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IN'IRODUCCriON 

The development of modern factories, mines, trans-
' 

port, plantations and engineering concerns during the 

second half of the 19th century resulted in tbe emergence 

of a new class in Ind_i a, namely the industrial working 

class. Bengal in the second half of the 19th century wit-

nessed such industrial development around Calcutt a and its 

neighbouring districts. The jute industry formed its 

nucleus. Jute workers constituted the core of this indus-

trial work force. This dissertation is an attempt to study 

the process of the formation of the jute working class in 

Bengal from 1881 to 1909. 

These two years do not suggest a water-tight division 

in the process of the formation of the jute working class, 

but have their O'Nn significance. In 1881 the first act to 

curtail the working hours of the Indian workers was intro-

duced. This was the first official recognition :Of the 

emergence of a new social force in India. In 1909 the 

first politically organized 1 abour movement in Bengal 

.:.:::ollapsed. Thus the period betv~en 1881 and 1909 suggests 

a process of social transformation of a section of society 

into a working class. The period covers the rise of the 

Indian working class and its transformation into a political 

force during the nationalist movement. 
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• The historical context of the development of capi­

talist industr ic.l organisations in India was marked by an 

arrested gro1-vth of industrial capitalism. The structural 

constraints imposed on the capitalist development by the 

colonial social development stood in the way of total 

industrial iz at ion. As a result the most important sector 

of Indian economy remained outs ide the development of 

capitalist gro1.vt h, name 1 y the agrarian sect or. Thus in 

India, as well as in Bengal, the major socio-economic 

format ion remained pre-capitalist. with an enclc.ved growth 

of capitalism around the colonial metropolitan centres. 

The process of transformation of a peasant or an 

artisan into a worker involves interaction between earlier 

social institutions, traditional values, social ties and 

new industrial si-tuation, work pattern and ind.ustr ial 

circumstances. In Bengal the emergence of industrial 

working class was marked by ceJ:·tain features specific to 

India's colonial situation. Firstly, in the jute industry 

. the technolo;J ical development had not come out of an 

indigenous social transformation. Secondly, the capita::l.. 

in the jute in:l. ustry was controlled by the white official 

class in Ind. ia. Thirdly, the labour force due to certain 

socio-economic reasons fran the mid-1890's became pre­

dominantly migrant, coming from Bihar and Uttar Pradesh." 

The mi,Jr ant peas ants, mostly illiterate, came from 

highly custom bound society ru~d thus suffered from an 
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identity crisis in the new social circumstances • ., They 

trie:i to stick to their traditional values, community 

organization and earlier social ties. But in a new 

indust.r ial situation this led to two important develop­

ments: (i) Instability in working class life and the 

erosion of trad.itional values and the family system 11 ~~ 

paradoxically, reinforced community consciousness. 

(ii). Community organizations trie~j to air the girevances 

of the ·working class as a whole and acted as a r u::li ment ary 

form of trade union organization. .. 

In this period we also notice the crystallization 

of a new social group in Bengal known as bhad.r.§12~· These 

bhadraloke coming mainlv from intermediary land tenure 
-------~-- . -
holders and government servants or profess ion al men 

championed the nationalist cause. , They beca.-ne the mtel-

lectual representatives of th?? Indian mas:3es. However, 

they had little knowledge of the worker~'condition.• They 

were more concerned ''vith the industrial development in 

Ind. ia. They viewed the regulations to improve the work 

situation in India as ·the conspiracy of the British 

mere ant ile lobby. 

The gra:lual development of the nationalist movement 

changed. the perception of the nationalists to a large 

extent. In Calcutta the conflict between vvhite capital 

and In:iian labour was 1 inked up with the main social 
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contradiction bet'.Neen Indian masses and the sritish 

ruling class. This ne'vv situation led tovJards the poli-

tical strug'1le of the working class with the colonial 

rulers. It was during the .§..:J§~~~.b~ era that workers• 

communi·ty consciousness developed into an expression of 

protest that was more political and unionized. 

The .§.:.1§9~:§.!:2- movement failed due to the lack of 

a firm political and ideolo9ical outlook of the .f?ha3£.§.­

];.Q]S leadership. On the other hand because of their social 

hegemony, the working class movement became dependent on 

them. But there is no doubt that the movement itself 

represented a transition in working class consciousness, 

from community to class consciousness. 

In the first chapter we study the evolution and 

emergence of the jute industry and the process of the 

formation of the working class, its social composition 

and the migration pat tern of the workers. In the second 

chapter we try to analyse the structuring of the 1 abour­

capital relationship in the factory at the point of 

production, with a foctlS on the development· of managerial 

system. In the third chapter we study the workers • 

life outside the factory, in the slums, the evolution 

of town polity, landlord-mahajan exploiters' nexus, and 

rural-urban relationship in workers' life. 
v 
In .the fourth 

chapter we notice the development 6f wo·rkers' struggle, 

from the indirect spontaneous unorganized resistence to 
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organized strikes. In the fifth chapter we deal with 

the ..£tl_§dr.§lg}S's perception of industrial development. 

In the sixth chapter we focus our attention on the evolu-

tion of a political struggle and the trade union movement. 

The sources for the labour movement are scattered 

and most of the evidence is to be found in official accounts 

and the Factory Commission Reports. The Royal Commission ---. . . . 

on Labour, 1929 (vol.V, Pt.l and 2) provides us with 

d!=l!tailed information. 



CHAP'L'ER I 

THE EMEB.GENCE OF THE JUTE WORKING CLASS: 
ITS MICR .1\TION PATTERN 

In eastern India in the 19th century we notice the 

growth of modern industrial enterprises like jute and 

cotton mills, engineering concerns, coal mines and the 

tea plantation industry. With the growth of these indus-

tries, there emerged a complete! y new clas~>, the working 

class of India. 

The jute industry formed the nucleus of modern 

industrial prOO.uction in. Bengal. Th~ WQrking class of 

the jute industry constituted the core of the growing 

work force. But it should be note;:i that jute in:iust~y 

in India did not come out of an indigenous socio-economic 

transformation, rather it was an imported technology. 

The jute industry in the 18th century was basically 

a cottage industry. Traditional we avers used to -we ave 

sacks. The traditional sack weaver caste in Bengal was 

the J5.§-.P2li caste 2
• ln the late 18th century jute emerged 

1· Eastern India here covers the area comprising Bihar, 
Bengal and Assam. The most important industries in 
this region were: Ci) coal mining, {ii) tea planta­
tion, {iii) jute. 

' 
2. See D. H. Buchanan, 1?~~121?~.!2~ .2.L.f.§pit_§li~t i.£~!1!~-

E.r i~in _ _!nd!..§ (Ne~v York, 1934), p. 240 
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as a profit able trading material. From 17 95, a cons .ide-

rable quantity of woven material of jute was exported. 

In 18J6, the export was 900,000 jute cloth pieces,worth 

3 - over ~.2,000,000. 

From 1795, European traders made constant efforts 

to weave gunny bags in the factories. After much experi-

ment pure jute yarn was procured in 1835 in a factory. 

From 1838 power weaving started in Dundee in Scotland. 

Jute weaving thus became a part of the British industrial 

economy. In 1855, a Scottish entrepreneur A.uckl and, star-

ted a jute mill at R ishra near Calcutta. The jute indus-
. 

try enjoyed a relatively stable growth in the initial 

stages. It went through four definite stages of expansion. 

in the 19th century, viz. 1860s, 1872-73, 1882-85, and 

1895~19004 • Indian jute industry had certain advantage's 

in cqmpariscn to its Scottish counterpart. The steady 

supply of raw material from Bengal • s countryside, cheap 

labour and the existence of a friendly colonial gov·ern­

ment helped the calcutta based industries outstrip its 

Dundee competitors. 

3. 

4. See Ranaj it Dasgupta, "Material Conditions and 
Behavio/al Aspects of Calcutta ~'lorking Class, 1875-
1899", csss, Calcutta, 1973, p.7. 
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Indian jute industry was dominated by the Brit ish, 

particularly Scottish manufacturers, from the beginning. 

Only one jute mill, Soorah jute company, had an Indian 

director Lachmilal Kahoria. All jute mills were contrdled 

by European managing agency houses in Calcutt a. The 

capital of' these jute industries carne mostly from British 

businessmen and from officials stationed in or connected 

with India. 5 

The entire jute trade was controlled by various 

types of European trading associations. From the purcha­

sing of raw jute in the countryside to i'ts selling to 

factories in calcutta, the entire business was organized 

by various European trading associations. 

The Indian Jute Manufacturers Association came 

into existence in the 1880s to control the manufacturing 

side of the jute trade, known, from 1882, as the India~ 

'11 . . 6 Jute Ml ASSOClatlon. 

I "b.:'"''~ 

The Jute Mill Association • I Hat' had a definite ,. 
rapport with the Bengal jovernment. In fact, in 'the 19th 

century, the senior officers of the §overn':lent of Bengal 

viewed the first two factory acts as 'needlessly harassing' 

----------
s. 

6. 

See A.K. Bagchi, Private Investment in India, 
1200-1932 (London-:-1972),-p":263-. --------

];bid., p.263. 

' 
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7 
to the managers. Thus, the jute industry had certain 

distinct features. Firstly, it was a white capitalist 

dominated industry where the factory owners enjoyed a 

quasi-monopolistic control over the production and opera-

tion of the industry. Secondly, the owners had the support 

arrl cooperation of the Bengal 'overnment and the bureau-

cracy. Finally, the coming of raw jute from the villagef? 

and the transport of the finished products from the ind';lstry 

were also controlled by a friendly European trading organi­

zation. Thus, from the beginning, the jute working force 

had to face a strong enemy. 

The process of the formation of the jute labour 

force in Bengal had certain basic features specific to 

India's colonial economy. It had undergone a distinct 

shift from 1885 to mid-1890, from local workers to non-

local workers migrating from distant areas. 8 The number 

of aver age daily workers employed .in the jute industry 

in 1879-80 was 27,494. In 1910-11. the nur:1ber of average 

daily workers in the industry increased to 214,507. 9 

7. 

8. 

9. 

See Dipesh Chakraborty, "Conditions fo.r Knowledge 
of Working Class Conditions, Employers,· Government 
and the Jute Harkers of Calcutta, 1890-1940" in 

R anaj it Guha (ed.), .§EE.§lte_r!l,__§tu_9ies, vol.II (Delhi, 
1983), pp.259-311. 

R anaj it Dasgupta:. in his article, ''Factory Labour in 
Eastern Inclia: sources of supply, 1865-1947", ·In§_;!.an 
_E:con.9.!:Il...!S-and_Socie.l_]j]-.§tOfY_~~iew, vol.XII I, No.3, 
July-Sept., 1976, pp. 277-3 27, an9lysed this transfor­
mation in great detail. 

Government of India, ·Financial and Commercial Statis­
tics of British India~-gives-a-detailea-break:up of 
--------------------- contd ••• 
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In 1890, most of these workers were from local areas ad-

joining the jute mill or werP short distance migrants 

from other districts of South Bengal. 

In 1888, Duffer in ordered an inquiry into the 

cqndi tions of the lo·.ver class and poor Indians. This 

inquiry led to a report of the district collector of 

Hooghly that local weavers found jobs in the jute facto-

ries. The district magistrate of Howrah also mentioned 

that many of the workers came from neighbouring villages. 10 

The report of the 1890 Factory Commission contained the 

eye witness account of 26 workers. Most of these workers 

came from the adjoining areas of the jute mills in Howrah. 

The Bengalees, constituted 17 of these witnesses. 11 
.. 

In July, 1895 Pratt, a high police official conduc-

ted an inquiry into 14 jute mills, and found that nearly 

53% of the labour force was frOm neighbouring areas. In 

these 14 jute mills nearly 49,729 {more than 60% of the 

then jute labour force of 77,618) workers were employed. 

contd ••• 
average workers daily employed in jute factories 
and from 1912-1913 _!.ab6lJE_Jgyesti.92ti2.£..£9~!!)itt~ 
(1946) and also the ~E2rt . .2.f_B.oyaLComrnission o,!\ 

Labour in_India. 

.I 

11. In§ia_E:actor_y Commission_B~ort, pp. 77-88. Witness 
Accounts of Bengal Workers Gee Table-4). 
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Out of this 23,096 persons nearly 46.4% of the labour 

force came from Bihar and u. P. Bengalees numbering 26,633 

thus constituted only a little more than 53% of the labour 

force. 12 In 1906 B. Foley also remarked in his Report 

on labour in sengal that t\-venty years ago all the harrls 

13 
were Bengalees. 

The presence of a large number of migrant labourers 

can also be not iced in Pratt • s survey data which const itu-

ted nearly 46.4% of the labour force he surveyed. In fact, 

from the 1880s the jute companies attempted to locate their' 

source of labour supply in the densely populated districts 

of Bihar and u. P. In 1881, Finlay ~1uir and co. on behalf 
~ 

of ChampdaJy Jute t1illn sought assistance of the Bengal 

Government in recruit:iDg labour in the densely populated 

. h d. . t 14 Bl ar and U.P. 1str1c s. 

The Indian Jute Mill Association preferred migrant 

labourers for various reasons. Due to subsistence oriented 

work, the local VJOrkers did not respond to cash stimuli. 

12. !3_5;J:?Q£~_2rJ . ..l?.9l ic~_.§gcEvi si g~J.!:!..,.!.b~.-82 v~.ElE!L Mun ic i­
J2alltl~, West Benga1:~~q,~e A~~~ilc 1al, Po 1.1ce Nos .(1-TI 
of January, 1896. Table-(2 ~hows the detail mill­
wise break-up of migrant workers. 

14. National Archives of India, Revenue & Agriculture 
Emigration, February, 1882 o 
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In 1888, the magistrat:e of Howrah remarked that many of 

'the workers who came from neighbouring villages were 

content to do 21 days work in a month saying 'that they 

could earn sufficient money in that time an:l did not care 

th . . d 15 to work on e rernalnlng ays. The non-8engalee im-

migrant workers who were moving into the industry in the 

closing decade of the last century were more steady in 

work and were regular in attendance than the Bengalee 

workers. 

This factor leads us to deeper problems regarding 

the operation of labour market created by the British 

owned capital for the industry. Lalita Chakraborty has 

drawn our attention to the problems of the emergence of 

the working class in a dual economy. In fact this migra­

tion pattern sug-gests a typical colonial fonn of migration 

of unskilled labourers who had migrated from certain areas 

in Bihar and u. P. The plantation ,..,orkers of the Assam 

tea gardens- and the unskilled labourers working in_ the 

overseas colonies came from the same source. People who 

migrated under the contract system to the overseas 

destination were exactly the same as those who came as 

"free labourers" to the jute mill gates. 

'15~ 
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The agricultural stagnation, adverse ecological 

.,change and the virtual disappearance of non-agricultural 

sources of livelihood like cottage industries, made the 

condition of the rural poor desperate. The socially 

exploited, like widows, also ll'lanted an alternative source 

of earning. The jute mill authorities prefer such migrant 

labourers because they were out of their known world in 

the industrial areas of Bengal. 

Area-of-5r1gin _____ Numb€r-o£-1ffim1grants ~area-of_new ___ 
Bihar Districts settlement) 

.. j:iughl -y--Howrah-- 24 --Calcutt a 

---------------------- ________ _!?~_g_E!}_s~.~------

Patna 51013 

Gay a 4,802 

Shahabad 3,407 

Monghyr 3, 506 

Saran 10,477 

Muz af f arpur 4,677 

Darbhanga 1, 908 

United Provinces Districts ----·- ---------~--------.,---
Ball ia 

Ghazipur 

Benaras 

~zamgarh 

Qri~~~-Dist£I~~~ 

Cuttack 

Balasore 

31 204 

2, 77 9 

1, 992 

2, 115 

8, 995 

31 864 

61 16 0 12,333 

5,512 13, 986 

7, 324 20,672 

3, 86 2 15,458 

6, 56 2 24176 8 

4,018 11,6 82 

2, 572 5, 436 

96 082 9.712 

4, 58fi 161631 

31 179 81515 

3, 5 98 1214 58 

16 I 571 37, n 2 

6 1 13 4 1 3 1 7 85 

i 9, 989 

38,083 

16, 06 8 

15, 94 7 

10,331 

14,6 86 

7, 793 

3, 4 91 

71 06 5 

101 94 8 

151753 

31,7 20 

121131 
----~-------------:~---·-------------. ------

Source: ~QYal_Co~mis2l~-2~-~§bour i~_l~dia~ 
v-ol.VI Pt.I, pp.8-12. 
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rs-ame -oi-t he.-ffiTII ________ Bo.-c;r---"NO:o1----N0:-o1-
wor ker s up- workers 
employed country provided 

hand in the 
. 1 ines 

. -----------------------------------------------
Gouri pore Jute mill 
and oil mill 

Kakin ar ah Jute 

Kakinar ah paper 

Dunbar S amn agar tolt6VI 

, Dunbar S amnagar cotton 

Dunbar s a.rnn agar J u te 

Titagarh paper 

Titagarh Jute 

Kamarhati 1 ute 

Baranag.::~r Jute 

(North and South) 

Lo!Ver Hughly Jute 

Empress of India 
cotton mill 

B u~lge Budge Jute 

Victoria Jute 

Chanpdaw.i Jute 

India Jute 
(Sreer ampere) 

Wellington Jute 

Hastings ] ute 

Bally ~aper 

Ghoosrey Victoria 
e;otton 

3,000 

3,300 

750 

1,800 

4,500 

600 

3,000 

2,500 

7,000 

2,500 

1,000 

3, 700 

2, 76 8 

3,000 

2, 358 

2, 3 25 

6~ 902 

820 

440 

1, 000 1, 500 

Totally 1, 200 
upcountry 

3, 000 

Not many 

500 

1, 260 

200 

1, 380 

1,500 

r, 200 

3, 926 

400 

140 

contd •.• 

600 

None 

None 

200 

None 

1,000 

None 

300 

150 

300 

None 

1,000 

180 

N.ot sta­
ted 

2, 902 

150 

70 
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Table- 2 •• contd ••• 

"Nameo1t'Fie-iTi1IT-------~o :-01----up:-----Provict ed 
· tl'lOrker s co\.lntry mill 

----------------------~~l2Y~9__________ 1 in~--

Ganges 1 ute 31492 31000 

central Jute 2,050 1, 550 

Howrah 

S ibpur Jute 795 220 

Howr ah :Jute 3, 313 1,018 

Fort Gloster Jute 21600 650 

Fort Gloster 6'otton 1, BOO 600 

Source: ~!;.I?.Qrt _ _9.!LE.2lice_§2J?.erv i_§io~ in_ th~ 
R i~~j~~-Municip.§l:l:!ie E._ in _ _§~_gal, 
,Judicial - Police Nos.6-11, p. 28 
\fl/. B. S. A. 

None 

so 

75 

700 

A~., 

40 
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It 'was linguistically and culturally a completely different 

area and the geographic distance also isolated the migrant 

workers from their AS a result these 

workers would have no extra resources in the nearby villages 

to fall b.::ock upon and would have no advantage in terms of 

focd and shelter (which the local workers had) and thus 

the management expected them to be more submissi~e to the 

managerial discii?lines. 

From the 1870s people came to Calcutta from Bihar 

districts and they found jobs in the <:onstruction vJOrks. 

These vJorkers came from the rural areas .. Gradually they 

t d . th . t f .1- • 
17 star e~ to move 1nto e JU e aclor1es. In fact, the 

'most rapid expansion in the jute industrial force took 

.place between 1891-1911-.which corresponds to that of an 

enormous flow of people from Bihar, Orissa and united 

Provinces
18 

to Calcutta and the adjoining industrial 

belt. 

In jute industries, 1,ve notice the dominance of the 

migrant workers from 1897 onward. In 1895 the migrant 

16. Lalit a Chakraborty, "Emergence of an Tndustr ial 
Labour force in a <"»ual Economy, British India, 
1880-1920", IESHR, vol.XV, No.3, Julv, 1978, pp.249-
329. --- -

17. R anaj it Dasgupta, "Structure of the Labour Market 
in Colonial India", EPH, Special No., November, 1981, 
pp. 17 81-1806. 

18. Ranaj it D.4sgupta, Factory Labour in Eastern India, 
.21:?• cit., p. 283. 
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workers in Pratt's survey constituted 46.4%. But a mill 

wise survey in 1897 sugqests a rise in the nmnber of non-

19 
local workers. This was the result of gradual increase 

in the number of non-local workers. The other sources of 

information also suggest a similar picture. The civil 

medical officer of Sreerampore stated in the 1898 report 

that most of the mill workers belonged to the •1ow class•, 

•u,.P, countrymen•. In the same report District Magistrate 

of Howrah also made a statement that the operatives ··came- -

mainly fran Bihar and North western Provinces. 20 

In the mills south of Calcutta the majority of the 

workers were Bengalees till 1930s. In fact, the Manager 

of Fort Gloster Jute Mill, in his evidence before IFLC 

----------------
19. Table-3: 

_l!..E..L.f2~ t "01 Local 
1895 1897 1895---1897 

S hamnagar 3,000 4, 020 1,500 500 

Baranagar 500 5,000 6,500 1, 890 

Lo1,ver Hughly 1, 250 1, 8 20 1,250 640 

Gour ipur 1, 000 1,640 2, 000 1,440 

Hastings 3, 925 4,470 2, 977 2, 370 

Wellington 825 . 1, 820 1,500 900 

_!b i3., p. 2811. 

20. NAI Home·-Judic ial No.130, November, 1899. 
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of 1908 stated that 5, 000 of 8, 000 \.vorkers w'E!re Bengalees. 21 

sudge Budge Jute Mill was also the centre of .activities of 

A.C. Banergee during the Swadeshi Movement because of the· 

dominance of the Bengalee lr.:orkers. In 1929 R.C.L.I. also 

had reported that in some mills south of Calcutta Bengalees 

constituted the majority of the working force. 22 

The jute industry from the beg!nning at tt_acted the · 

attention of the rural poor. In the &nnual ~dministrative 

~eport of 1875-76 of Bengal the Commissioner of Burdwan 

division pointed out that the weavers from Chandra Kona 

d h 1 Th ( d . . d . t . ) 23 . t. t an G ata ana Me 1n1pur 1s r1ct were m1gra 1ng o 

Calcutta. Bharat Shramajibi also pointed out that Juggis 

and Tantis who vve:te displaced due to competition from British 

industrial products found jobs in the jute mill of the 

24 -
Borneo Company at Baranagar. Dufferin Inquiry of 1'888 

also reported that weavers gradually started coming to the 

' 2C:: 
jute mills in 1880s. ~ Most of the 25 workers examined by 

21. 

22. 

23. 

24. 

25. 

Indian Factory Labour Commission, 1908, Witness 
No.187, vol. 2. 

RCLI, vol.V, Pt.1, p.426. 

Divisional Commissioner • s Annual Administration 
~~E2rt_f_s>E_!_ll~_22£9~.!L.91~1slon-f_2f_ f87~-7~-;-w. B. -
S.A. General Miscellaneous Nos.1-2, October, 1876. 

Jaistha 2nd Issue 1287, sangabda (Bengalee era). 
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the 1890 Factory Commission belonged to the lo1.v caste 

groups. (see, for details, Table-<1) Of the 8 women 

k . d 6 . - 26 __ wqr ers exam1ne '.vere W1C10'.-JS. In fact, all the 

labour commission reports sugqest that most of the women 

workers were Bengal8e widows. The ·weavers who lost jobs 

due to the introduction of British industrial goods· in 

In::lia and also a section of land-less labourers already 

existing in Indian society tried to seek jobs in the jute 

factories. This was also true of other emerging industrial 

centres in In::lia. In Ahmedabad the ~29E.2-.§ who \vere tradi­

tionally begqars
1
formed a part of the working force. 27 

' 
The Muslim weavers of Delhi who gradually lost traditional 

jobs emigrated to Bombay and formed a substantial part of· 

the working population there in the 1920s. These indus-

tries fra-n the be9 inning offered an,al ternative source of 

livelihocx:l to the socially displaced rural population. 

In the Jub~ Industry, .§..§E.-=l9£~ or 'Foremen' acted as 

the kingpins of recruitment system. They recruited on the 

b . f ...::1 • 1 . h. 28 as1s o. caste an-1 comrnun1ty re atJ.ons 1ps. AS a result 

26. 

27. 

28. 

See Table-4. 
pp. 77-88. 

Indir.m factorv Commission Reoort, 1890, ---w--...----___________ , ____ ...,._ --

Partha Sara-thi Gupta, 11Notes on Origin and Structu-
ring of the Industrial Labour Force ·in rndia, 1888-
19201'. in R.,·C. 'Sharma· (ed.) ;In~ian Socj,etv:historical 
.EE.QE~~g~ (in memory of D. D. KosarriSTI ;-New'lSelhi ~Jc~4 'p. 4 26. 
Dipesh ChaKraborty, 11Comrnunal riot.s and Labour:~~.· 

1\.<i.~.. ·" mill ·~rlc~ ~ :l"lltt*Ji!!d in 1890s ••, .E_§st .~nsL!:~~.§~nt, ftlo. 91-
Ivlay, 1981, p p. Ho- \~'} 
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Union jute Rajoni 23 Female Nuddea Ben.gal Tant i 
I'!) ill 

Bar anagar Taron i 20 Fern ale l'1ed in ipt..lL Bengal Bagd i 
Jute fl'lill 

Barai1agar Majoo 25 !"!ale Cuttack or iss a Bagd i 
branch Mill Maithi 

' 
Budge B u:i ;re Sarna Char an 34 l'1ale 24 Parganas Bengal Bagdi 
Jute HI ill S arnu th 

Union Jute S ha1nma 10 Boy Calcutta '3engal Muslim 
HI ill 

Bengal Cotton Kedar Dass 32 Male Cal Clltt a Bengal Muchi 
(1i ill 

Ghoosrey Old 
Cot ton ~ill 

Ganpat 24 Male Gay a Bihar Teli 

Bally Bone & Jungikhan 45 
Paper Mill 

Male Bhagalpur Bihar Muslim 

Durga 40 Female Bankura Bengal Bagdi 

Ben imadhab 25 Male Howrah Bengal Kaibart a 

contd ••• 



Empress of 
Ind. ia Cotton 
trlill 

Budge Budge 
Jute -Mill 

Barranagar 
Jute Mill 

Victoria 
Cotton .Mill 

Cossipure 
Gw'1 facto r:y 
& She 11 
factory 

Fakir 

Be pin 

.i)e<:;ambari 

Soo kvJ.Aar ia 

Suk~i 

Noderchand 

Abdul Bar ik 

Jagoo 

Jaffer 

Omerdoodee 

Kamas i Mi.ioo 

Boir agee 

S uckram 

21 IH- ~b5LJ 

-----4 ------s--- ·----g-----~r--------s·-----------g-·---_16 ___ _ 
-0i:-!ls------------------------------------------------------

4 

11 

28 

25 

40 

23 

25 

12 

42 

14 

25 

24 

Male 

Boy 

3oy 

Female 

Female 

l'-1ale 

1'1 ale 

Female 

301 
' 

!'1ale 

soj 

l\1ale 

Male 

24 Parganas 

24 Parganas 

24 Parganas 

24 Parganas 

Chaprah 

Girl Patna 

Yugli 

~ l24 Parganas 

= w !'1edinipur 
-OJ w c 

-t=l\)~-1 
::I:~<DOOCf1r:: "' =- w oo .,, -..:rav a en- ..,, .. 
Ul=::r=::i l ~=Ill 

- "j 
1 
Calcutta 

:- ~ i 
-- ~ ~Calcutta 

-4 I 
~ 

~ 
/, Cuttack 

-·-·· 
""' z .Jaunpore 

sen gal 

Bengal 

Bengal 

Ben<:;al 

Bihar 

Bi~ar: 

Ben gal 

Bengal 

3engal 

Bi~ar 

sen gal 

Or iss a 

U. P. 

Boiragee 

Bagdi 

Tant i 

3air agee 

Tant i 

Tanti 

Tant i 

l'-1usl im 

!'1usl im 

~-~usl im 

9agdi 

Kandi ckorya 

Jaiswala 

* They told the commission that they belonged to area surrounding the mill. so the 
name of the Districts of the mills were given. 

We have prepared this table nn the basis of witnesses account of 189Q_IE§J~-!~!ory 
~~issign, pp.77-88. 
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we no·tice the development of community consciousness 

among the '.Norkers •.'llhich was the outcome of t•.NO factors: 

i} The emphasis of the .§ar9:.~E.§ ('.Nhile ·recruiting 

new \.vorkers) on caste and community ties; and 

ii) In new social ciccurnstances , (linguistic and 

cultural), workers of: the same region and caste 

group often flocked toqether-. 

Thus in the E2~!ee settlement also we notice the 

domination of a bastee bv a particular linguistic social ------- .... 

. f t i 29 group comlnq rom a cer a n area. 

In the Calcutta industrial belt in 1911, 604 people 

per thousand were from outside Benga1. 30 In Bengal, 

Medinipur was the only district which sent a large number 

of workers to the industrial belt around Calcutta. Medini~ 

pur sent 44,958 '.Norkers in 1891 which increased to 67,665 

in 1 901 and S16,. 7 4 3 in 1 911. 31 

The miqration of: the industrial workers could be 

ca·tegorised into t-i-Jo types: (1) semi-permanent migration 

when the vJorkers resided and earned their living in one 

place but retained their home and family connections in 

2 9. See Tab le-1. 

30.. ~~_1I, vol. V, Pt.1, pp.1-18. 

31. Ibid. 
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another place; (2) Permanent migration, when for various 

reasons workers \.vith their families settled in permanent 

areas (around Eowr ah ,...-Calcutta industrial belt) other than 

their home districts. 32 

The first type of migrant workers outnumbered the' 

second type of migrant workers. This suggests a peculiar 

pattern of living style where there had not emerged a 

working force permanently attached to the jute indu'stries. 

To resist this type of seasonal migration industrialists 

allo'l'led the debt bond age system to develop in the bastee_§. 

The jute mill authorities in the initial stages 

encouraged the migrants to come to the mills. The Sardars 
-~-

were sent to the villages to recruit the workers. In the 
. 

1 ater stages irnrnigr ant \.Yorkers t hemsel ve s came directly to 
' ") 3 

the factory gates and the recruitment was done there.-' 

There was also propaganda of a crude style in the 

Bihar villages to urge the lm.Yer c:lass peasants to join 

the jute industry. These workers were often paid the cost 

of the travel as an advance to come to the jute industry. 

But when the workers often found that industries did. not 

offer what they promised, then a section of them always 
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wanted to go back. To resist the free flow of workers1 

back<tJard tm"'ards the villages, the jute mill authorities 

created a chain of interr!'tediary network and promotEd 

indirPctly the debt borrlage system to curtail this free 

f 1 t -~ t h . 11 3 4 
o·''" owaru.s .e v .l . ages. 

A set tlemen t-w ise st.udy would suggest the clear 

picture of geographic area-vvise divi sian in the settle-

ments of migrant workers in Bengal. For example, 2,240 

out of total 14,092 immigrants from 8allia district, \•:ere 

found in Howrah, but out of a total number 12,56 2 immi-

grants from the a.djoining districts of Azamgarh, Howrah 

had only 2, 593 people. Similarly in other mill towns the 

tendency was for men from the same area to congregrate 

tog~ther. For example, 27.3% of the total population of 

Titagarh or a tota,l number o:E 14, 330 persons were born in 

the five adjoining districts of Pi'ltna, Gaya, Shahabad, in 

Bihar and Ballia and Ghazipur in United Provinces while 

_22.7% of the population of Bhatpara and 19.6% of that 

. of Bhadreswar carne from the same are as. On the other hand 
. -

12.3% of the population of Tit.agarh, 7.1% of that of 

Bhatpara, 7.3% of that of Sreerampore and 6.7% of that 
-:IC: 

of Bhadreswar came from Cuttack and Balasore • .;...- ·Foley 

34. The next ty;o chapters will provide a detailed 
analysis of the process of the development 'of 
t htesetwo debt :bondage SysteiTlS .. 

35. ~.fLI, vol.V, Pt.l, pp.9-18. 
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in 1905 commented that " ••• If recruits from a new district 

are imported, it is n8cessary as a rule to put them up in 

separate 1 ines. The information 1: have received shows 

for instance, that Ganjum coolies will not stay in a mill 

unless provided with separate lines. Separate lines also 

are advisable for men obtained from Orissa and Central 

. .,36 Provlnces. 

The first change that could be felt by the workers 

was in their family structure. The migrant workers in 

most cases were single migrants. The census report bf 

1891 points out that the sex ratio amonq the migrants was 

in favour of male migrants. In Ho,,..,rrah proper male migrants 

from Bihar in that year were 11,629 and female migrants 

were 3,652. In Bally, male migrants were 953, while the 

females were 192o From Orissa the number of male migrants 

to How.rah tOh'n vJer~ 2,240 and the female:migrants were 189. 

In Bally, the number of male oriya migrant's were 165, 

.·whereas the number of female migrants were 8. 37 A detailed 

mill-\•Iise survey of family life of the migrant workers and 

gradual decline in the number of female population in 

relation to male population \.-Jill be taken up when He will 

study the life of the workers in a ]?ast~ in detail. 

36. B. Foley, .£.P· ,Sj,!., p.l2. 

37. Census 1891, Qj~trict_Hoog~lY~J~2ti2D• vol.I, 
p.112. 
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Thus the process of the formation of jute \vorking 

class had certain specific features. Firstly, then~ was 

a switch over- in the composition of the jute ,workers from 

the local workers to non-local wor-kers in the mid-1890s. 

Secondly, the over,"'helming majority of jute workers were 

from the 101,ver. st.rata of traditional rural society. Parti­

cularly, c: section of them came from displaced artisans 

who could not compete with the British industria], goods. 

Thirdly, most of the workers ,,,ere semi-permanent migrant 

workers and there was a definit.e area-'l.•.rise distribution in 

the settlements of jute workers and the people coming from 

same geographic area often flocked together. Finally, the 

overwhelming majority of the workers were single migrant 

workers. 

The growth of migrant labour system suggests another 

feature: that they came from a small tract of Bihar and 

the eastern U.P. :-listricts, alonq •A~ith the two districts 

of Orissa. we have already observed that the growth of 

this 1 abour catchment area was connected with the tt ans­

formation of the agrarian situation in Bihar, u.P. and 

orissa districts. This transformation of an area into a 

labour catchment area and the growth of migrant labour 

system was the result of a colonial agrarian transformat:!-on 

and enclaved growth of industrial capitalism in India. 

There emerge two pictures of industrial relation. 

On the one hand, the capital of jute industry remained 
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highly organised and retained a monopoli!=.t ic control over 

the industry. The European trading agencies aided the 

··industry and the government remained pro-capital. On 

the other hand, the '.vorkers 1.N€re overwhelmingly migrant 

workers. They were isolated from their known world and 

came to unknmvn areas - linguistically, socially and geo­

graphically. Moreover, they had little it1ea ·about metro-

•politan life an:::1 the vast market machinery o~ which their 

jobs depended. They experienced a total transformation 

of their 1 ive s, from a s lo''" moving 1 ife st vle in to a fast 

changing one. Their working hours which was compulsory, 

occupied the \...Jhole day. Their dwelling places were turned 

into mere sleeping - quarters, vvhile family life became 

almost non-existent. Traditional amuserrents and forms of 

entertainments suffered erosion. Thus there develop~d an 

unequal battle from the very beginning, bebr.~een organised 

capital and an unorganised first generation of peasants 

turned workers. 



In the initial sta,]2s, .i.~. up to the e.arly decades 

of the 20th century, the jute f=3ctories use:-) to operate 

1 for 15 hours. The \·mrkers usually spent more than half 

a day inside the factory. Thus the jute factory was a 

place 1111here the workers spent a major portion of the day, 

earned their livelihoo:i and developed a reaction :towards 

the work situation. 

In this chapter:- we will try to take into account 

two questions: (i) how did the labour market develop in· 

·the .jute industry? Was it a perfect market where the 

owner of money must meet with the free labourer, free in 

the sense that as a freeman he can dispose of his labour 

as his own comrnod it y? (ii) How did the industrial techno-

logy, management and new work situation influence the 

behaviour of the early generation of workers? 

The process of the for~nation of the labour market 

and the evolution of the consciousness of the workers 

inside the factory were interrelated in the jute industry. 

These factors played the most important role in structuring 

1. I.fLC, 1908, R€f2ort gives details of vJorking hours, 
~factory 'vvorkedfrom 4. 30 a.m. to B. 30 p.m., 
Par a '1:1. 
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the 1 abom· market and also in shaping the VJOrk!'?r s • at ti-

tuje tov.,rards discipline, felloiv workers and the manage-

ment. The technology of the j ut1::: industry, the recruit-

ment pat tern and the management system, and the wase 

distribution pat tern in relation to work discipline 

were the basic factors that influenced worJ<;ers' behaviour, 

as also the formation of a labour market. 

'rhe workers • consciousness, however, was not the 

product of the operation of the production system of 

the industry alone. ;~hile analysing the impact of the 

factory vJOrk di scpl ine we have to make an assessment of 

the socio-economic a..>1d cultural background of jute indus-

trial workers. For that purpose we shall endeavour to 

keep this enquiry to the framing declarations of E.P. 

Thompson about the English working class: 

"Clas.-5 consciousness is the way in which experiences 

are handled in cultural terms, embodied in traditions, 

value systems, ideas and institutional terms. n
2 

In the context of this basic formulation of working 

class history we will attempt a comprehension of the 

material and social factors which impinged on the develop-

ment of workers• consciousness leading to ~ction and the' 

forms it assurot?.d insL'ie the jute factories in the 

2. 
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initial stages. 

In the earlier chapter we have noticed how 1 arge 

number of migrant workers started coming to the jute mi:U 

gates. Most of these workers wer~ illiterate, poor 

peasants coming from the rural areas of Bihar, United 

Province and Bengal. To co-opt masses of unskilled but 

cheap labourer-s the capital in jute industry had to create 

labour intensive technology with a pre-capitalist r.ecruit-

ment and management system to maximise the profit. More-

over, the market of the jute industry often ~itnessed 

sharp fluctuations an:J. the Ind.ian jute factories manu-

factured more or less coarse clothes which did not require 

any sophisticated technology. 

In the jute industry technology played an important 

1 • h • k I • 3 ro e 1n s ap1ng wor er s consc1ousnesso Let us first look 

3. Technology often played an important role in 
shaping the workers• attitude towards his.-..work 
place. Foster in his, Cl2ss_str~ql~_§.!}~~fndus= ' 
trial revolution: Early ca2ltilism in. three E!Jgiish 
-townS:-points-out the-1.mpact-orthe operation 0 -

anindustrial method on the workers, from the cotton 
workers of Oldham to the shoe-makers.of Northampton 
and the ship builders of Sheilds and how it moulded 
their behav io"i:- al aspects in different ways.· 
see John Fost"er, _fla_§_§_~_!;r~ggl~ an.9_1_ndustr ial 

~~lutio_;}_:_Ea_;ly_ capital i_§.!!,l_l._Il_!;hre~ En_glj.sh to~ 
,London, 197.q;. 
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into the physical structure and numerical composition 

of jute workers in a factory in the late 19th and early 

20th century. 

A jute factory was divided into various depart-

ments. Each department was interdependent which in pr ac-

tice meant that strike in any department would lead towards 

the closure of the entire factory. In fnct, all the 

departments of a jute mill from the raw state up to the 

4 preparation of the hessians were housed under one roof. 

Therefore physical operations of the workers were closely 

co-ordinated. 

According to an official estimate in 1893 an average 

jute mill employed 2,542 opPratives.
5 

According to a 

later estimate (in 1930s) an average jute fc;ctory employed 

about 4,000 1 . ...rorker.s. Some time three or four factories 

were situated in one jute mill comnlex which meant nearly 

15,000 workers were employed in the same concern. In the 

4. This v.;ras based on a statement of Syed SuhravJardy 
who \...ras the Labour Minister of the first Coalition 
Ministry in Bengal (1937-41). The statement was 
published in _§ta_E_of_!..£19.1:.2• 20 April 1937. 

5 • ~ e 12c:rt _2_~ !b£.. \'VO_E_!?. ng_2.L 18 2l_I _9ct2EL.b~!, W al s h 
Special Inspector to the secretary of Gov-=rnment 
of India, August 1893. W.B. S.A. General Misce-
11. aneous Nos. 1- 33 o • 
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19th century such cases were rare. "A typical jute 

mill employed 15 and 20 European to every two huncired 

or three hundred Indians. The Europeans were almost 

inVariably Scotsman, poor boys from farms and towns 

6 about Dundee." Ho•tJever, this estimate was made in 

1930s when bo·th the number of mills and workers had 

increased. But this estimate does suggest the proportion 

of white supervisors to jute factory wor,kers. 

From the early stage of th~ industry '""omen and 

children constituted a slh')stantial number of factory 

.workers. The following table (Table-S) gives• us a 

picture of the break-up of jute workers into women, 

children, and ad,ult male workers. It does not cover 

the total number of workers employed in all the factories 

in Bengal which was 66,-333 in 1892-93.7 This table covers 

57,781 workers. However, this suggests a near to'tal 

picture of the composition of jute labour force of which 

adult women numbered 11,284 and the number of child 

workers was 6, 234. 

The jute factory departments were arranged according 

to production stages. The main stages were hatching, 

6. D.H. Buc;:,'lanan, Development of Capitalistic Enter­
zl-~_!Q__II}di2 (New York 1(, 1934) I p. 246. 

7. ~~r!._Qjz_ t h.:=_~2}'al_~Q!I!c:.1_l.ssi 2~_9_!2_!"=ab_S?~_in ___ :In.9]:.§., 
p.8. ' 

'. 
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Hastinge Jute 
Mill, R isr.ra 2,ll.34 758 3, 192 

wellington Jute 
Mill, Rishr a 1, 885 347 2, 232 

India Jute Mill 1, 516 546 2, 062 

Champ:i any Jute 
Mill, Champ:]. any 1, 891 808 2, 6 99 

Victor ia Jute 
Mill, Telenipara 1, 124 353 1,477 

Male Female Total 

Baranagar branch 
mill, Baranag<;~r 

*Alipore Jail, 
Jute Mill 

Kakinaran Jute 
Mill, Kakinaran 

Soor ah Jute r-.1ill, 
N arkol Dang a 

Budge Budge Jute 

878 

293 

2, 217 

452 

Mill 2, 7 92 

Baranagar Jute 
£actor y, Southern 
Division 1,148 

Kamarhaty Jute 
f'-1ill, Kamarhathy 1, 741 

440 1,318 

535 2,751 

153 6OS 

277 

371 1,519 

S30 3,271 

290 22 312 ., 3, 509 

243 12 25S 2, 487 

272 11 283 2,395 

17 9 12 191 2, 890 

181 9 190 

No. of operatives { Gt·~a-.~~ 
emJ2lO~..sL_____ Tot%. 
Boys Girls Total 

230 ' 1 231 1,549 

293 

3S6 48 404 3, 155 

7·8 11 8'9 694 

6 96 16 712 3,771 

1,S19 

181 so 231 2, so 2 

~ontd ••• 
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contd ••• 
-----1----·-.---2 ____ 3 ____ 4 -----s---6---- 7 8 

--------------------------------------~-----------------------
CliveJute Mill, 
Garden Reach 843 

Hugly Jute Mill, 
Garden Reach 2, 3 25 

Shamnagar Jute 
~-larks, Sharnnagar 3, 742 

Titagarh Jute 
Mill, Titagarh 2,052 

Gour i ·:.:.Pore Jute 
Mill, Gauri Pore 1,724 

Union Jute Mill 
Sealdah,Calcutta 1,175 

Fort Gloster Jute 
Mill,Fort Gloster 1, 589 

Ganges Jute !'-1ill, 
Shibpur 2,080 

c:ent;r al Jute Mill, 
Ghusury 1, 380 

HO'WI' ah Jute Mill, 
Ram Ki shopur 2, 303 

.A 

Shibpur Jute Mills 217 

257 1, ·o 94 

574 2, 899 

947 

720 2,772 

307 2,031 

238 

781 

374 

770 

7 97 

247 6 253 1,347 

398 20 36 8 3, 267 

392 50 442 5,131 

285 13 298 3,070 

186 13 199 2,230 

160 .160 1, 736 

17 9 9 178 2,003 

205. 293 498 3,109 

143 30 173 1,927 

419 101 520 3,593 

230 67 2g"/ 1, 31'1 
' ------------------------------· --------------------------·-----

Sources: The data on Hughly was taken from Annual_B..§':.P.Or:L..9.n 
,!;he \ri~Ek2:ng ~.:L..!b~ Fact£!:.2.....;;.~ (XV of 1881 aDd XI 
of 1E~91) in the sub-District of •surer ampore,~i~ 
1892, riJ.BoS. A. General Miscellaneous, Nos.1-5, 
28 February 1893. 
For 24 Parganas, AnDJ:I.§-1_~~.E2rt~f__!_tl~_5i.2.!~.!.!.!.9...0f 
the F.§C"\;.2£.Y _ _f.ct_j..£_J..§2_?, dated 29 April 1895. 
From E.''· Wesmacott, Commissioner Presidency 
Division to the Government of Bengal, Nos.12-13, 

For Hm,..;rah, J.bi_9. 
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preparing, spinning, v-.reaving and finishing. The batch-

ing of the jute involves tearing apart of the r~w jute 

mainly by machinery and at the same time it was soaked· 

in an oily preparation to make it pliable. In the pre-

paration stage there were three distinct operations, 

carding, drawing and roving. "The rnateri al is first 

put. through cards, the even feeding of which is very 

important for upon this depends the evenness of strand 

which after drawing, combining and redrawing is to be 

spun into single thread.'' 

In the spinning section yarns were made by spinning 

fr arne s 1....:hich further drew out the rope, spun it and 

finally wound it on spinning bobbins. This process would 

bring out a warp yarn I:Jhich would be brought to the vJind-

ing department. In the winding department "the yarn form-

ing the warp of the cloth (was) •111ound round bobbins into 

the form of comparatively longer rolls, thereby attaining 

a greater continuity in length." The yarn for the weft 

in the cloth was •.~round into cops' fitting exactly into 
~h 

. _uttles emp;t.oyed in weaving, 'llla:rp yarn saturated \vith 
A 

a starchy material to prevent breakage. in \.Jeaving, was 
._ 0~ 

then dra,.rm on to large beams and placed at the back :e:::s:t" 
.'\ 

the loom for v..reaving. ·In the next and final stage) the 

woven cloth was passed through heavy rollers of a calen­

~ 

-dering machine for ironing and eventually 'ut and so\rJn 
·'· 
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into bags \vhich again were made into 35 or 30 bundles 

and packed by a hydraulic press. 8 

This technology of jute industry was time conswning, 

slov.· and involv-ed more manual work than technical skill. 

Ho•JJever, Calcutta based jute industries (specialised in, 

producing coarse cloth) had a monopoly of market. The 

main purpose of employing such pr in:itive technology was 

based on the i~1ea of utilization of the cheap labour. 

If we look into the division of work betv-J€en men 

and women workers, then we will find that mainly in ~e,.ving 

bags and in winding departments women 'W€re generally 

employed~ 1/'lomen were also employed in feeding jute sof-

tener and carding machine along with men. However, roving, 

spinning, v-:eav ing departments were monopolised by men. 

sometimes in the spinning department healthy women workers 

were employed. Children generally used to shift the 

bobbins. They worked in gangs of ten or twelve shifting 

a set of about 72 bobbins in 9ne or two minutes. However, 

there was much rrore sophisticated technology used by 

German firms to shift bobbins but Indian jute mills pre­
·o 

ferred children bec·ause it was less costly._... 

8. Dipesh Chakraborty, _on. cit., vol.II, p. 282. 
,J;;; --- 1\ 

9. D. B. Bucr.anan, g:p. _fit., p. 298. 
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The atmosphere inside the factories was also not 
I 

very healthy. As one factory inspector put it, ''regarding 

the ventilation of the large jute mills in Bengal on the 

whole it may be consi~ered fairly good, but in the sorting, 

car~ing and near jute spinning macpines there is an amount 

of fluff flying about which is not noticeable in Dundee 

mills to the same extent. n
10 

In 1906 chairman of Indian Jute Mill As·sociation 

gave a 1 ist of the time taken by the workers to learn 

their work. 

CooLie(' s) work 

Women ( • s) VJOr k 
mainly preparing and 
hand sewing 

s h if t er ( • s ) work 

Spinner (• s) work 

weaver ( • s) work 

(one) week 

(one) week 

week 

Graduate from shif­
ters may be a year 
or more on shifting 

a year to be first 
class workmen11 

10. E~E2E!~-~~~-~Q~ki~-~~~E!2£Y~S!_lE~~gal, 
'W.B.S.A., General Miscellaneous, Nos •. l-33, August 
1893. Regarding the operatives' health, see the 
chapter where we deal with the life of the workers 
outside the factory. 

ll. Dipesh Chakraborty uses this chart to explain the 
technology of the Jute Mill, <.2.2. _s.:h_!.), §..!:.2§1!:~ 
21udi~~, vol.II, p.288. From B. Foiley, ~EQE~-2E 
1ab~--~~-~~~9al, 2E· cit., Appendix. 
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Jute mills did not have an apprentice system. In 

their testimonial to Royal Commission of Labour Indian 

Jute Mi 11 Association said that the mill required mainly 

unskilled work and where training wss necessary, it was 

offered in the course of actual employment, by the efforts 

of the worker himself. However, there were other factors 

involved in the operation of primitive technology where 

the main concern of jute mill owners was to maintain the 

supply of cheap labour. In 1946 a labo~ investigat~on 

committee report said that •industrial training pre­

supposes a sound basis of universal literacy and this 

problem is really too vast ·to be tackled by any particular 

employer or group of employers"· 12 But even when the 

colonial government made efforts to impart rudimentary 

education to the workers • children, the jute· mill owners 

resisted, in fear that educated children would not prefer 

f t . b 13 ac ory JO _s. Their preference al1o~ays lay in the supply 

of a vast uneducated, unskilled labour population prefe-

rably immigrant workers from other provinces. 

The results of the lack of training was reflected ' 

in the nature of the.accidents that occurred in the jute 

industry. The Commissioner of Burdwan division in his 

----------
12. 

5-J,o.lkn\ .._;,\~<!::> vot \! 

Dipesh Charxaborty, 2P· cit., p.287. 
--/\. 

13. 

'' 
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~eport on the working of the Fac1tor ies Act on 20 April 

1893 commented that accidents occurred due to negligence 

on the part of the·workers while "feeding" or otherwise 

at tending to "running fears", allowing· the finger to get 

drawn in. 

The entire operation of the jute industry reflected .. 

a careless attitude on the part of the management. Un-

filtered ·water was supplied directly frcm the Ganges. 

C.A. Walsh, a special inspector of factories, reported 

on 6 April 1894 that "ma~y factories on the banks of the 

Hughly still continue to supply water for drinking direct 
J 

from the river although allowed to settle in large Gh&rras, 

this at least when no arrangement is made for filtering 

must be during the rainy season extremely muddy and 

d . t .. 14 1r y ••• 

The working hours of jute factories in the initial· 

stage require a thorough examination. H.J. Reynolds, 

officiating secretary to the Bengal Government, pointed 

out that the hours of 'WOrk of labourers appear long enough, 

nearly nine to ten hours a day, exclusive of intervals 

15 for rest and meal. A Cobbe, the manager of Champdany 

14. !.b~..B~Q.;:!;_on_ t h~~rking_J2f t he_Fas;toE.,y_ . .l\c,:!;, 
W.B.S.A., General Miscellaneous, Nos.1-25, 6 April 
1894. 

15. NAI Legislative, No.1-26, April 1881. 
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Mill also admi tte::l in his statement in 187 9 " ••• this 

mill along with the other runs over average for about 

twelve hours all the year round •.• " In 1890 the Indian 

factory Commission reported, " ••• it is the rule for nearly 

all Indian factories to work from daylight to dusk, that 

is taking extreme 1 imits in sumr:er of 5 a.m. to 7. p.m. 

or 14 hours with half an hour • s interval. •• " 16 

This was the situation before the introduction 

of electricity in the factories. In 1895 eight of the 

twenty-seven jute mills and by the end of 1896 almost 

all the mills were electrically lighted. 17 The 1908 

18 factory commission reported that all the mills (Jute 

Mill of Calcutta) work nominally frOm 5 a.m. to 8. p.m. 

without stoppage but it is admitted that in certain mills 

canst ant endeavours are made when the conditions of 

market permitted of this to "crib time" and in such 

cases the factory may run frQTl 4. 30 a.m. to 8. 30 p.m. 

However, the commission also pointed out that the ju~ 

mills worked up a system peculiar to Calcutta and some-

what difficult to explain. The workers except in the 

weaving and sewing departments were divided into a number 
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of shifts. The hours of each shift was arranged so that 

each worker had an interval of at least two hours and. the 

working hours did not exceed in the case of an individual 

worker not more than 11 hours a day. The cormnission also 

reported that time cribbing was resorted to by some mills, 

particularly in the case of weavers. 19 

In the case of the weavers the 1908 commission, 

presented a picture which not only reflects the plight 

of the weavers but a peculiar management system of the 

jute factories; "The weavers ••• are invariably on duty 

for the full number of hot,Jrs during which the mill runs. 

It is the custom, however, to arrange that in the case 

of broad looms ther~ shall be 5 weavers for each set of 

4 looms, the extra hand is in some cases engaged by the 

mill, in others he is engaged by 4 weavers themselves~ 

who pay him a monthly wage... The weavers must, however, 

all be present, at the opening and closing of the mill, 

and they are therefore on duty ordinarily for 15 hours 

a day or "where cribbing is resorted to their actual 

employment may extend to 16 hours a day~·u 20 

In this case we notice the typical pre-capitalist 

method to pe_rsist in capitalist organization. The 

19. 1£1:£., vol.l, pp.B-10. 
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workers themselves could hire a man to run the machines. 

It also reflected the heavy nature of work that the 

. workers themselves were forced to employ a man from 

their meagre wages. 

The nah1re of factory work was monotonous which 

the factory officials often admitted. The factory work 

involved a man to stand for 15 hours in an atmosphere 

where a 'quantity of fluff• ah·Jays flo3ted in the air and 

'whirr of machines' created a continuous noise pollution. 

The condition of women workers employed in the 

factory was worse than men. Hobsbawni'sremarks about the 

early women and children workers of gett.ing less than 

subsistence
21 

in the early stage of industrialization 

was true also of jute industries. First we shall take 

up the v11orking hours of women with a referenc~ to the 

factory acts. 

The act of 1881 primarily deals with the problem 

of child 1 abour and fixed the minimum age of employment 

of children at 7 years. Children between 7 and 12 years 

were not allowed to work for more than 9 hqurs and 4 

holidays were to be given a month. In 1891 the amendment 

act reduced the working hours of women to 11 hours per 

21.. E.J. Hobsbawrn, "Custom \o</ages and Work Load in 19th 
Century Industry 11 in Asa Briggs and John sav ille 
( ed s. ) , _!:~.§~jn L~o ur _ H i2!2E.Y (London, 196 0) , 
p.115. • 
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day including 1. 1/2 hours for rest. The mii)imum age for 

children were also raised to 9 and the maximwn to 14 

years. Their hours of work were reduced to 7 in any day. 

Thi~ act applied only to those factories which were using 

power employing 50 or more persons and working for 120 or 

more days in a year. The act also provided for a \.teekly 

holiday for all workers. 2 2 

After the 15 91 act was passed a factory inspector 

reported that as soon as these children were old en~ugh 

to hold a needle they were mad.e to increase the earnings 

of their mothers. 
23 

But the inspector al•so with eas~ 

pointed out that this was not a harmful practice. Another 

girl Sukhni (a married girl of eight years) a worker of 

Baranagar Ju·te Mill in her testimonial to 1890 Factory 

Comrnis sion said that "on working days she comes wheri· the 
.... 

whistle sounds before day light and leaves at 9 and comes 

again at 12, and goes away finally at 6 in the evening. n
24 

Another worker Noder Chand of the same mill said before 

the Commission that children of 7, e and 9 years often 

25 
came to work. This was the situation 9 years after the 

2 2. 

24. 

25. Ibid. 
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promulgation of the 1881 act. 

The women suffered most in the jute mills. They 

were lowly paid, physically exploited and even though 

they were allowed to come with the infants to the facto­

ries they did not have any place to keep them. c. A. Walsh, 

a Special Inspector of Factories, in his report in 1894 

said that 'Regarding the very young children (infants) , 

they may at times be found in these rooms, it is difficult 

to know· how to deal with them in order to act for the best, 

it cannot be healthy for them to be surrounded by the 

floating particles and the noise and confusion of mill. 

Yet unless the manager could provide some quarters where 

they might be left safely it would be hard to deprive the 

mother of their earnings as these babies could not be 

left at their home alone. u
26 R ajon i, a woman worker pointed 

out that she use~d to wake up at 4 a.m. and 1r1ent to the 

mill at 5. 30 a.m. She would sleep after 10 p.m. Moreover, 

she had to walk half a mile. There were no regular inter­

vals and women with the children would have to come out, 

when they could manage the time to feed the children. 

Taroni, another women pointed out that she also worked 

on Sundays though she usually preferred a six day week• 27 

Most of the women maintained that they used to work for 

26. n.l3V. 

27. l!.'C 1§.2.Q.E.~E.2E! I pp. 77-88. 
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9 hours in any case, where as the f i3Ct ory act 28 excluding 

the rest period fixed the •vorking hours as ~ hotirs. 

Actually the factory act had no direct effect in control-

ling the working hours of women. 

( 

The factory acts in India were introduced not to 

standardise the working hours of labour for the capital 

to provide an efficient -wJrking class for the owners~ ,but 

these were. also promulgated due to some extent because of 

the pressure of Manchester and Lancashire capital to 

destroy the rise of Indian nascent capitalist class in 

Bombay cotton industries. 29 However, the factory acts 

for the jute industrialists did not create much pressure. 

As we have observed they continued their practice of compel-

' 
ling children of 8/9 years to work for 11 hours even after 

1881 acts. The second act was not at all effective for 

the women workers. They were already working for ~ hours. 

Now we will come back to our first two questions 

that if the worker (as in the case of developed capitalist 

countries) was able to sell his labour freely then why 

28. ..!!219· 
29. Most of the contemporary newspapers suspected this 

evil intention behind the act. Bipan Chandra 
provides us with a detailed explanation of the back­
ground of the introduction of the act in ~1~_2nd 
_gro~_t1_.Qf ~S9~l5:-E2.tig.!!.§! isJ!l...l!L.Ind ia, 212· sit., 
Ch.VIII, pp.329-15. 
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after facing the gruelling nature of work he was not 

leaving the factory. The answer was that the labour 

market was not free from non-economic pressures. Rather 

th.e ,Jute mill authorities developed a management system 

in which the labour bee arne depencten t (because of non­

economic coercions) on the • .. f.,abour -Lords' or .§~9_ar_§ 

who usually maintained the work discipline. 30 We will 

see how the creation of a pre-capitalist management system 

forced the labourer to beca11e attached to the factories 

despite the grueeling nature: of the work. 

However, 'N€ have to analyse the reaction of the 

labourers to this new work situation to understand the 

first question. 

The workers in the late 19th century were the first 

generation of industrial workers in India •. Industlr"y with 

its monotonous work discipline, heavy nature 9f work, 

long c<Xnpulsory working nours had created an aversion 
I 

in the mind of the peasaDt turned industrial worker to 

factory work. There was ah~ays a tendency among the 

workers to return to their villages. All the factory 

commission reports mention this particular behavio~al 
It 

aspect of Indian workers. There were two factors involved 

30. The term •iabour £ord' is in this context has 
been used first by Lalita Chakraborty in her 
article, .2"2· cit. 
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in this migration back1t~ard towards villages. Much 1 ater, 

in 1940s All India Trade Union Congress hps observed that 

"we consider that the only way of securing a stabilised 

1 abour force and for the protection of the interests of 

the industrial workers is firstly to provide adequate 

housing accommodation for them in industrial centres and 

secondly to make provision for their maintenance during 

illness, unemployment and old age. n
31 The Labour investi­

gation committee of government of India, 1946 discussed 

the problem from two angles: "Firstly, the village may 

be looked upon as a place where the industrial worker 

can seek relaxation for short periods. Secondly, it can 

32 be regarded as a source of security." In fact, as 

commission claimed that the landless labourers who becane 

workers during the period of unemployment, illness and 

old age could fall back upon villages. In the initial 

stages when newly arrived workers• primary illusions 

over the factory works were shattered (he might have 

joined factory work also because sardar gave him money 

to come) he always tried to return to his old work place. 

Sometimes the fall out was permanent, sometimes it was 

temporary for two months or three months. 

---------··--
31. Quoted in _l.abg~~!!t~~ s~~g§,!ioE_f9!!}!Eittee R~2£!, 

1946, p. Tl. 

~2. JEid., p.78. 
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The workers 1 ike in agr icul tur al work did their 

work in factories in a slow manner. They even often took 

rest for an hour. They would go out to smoke bid is or to 

have a 'chat'. A Government officer in 1879 reported 

that "Indian w:>rkmen must have his accust Qned smoke, and 

sometimes even his sleep and his bath during the hours of 

k II 3 3 wor • This was also supported by the remarks of A.M. 

Downs of Bo'.-Ireah Cotton Mill who also complained about 

the workers going to the tanks to wash their feet to have 

a bath or to gather in the compound to smoke bidi dur'ing 

the working hours. The children who worked in the facto-

ries were allowed to play during shifts in the factory 

compound. Sukhni, girl employed in the Union Jute Mill, 

mentioned before the 1890 Factory Commission that she 

34 played during the interval in the factory compound. -

The workers also (though in small number) migrated from 

factory to factory to dictate their own work terms when 

it was not accepted in the factories in which they were 

35 employed. 

3 3. Communication from Secretary, Govt. of Bengal to 
Govt. of India, dated May 13, 1879, NAI, General 
No. 31 of January 1880o 

35. Correspondence relating to Meade King's proposal 
Amendment to Indian Factories Act of 1881, NAT, 

"Home Juctici'aT:-'No:- 218 o'fseptembert 883_0_ 
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Actually the loose work discipline was allowed to 

persist to ensure a steady supply of unskilled labour. 

Jute factories were using a kind of technology which did 

not require an efficient skilled labouring population. 

Hmvever, while creating such loose work discpline on the 

one hand, they had developed a s·ystem to tie the 1 abourers 

to the factories on the other. 

The problem of supply of labourers in all Indian 

industries in.eastern India in the 19th cer1tury was met 

by permitting pre-capitalist methods to operate on the 

supply side. The market for unskilled labour was infested 

with· the practices like bribery and usury. So that an 

' 
·individual labour was bonded to the 'labour lords' or 

sardar. However, the methods differed from industry to 

industry. In the coal mines the oldest recruitment system 

was the ~'11~~.§£.Y system under which labourers were tempted 

to the mines with offers of plots of land either free of 

cost or at minimal rents. 36 In the tea plantation there 

persisted ):he contract system which virtually led to the 

creation of a class of indentured labourers. 37 In the 

jute mills the 2.§£dars {foremen) performej the job of 

labour lords. 
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In the init.ial stages of the industry, sardars ~re 

sent to the villages to recruit the workers. In the later 

period, when the labourers started coming from certain 

districts of Bihar and U.P., they were recruited at the 

factory gate. But the ~ard~ remained the king pin o~ 

the recruitment system. He recruited on the basis of the 

often overlapping networks of community, village and kin-

ship ties. These links became extremely valuable to an 

individual worker·. The basis of the .§_§rdC3;E.§ • social 

control of the work force lay in manoeuvring these relation­

ships. 38 

The Royal Commissior- of Labour summarised the role 

of the ~§rdar_§ in a clear cut manner ·~he temptations of 

the jobbers position was manifold and it would be surpris.:.. 

ing if these men fn.iled to take advantage of their op'por-

tunities. There are a few fn.ctories where a worker •s 

security is not,to some extent,in the hands of the jobbers, 

in a number of factories the latter has in practice the 

power to engage and to dismiss a worker. We· are satisfied 

that it is a fairly general practice for the j'obber to· 

profit financir3.lly by the exercise of this :Power. The 

evil varies in intensity from industry to industry and 

38. D ipesh Chakraborty provides us with' an excellent 
account of sardars1 recruitment pattern in fhis 
article "Communal Riots and Labour: Bengal • s Jute 
Mill Hands in the 1890s", Past and Present, No. 91, 
May 1981, pp.140-9. ----------------
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from centre to centre. It is usual for a fe~ to be 

exacted as the price-of engagement or .of reemployment 

after a period of absence. In many cases a smaller or 

regular payment has to be made out of each month's wages. 

In other cases 'WOrkers have to supply the jobbers with 

drink or other periodical offerings in Kind. The jobber 

subsidises the head jobber and it is said even members 

of supervising staff share the bribe. " 39 

This picture needs no clarification. The _§a!"d ar s· 

often financed the migrant workers to come to the jute· 

mills. There were various types of 2ard~_2. Line .22rd~_§, 

for instance, controlled the mill quarters. But the 

suprP.me boss was the head _§ard~E· Each department had 

a head .§2£9ar. The ~E~ar's power rested on~ two factors. 

one was his individual position as a leader 'of the s'ub-

caste or caste ~.£..!:?3:l.Yat or particular socio-religious 

group and second~ly his utilization of muscle power. 
' "---....,.-" . 

Ghandravarkar makes it clear in the ~ontext of the Bombay 

Mills where the ~ar92E controlled an army of unemployed 

1 d 1 1 h 1 . 40 abourers an oca oo J.gans. 

40. Raj Narayan Chandravarkar, "Workers Politics and 
Mill Districts of Bombay betv,een the Wars", ~od~f.n 
~!~St~3ie§, vol.15, No.3, 1981, pp.603-47o 
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The sardars were assisted in their operations by 

the office clerks of' oaf?~ who used to maintain the register 

of attendance. and used to assist in the distribution of 

wages. These basus did not care to maintain a regular 

attendance register. They, in connivance with the sardars,, 

often created a group of ghost workers whose name existed 

only in the list. The wages of these workers were eai;ned 

by them in crldition to the fees (Bazar~, ;eurbani2) they 

exacted systematically from the workers. The Royal Com­

mission, during its inspection, questioned the manager of 

Caledonian Jute Mill that whe,re the extra wages of 10% 

workers whose only existence was confined to the lists 

woulO. usually go. The manage~ replied that it was 

divided between the sardars and the babu and 'the worker 

who was doing two men • s jobs. 41 The jute mills, in .fact, 

always kept more hands than necessary. A portion of these 

workers were ghost workers. 

The prevalence of this type of recruitment system 

led to the emergence of a community conscious work force. 

There was a tendency among the workers of the same caste 

or community to cluster together in a factory department. 

This was actually the example of the reinforcement of all 

the old bonds. The 1921 census shows that chamars and 

41. ~_g!!.!_E.~rt, VOl. V, Pt~ 2, pp. 144-4 5. 
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muchis who constituted 17% of unskilled workers formed 

only 5% of the skilled workers. Mor·eover, the Muslim 

weavers, sheikhils and tantis were employed only in weav-

ing departments of the Calcutt a based industries. In 

the machinery and maintenance department Chasi Kaibattas 

and Jali Kaibartas were predominant among the workers. 42 

This type of concentration of a linguistic community 

or sub-caste group in certain branches of the industry 

continued its existence for more than 40 years. In fact, 

this led to th~ dominance of a generation of workers 

belonging to one subcaste group or linguistic group in 

one particular branch of the industry. In fact, the 

peasant turned industrial 'WOrker coming to a city 1 ife 

for the first time would get lost in the tempo of city 

1 ife with its accompanying tr1ait s of individualist mate-

rialisms, indirect contacts and impersonal ways and in-

differences. Naturally he vvould seek refuge in a sub-

caste group which had come from his own area. The mono-

tonous dull industrial life would regenerate his memory 

of agricultural life and social customs. Particularl:y .. , 

these social customs provided him, for generation after 

generation relief from the monotony of life. Thus this 

recruitment system 'WOuld reinforce the earlier social 

42. Census of' India, i921, vol. V, Bengal, Pt. II, 
Table XXII, pt: IV and V. 
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bond and would create a fractured consciousness of the 

workers where primordial loyalties and kinship ties were 

dominant factors. This would create riots within the 

factories and· this would lead to the first action of 

the workers dema.11ding religious holidays. This would 

also lead to the formation of the first working class 

trade union organization in a rudimentary form, the 

Kakinarah Mohameddan Association of Kazi Zahir-ud-din 

Ahmed. 

The tee hno logy of the j ute indus try also helped 

the workers to develop a kind of religious perception 

of workers towards the tools. Without any formal 'l'lorking 

of indust::- ial craftsmanship the workers tended to accept 

the tools as a man'ife stat ion of v isw~karma or God of 

industrial creation of Hindu mythology. In fact, in 

India the crafts:nen•s attachment to the ancient usages 

was reinforced by a .marriage of myth and crafts. Religion 

formed the basis of the institutional operation of every 

craft in traditional In:iian society. Professor Sabyasachi 

h h . se. . . h Bhattac arya had s own that 1n Ot1jT1culture 1ndustry t e 

religious taboos of the artisans (of not eating meat, 

observing certain nonns of behaviour) during the period 

of silk worm breeding were similar to the restrictions 

observed by European craftsmen. 43 As a result in the 

43. Sabyasachi Bhattacharya, "Cultural and Social Cons­
traints on Techno 1 og ic al In nov at ion and Economic 
Development: Some Case Studies 11

, IES~, v ol.:m, 1966. 
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jute industry, as Dipesh Chakraborty has put it, "in fact 

the workers relationship to the machine, instead of being 

mediated through technical knowledge, was mediated through 

north Indian peasant • s conception of his tools where the 

tools often took on magical and Godly qualities" n
44 

Again we have to notice that ·the alien circumstances', 

the ne\.Y work situation, heavy nature of work and lack of 

technical skill reinforced the peasant turned ,..vorkers• 

old perception of social itemso This also helped in the 

re-emergence of fragmented (old social) consciousness of 

the workers with some do.minant traits of communal loyalties. 

However, we have now come across the role of the 

~.§E~.2E.§• the precapitalist recruitment system but we have 

not yet examj,ned the other side of the picture, the fees, 

fines and wage cuts imposed by the management along with 

corporal punishments inflicted on the worker.s. In fac;t, 

here we will observe how the labOur suffered from a debt 

bondage to the .§2.!:.92:£.§· This debt bondage was, of course, 

not limited v.Jithin the factories but was related to the 

housing of the vwrkers and day to day lite of the workers 

outside the factory. 

Dipesh Chakraborty draHS our attention to another 

aspect of the management of the jute industries. 45 This 

44. D ipesh Chakraborty, .91?· _s;_!_!:., _§ub.§_1!~-~~ie~, 
vol.2, p.285. 

45. Dipesh Chakraborty, 'Cl0mf!mt1al ~·, .21?· _a., P\111~5-ffl. 

J)e_if'j\v-.C\ o-.V\b-~)·fl~}·S"v-.~vv,::d\ ~~~c,p •. iV\~S~ 
¢' · ..t-e ~ \\ c, ~ \S~ <ixY ~ \ C6~~ - W-\ti · 

\.N <::,'{ if..Qx· s '"'' ~ -~ - G... 'f~;.e..,.J- "'~ \err: 
£_~ C.>JV'- _..- ~ - ~ ~~~~ 
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had also profoundly influenced a worker's perception 

of factory work. The British management officials like 
/ 

mapager an.d skilled technician, often suffered from a 

colonial megalomania of a superior race. As we have 

earlier observed the typical mill had 15 to 20 European 

assistants, one to every 200 or 300 Indians. In India 

these 'poor boys•, fron the towns and farms of Scotland, 

. by virtue of their white skin and English language, 

became members of ruling elite. They suddenly began 

to enjoy tremendous prestige among Indians. Moreover, • 
in the factories the managers executed all vital decisions 

regarding workers' life like wages, wage cuts and sanction 

of the holidays. They also sought to establish a firm 

control over workers through organised violence. The 

use of abusive language, harsh treatment and 'even rotigh 

handling constituted a regular feature of the system to 

. 46 
keep the labour force unojer control. Som~?times they 

interfered in the fa.'1lily problems of the ,,.,orkers and in 

some cases solved- family disputes. They wanted to 

perform the role o,f the ~deal paternalistic Qdministrator 

in the jute industries. They tried to become 'ma-baap• 

to the workerso This tendency was dominant in the entire 

46. RCLI, vo 1. V, Pt. 1, written evidence, Letter from 
the Government of Bengal, 16 December, 1929. p-2.~ 
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British administrative circle in the 19th century. As a 

result in the initial stages the workers took the managers 

as their only enemy who appeared to them as the controller 

of jute industries. The violent action of an individual 

worker in a factory was often directed against the manager. 

Regarding the wage quest ion I we find that the manage-

ment indirectly promoted the most important bondage of the 

workers to the sardars. The gradual emergence of the debt 

bondage system took place during the 1 ast decade of the 

19th century and this system continued till the 1930s. -. 

The Royal Commission on Labour gives us a detailed picture 

of the operation of this debt bondage_ systemo 

The "wages were distributed in a manner so that 

authorities had a control over workers• action. Till the 

early years of the 20th century I it was usual for the 

authorities to keep a week's wages in hand. Rajoni, a 

female worker of Union jute mill in Calcutta informed 

the factory commission of 1890 that she used to get h,er 

pa:;nnent on Thut·sday but the mill used to keep one week's 

wages in hand. Taroni, another female worker from the 

same mill confirmed Rajoni's statement that the mill 

used to keep wages in the hando sama Charan Samuth, 
• 

the spinner from the same mill also pointed out that the 

mill O\vners kept one week's wages in hand. Sookwaria, 

another woman worker of Baranagar jute mill, pointed out 
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before the comrniss ion that she used to get the wages on 

the last working ::'lay and the mill used to keep one week's 

47 
wages in the hand. This was the first method to prevent 

drop-out from the mills by the workers. 

had other ways of exercising • contra 1'. They would impose 

a series of fines on the workers for petty offences like 
. 48 

negligence of duty, damage or wastage of materials. 

They would also exact their ~~~2§ and ~b~is at 

49 
the time of RoojE or 13· 

On the other hand these labourers were often in 

debt to the .§.§E:.9§E§ and the mill Dar~. In fact, when 

the vJorker used to come to the mill for work, he had to 

borrow from the ~E§~s or local moneylenders: the 

result would be his debt bondage. 50 Systematic exactions 

prevented h.im from getting fn~edom from debt bondage •. The 

47. 

48. 

4 9. 

so. 

IF~.Por!_l89.Q, pp. 77-88. 

Rero.E.!:_.2!L..?E~.9Eir.Y_ i.!}to_s_?E.91! io~2.L 1 ab 02f;_ ~n 
.!.b~_j_g_!~_.!J:Iill:L in_!ndJ2, s.R. Deshpande CDelh1, 
1 946 ) 1 P• 24 e 

The letter written by operative of Budge Budge jute 
mill in Decemper 1906 Aswini Kumar Banerjee private 
Papers, Teen .tvlurti Library. 

A- V\.CJ~ 6"'- ~~ \\ vO<---<~s b(J-
Asampta Chatabda en~-. ~1 ~sr~~ 

- g 5t'b:.wto~~ ~llW" ~ ~, o~ ~ohanlal 

~~~~~ 
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sl urns where the vwrkers 1 ived were often o~t~ned. by the 

sard ar s. 

Moreover, the amount pf wages were also not high 

and the real wages remained stagnant for years. SoHo 

Fremantle, in his report in 1905, mentioned that between 

18 96 and 1905, "there· . has been very 1 ittle advance in 

wages. The increase is estimated, by one of the mill 

managers who was questicned on the subject, at 10% in 

eight years. Others say there has been no general increase. 

Only small adjustments which have, of course, an upward 

tendency, and any small rise there is, can probably be 

t d f . d f f' . ,.Sl accoun e or lncrease e lClency. 

In 18 93, in his report on ~,..;rorking factories act •in 

Hughly district, a factory inspector wrote that "it is 

difficult to ascertain the exact wages of. the employees 

as the managers of the jute factories are less communicative 

than employer of labour elsewhere. From circumstances, 

come to my knowledge, I believe that mill hands are better 

off in his respect than similar classes engaged in other 

works." Even R. c. Dutt, the first Indian Economic Historian 

in his report as commissioner of Burdwan District, claimed 
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that "the mill operatives in all the districts are well 

paid and are better off than the ordinary labouring 

classes of the community. The skilled "WOrkmen: employed ' ~ . 

in the industries in Burdwan are paid 1ls. 20 to Rs. 30 a month 

and the mechanics such as fitters ••• get as much as Rs.40 

52 or more a month." But again we lack precise empirical 

data. However, the Britl sh officials presented a golden 

picture of the VJOrk situation in the mills, that "mill 

industry appears to be popular ••• the work is continuous, 

wages are weekly received, the v~ork though monotonous is 

not arduous, a sufficient amount of rest is given. n
53 

But the picture that emerges from the workers• own· 

testimonials before the 1890 factory commission is some-

thing different from the official picture. 

11She only works four days in the week. This has 

been the case since the jute mill association has start'ed 

short time work. " "She would prefer to \.York six days 

because of the extra pay. ,.5_§(0-.)~ajoni, a worker of Union 

Jute Mill.) "He only works four days in the week no'"' under 

the new rules." "He is suffering loss of income by this 

present arrangement and 'WOuld prefer to work six days." 

53. 
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"He works at home in his fields on the day the mill is 

not at work and often goes out as a hired labourer (Sarna 

Charan Samuth, a weaver who worked for 18 s:r~ars in Union. 

Jute Mill)~· ''He is never absent {there are only four day 

week:) " (Bepin, a boy of 12 who worked in E!npress of India 

cot ton Mill). 54 

Here we notice that the migrant workers were depen-

dent on the loans from the beginning of their arrival in 

the jute industry. In the initial stages the _Eard_§.£..§ t.hem-

selves went to the villages and recruited workers. In 

early 1895 when the number of the migrant workers were 

less than local workers they were more dependent on the 

~rd~E§ and looked upon the .§~da£§ as their community 

leaders. In the period of decline in real wages, bet .. leen 

1890 to 1895, the influence of the ~2£g~_§ increased·among 

the workers, particularly among the migrant workers. In 

this oeriod we also notice the gradual increase in the 

number of migrant workers in jute industry. These workers 

(the first generation peasant turned workers) in a new 

work: situation and alien circumstances became the most 

import ant social base for the .§..§.!.9~£!. syste·m. 55 

54. lf£... R e.22rt_,_j.§..?..Q, pp. 77-7 8. 
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Table-6: ..§.!-2!~££l~ho'.-Ji£.9, th!:-.E21!:s of~~§._g~Jffe~ 
.flC§.§!:§.-2L emp]:.Q.Yee s in_!_b~,!!iilJ~ of_2E~r <3,!!1~ 
during the ~ar~1893 

Report on the working of factory Act of 1891, 
May 1894, General t1iscellaneous File No.21 GF, 
1/'J.B.S. A. 

Nam€s-of Mill _____ Rates-0£-wages--Rates-of paid Class of 
of workers weekly operati-

________________ __£2!~-~onthjy ___________ .----------~~----

\tlellington 

Jute mill 

Hastings 

Jute 

Mill 

India 

Jute 

Mill 

Sreer ampere 

Champj. any 

Mill 

Vlt-~).;, o-.. 

~ , •.• :.d \'7' 

Rs.12 to 28 

Ps • f'l d- GWoJ. Wk. 

Rs.4 to 10 

Rs. Nil 

Rs.11 - Ps.50 

os. Nil 

Rs. 3 - to Rs. 1 

Rs.12 

Rs.S 

Re.1 

Nil 

Rs. 6 

RSo 5 

Nil 

Rs. 52. 2 

Rs. 18 

Nil 

Nil 

Rs. 1-9 to Rs. 10 

Rs. 1-6 to Rs. 3 

Rs. 1 to Rs. 3 

Re.1 - Rs.l-6 

R e. 1 - Ps. 5-8 

Rs. 1.1 to Rs. 30 

Males 

Females 

Boys 

Girls 

Male 

Female 

Anna 1 2 to P..s. 1-6 Boys 

Anna 12 to Rs. 1-6 Girls 

Rs. 1-15 

Rs.1-7 

Re. 1-1 

Nil 

Rs.1-11 

Rs. 1-4 

Rs.1-12 

Annas 12 

Rs. 4-4 week 

Rs. 1-6 

Rs. 1-3 

Rs. 1-3 

Male 

Female 

Boys 

Girls 

Male 

Fen ale 

Boys 

Girls 

Male 

Fen ale 

Boys 

Girls 

Male 

F'emale 

Boys 

Girls 

The table sho;,vs the wages of monthly employed 1r10rkers and 
weekly employed workers and also the wage different iat'ions 
between male, female, boy and girl operatives. 
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This was the period when the jute mill suffered frcm 

depression. There was a tremendous uncertainty of getting 

work. The workers again became dependent on the loans of 

the 22£1~~· So the pictur~ of regular work did not reflect 

the reality. In fact, the real income of the jute mill 

workers fluctuated to a great extent in the last deca1e 

of the 19th century. 

1890 - 100 1895 - 106 

1891 - 100 1896 - 107 

1892 - 99 1897 - 95 

1893 - 97 1898 - 106 

1894 - 104 

Ha,vever, there were two factors that make the 

scientific study of the wages irnpossible. First of all 

wages varied from mill to mill. Table-6 illustrates this. 

Secondly, as we have earlier noticed in the factory 

in spector • s report in 1893, the employers were secretive 

56. K.L. Dutta, E~f>.9£!..-2!L!.b~-~.92J.£i: into_!..b!:-BJ.~ 
of Prices in· India, vol. II I, pp. 194-5. 
Rana.jit.-Da~gupt~-~sed this data in this material 
conditions and behavioral aspects of Calcutta 
workinq class, 1875-1899, Occasional Paper No.22, 
csss, p.tl-. 
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----------------------------~~

95 
__________________________ Per-cent-Increase-1n ________ __ 

1890 1899 19oo 1s9s _______ 1s99 _____ 1899 _______ 19oo 
over 1890 over 1890 over 1895 over 1895 ------------·-------------------------------·---------.-·----·-------------

Carding 

Rovers 

Spinners~ 

shifters rper week 

Winders 

Beaners 

weavers 

1.31 1.37 1.41 1.44 

2. 00 2. 06 

2. 25 2. 50 

0.75 0.87 

2.00 2.50 

2o50 2.75 

4.50 4.75 

2. 19 

2.75 

1. 00 

2. 7 5 

2.75 

5.00 

2.25 

3.00 

1.00 

3.00 

3. oo 
5.25 

9.58 

3.00 

11. 11 

16.00 

25.00 

10.00 

5.55 

7.63 

9.50 

22. 22 

33.33 

37.50 

10.00 

11. 11 

2. 91 

6.31 

10.00 

14. 94 

10.00 

5. 25 

5.10 

9. 22 

20.00 

14. 94 

20.00 

9. 09 

10.52 

-------------------------------------------------------------------------~--------------

Mistr ies 

Coolies 

0 • 6 2 0 • 7 5 0 • 87 0 • 87 

0.28 0.30 0.31 0.31 

90. 32 

10.71 

source: For 1890 .LIDnual_~I?.QJ!_~_!.Q~~Q!ki!29_9.f 
Indian Factories for 1910, para 2, and. 
fortheother- years g_E]~~.§ and_!j~g~~lE 
India, 35th Issue Table 23117). Th1s 
Table has been used by Ranaj it Dasgupta 
in his 'Calcutta Norkers• (on. cit.), _ .... --
p. 48. 

16.00 

3. 3 3 

16.00 

3o33 
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about the wages of the operatives. Table-S gives us a 

picture of wages in the 1890s in a primary form. 

The wage distribution pattern suggests that the 

real wages of the operatives were not large enough. The 

operatives had to depend on the loans of the .§ard§£.2 or 

other people related with the factory directly or in-

directly to continue their ::lay-to-day life. They would 

become bor.ded to this group of 'labour lords• through 

usury. The result would be the-creation of an unfree 

labour market where the labour was subjected to non~ · 

economic coercion. The ~~dar~ and the ~~-baEE~ would 

exact .!!~..§!:..§!]..§.§ and .E.§.E£.§ni_§. They would again impose 

fees for negliqence in duties from this small amount, of 

waqes. The debt burden of the workers would increase. 

we find while studying the living con::li tions of the 

workers how capital reinforced its control there, 57 how 

--------------~-

57. In fact, what has hapl)ened in In:iia was not a 
particular incident. While discussing the wages 
and work load in European industries Hobsbawm 
pointed out that 'most early works >vere small and 
where this was so ••• entrepreneurs might think it 
goo:i policy to utilise the abundant factors, labour 
••• even at the cost of labour inefficiency per 
workers". This was also true of jute industries 
ih Sen gal. In early 18th century slave 1 abour 
was used in Scotland also. Regarding wages i~ 
is also from Hobsbawm, we like to quote "The point> 
is, that the wa9e structure of a developed capita­
list economy was not formed in a void.. It began 
as a modification or distortion of the pre­
industrial wage hierarchy and only gra::lually came 
to approximate to the new pattern." E.J. Hobsbawm, 
"Custom, 1--Jages and vvork Load in Industry" in Asa 
sr iggs a..11d John say ille (e::ls.), .§.§.§§Y§.-1E_La22~ 
Histgfy (London, 1960), pp.113-39. 

contd ••. 
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the capital in an direct wav was sucking the rural economy 

for maintaining a regular labour force and ho·"' the {sola-

tion of workers led to social frustration and regenerated 

pre-capitalist ideologies which culminated in communal riots 

and robberies and drunkenn.ess. But that would also be the 

beginning of the primary forms of protests from which there 

would emerge the vJorking 'class' movements. 

contd •.• 
But wha<: was a transient feature in the development 
of capitalist, economy in Indian case, it became 
near permanent feature. This was the result of an 
enclaved growth of capitalism in a colonial country 
where the industrial development became stagnant 
because of the existing relationship between metro­
politan country and the colony. This was also the 
experience of African historians. Mahmoud Hussain 
identified an incomplete proletariat class in Egypt 
because 'they were in an 'obstructed transitional 
stage•. (Mahmoud Hussain, Cl.§ss_sonflic!_in_li9:LE!, 
1945-50, New York, 1973, p.39.) Chesneaux also 
referred to the existence of a Pae-King process 
of recruitment where an intermediary under the 
contract svstem recruited workers and. exercised 
tremendous·' amount of control over them •. (Jean 
Chesneau.x, The Chinese Labour movement, 1919-1927, --------------,---------------·--------Stanford, 1968, pp.54-64., ' 



CHAPTER III 

SLUM 

The factories played an important role in structu­

ring the consciousness of the workers. There emerged a 

working force controlled by the management through the 

pre-capitalist forms of non-economic coercion. They also 

remained in debt bondage to the labour lords created by 

the management to tie the labourers to the industry. The 

jute worJr..ing force on the one hand developed a fractured 

consciousness of their existence with primordial loyalties 

dominating their action. They clustered in different, 

linguistic, sub-caste or religious groups in various 

departments of the industry. They often migrated back 

to the villages, ond if given a· free choice· a large ·section 

of them would have left fact0ry jobs. On the other hand, 

these labourinq men came from a labour catchment area with 

an adverse agrari.:m situation, ecological imbalance and 

·gradual shrinkage of the traditional sources ·of income. 

The question that often comes to mind is: how did the 

labourers mostly coming from the lower strata of the culti­

vating community react to this new situation? Nearly 

forty years_ after the estoblishment of the industry there 

had not emerged a permanent labour force entirely attached 

to the industry. flo,,.. did tb.e labourers regard their jobs 

and their status as day labourers employed in an industry 
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whose mode of operation was, continually, a new experience 

to them? Ho•tJ far did community consciousness and debt 

bondage affect their actio~s outside the factory? 

To ansv1er these questions one has to take into 

account the life of the v!Orkers outside the factory. The 

life of the factory workers outside the factory was related 

to, end to sane extent, was identical with the life style 

of the common labol,lr ing poor of the urban sector in 

Calcutta-Howrah industrial belt. The picture of a worker 

staying in the slum reflects a desperate situation where 

a worker was isolated from all sect ions of to1.-m 1 ife except 

the common labouring poor like rickshaw pullers, .E.s.Jki 

bearers arrl hawkers of small articles. They always remained 

in an insanitary ghetto called E§..§!l· The threat of un­

employment, tensions of urban life, lack of open spa9e and 

fresh air, and virtual absence of leisure hours led to 

tremendous ment, al agony. 
. a-

The anger and res1st~nce of the 

workers was expressed through crimes, communal riots and 

drinking. Even family relationships under,-.~ent a change 

from a rigidly structured custom-bound family life of a 

typically north Indian peasant tO\vards a fluid sexual rela-

tionship bet•:Jeen single migrant male and female worker. 
. . 

\r.lomen workers.were often sexually -exploited. Prostitution 

became a common practice in these_.:Q§_stee_s. But crime 
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constitutEd, as Engels has put it 11 the earliest, crudest 

and least fruitfnl form of this rebellion ..• The working-

man lived in poverty and want, and saw that others were 

better off than he. It was not clear to his mind why he, 

who did more for society than the rich idler, should be 
~,,.. 

the one to suffer under these conditions. vv).1~t conquered 

his inherited respect for the sacredness of property and 

1 he stole ... 

The pattern of communal riots often reflected a 

•cro~Mi· action of urban poor in transition from the older 

pre-capitalist mob moving towards newer form of an organized 

working class action. In this context \VC try to put forward 

a 'Rudean • form of analysis of crovrl actio1f. 2 

The slum life of the \VOrkers reflected the common 

life pattern of the urban poor, but in factories they were 

part of the production process on the basis of which we 

can term them as 'urban proletariat class' in formation. 

The development of the jute industrial towns r~quires 

a discussion before v1e present the picture of the Eil..§!.ees, 

1. 

2. 
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their physical structures and the life of the people 

1 iving there. 

The first jute factory came into existence in 1855. 

Most of the workers then were drawn from the villar;:res 

situated around the factories. From 1870's there qccurred 

a gradual shift in the composition of workers \-Ji th the 

inflow of the \"<'Orkers from Bihar, United Province and 

orissa. Upto 1895-96 \.;e notice that the Bengalees c,onsti­

tuted the majority of the working force, however they 

became the minority bv 1897. 3 The industrial towns appea­

red on the maps of Bengal beb.,reen 1860 and 1900 (see 

Table-9). 

In 1895, Sitanath Roy, the Honorary secretary of 

gengal National Chambel:- of Commerce wrote that the places 

which were formerly covered with •marsh8s and jungles• 

were soon transformed into busy and beautiful towns by 

the est::1blishment of mills and factories •teeming with 

prosperous population •. 3 a 

!'1any of the mill towns such as Tita(Jarhl Kamarhati 

and Budge-Bu:I9e were mere villages as late .as 1872 when 

the first syst8matic census was undertaken. Naturally 

3. see first chapter. 
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·oiv ision ___ ISistr:ict--Munic1pai1ty ____ Date-a_;;ct:-year--% o'fthe! 
rate p'a­
yers in 
total 
town po-

-------------------~-------- ________________________ J2ul ati-2.!} 

:surd wan Hughly sre~r am pore 186 5 19.1 

_do- -do- Uttar par a 1865 21.5 

-do- -do- Badyabati 1 April 186 9 21.5 

-do- -do- 3 hadre s t • .,r ar -do- 21.2 

-do- HO\vr ah Bowrah 1862 15.01 

-do- -do- Bally 1 April 1883 18.98 

Presidency 24 Chi·tpur 1 April 1889 16.7 
Parganas 

-do- -do- Man i '.cto la 1 April 1889 20.5 

-do- -do- 9aranagar 1 April 186 9 14.4 

-do- -do- South Suburban 1 April 186 9 18.2 

-do- -do- Garden Reach 23 r·-1arch 1897 11.8 

-do- -do- South Dum Dum 1 Sept. 1870 22.00 

-do- -.do- North Dum Dum 1 Sept. 1870 22.00 

·-do- -do- South Barrack pur 11 April 1869 22.1 

-do• -do- T itagarh 1 .Z\p:r;- il 1895 13.9 

-do- -do- North Barrackpur 1 April 1860 14.1 

-dO- -do- Garul ia 1 f.1ay 1896 14.5 

-do- -do- Naihati 25 May 1869 24.5 

-do- -do- B hat par a 1 July 1899 24.1 
--------·--------------------------------------------
Source: NAI Home Political records, Municipal D~pt. Resolu-

tion No.3383 M, Calcutta.. 
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most of the mill towns, expanded in the decades of the 

highest growth of labour force. For example, between 1891 

and 1911, the population more than tripled in Bhatpara 

and more than doubled in Bhadreswar. Within the single 

decade of 1901-11 Garulia adde,d 57% and Titagarh 181% 

to their. respective population. The striking growth of 

the mill towns reflects the sudden influx of jute and 

cotton mill IJ'lorkers in this region. In fact, the number 

of the vJOrkers employed in the jute industry increased 

from 66,000 i..."1 1892-93 to 201,000 in 1912~ 4 Besides these, 

there were other factories like cotton mills and small 

paper mills at Bally, gun factory and sugar factories at 

Co ss ipore, shipping yard and por.t at Garden Reach and 

Kidderpore, and seasonal factories like jute balling· 

centres all over Calcutta. The railway workshop at Lilooah 

near Howrah also employed a large number of workers, mostly 

from United Provinces. Thus, there emerged a sizable 

number of working population employed in the factories 

in the to•rms of Howrah, Hughly, 24 Parganas and the entire 
5 

Calcutta industrial belt. 

Thou9h ':-Je will try to confine our discussion to jute 

mill workers while discussing the slum life in the Calcutta 

4. census of InJia, vol.lf, sengal, Pt.II, Table 5, 1921." ______ _ 

5. See Table-9 o 
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industcial bel·t, it is difficult to portray the picture 

of a single group of workers 0 

The eac liest de script ion of a Calcutta slum can be 

traced in the Administrative Report of 1868 of the Cor-

por ation of Calcutta, 

5 il. 

" ••• (the) bastee, or n,ative villa·ge generally 
consists of a mas:> of huts constructed without 
any plan or arrangement, v-lithout road, without 
drains, ill ventilated, and never cleaned, most 
of these villages are the abodes of misery, 
vice and filth and the nurseries of sickness 
and disease. In these bastees are found green 
and slimy stagn3nt pon::ls, full of putrid vege­
table and ani;nal matter in a state of decompo­
sition and whose bubbling surfaces exhale, under 
a tropical sun, noxious gases poisoning the 
atmosphere and spreading aroun::l disease and 
death. These ponds Stlpply the native with 
water for domestic purposes and are very often 
the receptable of filth. The articles which 
feed these tanks are the drains that ramify 
over the village, and carry the sewage of the 
huts i."ltO them, ••• The entrances to these bas-· 
tees are many, but are not easily discoverable, 
\vhilst paths- ace so nar("ow and tortuous that 
it is difficult for a stranger to find his way 
through them. The huts are huddled together 
in masses, ·and pushed to the very edge of the 
ponds, the projecting lanes often me~ting one 
another, whilst the intervening spaces, imper­
vious to the rays of the sun are converted into 
urinals and used by both sexes in common. n5a. 

Government versions often contradicted their bwn 

Labour Invest iaation Comrnittee (r1ain report) 1'946, ----------· ·----~-------------~--------------------Delhi, pp.3C2-3. Cited from ~3minjstfatj~~££2!! 
of the Cor-ooration of Calcutta, 1868. -------"""-----------------

/ 
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that the living conditions of 'coolie lines' -were satis-. . -------
fact or y and 1 ar ge '..S:.22l-_ie _!_in~.§ • with good san it ar y arrange..:. 

ments vJere built up vJithin the factory complexes. 3.ut 

most of the vJitnesses in the factory commission's report 

mentioned that they were living in th8 nearby villages. Ne 

h,ave already narrated a picture of these villages. The 

municipality repo:!:"t of Bengal, 1900 mentions that sreeram-

pore, R ishr a, Uttar par a, 3aidyabat i, ·Shadres\var, Bar an agar 
. \ 

and Titagarh, did not have regular water supply lines. In 

Uttar par a the entire population of 3 5, 982 people got water 

from 8 9 tanks, and 115 unwholesome tanks and 50 '¥/e 11 s. 

In mill bazar of Titagarh which was a densely populated 

working class area, there were 30 tanks and one ,..,rell. ,In 
' 

Chatra Sreerarnpore, there \vere 4 wholesome and 85 unwhole­

some tanks vlith 1/. wells for 23,753 people. 6 .All these 

to'NnS -were industrial centres with jute mills and the main 

employer of the 1 abourer s. 

In No;:1para and Garulia (the villages situated north 

of Barr 3 ck.pore) \,;here the majority of the workers of 

Shamnagar jute mill and cotton mill lived, 'drew water 

from dirty tanks. Thick jungles surrounded the bast~ 

of Garul ia ba3_§£, which carne into existence after the 

6. l!.2~__l?2litis.§l:-E~£9E~.§, NAI Iv!unicipal Dept., Reso-
lution No. 3383, Calcutta, 30 November, 1900. 
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establishment of mills in Shamnagar, and which had a 

settlement of four thousand workers. They were packed 

in a few hundred huts. 

The 1 anes which divided the bastee \.vere full of 

mud and due to the lack of sanitary facilities people 

used to 'pass water' by roadside. The lat¢rines were 

composed of five or six earthen pots known as '_g_uml.§J:l' 

and always full to the brim and in rainy season water 

over-flooded these lat¢rines and contents of earthen pots 

7 
came out. 

The housing provided by the jute mills were described 

by the jute mill authorities in 1929 in great detail: "The 

size of the rooms vary frc:m 8 ft. by 8 ft. to 10 ft. by 

10 ft. In nearly all cases the rooms are made back to back 

and in most pucca floors and tiled floorings have been 

provided with a narrow barandah generally 4ft. used for 

cooking purposes by workers. No electric light is provided 

inside the rooms and very_· ofter: the rooms were dark and in 

none of them sunlight can penetrate through. ,.B However, 

7 • Be.D.9..§.1_f.b.§!]}.l?~-2~ C0!!)£0.§£_gs;_~~.P.2rt from 1st February 
1894 to 31st January 1895. vol. II, Docur:~ents and. 
Correspondence Riverine t1unici pal i ties, statement 
H., pp. 276-77. Also see B. Fole,.r, Report on Labour 
l.!!_~E.llil.l: , 1 90 5 , p. 1 2. - -------.,-----
In 1905 rega~ding the condition of the Hm·ffah bast~ 
Foley commen;lred that "the housing problem is not one 
which I am competent to discuss. I may merely remark 
that present con::H tions under which some of the 
coolies, not merely the mill hands, are housed 
leave every thing to be desired and it would be 
perfectly impossible for conscientious district 

contd ••• 
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according to an estirr,ate made in 1897 by Inspector General 

of Police, only 10,296 out of 74,498 employed in the jute 

9 mills lived in the mill quarters. 

Regarding the medical facilities available to the' 

J:2..£§tee_§ there is no precise data. In the Indian Fa_story 

_fommi_§;sign_Re.P2.f.:L_!89_Q, Maju Maithi, a worker from R:ov.treah 

cotton mill, said that there was a dispensary attached to 

the mill vJith a doctor in attendance and medicines were 

'1 1 f h d. 10 
aval ab e rom t at lspensary. In Budge Budge j u~e 

mill also a worker, Samacharan Samuth said that they had 

a dispensary and could get free medicine. Most of the 

doctors in these dispensaries were unregistered medical 

practitioners while the l?~ee§_ did not have any doctor. 

The disease that workers suffered from, were of 

various types. Dr. Nair (a noted civil surgeon) spoke 

in 1908 of a particular type of skin disease. He pointed 

out that these skin eruptions were, well knovm to medical 

men as 'trad.e dermatitis•. They were caused by external 

---------
contd •.• 
officers to publish the advantages to be derived 
from employment in industrial and corrmercial centres, 
if the employee is to 1 ive in some of the bust is 
which exist in HovJrah." 

10. li.£.B.~grt, pp.77-88. ~_!, vol.V, Pt., p.264. 
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ir:-ritation from jute or other materials that workers had 

to handle. 11 

Epidemics were quite common in the ~~,orking class 

areas. In 1892, Dr. Baker of sreerampore wrote -that the 

workers suffered from m"1larial fever and outbreak of 

h 1 .. h" t• 12 co era v-Jlt.,ln preven 1ve measure. In April 18 94 , Dr • 

Leahy the Civil Surgeon of 24 Parganas noted that "there 

were 56 deaths from cho+era, during the last two months 

in the bastee surrounding Dunbur cotton mills. n
13 In 

1897 there occurred a small-pox epidemic among the Sharmagar ·· 

jute mill vvorkers. 14 In 1905 Foley while commenting on 

the reasons behind the exodus of labour from Bengal commen-

ted that "one of _the mills which suffered from plague was 

situated up the river, plagues starting frcm an insanitary 

~ 15 
b~st i close-by. " 

In this context, we must also emphasize how the 

workers w~re chained to the factori~s tbrrough debt bondage 

11e l£bC 1908, vol. 1, p.81. 

12. W.9.S.A. Gener.=:l !'-1is<:~]JFlneous,. Nos.1-33, Aug. 1893. 

13. Work in':] Factories Act, 18 91, ~~.29.E:t_fgE._j.§ 98., 1/l. 13. S. ;\. 
General :'1iscellaneous No.25, Aug. 1899. 

14. W.S.S.A:. General Miscellaneous, Nos.25-27, Sept. 1898. 

1 5 • B • F o le y I .212. 2 it • 1 p. 1 2. 
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to the outside elements like the ~..§Ej§_E~, Kabuli~§l§_.!:!§, 

local shopkeepers and also how th~ management through 

its income distribution pattern allov.J"ed this debt bondage 

to ~perate. In the mill areas there appeared a nexus 

between the exploiters - the local ~ah§i~, shopkeepers 

and the ba..§_:!:~ ovmers (in most cases the .§_§.I"d§£..§) and the 

local lan:ilords. 

Foley pointed out in 1905 in his Ref2rt_g~-~~2~ 

in_.E1.::!2.9§] that "most Qf the mills which are situated in 

the towns have no lines of their own or very few for their 

employees. It is a comMon thing for the Sariars, howeve,r, 

who are working in these mills, to rent land on which they 

build houses, where they lodge operatives working in the 

mill. The mill thus obtains labour 1-vithout any trouble, 

since it is the interest of the sardars to keep the.ir 

houses full and in som~~ of the bust is thus formed there 

is overcrowding and a serious neglect of sanitation. n
16 

Thus to ensure the steady labour supply the .§.§Ldff_§ were 

allowed to control the ba..§~~es. In fact, this control 

0 f the .§§d§£.§ over the E2.ste~~ enaoled 1them to control 

the workers more effectively inside the factory also~ The 1 

_§ard_§_E..§ acted as a buffer management between the owners 

and the \h]()rkers. In fact, there was a huge cost involved 

in the construct ion of the mill lines that prevented, to a 

16. Ib_l-:;!. I p.11. 
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great extent, the mills from constructing the 'coolie 

1 ines •. 

Regarding the improvement of the bastee.§ there 

always emerged a tussle between the company and the 

local landlords. In 1897 in a strongly worded letter 

addressed to the Secretary, Government of Bengal, the 

Indian Jute Mill Association observed that "the committee 

ventures to ask on what ground mills should spend a, fe~ 

thousand rupees' to improve and render more valuable the 

property of landlords, who will not improve their bastees, 

but who are so alive to the effect of the existence of 

the mills as to reso lute.J..y rPfuse to allow the mills to 

purchase the neighbouring land. " 17 'The 11andlords without 

doubt enjoyed the development in their rental assets' with 

the growth of the industrial towns in their' area. 

The earlier information regarding the debts of 

the workers was scanty, particularly for 1890s. Ho\.vever, 

the informati'on obtained from the K.L. Dutta series 

indicates a steady increase in the income of the workers. 

But the real wages from the same series indicate a flue-

tuat ion in the wages of the workers (See Table-10). 

The prices of foodgrains in certain mill distri'cts 

also increased (Table-11) and as Foley observed,the wages 

17. _!~MA_B~l?.2E.!_of _!he Committee for· 1896, Calcutta, 
18 97 , Appendix A. 
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Table-10: Index Number of Monthl.Y. Real Wages in Jute 
Ind2.§.!f..YTA\ier age of189o-=94=100J ____ _ 

-----------------------------------year--------------------
----------- 1890-l89_!_ 1]:2]-1.§93--J894 -1895= 1B92_-1.§_2§_ 1B99 JJOO=-l90l 

::alcut ta 101 101 99 102 105 97 10 9 113 116 112 

3outh west Bengal 98 99 100 106 108 91 102 110 101 101 

~verage 100 100 99 97 104 106 95 106 112 110 108 

---------------------------------------------------~ 

:alcutta 

)OUt h 1/llest Bengal 

werage 

1902 1903 1904 1905 1906 1907 1908 1909 1910 1911 1912 

--------------------------------------------------------------
116 11.7 107 102 99 105 

108 122 114 102 96 97 106 

113 120 116 105 100 98 103 

Source: K. L. Dut ta, Re..E2£.,1:_Q!!_the~nquj.E.,y_j.nto 
the Rise of Prices in Indla, vol.III, __ 0 ___________ _ 

pp. 1 A- 95. 

109 113 107 

109 114 104 

109 113 106 
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DlB-tricts _________________ 1Bs1=es __________ 1886-9o---

----------------------- Rice=: w~~at ___ Ric~-==~~~at 
24 Parganas 

Calcutta 

Hughly 

97 

110 

102 

103 

96 

94 

101 

102 

114 

102 

102 

105 

1891-95 1896-1900 

-----------·---------- R l-~~=~_b~§! ___ R ic~=-Whea! 
24 Parganas 

Calcutta 

Hughl y 

122 

137 

145 

118 

115 

113 

13 9 

14 9 

155 

135 

133 

of the workers wi tness""-d little increase of 10% "in the 

18 
last 20 years". 

But I regard;ing the debt bondaqe of the workers, we 

obtain a clear picture from a much later source, though 

it could be applicablE· to the earlier workers. The 1E§ian 

!'_gctor _y_sg~rni.§E.9E_~~.P2rt...!._l..§i1..Q I also observed that a 
large number of workers remained in debt •19 The practice 

of paying by piece rate (which meant the workers were paid 

their 'tJages according to the length by yard produced l?Y 

-------------
18. B. Foley, .912· s2:!- I p.10. 



them in a d.ay) increased the uncertainty of income. Often 

the amount of the cloth produced by weavers depended on 

. . . 20 
the quallt..y of rav.' Jut..:e. 

the d.ebts of the '.vorkers R.C.L.I. -·----- supply 

us v-Jith a lary'" amount of information. According to J .M. 

Hitr a, ? <:?gi :3tr 2r of the CoopPr at ive Soci'?t ie s, Bengal, 

75'1o t,-) 90:{, of th,::> labr::)u:LF..:rs of Calcutta w<:?re in debt. 

The rate of interest on borro~.;ri'lg was betvJeen 72:·;., to 150%. 

Generally speaking loans upto the extent of four weeks' 

wages were given by the Ka.);?g!2-::!212J::l or •noney lenders and 

mill~~~§!}~ without any adJ.itional security, but when a 

lar<"")"e amount of money we>.s taken, personal sF.'curity were 

ins is ted on by creditors. The aver age debt per head of a 

labour:-er among 30, 000 was fou..rv:i on rough calculation to be 

Rs.18. 9 per month whe~ce most of the 'rJorkers in 1928-i9 

earned not more than :<s. 5 pe~ week. Thus a common worker 

was also tied to Ear~§E• mill ~~£~~~§ and. external elements 

like ~abg11~~12b· 21 

The collect ion of debt also involved physical 

threat to the workers. As the .E.f1.! report mentions, ''the 

lathi was the only court to which they (the ma_b.§j_gg) 

appeal and they may be seen waiting outside the factory 

. 
20. ~s a.rn~2.S.b.§_~.§E9§ ('3 novel in Beng'ale"e- on Jute 

workers by Mohan Lal Gangopadhaya) 1 Calcutta, 1954, 
p. 29. 

21. E,_fLI, vol. VI evidence Bengal, Pt. 1, pp. 294-96. 



gate on pay-::lays ready to pounce on their debtors as 

they emecge. " 2 2 

The El!;;!!! report points out that there prevailed 

a practice of making the worker pay for. the cost of his 

ONn, recruitment. In fact I the employer or his_ agent ..2..§.!'d.§£ 

often paid the workers the actual travelling expenses from 

his home district to Calcutta. This iniuced the latter 

to join the industry. It provided the former with a weapon 

to control the workers. The result I as the ~.!:! has put 

it, "is to saddle the 1,.;orker with an additional burden of 

debt at the outset of his iniustr i al can~er, if not on 

each occasion ,....,hen necessity drives him back from the 

~illages to industry. n
23 

... 

The jute i!1dustry promoted this debt bondage system 

as an effective method of labour control. The instability 

in the ;iaily life of thp labourers increased their vulne­

rability to~....,ards overtures made by the authorities. This 

was a system of bond a9e that developed outside the produc­

tion relation but structured the labour capital relation­

ship in a different manner. It helped. to create an unfree 

labour mar·ket. It also redt1ced the number of the labourers 

who 1r-1anted to mi·~ate back to their villages. 

--------·-_a __ _ 
22. .!.2.1:~• 1 pp. 229-12. 

23. Jbi9_.1 p.236. 
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The system of operation of the municipalities effec-

tively isolated the working population from.the urban 

middle class. In fact, the colonial set-up of government 

provided little scope for self-government for the people 

of India. However, municipalities within its li-r1ited power 

structure provided such opportmli ty. But in the case of 

indus·trial towns the workers who constituted the majority 

of town population were effectively kept away from power. 

Besides, the town administration was controlled by the .!!'~Qa­

j2!}-landlord nexus. This group of: tO\-m people had a direct 

interest in workers• slums .and often prevented their improve-

ment so that over crowding and extra rent could fi 11 their 

coffers. 

If we look into the composition of the municJpality 

boards in the Presidency Division (where mos't of the· indus-

trial to\:ms were located, see Table-9), at the turn of the 

century we find. that out of 590 members of the municipality 

boards 40 were Europeans and 555 Vl.l€re Indians· out of which 

171 were ~_.§!Tiindars, 76 were merchants and money lenders, 

78 were pleaders and mukhtars, 137 were medical practitioners 

and 37 were pension holders. The workers had no represen-

. 24 
tat lon. 

24. NAI Home Political records, Municipal Dept. Resolu­
tionNo-:3383'M-;-'November3o, 19oo. 
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The 3.2mi.r1d.§.E..§ were often host il'= to any improvement 

in the Eli§!~~.§· Even much later in 1927-28, the chairman 

of Bhatpara municipality complained that the chief diffi-

culty in improving sanitary conditions of the bastees was -----
the 3_2~nd...§E._§ 1 claim to most of .the .2~~S: roads and drains 

as his private property and his objection to any improve-

ment that the municipality comrniss ioner proposed to make 

25 on them. 

on the other hand, the resources of the municipali-

ties were limited and the raising of fresh taxation for 

the housing of the workers was not a simple task. The 
~ 

elect-ian- took usually little interest in municipality 

affairs but this apathy without doubt w::>uld assUMe active 

opposition, if taxes werE?. raised for a matter where they 

had no direct interest particularly for the dirty 'I?a~t}-

h • 1' I 26 s--1-rn a_s2.2--1:~.2 • 

Thus, if we examine closely, there emerges a situation 

where vJOrkers were confined to ghetto isolated from the 

outside world. This situation increased his mental insta-

bility. There developed insanitary living condition and 

inhur'1an dwelling places often inva:led by the epidemics. 

The workers hal minimwn wages with a fluctuating real 

income. 

2 5 • ~.fbl> v 0 1. vI Pt • I I pp. 26 4- 6 7 • 

26. lf?id., pp. 285-880 
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If we examine the reactions from below to this 

situation, we will come across an identity-crisis engulf-

ing the workers, particularly the irnmi~ant new workers• 

consciousness. This identity-crisis was the result of 

three types of alienation and their interaction with a 

completely new living condition. There was firstly an 

alienation from the traditional rural social set-up which 

shaped their outlook for centuries. secondly, these 

artisans or cultivators-turned-workers had lost direct 
~ 

possession of the means of production and the products 

as well in a very near past. Finally, in an isolated· 

overcro,oJded ghetto of urban bast~~ in Bengal they were 

alienated from the other sections of society, i.e. the 

lower middle class and middle class, and from the main-

stream of socio-cultural life of the town. ·They lived 

in a new world where their traditional beliefs suffered 

erosion, their life was under the cultural hegemony of 

the urban middle class and their economic life was under 

the hegemony of a ~_b.§.j a!) (an old enemy), the agent of 

capital, the 2§fJar, the overseer and the clerk (a new 

f.actor some time with linkages with pre-capitalist society). 

The peasant-~ . .,rorker s forme-3 caste associ at ions and 

27 set up bastees. They brought ,.,ith them their ideas 

27. ll;?id., pp.4-18. 



regarding social life, socio-religious customs, their 

own mechanism of organizing social structure in a new 

situation. With the gradual change in their traditional 

form of 1 ife, with the gro,ving in ~tab il it y in the job 

situation, these workers developed a peculiar community 

consciousness and crime habits which led to the emergence 

in the long run a ruiimentary form of trade unioni5m in 

the work place. 

Table-1~: provides us with a detailed picture of the 

migration pattern in the mills. The last column, depen­

dents, indicates only the dependents who accompanied the 

immigrants. The table-12 shO'.rJS, that an Oriya most 

readily separates from his familyo Only 79 dependents 

per one thousand oriya workers came to Ce3lcutta and only 

6 2 'Women per one tho us and Ori ya male workers on an average 

carne to Calcutta. Probably a small number of females / 

accompaniPd the better class of Oriyas who ~re engaged 

in trade and white collar professions, sc that the Oriya 

cook or coolie never brouqht their family with them. The 

RCLI report points out that from Medinipur more dependents 

came v-;ith the workers and half of the females earned their 

O\m living. Of this half, one female of every thrE:e, took 

to pro st i tu tion. Even among the workers born in Calcutta 

out of every four •<Jomen one a::lmitted to having adopted 
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81rt h-"Piace _____ "Ferrl~le-"NUiT;'[-,er pe rmi 11 e~"Fisex and age __ _ 
per group per thousand of each sex of 
1000 worke.rs 
male --o:Is--------15~40 _____ 40~-above 

MaleFem: Hale-Fern- Male- Fern-
------------------------ 21~--- ale __ .§~ 
Medinipur 968 

Hughly 4 97 

Dacca 2 92 

Patan Gaya 
Shahabad, Muzzaf­
arpur and Saran 
in Bihar 21E· 

Cut tack and 
Balasore in 
Or is sa. 62 

Azamgarh, Banar as, 
Ghazipur and J aipur 
in the United Pro-
vince 

Bikaner and 
J aipur in 
Raj put ana 

Normal d istr ibu­
tion by sex and 
age in Bengal 

. 371 

471 

93 2 

108 

142 

125 

99 

75 

118 

183 

400 

109 668 

171 56 9 

24 9 639 

187 6 21 

153 699 

17 9 590 

2 24 600 

400 412 

544 

484 

525 

546 

586 

550 

53 9 

426 

224 347 

289 345 

236 226 

280 267 

2 26 259 

292. 271 

217 237 

188 175 

-----.. ------;-·----------------------------_..._ __ 
Source: B...:...f..!.l'.!..!•• vol.V, Pt.I, po.4-1E. 



pro sti tu tion as a source of side . 28 lncome. 

Table-13 gives us the number of females per 1,000 

males in the average mill town, the average industrial 

or commercial to,..m, Calcutta city and Bengal as a whole 

in the decennial periods fr0r.1 1fJ7 2 to 1911. 29 

The aver age country tovm 94 7 971 903 841 

The average industrial or 
commercial tovvn 7 98 767 685 582 

Calcutta city 552 556 507 475 

Bengal 992 994 %0 945 

Source: ~..:.c•.!:·..:...!.:.• vol.v, Pt.l, pp.4-18. 

816 

537 

470 

932 

The table-13 shows a gradual decline in the number 

of females per 1, 000 males for the whole of Bengal, ·but 

the greatest disproportion vJas in the industrial areas 

and in Calcutta. In 1872, the proportion of the sexes 

in Calcutta was lo•tJ, but it was relatively high in the 

industrial to•N'ns. Since then the decline in the ratio 

in the industrial towns h?d been very marked. This was 

28. l_hli::l. I pp.4-18. 
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due to the st:eady influx of single male workers who had 

left their families behind. In. Calcutta, the census 

figures show only 374 married females, per 1,000 males 

and only 4 7% of the total number of women were returned 

. b . J 9 0 30 as marrled etween . ll-1""2lo Hence it is clear that 

the pre-dominance of male, involved a great increase in 

an unstable sexual relationship and this in its turn 

tended to di~;courage men from bringing their wives to 

the tO\VDS with them. 

The continuous work pressure, unhealthy atmosphere 

in the bastees and the monotony of: 1 ife forced the workers 

to go back to the villages. From the earliest time this 

migration back towards villages wa~; an essential feature 

of worki~g class lifeo Taroni, a woman worker from Medini-

pur, employ-ed in Baranagar jute mill, told the I~9ian 

Fa.£!2.£Y_ COD}mi~_s;ioE that her uncle and aunt 1 ived in the 

country. She v1ent sometimes, once in two years to her. 

home. She \•Jent last, about a year ago and stayed there 

~1 
for about four months.- Maj umai thi, a worker in F)0\4!"eah 

cotton mill, testified before the commission that • he 

goes home after t\oJO and half or two years'. He stayed 

10 months at home and worked in the field. Sookhwar ia, 

30. Ibid. 
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a worker of Bar an agar jute mill, said that during her 

~la 
illness she vJent back horne an::l sDent a year there.~ 

Foley pointed out that "there was a general complaint, 

however, that thers- had beF:n deficiency of 1 abour during 

the months of A-pril, May and cTune... The bulk of the 

hands, it is said are immigrants from the United Province 

and 3ihar, they make more money than they-require, and a 

larger number can be spared to take a three months' holi-

day, every year, because it is their cultivation and 

marriage season and because they \..,rish to avoid the heat. 

Nothing will prevent them from going away at this time. 

They would not stay for an increase of wages and the 

provision of excellent quarters and various kinds of 

comforts has no effect in restraining them. n
32 

This explains thl?. need to develop a debt bondage 

system to have a check over the· permanent return of the 

worker s to the villages. S nE9.&E..§ were sent to vi 11 ages 

to persuade the ,-;or]<:ers to return to the factories. He 

even ernploved new workers to rPplace the unwilling oneo 

There \.vas an indirect 'Nay of explo i t.ation of rural resour-

ces to maintain the existencP. and steady supply of workers. 

Capital vJas not unutilised to reproduce the labour. This 

------------·-

32. Foley, .£P· ci_!., p.7. 



becomes clear from the fact that women vvorkers during 

the pregnancy usually 'tJent back to the villages. Mr. 

Johnston,the l''l.P. from Dundee mentioned that "some women 

workers have the sense to go home to the mufassil when 

they are going to give birth to a child. "33 Most of the 

women workers who worked in the factories went back home 

to give birth to their babies and returned when these 

babies b'2CaJT:e old enough to survive in thA .!?..9st~.§ life. 

Some of these returned \vhen they became little older and 

could participate in factory life. 34 - The reason behind 

this particular type of migraticn was not difficult to 

imagine. As an old man from Kakinarakmentioned to Mr. 

Johnston, half of the babies in the _l?_§.st~ died every 

year. To avoid this, the 'tJomen workers had to go back 

home. Ho~vever, most of the ,-.~omen vvorker s did not want her 

child to becorne a factory VJorker particularly in the case 

of a girl. The birth rate in 1927-1928 in Kakinarah Jute 

l'-1ill an~as was 12.2 per thou.s;_.;n:-l an.J the death rate in 

the Kakinarah 'J\!Orkin9 c;:J.ass areas ':JiJ.S 18.2 per thousc.nd. 35 

·rhr,:: 1'?31 cens:..:s report mentior>.s the general birth rate in 
• 

33. R ,~TI. ''0.1 .,, 
;__;;;::;!. __ , v· ...... J, 

34. 

3 5. 
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25.5 for rnale ,ani 25.G for f€:113le in 1927-28. 36 These 

statistics show a larger death rate in wo.rking class 

areas in comp<=Jr ison to 3engal in generalo 

The capital of the jute industry carne from the 

British businessmen and th_e officials stationed in Ind,ia 

or connectt=:d with Indiao 37 The capital of the industry 

came fra-n India which the British officials collected by 

tapping various resources from trade to illegal brites. 

The ind-ustry therefore came ihto existence mainly on 

capital gained in India and the reproduction of a new 

generation of workers in Bengal was based on indirect 

exploitation of Indian agrarian resources. The migration 

of the women to the villages and their coming back to 

the industry after the child 'became old enough to labour• 

indicate this basic fact that in Bengal the British 

industrialists only alloweJ. the '.vorkers to maintain a 

minimum living standard through v.,hich they could survive. 

Thus, the pressure in agrarian society compelled a worker 

to migrate to the towns to seek jobs in industries from 

ce 1- t a in 1 ab our. c a tc hme n t an:- a o 

The instability in f arnily 1 ife, erosion in the 

traditional beliefs along with a crumbling structure of 

36. j]]_~ce~E~~· vol.3, Pt.l, Bengal and SikkL~, pp.154-
55. 

37o See chapter one, footnote 3. 
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social norms, the dull monotonous industrial life created 

in the minds of the workers a nostalgia for their old 

pattern of life. A Bhojpuri fol.k song of the time reflects 

the melancholy and nostalgic picture of a village life. 

The watching of cows is gone, 

The batch in the Ganges is gone, 

The gathering under the .I?21ar i tree is gone, 

God has taken all the three. 38 av1ay 

In fact, the technology of the jute industry, the 

management system, and the recruitment pattern reinforced 

the older ideology of the pre-capitalist society. On the 

other 'hand the t-JOrkers also wanted to retain their o.ld 

social institutions, like caste .E..§!l.Sha.Y_§.~ and religious 

festive gatherings. This had led to the emergence of a 

cornmun it y consciousness. The sardars often utilized this -------- . 

community consciousness to enhance his oontrol over the 

workers. They built up the mosc1ues, the temples and, 

39 
presided over the caste panchalats. From the 1890s, 

3 9. Dipesh Chakraborty has provided us with a detailed 
discuss ion of this problem in his, "Communal riots 
and Labour: Bengal's Jute mill hands in 1890s", 
£2..§.!~.!2:LEE~!2!, May 1983, pp. 140-6 9. 
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we notice that a substantial portion of the migrant workers 

were north Indian Musl irns. The Muslim workers had a more 

cohesive social structure throu9h \.,hich they had developed 

a sense of unity. This sense of unity led to the emergence 

of' a struggle for religious holidays, along with demands 

for higher wages, but it also led to riots. 

In Calcutta bast~.§· 1 ike the streets of Paris, the 

.tazar played an important role in social gathering. The 

E.§.§!~~ were mere sleeping quarters, overcrowded and had 

no place for social gathering. Street crossings and ba~~ 

were the places where the workers used to gather on their 

holidays, gossiped and got drunk. The ba~§E gossip was 

the news circulating medium in the workers• ba~~· The 

news of the assassination of Lord Mayo reached Calcutta 

(Sr:eerampore) 1?.2stees earlier than the British ships· 

40 signalled the ne\vS from Andaman. In late 19th century 

Hindu-Muslim vested interest elite groups became involved 

in capturing the trade of Calcutta and eviction of workers 

from the l?.§S t~~ fo !lowed the traders' conflict. 41 

These riots have been discussed at a great length 

by bipesh Chakraborty and Ranajit Dasgtlpta and require 

40. Ranajit Dasgupta, Calcutta Horking Class, .22· cit., 
p.145. 

41. Dipesh Chakraborty, Communal riots, gp. ci·_!:. 
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no further description here. But there were certain 

characteristics that made t~ese riots different from 

other mob violence of earlier type. 42 

Rude while discussing the features of crowd action 

i·n a pre-industrial age has pointed out six features:. 

(1) the prevalence of the rural food riot which gradually 

be carne an urban affair, (2) the report to • direct act ion • 

and violence to property, (3) its spontaneity, (4) 'its 

leadership from without the crowd, (5) its mixed compos!-

tion with an emphasis on small shopkeepers and craftsmen 

in the town, and (6) its concern for restoration of ·lost 

. h 1-3 r1.g ts. 

42. 

43. 

The main cause for the Tallah riot was the demoli­
tion of a mas ton ;Jt'y construction which was claimed 
as a masque by one Hirnmat Khan a mason on 28 June, 
1897 Q Himmat and his neighbowts -went to consult 
Zakaria and leading Muslims of the city who were 
associated with the Pan-Islamic propaganda in 
Calcutta. They advised the Tallah Muslims to re­
construct the area of the mansion. The Muslims of 
the area gathered at the disputed place on 29th 
June. On 30th June they stopped traffic on Tallah 
Bridge and according to police report attacked the 
Europeans on the bridge. Police took action against 
the rioters and arrested seventy four people. The 
riot continued till July 2 throughout North Calcutta. 
The main target of attack was the Europeans. Mo·st 
of the rioters according to the contemporary news­
paper account were upcountry workers employed in 
Jute mills, construction work, jetty and unemployed 
lower class youth belonging to both the communities. 
According to police report 11 people died of police 
firing and according to unofficial account more 
than 300 people died in police action. 
R. Das Gupta, Calcutta ~r.Torkers, pp.100-19Q 



In Calcutta the riots started in Chitpore from 

28 June, 18g]. The cause for the riot was the demolition 

by the Police of a masonary construct ion which was claimed 

as a mosque by one Himmat Khan. The construction was 

situated on disputed land. The court ordered the demolition 

of the mansion of Himrnat Khan which was executed on 28 June, 

1897. 

This riot was not an isolated incident. In fact, 

from 18 94 there took place a series of industrial disputes 

concerning the decl ar at ion of holidays on rel igio'us festive 

44 ' ' days. The Muslim workers led the struggle which gradually 

took the form of a general workers• unrest. we will discuss 

these industrial disputes in fourth chapter. These · 

disputes were reflections of migrant workers 1 search for 

identity. 't'hei r festive occasions were meant to f.ind a 

relief frQn the monotony of dull industrial life. 

The tra::.-1e rivalry be·tween <iindu Marwari businessmen 

and tJ,usl im traders had an impact on "''or king class life. 

Muslim businessmen had established a rapport with the 

Muslim workers and helped to create a pan-Islamic sentiment. 

But the 't'allah riot, which occurred on 28-30 June, 1897 

in north Calcutta, reflected the features of a • crov.d • 

4 4 • D i pe s h C h a kr abort y, .£1:1. cit • 



in transition. The socio-economic situation was a perfect 

mixture of pre-capitalist and developed industrial produc-

tion. The rioters were composed of urban poor ranging 

from vagabonds to thatchers, coolies, port worker and 

factory workers. . 

There lrJas a spontaneous response from the rioters· 

to a supposed call for act ion by a leader from without, 

Kazi .Zakariah. 45 From the beginning the rioters attacked 

mainly the governrnent properties and put up road blocks. 

46 They also later started attacking Europeans. The 

rioters also had a dream of gaining freedom frcm the 

~Eri_!}ghe~.§· The liberator vJould be the Sult.§.!! of Turkey. 47 

The entire episode reflects a crmvd in action. This was 

important in the transition of the mentality of the jute 

workers. From an indirect spontaneous protest like ·absen-

teeism they moved towards direct action. In fact, the 

systematic.oppression of the mill hands and the various 

forms of results, psychological, and physical, along with 

the extreme hardship of life made these workers a turbulent 

urban people. 

45. Dipesh Chakraborty, .£2• .£.!!• 

46. Ranajit Dasgupta, "C.3lcutta ~1</orker", pp.l00-19. 

4 7. Both Dasgupta and Dipesh Chakraborty provided us 
with a same point regarding the rioters dream, 
.2.P• cit~ 



The Hindu 'bad characters' also participated in 

this riot an::! the city life was paralyse::! for three days' 

followed by bloody Police suppression. 48 The turmoil 

covered the entire region- of Upper Circular Road, Raj a 

Bazar, Narkol::ianga, Gas Street, Balliaghata, Machoa Bazar, 

Hari son Road, Bhabani Dut ta Lane, Thananaia, College 

40 
street ~ Chi tpur Road and Shyambazar. The riots also 

' 

created a sensation in Barakpore and Titagarh area among 

the -o k r 50 
w r '"e s. 

This riot was a turning point in working population's 

action. However, the anger of urban workers t0\'11ards the 

existing social situation and propertied class had also 

been reflected in the crimes and so called anti-social 

activities in vJorking class area. 

Pratt, a high level Police official, who enquir~d 

into the causes of labour discontent and the police system 

in the suburban riverine municipalities has· provided us 

with a detail of the social crimes and insecurity felt 

by the propertied residents of these areas with the influx 

of mill coolies. 

48. R anaj it Dasgupta, Calcutt a Workers, pp. 1 00-19o 

49o Ibid. 

50o Ibid. 
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On the 19th December 1894, the Inspector Gener;al 

of Police received a petition frorn the Naihati residence, 

complaining of the insecurity of life and property and 

of inadequacy of the Police. They attributed the increase 

of the crime to the influx of the mill coolies. 51 He also 

commented on the Dunbar Sarnnagar Cotton Mill that •no 

lines, (sic,.) so after dark the mills close and workmen 

are let loose". In fact, regarding the Samnagar jute mill 

Pratt clearly expr~ssed his feer that there w-ere· "no lines, 

so at dark mill is emptied and the 4,500 coolies, are let 

loose in one bazar (of which) (sic.) 1985 are Mohameddanf?• 

These 4, 5CO coolies added to the 750 Dtmbar cotton coolies, 

being turned out in the bazar at dark without any Police 

on duty to speak of in the bazars, is surely rather dange-

rous to the peaceful shopkeepers and others of that densely 

52 populated mahall a of North Barr ackpore." 

These shopkeepers often traded \.Jith the •.vorkers and 

these bazars were created by the Za,!!lj_!?da£_§ (as Pratt 

mentioned, one babu Nandalal Goss ain had constructed the 

Garulia _§azCJ!:) who Here one of the main exploiters .in the 

workers• life. Their attacks and anger ,.;ere often directed 

51. ~eport 2~_fQliS§_~uoervisi2~-~n ri~~£inP.~~iciE§l1-
ties,Judicial Police (hereafter Pratt's report), Nos: 1- 3 3 , w. B • s • A. , p p. 7- 3 o • 

52· l..?l~· 
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naturally against these shopkeepers. Regarding the Tita-

garh jute mills Pratt commented in the same way about the 

danger of the gathering of mill coolies in the 12~2E after 

dark. In the same report Pratt mentions the increase in 

the burglary and the petty theft because of the presence 

f th . 11 1. 53 
o e ml coo les. On Saturday afternoon with the 

pay in their hand the workers in 1 ar ge number s went to 

the liquor shops, got drunk and became unruly. The 

r1anager of Fort Gloster jute mill also complained of 

gambling. Even the police men recruited from the 1.vorkers 

\vho had been turned out of mill for thefts. 54 

These crimes were the reflections of the instability 

and social insecurity of the workers' life. The thefts 

and burglaries were the results of poverty of the common 
' 

workers who made an attempt to reduce the limits of ·poverty 

through a very individualistic form of action like theft. 

Bu~ when we .observe an entire mill population of 3,000 

workers or 7, OCO workers got unruly we know it was not 

an ordinary crime. 

The authorities demanded pol ice protect ion because 

of riots and strikes, they had not invested in developing 

the bastees or mill lines though both Pratt and Foley 

53. Ibid. 
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pointed out that the mill quarters increased the efficiency 

of the v.Jorkers and they could be controlled easily. 54 But 

in the first chapter, we have noticed, that the main 

interest of the jute capitalist class was not in creating 

a permanent disciplined \-vc>rk force but rather l:ay in main-

taining a steady supply of unskilled ~tJorkers through a pre­

capitalist form of recruitment system. 55 

From this comnunity consciousness 'the first rudi-

mentary form of trade union organization appeared. 'l'he 

crowd action gradually gave birth to organized industrial 

working class politics. The isolation of the vJOrkers from 

the middle clc.ss social life broke down with the emergence 

of nationalist mass movement. 
' ' 

5.:!\. B. Foley, Repor!_.QD_bab~_l-n B~!!_gaL p.12. 
~~. In fact, this extension of earlier social ideology 

in an advanced mode of pro3.uction could .be seen in 
canitalism in Britain also. Laczonick'has pointed 
out that in the British working class organisations. 
" •.• the integration of pre-capitalist patr iarchical 
culture into the realm of capitalist production and 
the realm of working class politics served to per­
petuate economic inequality betv,Teen the sexes, keeP­
ing th~ working class women de·pendent on the wage 
of the .-.~or king class mqn. '' t·villiam Laczon ick, "The 
subjEct ion of 1 abour to capital: The Rise of the 
c api tc:-11 i~t system", Th_:; RE'-2: iP~ of_gol i tis..21E..2D.2tni£§, 
v o 1. 1 0 , No. 1, p p. 9- 1 0 • 



CH.ZU'TE:!=t IV 

TR A.lJI'I'IO N.i\LISn At\TD NON-C01'~FO!lr-1ISl'1 At·10NG 
THE TI\OR.KERS - LABOUR UNREST IN JUTE MILLS 

1881-1897 

On e.th July 1892 Babu Raj Kunar Subhadhikary wrote 

to the Royal Comrniss ion on labour regarding the labour-. 

capitalist relation ship that "there is usually the greatest 

1 
good feeling behveen 1 abocrrer s and masters".~ On 26th 

April 1E95, s.E.J. Clarker, secretary of the Indian Jute 

Manufacturers• Association wrote to Chief Secretary of 

Bengal Government that "I am directed by the Committee 
' 

of the Association to draw the speci,al ~ttention of Govern-

ment to the great need for police supervision in the, 

riverine municipal it; ies stretching from Coss ipore-N aihati-

a distance of 25 miles which was evidenced a short time 

ago in connection with a riot which took place around 

the Titagarh jute mills on Friday, 29th March a report 

of which appea.red in the Englishman of Sth April. On 

this occasion three hours eclipsed (sic.) before any 

police assistance could be obtained and during the whole 

of this time the riotous WORK PEOPLE WERE- PRACTICALLY 

1. Royal Comrnissi£!!_2n Lab~_l.§.21• second vol., 
p.146. Letter from Babu Raj Kumar Subadhikary, 
Secretarv, British Indian Association, to the 
government of Bengal, General Department. 
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IN POSSESSION OF THE MILLS • ._ 

10~ 

These two letters suggest two completely different 

pictures of workers-capitalist relationship in the jute 

mill areas, in 1892 and in 1895. Dipesh Chakraborty has 

even commented that there occur red a dramatic change in 

the labourers' attitude towards their work conditions 

3 
between 1892-1895. However, Bengal govermnent's report 

mills have had trouble when they have tried to reduce 

the rates of wages in any department in which the wages 

have been proportionally higher than the others, or higher 

than in nei.;rhbour~ing mills; and ',-Jorkers have, in a few 

cases, combined and refused to \vOrk under an overseer 

who has made himself obnoxious to them and in some cases 

there has heen stoppagP of work for a \>Jeek at a time". 

' 
This indicates that Calcutta jute mill workers had already 

developed a tradition of protests before the widespread 

4 labour unrest of: 1895. 

2. ~epq£:t_QD_Po]}~.~-~~J2~£~~siQ_!}_in _ _!~ri~~E:ine muni­
.s:2-l?al.}!!g_:§, Judicial Police - 1896 .!. January, West 
Bengal State Archives, pp. 7-12. "A petition from 
the Indian Jute Manufacturers association, advocat­
ing the employment of a police force at Barrackpore 
and of a civil magistrate either at that station or 
some other station." (capital letter mine) 

3. Dipesh Chakraborty, "Commun"al Riots and Labour: 
Bengal's Jutt~ mill hands in 1890's", £..§_§!_2.!E~ 
!!~2~g!, 1981, p.140. 

4. NAT, Home Judicial, No. 280 of september 1892, Pt.l~. 
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Actually we have to stu::iy the gradual transformation 
()1. 

in the behavioral aspect of the workers to trace the origin 

" of the labour unrest of 1895. \~e have alrea::ly noticed the 

proc::ess of social transformation of the displaced artisans 

and peasant communities into a mainly urban work force 

employed in jute factories. This transformation had not 

be£?n a total transformation but certain characteri::;tics of 
Q..t\.. 

urhaniz~ working class has developed among the Calcutta 
A 

workers in this period. The in hlli!lan 1 iv ing condition in 

the working class f>.§_§te~ and the isolation of the workers 

from the outside world created in the mind of the workers 

an aversion to the jute mill jobs. But the gradual change 

in agrarian structure in their area of origin and the 

emergence of debt bondage between the workers and the 

loc a 1 .!!1..9.t!-2i~!2§ forced them to stay back in the factory 

. b 5 JO • Fl,~ctuations in real wages, insecurity in the job 

market, and the oppression of the.§..§£~§.£..§ forced these 

workers to choose the path of confrontation. Community 

consciousness played an important role in moulding the 

workers• form of protests and patterh of confrontation. 

The i.e str u(Jgle 1/'Jas not limited 'N ithiri the demands 

for better facilities but they hoped to gain a ne'--1 identity, 

an identity which would force the management to accept them 

5. See Chapter I II, • S lurns •. 
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as a powerful stratu11 of socit!ty. 

The 1890s also constituted a significant stage in 

terms of transition in the social composition of the 

workers. In 1895 nearly 45 per cent of working population 

came from labour catchment areas of Bihar, North-~estern 

province and or is3 a. Moreover, they constituted a majority 

in certain pockets of the industrial belt and these areas 

experienced powerful labour unrest in 1890s. 6 

From the early stages of the industry, workers 

refused to surrender themselves totally to the newly develop-

ing factory discipline. The technology of jute factories 

required a large army of unskilled labourers. Strict 

implementation of labour discipline was not necessary for 

the profit of the industry. Rather more emphasis was laid 

upon maintaining the labour supply intact so that cheap 

labour could be utili zed. The other reason be hind main-

taining the large number of unskilled labourers was ~~e 

refusal of the wor·ker s to change their work pattern. The 

attempt of t~ mill authorities to produce an efficient 

w<?rking class would definitely lead towards desertion of 

factory jobs by the workers. 

This refusal to adopt new work discipline reflects 

the spontaneous opposition of the \.JOrkers to any change ih 

6. see Chapter II; Table-2.:~(chapter I 'Migration 
Pat tern •). 
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their traditional work pattern. This was the beginning 

of a rui it11entary form of unconscious non-conformis:r1 .towards 

factory discipline. The Bengal. Chamber of Commerce Secre-

t ary remarke::l in January 1880 that " ••• it is necessary to 

employ in a mill in India- at all events in Bengal - about 

three times the number of hands that are required in a 

similar establishment in England. n
7 

Bengal workers • efficiency was not questioned by 

these officials. Rather their observations indicate the 

continuation of earlier tra::litional working pattern among 

the workers. H.W.I. Wood, Secretary, Bengal Chamber of 

Commerce, noted " ••• the l~ngth of time occupied at work • 

is of itself an insufficient test to determine whether 

the labour is oppressive or otherwise. The intensity 

with which the effort is applied is an essential factor 

in such a quest ion. The character and habits of the 

mill operatives in their country indispose them to earnest 

endeavour in the persecution of the work entrusted to 

them, but the lack of this persistency is partially met 

by the ease with which they can continue at work for many 

8 hours together. 11 The j_§JO fa_story _ _sommis.si.Q!! also noted 

that workers in India often came out of the factory to 

7. NAI, Home Judicial No.SO of January 1880. 
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drink water, to take bath or to smoke bidio 
9 

The labourers 

resisted any change in this work behaviour. Later in 1936 

also the workers protested when jute mill gates were closed 

during the working hours. They complained that this 

practice of closing gates prevented them attending any 

•nature's call' or receive any nev1s frOm home of important 

nature during the working hours. This was the first form 

of opposition of workers in th~ early stages10 to the ' , 

faGtory discipline. 

In the 1880s a sect ion of workers (,.,rhen the labour 

market was not overcrolr..de::l) started to migrate from one 

factory to another in search of acceptab,l·2 job conditions. 

They, in fact, dictated the terms and conditions of their 

employment. This w~s, of course, limited to a certain 

section· of skilled workers who could t;ake this opportunity 

when the labour market was not overcro, .. /ded. In the initial 

stages industry did suffer from an acute labour shortage. 

In those situations labourers had much more free and 

autonomous choice. It should also be remembered that 

in the 1880s local workers dominated the jute industry 

and the debt bondage system th3t chaine::l the migrant workers 

9. IFC..!._1§90_~~.I29rt, para 26. 

10. Dipesh Chakraborty, non DAifying and defying Autho­
rities: managers and workers in the jute mills of 
Bengal Circa 18 90-1940 ", £_§st _ _§l~~Pr~.§£E!• 1983, 
p. 141. 
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to the factory had not yet been structured in a permanent 

fashion. The local workers who came from nearby villages 

certainly enjoyed many more advantages than migrant workers 

in terms of food and shelter. The independent spirit of 

the workers became a fact. we notice comments such as the 

follo•..ving in an amendment proposal of the Indian Factory 

Act of HJ81: "here the workers are masters of the situation. 

So far from the market being overcrowdedo •• the hands 

command their own terms, are excessively independent and 

at the least attempt to coercion they migrate at once to 

another establishment ••• n
11 

In this period the pressure of Manchester and Lanca-

shire lobby to promulgate acts to regulate the working 

hours of the 'mill hands' made these officials over-sensi-
1 ') 

tive to the \vorkers• pehaviour. J..£. 

(' 

Gradually collective opposition of the workers 

surfaced. Strikes also occurred in the factories in a 

much earlier period too. The Burdwan Division Commissioner 

in his report in 1875-76 mentioned that "the jute and 

cotton industries are enlarging, and the coolie population 

11. correspondence relating to Mea:le-King' s proposed 
arne n:::lment s to Indian Fact or ie s Act of 1881, N AI 
Home Judicial "No:2T801-sept€;iSerl883:-:--

12 o B i P2D Chandra, T h~~£!2~__9nd _ _g_!:~.b_ of _!:.£9E~2-.S 
nat2-2:.!2.§l.is_!!l, .2.1?· ci_!., Chap.VIII 'Labour•, pp.327-
28. . 
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is beginning to acquire factory characteristics, e.nd 

to need the sp8cial attention of the police and excise 

departments. A case of rattening (the v.ord 'rattening' 

here wa~; used by the Division Commission to indicate dis-

turbance in the industrial peace in the are e.) occurred 

at sreerampore since the close of the (last) year, when. 

the coolies demanded the punishment of a factory Jamadar, 

and not obtaining that, stopped the spinner boys going 

into the mills to work. u
13 

F.H.B. Skrine, session joint magistrate of 24 

Parge.nas and a factory inspector under the Factories 

Act of 1881, reported in 1885 that strikes were not· unknpwn 

. 14 
to the workers.... In 1886 magistrate of 24 Parganas also 

reported about the strikes in cotton mills against a 

15 reduction of 12.5% in vJages." 

we have already quoted from the report of Bengal 

Government in 1892 which mentions these strikes. According 

to the same report· "Ghoosrey cotton mill witnessed strikes 

for three days". "The cause of the strikes was a reduction 

13. Burdwan Divisional Commissioner's Annual Adminis­
_!r a! ic.Q.:_~§P.9E!_.!or _!~7 5= 76, ;.;. B. s.A-:-GenerarM1s­
cellaneous, Nos.1-2 of October 1876o 

14. NAI Home Judicial No.21E; of september 1883, Pt.A. 

15. Presidency Divisional comrn iss ioner' s An nJ:§l_ Admin i_£­
_!rat.f2!2-B.§J?.2rt f£E__!_§85=86, l'l.B.S.A., General Misce­
llaneous, Nos.1-3 of November 18860 



of wages but in both cases employees ultimately accepted 

the terms offered, though the company states that they 

lost Rs. 2, 000 over the two strikes. An organized strike 

affecting the whole trade or even all the workers in one 

mill, has never occurred. Whenever the employers have 

come into collusion with th.e employees preserved in carry~ 

ing out whatever alternatives they had determined on, even 

against a strike of their own workers, they have, it is 

believed, been uniformly successful. n
16 

These strikes reflect the early workers• concern 

over two issues, firstly the oppression of managerial 

.staff and secondly the '"'age cuts vJhich would actually 

~ead towards decrease in their subsistence income level. 

However, their reactions we.re spontaneous and involved in 

. most cases a sect ion of ll'lOrkers, not all the workers. 

From these early strikes, v-oe notice that spinners emerge 

as a group of worke;r s who led the protests in most cases. 

In the 1 ater phase in the 18 90s a;Lso spinners would emerge 

as the most active participants in the strikes. Thus the 

worker's act ions were limited to certain departments in 

early 1880s. 

In this per icd, we not ice that legal act ion was 

also taken up by the workers. They sought redress from 

16. NAI Home Judicial No. 280 of september 18 92 ~ Pt. A. 



courts. In september, 1888 in Seald ah court a case was 

registered against John Miller of Sealdah Jute mill by 

a worker of the. same mill for assaulting him. Accor::Hng 

to a contemporary ne1...;spaper report a '..vorker asked for 

leave from r1iller who in return abused him. The worker 

then asked for his wage but Miller, true to the tradition 

of jute mill officials, kicked him. The court fined Miller 

16 
Rs.20. 

Majoo Maithi, another ,~rker, also mentioned before 

cases in which the operatives '.Nent to court for wages and 

won their cases. But other witnesses of j§90_i~ct2£Y 

. 17 
..f.2!!}0i S§l-.2!! had no knowledge about such court cases. It 

seems that the trend of· seeking legal aid was not widely 

18 
prevalent among the worJ.;:ers. In fact, the workers were 

16. Ranajit Dasgupta, ''Material Conditions and behavioral 
aspects of Calcutta Working Class 1875-1899", (here­
after Calcutta !elorkers), csss, Occasional Paper No. 22, 
p.29. I 

18. Dipesh Chakraborty ma:ie a follovJing comment on the 
topic: 

"Our labour historians have not noticed this so far. 
Probably the practice was local and confined to 
certain mills only." 

Sasipada BanerjeeJ "A StLFly in the nature of the 
First contact of the Bengal Bhad.r alok with the work­
ing classes of Bengal", _!.!.H.~., 1976, p.355, fn.4. 
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mostly illiterate and poor and so avoided courts. ThE!! 

legal battle require an organized working class movement. 
' 

From 1880 to 18 90 we notice the wor};er s had developed 

a rudimentary form of struggle. Str.ikes occurred but failed 

to achiev·2 the demands because of the lack of organized 

support from most of: the 'J'lorkers. Legal aL1 was also sought 

by fe·w workers. sut on the whole the situation remained 

peaceful enough so that British In:1ian Associatioh could 

speak of the existence of the 'greatest goo:1 feelings between 

the masters and the workers' o 

The deca:1e of: 1890 constitutej one of the most 

important stages of the transition in the jute industry. 

In the last decade of the 19th century, jute industry comple-
' 

ted three decades of expansion. There came into existence 

a small number of hereditary second generation of workers. 

In the final decade of 19th century labour fore~ witnessed 

t d . 19 a remen ous expanslon. In 18 90s the non-Beng alee iNOrker s 

mainly fran United province and Bihar b8came a substantial 

portion of jute workers. 

Neltl industri3l towns with a large concentration of 

industrial workers surfaced in this area in 1890s. 20 l'-1igrant 

19. Ranajit Das,gupta, Calcutta \··Jorkers, .Ql?. cit., p.39. 
The number of jute mill Harkers increasedtrom 77,618 
in 1895-95 to 1,10,057 in 1900-1901. Also see .8~1?2£.! 
.2J.::Labg_~ _ln::~~12§ti~ __ .f2J2Hni ttee (.Jute )_1_246,. Table-2. 
\See Chapt·?r II 1 

20. See Table-9 in thir:l chapter 'Slum'. 



workers formed their own bast~es. There occurred a ne,,. 

kind of alignment among the workers in terms of caste a,nd 

linguistic division. New workers felt a total alienation 

from their old surra undings. Even th~ backward technology 

of jute industry had imposed a regularity of routine and 

monotony quite unlike pre-industrial rhythms of work which 

depended on the variation of the seasons or the weather. 

The industrial manage!"i al system took into. account 

. t f he k. h 21 h h . every mmu e o t wor lng our. T e nort Indlan 

peasants who formed a substantial section of industrial 

workers sensed a sudden erosion in their traditional form 

of life style. Their family system gradually changed. They 

were in a new environment where people could neither under-

stand their language nor share theic Cllltural values. Mere­

over, these new workers had little money to eat, and had 

no leisure hours to enjoy. 

They had to depend on the ..§..§.EQ§_E.§ for entertainment, 

for shelter and for loans in hard times to maintain their 

21. E .,J. Hobsba'Nffi, _!nd ~try_~~~m.12ire · (Pe lie an, 196 9), 
pp. 85-86. 
The changes that occurred in the initial period of 
industr iali z.at ion in :g;ngl and has been described by 
Hobsbawm in a fo llo~,.ing manner. 11Th is \vas so even 
in skilied pre-in::lustrial wage work, such as that 
of journeymen, craftsmen, whose eradicable taste for 
not start lng the v.eek' s work until the Tuesday (Saint 
Mon:iay) was the despair of their masters. Industry 
brings the tyranny of clock, the pace-setting machine, 
the complex and carefully timed interaction of proces­
ses, the measurement of life not in seasons ('I-1ichellma 
term' or 'lent term') or even in weeks and days' but in 
minutes, and above all a mechanized regularising work 
which conflicts not onlv with tradition, but with all 
'the inclination of a hw;1anity as yet unconditioned into 
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existence. The ~§~£~~~ often us8d their caste ties, communal 

links and linguistic bonds to r0crui-c workers. The 1.vorkers 

reali.zed the importance of these old social ties. Moreover, 

in- an environment where their traditional identity suffered· 

a gradual erosion they had to assert their old social norms, 

they had to go back to their old world. by recreating those 

festivals and they had to develop a social mechanism by 

adopting the older form of social organization like caste 

E. an ..s:.l?2.Y..§!· This stage comes in every early industrial 

society when a worker had to look backward as ~.rJell as 

forward to acclimatize himself with new form of social 

. 22 
development. In colonial sociRty because of enclaved 

nat.ure of capitalism this stage persisted. for a longer 

period. Thus in 1890s the inhuman living conditions of 

Calcutta bastees, continuous oppression of management led 

them to demand not for an improvement in 1 iving conditions 

but for holidays on the religious festive occasions, which 

they celebrated in their villages for generation after 

contd •.• 
it ••. and by wages so low that any unremitting arrl, 
interrupted toil would earn them money to keep alive •.• " 

22. E •. J. Hobsbawm, Primitive rebels (Manchester, 1979 
reprinted)' p. 10 s:-·--------·-
11But it must never be for gotten that the bulk of indus­
trial 1-10rkers in all countries began, like Americans, 
as first gene rat ion immigrants from pre-industrial 
societ.ies, even if they never actually moved from the 
place in which they had been born. And like all first 
generation immigrants, they looked backvvards as much 
as f or,,vard s. 
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generation. Their refusal to change their traditional 

work pattern in the early stages of the industry also 

came from this mentality o:E looking- backward. In 1890s 

'"'hen job uncertainty increased ':Jith the decrea~;e in work 

days and real woges, the VJOrk:crs started to revolt against 

this situat.ion by demanding religious holidays and resisting 

wage cuts. Along vJith these main issues two other issues 

gained .import e>.nce, the grievances against ~I§2EJ system 

and the lengthening of working hour So 

From 1893-1900 indus1xy v.Ji tnes~;ed an industrial 

unrest hitherto unkno•tJD in Calcutta. Shibpur and Howrah 

jute mills had strikes in 1893, Shamnagar jute mills in 

18 94. Tit<:igarh Kakinc.rah an:::l. Chapd.ani jute mills had 

troubles, riots and strikes in 1895. 3aranagar felt the 

touch of strH::es in 1895. The tension continued upto 

1899.
23 

The industrial situaticn altered the :11entality 

of the mill owners. They begqed for police help, organized 

their o•rm volunteer force but they also had to concede 

some of the deman:::l.s of the workers. 'The voluntary force' 

of the jute mill o•Nnt=?rs consisted of European assistants 

23. The main source of information regac:ilng these 
str H:es is ~~l?2.E!_2D_Po_!j~_.2~.::~i si_2!}_j.!}__.E iv~E ine 
municipalities, Ju:J.icial Police, Nos.6-11, West 
Bengai ... state-!\rchives, 1895 January, pp. 7-33. (Here­
after Pratt • s report). Ran aj it Dasgupta also has 
describea-·-.rn-d:etails these strikes in •calcutta 
Horkers• (s?p. ci_!.), pp.81-05o 
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who hqd their own arms. But, rarel·'l do '"'e come across 

the use of such force in an organized manner to quell 

labour unrest. Some til'T1P.s in •self defence• some indivi-

dual mill managers fired in the crowd. 

The main source o:E the trouble was, witrout doubt,· 

the north Indian vJorke.r s ltJhom the authority e.xpected to 

be steady in work and docile in nature. Sut in 1895 an 

IJMA letter to the chief secretary, Bengal government 

categorically points out that "The point to Hhich the 

committee (IJMA) desirP to draltJ the special attention 

of government is that, as matters at present stand, there 

is no civil magistrate or European inspector of Police, 

st ation.ed anywhere in the densely populated manufacturing 
; 

districts situated on the riv<=>r sid.:: from Cossipore to 

Naihati behieen i.Jhich places ther~=~ are no less than ten 

large industrial concerns (jute, cotton, paper and glass) 

giving ernplO'f'!Tlent in all to about 35,000 .,.,ork people, a 

many of vvhom are not c.s amenable to discipline as natives 

24 
of Bengal. " 

The entire situation changed with gradual increase 

in the number of immigrant 'tiorK:ers in the jute industry. 

24. See fn.2. This lt::tter of the IJr!!.i\ committee to 
f3enge.l govr..'rnrn(C~nt 'vvas 'llr it ten in January 1896 to 
dra,.,; the attention of government to the inadequate 
police pro~ection of the jut~ mill areas. 
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Pratt, the Deputy In spect.or General of police (southern 

and eastern range) Bengal, ~;;ho conducted an enquiry in 

the area to have first hand knowledge about the labour 

unrest, said that old workers struck work in Howr ah jute 

mill as their' pay had been re::J.uce:L In Ho,...,r ah jute mill 

at the time Bengalee v;orkers numbered 2,800 and non-

2~ 
Bengalee \..Jorkers were 1, 018 in number. -' However, Frat t 

did not mention that clash was between these two groups, 

but the influx of non-Bengalee '"'orkers in the industry was 

recent and perhaps their acceptance of low wage rate led 

to these strikes. Fort Gloster jute mil+ workers also 

demanded a wage increase. In Jy.l y 18 95 the spinners of 

Garden Reach demanded a wage increase. The authorities 

avoided a strike by yielding to thier demand. 26 In 

Kankinara jute mill in 1895 the manager's attempt to 

reduce wage rates of spinners led to strike and tension 

in the mill. According to contemporary sources, Kankinarah · 

jute mill employed at that time 3, 300 workers. Most of 

the vmrkers were I Hindustani Muslims I (which meant that 

this mil1 had large number of immigrant fl-iuslim workers). 

The mill wit.nessed a serious strike between 15-18 June 

1895. 27 According to Pratt "The mills ' . ..Jere closed for 

26. 1El3·, p.17. 

27. Ibid., p.20. 



10 days. The Gondolpara jute mills in French Chandanagore 

almost opposite (to it) opened and wanted coolies." They 

offered a higher rate of wages which demoralized the coolies 

of Kakinarah who demanded a rise. This was refused by the 

agents and led to riots in the mills.
28 

T.hree days strike also occurred in Champdani jute 
. 

mills in February 1895. Baranagar south jute mills in 

March 1896 had witnessed a strike 
29 

on the wage issue. 

Here too it was the spinner-s •A~ho led the strike. Bar anagar 

north factory workers next day struck work and attacked an 

Indian clerk. On .~pr il 4 I str ikc:r s assembled at the factory 

gate and demanded their >.-vage but police dispersed the 

workers and arrested some of the boys employed in the 

spinning sect ion. Ho•,vev-2r, in Bar an agar all the viorker s 

30 
were Bengalee. 

The main demand of the vJorkers vJas centered around 

the demand for holidays on religious occasions. In Kaki-

narah jute mill holidays were taken forcibly by the •tJorkers 

on religious festive days. In Dunbur cotton mills three 

hours leave >;Jas granted for I'1uslims on ~1uharr am day but 

they demanded holL1 ay for the entire day. The manager of 

-----------------. 
2 8 0 1.2J:.9 0 1 p • 24 • 

29. lbi~.l p.25. 

30o JJ;?id. 1 Po 27 o 
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Champd. any j u.te n:t ill commented the • tv: us lim i'llor"k:e r s • were 

the main source of 
") 1 

the trouble . ..J -- '3 y the 1tJOrd 1 !v1us 1 im 1 

he meant the north Indian irn'lligrant !'1uslim ,_,,orkers. In 

Kamarhaty the workers became v iolE·nt \vhen Id leave ''Jas 

not granted. The vJOrl<:ers from hoth communitiE-s in Gouri-

pore asked for holidays on religious occasions like Rathyatia 

_ and Muharram. In 1895 Titagarh Hindu 'rJOrk.ers assaulted the 

manager when they were refused a holiday on the day of 
")2 

Ann apurn a puj a • ..J 

The workers• dislike for individual ~rd.§.£.§ also 

them to strike. In 1893 Shibpur jute mills observed a 

strike demanding dismissal of a .2.§£da.£. In 1894 Shamnagar 

jute mills observed a strike beca~Jse an European overseer 

k. 
,. 33 struc a coo..._le. The spinners also made a violent 

protest in Budge Bu:ige jute mill in 1895 vJhen the demand 

for dismissal of a .§.§.Eda£ was not acceptEd by the employers. 34 

All the managers in 1893-1900 i·1ere in fear of strike. 

1895 marked thP highpoint of the strikes. 35 In that year 

also the real wages of the wor\:ers declined. (See Third 

Chapter 'Slurm'~ Taole-10). The instability of job situation 

------------
31. _!bid. 1 p.21. 

32· .ll?.tJ• I 
p.23. 

3 3. _!b 1_2. , p. 2 9. 

34. Ibid. 

350 _!b iQ. 
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increased vlith a temporary depression in the industries 

in 1890-91. The workers testimonials before the 1890 

factory commission report reflect this sud;:len decrease 

in the number of wor1( days. 3ut these strikes forced 

the management to accept holidays on religious occasions. 36 

The-series of si:r-ik.es alon9 '·'lith riots against Europe?ns 

(Tallah) shook. the confiJence of the management. Volunteer 

armed forces -were raise.i by v.fnite rn~nagerial staff to 

resist workers' at t<=1cks. 37 Violence -was the part of the 

managerial syst en in jute industries. The per son al izej 

man .'JcJ8men·t c·~·n tre ·:J ar ounJ :n.1nager s. paternalistic admin is­

trative structure anJ colonial arrogance ma~Je violence a 

necessary component of the manag~rial structure. Pratt 

also commented that wh it•? sup~?rv isor s of vvor k.ing class 

vvere quick to use hands. The operation of the 

managerial system depended on certain norms of 

ur of the managers '"'hich ·vJOuld indicate their social 

As a r<:':'!sult when the workers unres-t gained its 

moment UiTl, the violence was rev~:>r se;:l. Physical at tacks 

on managers by the v-:orkecs became common. Hc)1.veve:r-, this 

reversion in the Jir~ct ion of violence led a his tor ian 

36. .!:I~IlA_l3eJ2:2E~ (Ca1c:utta, 1896), Appen;:lix, pp.76-BO. 

37. Prat!~-~~EQE!' p.30. 
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to develop a static model of working class unrest. 38 It 

is true that the violence of the r.-vorkers led the authori-

ties to organize a counter-violence in a much more orga-

nized form but this vJas not the only aspect of the la~our 

unrest. The defiance of the authorities altered the con-

sciousness of the workers and ideologies played an i..11portant 

role in this process of change in the attitudes of workers 

in the factories. 

In the early stages of the industry, we have noticed 

that the workers action >-ras limited to certain individual 

protests. There ha~l not emerged any strong labour unrest 

with common points throughout the industry. strikes were 

lirnited to certain depactrnents. Gradually the si·tuation 

·changed. strikes started to occur throughout the industry 

when workers b~came conscious of their demands. They aiso 

raised .a new demand, the demand of paid holiday which 

38. Dipesh Chakraborty, "On detfying and defying authority: 
managers and ,..,~orkers in the jute mills of Bengal circle 
1890- ", Past and Present, no.100, August 19~, p.138. 
also communa1-R1ots-,-QE:-cit., p.170 •. 
According to Dipesh Cnakraborty this violence is an 
essential part of working class protest.. The working 
class whether in the S\-vadeshi period or in 1940s 
organised un:.ier Communist par-ty react~d in same vio­
lent way. There took place no real change in workers 
mode of protests in terms of nev-1 ideological develOp­
ment, except in adopting new slogans and flags. 
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alarmed the authorities. However, holidays without payment 

on religious occasions was conceded by the management. 

The entire agitation reveale:-1 certain aspects of 

workers attitl]\.ie tov.Jards the strikes. 'tJorkers had their 

own concept of fair judgements. They believed that their 

action was always justified in the eyes of existing law. 39 

In this stage of a-;ritation their anger against colonial 

rule and white oppression assumed the forms of religious 

protests. ~-Je have- already noticed the r1uslim 'NOrker s' 

acceptance of the idea of pan-Islamism. The reinforcement 

of: the com::-tunity consciousness over all sections of the 

':Jorkers and the active involvement of immigrant Musl:Lrn 

workers in the strikes led to the establishment of Mohamed-

dan association in Kakina.::-ah jute mill. This was the 
\ 

first trade union or 9 ani s ati on of the workers in the j ute 

industry which haJ. demanded limited working hours in 1908. 

This association came into existence in 1895 with the a.im 

of protecting Mtlsl im vJorker s • interest and increasing the 

. 40 recruitment of Muslim ',-vorkers in the jute lndustry. 

Thus community consciousness led to the format ion of the 

first rudimentary form of trade union in the jute mills. 

Partha Sarathi Gupta sugqests that the origin of the labour 

---------- ----- --·- ·-
39. Dipesh Chakraborty has :Jiscussed this point in a 

det ail<?d \-Jay in his article on defying the managerial 
aut hor it y, .2E. ~ it o 

4('. Dipesh Chakraborty, "Communal riots and labou:-: Bengal's 
jute mill hands in 1890 • s ", £'.§_§ t 2Di...E!:~_§.§nt, t-1ay, 1981, 
p.156. 
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movement shoul::l be traced in craft unionism or in caste 

41 and socio-r-2ligious solidarity of working class groups. 

In the jute industry we notice the gradual emergence of 

spinners as the most important group of workers \"'ho led 

all these strikes. The rise of the spinners as the most 

vocal section of jute workers indicates a form of craft 

union ism. 

But the strikes in the jute mills still remained in 

the rudimentary stages. There had not emerged a broad 

based. trade union movement. rt>[orK.ers as a social pressure 

group had not yet emerged. The political understanding of 

colonial rule ha~l not yet galned any concrete shape. Even 

a consolidated dema'1d. chart'2r o[ the workers had not emerged. 

The str ik.es came from the spontaneous action of the '"'orkers. 

Reli9ion playej a :1ominant role in d<?.termining their action. 

R . t th ,, . 1 1 t h . . t d t . 4 2 . lo s among e '~'~orl'..ers cr lpp e::.. . elr unl e,_ ac 1on. 

Religion was then an expr~ssi0n of solid~rity which 

the 'tJOrkers adopted on a social plane because community 

consciousness (reinforced through recruitment process) 

- made reli']ion an unifying factor between different working 

groups belonging to the Saine community. Capitalist industrial 

41. P.S. Gupta, "O.cigin & Structuring of the Industrial ' 
labour force in India" in R .s. Sharma (ed.), Indian 
_§2£.J~!_y_ti_istg£iC al_!,:£Ob~I2g.§, Ne~v De 1 hi, 197 5 ,-pp. 4 26-
3 2. 
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set-up makes the confrontation between labour and capital 

an inevitable part of industrial relationship. In the 

case of jute industry in Bengal community consciousness 

of the vwrkers accelerated the ' . .vorkers• struggle .. eommunity 

consciousness, the riots a11d the workers' decision to 

observe holidays on religious occa,;ions reflect their 

des ire to pres0rv P their soci ~~ l. tr a:-1 it ion which suffered 

an erosion in an alien ci rcums+. c!DCe s. 

The isolAtion of the workPrs from other sphPres of 

the society remained u..11chan•::;ed except for the intrusions 

in their •,.;rorld by some philcmthrophists. Ho'cJever, there 

did emerge a group of la\-Jyers who represented the workers 

in the Tallah riot~' case \vhich inclu::le:::1 .l\S'.vini Kumar 

Banerjee, a labour leader of the sHade.shi pP.riod. 

The unrest of 1890s altered the basic assumptions·ot 

the authorities about the vJorker. ]\ clear cut working 

class movement started to emerge ')hich frightened the 

. '11 l . . 43 
Jute ml aut -tor 1 tle s. The emergence of nationalist 

movement c;n:::l ths attempt of the Shadralo'k SHadeshi leaders 

in the b'ientieth century to or9anise the labour movement 

in the jute mills altered the forrrts of labouc agitation 

and ere a ted a ne,,J type of cc.'nsci ousness a:-nong the ':JOrkers. 

43. The leti..Pr of the IJ!viA reve3ls the fear of the jute 
miLL rr.an~gers. SeP fn.2 of this chapter. 



C H A P T .E R T7 
'•' 

NA'l'IOlJALISN, :?ACTOR'.{ ~-,'O~~KS.:<.S JI.ND BHhDR1'\LOK 
IN Lj:.TE 19?~-r CENI'URY B:CNGAL - : A CK';.NGING 
fG!..ATIOHSI~IP ( 1831-1905). 

Pennanent cettle..'i1ent, along ..,,u Jch the gradual 

expansion in lm1er and midcile ranki:Jg government jobs 

for educ~tted Indians and the ernergcnce of a srnal.l 

miD.ber of :_;ro.Cc::::cional lavJYers, jouranlicts anci 

stratur:-1 in :Jcngal }:nm·m as the bhadralok co::mun:~ ty. 

The tcn-:-1 bhaclr.: .. lo;: i nc1. ude::: u.2.l ::;c::-ctions of peo:~ le 

·v1ho do not e.-:J.rn Jc:.1::-;ir breud through munual labour. 1 

1. Tbi:::; 'dOI:d is generally used to clistinguish a 
sec: tion o.C Dco::;-~l{.=! from the oth'T sections knovm 
as .sJ.1oto1 o~: '.-Jho ec:.irn ·thcoir bread through manual 
l<:iLour. The \\'Ord ]Jhadralo'k indicates a social 
~)osi t:lon o:C <"- pr::~rson 1d1o hc:.s li·ttle bit of 
educa.·tion, enough .leisure: and surplus to devote 
'!'-; c• ]_:-j·e>n·:--' c>n i-(") othc,,r <"""'";t')C~~<' o·"' ] l• -fc tnan J.-.. ,_] t;_ ·- ...... .._._L "".J ... ..__ ._,.:... • ........ ...... ..!_ -- ·- •• 

sirr.ply ea.ri1i.D(J his livelihooa.. Jorm ::Jroonfield 
] .. ,_ ... ..., .,.,a.-"' ='n ,-,-'-·-'-~.~--~~- ; .. ...., . -c:-'-·,cl·y -'-]~, rol,.., o·-::: the 

.:, .... :_.__.. .-L '-··~~ C,1. (..J.\.;l..·_.o~<IJ.;/ I...,. '-'..1-.t....., ...... u ._ l- .L_ l.! . .L 

--.e_n--•-_,, --·-=· ~-,·,--·:-,--:-.1-•l-~· l' .~r:'}-1,-;-l· ~na 1 J.." c-'- ··")0 1 1. _,_l."''' 
__l \.::)C..~...!-"--"-- .•-J.:. .. ct~-~-u \....,. .. -._...... o~.lJ,..r '-~'- \...}.- ... ...lo. •:.J L. ~ .. L L. "-o.J 

anJ. :::ocicl li:cc of 2sn;al in his Elite conflict 
in ·2 f'L"Ul'<ll SOCiGty: i'\. C.:J.SC study O_f 20th 
cc~nlurv :s'.-2;;~ll.Lo.s :D~elo:::::, 1908 

In fac-t ~:1E: roJ.2 o£ :Lntclligcn·t~Jia in a coloP..ial 
:::;ocie·~:y is :-nuch cJ.cbated upon. It is di ££icul·t ·to 
cr:::~~loy ·thr2 tcnn ]::>hadraloJ:_ in· te:L:ns of class 
:::tr<.lc·ture o~ a :.:;o,~:iety. I·t i,:; 211 indig-enous 
·tc:J...:-r: to indic<::-.i:e cQrtain :'.'oci.:il po:::i'cion of a 
section of :;·20::0'le uhic"i1 they enjoyed !x:cause 
of tl-Je.ir ac~c~ess t~: ed~c :l~~ion, ·g·o ... vernrnen·t 
.se:r;,r::.cc:_· an·.3 certain oU·kT jobs, not clin;:ctly 
1::cL:·ted ~~o ';:he: :)roduc·tion of surplus. In-::e1ligentisia 
\·;~·dct' ca;::c from t~ic. ·.:ide social :::tratu.:--n 
l;h,J.drs,loL can be c:;e:Ei:Jcd i:J -t<:::rri1s of Ci::;:>an 
Chan6.rJ. 1 s ca·(:.c"c;orizatior~ o ':' c:1e na_:_:j_onulist 
i.iJt:.elJ:L~:~"11t:is<-l, n T1le r.1i~~i.:u}:r:: -t:h.at is of·:.:en 

net,_:.:~ in '.:1-,i~: l:"c::!~:.r_-• .::;ct h~;- "·-rJ..· t"'-r~ ~--.~,tJ·- Tn,-1' ..,n 
·-.~.. ··- ...... ~, )_t\.~ l ..l.~ ~I,J, 
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Gradua:2_ly in !::hi::~ lat2 19th Ct:?ntury, people belonging 

middle .straturr: of society, ( tho~.>e above t.hc toilers 

anc: belovi the z.~u'":'lindars ) \.Jh0 Here employed in goveri'lr.lent 

servicc~.s or engaged in profecsi::ms of laH, education, 

journalism, <;:>r medicine and often connected \·r.i th inter-

mediary t:c~nares, started to domina•ce bh~dralok com:nuni ty. 

They ~coo\: their inspir.:J.tion £ror:1 European middle 

classe.·: v·rho had played a significant ro::!.e in 

renais:3ance, reio1.1r:a·tion am:; democratic rc~volutions 

in Euro~:x:.! ~o·;hich had ch.anged the basic pattern of 

Euro~)ean soci ill life. 2 

CO iJ'I'D .. 
and l:on,~ign, i~-:: t:.hilc :):::: loo'kins upon •che early Indian 
nutionc.J.is·t •,,Jri ters, ~-::-ublicnen and thinJ<:·~r2; as •••.• 
1 tl1e miJdle class 1 

- in:::::·tead o:E seeing them as 
intellec·tual representatives oJ:: new Indian classes 
and of Inc'..ian nu."d. onCJ.lisD. ;\s intellectual:::; some 
of ::.hem :nigh·t and did represent difEerent intc:rests, 
classes or grm.l~)Si a·i.: t:he sa:ne ti:-:ie, thinl~ing \vas 
c;u.idecl a"c t:,e level of con:::ci.oc.c.snoss by thought and 
no:: by intore::::·t:>a. C~_;ei·t l~. 752 (N.P) see also 
'' ,~-.)-,,._,,.,..,c11l·· ···' 11·,-,-:- ;-a,~11ar"c' 1 ,.,t.'\-.:ro·· .. ,~ c'n +11e '"ole o·"' ·'-he lo.,.. t,.J.; ~ \.....l.._. u -·.• .._.;.. rk_.. ._ .... ~~ • ~ .l. u o.J - •J '-'- .. .,. ·.J ~ ~- I"\. _ l-

intelli(j8DtSi.Cl in Colonial S.cciety; i India from mid­
nineteenth cenL:cirya, Stur.i:i.cc in Histo:rx vol. 1 No.1, 
Jan. -J-~ne 1979. 

2. Tl:.:::: Arnr;lta. Duzar Pat.r:-D:a c< 9 Dec. 1069 had 
desr:ribe:d th::: rnle of: bhaclral ok in social transformation 
Of Bengal in ..Collouing HOrd~~; aT'·1iddle class ( 1rladhya 
Bi -ttya 1 ) people are alv-.rays consid'.~red the most useful 
group in any :::;ociety. Our co·.m::ry's \·:elfare depends 

wja L.1rge extent on this cL:t::;s. If there is 2ver to 
be a sociu.l or CJ.ny oth.::r revo1 1~·:::ion i;1 ·::hls country, 
it wil :. !.Je by the otc:.dle cla:::;s.. All the ~:Jl3nc:::Eicial 
;nr·· .1-ll' .;011 t...• • • .. '1 ' , . _,__ .:.; ~ '-' c_,_ --· s or ac·--::.. v.:;_ -c:Les -cc'li:ll: vie see. J.n our coun-cry 
tod.:J.y ~1ave been :::; tart.ed by t:.hi:; clG.s.s----- The livelihood 
o~= rniC.llle clu:::; s pco::_:.lle c o::::cs f:con landed r>roperty and the 
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!Im·;rever ·the ed;,1cated bhadr:c.lo1: c~-.ms·tit.u.ted a mino-

The p'.iblic serv.:Lce co~rni::;sicn 

re:;_;ort of 18C6-87 found 10,639 1 r2d.uca·tcd natives' in 
~ 

::JengiJ.l • .:.J 'I'he bhadrs)..gi; had a solid econonic base, 

\·Thich enabled chen ·to devote their at·::.ention to ot.11er 

both in vernacular anc'l in En·;lish. 5 Social, ~")oli tical 

and rc·ligiou.::; J..'e:Zor.l-:- movemcl1'~;:,, ;J.c:J)<J.tes 2nd discussions 
----~-------- ... --_.. 
contd •• ~. 

services ••• middle clus::.~ :::;coplo o.re often, 'Ganti-
dars '. {:-:, fo1:::: of in~.::emecfiaV.ly tenure common 
.i.. n the Jes:::ore Nacli u. region fron< \vhi ch. the: Arnri ta 
Baze1r wc:.:s then p::tbli shed). This q_"ll.OtG:'..:ion · is 
t , ~ l" d I di ~ • • t r• 1 ( u '1] -a .... ~on ::ror.1 ·:o ·ern n a - .JU.rnnu .Jar,-;:ar t-.aCIT'.~ .an 
1983), p. 68. This st:lce::.-ten-1: sho<·!S the Ghadr2.lok 
co::1:-:-:u ni ty ' s ide as abm1·t ~~hoi r ro 1 c in so ci al -
tr<:J.n~::formu.tion· as also th:::ir socio-economic roots 
in Dengal soci et:-{. 

·3. Sur:d ·t .Sar2:ar, ~-Iodern In~,p. 66, but it is di :Efi-
cul·t ·co ;~nder::;i:ct:rrl the r2al defini t:i.on of 
the JccJ.--m 'educat.ed natives' fr:);n this source.· Host 
l;robubly it is made on the basis of official 
n~~ords, 'like the m..lmDe..c of :nutriculatose 

4. In 1883-39 only 9% of colleae st~d2nts in Bengal 
c.::c\le fr-:J:-1 fa;·nilies with annual incomes· of less 

s. 
Jcha!1 ;::;. 200., .Surni t Sarl:u.r, J'<Iodern India, ;>p. 66-67. 

RNF ( Ben:J.) 1\':;ril 3 1801 
---·---·-~·•,;,;.:- ·•· I ~ vcrn2cul .J.'C l1C\l.S'')a~;er:b hri th 
c~~ceecl:L ng 15, t)J 0 :;;er Hee};:. 

gives us a long list of 
·the circu:!.at.ion 



r..·JC.C<:~ 0r(j:J.ni zed by this scct:ion of society and they 

had o.cc::c.:;~_; -to the official ci.rcles, t~noug:-1 after 

1857 Brit.i::;;h Indian burea'.lCr~lC:J 'becarne gradually 

6 class. sign:L ficant 

:-~-; ndu 

.i\£ter 185 7, ']:CctdU<.'l.lly, ·t.":-li s groHi ng educa"ced Hell-

to-do Indian .intelli(]entsia, becarr.e critical of British 

rule. T!1ough their basic faith ir.. the progressive 

nature oi the ~ri tish govern112nt rer.1air.ed intt:d-, yet 

they st.;e:.rted ·to formuL.:tc~ cri ti ci sr:1 of various aspects 

of Dr:i t;i sL ::)Qli ci e.~ and c;ave birth ·to the nei·l ideas 

th~ expl oi ·ta-

Nationalist ideas 

graduu.J.J.y toC~::: u. dc:::-:i!1ant sha:x~ v.'i thin this sec-tion of 

soci et.y • 

...,_,. ____ 8 __ ....... ,.. .... _ ................ __ 

6. 3ri tisl1 lil)2r.3.l viceroy~s l)\lrtict:tlarly T(i~-;ol1 ,_,,~ted 

·to f:·roCJ.den the social bc:tsc of color1ial .Lule by 
·takir.g this social group iDto confidence and by 
invr:>l.ving thcrn in lo-v1er level deciGion na.!dDg 
bodie:::;, like municipali-ties, union boards and 
other so-called local self-governing in.st:i tiltions 
<J.:1cl a1. 80 ~Y:f giving more [J0\·181: to Incli an me'11bers-
of bureaucracy like the Ilbert Bill. 
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Indian society, particularly Hindu society. The 

anti-satidaha movement, Brahmo Samaj movement, widow 

reman:·i age movement and the age of consent bill refl­

ect the concerns of the educated bhadralok as intelli-

gentsia to alter the existing structure of the society. 

The gradual development of nationalist movement also 

gave birth to Hindu revivalist thought and uncritical 

acceptance of certain aspects of ancient India as the 

ideal form of social system. At the same time they 

expressed their concern about the lower strata of 

the society. The condition of peas ants did not escape 

the notice of the bhadralok intelligentsia. A section 

of the intelligentsia organized a movement to intro­

duce rent reforms and formed rent associations .7 

The condition of the tea garden workers also attrac­

ted the attention of Bengalee intellectuals~ Bangalee 

7. Krishna Kumar Mitra, the well-known editor of 
S a.."lj i vani~ has commented upon the role of Cal­
cutta intellectuals in organizing rent movement 
in his 'Atma Charit • (Autobiography) { 19 37, Calcutta): 

During Lord Ripon • s administration a beginning was 
made in the work of improving the laws regarding th'e 

tenancy rights of the peasants. The British 
Indian association mobilized its fo·rces to keep 
unimpaired the interest of the zamindar•s and the 
Indian association took up the cause of the pe·asan­
try in a big way. Babu Dowarakanath Ganguli was, 
at the time, the Assistant Secretary of the Indian 
association. He was an embodiment of inexahaus­
tible enthusias·m. f:ie used to take Kaliprassanh'a, 
Bhattacharjee, Kaliprassanna Dutta, Kalishankar 

contd •.• 



intelligentsia also expressed their concern over the 

continuous deterioration in the peasants' economic 

i 
. 9 

pos t~on. At the same time they were inspired by 

the rise of In:l ian indust rie.E> • The joumals also, 

throughout the 19th century, appealed to their read­

ers to take to independent industry or trade. 10 

Contd •••• 
Sukul and myself with him to many villages in 
Nadia, Hugly and Howrah districts ••••• At Krishna­
gang in Nadia nearly 20, 000 peas ants assembled. 
Some of them caused great excitement among 
those present as they went on relating the story 

-of the terrible atrocities of #a'Tiindars. At 
F'oradah, about 10,000 and at Kustia almost. 
15, 00 0 people joined the meetings •••• As a result 
Qf such an agitation, the government had to bring 
fon1ard a new Tenancy Bill. (P. 94) 

8. Dowaraka N ath Ganguli and Ram Kumar Vioyaratna 
visited the tea gardens of Assam and narrated · 
their experiences in their writings. Rankumar 
Vidyaratha wrote a book called Coolie Kahini, 
and Dowarakanath wrote a column in Sanjeevani 
on t;.:;~a ~arden labour, called Leg7iser Santan 
(L··,..fl5Hs:.:,.a ~GJ~ ) (Dr. Legr~s was the 
inf~nous slave owner in uncle Tom's cabin). 

9. Bankim Chandra Chattopadhya wrote a fanous article 
nn peasant condition in Bengal 'Bangalar Krishak' 
in his newspaper Bang a Darshan. 

10. Bhol anath Chandra in his f arnous eassy '1A Voice for 
the commerce and manufacturers of India" published 
in the Mukherjee's magazine between 187 3-1876 had 
appealed to niscountryment to consider industria­
lization as 'the ocean to the rivers of all 
thoughts' • Bha.rat S ramai ibi also contained arti- _ 
cles in Eay..June 1ssue o 1879 carrying appeal to 
the rich classes to invest in the industry. 
Efforts were also made to start industrial enter­
prises. In 1867 Kishorilal Mukherjee started 
the Sibpur iron v-.·orks near Howrah. The next real 
success in Bengali industrial effort carne in 
1893 when Prafulla Chandra Roy started his Bengal 
Chemicals. Hindu mela in 1867 also made arrange­
ments for exhibition of Indian crafts. 



Du rj_ng this period v1hen intullectuals were experi-

menting with new ideas, the C alcutta-Howrah semi-urban 

areas witnessed a social transformation of an extremely 

significant nature. The gradual process of transforma-

tion of a segment of local population into industrial 

worken:. had taken plcc:e in this period. 11 The growth 

in the number of the slums of the 'coolies• migrating 

from United province, Bihar and Orissa changed the 

demograr,:hic composition of the population in certain 

pockets of this ne\dy rising industrial belt from 

1894-95 omvards .12 We have to anal:(Se in this context 

the reactions of the bha~ralok intelligentsia to this 

aspect of social change and their understanding of the 

development of industrial economy, particularly the 

reactions of the newspapers towards the factory acts 

of 1881 and 1891. The role of other sections of 

society, businessmen, and zarnindars, who formed a 

part· of the higher echeleon of Indian society has also 

to be taken into consideration. Tde will broadly divide 

11. one such transformation can be located in Bar­
nagar industrial belt where large number of 
juggis and tantis had become unemployed because 
of the introduction of ~ndustrial goods, joined 
factories as • mill han~,,. Dipesh Chakraborty 
has given us a clear-cut description of such 
transformation in his article "Sasipada Bannerjee: 
A study in the nature of first contact of the 
Bengali Bhadralok with the working class of 
Bengal", Indian Historical Review, Vol ... 2, 1976, 
pp. 339-64 •· Hereafter 1First Contact'). 

12. See chapter 3 'Slum•. 
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militant nationalism aiming at making the people 

conscious of their 'Hindu national identity• abd 

cultural tradition. On the other hand, we notice a 

transition within the reform mQvement. The rise cf 

radicalism of young Bengal and their search fer an 

alternative model of education system, led to the rise 

of new trends of thoughts. 

The post- 1857 days witnessed a steady deter-

!oration in the relationship between the educated 

Indian community and the ruling British Indian bureau­

cracy. With the basic chang~ in the attitude of these 

two communities, we notice the development of radical 

social refonn ideas within the Bramho s amaj movement. 

The ne"' centre of radiealism was Keshab Chandra sen. 

In 1870 Keshab Sen visited England and .::arne into 

contact with socialists, liberals and social reformers, 

associated with unitarian Church. Keshab Sen was much 

influenced by -RtaY.y Carpenter, . a close friend of 

Ramroohan and q phllanthropist, who worked among th~ 

British labouring mass'es. 

Keshab Chandra Sen wrote ....... , ·who are the 

really great men? ·The lowly ones of our country. 

For if they were not there who of us would get his 

daily bread, who would go to the races in his stately 
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carriage or would lean against his luxurious pillow 

and go on smoking his hookah? Look,. such ordinary 

people supply us with every thing ••••• They labour 

day and night to supply us our food, but how many 

care to think even once how they themselves manage 

to exist? 1 3 In the issue of March 13, 1880 Sulabh 

S arnachar he wrote, 

'In Russia now-a-days a tremendous upheaval 
is taking place. Among the educated classes 
a general idea hc.s taken hold that the pre­
sent monarch and the civil servants must go 
and the mode of administration be thoroughly 
overhauled. This group is daily becoming 
more powerful. Like the communists in France, 
and the socialist party in Germany, they too 
are rebelling against the king. They are 
ready to smash u.p the present, SI(Ci al, family. 
and monarchical system in Russi a'.14 

He also established a technical school which 

imparted training in carpentry, weaving, watch-

repairing, lithography, printing and carving. H e 

also set up a night school for the ~orkers which 

had a regular course work for the adult students 

based on curriculum of primary education .15 

.13. Subah Samachar Sra\t'an 31, 1278 (Bengali era) 
Cfiinmohan Sehana'bis: "Brahmo Samaj and Toiling 
people". p. 118, Mainstream, vol~ 127, Nos. 1-26, 
Annual 1978 (hereafter t3riilimo Samaj). 

14. Ibid .... p. 118 

15. Ibid. 
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Radicalism also had taken different shapes in 

1870s. In the general _assembly of the first Interna­

tional on August 15, 1871 at which both Marx and 

Engles were present, a letter was read which came 

from calcutta. The letter itself in part reads as 

follows" ••••• 

Great discontent exists among the people, and the 

British government is thoroughly disliked. The 

taxation is excessive and revenues are S'\o7allowed up 

in maintaining a costiy system of officialdom. As 

in other places the extravaganzas of the ruling class 

contrast in a painful manner with the wretched condi­

tions of workers, whose labour creates wealth thus 

squandered. Tli.e principles of the International 

-
Would bring the mass of the people into its Gr9aniza-

tion if a section was started." 16 

It is not known who wrote this letter but it 

definitely exhibited a politically conscious mind 

which tried to establish a link between anti-

colonial struggle and working class movement in te.rms 

of class struggle related to the international situa-

tion. 

16. Ibid. p. 120 



Sashipada:·.sanerjee, one of ·the:most wldely knewn 

social reformers, was a product of this reform move-

ment. s asipada \<Tas much influenced by Kesh ab Sen• s 

activities i' He attended a lecture of Keshab Sen in 

August 1865 in Calcutta. Keshab's speech deeply 

touched him and he joined Brahmo Samaj as one of its 
' 

members .17 Sasipada' s activities were also influen..;. 

ced by Mary carpenter, who came to Baran agar in 1866 

and spoke about reform m0vements among the lab•urers 

in England in that period. Sas~pada also decided te 

take up activities among the labourers. 

h 
Sas;tpada cane from a Brahmin family of Baranagar. 

He also witnessed the gradual transformation ef Bara­

nagar into an industrial centre. In fact Bomec. 

C:ompany established jute factories in Baranagar in 

1859 which in 1871 empl1>yed more than 5, 000 worJ<ers. 

Local weavers; who l•st their traditional livelih~od 

17. Keshab gave this speech in the house ef Gopal 
Mullick in Sinduria patti ef Calcutta. The 
main theme ef his speech was •struggle for· 
religious independence and pregress in the 
Brahmo S~aj, Introducti<Gn to Bharat Sranajibi 
1287 (Bengali era) issue (1879-80) et. by· 
Kanailal Chattopadhya, Devalaya Tr-..J.st, 
Calcutta, 1975. 



·t ·r\, .uo 

due to the competitign fram British goods obtained 

j~Dbs in the mill. 18 The transf .. nnation of a segment 

of local populati0n into factory workers occurred 

just bef~re his eyes. The bhadralok community ef 

Barahanagar was also engaged in bitter debate over 

the establishment .,f the mill. The debate was also 

related to the basic ecanomic interests of the 

bhadralok. community .19 However, Sasipada was much 

influenced by this development. He argue9. in favour 

of industrializati~n of Indian society and wanted 

India1"'l richer classes to invest in industrial 

develor:;ment.20 

Sasipada started his refonnist activities frem 

1865 omvards. From 1865 to 1887 he built up eight 

organisations which directly or indirectly invglve 

the participation '3f the workers. 21 He had a faith 

------
18. 

19. 

20. 

Dipesh Chakrab~rty, "First contact• op. cit. 
Indian Historf~evie~ Vol.2, 1976 p. 349. 

D. Chakraborty, 'First Contact,' pp. 340-42. 
"Akshari m-:.man Ganguli (later' a supporter of 
S asipada) and Raj Kumar Mukherjee - two lecal 
landowners would support the establishment of 
the mill beccuse many of the mill hands were now 
to be settled en their land, meaning higher rent 
for them. By the s arne token a Prana Krishna 
Tarkalankar whose lands the mill would take 
up for expension Gf its works, might become an 
untiring 'enemy' of the mill." 

An article in Bharat Sramajibi (May-June, 1879) 
appealed to the zamindars and wealtheir sections 
of Indian commun~ty to-rnvest in industrial 
development. In another news item (Bhadra 1286-
Sept. & Oct. 1879) Bharat Sranajibiwelcomed 

contd ••••• 
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in the civilizing mission• of Bri·tish rule. His 

reformist ideals were inspired by Hindu concept of 

lok heeta and Christain concept of charity. Like a 

victorian liberal he spoke of the necessity of liter-

acy campaign a.rnong the workers, the industrial peace 

and harmony between the workers and the management, 

and he gave a tremendous emphasis on infusing a sense 

of dignity of labour among the workers •22 In Indian 

society, particularly in Bengal, manual labour was 

much looked down upon.· Those who earned their bread 

through manual labour was termed as Chotol"Ok, a 

derogatory linguistic expression to indicate the 

Contd ••••• 

the setting up of the soap factory in Kanpur. 
It had also welcomed the coming of Eurupean 
technicians to Bombay who would provide a · 
training to Indian workers to learn the art 
of making crockeries in China clay. 

21. T. Chattopadhya, "Baranag:Der Dhaz:mya Sanskriti 
dign.arshan" (in Bengali) in Baran agar Hunici­
pality Century Souvenir, 1869-1869, pp. 26-27, 
gives a short list of sasipada1 s institutional 
activities between 1864 and 1887. Also quoted 
in Dipesh Chakraborty• s 1 First Contact•, op. 
cit., p. 344. 

22. Bharat Sramajibi always carried a motto on the 
top :"'If the pages 1 Labour is the sign of human 
greatness•. See Kanai Lal Chattopadhaya, ed., 
Bharat S ramjibi of 1879, ( 1287 Bengalies). 
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the inferior position oft he people engaged in manual 

labour.23 

s asipada was neither a rev0lutionary who made 

an attempt to organize the workers in a radical move-

ment aiming at sGcial transormation, nor was he an 

agent of capital whose reff>rm work created an unnece-

ssar passivity among the workers. Sasipada' s reform 

work was .significant till 1890s when there was no 

strong labour movemen.t and the intelligentsia had 

been totally ignorant of the working condition ef the 

labourers. Sasipada was the first social reformer,. 

who extended Keshab Sen's reform programmes in concrete 

terms among the workers • 

s asipada W'35 not totall.y unconcerned about the 

changes being brought about by the industrialization 

of Indian economy, as being claimed by a historian. 24 

on the other hand, he by the term 'Sramjibi • (Labouring ' 

man) meant all who earned their bread through manual 

labour. He was not totally unaware also of the fact 

that workers were products of different social system 

23. 

24. 

Bharat Sr~n6ibi appealed in Poush 1287 (Dec.­
Jan: 1879-8 ) to the workers, to come out of 
their age old exploitative system through educa­
tion, and asked them to read Bharat sramjibi 
which would help in the hours of need. 

Dipesh Chakraborty comments that "He (S asipada) 
does not identify the 'new• features of life of 
an industrial working class, to him they were 

contd ••••• 
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based on industrial economy,. He further polnted out 

the growth of industrializati~n in 19th century 

India and wanted to spread education among the children 

of workers who were employed in these factories .25 

S asipada from 1874 published a monthly journal 

called Bharat Sramjibi which had a large circulation 

of 2, 000 copies. 'rhis journal carried articles en 

several events in the world, and on the new scientific 

inventions in England. He welcomed every new attempt 

of industrializati~n. He also spoke 0f government's 

25. 

Contd ••••• 

all a part of the nebulous mass of 'poor people' 
suffering under the burden of ignorance. It is 
in this vague, general sense of a • p·:Jor people' 
(including peas ants) that the word Sramjibi is 
used in his journal Bharat Sramjibi (The Indian 
\iorking men)," , The first contact, op.cit. 
p. 35 3 IHR Vo. 2, 1976 • 

HO\..rever, it is Depsh Chakraborty who has pointed 
out S as ipada' s concern f0r the rise of working 
class byfto one of his letters. "During the 
past fifteen years, cotton and jute factories 
have been established by European capitalists 
in different parts of the country. Besides, 
there are iron foundaries and other workshops 
employing a great number of poor children. We 
have besides coffee, tea and other plantations 
which also give work to large number (s). In 
all these places there are materials for mass 
education if only schools could be opened to 
carry out the object. "First Contact" op.cit. 
p. 35 3, quoted from Indian National Association 
Journal, 1, ·1871. 



inadequate measures to protect labourers' interest or 

to remedy their appalling living conditions.26 

He 'v'las 9-lso involved in a protest against harass-

ment of women by the police. He spoke .. for acts limit-

ing working hours of workers which other Bengalee 

intelligentsia controlled media opposed. Sasipada's. 

temperence movement had led to his arrest by the police 

due to the conspiracy of the wine sellers in the area.27 

S as ipada was ,the first refonner to speak on 

labourers' prol::>lems in concrete terms. He tried to 

organize his reform activities anong the labourets 

which had attracted the attention of the intelligent­

sia, to the existence of a new class in Benga1.
28 

26. S as ipada also tried to put forward the example of 
Richard Archright, Robert Burnes, Count Ramford 
and others to project the stories of pr·.Jminent 
men with humble background. However he never 
used any Indian name. This indicates a typical 
colonial mind obsessed with the idea of the 
superiority of wh:i~~ skin. 

27. Intr0duction to collected issues of Bharat 
s ram aj ib i 0 p c it • p • 12 

28. Sasipada' s activities aroused interest in a 
sect ion of Indian and British Indian Press. 
He also was successful in enlisting the support 
of refonners like Sibnath Sastri who wrote a 
poem in his magazine Bharat Sramaj ibi 

Contd ••••.• 
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S as ipada' s welcoming of industrialization, his 

etnphas is upon \ve>rking am::mg the vlorkers as a new seg-

ment of the society was radical in terms of 19th 

century reform movement. He failed to expand the 

reform progr&-nmt:!S because of financial dependence on 

the Britishers and also due te> the lack of a programme 

of struggle, because of the minority character of the 

Indian VJorking class. But it should also be not for-

gotten that he was the lone intellectual \·:ho drafted 

a reform progra'T\me f:)r ~r_romen vlorkers, muslim workers 

(viltu ally un-+:hinlcable in 19th century Bengalee 

bhadralok society) a...'1d", child labourers. rhis was 

indeed a pioneering at tempt. 29 

Contd ••••• 

''1\wake, oh'. brother toiler •. 
The end of the epoch is here. 
t·len and women, all are moving 
This is no time for sluffiber. 
I .call upon you to wake up '. 
Look'. There beyond the seas 
How toilers in their thousands 
Fight a tremendous battle. 
Their motto - no more shall vJe remain 
in the dark, 
Come, let me see you all~ 

Indian Dailynews on 11 December 1873 gave a 
coverage of the nevJS items of Bharat Sramajibi 
and spoke about its objectives as 11 It is a 
r;urely an educational paper and its object is 
to sup~ly a news of supplying the moral intelle­
ctual condition of the working classes ••• to 
make or keep them worthy and respect able members 
of the society. 

29. Sasipada' s failure v.1as the failure of a bhadralok 
reform movement of the 19th century which always 
looked towards European support. Ramrnohan who 

Contd ••••• 
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Keshab Chandra Sen's gradual shift to\'iards mysti-

cisrn, and his 'authoritarian' tendency to dominate the 

entire movement Qn a personal bas is led to the dissen­

sions among his followers. 30 3 ibnath S astri, a brilliant 

intellectual of th~ 19th centu~', who was much influenced 

by socialist literature tried to:) give leadership to the 

reform movement. But Sibnath, instead of expanding the 

movement on the b as is of his ideological formulations .J 

--------· 
Contd ••••• 
wes an ardent supporter of French revolution and 
liberation struggles in Latin America argued for 
setting up European colonies in India to improve 
the life style of the •natives'. Vidyasagar 
despite his independent position also took the 
help of the British government to introduce widow re~a 
rriage act. Young Bengal redicalism was also the 
product of western education and it could not 
std ke roots in the mind of people because of 
its intellectualism and utter foreigness. 'rhey 
failed to grasp the basic nature of Indian social 
development. S asipada in the same manner adopted 
his reformist programme after observing the life-
style in Britain. ;!e wanted to follow the process 
of social transition in victorian England and where 
the journeymen in an atmosphere of free-capitalist 
development could estublish themselves as successful 

.. business men. The situation was different in colo­
nial India. However, like all the nationalists he 
believed that if the Indian wealtheir class star­
ted investing in industries, then drain of wealth 
to England could be stopped. (See Bharat Sramjibi, 
Jaistha 1287, May-June 1879). 

30. See, Notes on Bengal renaissance, Susobhan Sarkar, 
p. 53. 



formed a someHhat exclusive group which reflected an 

idealist utopian attitude towards society instead of 

a pragmatic reformist programme. 31 But he was a 

passionate reader of socialist literature and deeply 

+c 
committed ~ecular ideas. 32 

=--=:----··-·------
31. The members of S amadarshi society were bound by 

the pledges which they had to take when they became 
members. Bipin Chandra Pal who was a member, 
refers to these pledges in his memoirs thus: 

1. Tr'le shall not vlorship idols or images. 

2. Ttle shall not in '-''ord or deed accept caste 
differences. 

3. He believe in equal rights for men and women. 

4. We shall not marry girls of less than 15 nor 
before we ourselves are 21 •.•• 

5. We shall as far it lies in our power, try to 
spread education, particularly among women 
and the masses. 

6. ··de shall practise riding and rifle shooting. 

7. Though we believe that self-government is the 
only system of government oriented by God, yet 
in view of the present condition prevailing in 
our country as also for our future well being, 
we shall abide by the orders of the foreign 
rulers but inspite all privations and poverty 
shall never accept servi~e under this government.• 

They also took a pledge that none of them would 
keep separate accounts. Whatever any one would 
earn would go to a common pool and from that they 
would maintain their existence. 

32. In his unpublished Diary, October 1988~ Sibnath 
Sastri wrote: 

"Over and above, I have also to purchase some 
socialist li·terature. For the ~udy of such 
literature is essential for acquiring knowledge 
about the tasks that would face us while building 
nev-1 s 0ciety ." • 

Brahmo Samaj, op. cit., p. 120. 
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But as a deeply religi otis person Sibnath tried to 

synthesize between socialism and secularism and deep 

religious traditions and customs existing in India. He 

was a spokesman of unison of religious tradition and , 

secularism. 33 

This emphasis, on the combination of religion and 

faith in God with radical politics, had a peculiar impact 

on the workers. A section of white collar workers in 

the early 20 century became influenced by the ideology 

that India3 s path towards industrialisation would be 

free from class conflict and India's mess age is social 

h am1ony between different segments of the population 

who had an • apparently conflicting• social interests.34 

Now we would turn our attention towards the deve-

lopment of t h~ politics of associations and the 

attitude of these associations towards workers' problems. 
w~ ~x.~\ cJ.s...."-. \-o-~ ~ ~~ vv-.. ~ •. L""c~""'- ~\~~~· · 
'~ ·\~x '\.N'-Ai'~'""'t ~ ~ ~-v~\.lvv ~\~'\M-4 ·r.-. 1,M_ .U\t \~~-

33. In his Englander Diarx Sibnath wrote, 

"When working anong young men and women one has 
to bear in mind bot-!"! the destructive and creative 
aspects • One the one hand, the smashing up of 
superstitions, caste differences and the empty 
sastri..c injuctions, and on the other, the incul­
cation of steadfast honesty, respect for saintly 
lives, faith in reliqion, absolute reliance on 
God-both the sides ~st be taken care of. On the 
one hand socialist and secularist literature 
has to be studied, and its essence assimilated 
and, on the other, our faith and reverence have 
to be kept alive by delving into the lives of 
saints, meditation and sadhana. To the extent 
that I a-r able to imbibe both in my life, I shall 
be able, exactly in the same measure to transmit 
the same to others." (pp 172-73). ''Brarnho Sarnaj 
op.cit. pp 120-21. 

34. We wi 11 discuss this aspect at the end of this 
chapter again. 
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Section 2 

Politics of the Associations and media reactions 

to the workers• problems 

The British Indian association was the first politi-

cal association whose members discussed various aspects 

of BJ;itish Indian polity. It was a land:lord domina-. 

ted body. Its attitude towards the labourers' pr~blems 

was a mixture of poternalistic concern of a zanindar 

towards his tenants and a non-committal stand on the 

workers • problems • It had a clear-cut idea of worker• s 

problems and described it in a detailed manner ·without 

any display of concern for the workers. Their letter 

to Royal Commission on Labour starts with the following 

introductions: 

"British Indian association is a political associa­

tion but several of its members are large land~olders 

whose tenants work in different jute and cotton and ~ther 

mills for the manufacture of textile fabrics .•35 

This introduction shows the point of concern of 

the zamindars. But this letter does not indicate the 

position of the associ.ation on the labour problems • 

. 
35. Royal Commission on Looo>~r Cr;pglish), Foreigh 

Report, 1892, Vols,2 p. 146. Report on the Labour 
question in India, dt. calcutta, the 8th July 
1"89'2. 'rro!T\ Baou Raj Kumar Subadhikari, Secretary. 
British Indian Association, to the Government of 
Bengal, General Department. 
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The letter states facts and finally speaks of a • grea­

test good feeling• between the workers and the factory 

management. It also speaks of judicious distribution 

of working hours bet'~Veen men. women and children workers. 

This letter points out that the workers also worked on 

Sundays. 36 But there was a difference in the tone af 

their letter and Sasipada and other reformers' attitude 

towards the subject. Where Sasipada passionately had 

argued for the introduction of labour laws limiting 

working hours, the letter had avoided any comment on 

it and by emphasising the fact that "there is usually 

the gr-eatest good feeling between the 1 abourers and 

masters" the association only had expressed its approval 

of the situation. Earlier the same organization expre­

ssed its concern over the filbert bill issue and were 

critical of the measure of loweri.no the age for civil 

service exarnination. This relative calmness over the 

issue that seemed distant to them (agrarian distriba­

nces affected their interest directly and they took 

a position either for or against the movement depending 

on t:he nature of the disturbances) als~) had become 

characteristic of the nationalists' silence on labour 

problems. 

36. Ibid. 



In the 1890s Congress was an est.Wlished body •. 

However, Congress had not expressed its opinion during 

the debate on the factories act of 1891.37 It generally 
I 

shared the view that the bill would cripple the Indian 

indust:r-j. In fact the en:!..y reference was made tQ 

working class prgblems from the Congress platf~rm by 

Surendranath Bannerjea in his presidential address wh{!n 

he warned against the use of factory legislation to 

restrict and raise the cost of pi;'cducti!9n. Re also 

pointed out that, ~ven apart from England, Japan was 

a serifJus ,rival ef India in the field of textile indus-

t:: The only resolution that Indian Nati'.Pnal Congress 

passed regarding labour problem w;~ against the Indian 

mines Act of 1901.39 The mover ~f the rea0luti~n, 

Bhupendranath Basu, protested against the pr0visiGn 

prohibiting w~men workers from carrying their children 

undergr~und with them and declared that 14 years as the 

maximum age for children was on high side because Q-t. 

14 Indian women became mothers. Even the clause ef 

appointing educated i.-'lld trained managers was cppesed 

37. Bipan Chandra has made a detailed analysis ef the 
nationalists' attitudes towards labour problem in 
his book, Rise and Gr. 
Jn Indi,Q, Chapter VII Labour pp. 323-94 ) • 
Peoples' publishing house, Ne~ Delhi, Reprinted 
November, 1982. 

38 • Ibid., p. 399 

3 9 • Ibid • , pp • 3 5 2-5 5 



because it meant that Indian mine owners would have to 

appoint trained officials frvm Britain which would 

increase the cost of production and in the long run 

would remove the Indian' mine owners fram the competi­

tion • Indian National C ong res s leaders were much 

concerned about the Industrial develo:~ment ··in India 

and sought to protect jealously the interests of the 

Je,ising Indian bourgeoisie than the workers em~l<i>yed 

in their factories except in the case of Assam tea 

gardens \4here the tea garden Qwners were mainly white 

planter. 

In Bengal the journals were silent over the work­

ing conditions in the jute mills, though they protested 

against the oppression of the planters in the gardens 

of Assam. But when due to the pressure of textile 

magnates in Britain and philanthropists both in Britain 

and in India, Government planned to introduce legis­

lation limiting the working hours of the children, 

Indian owned newspapers were vocal in criticizing 

government's policy. The Factories Act of 1881 limited 

the hours of children to 9 hours per day. By the term 

chlldren they referred to boys beb"leen 7 and 12 years 

of age· 40 In Bengal the newspapers poured their attacks 

on the act from 1879 \-:hen the bill was ready for discu­

ssion. 'l'he Brahmo Public Opinion of Calcutta which was 

40. Ibid., p. 325 



the main spokesman of the radical Brahmos of Calcutta 

on 27 February 1879 declared that legislati~n limiting 

working hours of worK.ers was not necessary. 41 Amrita 

Bazar Patrika of 10 Harch 1380 rediculed Shorabji 

Bengalee for his pro-act attitude. 42 

Indian newspapers of Calcutta generally took a 

positlon against the introduction of the bill. Naba 

bhikar, a vernacular newspaper on Harch 21, 1881 

declared that facto+ies act owes its existence due to 

the influence of Hanchester. It pointed out that to 

make the goods manufactured in India dearer than those 

imported from England the lav1 for the regulation of 

1 ab-::>ur was introduced. The paper also hinted that 

viceroy Ripon was not aware of this sinister game to 

destroy Indiar1·Industries. According to the paper 

Secretary of State and other members of council had 

not revealed t-::> him the main intention behind the bill 

which was prepared before his arrival in India.. 43 A 

mufassil newspaper Bardhaman Sanjibani made the same 

kind of analysis of the act .44 

Sadharani &!other Bengali newspaper com~ented on 

27 Harch 1881 that the passing of factories act was 

41. Ibid., p. 332. 

42. Report on Native Press (Bengal), 2 April 1881 
(Hereafter ffi{P (Beng). 

43. Ibid. 

44. Ibid. 
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wholly due to the persistent efforts of Ha;·1chester to 

ruin the rising textile industry of India. They said 

that there was not the slightest necessity fort he 

measure. They also asserted that operatives in Indian 

mills were not subjected to aY1y cruel treatment. The 

new law would have the effect of bringing poverty upon 

many who have hitherto found employment in the mills. 45 

Actually the paper predicated that factory owners 

would evict certain labourers from their job becaus~ · 

of the passing of the law. However# the paper did not 

think that this type of activity would be selfish and 

inhuman act on the part of the factory· owners. 

Bharat Mihir another contemporary Bengali newspa-

per wrote on .March 9 that by passing the factory bill 

into law Manchester had obtained another triump.46 The 

paper also pointed out that Ripon was unaware oft he 

origin of the law. But the paper had clearly pointed 

out that this law would have the most injurious effect 

upon the rising textile industry of India. It would 

make capitalists less willing to invest in this business 

and would destroy the employee-employer relationship 

in the factory. Anand Bazar Patrika of 4th April 1881 

had a long article on the factory act. The patrika 

45. Ibid. 

46. 19 April 1881 RNP {Beng.). 
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pointed out that the passing oft his measure was due 

t0 same consideration which led to the remission of 

cotton duties. "It will restrict labourers in the 

• factories' to a condition which had never evoked any 

sympathy from either their friends, relatives or rulers 

succeeded from this distance in exciting his Lerdship's 

pity ... 47 

Only exception to'this virtually unanimous denun­

ciation of the act was Sompralcash. Somprakash of 

28 March 1881 wrote that one measure would not have 

the effect of securin~ any anvantages to British 

textile industries. Somprakash believed that the 

government acted with its usual generosity to the 

1 abourers. The paper pointed out that this w0uld not 

involve much additional outlay. Ho\vever, Somprakash 

also pointed out that by excluding tea gardens and 
1\ 
~digo plan~ations from the purview of the act, govern-

ment had sho\-m a kind of favouritism to certain· indus­
. 48 

tr1es. 

From 1882 the Manchester and Lancashire manufactw-

rers began to exert pressure on the government to ~xtend 

the act to \vomen and male adult workers· also. In India 

Lokhanday, a philanthropist, who had run a press (Din'Qandhu.) 

47. Ibid. 

48. April 2, 1881 RNP (l!eng.). 



in Bombay in this period carne out for a more widely 

covered legislation. He also mobilized workers and 

demanded that working hou~$ for all workers should be 

limited upto sunset •49 He further submitted a memorandum 

in October 1881 to Bombay Factory Commission, which was 

signed by 5, 5 00 workers. 50 However, the law was passed 

on 19 March 1891 which only restricted daily hours of 

work of women to 11 and children to 3 
6--

4 
hours. There 

would be an interval between 12 and 1 p.m. for half 

an hour for all adult workers. A weekly holiday was 

also made compulso~f for adult workers.51 

The reaction of Bengalee nev1spapers to the agitation 

of the. philanthropists for restricted working hours 

remained the same. Sam~a wrote on 28 December 1889 that 

the proposed extention of English factory law to India 

wou1ld increase the poverty of the country .52 

Surobhi-o-Pataka another vernacular newspaper pointed 

out on 3rd J ann ary 1889 that Lancashire cloth industries. 

had certain disadvantages in competing with Indian 

products and pointed out three such disadvantages·. 53 

So by pa3sing the industrial labour law La'1cashire would 

49. Biparn Chandra op. cit, P- 342 fn 52 (footnote -fn) 

so. Ibid., p. 341. 

51. Ibid., p. 343. 

52. 5Jan. 1389 .RNP (B eng.)) 

53. 12 Jar1. 1889 RNP (Ben2.). 
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not be able to gain the old market. The paper hoped 

that government v:ould not pay a"1y heed to the selfish 

oemat"1d of Lancashire for the extension of the English 

factory law to this countr1. 5ulabh Samachar and 

Kushdaha observed on 18 January that English law would 

not be suited to India for climatic reasons mainly.54 

The paper observed that in a hot climate like in India 

workers ~vould like tQ do more r,vork in the morning and 

in . the evening. In fact according to the paper's 

calculation Indian vlorkers did only half· an hour more 

work than English labourer. S ehachar, another Bengali 

newspaper, ~:;ublished from Calcutt a claimed on 6 Feb. 

1889 thrtt India v.'-:JUld be better governed if queen 

Victoria end h2r privy council ruled the country than 

the Secretary of the State. Sahachar point:Qi.out that 

Lord Cross, the secrctarf -:Jf State~, was out to ruin 

Indian industrtes em the instruction of f1anchester. 55 

However the 1890 factory commission • s recornrnenda-

tion proved to be hannlE!SS enQugh s0 th.:::t even one of the 

most vc.~cal anti-labour regulation act newspapers like 

Samya (12 December 1890) welcomed it •56 The nationalist 

nev1spapers in Bengal exhibited certain tendencies which 

were prt::valent in Indian nationalists circle. These 

ne\-!Spapers were excessively concePJ,ed about the fate of 

--~·---------

54. 26Jan. 1809Rl'-l.P (Beng.). 

53. 16 Feb. 1889 

56, .Surobhio Pat~a a;so welcom<::d it. 22 Feb. 1890 
~NP (Beng.) . . 
Sahachar, 9 Sept. 189o-(1o Sept. 1891) RN.P.~~) 

_j 
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the Bombu.y b<Jsed Indian textile industry. 'aut they 

\:Jere not concerned about the fate of the workers employed 

i_n British jute mills in Calcutta. They \·Jere totally 

silent in this matter. The jute working class which 

was com~:osed to a large extent of non-Bengalee workers 

coming from Bihar and U .F. failed to attract the 

attention of Bengalee bhadralok nationalist politicians. 

The total unawareness about the conditions of jute work-

ing class in Bengal became more pronounced when the 

newspapers witb canfidence claimied that Indian workers· 

were happy .57 

1/'lhile the agony of the Calcutta working Class 

\'ITe.S neglected by th~se ne\-JSpapers, the o;-pression of 

Ass am caolies carne under their purvie\'1. Charuvart a 

on 16 January 1882 commented that Lord Ripon after 

c;:oming to India faced two c ,rucl al laws, one 1 aw ~as 

labour law and another Assam emigration law. He passed 

both the lavm which indicates that even a liberal vice-

roy co1.:.ld not withstand the pressure of interest counci-

llors. The councillors who surrounded him w·ere suppor­

ters of tea planters. 58 It is interesting to notice 

that Charuvarta considered that both the 1881 Indian 

----------·---------- -- ---------·--------
57. SjJ.J..cl).lL§._om..."\C..b..ar and ~bdah14. 18 Jar1. 18::,g? 26 Jan. 

1889 _B.&l? (BenCT.) • 

58. 14 Jan. 188:c- R..~P (Beng.). 
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Factories· Act and ~am Emigrat}..2~ Act were products 

of the same type of anti-India attitude. The paper 

failed to distinguish between a pro-labour and anti-

1 abour lavJ. Sulabh Samachar of 21 st January 1882 

claimed that the Assam emigration law was the outcome 

of tea planter's pressure •59 s adharani on 22, January 

1882 criticized Lord Ripon for his acceptance of the 

1 aw bee ause of the pressure of the fellow councillors 

on As~; am emigration issue. 60 

The entire Indian press in Bengal exhibited a 

dual positi:-m on the labour problem. The understand 

this attitude, one has to take into account the socio-

economic compositions of Bengali nationalists. vle 

have already ob$erved that the bhardralok nationalist 

intelligentsia came from mainly lower level government 

officials, j o~U:malists, lawyers and medical pract1tio-

ners who also had snbstanti al landed interests. These 

''1ere the people who belonged to the middle stratum of 

society below the landlords but above the toilers and 

had enough surplus to maintain their existence. It is 

true that this social group can again be divided into 

various sub-categQries but one can broadly define this 

group as B-}1::-,o4eld does," a social privileged and 

59. 21 Jan. 1882 - HNP (Beng .) • 

60. 28 Jan. 1882 - RNP (Beng.J 
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consci0usly superior group, economically dependent upon 

1 anded rents and profess ion al and clerical employment; 

keeping its distance from the masses by its acceptance 

of high caste prescriptions and its command over educa-

tion, sharing a common r:>ride in its language, its 

literate culture and its history; and maintaining its 

c0mmunal integration through a fairly complex institu-

tional structure that it had proved remarkably ready 

to adopt and au9ment to extend its social powers and 

political O"f)portunities •61 However, ~adralok community 

was not a class in economic terms but it constituted a 

dominant social group in Bengal, particularly the ne\!-1 

intelligentsia of Bengaiee society cane from this 

segment of society. At the sane t irne we notice that there 

took place very little industrialization under the 

leadership of an indigenous mere antile community in 

Bengal. This bhadralok social group which worked upgn 

themselves as a newly emerging Indian middle class, 

made repeated appeals to the wealthier sections for 

investment in industries, but failed to arouse the 

interest of the Bengalee landlords. 

Du:cing this per1od Bombay witnessed the emergence 

of Indiam controlled industries. The Bengalee bhadralok 

61. John Broe>mfield, op. cit. pp. 12-13. 



intellige~tsia could finJ po'int of thE}ir interest and 

defended the rising industrialist class from all attacks. 

This indicates a peculiar situation in a colonial society 

where inter-class conflicts were "conditioned by and 

ideologicallJconsciously subordinated to a "supra-class 

contradiction betv.reen imperialism and so-called "national 

interest" in an ideology that objectively serves th,e 

interests of indigenous industrial bourgeoisie and 
I¥\ It 

supports capitalist growth/ general. 

Thus on the one hand, the basic bhadralok desire 

to maintain their separate existence to keep a safe 

distance from a people who in linguistic and cultural 

terms represent a completely alien community and on the 

other hand their concern for rising Bombay based Indian 

industries kept them away from Calcutta workers (because 

any legislation to improve the conditions of workers in 

Calcutta on all Indian plane would involve Bombay 

industries). Thus was generated a kind of callous atti­

tude in the nationalist circles towards the workers. 

This attitude can be summed by quoting from brnrj t.a Bazar 

Patrika' s much used statment; "A larger death rate anong 

our operatives is far more preferable to the collapse 

of this rising industry.... We can, after the manufacturers 

are truly established, seek to protect the operators." 6 3 

62. S. Bhattacharya: 11 Notes on the role of the intelligentisa 
in colonial society: India from mid 19th century .• 
(Studies in History, January 1979, pp. 89-104~ . 
Page - 103 

6 3. Amrita Bazar Patrika , 25 Sept. 1875 
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Section 3 

Here a."ltile Classes and the Workers -
Communal Riots in Calcutta. 

i'Je have observed earlier that in the early 1870s 

workers moved 

employers • 6 4 

the courts forgetting justice from their 
, their 

It is not know who l~yers were. But 1\ . 

there existed another kind of relationship between 

muslim working class and the upper class Huslim t·raders 

in Calcutta. Hazi Nur Muhamad Zakaria, a rich trader of 

Calcutta, tried to build up a social relationship with 

the muslim workers. In 1896 Nazar Mian, the ~ of 

Rishra, wrote a letter to Z akaria seeking help to 

celebrate Bakrid peacefully.65 The same Hazi provided 

money for the defense of Syambazar ri6teers. 

A letter from Hazi Zakaria (it is not known whether 

he really wrote it) on 6th July 1895 reached the mill 
~lA 

hand in Kakinara jute mills re:- ~esting all true Mohaneddans 

" 
to help ·r allah rioters created a commotion among the. 

mill hands of Kakinara. This indicates Hazi's influence 

over the workers. Thus the Bengali bhadralok politicians• 

apathy to'lllards the working class was utilized by another 

kind of people to protect their merCantile interests.66 

64. See Chapter four. 

65. Dispesh Chakraborty, 
11
Communal Riots and Labour: 

Bengal's Jute mill hands in 1890s;' past and Present 
No. 91, Hay 1981, p. 156 -

66 • Ibid., p. 16 0. 
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In 1895 Kakinal{Jt-1ohameddan association. an ergani­

l\ 

zatj on of Huslim workers, began to work. Kazi ~ahiru-

ddin Ahmed, the organizer of the union, \'17 as a clerk in 

the Kakin arah mill. He started organizing the workers 

in the mill. In 1908 report of~ he also drew the 

Cjmmission's attention towards the exploitation by the 

S ardars and babus even though some of the s ardars were 

also Muslim •67 

\'Jhile the Huslim upper class leaders tried to build 

up a nexus \.Yith the v:orking class population on the 

'religious issues' they were. totally silent about the 

econCJmic exploitation of the workers. The l1uslim 

merchants exploited the religious emotional involvement 

of Muslim mill po~.:ulation but never carne forward to 

press for the working cl2.ss demands. Thus at the 

beginning of the 20th century these leaders failed to 

influence the working class movement. 

Section. 4 

The Search for an Alternative. Path: 

Bhadralok Attempt to mobilize workers·~ 

With the change in the political atmosphere in 

Bengal particularly when Curzon attempted to curtail 

67. 
\Jv 

W~ ~ill discuss it a~n .in chapter six, Report of 
.:!:.!.!£- 1908 vol.- 2, witness No. 181, ·.~ • 182-84 
pp. 263-65, 270-71. 



Indian representation in educationql institutions and 

later on in every government institution the nationalist 

intelligentsia began to rethink about workers• role in 

society/ and also about the process of social development, 

This was particularly manifest in Satish Chandra• s 

articles. 

Satish Chandra Mukherjee, the editt:~r of ~ a 

journal published fr@m Calcutta, argued in his articles 

• aspects of Economic life in England and India' CAu·gt.Ist 

1898) and the 'Indian ec(~nomic problem' (March, Apri'l, 

tvl ay, .June 1890) that the 1 abouring population previf)usly 

·depressed by the great landowning class now fellint~ 

an equally depressed condition at the heels of the 

68 
capitalist employer. He argued for the devel~pment 

of small scale in~stries, a plan which Rabindranath 

Tagore had given much organized f~rm in his Swadeshi 

samaj • " 68 {a). The devel~pment of individual family 

based industries was only alternative to the capitalist 

development in the eyes of these intellectuals. How-

ever, they d\d not know that in small scale industry 

profit is margianal, the expl~itation ef labour is 

gr~ater. Th,is again shows that with the· canges in the 

attitude of the British colonial government a sec.:!tion of 

if:' bhadralok intelligenstit~ ha:'1 st~a~ed to think in new 

terms. 

-r--· ----

68. Bipan Chandra/ Labour~ p. 391 (op. cit). 

68 {a) Rabindra Rach2fl(labal:i .. t ri tya Khand<.t - Vishtt't:l.. 
bharat~ edi·tions p. 38 



From 1897 a group of bhadralok nationalist 

politici en:::: trieC. to develop relations vlith >>cr king 

class. This ,,·as the group v:hich would becc,me the 

main leaders of the working c:lass movement in 1906 

and after. .~sv;ini Coornar Bannerjee appeared in the 

court in 18t:tf; to defend the >.Jorkers involved in 

Tallah riots. Later on ~~:e shall observe that a 

group of middle class politiciens, some of them 

with moderate background, provided leadership to 

the lat.ou r movement. These politicians were Aswini 

Bannerjee, Athanisius 1\putba I<un:ar Ghosh, Prabhat 

Kusum Roy Cho>-Jdhury, and Premtosh Basu •69 

T}le partition of Bengal changed the situation 

in vwrki:·1g cl a--:s movement. The viorkers employed in 

different industries started to d rmv the attention 

of the Bengal intelligentiia. On v o.rious occasions 

S .N. Banner jee asked A .c. Bannerjee and Prabhat Kusmn 

Roy Ch-owdhury t:::> help the >-Jorkers in their fight. 

Even Rabindranath Tagore referred to thew hite 

collar '''o rkers in a famous speech delivered at the height. 

of the 1905 upsurge that tbe long suffering im~poverished 

• 
69. Sumit: Sarkar, -~~'~adesh\ movement iu Bengal 1903-1908, 

Delhi. Reprinted 1977. Chapter v, Lal:::·our Unrest and 
Trade Union (pp. 182 -L:5 1) • 

f<.Etbindra N ath 'l'agore, .Swad~~ ( Tritya Khanda ~~~~~ 
(Visva-Bharati ~.-Ution). ·' 
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clerks decided not to tolerate insults any longer. 

This v1as a reference tot he striking clerks of Bum­

Ir::n ·darks .70 :-Jati:::-Jnalist intelligentsia realized 

that to develop mass movement against the British 

colonial government, workers would be a potential ally. 

They, however, laid stress on organizing labour 

movement only in European owned mills. The DatlX 

Hit avadi suppdl rting the fo nnation of unions in Jute 

mills in 1906 .-~rote "The f oct that these unions 

are bei:1g organized only in these concerns which are 

under European supez=.Jntendence is a proof that at 

1 ast the people of India have acquired from their 

rulers a co::~mon trait of char2.cter-viz ., a love for men 

of their ovm race." (Daily Hitavadi, 22 July 1906) .71 

To sum Ul), one can notice three broad trends. in 

the attitude tmvards working class :problems in nationalist 

intelligentsia, though there took place a constant 

tra'lsitition in these attitudes and trends of thought. 

Fir~'tly a Hide section of nationalist intelligentsia 

more or less focussed their attention on British Controlle~ 

dista~t tea garden labourers, neglected the condttioq 

--------------------
oM 

70. "Vi j aya-S 8f11..il an'' -· B angadarshan, Kartik 1312. 
(1905). Rabindra RachF.!Dabali 9th Volume, p.471. 

71. 28tl1 July, 1906, RNP (Beng.). 



of the factory \1\'ork:ers and '~'ere much concerned about 

the gre>~·ling Indian ovmed De>mbay based textile industry. 

Sec0ndly t1--.ere ':las a group of social reformers ·. and 

phil&"ithropists ""'ho made an attempt to synthesize the 

concept of Christian charity and the Hindu concept ·of 

lokheetu in their refc,nn prog:aarnme and put forward an 

argument for a mass literaracy campaign among the 

workers. Thirdly a group of nationalists wanted to 

avoid the path of industrialization and would have 

liked to follow the path of developing small scale 

industries to avoid the oppression of h'orkers and ta 

create a delicate balance between the agrarian sector 

and the non-agraric.n economy. Apart from these trends 

there existed a nexus between V.uslim traders and workers. 

The former '"'anted to use the ',-:orkers in their struggle 
}'1..0-' 

for survival against expand:i_ng l-1arwari business ccmmuility. 
A -----

The S>vadeshi m~:Nement provided a common platform for 

all these nati-::-nalists to rethink: their strategy on the 

work:er!s problems. The main contradiction in colonial 

society, . between subject masses and alien rulers, here 

coincided \'IIi th the workers-capital conflict in the jute. 

inrJust ry v:here capital was dominated by the British 

cap:b.talists. A rudimentary form of alliance, thus 

developed bet\veen vv-orkers and bhadralck: nationalists. 

The nev1 trade unionists constantly argued that 

Indi&"i society in its process of development would 
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have a path where class harmony an:1 spiritual development 

H~uld replace class struggle and vulgar materialist life 

style. This att-_itude gr<:;dually penetrated into sophisticated 

skilled workers 1 minds who mainly came from lower fringes ofC~ 

.£_hadralck society in Bengal. 1n --1921 Karmi one of the 

earlie~;t journal of \vhite collar labour association wrote 

in its editorial. 

11 The difficult task for India is to see that its 
its society, religio:1 and morality are not swept 
away by the turbulent wave of changes that is coming 
over to reestablish hannony in the mj.cst of all 
these conflicts and contradictions, attacks and 
counter-<J.tt acks • • • • If \·le want to a void the clutches 
of death, save the world from total annihilation, 
then we shall have to progagate once again India's 
spiritual message, Only thus capitalists will not 
exploit labour and the latter \.Yill not force the 
fonnerwith the spirit of c0nfrontation ."72 

Th11s the\bhadralok nationalists petty-bourgeois ideology 

st~er:l to influence a section of the working class, parti;_ 

cularly the white collar workers. This process bega..'1 in 

1905 with active bhadralok participation in the working 

class movement. 

7 2. San at Bose, Soclal Scientist, J anlli}ry 198 3, Vol II, Number 1 
1 'Labour journalism in the_ Early. ·~s: A case study of two 

Bengali Labour J-::;.urnals. \1 (P 32 .42) Page - 35. 
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The nationalist movement in Songal reached a turning 

point with the promulgamation of the Bengal partition 

Act on 16 Octob·:.Jr 1905. 1 The old style moderate Congress 

politics of potition and conventions was replaced by mass 

politics which grajually i!·;cluded a programr:w of boycott 

of British goo:Js an~l passive resistance. Congre9s leaders, 

who were still busy in exposing'un-British' rule, had to 

come out to the streets of Calcutta, Dacca and 1'-:lymensingh. 

Strik2s, mass agitation, the slogan of boycott and the plann-

ing of a ijVJacle~hi reconstruction of rural society and 

education, changed the socio-po!itical environment of Bengal. 

There occurred both ;:uantitativc: an:! qualitative 

jumps in the~ vJOrking class ~novc:~rlic:nt with the beginning 

1. 

--------· ' -----------
For furth·:::r details, Sumit Sarkar, 1:.llii.. 
Swadeshi I·.1S:?..YQ~nt in Bengal,_ 1903-1908 
P.18 , Delhi 1977 (neprint,:?dT. But the 
real mass movement started with the 
official proclamation of the act. 
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of the anti-p0rtition agitation. Not only the factory 

labour0rs but also the workers employed in the govern-

ment press, in the railwa';.-, in the teleg:taph departments 

an,:-1 in the unorganized sectors such as carter~, cobblers, 

f . h 1 t . . 1 tl t 2 . . k. lS ermen anc: por Grs JOlnec le movemen • Tne wor ln:J 

class, during this fl}ovement, was r:ot only involve::l in putt-

ing forward economic demands but also launched a political 

stru]gle against the colonial government and against racial 

di scrin:i.so.htn1.-- Strikes occurred in mill after mill and 

political issues laong with economic demands became the 

motor force of the movement. 

Why .. ~~~..:_~--~ook ela~_3~~ 
agitation from 1905 to 1908 --·-·---------·---

This ~uestion is an important query into the most 

s ignif ic ant aspect of the ag i tC~t ion. In fact, the working 

class movement st2rt ed to gain a mature form from this 

pGrio1. ~ith the gradual expansion of the industry the 

workers' struggle went through different phases. In the 

beginnj.nJ, in the early seventies the workers' response. 

-----·--------------·-------- ._ .. __________________ _ 
2. Sumi t Sar kar ]·,as d ~scribed the labour unrest 

in Bengal in a greot Jetail in his book, The 
Sw1:..:~2sh:~_!(ey~er:!__lin_ B eE2..9a 1 ,_l2_·J3-1908 o ~~+:: 
"Labour Unn~st and Trade Ur:ions", PP. 182-251. 



to the factor'/ disciplines c2mc as a spontar:cous resistance 

of a first g2ni:.?ration peusant-turne.::-vvorker. Absenteism,. 

slo··:·J ·,·;orkinq ?·"·ttern, ,:::nd much accusc:d dilly-dallying by 

!~dian workers inJicate this. But authorities gradually 

dev:::lop·::d o nvmage?ment system. Th·ey emphasized upon the 

utilization of cheap labourers ind pre-capitalist socid-
3 

cultur2l s~.·stem of _9arijari to maintain the:: ;11anagemer.t structure. 

In 1895-96 there took place also a transition in the 

behaviour of the workers. The 'Norkers from 1880s gradually 

started to us 2 a nevv w e.:::pon, strike, though th12re did . not 

develop a trade unior. or a consolidated demand charter. In 

1895-96 when the real wages of the workers reach0d the lowest 

ebb th,.;re took plac0 a s0rL::s of stril~es v-Jhich brought about 

craft unionism among the workersm The spinners constituted 

the backbone of this wave of strik0s. Along with tbis3 

we hav'2 noticed a resurgence of pre-capitalist ideologies like 

c onr:~uni ty consciousness 1 5 the worKers. 

----------.. 

___ .. _____ .. -------------
3. 

s. 

See Chapter '•, "Trc; H t ion ali sr:1 and non-Conformism among 
the ~orkers: labour uniest in the jute mills 
(1881 - 1897). 

Sec Chapter I II and Chapter IV "Traditionalism and non 
Conformism Labour unrest in the jute mill~ 
(1881 - 1897) 11 • 
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The racial arrogance of the white officials, un-

necessary physical violence cornr;ittcd by the \, .. /'lite super-

visors made the ;:wrh::rs rea·::!y for an i.Jeology which would 

speak for an ':?n:-J to racial violence~ 'v'Jhen in 1905 there 

came a series of politicJl strikes with the massive 

involvc~~ent of the :lomina{ section of Indian society in 

BengalT)2lA<:~'<-o.__\tit-, the workers irrun.::diotely joinad the 

strug:JlC?. .lith this coinci::led a continuous decline in 

the economic position of the jute work2rs. :-leal wages 

declined sharply between 19C6 and 1910,6 while prices 

ros(~ shc>rply froll1 1905 onwards. The soutlwJ.::st Bengal 

vvitnes.sc.:d the sharp:2st pricc:s rise. 
7 

6. Table 1~ : Index Numbc;>r of i'.lonth1y Real WagC?s in 
Jute: Injust ry. 
(/werage of 1890-9"' = 100) 

1901 

Calcutta 112 

Souttw·~est 
BF::ngal 101 

Cclcutta 1C7 

Southwest 
BenJ<Jl 102 

J-.20~ 

116 

J.08 

113 

J-.207 

102 

96 

19..93 J.904 -190g_ 

117 118 

122 114 

120 116 

l2Q8 1909 1910 

99 105 109 

97 106 100 

i\vera<Je 105 100 98 103 100 

Sourc.::::: .I<. L. Dutta, n eporL on t[l_E?_~~~.Qt_<2._ tb.§. 
R is_~. of_ tl~UL.J2.r:i.C::_Qs_J...Q.._Ind_iq, Vo 1. II I, p •. 19? 
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During 1895-97 when the wOrking class unrest took 

place on a l~rg~-scalc, we have witnessed a similar decline 

in the real wages. But the workers struggle in 1905 were 

not limited only to economic struggle. Their political 

struggle ·.·.Ja s the:: rcsul t of rae ia 1 di scriminot ion in every 

sphere of life:. This united all sections of the \Vorkers, 

in the~ ra i l·.·.1ay, the: governrJont pres~~. Burn st0el works and 

as \Nell the :lock ··,\'Otk-2rs, port.:::rs, c::rtors and fishermen. 

This poljtical an:l c:conomic strug~Jle led to th2 formation of 

first tra.::Je union organi-:-ation in Bengal. 

Cornrr;unalJ},iots virtually .::lisappt:::ared. Eiots ;Jid occur 

in rural ~astern Bengal but coul3 not set aflame the Calcutta -

Howrah industrial belt. The nationalist participation in 

working class struggle and a change in the political environ-

ment of Cul cut tc:, a 1 ter ed t hs situation • 

. 
The vwrker ~. through earli0r struggles of 1895-96 had 

gained a maturity. They learned the art of strikes during 

that period. But till 1905 V·lorkers were politically and 

7. Tablc-15: Index unJer for whole sale prices (Average 
for 1$90 -9!1 = 100). 

190~ 19Q~ 1902_ J.906- 1:_907 19..Q§_ 
AlJ T '• _ln.:n.a 107 106 116 129 133 143 
,\v·:~roge 

Calcutta lO,.t 1C5 113 126 131 140 

l3en~ol lU7 1C6 116 135 142 149 
Sou· i-J and ~if est. 

Sourc c:: K. L. Dutta, op. cit. , Vol.I,pp.ii,32,40-41. 
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c ul tur al1y an isola ted C')mmuni ty, ali enateJ from the' middle 

class life, confined only to the slums of Calcutta. The 

cultural alienution of workers did not come to an end with 

the Swa~Josh.t mov~~·ment but their economic ond political demands 

rec0ivecl a sympathetic treatment in the media. During 1895-96, 

the working cL:s~:. v;as in a process of formation, when 'workers' 

action ha~! the basic characteristics of 'cro.nd' action. 8 

However, whiJ2 focussing on the ~evulopment and on the changes 

in the nature of the political environment, one cannot ignore 

tho grievances and socio-economic factors which brought the 

.lith their' easy access to 

western 2Jucation and a rel2ti~ely strong economic basis they 

had Gstablishod a hegamony in the socio-political life of 
. 9 

B~n·;Jal. The.: pr·2SS workers, railvJay station masters, clerks 

in the jute in:-_!ustriGs themsc?lve~. came from the fringe area 

8. This hJs reference to the communal riots in Tallah 
ond :::hycH(: bazar in ,1.896;\Chapter 3, for details. 

9. The? intt;;·lJigr=nts~~wf BenrJal came from this social category .. 
It is o soc~al category anJ not a 'class' in relation 
to its position in ~ro:luction r,?lation. See Chapter 5, 

for -J,:tnils, "l\fationolism, Faccory ':'iorkers and Bhadralok" 
in ltir~ 19th cE.:nturv Dc-noal - .::. chanoinq relationship 
( 1831 -1905) 11 • • J J - . 
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J.2ngal~bnadralok throuoh its socio-religious reform ------.) -' 

movement in the 19th centur>; acquired a cultural unity. 

The Bengalee literature, songs and paintings received a 

world ;:Jido recognitior,. Gengalee;. bh<~)E.§l.Pk society b.ecause 

of its English education starteJ to dominate lower level 

govern~ent positions throughout North India· This undoub-

tedly creel a kincl of self-confidence. 

But i'dith this confi:::ience there took place disillusionment• 

qam Mohan and D~arakanath hJJ visualized a partnership in empire. 

Queen Viet oria' s proclamation, '/I hi ch Beng alee intelligentsia 

received with enthusiasm, spoke about a liberal India where 

th.:=re ~.-.1oul:J be a (;:ra.iual trans:L~r of power of In::lians, which 

never became true in reality. 10 

Even .Jfter.::.; !eca:J·2 of ConCJL:ss ogitation a very paltry 

reforms cane in 189 2. Lord Curzon during his Vice-rO} .. al ty 

reduced the nui.lber of elected representatives in the Calcutta 

corporation. /~ new unive:::.'sity act was promulgated to tighten 

--- ........ ---·-·-·-- _ ...... ·--~---~-., .... ___ ---·-·---- ·-- ·--------·-·--
10. The rnoderate tradition in the Congress could never 

come out of thj. s, ev.2n r:lurino the Swadesni movement. 
SGr: ~umit Sarkar, Q['...:: ___ c:.tl:, PP· 3~) =-9r.---
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of:icial control ov,.::r univ1.:rsiti.:s and a new official secrets 

act, curbing pres~; fre . ..:dom. Finally Lord Curzon openly 

proclaimed in u convocation uddr0ss that 11 the highest ideal 

11 
of trught is, to a large ex tent, a western concept". 

Th'~ racial orr·ogancc of tlvJ Sritishers, the racial 

di scrir;;irnt ion in the jobs, in terms of promotions and 

salaries, hc-1.-:: l~ec om·2 unbearable to t he B·2ngalee b hadrs.l.2..!s.•' 

With this ther:::: occur:·c.j <J chc;ngc:: in the international scenar-. 

io with the~ rise of Japan anJ the 11ussian revolution of 1905. 

The rise of J~pan and the defeat of imperialist Russia in 

their hands, brought tremc~n·Jous confi.:Jence in the mind of 

educ.c:ted In:lian comri:ur:ity in Bengal, about the 'rising Asian 

nat iona li sm. 12 

:Jespitc! their socio-ecor,omic hegemony, Bengalee bhadralok 

knev.J that they constituted a smull Eiinority of th2 entire 

society. ~e hove already notic~d Keshab Sen's pronouncements, 

Sasip.::da' s social reform program·nes and Vivekananda' s emphasis 

--·-·--·----------·----·--·------- -··---·--·-·--------·-··---
11. ·:luot.~d in Sul'r!it Sarkar, 9P·. c_ti.•, p. 24 

12. 11 The Ben~1ali ne·..-.;spapers of these ·1·ears are full of Japan • 
Funds in ai:::l of Japan·:::se sick and 'Hounded were collected 
throu!Jh public entcrt<:~inments 0t city colleg2 and <Jvertown 
Hall. Sarula DJJ.2j thou·~l1t:"of orgor.i zi:.g_ a G~ngali Hed cross, 
and there v.,ere -t-ot organl·o l ng 2 S eng a l1 :~e:::l Gross, and there 
were c2scs of children given nick names, after Japanese 
lc<J-l::rs!" Sumit S rkar, .22.!-Si-J:...!.., pp. 28-29 
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on Sl!_?r2L§.i an:::! to set up an organization to work among, the 

(Poverty stricken humc.Jn beings - the 

real ernbod ir.1ent of God). 
13 

All this was a manif2station of 

the attc::mpts to bring the two socially distant cormnunities 

tog other. '.'!orkers, as a result, in a nev'i phase of nat iona-

list strug·~lle <:'.lr:;re encourage.::! to be organized \Nithin the 

Swadeshi rnov,;::r:~ert. It ·..vas looked upon as a t'Tew strategy to 

This entir(? .J(?Vc~lopment ';'las fuelled up by a Government 

declaration partitioring BenJal. This came as a ru:::!e shock 

to the bh;::c:r.:lok corn-::u.-:ity. This lt?d to a mass upsurge in 

1905. The preparation for an a~itation against partition 

has alr<::a::.l'y st.Jrt:!d in 1903 v1hen the proposal became known 

to th~ Conr;r•-":: L:ouors. Dut lSJ:J:~ markoj the real beginning. 

1!J or ld l)_g_~J: ass ; .-.o v .:=m c·n t a .oQ 
S•.•Jade~hi _;\s_J:!at io;-2 

In this conteJ~-t we have also to undc:-rstand the limitations 

and ir.nc:·r dynamics of the '.'Wrkin] class agitation. The bab~.§. 

----------
13. hlarginally, we might note that the HinJu reviualist 

tr:_;f'\ !s corrmon to all In:.:lLJ• C. 1870-1910 '/·Jere also 
exp~ricnced by the bhadralok. 
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and the 2.m'.ia£.§.. vrere part of an c;xploitative syster.: created 

by the managemcmt to chain the ':·JOrkers to the jut~? industry 

throu(Jh debt tondage. Yet these two groups (who formed 

the link between management and the workers) formed a link 

between v'Jorkers an::l the nationalists. The workers, mostly 

uneducuh:!d,coulcl not have a direct accc;ss to the nationalist 

leadership. The Sor::Ja;r..2_ ancl clorks (who themselves came from 

fring·e areas of bhadr.~ coinr,,unity) becar.1e the backbone of 

new trade union movement. The entire agitation, particularly 

the organized agitation depended on the bhadralok politiciacts 

for its leadership. As a result the .inner bickerings in 
i 

Congress and the final fail u:.-e of the bhadralok nationalists 

to dev;?lop a broad bas~:o-d filass movement involving the peasant 

communi ties led to the collapse of the working class strugqle. 

( i ) The ar~~u~l rlevelooment of _ _. __ . ________ __.._ __ _ 
the Strug-;le 

1908 witnesseJ on uGprecedentej price rise which affected 

the ir:como of th': ':1orking men. In t!v; first d2cade of the 

2oth century jute irdustry ;;.;<,:nt through a pr.?riod of boom and 

expansion. The workers in the jute in.Ju:;try stGrted to 

resist this gradual erosion in their income. The indsutrial 



'Norking class's dcmc;nd for lirnite~l vmrking hours also 

began to tnke shape from this p(:-rio.:-J. Thi:? spinners and 

weavers of Budc1e Bu::-lge and Kakinc:rah jute mill who appeared 

before Inr:i ian_f DCt£:£y_Jabo~-~orn:li§..$...~ . .<.2[Lin 1908 dl?mancled 

12 hours ~orking day cnJ the abolition of night work. 14 

The workers also gradually become conscious of the racial 

discrimination. The rise of notionalist movement orovided . 
the out line of act ion. The resoonse to the 16 October 

I 

"hartal" (total strike) against the promulgamation of 

Bengal part it ion, among all sect ions of the VJorking masses 

was of great significance and indicated a new stage in 

working class consciousness. 

interesting report of the unorgani7ed labourers' response 

to the strike. Caste pride, the economic issues and an 

barriers) comp2lled 0v~~ the unorJanized ~orkers like 
+o 

cc::rt~·rs .~md fisl'~-c':'ll12t-: strike: 
·'" 

14. :~eport of IndiCJn Factory~~-~urCommissio~, Evidence 
val. "rr:-livid~;.c.= ':fitness No. 176 (Kazi Zahir-uj-din 
,\h~:1el, l~akinCJrCJhand •,·,itnesses 192-193. (Budge Budge 
Jute MilJ 'iieavers cJnd s:;j_,l .::r b·/ ,\. :;. Danerji) p.~s. 



"But the two most remarkable incL:lents were the 
organizotions of fishermen and carters. A representa­
tive of th,? former saw us Saturday last and said that 
they wouL~ not a:::lopt this course. '.'le enc:uired, "·~·Jhy 
should 'i'Je not?11 S,id he, "Even rnuchees (cobblers) are 
making their disapprcciation of the partition meas-
ure by n~fusing to mend english shoes. We are a superior 
caste to the muchGes ard we must also do our duty. He 
then safd that about one lakh of fishermen supply Calcutta 
with fish and the partition measure brought them together.· •• 

As rega~l the carters we hod also some conv2rsation 
with cJ few of them. ',·o/e aslv:..:l wh.-Jt had led them to combine 
and cease all ~ork yeste~day. ~hey said, that, like 
Calcutta 2, mok2G'~ 1 (port) hcJs been created at Chitogong. 
They c0rry jute in th·2ir ca:cts ord thi~£y~arn their 
b . . h ~-<1 .\ read. But send tho·y

7 
J.f ar:ot ~:~r port ' ·, - cr~~ated at 

Chittagon~ rnost of the jute traffic would be= div"irted 
to the ne·.'! ·port ur:j th0ir e2rning thus be ~alved •••• •. 
i'!o::J the= sic1nificarK2 of those t\·w inci:Jents cannot be 
ovor::::.Stat c::d. The r (?Cogni zc d 1 eader s had nothing to do 
with the organization of fishermen and the carters. So 
the fcelinc1s of discontc~nt had at l2st reeJchrc:d thc= lowest 
strat2 of the society. !I 

Ab&\fe.-~~e 
~ Ar,:1rita :PE . .?J-: Patr)k_~-~ repor-t indicates the impact 

of the :3·,··ia::-hshi moverr1ent on the? vvorking masses. Their 

realization of their lcass interest along with political 

interest L::J tLem to strike •:vork. 

The s~mc report also J~V2 a p1c~ure of Calcutta on 
16 October 1905 and h<,;s shm·m its impoct on ··.vorking populat­
ion. "The follm·ri.ng incid:::nts <..-.;ill sho•:·J hm·., the spirit·· , 
of n,-::tior~a2.:t· h'J~! po'N<::rfuJ_J.".· ;.:f:~cteJ evc·n t']1e lowest 
class~::s. C.::rt:.:rs numbc:~cd "'bout .Ll,OCO struck \··wrk. Twelve 
jut2 prcs~cs, one gun-f2ctory onJ about 75 local mills 
were clo~ c: 1• !'!c:l:~ ,::rd f~)rn.:::l:..:· h .n:l:; ·..-;orkir.c; in th2se manu-
factories r:.::fu~.c::J to work and conser.uenth·-thov had to be 
close-d. The labour,:;rs ir: Gov;::r::r:..:T'c Gun factory had just 
conm:c~nc ,•d ':.;ork ':·;hen tl-:.Gy hear::! the cry of 'Bande~:~ataram' 
and at one? th.cy c:l}. left •:·:ork :Jnd in bo:.ly carne out and 
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shouted "Dan·ic-r.1ataromn with thousands of others. There 
w,-,s not o sinnlG c.:rt or .:: coolie:· ne2r any of the four 
g~ods termiro{of .2.8. · raih.'ays. All the marts and 
baz~rs of Calcutto as well as of Ultading Tallah, Bally 

_.gong 0, Patt ipukur, D olsghc:ta; Hath Kho la, Shya;n ba zar 
etc. \Nere closed." 

This indicates the \'·Jorl~ing men p.::rticipation in 

the nationalist struggl2 against Bengal partition. 

· Strike V·Jas not lirnit::d to jute mills c::lcnc:. There occurred 

a strike among the clerks of Ourn company in 1905. The 

Governm2nt ~ross stri~e had becom~ the most important labour 

struggle in that period, where tho Indian Christians in 

large nuober also joinc-:?d the Strike. East:.?rn Indian .f-~ailway 

strike also created sens~tion in the Indian press- and 

virtually paralys·ed the HovJrah division 2nd Asanso1 division 

lines from 23 July to 10 October 1906~5 Anglo-In~1ians 

also struck -..· . .10rk dernonding higher wages. The entire railway 

set up vvas paral ys,?:::l for two V·Jeeks in I'Jovemb12r 1907~ 6 Tram 
17 

workers also struck ·;.;ork in Octob2r 1905. 

15. This stril:e brok.::: :Jown beC,JU SC:' m!i~.2.F.illo15_ were not prepared 
to go far and they tried to restrict the activities of 
two extremist lc.bour leaders A. 1\. K. Ghos e and Premposh Bo se• 
A.C. Ban•:)rj2·..: tric:d to reorgan:i.z..::: the union with people 
of mo:ce moderat:::' variety of the lc.:1der.::;.ship vvhich included 
men like Sur2n~r2 NQth Banerjee and ~abindranath Tagore · 
as Pr2sident and Vice-Presid2nt. As a result the strike 
broke down. (See Sumit Sarkar, oo.cit., pp. 215~17.) 

16. Ibid, P~· 2: ~-25 
The strike of white workers were opposed by nationalist leade~s 

17o fign~Q£, 2/L.J.uly,reported that one of the principal 
grievances of striking clerks in Delhi Section of Eastern 
Indian ;.,aiL··.'Cl'/ WcJS the use of the term 'n.:::tive' to designate 
the:n. They wa}.0c that they should be called 'Indians'. This 
inclicotes the new national pride that made the vvorkers 
conscious about their national identity. 



lBIJ 

These strikes were definitely associated with 

the economic demands of the workers like the demand 

for monthly v;ages by tram conductors instead of 

payment by trips and better uniforms and reduct ion 

in their '.'Wrking hours. Clerks in Burn Iron Works 

struck work because they felt a new mechanical 

system of recorling attendance was derogatory to 

their social status. Press workers struck vwrk for 

better pay, abolition of fines Jnd arbitrary demo-

tions. i\lJ. those strikos anl actions were the outcome 

of a large political struggle of the Swadeshi movement.· 

The most important factor behind these strikes was the 

racial arrogance of the INhite supervisors. This new 

realisation of r0cial question really came from a new 

understanding of their own social position by the 

workers. National pride acted as a uniting factor.· 

Along with it came the realization of the workers 

about thc.•ir class position. The v::::ry use of the 

strikes :rs a barg<:;ining bait indicate their new 

consciousnc:ss about their role:. 

In the jut r,, in·'ustry both the vvorkers and the 

nationalists appealed to each other for support in 

their struCJgl.:.,. In 1905 thrc~e strikes were significant. 
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The first occurred in the beginning of October. 

Tvvo jute v.;orkers were injured when an European 

assistant tri0d to kill dogs~ Instec:d of dogs, 

workers VJere injured. This le:-l to strike in Gauripore. 

The other strike was a protest against a VJhi ~~ e over-

seers' assaults on workers which took place in Garden 

Reach in Hugly jute mill. The ·,·/ellington jute mill 

witnessed an olJer type of strike by muslim weavers 

who deman,:-led sufficie:~nt rE·st to observe~ Ram7an. 

In Fort Gloster jute mill we v11itr.ess a new 

type of struggle where both economic and political 

demands were involved bc=tween 1905 and 1906.· j3c=ngalee 

of 10 Janu,Jry 1906 described tho cause of strikes in 

details : 

"CUr readers are perhaps aware that nearly 
seven thousand mill hands c=rr:ployed at the Bovvreah 
jute mills knovm as Fort Gloster jute mills have 
now for some time on strike. Thev struck work for 
the first time on the 16 October last, their alleged 
complaint then being that the rules and regulations 
under 1Nhich they had to ':YOrk vvere much too severe 
and in fact tended to affect their life in a 
rt:.'markabl:? degree. They also compla~ned of the 
harsh treatment of Mr. Forrester, the manager of 
the mi11. Th(? first strike hOiNever ha::l for its 
immediate cause, what to us then appeared to be a 
piecr.: of unjustified conduct on th-2 part of the 
manager, the latter having allowed his displeasure 
in an un,..arrantable fashion at people tying Rakhi 
on their wrists and also at the cry of Bandamataram. 
Luckily directors of the mill having in an open 
apprec1able measure= conceded what the mill hands 
ha~1 wanted. I! 



The strike occurred on the question of shouting 

BandematarcJm in tho mill areas on 7 December 1906.:18 

The manager objected to it and the workers protested 

against the attitude of the manager and his European 

assistant. After this with the help of the District 

magistrate, the manager launched a case against the 

mill workers. According to Bengalee of 10 January 

1906, 

"This case came on for hearing last Friday, when. 
we are glad to be able to say, the matter was 
settled in a desirable way, having regard to the 
allegations against the two accused. The men were 
warned and discharged and there is ev:::_ry possibility 
of satisfactory relations restored between the manager 
and the mill hands." 

Hovwver, again on 1 March 1906, the strike started 

and t 1 is time management dismissed 4 sardars and 7 . 

clerks. 
19 

Cn 12 and 13 March 1906 Mill Durwans and 

some? constables went on rampage on the mill bastee in 

Khaj ahar villag,2 where the workers resided. Next 

--------·--- ------------
18. Bengalee, 10 January 1906. In this strike, when 

the poli'"c::-: superinten:::~ent ·enquired, why the strike 
occurred, the workers told him that the all the 
workers wore brothers and all the people in Bengal also 
\·Jere brothers and police insulted them by arresting 
two of thc~m.· This inrJicat,.::-s a new feeling of soli­
darity among the: ·:.'orkers -.Re_Qort on the i\gitation 
afair.st the ~artition of Bengal - Letter from Govt. 
·o Benga-r, 2 January 1906, Para 61 - Hone Public 
Pr og s !\, June 1906 · n 175. 

19. Three of these sardars were Muslim. Sumi t Sar kar, 
op.·cit.·, p.·229. 
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morning police, at the request of the management, 

started indiscriminate arrests. Bengalee rt?ported 

in its 15 May issue hov·.· the entire incident· took 

place and how false cases were lodged.·' According 

to manag2ment the arrested wor.kers obstructed entry 

of the employees and coolies in the mills and on the 

arrival of pol ice they start~;d to run but were caught 

by the police and put to jail. The workers pointed 

out that they v~err~ dismissed from service because 

of their participation in the strike and when the 

strike was on some constabl12s and durwans went 

to the workers' housGs and told them to go to the 

thana.· After the initial rr:?fusa 1 of the workers, 

constabl·?S grabbed them and put them up in the lock-. 

up and lodged a false complaint against them. 

The entire episide points out three important 

developments in the working class movement. ·First 

that strike occurred on political issue (rakhi bandhan) 

along with the economic issues involved in it. Tho 

political issue did not dirr~ctly affect workers' 

imm·:::diate economic existence yet they were · organised 

on the political basis. Secon::.lly, the workers developed 

their bl.'m slogan which they had der.ived from the 



. 1' t t ilr-. " nat 10na 1s · movomen JJandemataram. This highly 

political slogan indicates the nationlists influence 

on the workers. They even resisted the efforts 
20 to stop shouting this slogan. Finally, the 

authority's mode of operation in supressing the 

workers movf?ment also took a new turn. The manage-

ment a:1opt::-d the: policy of mass terror through 

organi7ed violence and attacks on the bastees 

and villages. · 

Strikes became a common feature of indus-

trial life of jute industry from the sumrner of 1906.' 

Arathoon, Clive jute mill, Naihati jut,e mill and 

Hoogly jute mill witnessed strikes throughout 1906.,21 

India jute mill workers struck work in protest against 

the ill-trr.:'atment of tho workers by the white super-· 

visors. Naihati jute mill workers st":'1Jck work because 

a sect ion of workers domandc:d equal v~ages to other 

mills. Hoo~ly jute mill went on strike in Noverhbe·r. 
22. 

1907 demanding beth?r terms for night work. 

_. ____ .. _______ .__. __ ... _, ___ ,. __________ _ --.. ·---

21. I1qport on th.a. .. 8nt i-::ll§.rti ~ iQ.D....M1_d_Sw9~h~_m,oy_filllen:t. 
in Bgnqal, para 12 - Hom2 Public Progs B. October 
1906,, r'..13. ~lso Bel}£@.lee, 2 August 190~, 18 
Decemcer, 190o. Sur:u:r.···sarkar, .Q.O.cJ.t:", p.230. 

22. Benqal,=e, 1, 5 an::.l 6 December 1906. 
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Strikes continu·ed in 1907 also. Hastings, 

VJellington, (two jute mills of Hishra), Clive 

Arathoon and Soorah· jute mill struck work. 23 

Strikes took place also at the Delta jute mill 

(Sankrail) in Sepb~mber 1907.
211 

In October. there 

occurrr2j strike in Beliaghata branch of Baranagar 

jutt:: mill. Two ju·t(-:: mills at Raj13anj National 

and Selveclre went on strike in January 1908.; 

Beng a lee and non-Beng a lee workers clashed in Raj 

. 25 GanJ. In lvlarch 1908 I<.akinarah workers struck 

work in protest against the burning do·,.m of their 

basteeo Ther(:? took place a clash between a strong 

crowd of 5 ,000 workers and tho European supervi sor:y 

staff. 27 

( ii) The issues of these strik·es and tb,g change rn -£'Fi'e"" nature of str~k~ : 

These strikes represer~ a ner·l trend in the 

workir:.g class struggle. In the 1890s strikes occurred 

------·--~~··----------
23. 8,::1nin ist:t;: at iQD__ of B~ngal_un:ler And~_Fra~, 

1903-1908. Clacutta - 1908, po~B. 
---- 1 

24. Letter from head clerk Benod Behari Mukherji to 
A. C. Be: nor j.2e 12 Sept :::ml.:er 1907. Private: papers of 
1\..C. Bc:nqFjee, Nehru hiemorial Library- the full. 
text· of this letter is given at the end of this 
ChaptE?r. 

25. Sumit Sarkar, og. <_:.it_., P• 231· 

26. Ibid. , P• 231. 

27. 1QiQ.' p.231. 
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demanding holidays on religious festive days. 

The demand came out of the workers 1 in a · 1 nevv-

found' cotwnuni ty consciousness. This led to 

clashes between the "fwo domino.t~t religious 

. t. H . d .J • • 1 . 28 
corrmun1. 1.es 1.n, us an:.1 £·:ius J.ms. 

Th":; other issues of 1895 struggle· included 

tiw attc?mpts of the work2rs to resist the wage-

cut. The deman::: for wa.:;e increase was also a 
29 

major factor behind the ::lQ 1895 strikes. However, 

the main emphasis of the strikers J; throu-::3h out 

1894 and 1895 was on the religious holidays. The 

ather demand constituted an outer framework of a 

spontaneous struggle. 

But during thr:: period 1903-1908 we notice a · 

graduai crystallization of these demands in the 

form of 12 hours v;orki:~g day, better terms of night 
30 work, and active protest against the rude and 

brutal attitude.of the white supervisors. This 

indicates a shift in the central focus of the 

• .. vorkcrs from an issue, associatc~1 mainly with the 

------·----------
28. See Chaptc~r-/, op. cit. 

29. IbL:. 

30. Sr.:r: _:=-.;eport of IFLc, 1908 Vol 2 Evidence: 192-193 
P• 278. 

. I 
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realm of religio-cu 1 tura 1-p sycholog ica 1 set-up, 

toward;; daily problems (related to work situation) 

fa cecl by them. 

Alone 1Nith this we not ice a change in the 

composition of the strikers. Earlic~r vJe have 

observr:::d that the spinners and weavers formed the 

nucleus of the agitating · ... ,o_rkers. But by 1905 the 

workers of th_: beam departmont, engine workshop 0nd 

• t • • • d 1 1 d L • k 31 
wc-:avlng sec .. lon J oln·?· anc1 e s·~...r~ es. 

In the 2arlL~r period, community consciousness 

provided the? basis of the working class organization. 

Kakinarah'Mohameddan association indicated the basic 

nature of the pattern of the earlier mobilization •. 

In 1905, nationalism had ma:Je inroads into vvorking e..\o..ss ' 

mind. This '.vas an important turning point in the 

history of working class movement. In 1905 the 

workers intervened in the poli tica 1 struggles decisi­

v::::ly and this led to a broa:::!-based bandh (total 

strj_ke) in th-:: injustrial belt on 16 October 1905. The 

nationalist activiti2s le.·: to gra~ual consolidation of 

vwrl:::rs in a purc:ly tra:!e u:--:ion organi~ation, the 

'In~ian mill hands association'. 

-~-------- -----------------------------
31. LC?tters fl"oE1 a ~lerk to :::r:gine shop of Delta jute 

mill anJ the; \•iorker s of b.2am department of Fort- ' 
glost2r are preserv2d in A.C. Banerjee, private 

papers in Nehru l.'loDol~ial Library. 
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One should not overestimate ~his process of 

transition. This new development was without doubt ? 

qualitative jump in the working class movement, but 

the lack of stable leadership of the movement ~nd 

the graJual decline in the political agitation 

among the £h9.jralo~ led to the collapse of this 

movc::ment. It is also tru<:? that during 1905-1908. 

p2rio·! a large section of ~orkers remained outside 

the realm of organi7ed politics. In 1908 the Factory 

Commission nofed the inability of the workers 

"to combine ov-2r any large: area with th<? 
object of securinQ a commpn end by concertc::d action. 
One· of tho main :hfficulti2s experier:ced at present,. 
when unrest appears among the \Norkers, is in ascertain­
ing the cause of unrest. Frc:quently, no definite 
dem<.lnds are formulated, no grievances are stated~ 
no indication is given as to the cause of the dis­
cont,:::nt; the operatives simply leave vJork in a body, or 
more comfilonl y they drop off one by one without expla­
nation, and accept emplo~uent under more congenial 
con-Jitions in other factories. n32 

This r,::;mark covers a much broaJer section of 

workers employed in all industries. In the jute 

inJustry too, we notice th-:li:: tra··ie union activities 

were: limit2·.1. to certain f ,:;ctories particularly where 

Be:1c_;ali '.·;orkr?rs \Nere conccntrat·::-d. Th2 political 

natur,_::. of sv,,a:L~shi also cr.:·ate·~ an environmc:nt of a 

-----------------------------------------------
32. Leport of IFU:: 1903, \fol 1 p-1<'1. 



J g ~J 

'I3enga lr:;e consciousness' which led to clashes in. at 

least on one occasion b·etween the Bengali and non­
,...,~ 

B2ngali workers.~~ 

wa... .f-ea-.,_ <..~ <:Y\ 

Finally, the pattern of mobilization. In 
1\ 

the: unorgc:ni7ed sector, we come to Imo·r fr<Xt1 emrita 

Ba..l.§l: of 17 Octobc:r 19C5 hovv the caste pri.~e of the 

fishermc'n prompted them to j oir. strikos. This cannot 

be entirr_,ly ruler! out in the: case of workers in the· 

industrial areus. The ir:volvement of traditional 

institutions like: cast:.:' Q..<i!lChayat_s in workers 

mov·~Dent ma-y also have b·eon a fact. 

Thus these strikes definitely represent a n0w 
c..l 

tren,J.. in thr= v.JOrkcrs struggles but it had not totally 
-\ 

char~g.::;d the socio-political environtns-nt. In the· 19th 

century Gengul the worker:, outside the fe1ctory joined 

'cro:v:J actions' (as diffc:n::nt form pre-industrial 

mobviolc,nc•:::) against police and other repressive state 

org :;ns. n-.is 'crowd' had ac:-.. uir(?.'1 to an extent a 

concret':.' class shape in the trc.de union organi-zations 

---~--------··-------------·-----.. - .. ---------
33. Ir. January 1908, a serious riot between upcountry 

worl~ers and BengaL?e workers took place .Jt the 
National an:: I3elvE·dr;:' jute mills of Raj Gunje. 
Hoaran Hil:.:.:ti8hi; 1 February 1908 RNP{]l for v.reek 
ending 8 February 1908). · . 



in the s'0 svJadeshi~ pr::riod( 1905-1909) but there 

b 1 . th ~ . 1 ' f t . 3£1 were pro c:·ms 1n .G t le .::: o. · ac lOn· These 

problems were? related to the structur~~ of the 

tr<Jde union and the pattern of the mobilization 

of the workers. The working class dependence bn 

the bhad~§.lok for political action and the latter's 

faiJ ure to directly co:.municate vJith the workers 

led to th::: dominance of intermGdiaries in the trade 

union~. 

D .... t t' ' . 1 • .J th . t . UL one aspec . na~ 1n~1caces e posl 1ve 

developr;1Gnt is the lack of cor.-munal clashes in the 

perioJ. In 1895-9 6 th·2 emphasis on the religious 

issue lc~d to comr;wna 1 clashc:s. But between 1905-()8 

v1hen Eastc~rn Bengal witnessed cor.1munal flare ups, 

workers remained untouched by communal passions. 

TI1is in:Jicat 2s that with the ~:lc:velopmer.t of nat­

ionalism, v-Jhich indir(~ctly hel"ped in sl·:ifting the 

focus of the agitation from religious holidays· to 

t•:J(?lvc hours vJorking day, th:r·:.? 1:-1as a radical 

adv<:.ncc:m.::rt in the: fieL~ of ·.··;orking class politics. 

----------·"'---·--··-- .. ·-·--·--·-· --..,..------------
3<1. In the.? t hir:1 Ch:·,pt :::r, \'J'.? hav:? e'xpla inr:;.-J crovvd 

action on the basis of Lu:lean frc:r:Jework. 
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(iii) The;?_ Eln.~raence __ of A Trade T-In_ion: patt ern__gf 
I· .. lot?JliJ:..?!:J.on ,_t.\} ;i: iQ.D.§]}..§..t_. La bouri.j Lead_~F9..: 

· a_~titude to_the UnioD ancl_j:hr:: i:"Jo~J.ing Cl£L§.~ 
2:,::J.Q9._gf .I"£9 d ~-JJn !.2D..J:lov .Q..!IlQL1i 

The: emergence of the tIn lian mill hands 

association', a tra:·:e unior or(Jcni·::-ation of tho 

jut·::· \·VOrk?rs, an was the most significant aspect of 

l h. . 35 of the labour movement in the .§Y!iE~l. m per1oJ. 

The br~nga~.Qg described a meeting of the InJian Mill 

hands association which took place in Budge Budge 

on August 12, 1906. This description r·2flects the 

ideas of the nationalist labour leadeis : 

-n A meeting of the mill hands 1 union took place 
last Sunday, 19th August at 'N ••.•• 1 Bazar, Budge 
Budge. Nearly two thou sand mi 11 hands vvere present 
at th0 meeting, and 1·.-r. ,r:...c. Bannerjee Bar-at-Law, the 
President of the Union, Was in the chair. !·:'tr Bannerjee 
opened the meeting \'Jith a stirring speech in which he 
explained to those presert the utility of union.· He 
said that cs he was opposed to the servile submission 
of servant to t his mast:..:r, so was he opposed to hasty 
and unju::licious strikes. The objE!Ct of the union should 
be to bring about a healthi(::-r ur~Jerstanding between the 
master and se:rvant. At pr:~sC?nt the master had in most 
industries almost all the advantages on his side and ' 
the servants had fe•.·J or non'"'• This. should never be, 
or permitte·i to be. It v·;as not possible in Europe, 
but it was an every~ay occurrence in InJia. In 
Europe, but it became impossible because of the con­
certe-d <Jction of tLe labourc.'rS; in In:·iia it would be 
befor<" long bccowte er:ually impossible· ~f only the 
labouring clas sc:s unJer stoo::l their own interest and 
learnt tho g:r;eat virtues of united action. Such action 
according to l·,'l!..' Dunnerjc:e could only be possible by the 
establishm.~nt of traee unions, oll over thc country. · 
In these unions, people ~oulJ be brought well under 
di scipl inc:, the absence of which so oft,?n lead to una.. 
nc_cessary friction and \'ia st c· of energy. There must 
---.,:;......_. ·~·-·- - - -~- ~ ---- ---
35. Sumit Sarkar, 92· cit., pp.l9L1-99. Sumit Sarkar 

provides us with a brief sketch of the background 
of these labour leaders. 
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b2 rules of each union a~d·such rules must be religiously 
obc:yed. The unions 'v'JOUld also •••. ~infuse) labour 
with a consciousness of dignity hitherto monopoly of 
capital. .~ft·2r a fe'N othc!r observations made in the 
ScHiL.: strain; Io.·1r. Bann,2rje~~ put from the chair the rules 
'Nh ich had been framed by the C?Xecutivr::· corrrni t tee for tl)e 
acc.:::ptance of th:e: union. Th2se rules, after thGy were 
explained in Bengalc-e by A.C. Roy of calcutta, 'Nere 36 passed by the meeting unanimously and with acclamation~" 

The ::lescription provL:~es us with a pciture of 

the ~>V concept of the tra 1c union activitL:::s of nation-

alist lea::lership. \•Ve notic2 that the emphasis is upon 

the labour-capitalist rc:lationship and the united action 

of labourers. • It reflects the concern of a trade unionist 

who wantc:d to promote tra:ie union activities in an organi-

zed from. But his conc~pt of th2 role of a trade j union 

in settling the industrial clisputes 1!1 had not come• out 

clearly. Th•2 purpose of th2 union ':ias to bring ~bout 

~healthi-er un.~lerstanding' ·between the 'master and 

servants• indicate the rol2 of mediator which A.C. 

Bannerjoe warted this union to perform. Throughout 

the perio~ between 1905 to 1909 the? union more or 

lc.·ss ne:gotiatsd 'Nith th-. authoritL:s an::l the factory 

It had not set up a tra·.:e union branch starting 

from the grass root level with a machinery enlisting 

'{ ----------- ________ .. __ _._ ______ ,.;:._ ___________ _ 



membership,· organizing strikes and creating pressure 

upon the mill authoritic:s to come to terms. The 

union int~rvcned in various industrial disputes of the 

period. It negotiated a strike in June 1907 in the 
' 27 

Burmah Oil Company depot at Bttdge Budge. In April 

1908 it offc:red to negotiate in a strike in Vulean 

Iron rJorks ih central Calcutta but 'Nas rejected by 
38 

the manag:::mC?nt. 1,'•/C? also see its efforts to nego-

tiate? on behalf of the Calcutta telegraph .::lelivery 

peons in February 1908 but its proposals were rejected 

39 by the manugement. It also tried to organize dock 

workers in March 1908, who demanded a grain compensati9n 

allowanc(:"? because of the rise in price of food stuffs.tiO 

A.C. Banner}2c; held m0etings with these vwrkers.and 

claimed these •Norkc;rs as members of Indian Labour union 

(the new name of the Indian mill hands association). 

This strike involve-1 more than a thousand workers. _________ _._._.._. ____________ _ 
.... 7' _:::: . 
38. 

Bengal0_~, 6 July 1907. 

A.C. Bannerjee Privat2 papers, Nehru Memorial 
Library, has prt?serve:·J the; letter of A· c. Banner jee 
to Vulcar. iron works ·:.dth a coml!)cnt of the manager 
on the envelope th,-:;t he ~.-·Jould not open the letter 
of an outsider. 

39. Be n.9.Q 1 r.:'·"·' 1 t1 L~ar c h 1908. 

<0. ;\mri ta Ba -,ar Patr ika, 9 Apri 1, 1908 BengEJ:Q.§., 
19 I<ercl-1, 19013:· 
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Another aspect of trade union activities that 

must be noted that is the use of the English language 

in framing official rules. Bengaleg_ 21 August 1906 

r:::port, mc~ntions the translation of the rules in ' 

Bengaloe for the workers. This indicates a serious 

corrmunication gap and it JJ-:a•.le the control and leader-

ship of th2 union by the bh.§ii_Fal9.!5_ necessary. 

Th2 union in the jute mill depended on the 

clerks an.::! ~§£.§. for mobili7ation. In all the 

str ikC?s sardaF_s took a leading part. A letter from 

tho hc::ad clerk of the Delta jute mills Sankrail informs 

him about the~ end of the strike in accordance with the 
41 

pi?oposal of A.C. Bannerje..::·: 

Dear Sir, 

Manickpura· 
The 12th September 

1907 

I am gla-l to inform you that the workers have 
na:-1 joinC?d to thG·ir "·wrk according to your proposal 
of the last meet in g. They expect much of }··our help 
to form th,2ir "union" as they arc: quite ignorant about 
this. 

Please let us 1: no·:i ·.vhen you will kindly manage 
your tim3 to visit here for the next meeti~g. They 
solely ~ep2nd upo~ you for this present matter. 

Yours faithfully, 

Ben ode Behar i i':iookher jee 
Hd. Clerk 

-----~-------···~------

41; /\.C. Bannerjc:e Private Papers, Nehru Memorial 
Library. 



Delta Jutt? 1\lills 
Sankraim R.D. 
Howrah. 

The emphasis on ths· sentence that 11 they 
expect much of your help to form their "union" 
as "they are quite ignorant about this" reflects 
the attitude of the whit•c? collar workers in the 
formation of the union. In this case we can cl·early 
pr•?ceive the dominance of Qbad_r?._loJs. politicians in 
organizing the ignorant poor. The workers also 
depend upon these bhadralok. They often regard it 
as u12.aka:z;: or·· 'help' to them in th2 cha;citable sense of 
the tr::>rm. This depenJence is also evident in the 
workers' letter. This attitude and communication gap 
between the lit(?rate Q.l:@,dralok and illitr:?rate ignorant 
proletariate made the role of sardars and head clerks 
in organi "'ing the labourers an unav0Tdabl·2 part of 
the trade union movement. 

/\ letter of the workers of the beam department· 
of Budge Budge jute mill n:flects the same attitude 
and dependence on a bhadralok trade unionist who had 
been regarded as a 'prot8ctor'. The letter on the 
other hand draws our attention to fhe role of sardars 
and head clerks as the petty exploiters of theworkers.· 

Respected Sir, 

Bandematararn 
Sri Aswini Kumar Bandopadhya, 
Presi.Jent, Indian i:ill hands Union 

We are sorry that we were unable to join the last 
convention of the union due to som2 unavoidable reasons. 

Vie. feel the need of having a soecial convention in the 
month of Jar,uary. Hence we w'ould be much oblige') if 
you let us kno-N when it is convenient for you and we 
all promise to be pr2sent in that gathering. 

VIe the undersigned p•.::,rsons vwrk ir. the Beam 
departnt2nt of the: Budge Bud•Jo jute mill. 'ile are 
extr(::mely grateful to you for your service in forming 
our union and we are its m:?mb2rs. Hence: we would like 
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to apprise you of the OppLcssion of our superior 
and seek your able advice to remedy it. We hope 
you vrill prot<:ct us from this op_pression per­
petuated by ther11. '1·'/e give you a brief sketch 
of the ways ~ we are being oppresse-~ and hope 
to narrat.,? the whole story in person. 

1,-Ve are forc·2'.l to bribe the sardars and the 
babus to get our leave sanctioned by t11esaheb and 
grve-donations during the Durqagu;ja, fa ilrng-,;hich 
we are harassed or even sacked from the job. So we 
hacl to reluctantly satisfy the whims of the super­
ior. Last year due to the rising prices we decided 
to reduce the Durgaitli sub script ion. HO\!l/ever Head 
Sar.:da£ Hari charan \Ohara instigatr=d the As sistal}t 
Babu /\tul Chan:~!ra Chatt:::rjee so that the subscr~p­
tion is raised. ';"Jhr:::r; they advice the Incharge ~ 
Purna Chandra Ghosh to collect more subscripti.on, 
we decijed not to pay any amount. As a revenge, they 
have now started to proj~ct us as guilty of various 
faults thus forcing us to contribute to the ~~-~hite 
man's ccnpany. ,\ft·2r your writing to Purna Bab!i and 
Haricharan l~hara, they havrJ incn;ased their misdec;ds. 
Thereforr.::, kir:dly sugg•:=st means of combating these 
elements and advice us on hoN to .::leal with the 
situation. Pl0<:Jsc protect us frorn this oppression. 

Yours sincerely. 



B"dge B11dge Jnte Mill 
42 

D~ted 11 Pansh, 1313. 

This letter had been signed by 29 workers and the 

.:!bsence of their s11rname s11ggest s these wor&ers were 

from low c~ste Hindns and belonged to gen11ine ;aroletari.~n 

stock. Here also we came Across the workers ex~ressing 

'grr~tefnlness' to the bab" for his service in organizing 

their nnion. They were again asking him for protection. 

This letter indicates, the dependence of the workers on 

the bhadralok agitator, and the personalized struct 11re of 

the tn~de'union. 1 

Instead of a hier.:uchy being established the 8. 

'union' depended on ·~.c. Bannerjee's personal efforts. 

a.,t mnch more imp.ortant was·the limitations of a nnion 

42. ~.c. B;mnerjee priv;-,te papers, Nehru Memorial 
Libr.::.ry. The o·riginal is in Bengalee. 



Bnt being a bh~dr ~ lok whose ideals ;~nd v ;~lue 

sense were r:!nchored in ~ victorian Sngilish edllC~tion 

system, .f\.C. B;~nnerjee conld not est~blish direct r~pport 

with the workers themselves, whereas his recr"its, the members 

of bh~cr;~lok society (tringe ar·e? of bhr:~drAlok societ1, the 

bArababns were themselves a part of the ex~loitr.tive 

system. 

Were we ceme across not only a seriotis limitation of 

emerging tretde nnion movement, but also the lack ot' nnderstand-

in g o f t he e n t i r e exploitative system. It wr~s also not easy 

for ~.c. Bannerjee to ignore t h€ br~r~babns as Mr. Krishna 
o--

P;~da HAllJ.e~lerk of Rajcganje j11te Mill engine shop h'ad 
. ,\ 

pointed o,.t : 

S ri Sri Unrga Sahai 

To 
~swini Bannerjee 
President, National Jute Mill and 
B;:~dved~e Jute Mill TTnicn, 
RajgA~')te. 

Respected S ir, 

;&e ;ue gl;~d to know that you h;we fixed the 
on~e ot your meeting on next s;:~t,rday at Jorhat 
Bangabandh .=-a b_ Sr~m it y. we would be much obl iged.1 
it yo" ki Gt,ly contirm your coming to the rally~.for 
the mill 1co11ld be intormed abont it in advr~nce. 
~lso kinoly do not mention my impression on our 
br1rabr:~b11 v.h ich I have told you in a secret discnss'ion. 
It can hr~mper my position in the factory. 



I hPv e ~ fee ling t h~t the critic is m y~u m~de on 
the b~r4\bab11 in the l~st "session of our samity. 
might have an adverse effect on the samity as he 
commands support ot a large sect ion ot non-Ben galee 
workers. It we ant~onise the barababn he might 
mobilise his Sllpporters against the sam it 'i· So I 
snggest we collaborate with the .£arab~b'' for the time 
being in order to maintain workers' onity. The 
be~r ababn ?pp <uent 1 y x felt bad for not be ingabl e to 
attend the last meeting. 

Rest. wheh we meet. 

24 Magh, 1314 

Yours sincerely 

K r ish nap ~d a H a 1 d a r 
Rajfg~m4e National Jnte Mi~l 
Engine iorkshop. 43 

This indic<=!tes the intlnence of a barr~bab" on the 

workers despite his appression. In 1908 R ajgange Mill 

witnessed a riot between Bengalee .=.nd non-Benga1ee workers. 

In fact, the 'b~r abr1bn post~oned a proposed meeting. 

Dear Mr. Bannerjee, 
Rajganje 
12.2.08 

I beg to acknowledge the receipt of your post-card 
and telegram. This Sat,rday being the Jtay-day of 
month .=~nd honr s too it wi 1l not be convent ient to 
hbld a meeting that day. The date and time tor 
holding a meeting will be duly intimated to you. 
p 1 e as e not e. 

Yours faithfully 

Gur "Pad a Mnkh e r j ee • 44 

43. ~.G.Bannerjee private flatters, Nehrn Memorial Library. 
The original teatt is in Bangalee. 

44. ?\.c.;. B<'!nerjee, private papers. Nehrl) Memorial Library. 
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The ~bcve indic~tes that the emergence of a workers 
~ 

,mion nnder bh~dr;:dok n?tionalist leadG:.:_)ip depended 

mnch on intermedi;~ries like s~rd~rs ;:md head-

clerks. There was a ~ressure trom below which torced them 

to tr~ke np~ the leadership. Bnt the workers dne to the lack of 

edncation, ~nd their isol.~tion from O'rtside world, were m11ch .,_., 

confused. The organised fi'Olitical and trade rmion strnggle 

depended for its continuation on the bhadr~lok nationalists. 

The trade union struggle suffered from a serious 

limit at ion dne to the ~egemony of the bhacr~loks, even 

withont doubt though it m~rked ·an aevancement in ter'ms ot 
C\ 

org~nization ?nd demands ~ comp?rison with an e"rlier 

strnggle. 45 The trade union also acted as a bridge between 

jnt e workers And other workers involved in struggle
1 

dock 

45. Here we come Across a totally, different pattern 
off'NLformation of trade unions

1
from the indllstria-

lized conntry1 in a colonial society. In Great 
Britain from the tormation of "London e_orresponding 
Society JJin 1792 (by Thomas Hardy, a~shoe make~) to 
the coll~JDSe of ch;:~rtist movement_, 1+-lt was the 
workers who were in the forefront. In India the 
sitnation was opposite. Here the workers primarily dtte 
to lack of education and social alienation in socio­
ct~ltnral terms depended on the bhardraloks. In a 
colonial society, 11io:i there was an exc 1~1V e rrd ing 
elite gron10, white officinlsj isolated from Indian 
society. Below them were the Ir.tdian edncated classes 
(in Bengal _Qhadr?loks) who constitute the aJapex of 
Indian society. Work.ers belonging to the lowest arena of 
the society isolated from rural hom~ and urban educated 
classes depended on the bh~dr.:oloks for organized 
politico-economic strnggle thongh there Rlw~ys had been 
pressnre from bell'ow. 



workers, printers, telegr~ph peons. The main link 

again was the n~tionalist le~dership. Bnt a trade 

nnion with ;:~n emphasis on cl;:~ss solid;=~rity rather 

than on communal 'solid?.rity reflects the appet:lrance 
' 

of A rndimentary form of cl~SS consciousness. 

In fact, the re-acticn of the jute mill authorities, 

~nglo-Indian press, the police and the government reflects 

the snccess of this new wave ofvorking class struggle. 

{ iv) The Response from above; 'the react ion- of the 
J 

~'te .1t)i.ll c!pthorities Government and .~nglo-

Indian Press: 

The jute mill anthorities }?ecame alarmed by the 

SPdden increase in the nnmber of strikes in Jnte Mills. 

On the one ·h&nd they, in collraboration with the govern-

ment forces, tried to brutally repress the entire 

agitation. On the other hand they expressed their 

willingness to cooperate with ~.c. Bannerjee. lC'e have 

alrel'!dy come across their attack on village' Khajai on 

12 March 1908, and the bnrning oown of Kakinarah b~stee 

to contend with the labour nnrest. False. cases were 

lodged and _Bengal..e..e on 10 Jann;:,ry 1906' wn ile describing 

the strikes in Fort Gloster jute millsjcommented on the 

collaboration of the District Magistrate and the m·ill 

Manager: 
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... ., ~-

•4\fter this there was a prosecntion of two ot the 
.mill hands, in which cnrionsly enough the magistrate 
of 'JlPberi.t:~, who tried the case and also the District 
Superintendent ot police seemed to have taken an 
nnnsnally keen interest, why the magistrate of Howrah 
should have snch Sjilecial interest cannot be explained 
except by the tact that he beP~rs a name which in the 
positive of that of the manager- one being Forest and 
other forester. That the condnct of both wonld have 
been appreciated in a Forest, we have no donbt that is 
neither here nor there. • 

The intensity of Bengalee's anger reflects that 

these two peo~le h~d gone beyond the normal limit of 

arr~sting and harassing the strikers involved in a 

political str"t;!tjle in that mill. 

Bnt, on the other ~~nd, we notice a 'civilized'' · 

j nt e mill oft icer R. Dun can of Bnd ge B~tdge jnte mill who 

on 19 ~~~g,,st 1906 (when Indian Jute mill association was 

established) •bowed, in fact, kept bowing when the noble 

words, ~ Banae .Mataram rent the Welkin." 46 

Bnt the same Mr. Duncan expressed his shock when 

~.G. Bannerjee asked him to close the mill on 16 October 

1907 to commemorate the Bengal parti~ion day. 

46. ~· 27 ti\Pgllst. 

Bndge 811dge 
J nt e M i 11 Co • Ltd 
7 Clive Row, 
Calcntta, 20 :Sept. 1907 



:)ndrew Y11le ~nd Co. 

~gents. 

Dear Mr. Bannerjee, 

') 'J 'I 
~~ ~ t_) 

I have received your letter of the 24 fAngiJst and 
exceeding regret I cannot accede to your reqt•est to sto, 
the mill tor half a day on the 16 October. For me_,timing 

· any stoppage entails serious loss to the company ~ich I 
am not jnstified in incurring, and keeping in mina the 
fact that the mill will be ott time tollowing week for 
probably 4 to 6 d~ys (Poojas). I do. [lot think the work 
people would enjoy loosing another h;!lf day's pay. 
May I ask, cannot yonr demonstration be held d11ring the 
Pooja weeki ·- · ·: · · ~ -~··-··~"- .... :-: J:;c; ~---~~ _, ::..:.!:g 
~' ·~ -.:- · · . Khat is the demon st re.t ion for'l I am at 
all times ready and willing to do all I can tor my work 
people bnt I mnst say that your pro~osal does not strike 
me as reasonable. · 

Yours etc. 

~ctnally the workers were often Sllbjected to harsh 

treatment but while dealing with the labour le?.ders the 

mill managers maintained a formal tone ot 'gentleman to 

gent lemen• disc11ssion. Mr. Forrester the inf;::~mous manager 

of Fort Gloster jute mill wrote to .. ~.c. Bannerjee on 11th 

Jannary, 1906. 

47. NehrP Memorial Library, fA.c. Bannerjee, 
.Private Papers. 



The Englishmanexpressed fear over the political 

implication of a long swadeshi struggle involving the 

lower classes. On 30 September, 1905, it wrote : 

• It the lower classes of Hindns now join the Babus 
ana school. boys in pnrs11ing an active boycott pro~taganda 
there is certain to be serio"s tronble. Therefore, 
we re!l'eatJwhat we saio yesterday, the partition ana " 

. • I 

boycott is no more a matter tor statemm~n and"economl~s. 
It is a matter ot police.• 

When d11ring the agitation in Fort G lester Jute 

mill the m.::~nager kno0ed fdown two workers, the workerw 

went on strike and replied to the police that 'all workers' 

and 'all men', in Bengal, were their brothers.
49 

This was 

precisely what tne British government teared that the 

emergence ot a new sense of class solid~rity and a · 

political solidarity cutting across all forms of socio-

economic"distances would enaanger the existence ot· 

British rnle. fnus an offi.cial survey on the agitation 

entitled f~dministration of Bengal nnder ..anorew Fraser 

cont.:dns a section on 'inaostrlal nnrest•, which is 

stated to have been a •marked featnre or tne qnin-

qnenninm ••• In mC!ny ot the strikes ~rotess~onal 
agitators were prominent, and the power ot 
org?nis;~tion which Wt!ls so apparent in the 
politlcal agitation is eqt,ally noticeable. 
Both were new t .. C!ctors in the indnstrial history ot 
the province. Tne irionstrial agitP-tors were mostly 
br1et!ess bP.rr isters, who m~de it their bnsiness 
to be tonnd ~nd pres1ae over nnions... S11cn nnions 
were torrneo tor Inaian press emp!oyee,s, mill hP.nds 
and r?li I way servants; strikes started or enco11raged, 
and tne str1t<ers were b;:.cked np as long as their 
f"nos l.q'sted.• 50 

49.('i\) Home pnblic progs a, J11ne 1906 w.75, also S1-:it S arkar 
~ 

op.cit., P• 228. -
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It is essential now to st•ody the ideological roots 

c:tna tne poiltlcnl intlnence ot the workers' strngg!e on 

the overall political ldeological formnlations ot the 

bnadralok n~tionalist polit1c1ans. 

(v) The Pollt ical Impact ot th~W ort<ing Class p~rtJ.­

cipation in the !iwaaeshi Movement on the 1'4ationalist 

Leadersnip and the reasons tor the collapse ot the 

politicnl str11ggle. 

It is dirt icul t to pre sent a total p ictnre of the 
~~~~ 

political imJ!>act"'on the swadeshi.JI agitation. It is also 
~ 

Olffic,lt to locate/\ideologic~l roots of labo11r le.::1aers 

like ~.c. B~nnerjee ana Prabhat K11snm Roychowan .. ri who were 

m~inly involved in organizing Jnte mill workers. Two other 

leraaers, Premtosh Bose ana ~th<msi"s ap.,rba Kumar Goosh, were 

more involved in Ra llwaymen' s st r 11< e ana in or g;m izin g 

government press employee s. 

We will tocns mainly on ~.c. Bannerji ana P.K. 

Roycnowdhuri. 4\.C. Bannerjee w~s a stnCient ot law J.n 

Eng.lana .111 the 1880s when England witnesse3d the renewal of 

labour strnggle atter a long 1nterval. 1t was there ~terhaJIS 

·~.c. Bannerjee got his tirst impression of a powert11l J.abour 

movement. Latter, while addressing the workers in 811dge B"dge 

jHte miLL ne reterred to the nnited workers• strnggle 1n 

E'lrope. lt should be noted that dttring !iasipada's visit to· 

----------------------------------------------------------
50. "dministraj;ion of ~_al 11ncier '~ndrew Fr~ster, 

1903-1906, p. 24. Snmit Sarkar, op.cJ.t., !D•l84. 
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England S r~sip.::~da became m"ch more intl11enced by 

social welfare tradition. s~sipada's b.::~ckgronnd wa~ 

reformist. ~erer~s A\swini came trom a new gener~tion 

who were critical ot Congress JDOlit ics and as a resnlt 

Jterhaps nad been more intluenced by e~rly stirrings\"' 

England. 51 

~.c. Bannerjee in his later political litehad 

maintained a centrist fl)Osltion when the moderate­

extremist division cr~me abont. He tlad a better 

relationship with the moderAte p>olit icians • ..ln hl.s 

;:wtobiogr~~th ical note too he SJi)O.ke ot his preach lng 

of socialistic principles r~mong the workers. However, 

it is ditfic111t to imagine what he .meant by socialism 

thongh his ~~>riv;:~te taeipers contained C"ttings from 

5:l JPstice:Y(l) social democrAtic news,aper. 

51. 

52. 

Snmit S<"r,kAip 2£.:..Ci!.:...a. PP• 199 

il. C. Banner j ee was much more in f l11en ced by fhe 
E"rope<'!n nationalist intellect,,.:~ls and heroes of 
the 19th Cent"ry. In his private Iaapers we name 
across a letter ot ~~·robando Ghosh whicn indicates 
thi5 tt"'ct. 

12 wellington Sq•,are 
De~r ~swini Bab"~ Jnne 26, 1907 
I q•·it e forgot abo 1k it, l am afraid l -:::an not just 
think of .:my snch book 2-s yo11 't.'t"'nt, There is Marriot•s 
/\'\akers of Italy bPt that is not a biogr~phy nor 
anything like comprehensive. Bent's ljje of Gari 
balde is crammed fntl of t.=!cts and very tedions rer!ding. 
I don't think there is any good life of Mazzini in 
E:ngllish-only the transl.'~t ion ot nis a1·tobiography. 
However, I will look "P the s11bject and it' I .find 
anything, will 'let yon know. · 

Yonrs sincerely 

l\11ro b indo Ghosh. 



<'A.C. Bannerjee, however, was also a pragm;tt ic 

politician. In 1907., when charged with serio"s 

prop~g?.nd;l, he promptly apoligised. Grad,ally he 

became involved in local mllnicip.=~l politics And after 

1908, we do not notice his activities among tr!e 

5':\ wo rl< e r s. .... 

Prabhat Kns,,rn Roychowdhnri was a moderate. 

He was involved thro .. ghoPt his lite in the workers 

movement. He, in 1915, moved a reso lt•t ion in 24 

~- argana dist'-:ict Congress demanding c:~bolit ion of 

light work. Even before his death he was associated 

. . . .. . 54 Wlth fax i-C;;i... IHl.Lvd • 

-----------------------·----------·---------------------

53. S"mit S;:;rkar, op. c.ib PfJ• 194-99. 

54. Ibid. 
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Bnt the broad trend in the n~tionalist controlled 

medi;) continned. We have noticed in. An earlier chapter 

th.:~t the :Swedeshi movement bro11ght a new trend in the 

media which symp~thesized with the strnggling workers and 

covered news of the strikes. 55 

It also threw light on the workers• plight by 

pnt>l ish ing articles 1 ike 1 Factory Labonr or Slavery' .-56 

Bnt tkle real imp;:~ct of workers strngg le can be noticed.on 

the extremist pol it icL~ns. 

D"ring 1905-1908 the t»Olitical mobilization of 

workers in Calctttta was not as snccessf'll as in Bombay, 

where Tilak coHld mobilize thons;:.nds of workers for a 

n ;:~t ion al ist c ,=~nse. 56{ 8 fh e social di st ;:~n ce between Bengali 

.Qh,::lQ.r .. c.lok ;:~nd mostly non-Beng;\lee Calcutt;:~ ttrolet~riat 

often stood in the way of labonr Fart ic ipat ion in 

n~tionalist ca,1se. The dependence on sardars in mobi-

lizing workers ;:~lso inflnenced the workers attit11de towards 

the nn ion. 

----------~-----------------------------------------------------------

55. Bengalee, 20 Mench, 1907. 

56. In fact there took place massive strike in 
Bombay tor six days when Tilak w;:~s imprisoned 
in Jnly, 1908~ 



The rise of labour party in England and the 

Rns sian Rev o lnt ion 1905 along with the s 11cce s st"ul 

Tntocor in strikes inflnenceo extremist politicians' 

attitnde towards •rt:iliz;:~tion ot L~bonrers as a ~olitic~l 

force. In Pnnjab the workers' strike in the military 

arsenal also drew the attention of swr:!deshi le;:~ders to 

this new movement. 57 The !mrit? Bazar Patrika editor 

asked Gokhale to establish contact with labo,,r Jilarty 

le~ders in England. 58 B.P.N. Sinha, a correspondent of 

~mrita Bazar Patrike, also appe~led to Mr. ~.G. Bannerjee 

to org.=mize a labo11r ~arty in India. 59 

The Daily Hit~vadi also wrote in December 1905 

/that the Rnssi;m Revol11tion had shown efficacy ot strikes a 

60 a ~olit leal weapon. 

57. S11mit Sa,rkar, op. cit. p-298. 

58. S nmit sarkar, op. cit. p-297 

59. ~mrita~azar Patrika, 22 December, 1906. 
~Also Snmit Sarkar, ibid. 

60. Daily Hitabadi, 4 December 1905 (RNP(3) for 
week ending 9 December 1905). 
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B~ndem~tcr~m c~rried ~description of the 

Stngart Congress of socie~lists ?nd rllso of rln expelled 

soci~list member's sf)eeches. It p11blished ~_.4ong of the 

English l.::~bottr strnggle. 61 

-----------------·----------------------------------------
61. The song is given belQw~ 

THERE IS FREEDOM TO ~LL ~0 vf.)tlW TOIL. 

Here is freedom to all who would toil 
To prodnce wh~t can't do without. 
To t ill and make nse of soil 
Which is onrs without sh.:.dow of donbt. 
Bnt to all who this right wonld deny 
And yet bo?st that we Britons ;ue tree 
We "'ight manf11lly ~nswer yeti lie 
A n d no 1 on g e r yon r s 1 av e s we w i 11 be • 

OiORil!) 

Then, 0 tyr~nts and masters beware, 
No rnr~tter what yc_,nr pedigree 
By the Red Flr~g of freedom we swe.:.r 
Neither m2ster nor sl~ve we will be 
The d .:l y s for a 11 -h 11m bn g f) .:. r e gone 

We now 1 ive in .:! different age 
\'''e h?ve evolved trom the~r!ve and stone 

To a thinking ~nd ration<'!list age, 
~nd what they tho,,ght j11st for the slave 
Either fendal, Wage, Chattel or th?ne 
Now inherits oblivion • s gr ;we 
Never to be res11rrected again 
For the c.:-"se of trne 1 iberty spreads, 
t\ n d h e r wo r s h ip per s rev e t=~l in m ir t h 
Wherever hnrnronity 'tfreads. 
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The inability of Swadeshi extremist politici.:ms 

to grMS\D the f re.:~l signific,:~nce of a sec ''lar political 

C''lt11re of the working cl~ss movement led to a different 

concept of soci~lism. 

On September 17, (frl~ 31, 1314) ]~ndem~tAr~m 

wrote 

~strike have now become very· common. It is 

very signitic.:>nt that they synchronized with the birth 

of the sw~deshi spirit in the co,Hltry. Land h;we since 

then come to stay. The people that h?ve ler!rnt to be 

self-respecting ~re bonnd to be someday or other re~lly 

.::!bove to the s11preme necessity nnd freedom of a nat ion. 

"'n d once t hey h av e r e C! 1 is e d t h is n e c e s s it y , t he s t r "g g 1 e 

for freedom will cease to be sectional and isolated ••• 

To help the poor in the assertion of their rights serves 

the canse of freedom and also established the bonafide ot 

our intentions.• Bnt the same ~rticle again pointed out 

t h2t -

nfhe caste roles of India which tPrnish s•1ch a 
h "r d 1 e t o o "r p o lit i c ;:~1 ail pre s so r s were not 
conceived in a mean and selfish spirit. They had on 
the contrary the trne socialistic aim of keeping 
awake 'in every class ot the society a sense of dnty 
to it.irrespective ot any consideration of gain or of 
hcnonr." On September 21, 1907, BandematarAm in 
its editorial on caste and democracy points o11t 
thct "Socialism is not nn E11ropean iden, it is 
essentiAlly Asi~tic, and especially Indi~n. W h.:!t 
is cr:-lled socialism in Enrope, is the old 4\siatic 
.=lt tempt to eft e ct r~ perm ~nent so l11t ion of the 
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economic prcblem of society which will give 
m~n leisnre And peace to develop 11ndist"rbed 
h is h i g her s e l f. . . r he fIll f i lm en t of H in d 'li sm 
is the ft~lfilment of highest tendencies of 
tll•rfl.":!n civiliz~tion ~nd it mnst incl11de democracy, 
And socialism ~lso P''ri.fying them, raising them 
above the excessive stress on the economic 
;:ldj n stment s which are the me an s e-nd t e ~chin g 
them to fix their eyes more constantly on 
the moral, intellect•·al spiritnal perfection 
of m ?.n I< ind which is the end. 1t 

Thns "'sttess on Hindn identity as Indian 

identity, nncritical acceptance of Hind,, social instit"-

tions, witho••t mnch stfess on real day-to-day economic 

issnes, the n?.tionalists failed to attr?.ct a large 

section of prolet~ri.":~n m~sses. A sectidn of workers 

were indeed organized on a political basis bnt a proper 

ideologic~! frr1mework, snited to the times, conld not be 

presented before them. fhe SwAdeshi leaders cr=~me near 

the working cl.~ss ideology of soci.:~lism bnt agAin went 

b t=l c k t o t he s p ir it "a l m e s s age o f In d i r:~ • 

to stir the agrarian masses stressed more and more on 

the need for dedicated. revol••t ion aries who wonld cond11ct 

a heroic att?ck on p.:=!rtic!•l::>r points of British colonial 

h - 62 
m?c 1nery. fhjs tilt becAme obvlO"S from the f.:!il11re 

--------~------------------------------------

62. See, for detail Analysis of this shift, Snmit 
S_:lrki=17, op.c it., pp.2l-91 ;md L16S-.:;92. 



in pr act ~.ce to im;;lement the· programme ot p?ss ive 

resi.st~nce. The l?bo,,r le~ders of moderatf~ v,::~riety 

who mobilized the workers in? tr;:~de "nion orgnniz?tion 

co•,1d not sevelop a politicAl pn1lgr2!mme of ~gitation. 

nnion movement collapsed in Bengal. 
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CONCLUSION 

While tracing the labour capital relationship in 

the jute industry, in a factory, at the point of production, 

we have defined class consciousness as "the way in which 

experiences are handed ir. cultural terms embodied in 

traditions, value. systems, ideas and institutional terms • .,l 

Thus we have tried to portray the process of transformation 

of a sect ion of the Indian society, mostly peasants and 

artisans, into an industrial working class and have made 

an attempt to study the refashioning of their cultural 

experiences, and social existence in a new pattern. This 

process of transformation in terms of experience, value 

systems, tradition and the economic am political agitations 

of the workers led them to realize their new existence-as 

members of a corr.mon social stratum broadly defined as 

class. Thus class consciousness emerges from a complicated 

process of social transformation which in the case of the 

jute workers in Bengal came into being through the sharing 

of a common experience and common politico-economic 

struggle. 

we have tried to explain how in India, due to a 

lack of integr:1ted industrial development, pre-capitalist 

1. E.P. Thompson, .2E· cit., p.9. 
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production relations in agrarian sector survh;ed and led 

to an enclaved industrialization. Thus the workers vJho 

came from this prf'!-capitalist social formation tried to 

stick to their older social customs. The dominance of 

migr~nt labours and thf' erosion in their traditional 

social mechanism in mill baste~§ led to an identity 

crisis. They came to a new work place where not only 

was the work pattern different but social customs, language 

and culture too were different from their native region. 

In jute industry the ..§.§rdar.§ gradually became the 

kingpins of the recruitment oppration. The relqtionship 

between the li9E~..SE.2 and the workers v.;ere mar ked by several 

types of: social ties and economic bandages. The 22£~£[ 

often recruited on the basis of caste and kinship ties. 

He paid their travelling expenses and when they came from 

the villages h€7 arranged for their dwelling places. He 

gave them money when needed. Thus the ~_9:ar became the 

community leader. He psrformed two duties in the industry. 

On the one hand he was the most important man of the 

management in the lowest rung who recruited the work 

force and disciplined them. On the other hand he became 

the natural leader of the ~Drkers. 

The workE:rs decided to assert their tradit.ional 
and 

v alues_:recreate their social mechanism of caste panch ayat 
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in the new social circumstances. They demanded holidays 

on wag<:>s, they turned strongly tovvards community life. 

They demanded holidays on religious occasions. In the 

capitalist industrial set ... up_ labour-capital conflict is 

inevitable. In the case of jute industry community 

consciousness accelerated the workers• struggle. Thus 

the community consciousness led to the formation of a 

rudimentary form of trade union organization though in 

the form of a community organization. 

Outside the factory, on the stP?ets of the city, 

we notice the outbreak of crowd violence and riots. 

This cro'rJd violence also reflects the process of transi-

t ion of a pre-capitalist mob towards an ,industrial class 

tho uqh such a tr ansi t ion need not in and of it. self 

necessarily be • completed •. 

The wodcr-:rs politics and their transformation 

into a class in the political sense of the term was 

related to the development of nationalist consciousness 

among the most influential social sect ion known as the 

.f?ha§.E.?.l-ok. The role of the bha§f2}:ok cannot be defined 

in terms of class relationship but they constituted a 

social group with mainly intermediary tenure holders, 

lawyers, doctors,. teachers, journalists and other educated 

men who were the intellectual representatives of Indian 

society in the colonial period. 



In the beginning they remained unconcerned about 

the vJorker s • condition though radical social reformers 

took interest in working class affairs and Sasipada 

Banerjee a social reformer initiated reform programme 

among the workers. With the increasing disillusionment 

of the nationalist intelligentsia with the advent of 

industrial capitalism in India, they also tried to search 

for an alternative for the industrial economy which they· 

visualised as a western phenomenon. Rabirrlranath Tagore 

prescribE·d the p<3th of rural regeneration, whereas satish 

. ,Chandra Mukherjee envisaged the development of smali scale 

industries. ~'lith the turn of the century and the parti-

tion of Bengal, the Bengalee nationalists turned towards 

workers as their natural allies. This led to a tremendous 

transformation in the working class consciotJ.sness. The 

nationalist consciousness gave birth to class conscious-

ness. Trade union organizations came up. Political 

and economic demands of the workers were put forward. 

But finally due to the hegemony of the bhadr~lo~ leader­

ship over the 1,,;orkers and the lack of a firm ideological 

outlook the organized polit-ical and trade union movement 

co 11 apsed. Here too we have come across the problem of 

the bha3E2..!ok leadership in organizing the trade union 

movement. They could not reach the workers belonging to 

proletarian st.ock. They depended on intermediaries like 
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~E92E~ and clerks who were themselves exploiters. As 

a result the workers were often not much inspired to join 

the trade union movement. 

In spite of the shortcomings of the movement this 

phase of the workers struggle was marked by communal 

harmony and a nebulous class unity. The workers became 

conscious of their role as a dynamic social force in this 

phase of the struggle. 

Two noted historians who contributed on this subject, 

Dipesh Chakraborty and Ranaj it Dasgupta have not discussed 

hotrJ the ~dralok influence to a great extent shaped the 

workers movement in a different way and infused it with 

nationalistic consciousness. Ranajit Dasgupta has analysed 

the gro\..;th of consciousness of the workers in terms of 

the transition in the forms of the struggle and has also 

focussed on the vJork situation, wages and the structure 

of the labour market along with social composition and 

migration pattern. Dipesh Chakraborty on the other hand 

has tried to penetrate the workers• mind while explaining 

~ . 
the social a-ertorTOffiy of the communal r1ots in the late 

19th century. He has also pointed out the role of 

technology in shaping the attittrle of the jute workers 

to1vards industrial life. He has also explained the role 

of Sasipada Banerjee as a social reformer in shaping the 
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workers• consciousness but has stressed Sasipada's ideas 

more than workers• reaction. But Dipesh Chakraborty 

viewed the "'urker s • consciousness as an independent 

domain and virtually neglected the role of bh23ralo~ 

agitators in shaping that consciousness in the ~~deshi 

period (1903-1909) though he has analysed £ha_3E~lok 

participation in working class movement in 1910s. 

In fact, in the Indian situation, workers were 

more or less illiterate. In Britain in the second half 

of the 18th century tVJo-thirds of the workers could read 

and more than half could write. In India, where the 

workers were mostly from peasant society, they gradually 

formed a rudimentary trade union organization through 

struggle. However, a broad mov~ment involving the socially 

dominant class was neces~>ary to make an impact upon their 

mind. 

In the colonial situation the main contradiction in 

society was that bebveen the ruling classes of Britain 

and the Indian masses comprising all sections of Indian 

society. In Calcutta the contradiction between British 

controlled capital and the Indian labour was integrated 

with this main social contradict ion. This integration 

led to a qualitative jump in the \vorking class movement 

from community consciousness to clas~> consciousness. 



BIO<:R APHICAL NOTES 

These bio']ra'phical notes are not alphabetically 

organized. we have tried to maintain a thematic unity 

in the or::ler of the biographical notes. These notes are 

brief life accounts of several personalities who shaped 

the- intell·~ctual developmr..:nt and influenced the course 

of events in the 19th and early 20th century Bengal. 

But unfortunately there is very little evidence available 

on the active vvor king class p-:~rti ci pants in the _§!!.§g~_§hi 

agitation. It is also difficult to present biographical 

life of the jute mill managers who also pl aye::l 

role in structuring thl?. working class consciousness. 

ost of the notes given below are based on the accounts 

of ..§.§1]).§§3 Bangali f_Qar~tabidha_!;! (Sa~ad Biographical· 

-::'lictionary of the noted Bengalees) published by .§.!..§.bE 

.§~hi_!y_§_~~.§3d Pvt. Ltd. 32A, Prafulla Chandra Road, 

Calcutta-700 009) on 22 May, 1382 (Bengali era). 

from a traditional Ben;:ralee Brah.rnin family. Rammohan 

was the ficst intellectual \-vho challenged the basis of 

Hindu orthodoxy. To give a concrete structure to his 

religious belief he establishe-:1 the Atmiya Sabha in 1815 

f i Q • h (1.._ • which he trans-orrned n H32, lnto the Srar.n a SmaJ~. The 

Bramha Samajists for the next 50 years dO!ninate-i the social 

reform movement in Bengal. 



In the 1820s Rammohan organized a movement against 

the cust'om of .§_g_!:J which Bentinck banned by enacting an 

act in 1829. Rammohan publish~d three magazines between 
Q_ 

1821-23, Brahmanical magazine, Brahman Sbad '1i and Sa~ai 
A 

.!S.QE.!ll_~j., and J::IJ:xutuJ Akbar to propaqate his ideals of 

women liberation, reli;Jious reforms and for civil liberty. 

He was the first person to organize the movements against 

press censorship law of 1823 and for the introduction of 

juries in the judicial system. He also spoke for the 

introduction of western education ·with an emphasis on 

natural science. 

He was an internationalist. He supported the UP-

' rising in Naples by the Carbonar/esin 1825. In September 

1823 he hosted a dinner party to celebrate the indepen-

dence of the Latin knerican colonies from the rule of 

Spain. In 1830 he also welcomed the French Revolution. 

But Rammohan • s nationalism was e.:-<:tremely abstract in 

nature. In India he not only supportP.d the Br iti. sh 

government but also spoke for the establishment of 

European colonies in India to develo~ the moral cons-

ciousness of the Indian people. In fact, his economic 

inte.rest was deeply tie:J. with the British free traders 

and East In:iia Company. He also purchased Zamindaris. 

Thus he was the first intellectual to challenqe the 
I 

orthodoxy of the .Hindu society and a nationalist who 



was happy to celebrate the independence of colonies/ 

but a finn believer in the progressive nature of the 

British rule in India. This set the path of the later 

social reformers who also had a basic faith in the 

British rule but argued for social reforms. 

t_1ar~El?~nt_s;: (1807-1877): Mary Carpentar was 

born at Exeter, the eldest child of Lant Carpentar, the 

un~itarian minister at Exeter. Trained as a teacher she 

took an active part in the movement for the reformation 

of neglected children, arrl founde:i a ragged school and 

several reformatories fcir girls. She was an active labour 

reformer and helped in organizing a night schools for 

workers. She '#as close to Rammohan. She helped in 

moulding the ideological perspectives of Keshab Chandra 

Sen and Sasipada .9aner jee and inspired them to t.ake up 

the cause of labour reform. With philanthropic aims, 

she visi·ted India four times, and .Am8rica once ~187 3). 

Besides he.c refonnatory writings she published Q.yE 

_fon~ ic~_§ (1864). _!he_]:.§.§!_d ay.§_2.L~~~ha_!}_~£Y ( 1866), 

and ..§J~_!Il.9E!.b~--~E _ _!~Q~~ (1868). (The details are from 

the Chambers Biographical Dictionary, Nev• edition, 1961, 

puhlished by Wande'l"Chambers Limited, 11 Thistle Street, 

Edinbourgh, 6 Dean Street, London, :,v-1). 

from an aristoccatic Hindu family of Calcutta. He 



studied in Hindu college (1848-58). After his marriage 

in 1857, he joined the Br.§.~ha __ ,§..§Il'~ an:'J soon became its 

leader. 

Keshab Sen took interest in '"'orking class affairs 

after his return from Britain in 1:371. He started the 

Indian Reforms Association in 1871. In the S&'1le year 

he started ..§_9la}?,b_.§_§~~ch_§E an one pice daily to propagate 

his refonn i.:ieals among the poor. In 1872, the Civil 

Marriage Act was passed due to his initiative. But he 

allowed his minor daughter to be married to the ruler 

of Koch Bihar. 

To protest against his act ion radical Br amhos 

came out of his Br.§!IIh0_2~.§i and organized the §.§~_!}ar~ 

.§.ibn at h-~-~_§!__E_! ( 18 97-1919) : Si bn ath Sastr i was 

one of the most noted radical intellectuals of the period. 

He studied in the Sanskrit College and passed M.A. in 

1872 in Sanskrit. He became associated ·1111ith the Bramho 

reform movement in 186 5 and helped Vidyasagar in orga-

nizing widow remarriage~. In 1869 he officialljjoined 

~mh2_~2:!'2J and abandoned his sacred thread. He was 

associated '..Vi th several types of reform movements, 

particularly he was active in spreading education 

among women. In 1878 he came out of the Keshab sen 

controlled ~ra~2_§~~ to protest against his violation 



of the Civil Marriage Act. In 1878 he established his 

famous Sa!ll~.§E.§.b..! Secret Society. He also made propaganda 

for the political unity of India and an egalitarian 

society. He spoke against Hindu revivalism during the 

.§J!.9.9~~.bl movement. His novel '1'~2D!2.E' inspired future 

revolutionaries and they named their publication and 

secret society as .Ygg§nta£ in 1907. 

a memb~r of the Br amha Samaj who was the first 1 abour 
.11'\ (?.Z\~cy~\.. 

reformer. In this diss-::>rtation we have already given 
.\ 

an account of his activities. His ideological inspir a-. 

t'ion came from Keshab Sen anj Si'onath Sasri. (see 

chapter V for details) 

from the Dacca district of mo"lern Bangladesh. He \'>~as 

a school teacher in Far idpur in Eastern Bengal. He 

joined the social reform movements of the time. In 

186 9 he published a book titled ~aJ...§!pan_9hab to protest 

against the social oppression of women. In 1870 he was 

invited to come to Calcutta by the §E..§ffihO social 

reformers. In 1873 he es~ablished the Hindu Mahila 

.YJ.9.Y§l~· 1\ girls 1 hostel attached to the school 

was also set up by him. In 1876 he established ]2D9§ 

r-1a_!:!il2_ Vi§._y_9}_2Y.§· "Ye left Keshab Sen Is Br'...§lir._bO S~_9j 

in 1878 to join the ]r~r..o society known as the 



') I ' 
r~.:. u 

Sadharan Bramha Sama_l. He vJent to Assam in 1886 to 

organize a movement among the coolies of the tea garden 

and published a series of articles in Sa£ill?an_! on the 

condition of the coo lies. 

~isEna ~E~E_Hit~ (1852-1936): He was a political 

activist and a journalist. His father organized peasant 

resistance movement against the Indigo planters. He 

was a ~£amho §.?.ID.£1H~! and founded the _§_§dh_§ra.!L~E~ho 

Samaj in 1878 to protest against Keshab sen's daughter's 

marriage. In 1883 he started ..§.§.!2j~baf1];, a weekly maga-

zine. He organised movements against the lowering of 

the eligibility age for Civil Service Examinations. In 

1886 he ,,.;rent to Assam to observe the situation as a 

journalist and wrote his famous book co~~2hini. He 

also participated in the rent movement at Pabna in 1876 

and in 1fl90 he joined the last phase of the peasant 

struggle against the indigo planters in Bengal. He 

joined the Swadeshi agitation in 1905 and was imprisoned 

at the Agra Fort. He opposed Mahatma Gandhi's politics 

in the Congress. He vJrote an authentic biography of 

Prophet l:J_8harr~_9 in the Bengalee language. 

was from Calcutta. He studied in the Hindoo College 

and then joined Hmvman an:i Company as an agent in a 

sugar factory. He worked th<::·re for 30 years. He vJ as 



a noted essayist and wrote only in English. He first 

published a tra~elouge in the Saturday journal in 1866. 

Later on it was published in 1869 in English with a 

title 'Travels of a Hindoo'. He also wrote on the 

Black Hole ti;"agedy which was alleged to have occurred 

at Calcutta in 1756 and showed that it was nothing but 

the imagination of Holwel. He was the first person to 

give the sloqan of boycott of British industrial goods 

in 1874. His book ..;;.1\__,Yoi~_!_or_the_E.2!!!~ce_2!:!_£_~an~.f_ac­

!gE£§_2!._fD~i§ had laid the economic basis for the slogan 

of boycott later adopted during the _EWades_tJ period. He 

~as one of the most ardent propagandists of economic 

nationalism. 

SLJ.E.~dr§.:_;,!:!ath....§§.!!~E.J~~ (1848-1925): Surendra Nath 

Banerjee came from a Brahmin f anlil y and his ideological 

moor i'ng~ were strongly anchored in Victorian 1 iber al ism. 

He never lost faith in the British rule and spoke for 

agitation through petition. He started his career as 

an I.C.S. officer but was thrown out of the job in 1873. 

Aft-er that he joined the City College as a teacher and 

earned fame as an orator. In 1f.76 he established along 

with Ananda Moh2n Basu, the 1ndian Association. In 

1879, he started _senaalee, a d,ily paper. In 1895. 

and in 1 c,o 2 he presided OVF"T the all I ndi i'l sessions 

of the Congress. 
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He org"'"ni zed movements. against the lowPr ing of age 

in the Civil service Examination. He also protested against 

Lord Lytton's Vernacular Press Act. In 1B90 he went to 

England to appeal for creating a representative government 

in India. In 1897 he went to England to appear before 

the ~verribelly Commission as a witness. From 1905 to 1912 

he was the most prominent lecder in the Swadeshi movement. 

He declared that he would unsettle the settled fact. (Lord 

Curzon oroclaimed the p:-'3rtition of Benqal as a settled fact.) 

Surendra Nath, throughout his life remained a 'moderate• 

in politics. He accepted the 'Montegu-Chemsford • reform 

and joined the Bengal ministry in 1921 during the ~hilafat 

agitation. He vJas awarded knighthood during this period. 

But later on at the fa<J end of his life, he was defeated 

by the young Swaraj party candidate in t.he provincial 

assembly election. Despite his latPr isolation from 

the nationalist movement, Surendra Nath was a pioneer 

nat ion al ist po li tic ian 1r1ho tr iod t.o ere ate political 

consciousness in a secular manner. His book Na_!,!..Q,D-_in 

.l.b~_l!laki-D.9 is an important source for understanding the 

ideology of the early nationalists. 

Chandra was a noted intellectual of the time. He passed 

the entrance exam. in 1B7 9 and in 1886 he completed his 

B.A. in English from the Calcutta University. From the 
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beginning he tried to search for an alternative to the 

colonial education system. In 1295, he established the 

~h.§.9..§E..§.!_fhatus£§ti vJith this object. But he could not 

continue it. In 18 97 he became the editor of · Davm and 

till 1913 he was in that post. He continuously propagated 

nationalist ideals in his magazine. He f orrned Dawn 

society against the Calcutta University circular in 1902. 

He was also related with the Bandemataram newspaper of 

the extremists. In 1906 he became the director of Natio-

nal Educational Council formed to run the national schools 

to coopt the students who boycotted the British schools. 

-
These schools with their emphasis on education in the 

mot her tongue, tried to i nt rod uce an alternative ed u-

cational ci.lr-r,iculum. He coordinated the activities of 

several nationalist schools in Bengal. He helped in 

organizing the National College in Calcutta and he 

became its Principal after Aurobindo Ghosh 1 s arrest. 

In 1922 he '.rJent to Sabarmati to help in publishing Young 

India when Gandhi was arrested. 

Aswini Kumar Dutta (1256-1923): He was again a 

teacher- po 1 it ic ian from the gr .§!9l'£...E..§!:!!.9i. In 187 9 

he passed the M. "· 2nd the S.L. examin.:=Jtions but became 

a teacher in a school at Sreerampore. Later he came 

to Barishal to practice law and in 1E;82 he joined the 

2E..§mhQ_~am3J• In 1285 he became the Municipal Commissioner 



and established the Poples• Association to fight against 

corrupt ion. In 1BP7 he established schools for girls. 

In 1888 he becamr:> the Vice-Ch.:::1irman of the Barishal 

Municipality. In 1889 he established the Braja Mohan 

College and worked there for 25 years. In 1897 he became 

the Chairman of the sari shal Municipality. 

Politically, Aswini Kurrlar Dutta was critic of 

the Congress Moderate politics. He \-1 as a be 1 iever in 

self help ani at the Amarabat i Congress he appealed to 

the Congress to become a mass organization by organizing 

self help programmes in the rural areas. He criticised 

the congress as a mendicant organization, limited to 

the English speaking elites. 

During the anti-partition agitation in 1905 he 

ful organization in the BarisAl. district. l-Jhen Eastern 

' Bengal witnessed 1 ..., . 
communa~ Lenslons, Sarisal remained 

calm. The Nationalist movem~nt was strong in the district 

due to his efforts. In 1909 he tried to unite the Congress 

but after his failure he left it. He was imprisoned in 

1908 at LucknovJ. He supported the Non-Cooperation 

cagi tation proposal in the Calcutta Congress of 1920 

and transfocme.:J. =Jrajamohan School into a nationalist 

school. 
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other organizations 1 ike the Little Brothers of Poor, 

the Banj of Hope, and the Band of ~1ercy. 

a famous political figure and a noted philosopher. ~-'le 

will try to give an account of his early political life 

here. Aurobindo graduate:l from Cambridge in 1892. In 

1893 he joined the Barcx.ia College as a teacher. In 

Baro:=la he came into contact '"'ith Thakur Saheb a revolu-

tionacy leader of Maharashtra. In 1902 he sent his 

brother Barindra Kumar Ghosh to Bengal to organize a 

revolutionary secret society. In 1905 he joine:i the 

S1-v ades hi movement. In 1906 he left Baroda and became 

the Principal of the National college in Calcutta which 

was then established to develop an Indian education 

system. Latec on he became the e::litor of the daily 

English ne;,vspa per, 1 3a_Q~~!:!}.§i_:._§.L a~ 1 
• In 1908 he was 

accused of: sedition and was imprisoned in connect ion 

with the Alipor-e Conspiracy Case. But Chittaranj an 

Das the famous Sengalee barrister defended him and 

obtained his release. After his release Aurobin::lo 

became attracted to Yinduis:-r1 :=Jnd propagated Hindu 

theistic philosophv. He started an English weekly 

a religious magazine. He then left Calcutta and went 

to Pond icherry where with a French 1 ad y Paul Ri scher 



he set up an Ashram in search of divine truth and spent 

the life of a religious saint • 

.... 
During the .§.!!§~g~hi days Aurobindo formulated his 

famous passive resist&'.nce theory, and propagated total 

boycott of British administration, British goods and 

educational institutions. He was a militant Hindu natio-

nalist. Like Bankim and Vivekananda, he stressed upon 

the Hindu identity of the Indian people. He took Hinduism 

as the basis of the new nationalist philosophy ignoring 

the fact that more than half of the Bengalees were Muslims. 

He avoided the agrarian no-ta.x campaign on the Irish 

lines because it would antagonize the patriotic 3_2!!l_inda_£..§· 

As a result the r-1uslims an:l lov1er caste Hindu peasants 

remained aloof from the nationalist movement. 

Auro';-Jindo Ghosh wrote more than 38 books. He wrote 

32 books in English and six in Bengalee. The most famous 

.§.2-..P.in_Ch.QI]~Ea P_g.l (1858-1932): Bipin Chandra Pal in 

his early life was influenced by Sibnath Sastri and joined 

the .§£~_!]g __ S a~_§j in 1877. He mar rit?.d a widow in 1888 as 

a step to·wards ;tJomen liberation in India. In 1901 he became 

actively involved in agitational politics. He edited the 

New India magazine and later he edited Bande~_!_§r &J:l in 

1906 before Aurobindo Ghosh. In 1 90 2 he went to 1\ss arn 
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and launched a movement against the tea planters. He 

went to the court against them. In 1902 he was expelled 

from Ass am and he joined the swad~..§.b.! movement of Bengal 

in 1905. Bipin Chandra left ]2~~~~at~~ because of 

his differences with Aurobindo Ghosh. In 1908 he was 

imprisoned because of his refusal to give evidence against 

Aurobindo Ghosh. 

Politically during the ~.'::! ad.§:..§.bl: .agitation he was 

an extremist who also called for total boycott and was 

in the Lala LajpCJt Roy aalgangadhar Tilak group. But 

during the First World War he joined the Home Rule 

League Movement and in 1921 he opposed Gandhi•s political 

f(1ovement and adopted pro..gove.cnmental stand. 

the full biogr~phical details of Kazi Zahiruddin who 

.Has a labour activist. Kazi Zahiruddin was a clerk at 

the Kakinarah Jute Mill. He witnessed the process of 

exploj_tation of the mill workers. In 1890 he established 

the !'-1ohame:1dan Mill Association to recruit more Muslim 

workers in the jute mills and also to help them at the 

hour of distress. '3ut h-is organiz3tion was not a 

philanthrophic organization like Sasipada Banerjee•s 

night schools. In 1908 he was the first labour leader 

to raise thl? sloqan of the 12 hours '"'orking day before 
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the In:::1ian Factory Labour Comrni ~sian. Thus he was the 

first labour lea:ier who tried to organise jute working 

class though on community basis arri came from the white 

collar workers themselves. 

discussed A.C. Banerjee's life in detail. A.C. Banerjee 

studied at St. Xavier s and Free Church College. He went 

to England in 1866 and came close to Lord Northbrook 

there. But he was more inf luence:::1 by the rise of English 

labour movement at the time. In England he came to close 

to Surendra Nath Banerjee. After coming to India he 

became a cciti.c of Congress politics. But i.11 1905 he 

actively participated in the jute mill workers movement. 

He claimed himself to be a socialist and his v..orkers 

union Indian Mill Hands Associ at ion consisted of 50, o·oo 

members. He also participated in organizing railway 

men • s strike at Asansol and Printers strike at Calcutta. 

The establishment of Indian seamen's union was another .. 
contribution. · 

-1921): His father 

Deviprassana Roychow:ihury was a noted nationalist instel-

lectual. P. K. Roychowdhury. was a barrister and also 

e:::1 ited N abya~b~E~_!:, a monthly magazine. (see for details 

sixth chapter). 



.lq?~rp§_!>~_a_£_G~.2.§.b: He was the most noted Christian 
p ~"'NlA. {+~ \.t).M. 

Swadeshi leader and closely related to PFAiu;e of the Htisl4m 

group. A. c. Banerjee said that A. K. Ghosh used to give 

lectures on socialise in London. In 1904 he led the Printers 

strike and was given the title 'Raja of Printers Union•. 

He also •.vas the President of the Eastern Indian Railv.Jay-

men strikers Union. The fir::t mePting of the Union took 

place in t hp Sandhya off ice. Later on he was rerroved from 

the post by th~ moderate Congressmen because of his radical 

and uncompromi~,inq posture. 

Premtosh 8asu ( -1912): He was another noted --.. ------~-
1 abour leaJer of the Swadeshi per io;:L He 2lso was the 

owner of the S;::Jndhya magazine. He sold most of his family 

property to purchase .::.rms and amunition for the revolutionary 

terrorists. In 1908 when the Alipore Bomb Conspiracy 

Case started he left for England to avoid arrests. There 

he could not get money and died of pneumonia because of 

the 1 ack of winter c J othe s. He also helped in or gani zing 

Printers strike, (Eastern Indian Railway) Strike and gurn 

Clerks' strike. He w2s a close friend of Rabindranath 

Tagore who heJ.pc--'i him in various ways till his last days. 

19th century thPre came up a group of momen traders. They 

formed a very po• . .verf ul Muslim l)usiness group v.1ho emerged 

as the lea:5er-s of the non-BengaleP Muslim community ·in 



Calcutta. This group was basically anti-Bri1·ish and 

supporters of pan-Islamic movf?ment Hazi Nur Muhammad 

Zakari ah, a merchah t, was one of them though he always 

maintained a good relationship with the British officials 

and the Bengalee Hindu gentry. It vvas due to his in-

direct patronage the 1896 Tall ah riots occurred. He 

had 1 inks with the workers in the jute mill· areas arourrl 

Calcutta. {see for details chapters IV and V) • 
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