in the region and was unknown when people
produced liquor at home for their own consumption or for their immediate
neighbours. Many also claimed that though their fathers and uncles consumed
alcohol daily, they drank within limits. Ladra, for example, made it a point that
his father, whom RSP recruited in 1978 to work in the coke ovens, always drank
only one or two glasses of arki after he returned from work and that he had
rarely been absent. Furthermore, his father, like he himself as well as many
other desi drinkers today, had taken care to avoid the industrially produced
arki that they suspected to be adulterated. By contrast, arki that is clean (sopa)
helps to clear the throat of the dust one is exposed to in the coke ovens (but
also other hot shops) and this was why Ladra’s father as well as his Adivasi
workmates in RSP’s hot shops drank it after work. As mentioned above,
Adivasis drank for other reasons too, of course. Nevertheless, Ladra’s and others’
claims that Adivasi workers drank as a remedy against the hazardous working
conditions they faced in RSP’s hot shops, that the way they drank was a result
of the way they were (and are) put to work in the steel industry are important.
They thereby reject their stereotyping by others as drinkers first and workers
second. It also shows that Adivasi RSP workers were convinced that they owe
their position within the RSP labour process to caste prejudice among those
in a powerful class position, not to their alleged lack of ‘education’ and ‘sobriety’.

At the same time, Adivasis were also convinced of their innate distinctive-
ness, a distinctiveness that transcended differences of ‘tribe’ that they other-
wise considered important when it came to marriages and rituals. In their
talk, it was almost always the Odia who were presented as the ‘other’, not
the Bengali, Bihari, or Punjabi; and one important respect in which they
took them to differ was work. Regardless of ‘tribe’, class, age, gender, and edu-
cation, Adivasis claimed that Odia are unable to work hard. They said dismis-
sively that Odia kati paru nahanti (‘they cannot slog’), and that they are kam chor
guda (‘shirkers’, lit. ‘work thieves’) and tokota (‘cheats’). They themselves were
the opposite of this: hard and diligent workers. Of course, it was not only
Adivasis who claimed a special propensity for hard work. I heard Biharis mak-
ing the same statement as well as Odia from the south Odishan Ganjam district.
It is not very surprising that in an industrial milieu such as Rourkela work is

dimension of technical assistance: the German experience of Rourkela, India (Ithaca: Cornell University
Press, 1969).

38 These references to the inability to handle the money medium resemble colonial stereotypes
of the aboriginals’ lack of understanding of money; see P. Banerjee, ‘Debt, time and extravagance:
money and the making of “primitives” in colonial Bengal’, Indian Economic and Social History Review
vol. 37, no. 4, 2000, pp. 423–45.

1704 Christian Strümpell

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0026749X21000354 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0026749X21000354


important in how people identify themselves and others. Given that RSP had
exacerbated, not attenuated, the importance of ethnic and caste identifica-
tions, it is also not surprising that they play a crucial role in this, too.
However, as has been shown in several ethnographic and historical studies,
ethnicity, class, and gender are not neatly bounded categories that merely
interact on industrial shopfloors, but instead create and recreate each other
in these contexts in specific, though never uncontested, ways.39 Also in
Rourkela, work is an important arena in which people struggle about ethnicity
or caste (or ‘tribe’). Adivasis claim that they staff the hot shops because they
are exceptionally hard workers, not because they are heavy drinkers or lack
education. Furthermore, the hot shops are the ‘mother departments’, as they
called them, on which the whole production process depends. Since it is
them who really work there (even if some others are also posted there), it
is on their labour power that the whole undertaking rests, while others merely
live off the fruits of their labour. They thus claim to be at the centre of the
modern industrial undertaking, not ‘primitives’ employable only for peripheral
rough jobs, as others present them; they therefore aim to reframe the very
meaning of who Adivasis are. However, as I show in the following section,
the politics Adivasi workers pursued to this end also laid bare differences
among them.

The uneducated, the educated, and the savvy

Beyond their shared understanding of being hard workers (and the Odia not),
the views Adivasis expressed on their working lives in RSP of course differed
somewhat from person to person, but they were also markedly different depend-
ing on their generation and educational background. The older, now retired,
Adivasi workers who had been recruited during the 1960s at times also described
their working life in RSP as a ‘torture’ (using the English term). Officers, super-
visors, and even some fellow workers, especially union shop floor representa-
tives, made them work without breaks, and also in tasks that actually had not
been assigned to them, and when it came to promotions, they were overlooked.
For that reason, there were several who quit, but if one wanted to remain
employed, one had to adjust. They lacked ‘relations’, that is, patrons higher up
the echelons, and were unable to establish them because telo mariba (literally
‘to apply oil’, ‘to anoint someone’) is not the way they go about things. That
is something sycophants (camca) do to ingratiate themselves with others higher
up the ladder, by humouring them or doing them favours. They, as Adivasis,
would not even know how to do that, but their Odia workmates are highly
skilled in telo mariba with supervisors, officers, and union leaders. Therefore,
they can afford to stand around, hands in pockets, and watch others toiling away.

39 To name examples that just deal with Indian industries, see L. Fernandes, Producing workers.
The politics of gender, class and culture in the Calcutta jute mills (Philadelphia: University of
Pennsylvania Press, 1997); G. de Neve, ‘Towards an ethnography of the workplace: hierarchy,
authority and sociability on the South Indian textile shop-floor’, South Asia Research vol. 21, no.
2, 2001, pp. 133–60.
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The Adivasis who were working for RSP during the time of my ethnographic
research had been recruited later. The older workers, who were in their fifties
and relatively close to their retirement at 60 when I met them in the 2000s,
had been taken on in the early 1970s. The large majority of Adivasi RSP work-
ers with whom I socialized had been taken on in the 1990s. They shared the
view that they, as Adivasis, are naturally disinclined to sycophancy and shirk-
ing, which is of course a corollary to their self-perception as hard and honest
workers. They took equal pride in claiming that others are no longer able to
boss them around or to cheat them, because they, in contrast to the retired
elders, had buddhi. The term translates as ‘brains’, ‘intellect’, and ‘knowledge’,
but my interlocutors were emphatic that it is different from ‘education’ and
that it does not necessarily come with it.40 In a few conversations, workers
used the term when emphasizing the contrast between the book-knowledge
engineers had of work processes and machinery against their practical,
experience-based knowledge. More often, buddhi was about one’s ‘savviness’ in
grasping both the formal regulations in RSP as well as the informal arrangements.
The same is true for dealing with the state administration, the police, or an insur-
ance company, to name some examples. The notion shows that the younger, cur-
rent generation of Adivasis RSP workers do not regard the state as a malign
external force that is best kept at a safe distance, as Adivasis in the nearby
rural areas of Jharkhand do.41 On the contrary, Adivasis with buddhi claim famil-
iarity with state institutions and other bureaucratic set-ups. The notion that for-
mal education does not bring you as far as familiarity with and proximity to
power can also, I suggest, be read as a critique on the emphasis the upper-caste
Odia put on education and on the alleged lack of it among Adivasis.42

The emphasis they place on buddhi does not mean that Adivasi RSP workers
consider formal education unimportant. As mentioned above, since the
mid-1980s, RSP only considers job applicants who have completed the tenth
grade, but prefers to employ those who have completed vocational training or
college. The younger Adivasi RSP workers had these qualifications, and were
no less emphatic about them than about their buddhi. They described themselves
as ‘technical people’ who did not handle shovels (belca mariba, the prototypical
unskilled manual labour in Rourkela) or just pull a few handles as others told
them, but who understood their jobs and took them seriously. Most educated
Adivasi RSP workers also drank, but, like the educated do, only foreign liquor43

and only occasionally, and without bunking off the following day.

40 See, for example, the dictionary Bruhata Odia Abhidhan, 7th edn (Cuttack: Friends Publishers,
n.d.), p. 1056.

41 A. Shah, ‘“Keeping the state away”: democracy, politics, and the state in India’s Jharkhand’,
Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute (n.s.) vol. 13, no. 1, 2007, pp. 129–45.

42 Such a subaltern perspective on education is, of course, not necessarily confined to Adivasi
workers, but might well be deployed by workers of other backgrounds. However, the reason
why I only came across it in conversations with Adivasi workers might be related to the simple
fact that I spent much more time with Adivasi workers compared to Odia workers (or workers
of any other ethnic background).

43 In the context of rituals, the educated Adivasi RSP workers also consumed self-made rice
liquor.
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Their education and technical understanding as well as their buddhi distin-
guished the educated and savvy RSP workers from the already retired gener-
ation of uneducated RSP workers, but also from some contemporaries in
RSP. As mentioned above, RSP made an exception to the qualification stan-
dards it set for its workforce in the 1980s and agreed to employ the ‘displaced
people’ it took on in the mid-1990s if they had just completed the tenth school
grade or even less. The regularly recruited RSP workers, Odia as well as
Adivasi, usually talked about them with some contempt. When they called fel-
low workers ‘displaced’ they implied that they were in fact not qualified for the
job. They often accused them of notorious absenteeism and described them as
drunkards. Japun Hembram, for example, a Santal who joined RSP’s coke oven
department in 1992 after graduating in engineering, complained about the lack
of commitment of the ‘displaced people’ to their work. Because of that, he said,
the rest of the work group often had to take up their work, too, with the result
that they had difficulty meeting their production targets. This puts their pro-
duction bonuses at risk and having ‘displaced people’ in one’s work group is
hence a nuisance. In fact, he was convinced that an RSP job does not suit
such uneducated people and that they should hence not be employed.
Kali Mundari, a vocationally trained worker recruited in the late 1980s for
the steel melting shop, aired the same views when we met his neighbour
on the roadside leading to their basti one afternoon. His neighbour was
also a regular RSP worker who had just come back from his shift when he
spotted us and rode up on his bike. He had been recruited in the early
1970s with just ten years of schooling and was now close to his retirement.
In common with most RSP workers of his age and qualification, he was
concerned about his adolescent sons’ prospects of landing a good job, pref-
erably in RSP, and immediately started complaining that they, as the true
locals, should demand preferential employment on the grounds of their
forefathers’ displacement. Kali, however, rebuked him, stating that ‘RSP
nowadays doesn’t anymore employ people simply for handling the shovel!’
Once he had left, Kali told me that his neighbour’s sons were all ‘useless
school drop-outs’.

For many Odia workers, it was self-evident that the displaced people were
not a good fit for regular jobs in RSP or, indeed, any other industry. Almost
all of them were Adivasis and it was hence to be expected that they would
drink a lot and come to work only irregularly. For Japun and Kali, by con-
trast, it was a matter of class. The school drop-outs were the way they
were because they were ‘labour class’, and were therefore only suitable
for labour class jobs, not ‘technical’ jobs requiring education and an edu-
cated attitude. Both allegations point to a profound reconfiguration of social
relations in Rourkela. Earlier, allegedly typical ‘tribal’ behaviour rendered
one suitable for work in the hot shops and was no hindrance for a regular
job in RSP. Likewise, the earlier ‘othering’ of Adivasi RSP workers on the
job made them draw closer to Adivasis outside public-sector employment,
not become more distanced. These changes reflect the restructuring of
the Indian economy, its public sector, and, in its wake, also the RSP, to
which I will now turn.
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The wider context: Company and contract workers

In 1991, the Government of India embarked on a policy of ‘economic liberaliza-
tion’ that was to dismantle some cornerstones of Nehruvian ‘socialism’,44 and
in its wake to reform public-sector industries. The Government of India
declared the nine most promising central government public-sector undertak-
ings, so-called navratna (‘nine jewel’) companies, a status that granted them
greater autonomy, in order to make them competitive global players.45

Among them was SAIL (the Steel Authority of India Ltd.), a public-sector hold-
ing company of which RSP was a subsidiary unit.46 For RSP workers, competi-
tiveness did not lower the conditions of their employment, which remained
secure. The fringe benefits stayed excellent and wage rates continued to be
regularly enhanced: from Rs 2,000 minimum pay in 1992, to Rs 4,000 in 1997
and to Rs 8,630 in 2007.47 The wages RSP workers earn, as indeed public-sector
workers in general, placed them comfortably in the Indian middle class.48

Competitiveness did entail a drastic reduction of regular manpower for all
SAIL units and hence of the number of workers able to enjoy privileged public-
sector employment. Already in the late 1980s, RSP management labelled 15,000
of its 39,000 regular workers as ‘excess’ and aimed to get rid of 9,000 by the end
of 1992.49 Since public-sector workers still enjoyed security of employment,
RSP could not achieve manpower reduction by retrenchments. Instead, it
went for voluntary retirement schemes and, more effectively, it made use of
the retirement of the first generation of RSP workers who started reaching
their retirement age of 58 in large numbers in the early 1990s.50 In their
place, RSP recruited not only better qualified, but also fewer workers.
Through these means, manning levels for the whole of SAIL came down
from 190,000 in 1989 to 117,000 in 2009; and for RSP they came down from
39,000 in 1989 to 22,500 at the start of my research in 2004, and to 15,000 in
2014.

44 D. Münster and C. Strümpell, ‘The anthropology of neoliberal India: an introduction’,
Contributions to Indian Sociology (n.s.) vol. 48, no. 1, 2014, pp. 1–16; B. R. Nayar, Globalization and nation-
alism. The changing balance in India’s economic policy, 1950–2000 (New Delhi: Sage, 2004 [2001]), pp. 129–
55.

45 Nayar, Globalization and nationalism, p. 210.
46 The Steel Authority of India Ltd. replaced Hindustan Steel Ltd. as the holding company of

India’s public-sector steel undertakings in 1973.
47 The minimum pay denotes the basic pay of the lowest grade. On top of that, regular RSP work-

ers also receive considerable fringe benefits. Thus, according to the wage agreement in 2007 work-
ers on grade 8 (out of 11), for example, received a basic monthly pay of Rs 9,035 rupees, but they
would usually be paid Rs 14–15,000.

48 SAIL’s pay scales place workers even in the lowest pay grades in the second highest quintile of
income bands and workers in the highest pay scales in the highest quintile; see J. Parry, ‘The
embourgeoisement of a proletarian vanguard?’, in Interrogating India’s modernity: democracy, identity,
and citizenship, (ed.) S. Jodhka (New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 2013), pp. 40–78, pp. 57–8.

49 A. K. Patnaik, ‘Formation of the working class: a study of the labour force of the Rourkela Steel
Plant’, PhD thesis, Jawaharlal Nehru University, 1991, p. 93.

50 SAIL raised the age of retirement to 60 in 1998.
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The actual workforces on RSP premises were in fact substantially larger.
Already in the early 1970s when the wages of public-sector steel workers
had begun to rise significantly,51 RSP (as did other steel plants in India) out-
sourced a growing number of jobs to private contractors who in turn hired
contract workers. Over the years, the number of contract workers in RSP
grew. In the late 1980s, there were around 10,000, and in 2014, there were
15,000—equal to the number of regular workers.52 Contract workers were
hired for a daily wage ranging between 20 to 30 per cent of what regular work-
ers earn per day,53 and they were hired only temporarily for the job at hand,
even though many of these jobs had to be done almost continuously. They
were thus more amenable to labour control than the permanently employed
company workers, and they were made to do the most arduous and dangerous
jobs in RSP, such as loading and unloading, cleaning of shops and machines, or
relining of blast furnaces.

As Parry points out, in terms of their respective wages, their work, as well
as their consumption habits, their lifestyles, and their aspirations, regular
workers in public-sector companies and the contract workers are worlds
apart.54 Consequently, they are also perceived to belong to a different class—
the ‘labour class’, as the middle-class RSP workers and others call them.
Furthermore, since the relatively privileged situation of regular workers is,
to a certain degree, based on the especially harsh exploitation of contract
workers, they also have different, often opposing, interests. As Parry convin-
cingly argues, this suggests that they are indeed perceived to belong to
altogether different classes.55

The trajectory in Rourkela follows the global trend of labour regimes in the
second half of the twentieth century: with a surge of formalizing work in the
1950s giving way to its increasing informalization, especially of unskilled jobs,
since the 1970s, and leading to a polarization of workforces into securely
employed core and precariously employed marginal workforces.56 The process
also unfolded in Rourkela along a local logic. Contract workers were primarily
Adivasis, from the wider region, from surrounding villages, and from Rourkela

51 The lowest pay grade for workers in the public-sector steel plants rose from Rs 125 rupees in
1965 to Rs 240 in 1970 and to Rs 393 in 1975; see Pravat K. Mohanty, Collective bargaining in the steel
industry (Delhi: Discovery, 1988), pp. 187–98.

52 In fact, contract workers together with a unionist successfully sued RSP to provide regular
employment to around 5,000 contract workers it employed via contractors in 250 designated
jobs in the plant for ten years or more; see Strümpell, ‘Law against displacement’, pp. 213–15.

53 In the mid-2000s, contract workers with 20 years of work experience earned a monthly wage
of Rs 3,000, while an RSP worker on grade 8 who had a similar work experience earned around Rs
12–15,000.

54 Parry, ‘The “embourgeoisement” of a “proletarian vanguard”?’; Parry, ‘Company and contract
labour in a central Indian steel plant’, Economy and Society vol. 42, no. 3, 2013, pp. 348–74.

55 Parry, ‘Company and contract labour’, pp. 359, 371.
56 N. Mayer-Ahuja, ‘Die Globalität unsicherer Arbeit als konzeptionelle Provokation: Zum

Zusammenhang zwischen Informalität im Globalen Süden und Prekarität im Globalen Norden’,
Geschichte und Gesellschaft vol. 43, no. 2, 2017, pp. 264–96; J. P. Parry, ‘Introduction: precarity,
class, and the neoliberal subject’, in Industrial labor at the margins of capitalism. Precarity, class, and
the neoliberal subject, (eds) C. Hann and J. P. Parry (New York: Berghahn, 2018), pp. 1–38.
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itself.57 As outlined in the introduction, others presented them as prototypical
contract workers. As Adivasis, they have the stamina and capacity to slog, but
due to their limited wants and limited brains, well-paid regular employment
does them no good. It only makes them drink harder and care even less
about the future, their jobs, their money, and their children’s education.
Again, for most Odia the depiction of Adivasis as a natural-born ‘labour
class’ was unproblematic. For Adivasi RSP workers, by contrast, this depiction
was problematic and they were keen to disentangle the equation and to present
themselves as educated, committed, or middle-class workers and Adivasis.

The emphasis they put on their education, on their attitude as educated
technical people, and hence their difference from the ‘uneducated’, was sup-
posed to serve that purpose. Another important means to draw the line
between them and the uneducated, undeserving of regular company jobs,
was by spatial segregation. Unlike earlier, Adivasi RSP workers recruited
since the 1990s settled in the township, not in the resettlement colonies and
basti. Thanks to manpower reduction, the township has become large enough
to accommodate the whole workforce. Adivasi RSP workers also sought to
move there because—as they all unanimously related—basti and resettlement
colonies are not the right places to raise children. They are ‘labour class’ spaces
where drunkards stagger down the lanes, where adults are foul-mouthed, and
where one should not wonder that children do everything but study. In the
township, by contrast, neighbours set good examples and create a very differ-
ent, respectable, and educated, or ‘middle class’, environment.

These middle-class neighbours were still largely non-Adivasis, or in fact
Odia. When the first generation of RSP workers retired, the Bengali, Punjabi,
and migrants from other states largely left Rourkela. Given the politics of
the Odisha state, their children would not stand a chance of securing any of
the remaining jobs in RSP, and other industries that offered similar employ-
ment opportunities did not exist. Consequently, in the township one spoke
Odia, not Hindi, as one might expect in a place supposed to be a ‘mini
India’. Likewise, the hoardings were mostly in Odia, if not in English, and
the statues honouring Odia freedom fighters and politicians dwarfed the statue
of Nehru. However, Adivasis also claimed their space in the township. Some
Santali, who are considered more assertive than other Adivasi communities,
established places of worship. Adivasis from all communities often decorated
their house fronts with pictures of bows and arrows, or of the ‘tribal’ independ-
ence fighter Birsa Munda, indicating their Adivasi identity. Adivasi RSP work-
ers and executives organized ‘cultural associations’ to promote the culture of
their individual Scheduled Tribe and sometimes celebrated rituals of their
respective communities on public grounds or community centres in the town-
ship. Through these place-making activities, Adivasi RSP workers claim the
space that had so far been inhabited by upper-caste Odia RSP workers for
themselves, too, and thus realign the relation of caste and class in space.
The township is now primarily a middle-class space, while the Adivasi basti

57 G. Omvedt, ‘Steel workers, contract labourers and Adivasis’, Economic and Political Weekly vol.
16, no. 30, 1981, pp. 1227–9.
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and resettlement colonies they have abandoned or avoided from the start are
labour-class, not Adivasi, spaces.

The relationships between Odia and Adivasi township residents seemed to me
neither hostile nor intimate, but distanced. On my regular visits to the quarters
of an Adivasi RSP worker, children from Odia neighbours sometimes dropped by
to meet their children. However, other adults I met there, either other invitees
or casual visitors, were usually relatives and if not, other Adivasis. Odia were only
rarely among them. The educated Adivasi workers often told me that the upper-
caste Odia do not dare to denigrate them openly, because, unlike earlier genera-
tions, they are now educated and less shy, but they were convinced that the
upper castes still resent them, that inside they still have ‘feelings’, as they
said, and that they can tell this from their facial expressions.

The Adivasi visitors I met at the company quarters in the township were usu-
ally also RSP workers or employees in other formal-sector undertakings, such as
the railways or the electricity board, and hence had a similarly middle-class
background. The Adivasi RSP workers settling in the township emphasized
how well they still get along with their families and that they regularly visit
them. However, these visits were usually paid one-way, not exchanged. The edu-
cated township dwellers regularly went to see their parents and other relatives
in the village outside Rourkela, or in the basti or resettlement colony in Rourkela,
while it was much more rare for the latter to show up at the township quarters.
They do not feel at home in the township, township residents told me, because
they would have to dress up for the occasion and also because they are not used
to dining at tables as one does in the township, but on the floor. I suspect that
township Adivasis were not only concerned about the comfort of their unedu-
cated relatives, but also that their presence might hamper their own standing
among their educated neighbours in the township.

Adivasis in the basti and resettlement colonies also view the township
dwellers in ambivalent ways. They described them as sometimes a bit miserly
(kanjus), complained that they contributed less to ritual expenses than they
actually could, and that they resembled the Odia diku (‘foreign exploiters’) in
their money-mindedness. However, they are not quite like the diku, because
they still lack the social relations in the higher echelons in RSP, in the bureau-
cracy, and in other influential positions that upper-caste Odia allegedly usually
have. Similarly, they respected the regular workers for their education, for the
education they offered their children, and tried to emulate them in educating
their own children, though with much more modest means. They also
respected the middle-class Adivasis for their engagement in the Adivasi cul-
tural associations. At the same time, they ridiculed the call of these associa-
tions to maintain one’s ‘tribal’ language, while the middle-class individuals
leading them all sent their children to expensive English-medium schools.
Several times, they also pointed out to me behind closed doors that the ‘big’
people had married not strictly according to the rules of endo- or exogamy,58

58 The accusation was that Adivasi RSP workers and executives had married women from
Adivasi communities other than their own or that that they had violated the rules of exogamy
by marrying women from the same lineage (killi).
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and that this actually disqualifies them from standing as role models for the
community. The relations between privileged middle-class Adivasi RSP work-
ers in the township and the precarious labour-class Adivasi informal sector
workers in basti and resettlement colonies are characterized by a sense of
alienation.

The sense of alienation between them calls to mind the situation Martin Orans
describes for India’s ‘original’ steel town—Jamshedpur—in the 1950s. Adivasis
from the Santal ‘tribe’ with regular jobs in the Tata steel plant lived in the
attached company township and the poorer uneducated Santals felt highly
uneasy in front of each other.59 In Rourkela, the spatial segregation of Adivasi
RSP workers from contract workers and other informal sector workers was not
only a manifestation of the growing class differentiation between them, but
also contributed to that differentiation. It provided the former with access to
an exclusive urban environment, with the explicit aim of granting their children
better education that would lead to better employment prospects and futures.60

However, the move into the township as well as the claims to ‘educatedness’
were not about class alone, but also about ‘caste’, about claiming the privileged
urban space, with its amenities and lifestyle, that RSP also provides for
Adivasis among the workforce. As historian Frederick Cooper argues with
regard to the United States, African-Americans striving to be recognized as
middle class do not make a point only about themselves, but engage in a strug-
gle about the very meaning of race and class. By claiming that they are capable
of advancing in class terms, African-Americans call into question the existing
notions of class and race.61 Similarly, Adivasi RSP workers emphasizing their
educational qualifications and educated attitude claim that they, as Adivasis,
are part of the modern public-sector working class, and thus struggle with
the very meaning of Adivasi-ness. Management’s emphasis on the need for
an educated workforce and the prevailing notion that Adivasis are uneducated
gave this struggle importance and urgency. However, the social and spatial dis-
tance from the labour class this struggle entailed also threw the inequalities
between them into sharper relief and is likely to exacerbate them in the future.

Conclusion: Struggles about class and Adivasi-ness in eastern India

As Anastasia Piliavsky has recently argued, a stereotype in the true sense of
the word is a stable idea that is invoked across different historical situations
to clad strategic decisions with the moral authority of widely recognized
and allegedly timeless truths.62 She further argues that stereotypes are only

59 M. Orans, The Santal: a tribe in search of a great tradition (Detroit: Wayne State University Press,
1965), pp. xii–xiii, pp. 52–3. For more recent ethnographic work on Jamshedpur, see A. Sanchez,
Criminal capital. Violence, corruption, and class in industrial India (Abingdon, Oxon: Routledge, 2016).

60 Strümpell, ‘Precarious labor and precarious livelihoods’, pp. 144–7.
61 F. Cooper, ‘Back to work: categories, boundaries and connections in the study of labour’, in

Racializing class/classifying race: labour and difference in Britain, USA and Africa, (eds) P. Alexander
and R. Halpern (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 2000), pp. 213–35, p. 221.

62 A. Piliavsky, ‘The “criminal tribe” in India before the British’, Comparative Studies in Society and
History vol. 57, no. 2, 2015, pp. 323–54, p. 345.

1712 Christian Strümpell

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0026749X21000354 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0026749X21000354


effective in this regard if they are based on relatively simple ideas that allow
them to absorb shifts in meaning and to be put to different strategic usages.
The notions about Adivasis prevailing in Rourkela are stereotypes in such a
true sense. Adivasis in Rourkela, whether locals or migrants, are widely por-
trayed as drinkers, capable of rough labour, and too uneducated for much
else. RSP managers took this as a justification to place them in the most haz-
ardous working environments in RSP’s hot shops, and there RSP executives
and non-Adivasi workmates made them toil harder than others and in the
harshest jobs. Adivasi RSP workers are thus subject to what Philippe
Bourgois calls ‘conjugated oppression’, the mutually constitutive conjugation
of class-based economic exploitation with ideological domination based—in
this case—on caste.

This at least captures the situation during the first decades of the plant’s
existence. Since the 1990s, the situation has become more complex because
the divide between the core workforce of company workers and the externa-
lized peripheral workforce of contract workers grew and gained importance
vis-à-vis the caste or caste-tribe divide in RSP. To be sure, though on a
lower scale, RSP has externalized labour since the 1970s. Furthermore, regular
RSP workers with an Adivasi background nowadays face the same stereotypes
as the older generation: they still find themselves posted disproportionally in
the hot shops, and the working environment there is still tough in comparison
to the mills. However, thanks to technical modernization in the 1990s, it is less
hazardous than it used to be in earlier decades. More importantly, the
unskilled and harshest jobs in these departments are not done any more by
RSP workers, nor by the Adivasis among them, but by contract workers.
Contract workers form a different class from company workers because of
the large differences between them in terms of working conditions, wages,
and security of employment. Contract workers in Rourkela are also predomin-
antly Adivasi and in their case, the stereotyping of Adivasis serves to argue
that regular employment allegedly does not suit uneducated habitual drinkers
and that precarization was hence no harm for them. Thus, there are now two
classes of workers in RSP and these do not overlap with differences of caste or
with the caste-tribe divide, and only Adivasis in one of them—the contract
workforce—suffer from conjugated oppression, but no longer those in the com-
pany workforce.

As their already disproportionate presence in the hot shops reveals, an
Adivasi background has not lost all relevance for the position of Adivasi RSP
workers in the company. The reason for this lies in the fact that, despite the
many privileges Adivasis with regular employment in RSP enjoy, they are pre-
dominantly workers, not executives. They are thus under the discretionary
power of upper-caste individuals who primarily comprise the executive
ranks, and this adds decisive weight to the stereotyping of Adivasis as unedu-
cated and as good only for rough, unskilled jobs. It also rendered their struggle
to prove their rightful belonging to the educated company workforce not only
as an urgent but also an uphill task. As I have also shown, this struggle is as
much about Adivasi-ness as it is about class. It crucially builds on the social
and spatial distancing of educated middle-class Adivasi RSP workers from
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the uneducated ‘labour class’, and thereby exacerbates the inequalities
between them.

The trajectory in Rourkela thus shows that class and positions in the
production process remain intertwined with prevailing social hierarchies or
cultural notions of difference, as Bourgois theorizes in his concept of conju-
gated oppression. The trajectory also shows that the form the intertwinement
takes has undergone crucial changes over the last decades. Since RSP’s manual
workforce has become almost exclusively composed of people from Odisha—
thanks to the interference of Odisha state—ethnicity has lost its importance
in shop floor relations and union politics. By contrast, caste or an Adivasi back-
ground remains important, but it intertwines with quite different class posi-
tions that have evolved among the workforce over the last decades.
Bourgois’ concept of conjugated oppression unfortunately fails to explain
such changes. Despite its merits in foregrounding the intertwinement of
class and cultural notions of difference, the concept does not shed much
light on the way they intertwine and under what conditions this intertwine-
ment changes.63 As I have shown in this article, India’s turn to economic lib-
eralization and the concomitant reform of public-sector industries were
essential for the growing bifurcation of the steel workforces in Rourkela as
well as the growing class differentiation among Adivasi workers. This is not
to fall back into the economic determinism against which Bourgois (as well
as Lerche and Shah)64 rightly and powerfully argues. For Adivasi workers in
Rourkela, as presumably also for Adivasis elsewhere, struggles about class
are indeed always simultaneously struggles about Adivasi-ness. However, the
way they struggle about Adivasi-ness reflects the growing class polarization
among Adivasis in Rourkela and, in fact, further marginalizes those at the bot-
tom of the class hierarchy.

Acknowledgements. My ethnographic research in Rourkela extended over roughly 32 months
conducted intermittently between 2004 and 2014. I gratefully acknowledge the support of the
German Research Council DFG (Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft), and the Max Planck Institute
for Social Anthropology. I furthermore remain indebted to Rajat Singh, Zoober Ahmed, and
Ganesh Hembram for their invaluable research assistance, as well as to the editors of this special
issue Vinita Damodaran and Sangeeta Dasgupta, to the two anonymous reviewers of MAS, and to
Katharina Schneider for their critical comments on earlier versions. The usual disclaimers apply.

Competing interests. None.

63 This has partly been argued already by J. Gould, ‘Review: ethnicity at work: divided labor on a
central American banana plantation by Philippe Bourgois’, Journal of Social History vol. 24, no. 3,
1991, pp. 661–3.

64 Lerche and Shah, ‘Conjugated oppression within contemporary capitalism’.

Cite this article: Strümpell, Christian. 2022. ‘Struggles about class and Adivasi-ness in an eastern
Indian steel plant’. Modern Asian Studies 56 (5), pp. 1691–1714. https://doi.org/10.1017/
S0026749X21000354

1714 Christian Strümpell

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0026749X21000354 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0026749X21000354
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0026749X21000354
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0026749X21000354

	Struggles about class and Adivasi-ness in an eastern Indian steel plant
	Adivasi labour in (post-)colonial India
	Historical antecedent: The steel plant, the nation, and the region
	The ethnographic present: Adivasis and RSP's hot shops
	Drinking, working, and shirking in Rourkela
	The uneducated, the educated, and the savvy
	The wider context: Company and contract workers
	Conclusion: Struggles about class and Adivasi-ness in eastern India
	Acknowledgements


