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Abstract

The article deals with one of the under-researched themes of Indian history, which is
the history of domestic servants. Thinking about servants raises two fundamental
questions: who were they and what did domestic service mean? The identities of a
servant as a contract wage earner or a person either belonging as a member or
tied to the family through fictive/constructed claims of kinship were not mutually
exclusive. Servants’ identity existed in a continuum running from ‘free’ waged
coolie on the one hand to ‘unfree’ slave on the other. The article traces the history
of domestic servants along two axes: the slave–servant continuum, but, more
importantly, the coolie–servant conundrum, which is a lesser-explored field in
South Asian labour history or burgeoning scholarship on domesticity and
household. Charting through the dense history of terminologies, the space of the
city, and legal frameworks adopted by the Company state to regulate servants, it
also underscores the difficulties of researching on a subaltern group that is so
ubiquitous yet so fragmented in the archives. In order to reconstruct servants’
pasts, we need to shake up our own fields of history writing—urban, labour,
gender, and social—to discover servants’ traces wherever they are found. From
serving as witnesses in courtrooms to becoming the subject of a city’s foundational
anecdote, their presence was spread across straw huts, streets, and maidans. Their
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work, defined through ‘private hire’, was the product of a historical process in which a
series of regulations helped to intimatize the master–servant relationship.

Introduction

During the siege of the Calcutta fort in , a complaint was made that
Indian cooks were deserting their European masters—a complaint that
might appear trivial in the context of a dire life-and-death situation.
The flight of the cooks, one contemporary observer remarked, ‘left us to
starve in the midst of plenty’.1 Gripped by either fear or revenge, the
‘black militia’ consisting of servants, peons, and gun lascars recruited to
perform quasi-military services allegedly deserted at the earliest
opportunity. The labourers entrusted with the work of saving cotton
bales and filling sandbags had also disappeared.
A year later, the victory at Plassey must have eased the pain and trauma

of what had happened during the siege—the British empire’s biggest
scandal of the Black Hole tragedy—but the everyday inconveniences
experienced by European masters vis-à-vis their domestic servants were
far from over. In the next few decades, the English East India
Company (EIC) remained occupied in stringing together ways of
profitably managing trade and revenue, but domestic servants
continued to pose a ‘problem’ both administratively and domestically.
Unfortunately, we know very little about the ‘servant problem’ in early
colonial India.
Thinking about servants requires us to ask two fundamental questions:

who were they and what did domestic service mean? The identities of a
servant as a contract wage earner or a person either belonging to a
family as a member or tied to the family through fictive/constructed
claims of kinship were not mutually exclusive. In other words, their
identity existed in a continuum running from ‘free’ waged coolie on the
one hand to ‘unfree’ slave on the other. The legal practices, of course,
maintained boundaries of distinction, say between slaves and servants,
but social conditions permitted permeability.2 Not only natives, but also

1 Henry E. Busteed, Echoes from Old Calcutta: Being Chiefly Reminiscences of the Days of Warren

Hastings, Francis, and Impey, first published , fourth enlarged edition (W. Thacker & Co.:
London, ), p. . Also see pp. – for the general treatment of desertion and panic.

2 Raffaella Sarti, ‘Freedom and Citizenship? The Legal Status of Servants and
Domestic Workers in a Comparative Perspective (th–st Centuries)’, in Proceedings of

the ‘Servant Project’,  vols., vol. , (eds) S. Pasleau and I. Schopp, with R. Sarti (Liege:
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Europeans, kept slaves, as evidenced by their wills and public
advertisements about their runaway slave-boys. The masters often
suspected these boys of finding new jobs as servants.3 Domestic service
performed by both slaves and servants was therefore a form of
employment as well as a type of relationship.4 The label ‘servant’
concealed many other types of relationships within it, some overlapping
and some seemingly contradictory.
Based upon a range of sources—judicial, visual, administrative, and, not

least, personal—this article deals with the core issues outlined above in
four different sections. The following section takes up examples from
different types of sources to underscore the complexity of ascribing any
‘absolute’ meaning to the term ‘servant’. It argues that the terms were
slippery even if the relationships embedded in them were obvious to the
stakeholders (that is, the masters and servants). The second section
charts a brief history of some of the terms related to domestic/menial
service—primarily through naukars and chakars—and looks at the inner
divisions along the axes of occupation, rank, work, gender, and caste.

Éditions de l’Univérsité de Liège,  (but )), pp. –. An example of legal
distinction was observed during the judicial tour of the eastern districts of Bengal
presidency by a British judge. Muslim law, used for deciding criminal cases, disallowed
everyone denominated as slaves to appear as witnesses in the court. According to this
judge, as ‘hereditary slaves of opulent families form a considerable proportion of the
population in these eastern provinces’, a legal position denying slaves as witnesses meant
the ‘denial of justice’ itself. Servants, on the other hand, constantly appeared as
witnesses. Bengal Judicial Proceedings (henceforth BJP), P//, no. ,  September
, British Library (henceforth BL). The widespread custom of ‘respectable families’
keeping slaves and indulging in their sale and purchase was also reported from other
districts of Bengal and Bihar. BJP, P//, no. ,  April . All judicial
proceedings and public consultation references are from the British Library unless
otherwise stated.

3 W. S. Seton-Karr, Selections from Calcutta Gazettes, vol.  (Calcutta: Military Orphan
Press, ), pp. , , ,  (all references are to vol.  unless otherwise stated).

4 Raffaella Sarti, ‘Who are Servants? Defining Domestic Service in Western Europe
(th–st Centuries)’, in Proceedings of the ‘Servant Project’,  vols., vol. , (eds) S. Pasleau
and I. Schopp, with R. Sarti (Liege: Éditions de l’Univérsité de Liège,  (but )),
pp. –, esp. –. This feature arguably also existed in medieval and early modern
periods. Medieval and Tudor law distinguished between different types of adult worker
but they were all generically called servants. Douglas Hay and Paul Craven,
‘Introduction’, in Masters, Servants and Magistrates in Britain and the Empire, –, (eds)
Douglas Hay and Paul Craven (Chapel Hill and London: University of North Carolina
Press, ), p. . For fluidity in kinship-based relationships in early modern Japan, see
Mary Louise Nagata, ‘One of the Family: Domestic Service in Early Modern Japan’,
History of the Family, vol. , no. , , pp. –.
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‘Servant hierarchies’ drew from Mughal practices that were slowly recast
under the regime of ‘new’ colonial masters and mistresses. This
recasting has been traced in the third section of the article. While these
three sections deal with the social relational identity of the servants, their
chances and conditions of occupational mobility, and the reasons for
their invisibilization, particularly of women servants, the last two
sections of the article argue to treat them in their labouring capacity. By
taking Calcutta as the case study, the article argues for the overlapping
histories of coolies and servants, and thus questions the easy binary
sketched between the public form of labour and the domestic nature of
servitude. Through a close reading of regulations that the colonial state
proposed for coolies and servants, the article argues that establishing a
division between coolie and servants as labouring forms was an intrinsic
part of colonial regulatory attempts.
The terms denoting either personhood or subjectivity such as ‘boys’,

‘girls’, ‘attendants’, ‘retinue’, ‘dependents’, and so on refer to the
relationships of dependency and protection that existed in a variety of
households. It can be argued that the individuals discussed below in the
following section—Raddie and Ramdulal—were not distinctly servants.
And this is precisely the crucial part of writing a history of servants:
servant is a relational social identity structured through the relationships
of domination and hierarchy. Munshis, banians, and clerks were ‘servants’
in the relational sense of the word. Their households had their own sets
of domestic servants. The distinct system of classifying domestic servants
on the basis of either free will or wage is difficult to identify. In the
cases described below and many others, particularly those related to the
slave–servant continuum, the lived reality was messier than normative
distinctions would allow.5 The nature of bondage, work, and caste was
crucial in defining the menial identity, but the social identity of the

5 Various essays in Indrani Chatterjee and Richard M. Eaton (eds), Slavery and South Asian
History (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, ) bring out this feature. This was
indeed also a significant feature of the early colonial British households where the
interchangeable use of ‘slave’ and ‘servant’ betrayed an uneasy middle ground and the
inability of the Anglo world to separate these identities. Margot Finn, ‘Slaves out of
Context: Domestic Slavery and the Anglo-Indian Family, c. –’, Transactions of the
Royal Historical Society, vol. , , pp. –. In precolonial times as well, in fact in
a more pronounced way, the slave–servant continuum and the ‘private–public’
perviousness were coeval precisely because of the element of loyalty. Examples abound
of chash nigir (cup-bearer) and tasht dar (ewer-bearer) rising up to prominent political
positions. See Sunil Kumar, ‘When Slaves were Nobles: The Shamsi Bandagan in the
Early Delhi Sultanate’, Studies in History, vol. , no. , , pp. –.
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servant displayed at least some fluidity in spite of such distinctions. Fluidity
is not to be understood here as the freewheeling use of agency in shaping
trajectories, but as conditions of change that modified the relationship of
servitude. Violence and abuse, it must be reiterated, were part of this
relationship. Therefore, the quintessential presence of a servant-like
character, of a domestic-service/servitude-like relationship, and of the
continuous potential to reconfigure that relationship through patronage
and resistance is integral to servants’ past in colonial India.

Servants’ identity

In , the case of a girl named Raddie (probably an anglicized
corruption of Radha or Radhi) who had left her foster parents’ house
was brought to the notice of the local British magistrate.6 The
contextual reading of witness accounts suggests that Mohun, her foster
father, had a household of very modest means. The case in itself was
about establishing the culpability of a certain daroga (native police
official), Ramlochun Dutt, a -year-old man serving in southern Bihar,
more than  kilometres from his native place in Bengal. Mohun had
accused Dutt and his official assistant (a burkandaz) of forcefully
detaining his adopted daughter and cohabiting with her. Running into
several pages and based upon eight depositions, including Raddie’s, the
case illustrates the complexity of the social identify of the servant.
It is important to start with the direct stakeholders’ expressions of the

nature of the relationship. Mohun claimed Raddie to be his adopted
daughter—a young abandoned girl he had found under a peepal tree,
probably at the age of three or four. Depositions suggest that, at the
time of the trial, Raddie was somewhere between  and . Raddie, on
the other hand, simply stated that, since her childhood, she had been
under the protection of Mohun. Knowing the nature of the relationship
was crucial for the magistrate. Through the replies to his probing and
leading questions on the matter, we enter into the muddled complexity
of Raddie’s social identity as perceived by witnesses who were Mohun’s
neighbours, acquaintances, and, most likely, close friends. It is
important to heed the witnesses’ accounts, because Raddie’s social
identity was not limited only to the direct claims made by her or

6 Account based on BJP, P//, nos. –,  January  and nos. –, 

February .
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Mohun, but also depended on how others perceived and defined
the relationship.
The range of relationships described by witnesses suggested that she might

be an inferior second wife, a mistress, a slave, a servant, a girl under
‘protection’, and, not least, an adopted daughter. We do not get a sense
of whether Raddie earned any wage in the household—most probably
not, although the immediate reason she ran off was a dispute between her
and Mohun’s wife on the issue of provisions that included clothes and
rice. During the two-month period that elapsed between Raddie’s running
away and her deposition, she worked as a servant in two different
households. She was given food and clothes by her masters. For a young
teenage girl, who could well be lusted after by a -year-old daroga or by
her male masters, such provisions in exchange of sexual liaison could have
comprised her ‘wage’. If the term ‘servant’ masked the nature of the
relationship, then ‘protection’ could very well conceal the meaning and
form of payment, obligation, dependency, and (sexual) coercion.7

If Raddie was indeed a slave–servant in Mohun’s household, then the
fused ideas of property and protection would have been the basis of
Mohun’s claims to not only get Raddie back, but also to charge the
native police subordinates of sexual misconduct. For, the daroga, by
allegedly cohabiting with Raddie, abused Mohun’s proprietorial claims
over her—her being either a slave–servant or an adopted daughter to
him. And, if indeed she was a protected young mistress, the violation of
Mohun’s male and householder authority was apparent in this alleged
misconduct by the daroga. Finally, Mohun’s claims of Raddie being his
adopted daughter, that is tied through claims of kinship, who had been
sexually abused by public authorities, obviously meant the loss of
patriarchal honour. In each of these possible scenarios—from property
to kinship—the idea of ‘protection’ would remain crucial.
Stories such as those of Raddie and many more are bound to appear

only in fragments in judicial and other archives. The servant-subaltern
was not a concern of these archives.8 In the case of Raddie, the issue at
stake was not justice for the young girl, who complained of being
beaten by her master/adopted father and mistress/adopted mother.

7 A very powerful insight on the hidden meanings of fictive kinship comes from Grace
Esther Young, ‘The Myth of Being “Like a Daughter”’, Latin American Perspectives, vol. ,
no. , , pp. –.

8 And hence my methodology borrows from both reading ‘along’ and ‘against’ the
grain. See Ann Stoler, Along the Archival Grain: Epistemic Anxieties and Colonial Common Sense

(Princeton: Princeton University Press, ).
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It was, rather, whether the magistrate’s dismissal of Dutt, the daroga, was
justified.9 Dutt might have faced the same trial had there been any other
person involved, thus making Raddie’s presence in the archives accidental.
We have no way of knowing what happened to her once the trial was over,
resulting in the revocation of Dutt’s dismissal on grounds of insufficient
evidence. She might have gone back to Mohun’s house, found another
master, or migrated to some other town or place. And, in each of these
conditions, she might have found herself in a relationship of
‘protection’, including that of becoming a bibi to a European.10

Young girls like Raddie’s precarious condition as reconstructed through
their fragmented historical presence leaves us only with speculative
possibilities. Their stories do not fit into the usual explanation of
lifecycle change attained through service and marriage by young girls in
Western Europe in that period of time.11 In colonial situations, the
lifecycle element seems to be missing. An ageing male servant was
habitually called a ‘boy’. Infantalization of male servants was part of
the colonial project and continues to be practised in postcolonial
upper-class families.12

For female servants in India, and particularly for those who worked in
native and not European households, there might have been a slight

9 And that is why the magistrate asked the leading question on the relationship, not to
help Raddie, but to ascertain that, despite knowing Raddie to be Mohun’s adopted
daughter, Dutt indulged in an immoral act—the reason for the magistrate’s dismissal
of Dutt.

10 A relationship that, apart from some romantic overtures, had a significant proportion
of violence. Durba Ghosh, ‘Household Crimes and Domestic Order: Keeping the Peace in
Colonial Calcutta, c. –c.’,Modern Asian Studies (hereafterMAS), vol. , no. , ,
pp. –. Bibi was a widely used term in this period referring to Indian wives/
mistresses/keeps of Europeans.

11 Developed for the first time by Peter Laslett, the ‘lifecycle’ framework has become
crucial for understanding the history of Western European domestic servants, although
with limitations. See R. Sarti, ‘Criados, Servi, Domestiques, Gesinde, Servants: For a
Comparative History of Domestic Service in Europe (th–th Centuries’, Obradoiro de

Historia Moderna, vol. , , pp. –.
12 Cf. Karen Tranberg Hansen, ‘Household Work as a Man’s Job: Sex and Gender in

Domestic Service in Zambia’, Anthropology Today, vol. , no. , , p. . Also see
E. M. Collingham, Imperial Bodies: The Physical Experience of the Raj, c. –

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, ). Contemporary anecdotal
understanding suggests the reverse in the case of female servants. Rather than
infantalization, the emphasis is on motherhood. Her identity is derived from the child’s
name (usually the eldest or a son) to which is suffixed ‘maa’ or ‘mai’, meaning mother.
Had Raddie’s mother been a servant, she would have been addressed as ‘Radha-maa’.
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possibility of lifecycle change. In fact, this possibility is best captured in
Raddie’s own account of her dispute with Mohun’s wife. When Raddie
asked for clothes and rice, the wife told her to first get married and
then ask her husband to provide for her. However, she insisted that
Raddie would have to continue performing ‘drudgery’ in her ‘natal’
house even after the marriage, to which Raddie replied, ‘if I marry why
should I do the drudgery of your House?’ In response to this retort, she
was beaten. If, in Raddie’s imagination, marriage would allow her to
break the ‘ties of drudgery’, then perhaps it also could have created
conditions for a lifecycle change. This argument is speculative because,
while marriage for girls in South Asia represents a breaking of ties with
their natal household, it does not necessarily free them from drudgery
itself. Married women of the lower strata continue working as domestic
servants.13 For such women, ‘once a servant, always a servant’ might be
not just a literary adage, but rather a lived reality.
The case of Ramdulal De-Sarkar, however, presents another variant

of the type of relationship that was possible in the master’s household.
A leading Calcutta banian (trader–merchant–agent) who became rich
through his association with the American trade, Ramdulal had very
humble beginnings. Like Raddie, he was an orphan whose family had
been displaced due to the Maratha incursions in –, but he was
fortunate to have grandparents who brought him to Calcutta. The
grandfather lived on ‘beggary’ while the grandmother became a cook
in the house of Madanmohan Dutta, the diwan of the Export
Warehouses.14 The young Ramdulal was also included in the group of
attendants and dependants in Dutta’s household, where, along with

13 See Samita Sen and Nilanjana Sengupta, Domestic Days: Women, Work, and Politics in

Contemporary Kolkata (New Delhi: Oxford University Press, ).
14 In , some  upper-caste beggars had petitioned the EIC to ensure that they

keep receiving daily alms from shopkeepers—a practice allowed to them by a Company
sunnud (deed) in the past. Ramsundar Biswas, the grandfather, could have been one of
them. James Long, Selections from the Unpublished Records of the Government, vol.  (Calcutta:
Office of Superintendent of Government Printing, ), no. , p. . Being a diwan
(the chief manager) of the Company export warehouse in Calcutta was a very lucrative
job. Dutta must have commanded a great deal of authority and money to attract and
maintain servants and dependants. The story of Ramdulal De-Sarkar is based on a
useful online resource, Asoknath, ‘Ramdulal Dey: The Millionaire Bengal Merchant,
–’, puronokolkata, published online on  September , available at https://
puronokolkata.com////ramdulal-dey-the-millionaire-bengal-merchant--/
[accessed  February ]. Also see Susan S. Bean, ‘Calcutta Banians for the American
Trade: Portraits of Early Nineteenth-Century Bengali Merchants in the Collections of the
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Dutta’s sons, he received lessons in Persian and accounting. As the story
would have it, he impressed his master with his skill and, thanks to
Dutta’s encouragement and his own acumen, Ramdulal rose to become
a prominent banian in the city.
Ramdulal’s upper-caste status would have spared him from menial

drudgery in his master’s household, but he was certainly aware of his
humble background. Later, he added the title of Sarkar to his name,
proudly boasting that coffers could buy caste.15 In Ramdulal’s case,
dependency and the protection offered by the master facilitated a
different life trajectory. Peter Marshall has suggested that most of these
banians were already men of some substance before entering into the
service of Englishmen. In other words, they were already dominant
figures whom the English association only helped to rise further.16 Some,
such as De-Sarkar, became men of substance while part of their master’s
household, by running small errands when not doing heavy chores and
by using their skill as much as by relying on the master’s goodwill.
Not all became millionaires like De-Sarkar, obviously, but some

certainly secured decent jobs in offices. Calcutta in the late eighteenth
century was the administrative centre of the emerging British rule, with
a variety of revenue, judicial, trading, and private mercantile offices.
The attendants, retainers, and servant-like characters moved between
private and public employment. This was true for a class of ‘boys’ who
accompanied munshis, the language instructors/account keepers, kerranies
(clerks, writers, copyists), or other similar superior ‘servants’. These boys
carried their masters’ writing apparatuses, their hookahs, their pikdaan

(spittoon, for collecting spit from a chewed betel leaf) (see Figures –),
and held umbrellas for them. While doing these odd jobs, they
picked up some Persian, learning to read and write sufficiently to
obtain jobs on their masters’ recommendation. Some of them,
according to Charles D’Oyly, raised ‘themselves into very comfortable
and distinguished situations’.17

Peabody Museum, Salem and the Essex Institute’, in Changing Visions, Lasting Images: Calcutta

Through  Years, (ed.) Pratapaditya Pal (Mumbai: Marg Publications, ), pp. –.
15 Shekhar Bandhopadhya, Caste, Culture and Hegemony: Social Dominance in Colonial Bengal

(New Delhi: SAGE Publications Inc., ), p. .
16 Peter J. Marshall, ‘Masters and Banians in Eighteenth-Century Calcutta’, in Trade and

Conquest: Studies on the Rise of British Dominance in India, (ed.) P. J. Marshall (Aldershot:
Variorum, ), p. .

17 Charles D’Oyly, The European in India (London: published and sold by Edward Orme,
), texts accompanying plate .
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Servant hierarchies

In the eighteenth-century accounts, we see two classes or groups of
servants. Similar to the French case in which scribes, clerks, secretaries,
farm managers, and a host of similar professional groups were
considered upper-class servants, occupational groups in India such as
banians, shroffs (the sarraf of the Mughal times, meaning moneylenders/
changers), munshis (scribes, linguists, account keepers), clerks, chobdars

Figure . A moonshee. © British Library Board, Add. Or. –.
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(mace bearers), and khansamans (house stewards/butlers/head cooks)
belonged to the naukar group (upper-class servants).18

In contrast to naukars were chakars, who performed menial services. The
number of these servants in a well-to-do household generally ranged

Figure . A cranee or native English writer. © British Library Board, Add. Or. –.

18 For the French hierarchical system, see Sarti, ‘Freedom and Citizenship?’. In ,
these groups ceased to be considered as servants in distinction from farmworkers and
wage earners, which included domestic servants.
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between  and  but could, in fact, be higher.19 They included
khidmutgars (table attendants), bearers, aabdars (water coolers), barbers,
cooks, tailors, washermen, masalchies (link boys/torch bearers), syces

Figure . A monshee (Persian reader). © British Library Board, Hindostanee Drawings,
Add. Or. –, no. .

19 In two leading native merchant households of Danish settlement Serampore, the
number of servants was around  each. Simon Rastén, ‘Thieves and Servants:
Domestics in a Danish Colonial Town in Bengal, C. –’, Paper presented in a
panel ‘Servants’ Past: Interrogating Forms of Domestic Service, –’, th
European Conference on South Asian Studies, Warsaw, .
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(horse groomers), grass cutters, mehtars (sweepers, waste cleaners), bheesties
(water carriers), mallies (gardeners), durwans (doorkeepers/guards), doorias
(dog keepers), and, additionally, in European households, ayahs.20

Williamson provides a comprehensive list of naukars and chakars found
in both European and native households. Based on whether or not they
performed menial duties, his list includes nine naukars and  chakars.21

Until the early nineteenth century, there were very few European
females in India, and therefore there were far fewer female than male
servants in European households.22 In the wage lists from the earlier
period, made for Europeans, we find four female servants (excluding
female sweepers) and  male servants listed.23 In contrast, in well-to-do
native households, the usual female servants included, among others,
cooks (like Ramdulal De-Sarkar’s grandmother), paniharin (water-pitcher
carriers), jatanwali (corn/flour grinders), dhye (maids), milkwomen, and
mehtaranee (female sweepers) (see Figures –).24 In households of modest
means, also there would be someone like Raddie.

20 Ayahs and dhyes (wet nurses) were only employed in those European households when
the male European had a European wife (that is, maintained a family) or had established a
household based on bibi-companionship. Writing for Europeans in India, D’Oyly confirms
that ‘women are never employed in any domestic situation, except in the zenonah’.
D’Oyly, The European in India, text accompanying plate .

21 Thomas Williamson, The East India Vade-Mecum; or, Complete Guide to Gentlemen Intended

for the Civil, Military, or, Naval Service of the Hon. East India Company,  vols., vol.  (London:
Black, Parry, and Kingsbury, ), pp. –.

22 Estimates of Europeans vary but they all point towards huge disproportion in the
male:female ratio. According to one, around , there were  European women in
Bengal as against , men. Another study suggests the ratio ranged from : to :.
Pran Nevile, ‘Memsahibs and the Indian Marriage Bazaar’, The Tribune, Sunday 

January ; Rosemarie Zagarri, ‘The Empire Comes Home: Thomas Law’s
Mixed-Race Family in the Early American Republic’, in India in the American Imaginary,

s–s, (eds) Anupama Arora and Rajender Kaur (Cham: Palgrave Macmillan,
), p. .

23 Apart from two types of nurses, wet and dry, the list included a ‘head female
Portuguese servant’ and a ‘second female servant’. Long, Selections, pp. –.
Interestingly, these two categories had disappeared in subsequent lists of , , and
, thus indicating a further depletion of female servants in European households
between the s and the early nineteenth century. For , see ‘Minutes of the
Bengal Committee of Inspection into Civil and Military Departments from  March
 to  August ’, Add Ms , BL; for , see Bengal Revenue Consultations,
P//,  May , pp. –; and for , see Seton-Karr, Selections, p. .

24 There are references from earlier period of women being employed as personal
attendants but also guards. Shireen Moosvi, ‘Domestic Service in Precolonial India:
Bondage, Caste and Market’, in Domestic Service and the Formation of European Identity:
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Among the many determinants of servant hierarchy, such as status
(naukar–chakar) and caste (a theme that this article is not taking up
directly), gender was an important one and was directly related to the
ways in which work itself was described in historical documents. Unlike
for the terms naukar and chakar, neither early modern nor early
colonial sources mention naukarani and chakrani (the female nouns) as
distinct classificatory categories.25 The most often cited and
comprehensive glossary of British rule in India, Hobson-Jobson, fails to
even mention many of the terms related to female servants.
The male-based classification of naukars and chakars noted in a

majority of sources renders female servants marginal or invisible. Two
aspects of the argument related to the feminization of domestic work
should be noted. First, the work done by women, mostly domestic, is
not considered work because it is unproductive and unseen. This
argument, as we know, was vigorously critiqued by feminist academics
and activists a few decades ago. The second aspect, however, is the
critique of this intervention itself. In the intervention that took place
around the issue of the wife’s ‘unpaid household work’, the category of
woman by and large remained an undifferentiated group. This runs the
danger of equating mistresses and female servants.26 As seen in

Understanding the Globalization of Domestic Work, th–st Centuries, (ed.) Antoinetter
Fauve-Chamoux (Bern: Peter Lang), , pp. –. In Southern India, low-caste
women pounded grain as paid workers. Vijaya Ramaswamy, ‘Perspectives on Women
and Work in Pre-Colonial South India’, International Journal of Asian Studies, vol. , no. ,
, pp. –, at p. .

25 Terms such as khasan, khawas, and parastar were common to both genders. According
to an early seventeenth-century author, parastar meant (man-)slave, slave girl, servant, and
an obedient person. For females, these terms included being a concubine but other specific
terms such as kaniz and saheli were also in use for that. The meaning of these terms has
obviously changed over time. Khawas still means a retainer; from being a female slave/
servant, saheli in contemporary usage denotes friend/female companion. Moosvi,
‘Domestic Service in Precolonial India’, pp. –. Naukrani is a common Hindi
word but it seems is not very frequently used in Mughal-period sources. Its mention is
found in Hindi literary sources from the early twentieth century but, surprisingly, not in
Henry Yule and A. C. Burnell, Hobson-Jobson: A Glossary of Colloquial Anglo-Indian Words

and Phrases (London: Murray, Albemarle Street, ).
26 A point recently made in a number of studies including Young, ‘The Myth of Being

“Like a Daughter”’, pp. –. Some seminal works on Hindu patriarchy and the
making of the Hindu wife only sketchily mentioned servants, whose presence and
exploitation were also explicable through patriarchy. See Tanika Sarkar, ‘The Hindu
Wife and the Hindu Nation: Domesticity and Nationalism in Nineteenth Century
Bengal’, Studies in History, vol. , no. , , p. . The lone full-length monograph
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Figure , elite women were also buyers of labour and services provided by
female servants and service providers. We know very little about the
nature of the intra-gendered work relationship between mistresses and
female servants.27

Figure . Paniharin. © British Library Board, Add. Or. –.

that explores the role of servants in the discursive formation of the middle class is by
Swapna Banerjee, Men, Women and Domestics: Articulating Middle-Class Identity in Colonial

Bengal (New York: Oxford University Press, ).
27 In a limited but important way, the relationship between ayah and European

memsahib has been explored in the context of race and imperialism in the late
nineteenth century. The accent nevertheless is more on understanding memsahibs as

NIT IN S INHA

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0026749X19000271 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0026749X19000271


Figure . Milkwoman. In fact, in the same album, a man is also depicted churning butter;
the image is entitled ‘Butter man’. © British Library Board, Add. Or. –.

Victorian agents of imperialism writing about their colonial ‘home’ (with varying emphasis
on home being the site of imperial power or of imperial anxieties and insecurities) than
exploring the world of work and affect between them and ayahs. Indrani Sen, ‘Colonial
Domesticities, Contentious Interactions: Ayahs, Wet-Nurses and Memsahibs in Colonial
India’, Indian Journal of Gender Studies, vol. , no. , , pp. –; Nupur
Chaudhuri, ‘Memsahibs and Their Servants in Nineteenth-Century India’, Women’s

History Review, vol. , no. , , pp. –. Similarly, the relationship between native
elite women and their female servants, as analysed by Swapna Banerjee, tells us more
about the former and their anxieties than the mistress–servant work-based relationship.
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We can, however, enrich our understanding on the ‘enforced or
distorted invisibility’ of women’s work—a phrase used by Ramaswamy—
if we use visual images from the late eighteenth and early nineteenth
centuries. Visuals, just like judicial or any other archives, also only
present fragments of servants’ lives. They also have their own ‘grammar’
of production as well as genres of representation. But, methodologically
speaking, reading social-life and work categories as represented in these
images does open up the possibility of contextualized alternative thinking
on domestic servants.
These images in which servants appear either as direct subjects of

‘artistic compilation’ or as indirect objects of orientalizing ethnography
are also part of the ethnographic quest pursued by British officials.
Among others, one set of this visual compilation deals with European
lives in India in which servants appear quite frequently. Another corpus
of this collection is on the lives and customs of Indians. A patient
perusal of these materials convinces one of their formulaic (re)
presentation, album after album. It was based upon capturing the social

Figure . Malin (female gardener/gardener’s wife). © British Library Board, Wellesley
Album, Add. Or. –.
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essence, moulded in the genre of picturesque depiction, as represented
through work and caste, at times, taking both of them as
interchangeable units. These images were meant to show the popular
trades and professions, castes, and occupations to the British
orientalizing gaze. A close reading of some of these images, together
with the context of their production and readership, however, opens up
the possibility of going beyond these formulaic depictions. Inserting our
own readings into their grammar allows us to make some arguments
about women and work. For instance, in most of the albums and visual
sets depicting domestic servants in British households, the lone female
servant is the ayah.28 In certain other albums—those commissioned

Figure . Mehtaranee. © British Library Board, Wellesley Album, Add. Or. –.

28 See two different sets of mica paintings from the period  to  depicting a
range of servants, all of whom except the ayah are male. Add. Or. - and Add.
Or. -, BL.
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from European officials and prepared by native artists to show ‘caste and
occupation’ and ‘trade and profession’ in India—this was not the case. In
these, we get to see other types of female servants; in fact, the ayah is
absent, which clearly means that these artists were using native
households as models for showing individuals and groups.29 Visual
sources can thus help us identify the nature of the gendered labour
force in different types of households.
Some tasks, such as selling vegetables, confectioneries, and milk, were

performed by both genders.30 But many others were highly gendered.
Mughal paintings and early colonial visual archives show that men

Figure . ‘Confectioners Shop’, showing a man on the left side preparing sweetmeats and
probably his wife selling products. A milkwoman is sitting on the right. © British Library
Board, Wellesley Album, Add. Or. –.

29 The household was an important site for drawing upon work and working
individuals; the equally important social site was the bazaar.

30 See Add. Or. -, Wellesley Album, BL.
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wove and women spun; women carried bricks while men worked as
bricklayers; men milked cows and women prepared cow-dung cakes.31

Some of these occupational groups were obviously not, strictly speaking,
domestic servants. Barbers, milkmen/women, cow-keepers, gardeners,
and washermen/women provided services to individuals, a set of
households, and the larger community. However, depending on the
nature of the household and the ways in which services were procured
and organized (that is, the ties of patronage and dependency), some of
them could have been based on the master–servant relationship. Even if
not as a personal servant, most of them were involved in the
housekeeping of their masters’ households.32

Many service groups and castes worked as couples (or in fact as
households, including children). Yet again, in historical sources, the
primary identification of that work hinges around the centrality of its
male performer. The divergence between textual and visual sources is
once again noticeable; the near absence of the couple as a category in
the former is in contrast to its presence in the latter.33 The wives of
mehtars, called mehtaranees, were also employed as waste cleaners and
scavengers but, while we sometimes hear about them in colonial
ego-documents, they are still far less accounted for than their male
counterparts. Washermen’s wives (dhobin) in all likelihood did not do
heavy washing, but provided support through other types of
washing-related work (see Figure ).34 The malin (the wife of a mali, or
female gardener) worked side by side with her husband, preparing
garlands. Milkwomen not only churned milk for butter and prepared
dung cakes, but also went to the market to sell their products.
The question, then, is: what does the presence of a good number of

female servants/service providers in/to native households tell us? It has
been argued that the feminization of domestic work as well as of the
term ‘servant’ itself occurred in other regions of the world much earlier

31 Ibid.; Shireen Moosvi, ‘The World of Labour in Mughal India (c.–)’,
International Review in Social History, vol. , , p. .

32 The bilingual-dialogue book of the missionary William Carey tells us that the
imaginary master had fired his cow-keeper when provided with stale butter. William
Carey, Dialogues Intended to Facilitate the Acquiring of the Bengalee Language, third edition
(Serampore: Serampore Mission Press, , first edition, ), p. .

33 Recently noted by G. Arunima, ‘Bonds of Love, Ties of Kinship? Or Are There
Other Ways of Imagining the Family’, Indian Economic & Social Review (hereafter IESHR),
vol. , no. , , pp. –.

34 This was also true for early modern South India. Ramaswamy, ‘Perspectives on
Women and Work’, pp. –.
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than in India.35 There are two meanings of the term feminization: one has
a numerical basis—that is, were more women than men engaged in
performing domestic service? In India, this became the case only in the
s.36 Sources and secondary literature suggest that, prior to that,
men outnumbered women in this role. The second meaning of
feminization, however, is related to the social value of work—that is,
the work performed by females that was not seen as valuable or
productive. In this sense, we can see a longer history of feminization of

Figure . Washerman and his wife. The painting is from the slightly later date of , by
Bani Lal. © British Library Board, Add. Or. .

35 A comprehensive comparative statement is in Jose C. Moya, ‘Domestic Service in a
Global Perspective: Gender, Migration and Ethnic Niches’, Journal of Ethnic and Migration

Studies, vol. , no. , , pp. –.
36 Of course, there would be regional variations in this trend. For Bengal, see Ishita

Chakravarty and Deepita Chakravarty, ‘For Bed and Board Only: Women and Girl
Children Domestic Workers in Post-Partition Calcutta (–)’, MAS, vol. , no. ,
, pp. –.
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domestic service in India.37 In standard accounts, domestic work is
identified with the male category—naukar and chakar—or for couples
through male workers. But visual sources show us that females, either as
independent servants or as wives, were a crucial part of the
domestic-service economy. The fact that the wives’ labour was
subsumed within the male category shows that the devalued labour of
female domestic servants had a long history.
In the servant hierarchy that existed in the early colonial period, with

strong precedents in the late precolonial period, the following points
emerge. First, the presence of the pivotal figure of the lone female
servant in European households, the ayah (and occasionally the
mehtaranee and dhye), should not lead to a generalized picture of the near
absence of female servants in the early colonial period. As domestic
servants or domestic-service providers, they were present and could be
seen at multiple sites of home, street, and bazaar. The likes of Raddie
populated both the native households and the European ones; we
simply hear less about them when compared to male servants. Second,
the impression of the overt presence of male domestics may be a
product of our own reliance on European textual sources, primarily
ego-documents—that, too, their numerical greater presence might be a
distinctive feature of European households. The above identification of
a female workforce at the crossway of private households and public
spaces (markets, ghats, gardens, and farm fields) does not overturn the
argument of late feminization in the Indian case, but reminds us that a
significant number of women were equally as important as their male
counterparts in the sphere of domestic work.38 Third, the presence of
female servants also reminds us not to see ‘wives’ and ‘women’ as
undifferentiated categories.39 Historically, female servants have
remained hidden behind their male counterparts and historiographically

37 Although limited to Bengal and to the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries,
Sen’s insights are extremely useful in thinking about gender and work. Samita Sen,
‘Gendered Exclusion: Domesticity and Dependence in Bengal’, International Review of

Social History (hereafter IRSH), vol. , , Supplement, pp. –.
38 And outside as well. Women going to market to sell the thread they had spun form

part of Carey’s conversation to construct samples of ‘Women Conversation’. Carey,
Dialogues, pp. , .

39 In a plethora of vernacular texts both in Bengali and Hindi from the late nineteenth
century, the ‘wife’ is the doer of all sorts of household chores from cooking to cleaning and
everything in between. Servants’ work has almost been made invisible in this construction
of the ideal wife; only when one reads carefully does one discover their presence in the
household. Usually, it comes through in moralizing prescription that wives should
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subsumed within the undifferentiated category ‘women’. The wife of the
washerman applying soap on the clothes and Raddie’s fragmented
presence in the visual and judicial archives respectively reflect deep
historical connections between women and work.
In addition to differentiation based on status and gender, in the fluid

hierarchical world of servants, the tasks of certain menials such as
mehtars and mallies and of washermen and barbers were caste-specific
and hereditary. Others, such as khidmutgars, hookahburdars (one who
took care of preparing the hookah), and aabdars, were not so. Although
we have references from Mughal times indicating that servants kept to
their own tasks, which indeed must have been based on the idea of
social dignity attached to work, the occupational hereditary system, the
caste hierarchy, and taboos related to touch and contact, the early
colonial period had some important changes underway. Occupations
crystallized into castes, but members of the same caste did different
types of servile work. For instance, kahar—both an occupational and a
caste category—had within it two sections. Members of one group were
employed as durwans, while those of the other group were palanquin
bearers; rules prohibiting their intermarriage existed. In his own lifetime,
a kahar did different types of work. He tended his master’s cattle in
boyhood, became a household servant on becoming an adult, and, after
his own marriage, was tied to his master as an agricultural worker. Girls
worked as household servants but also sold milk and cow dung.40

The strict employment-based division was more observable in
aristocratic households than in those of lower officials. In the early
eighteenth century, the khidmutgars of Anand Ram Mukhlis, the agent
of the governor of Lahore at the Mughal court, doubled as cooks.41

Such overlaps are also observable in British accounts. In fact, in British
households, the possibility of occupational mobility was higher. After a
certain number of years, a khidmutgar could become a khansaman.
Khidmutgars themselves came from a range of social backgrounds both
within and outside the household. On the one hand, the ayah’s sons
usually received this position but, on the other hand, a head bearer or

behave justly with servants. This is also true for didactic manuals on
household management.

40 Rajat Kant Ray, ‘The Kahar Chronicle’, MAS, vol. , no. , , pp. –. This
is based on the account of a historical novel written in . Kahars who migrated from
Bihar and Orissa into Calcutta in the late eighteenth century primarily had jobs as
bearers, palanquin bearers, and postal runners.

41 Moosvi, ‘Domestic Service in Precolonial India’, p. .
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jemmadar (head servant/head footman) could also be promoted to the rank
of khidmutgar. Jemmadars along with soontahbardars or chobdars (mace
and pole bearers, respectively) could themselves have moved up from
the rank of hirrcarahs (depending on the nature of employment, meaning
peon/messenger/spy). In the female sector, a mehtaranee could
become an ayah in the European households.
Among menials also—that is, the group of chakars—distinctions based

on rank and wage existed. A khidmutgar or head bearer was more
respectable than a sweeper, gardener, or bheestie. The dignity of
servants based on the performance of specific tasks was intrinsically
attached to the class and rank of the masters. In the early nineteenth
century, for instance, only households of rank and money employed both
soontahbardars and chobdars. In such situations, both must have derived
pride from doing their specific tasks and not doubling up for one another.
In general, occupational status, caste, and gender defined the servant

hierarchy. The possibility of fluid movement, as we have seen, did exist.
However, for servants standing at opposite ends of the spectrum of
hierarchy, the status-based differentiation between naukars and chakars
persisted, and early British commentators were aware of this. Williamson
reminded his readers that it would be a great insult to a naukar if he were
asked ‘whose chakar he [wa]s’.42 A duftoree (office keeper) entrusted with
keeping the office tidy would not sweep the floor, which was the task of a
mehtar, who was a chakar.43 The other markers of distinction appeared
within the practices of permissibility. Munshis and banians were not
required to remove their shoes in front of their British masters; all others
had to be barefooted. The visual ethnography of colonial art maintained
the same distinction between munshis and their servants (see Figures –).
In the early colonial period of the late eighteenth century, the nature of

service and servitude, the forms of employment, the hierarchy existing on
the basis of social distinctions, and the occupational dignity based on
proximity to the master or mistress were obviously influenced by earlier
Mughal practices. The terms of service and servitude were not newly
minted in the colonial period. For instance, the history of the terms
‘naukar’ and ‘chakar’ goes back at least to the fifteenth and sixteenth
centuries, if not earlier. In the pre-Mughal period, naukari (service
performed by naukars), in contrast to both chakari (work done by
chakars) and bandagi (slavery), meant service with honour and respect.

42 Williamson, East India Vade-Mecum, pp. –.
43 D’Oyly, The European in India, text accompanying plate .
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As Sunil Kumar has argued, a naukar was superior to a chakar; the latter
term, according to him, meant domestic servant.44 The emerging notion
of naukari as a form of neologism was used to refer to people of the literate
class, both those from Hindu scribal groups and skilled Persian migrants.
They were more intimate with their masters and their honour and status
were higher than those of chakars.
In the Mughal period between the sixteenth and eighteenth centuries,

another strong social component was added to the meaning of naukar
and naukari. In his seminal work, David Kolff has argued that, in this
period, naukari emerged as a distinguishing form of military
employment compensated by salary or other rewards and awards.45

Prior to the Mughal period, in the Delhi Sultanate (from the early
thirteenth to the early sixteenth centuries), military slavery was an
important and well-established institution.46 In the succeeding Mughal
empire, this institution declined. With the exception of domestic slavery,
the Mughals prohibited all use of slaves within their territory.47 This,
however, did not erase slavery completely; war captives, sale of children
due to default in revenue payment, and famine kept replenishing the
pool of slaves. As Irfan Habib has noted, ‘each scarcity was marked by
a phenomenal glut in the slave market’.48 In the domestic sphere,

44 Sunil Kumar, ‘Bandagi and Naukari: Studying Transitions in Political Culture and
Service under the North Indian Sultanates, Thirteenth–Sixteenth Centuries’, in After

Timur Left: Culture and Circulation in Fifteenth-Century North India, (eds) Francesca Orsini and
Samira Sheikh (New Delhi: Oxford University Press, ). Neatness in categorical
differentiation is once again difficult to estimate. In Rajputana (western India), ‘the term
chakar denoted any individual in a relationship of service to a superior’; the term could
have been used for a vassal as well as a slave. It also included entire families of
occupational groups such as wet nurses (dhai), tailors (darzi), cooks (vari), washerwomen
(dhoban), and Brahman women. Ramya Sreenivasan, ‘Drudges, Dancing Girls,
Concubines: Female Slaves in Rajput Polity, –’, in Slavery and South Asian

History, (eds) Chaterjee and Eaton, pp. –.
45 Dirk Kolff, Naukar, Rajput and Seopy: The Ethnohistory of the Military Labour Market in

Hindustan, – (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, ).
46 The institution of military slavery in the Persian world was post-Islamic; before that,

slavery had existed in areas of temple service, state-construction works, and domestic work.
Halil Inacik, Encyclopedia of Islam, second edition, (eds) P. Bearman, Th. Binaquis, C. E.
Bosworth, E. van Donzel, and W. P. Heinrichs, online version, Brill, [accessed 

March ].
47 Richard Eaton, ‘Introduction’, in Slavery and South Asian History, (eds) Chaterjee and

Eaton, p. .
48 I. Habib, The Agrarian System of Mughal India, –, second, revised edition (New

Delhi: Oxford University Press, ), p. .
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through the function of kinship formation, slavery remained an important
connecting tie between family and political authority.49 The presence of a
male slave and a slave girl in ordinary households was noted by an early
eighteenth-century author.50 Nor did slavery mean the absence of wage
labour; the Mughal urban centres of the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries paid their labour force, including domestic servants, in money
wages.51 With this long view in mind, the following sections deal with
the question of whether colonialism brought any change in the
organization of domestic servants’ hierarchy or in the nature of work.

Old servants, new masters

Gradual shifts were taking place in the nature of work and the social
distinctions attached to certain occupational groups from the early to
the late eighteenth century. Let us look at some of the important
groups that were defined as naukars. Serving in mercantile, royal,
aristocratic, zamindari (of landlords), and British households, as well as in
public institutions such as warehouses, custom houses, courts, jails, and
revenue offices, naukars were both servants and masters. They were
servants to their patrons and masters to men and women who
performed menial tasks in their households, including ‘boys’ who held
umbrellas over their heads.52

Between the s and the s, working with European masters
became extremely lucrative to banians and sircars (money agents, traders
akin to Ramdulal De-Sarkar discussed above). They became owners of
expansive garden houses, which were rented out to Britons, and
adopted the lavish lifestyles of their European masters, so much so that
it affected certain trades and artisanal occupations.53 In a literary work

49 Indrani Chaterjee, Gender, Slavery and Law in Colonial India (New Delhi: Oxford
University Press, ).

50 Moosvi, ‘The World of Labour’, p. .
51 Ibid.; Najaf Haider, ‘Structure and Movement of Wages in the Mughal Empire,

–’, in Wages and Currency: Global Comparisons from Antiquity to the Twentieth Century,
(ed.) Jan Lucassen (Bern: Peter Lang, ).

52 A variety of households including native and Europeans had both private and public
functions—that is, many of these houses also had offices where naukars such as clerks,
banians, gomasthas (trade or revenue agents), and duftorees (office keepers) worked.

53 The ‘juty wallahs’ (makers and vendors of shoes) intended to petition the Company
because the rich men of Calcutta kept chariots, phaetons, buggies, and palanquins, which
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from the early nineteenth century, a simpleton villager questions the new
city-based Hindu elite’s hiring of Muslim cooks. In other words, he
accuses them of following English ways and discarding their own
traditions.54 In their role as commercial agents as well as doubling up
as pointmen for the management of their masters’ households, ‘service
as a banian became increasingly attractive after ’.55 This change
was undoubtedly linked to the increased political power of the EIC.
Some munshis also maintained large households with numerous
dependants. When Bunmally, a former servant of Ramkunt Monshee,
broke into the latter’s house with the aid of others one night, there were
 people sleeping in the house.56 These rich banians, sircars, and

Figure . ‘A Bengal Sirkar.’ © British Library Board, Charles D’Oyly, P , p. .

meant they walked less, which in turn meant loss of trade for shoemakers. Yule and
Burnell, Hobson-Jobson, p. .

54 Bhabanicharan Bandyopadhyay’s literary work Kalikata Kamalalay published in ,
mentioned in Ranajit Guha, ‘A Colonial City and its Time(s)’, IESHR, vol. , no. ,
, p. .

55 Marshall, ‘Masters and Banians’, p. .
56 Seton-Karr, Selections, pp. –.
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munshis dressed their servants in the uniform of the Company’s sepoys
and lascars. More than a decade earlier, it was noted that sepoys,
stationed as guards at different locations, indiscriminately took things
from the baskets of people passing to the market.57 The red coat
symbolized power, in this case the power to oppress. Even elites did not
know how to deal with the power of the red coat, except petitioning.58

The everyday authority flowed as much from institutional privilege and
economic power as through the display of liveries and uniforms.59 If the
presence of servants added to the master’s prestige, the power of the
master gave servants a free hand.60 Working in a European household,
employment with the Company, and the liveries attached to these
worksites started commanding more power. The native elites
followed suit.
An important member of the naukar servant group, the munshi, was in

precolonial times bound to his patron in a dependent relationship akin to
that of lord–servant and guru–disciple. The extent of the bonding was
sometimes such that they would move along with their patrons and take
their forenames as their surnames.61 They were subordinate imperial
secretaries in the Mughal polity educated in fiscal management,
epistolography, accounting, and, not least, warfare, which exalted them
to political positions. They were required to be discreet and virtuous
and to display a grasp of the realities of politics.62 Their expected realm

57 William Bolts, Considerations on Indian Affairs (London: J. Almon, P. Elmsley and
Urquhart, ), p. .

58 One Gungadhar Roy, the owner of seven villages, complained to the Company
against Nobkissen. He referred to  sepoys sent by the latter but added that he ‘does
not recollect [whose they were] but by the red coats they had on [he] thought they
were of the Honble Company’s’. These sepoys allegedly created a ‘great disturbance’ in
his dwelling house as well as plundered the tenants. ‘The Humble Petition of
Gungadaur Roy’, Verelst Collection, Mss Eur F/, BL.

59 Seton-Karr, Selections, p. .
60 And Bolts did not shy away from accusing the Company state of creating a disorderly

system of justice in which even a menial domestic of a chief of a subordinate factory
assumed the authority of the judge. A munshi, Gonesham Dass, of a public office had
undergone flagellation at the hands of a khansaman working for a European when out
on the tour with the judges. His fault was entering into a quarrel with one of the
‘khansamah’s comrades’. Bolts, Considerations, p. , note.

61 Muzaffar Alam and Sanjay Subrahmanyam, ‘Witnesses and Agents of Empire:
Eighteenth-Century Historiography and the World of the Mughal Munshi’, Journal of the
Economic and Social History of the Orient, vol. , , pp. –.

62 Muzaffar Alam and Sanjay Subrahmanyam, ‘The Making of a Munshi’, Comparative
Studies of South Asia Africa and the Middle East, vol. , no. , , pp. –.
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of mastery, therefore, included a broad field of ministerial duties, spiritual
gnosis, and secretarial art.63

Muzaffar Alam and Sanjay Subrahmanyam have rightly described
munshis as the real interlocutor for the English Company officials and
as key knowledge brokers in the process of political transition to
colonialism. The famous Orientalists of the late eighteenth century
could not have produced English translations of Persian and Sanskrit
texts without their assistance. These texts, as we know, were useful to
the revenue and criminal judicial systems. However, it was precisely

Figure . ‘Old Court House and Writers Building.’ © British Library Board, Thomas
Daniell, http://www.bl.uk/onlinegallery/onlineex/apac/other/largeimage.html

63 Rajeev Kinra, ‘Master and Munshi: A Brahman Secretary’s Guide to Mughal
Governance’, IESHR, vol. , no. , , pp. –. Based on the
seventeenth-century manuals, it appears that there was a subgroup of accountants and
record keepers who were distinct from munshis (although some possessed the desired
overlapping qualities of both professions). Strangely enough, Najaf Haider does not tell
us the Persian ‘title’ or the ‘term’ used for this professional group. Najaf Haider,
‘Norms of Professional Excellence and Good Conduct in Accountancy Manuals of the
Mughal Empire’, IRSH, vol. , , pp. –.
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their streamlined role as language instructors and translation assistants
that suggests that, by the early nineteenth century, the previously
multilayered role of the munshi had been chipped away at.
In spite of its dependence on Mughal practices of administration and its

personnel, the early colonial administration was mistrustful of Indians in
matters relating to customs, laws, and practices. They relied on texts
rather than the lived expertise of this group. The colonial
administration, of course, provided some scope for professional
diversification among literate groups. The courts, in particular, became
an important source of employment. The ‘litigious’ Indians needed
vakils (pleaders), who came from this literate group. A minority of
munshi-pundits, who collaborated first privately with those Britons who
were invested in the translation of legal texts and then institutionally to
help judges in courts, also did well for themselves.64 But those who
remained in private employment—and there were many, because the
newcomer cadets of the Company required them as language
instructors—lost their erstwhile positions. They were now often
described as ‘head of the servants’.65 Through the disbursement of
servants’ bills, munshis, banians, and sircars emerged as pointmen to
organize their European masters’ households as well as to protect their
masters’ secrets.66

In fact, the management of the household was not exclusive to the
public duties. Nobkissen, who acted as trusted mediator in Bengal wars
and was raised to the position of ‘principal banyan for the affairs of the
government’, continued managing his master Clive’s household.67 The
list of cash accounts between Clive and Nobkissen for the month of
January , just before Clive departed from India the next month,
tells us that Nobkissen discharged bills of tailors, ‘Portuguese boys’,
Madras servants (for their house rent and clothes), ‘keepers’, general
servants, a ‘slave boy’, and other charges related to birds and dogs. He

64 A very helpful article on the munshi–pundit collaborative role is by Kapil Raj,
‘Refashioning Civilities, Engineering Trust: William Jones, Indian Intermediaries and
the Production of Reliable Legal Knowledge in Late Eighteenth-Century Bengal’,
Studies in History, vol. , no. , , pp. –.

65 D’Oyly, The European in India, text accompanying plate .
66 Writing for exposing the mistreats of the Company officials, Bolts singled out banians

for having excessive power over their masters. The task, however, according to him, also
included managing ‘the long tribe of under-servants, for whose honesty he [banian] is
deemed answerable’. Bolts, Considerations, p. .

67 The phrase is Nobkissen’s own from his petition written after the departure of Clive
to Verelst. Mss Eur F/ BL.
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also was responsible for clearing ‘table expenses’ that included liquors,
cheese, pickles, hock, and sugar candies as well as ‘bazaar charges’. The
other payments included ‘milk cow charges’ and ‘farm yard charges’.68

As long as banians and sircars managed the private investments of
European officials who otherwise were not allowed to trade privately,
they remained in positions of privilege and confidence.
While we are clubbing munshi, banian, and sircar together because they

significantly made the naukar group, a broad work-based distinction
within them had emerged in colonial representations. Munshi had
veered towards the work of language instruction or record-keeping in
courts and other public offices. Banian and sircar, on the other hand,
inhabited the world of commerce, of money and debt, of
secret alliances and open litigations.69

A similar shrinking of the meaning of the term and the remit of work is
observable for khansamans. A khansaman in the Mughal period was a
literate political figure; he was the high steward of the imperial
household, commanded control over all personal staff of the emperor,
was in charge of karkhanas (imperial production centres akin to
factories), and kept an account of household expenditures. The wazirs

(prime ministers) of the administration were drawn from the ranks of
khan-i-samans (which was later contracted to khansamans).70 In search of
an equivalent to British butlers, khansamans of the late eighteenth
century were shorn of their political role and reduced to simply running
the household. These service terms were part of dictionaries and
grammar books of the period. Their literacy was only applied to
keeping the household-expense book, which anyway was hugely
mistrusted. During the same years, when khansamans in British
households were inevitably seen as cheats, the Mughal court at
Shahjehanabad (Delhi) appointed one Mujdeddowlah to the office of
khansaman with a gift of a turban, a fillet, and a keba (short coat). The
Company state’s own intelligence collected at the court shows that the
khansaman was deeply engaged in politics and acted as a close
confidante to the Mughal emperor.71 The significant role of the

68 Verelst Collection, Mss Eur F/, folio no. .
69 How far this distinction was followed by natives is difficult to ascertain. Gangadhar

Roy, in his petition to the Company, had called Nobkissen a ‘moonshee’. ‘The Humble
Petition of Gungadaur Roy’. Verelst Collection, Mss Eur F/.

70 S. R. Sharma, Mughal Empire in India: A Systematic Study Including Source Material, revised
edition, vol.  (Delhi: Atlantic Publishers & Dist, ), pp. –.

71 Seton-Karr, Selections, pp. –.
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khansaman in the political and economic set-up of large zamindari
households is further evident in the list of ‘officers and servants’
employed under Rani Bhowany of the Rajshaye family in Bengal. On
matters of revenue collection, the relationship between the queen and
the Company state was difficult. The latter charged the former of
evading payments, and therefore a list was prepared to determine how
the land was farmed within the family. Four khansamans and two
household servants appear on the list.72

Finally, even for those belonging to the chakar group, this recasting, which
also exposes the difference between European and native households, was
underway. The khidmutgar went from being a trustworthy servant or
personal attendant to being essentially a table attendant. The Mughal
rikabdars (keepers of table crockery) are not encountered in any English
accounts from this period. Contrast this with what still was the position of
khidmutgars in native aristocratic households. The raja of Cooch-Behar
dressed his khidmutgars in red coats to guard over zenana because the up-
country sepoys, whom he called ‘strangers’, could not be trusted with
guarding the space of zenana. Khidmutgars, in this case, were dependable
private servants of the raja who could be trusted with arms to protect the
women (honour) of the household.73

The precolonial servant hierarchy retained its basic characteristics, but
late eighteenth-century colonialism redefined the meanings of certain
occupational terms and therefore the remit of work and relationships.
First, this happened due to the search for equivalences. The culture and
practices of the other needed to be rendered intelligible through one’s
own categories. Khansamans became butlers and munshis became
linguists and language instructors. The sircar became a ‘money servant’
and the jemmadar a head servant. This was not the invention of
categories so much as a reflection of the necessity to comprehend and
control them. Treating upper-group servants as pointmen was a strategy
used to fix accountability and responsibility for work done by others.
Second, this gradual change in the servant hierarchy and service
relationship was also taking place due to changes in the political
economy. While some traditional learned aristocratic families lamented
their loss of status and patronage due to the fading influence of Mughal
rule, the political ascendancy of the EIC also created opportunities for
upstarts. A host of financial service providers (from banians to shroffs,

72 Bengal Revenue Consultations, P//,  June , pp. –, BL.
73 BJP, P//, nos. –,  May .
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as seen above), a large number of linguist go-betweens (from dubhasis in
Madras to munshis in the north and east), and a retinue of domestic
servants became vital for Europeans in India. The marginals made
their masters dependent on them just as the new masters set out to
devise ways of controlling them.
In a letter on  August , Mrs Eliza Fay described her life in India

to her friends in London as living in a very comfortable house but
‘surrounded by a set of thieves’.74 ‘Servant problem’ was the
manifestation of this relationship between dependence and control—for
the level of dependence was quite high. The servant-keeping culture of
the Anglo-Indian society was a matter of imperial gossip and
‘inconsiderate censure’ back home. The English in India were in a fix
to justify this dependence as well as to absolve themselves of the charge
of indulgence.75 Many newcomers found themselves in debt to their
banians and sircars, but many of them also made money by trading in
their banian and sircars’ names. A group of two to four Europeans
living in a chummery surrounded by  servants required an
explanation. Philip Frances wrote to John Burke:

Here I live, master of the finest house in Bengal, with a hundred servants, a
country house, and spacious gardens, horses and carriages, yet so perverse in
my nature, that the devil take me if I would not exchange the best dinner and
the best company I ever saw in Bengal for a beefsteak and claret at the Horn,
and let me choose my company.76

A sheepish mixture of guilt and pride is evident in such longings for home
while living like rulers in exile.
Caste and religion were often invoked in this situation. The need to hire

so many servants was blamed on the caste taboos. The cultural prejudices
of these servants allegedly forced their European masters to hire one
individual for each specific task.77 However, distrust accompanied

74 Eliza Fay, The Original Letters from India, new edition (Calcutta: Thacker, Spink & Co.,
), p. .

75 See D’Oyly, European in India, Preface; Williamson, East India Vade-Mecum, p. .
76 Busteed, Echoes from Old Calcutta, p. .
77 Within the structure of fixed understanding of caste and religion, of course, these

commentators made room for ‘deviances’. Muslim servants thus ate ham in secret.
Williamson, East India Vade-Mecum, pp. –. Writing in , H. James Rainey
acknowledged the use of force by English officials in coercing Muslim servants to touch
plates served with pork. P. Thankappan Nair (ed.), Rainey’s: A Historical and Topographical

Sketch of Calcutta (Calcutta: Sanskrit Pustak Bhandar, ), p. .
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dependence. In a variety of texts—prescriptive tracts, travelogues, and
ego-documents—the servants of all classes were called ‘a race of
vermin’, ‘the dregs of the people’, a ‘tribe of scoundrels’, and the ‘scum
of their respective professions’.78 To remain honourable in the eyes of
friends, family, and other readers, one’s servants had to be vilified.
Dependency and indulgence could only be mitigated by representing
servants as undependable. Visual images were not far behind in
satirizing or caricaturing servants (see Figure ).
Servants became a means to define and homogenize the

colonized. However, the history of the master–servant relationship also
shows how colonialism worked: through mutual distrust and
dependence. This was manifest in everyday life as well as episodic
events such as the siege of Calcutta in which the flight of the cooks left
Britons starving.
On the night of  October , a storm hit Calcutta. Almost two weeks

later, the zemindar of Calcutta, J. Z. Holwell, petitioned the governing
council describing the ‘extream [sic] distress’ the storm had caused to
the poor inhabitants.79 On behalf of ‘all menial servants, cooleys &
workmen in the common Handycrafts’, he sought the Board’s
permission to remit a part of their ground rent until they recovered
from the distress. The Board directed Holwell to provide all necessary
relief but not to remit the payment of the ground rent, as it would set
the wrong precedent. In , the same Holwell proposed a set of
measures to regulate the wages and work of domestic servants. In the
expanding city of Calcutta, with its floating population, the ‘servant
problem’ was not only about fixing terms and their meanings. Servant
was as much a labouring identity as a social one. They were part of the
urban labour pool, which needed to be regulated.

City and servants

For its buildings, open spaces, and British social life, Calcutta has been
described as a city of palaces, opulence, and Oriental luxury. The
viewers of the Calcutta panorama at Leicester Square were told that the

78 Marshall, ‘Masters and Banians’, p. . The Madras counterpart dubashis was also
described as a ‘banker, purveyor, pimp, and interpreter’ all rolled into one. Williamson,
East India Vade-Mecum, p. .

79 Bengal Public Consultations (henceforth BPC), P//,  October , p. , BL.
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city ‘has now become a capital worthy [of] so magnificent an empire’.80 In
numerous vibrant paintings and sketches, we notice this architectural
opulence and the secluded sociability of Europeans (see Figure ).
What remains less noticed is the variety of labouring men and women
on the streets and in the open spaces, at bungalows, and on the
riverside that made the European seclusion possible. Households and
public institutions required a large pool of men and women to perform
manual work. The British empire in India could not have come into
force without the bent back of coolies, the infected skin of boatmen,
and the burst spleens of servants.81 The textual details and visual
depictions make it clear, as Peter Robb has recently argued, that the
‘regulation of labour and employment shaped Calcutta lives’.82

Britons began living and practising their trade in Calcutta on a firmer
footing at the beginning of the eighteenth century. Their history as well
as that of the place as a cluster of villages goes further back in time,
however.83 As Farhat Hasan succinctly put it, Calcutta was not produced
overnight by the touch of the English ‘magic-wand’.84 It was already
populated with a variety of working groups, merchants, and weavers long
before Britons started gaining political and financial control in the s.
Empiricists might discount legends as ‘puerile’ and ‘silly’ but the traces

of labour and work are imprinted in the city’s anecdotal past.85 One

80 Robert Burford, The Description of a View of the City of Calcutta, Now Exhibiting at the

Panorama, Leicester Square (London: J. and C. Adlard, Bartholomew Close, , p. .
81 Jordanna Bailkin, ‘The Boot and the Spleen: When Was Murder Possible in British

India’, Comparative Study of Society and History, vol. , no. , , pp. –. The masters
knew that their kicks would not be retaliated. A telling example is the confession of one
Allen Bayard Johnson made in his private diary on discharging his bearer: ‘and I am
sorry to add [I] kicked him, how cowardly in it, as they are much too slave like to
retaliate as any man would.’ Mss Eur A /, folio no. , Diaries Kept by General Allen

Bayard Johnson (–)—B. L. Johnson wrote this in  while at the military
cantonment town of Dinapore in Bihar.

82 Peter Robb, Sentiment and Self; Richard Blechynden’s Calcutta Diaries, – (New
Delhi: Oxford University Press, ), p. . Any attempt to quantify the number of
servants in this period is highly difficult. In fact, any accurate estimate of the number of
Europeans in Calcutta itself is elusive. The visual and textual depiction of everyday life
is a better indicator of the quintessential presence of servants.

83 Rama Deb Roy, ‘Glimpses on the History of Calcutta, –’, Annales de

démographie historique, , pp. –.
84 Farhat Hasan, ‘Indigenous Cooperation and the Birth of a Colonial City: Calcutta,

c. –’, MAS, vol. , no. , , pp. –.
85 These phrases are of P. Thankappan Nair (ed.), Rainey’s, p. ; and Thankappan Nair

(ed.), Calcutta in the th Century (Calcutta: Firma KLM, ), p. .
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legend that explains how Calcutta got its name goes like this: the first
Englishman who landed there met with a grass cutter and inquired
about the name of the place. The obscurity of the English language
confused the grass cutter. He thought the gentleman was inquiring
about the load on his head. He replied in a broken pidgin way: ‘kal
kata’—that is, he had cut the grass yesterday. The Englishman gave the
place the name Calcutta.86 Another anecdote is related to dhobis

(washermen), who had already by the s earned infamy for
damaging and misplacing the clothes of their masters.87 The anecdote
was first narrated in an  text and then repeated in one from .
When the English arrived in Calcutta in , they required translators
and interpreters.88 In Madras, these men were called dubas/dubhasis,
meaning one who knows two languages. So, in Bengal, the English
sought the same. The Bengali elite families to whom the request was
made misinterpreted dubhasis as dhobis. They sent dhobis instead. As a
result, anecdotally, it was believed that, in Calcutta, the washermen
were the first service group who picked up some rudimentary English.
One of them, Ratan Sarkar, was reportedly the first interpreter
employed by the EIC.89

These encounters show both the power of misapprehension and the
possibility of social upward mobility. They also display the historicity of
the place in terms of working groups. It is no surprise that grass cutters
were one of the two most numerous menial groups; the other were
palanquin bearers, who were known for their dominant collective
solidarity.90 The British presence in Calcutta of course led to further
expansion. Under the EIC’s zamindari, between the periods –

86 Raja Binaya Krishna Deb, The Early History and Growth of Calcutta (Calcutta: Romesh
Chandra Ghose, ), p. .

87 As pointed out in the public advertisement of Messr. J. Davidson and Co., the firm
that opened in November  promised to have procured sufficient materials and
workmen to do washing and mangling according to the European method. Seton-Karr,
Selections, pp. –.

88 The date is according to the legend and might or might not correspond to the
empirical fact. Calcutta’s foundation date is  but repeated attempts were made in
the earlier decades to open a factory in Bengal and Bihar.

89 Krishna Deb, The Early History, p. . If this is true, then, like Ramdulal, this man also
in all probability appropriated the high-caste title of Sarkar.

90 Peter Marshall, ‘The Company and the Coolies: Labour in Early Calcutta’, in The

Urban Experience, Calcutta: Essays in Honour of Professor Nitish R. Ray, (ed.) Pradip Sinha
(Calcutta: Rddhi-India, ), pp. –. Most of the palanquin bearers had come from
Balasore, a place in the neighbouring state of Orissa, and also from Bihar. From time
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and –, the revenues from markets and marts, and grounds and
houses, increased by  per cent.91 An exact count has eluded
historians for generations but, in all likelihood, the population of
Calcutta, including nearby areas, grew from , in  to ,
by the end of the century.92

The regulation of , whose details we will see below, worked in the
context of the emerging urban beats of Calcutta. The songs of boatmen
and palanquin bearers; the noise of loading, unloading, and ferrying
bricks and chunam (lime) to feed the ‘construction boom’ of the late
eighteenth century; and the mumbled and shrill voices bargaining with
the hawkers who had mushroomed on Calcutta streets all contributed
to the soundscape of the bustling city. Add to this the rattling noise of
the wheels, the loud calls of syces, and screams of head servants and
mace bearers alerting passers-by of the speeding carriages of sahibs and
memsahibs. The history of the British conquest has looked closely at the
macro picture of political economy and ideologies of rule. It has looked
at intermediaries who collaborated with and resisted the British
conquest. Banians, sircars, and munshis have been part of this
historiography. ‘Intermediary collaboration’ has in fact become the
mainstay of the frameworks used to understand the early colonial
period. This article offers to understand the early colonial history
through the teeming presence of labouring men and women of all
sorts—people whose sound we can hear through delicate textual
reading and whose presence we can see in the sketches and paintings of
the period. This labouring group was both at households and at public
sites of work.
Yet, historians disagree on the nature of Calcutta life. Critiquing a

range of works that deal with intellectual or cultural encounters
between Europeans and Indians in Calcutta, Marshall concludes that
Britons who actively sought intellectual contact with Indians were a tiny

to time, their collective withdrawal created a dearth of bearers in the city. Thankappan
(ed.), Raineys, p. .

91 Hasan, ‘Indigenous Cooperation’. New areas were constantly added to the Company
zamindari. One of them, Johnnagore, added in the s, was inhabited by  families
and houses chiefly of caulkers, weavers, peons, and so on. C. R. Wilson, Old Fort

William in Bengal, vol.  (London: John Murray, ), p. .
92 Roy, ‘Glimpses on the History’, p. . In light of some figures available from the

s and the s, which though are also not completely reliable, the figure of
, appears inflated.
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minority.93 A sizeable majority were just concerned with reproducing and
sustaining their cultural life. Ranging from different subscription-based
societies to those of wine merchants and booksellers, the society of
white Calcutta was self-sufficient.94 The opulence on display at public
breakfasts, private parties, and numerous other celebrations marked
its seclusion.
None of this is incorrect. If we change our angle of vision on the white

life in the city from buildings to people, however, we will question the
insularity. British cultural and social reproduction was based upon the
labour of allegedly lazy and useless servants. The evenings in Calcutta,
marked by strolls in the maidan (the iconic open space in the city) and
the late-night merriment with drinks, dance, and flirting, had one
essential thing in common: servants. Each master or mistress carried his
or her own set of servants to parties. Their numbers sometimes became
a nuisance for the host. In sending out the invitation to attend a
concert and supper, Mr and Mrs Hastings asked their guests not to
bring any servants except the hookahburdar.95 When every guest
brought their servants, the scene in the dining room became something
like that shown in Figure .
The change in angle would also allow us to qualify the truism associated

with the physical division of colonial cities into white and black parts.
Again, Calcutta was no exception to this, but secluded sociability blinds
us to recognizing that there was not just one, but two black towns in
the city. The one lying to the north of the European settlement, which
the subsequent writing on Calcutta presented as the main or only one,
was inhabited by the native middle class and elites. The other,
forgotten one existed to the south and south-east of the fort area,
stretching from the prominent ‘cooley bazaar’ in the west, where
Nundkumar was hanged, to the areas of Bhavanipur, Birjee, and
Dollund to the south-east.
With the expansion of the European quarters, the straw huts of people

such as Noor Mahmod Sarang, jamoll Colassey, and Domah Bearer had
to make way for the Esplanade and for open spaces for the evening strolls

93 Peter J. Marshall, ‘The White Town of Calcutta under the Rule of the East India
Company’, MAS, vol. , no. , , pp. –, at p. .

94 And the trend was on the rise. The city was acquiring its own European cooks and
hairdressers, and also few Europeans who worked as servants, mainly as valets
and stewards.

95 Thankappan (ed.), Rainey’s, pp. –.
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and morning trots of memsahibs and sahibs.96 Land taken in these areas
and in Govindpur, where the new fort construction started in , was
only partly compensated for by grants of land outside Calcutta. Others
received no compensation at all, even after almost ten years. One who
lost land and continued to complain repeatedly was Hinghun Dhye.97

The tearing down of dwellings of ayahs, sarangs, lascars, dhyes,
servants, and coolies in these areas led to the proliferation of straw huts
amidst the expansive colonnaded chunamed (washed-with-lime) brick
bungalows of masters. But then such proximity was also not desirable.
It exposed the white masters to fire and rats, and so the huts had to be
‘immediately removed’.98

Figure . ‘Our Burra Khana’ (the dining room). Source: George F. Atkinson, Curry and Rice
(on Forty Plates): The Ingredients of Social Life ‘Our’ Station in India, first published in , fifth
edition (London: W. Thacker & Co., ), no. .

96 The surnames Sarang, khalasy, and bearer denote occupational categories. Home
Miscellaneous Proceedings, vol. no. , March–June , pp. –, National
Archives of India (henceforth, HMPV, NAI).

97 BPC, P//, August , pp. –.
98 BPC, P//, April , pp. –.
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The occupancy of the British attracted many men in search of work to
Calcutta. Clive must have carried this impression back home when he
wrote to the Court of Directors, ‘Calcutta is daily encreasing [sic] in the
number of inhabitants’.99 Their presence also marked the institutional
beginnings of defining the service relationships. In , a zemindar or
collector was appointed to the Council at Calcutta to oversee the
collection of ground rent. His work included issuing pattas (lease deeds)
to the inhabitants for the tenure of their houses and grounds.100 But he
also held a kahchari (court) in which he discharged all judicial matters
related to revenue, both civil and criminal, pertaining to Indian
inhabitants of the city. Along with this, there existed the Court of
Cutcherry to try all civil disputes and the Court of Zemindary for
criminal matters arising among natives. Both contemporary and later
British accounts confirm that the zemindar wielded supreme authority
and that his and the two other courts exercised absolute jurisdiction
over natives within the district of Calcutta. The manner of justice was
summary and the possible punishments included flogging, fine, work on
the road, imprisonment, banishment from the settlement, and even
death. The last needed the approval of the governor and his council.
The Mayor’s Court was set up in , primarily to try disputes among
Europeans but also those of natives with their consent. A Court of
Requests was set up in  especially for the poor inhabitants, to try
cases involving smaller amounts.101 Finally, in , the Supreme Court
was set up, and the Justices of the Peace also dealt with cases involving
capital punishment given to natives. The formal acquisition of power by
the EIC took place in  and the revenue, judicial, and police
reforms followed thereafter. However, Calcutta as a partial British
enclave had already emerged by that time—that is, before the formal
acquisition of power—which is attested by the growth in courts and the
accompanying legal instruments to deal with civil and criminal matters.
A majority of such legal forms of regulation were based upon and were
giving shape to the master–servant relationship.

99
‘Clive’s Letter to the Court of Directors,  August ’, Mss Eur F/.

100 Roy, ‘Glimpses on the History’, pp. –.
101 Information culled fromM. P. Jain, ‘Indian Legal History ’, published online ,

available at https://books.google.de/books?id=WRaCAAAQBAJ&printsec=frontcover
&dq=indian+legal+history+&hl=en&sa=X&redir_esc=y#v=onepage&q=indian%
legal%history%&f=false [accessed  February ]; Bolts, Considerations,
pp. –; Report from the Committee & C., London , p. .
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Servants’ history needs to be approached from both ends of the spatial
spectrum: home and public. A closer look at the city helps map the
traces of servants across different places in the city that comprised their
social life as well as constituted parts of the master–servant relationships.
As shown above, many types of servants of both naukar and chakar
categories worked in households and public institutions. Many households
in fact had office establishments within their precincts, blurring the
division between private and public. And many offices had a ‘private’
set-up as well. On  February , the day on which Sir William Jones
delivered the third of his annual discourses at the Royal Asiatic Society,
he left his house to reach the Court House at six o’clock in the morning.
He was given a cold-bucket bath and dressed there. He also had his
breakfast there before starting his language lessons with munshis.102 As he
made this journey from his house to the Court House, many servants
must have accompanied him. Palanquin bearers, the head servant, mace
bearers, barbers, masalchies, khidmutgars, and at least one cook must
have been involved in making this tiny slice of the day memorable in
Jones’s life.
Servants moved in and out of the house. They worked at homes and offices.

They met their counterparts from other households in bazaars, where
they gossiped and quarrelled with them. They lived in common
neighbourhoods of lascars, sepoys, and coolies. A long glance at Mughal
history will throw up examples in which a domestic slave or servant started
to work in a private capacity and moved up to assume a significant political
role. In the early colonial period, we noted how the opportunity to work in
offices arose for some of the literate groups of naukars. This was also true
for menials. Bheesties, tailors, and gardeners, to name a few, found
employment in the army, jails, and other institutions. The spatial
movement within the city, and the fluid movement in identity, questions
the strict binary between household and outside. Figuratively speaking,
there was a process through which servants entered into and exited the
household. That process was tied to the maintenance of the master–servant
relationship through the use of the state’s regulative apparatus.
There is, of course, something specific to Calcutta as well. The process

of urbanization and the expansion of administrative mechanisms created a
dynamism by which the urban labouring groups were not left untouched.
Servants’ identity was on the one hand part of the relational social and
private household worlds, while, on the other, it was threatening to

102 Raj, ‘Refashioning Civilities’, p. .
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cross the boundaries of the general urban labouring pool. Groups and
individuals had come to Calcutta in search of work and money. The
complexity of the slave–servant continuum and the vilified acts of
servants were not the only subjects to worry about. The domestic
servants were part of the growing urbanscape of Calcutta, which
required legal interventions.

Law and servants

The status of coolie labour and of domestic or menial servants mutually
structured some of the key aspects of the laws that were intended to
regulate servants in early colonial India. Regulations were both a
symptom of the historical reality of the possible overlap between a
coolie and a servant, and a statement of intention on the part of the
state to delineate a neat boundary between them.
Laws and regulations played a key role in the history of late

eighteenth-century British and European domestic servants.103 To
summarize from Carolyn Steedman’s work, in England, domestic
service was articulated through law, labour, and the meaning of things.
A servant tax that was extracted from the employers existed in England.
Unlike the globalized care economy, which is supposedly informal and
unregulated, eighteenth-century domestic service was regulated by law;
servants’ presence was recognized by statutes and laws, and was
therefore open to scrutiny and commentary.104

In the colonial setting, things were messier than this. Colonies had their
own pasts, including a complex servant-keeping culture. There existed a
wide variety of terms and concepts, as shown above, to characterize the
master–servant relationship, with differentiations as well as regional
variations. The British presence created a dense legal structure, but
some fundamental differences between the metropolis and the colony
existed. For instance, there was no such thing as a servant tax in late
eighteenth-century India. The centrality of law and regulation in forging
‘new’ relationships between the master and servant can be questioned, as
Robb has done by suggesting that contract and law were inhibited by
traditional law and forms of labour organization. According to him, the

103 Hay and Craven, Masters, Servants and Magistrates.
104 Carolyn Steedman, Labours Lost: Domestic Service and the Making of Modern England

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, ), ch. .
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accent was more on household management, in which trust and sentiment
played a bigger role than contractual relations.105 However, any such view
that posits a contrarian relationship between ‘tradition’ and ‘legalism’ as
ways of organizing and controlling labour is misleading.
Very few historians have written specifically on eighteenth-century

Calcutta labour. Notable amongst them are Marshall and Kaustubh
Sengupta, whose works are separated by more than a quarter of a
century.106 Their writings focus primarily on coolies. To his credit,
Marshall has looked at coolies and servants together, but with greater
attention to the former. His central argument is that the Calcutta
hinterlands failed to provide an adequate number of coolies as was
required to cater to the ‘building boom’ of the city. His second
argument is of direct relevance for this article. He argues that there
existed a strict classification and separation between different types of
labour such as craftsmen, coolies, and unskilled coolies. He does not say
it in so many words but, if logically extended, his argument implies that
such strict segregation also existed between coolies and servants.
Sengupta concentrates solely on coolies and offers a mild criticism of
Marshall, saying that the wage and work regulation initiated by the
Company state in prohibiting private employment of certain categories
of craftsmen and coolies explains the inadequacy of the labour supply.
In other words, the reason for the inadequate supply need not be
looked for in the existing structures of the agrarian hinterland, as
Marshall does, but can be found in the policies of the Company state.
Both scholars, Sengupta more than Marshall, have left out the servants.

That is not to suggest that those working on the history of coolies must say
something about servants. But sources strongly indicate that their paths
intersected and that the state’s regulative attempts recognized it. The
historian’s inability to do so betrays a historiographical preference to
readily discover labour that is in the public sphere. The binary of
public and coolie on the one hand, and servant and household on the
other, is thus created.107 The servant–coolie conundrum, although
short-lived in the context of urban Calcutta, promises to challenge this.

105 Robb, Sentiment and Self, ch. .
106 Marshall, ‘The Company and the Coolies’; Kaustubh Sengupta, ‘The New Fort

William and the Dockyard: Constructing Company’s Calcutta in the Late Eighteenth
Century’, Studies in History, vol. , no. , , pp. –.

107 The setting of urban Madras has allowed exceptions; servants have been discussed as
part of the larger urban pool. Ravi Ahuja, ‘Origins of Colonial Labour Policy in Late
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In May , at a meeting of the quorum of zemindars of Calcutta
town, three members—Richard Becher, William Frankland, and John
Zephaniah Holwell—proposed a set of eight measures to the governor
and the council.108 Reflecting the spirit of the ‘united complaints of the
inhabitants’, these measures proposed to regulate the wages and work of
‘menial servants’. The  categories of servants who came under the
regulation were all chakars, with the exception of khansaman and
chobdar. This was so because the intention was to regulate ‘servants in
private service’. This clause was important because many of the naukars
and chakars, as argued above, were also employed in public institutions.
Thus, by fixing wages and laying out the terms and conditions of the
master–servant relationship, the regulation itself can be seen as
delineating the boundary of the private.
The basic points in the regulation were as follows. If a servant

demanded more than the stipulated rate or quit the service without a
month’s notice, s/he was liable to be punished at the Court of
Zemindary. The punishment could include attachment of their land,
banishment with their family from the settlement, fine, imprisonment,
and corporal punishment. If a master exceeded the rate, he forfeited
the right of redressal at the court. Further, if he ill-treated his servant,
the latter was ‘entitled to redress and releasement from his service’. But
the servant was required to prove it through ‘regular complain’,
meaning that s/he could not quit the service on the plea of
ill-treatment without proving a complaint (or more than one—the
meaning of the term ‘regular’ was left undefined) was made. Keeping in
line with the English master-and-servant laws, masters were not subject
to any corporal punishment.109 The difference between boots and
spleens was as legal as it was racial. In fact, in the colonies the master–
servant laws strengthened the culture of violence.
Two unambiguous reasons were given for regulating servants: first, it

was said that servants had become insolent and, second, that they had
been demanding exorbitant wages. The exact reason of why this had
happened was not clear, but it was firmly believed that the

Eighteenth-Century Madras’, International Review of Social History, vol. , no. , ,
pp. –.

108 Long, Selections, pp. –; BPC, P//,  May , pp. –.
109 Ravi Ahuja, ‘Labour Relations in an Early Colonial Context: Madras, c. –’,

MAS, vol. , no. , , p. .
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root of these evils lie in our servants being admitted into the body of Sepoys, or
received on the works of the new fortifications, and until the causes be removed
by a positive prohibition from the President and Council, all attempts to redress
their insolence and exaction will be rendered fruitless.110

Sepoys, as described above, stationed at markets and public buildings in
their red coats and carrying bayonets, symbolized power, which became
the template for servants of other native elites. Coolies, employed in
open public sites, perhaps were thought to carry the germ of defiance
and disobedience. The social proximity between a sepoy (in the
Company’s employment) and a sipahi (native infantry), and the
historical past of many such sipahis kept in private hire by zamindars
and urban elites, explains why the slippage between sepoy and servant
was possible (see Figure , showing the armed man escorting the lady
making purchases). As a result, the resolution fixed the wages of
the servants.
Coolie, on the other hand, was a generic term for one who provided

waged manual labour. One could become and un-become a coolie,
depending on work, worksite, and mode of payment. The term was
already in use as a ‘suffix’ for some domestic servants, such as punkah
coolie/bearer. The Company state participated in this process of
‘incompleteness’; in fact, it promoted it. The coolies that were brought
to Calcutta to work on the fortification were ryots—that is, agricultural
labourers. They ‘became’ coolies at the site of the fortification and
repossessed the identity of farm labourers once back in the fields during
the harvest season. But the Company and its officials also suffered from
paranoia. They needed to make the categories self-evident and the
meanings stable. Coolies, sepoys, and servants needed to be distinct
and demarcated.
Regulation was a means for doing so. In March , another resolution

regarding servants was passed. The previous wage scale, with some
changes, was confirmed. More importantly, it reiterated that ‘no menial
servants, such as khitmutgars, musalchees, grass cutters, peons, & c.,
usually employed in the service of the inhabitants, be received as coolies
on the new works or admitted as sepoys’.111

And again, six years later, a third resolution came into force.112 Three
resolutions within a period of ten years show that, at least for the

110 Long, Selections, p. .
111 Ibid., p. .
112 Ibid., p. ; BPC, P//,  June , p. .
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European residents of Calcutta, there was indeed a ‘servant problem’,
which was, more importantly, a ‘labour problem’. The fact that the last
one was proposed by the Committee of Inspection, which was formed
the same year () to supervise public works and deal with matters of
payment to lascars and coolies, attests that the ‘servant problem’ was
not just a ‘private’ matter of households, but was part of the Company
state’s attempt to regulate a variety of labouring groups. A new wage
list was proposed. Another new element in this resolution was the
proposal to set up ‘a Register of all servants of every denomination in
Calcutta’. One Mr Stuart, along with an assistant named Mr Gideon
Johnstone, were appointed to the office. The seriousness of the matter
was evident, as the officials were directed to present the proceedings of
the office every Monday to the Board.113

‘The wretches have no shame.’ These were the words of Eliza Fay
describing an incident related to her khansaman. The man had
purchased a gallon of milk and  eggs for making a pint and a half of
custard. Fay refused to foot the bill and the khansaman gave her a
warning (to quit), which he eventually did. The mistress made it clear
to the new khansaman that she had taken pains to acquaint herself with
the market prices. The khansaman reportedly demanded double wages.
He was instantly dismissed and the previous one was summoned and
forgiven after he had paid a ritual homage. Fay reasoned with her
distant friends (and also perhaps with herself ): ‘I know him to be a
rogue, and so are they all: but, as he understands me now, he will
perhaps be induced to use rather more moderation in his attempts to
defraud.’114 Rehiring fired servants was not uncommon. Masters and
mistresses did not always send their servants to the Court of Zemindary,
as they were asked to do in the regulations.
Fay failed the Calcutta administration in not ‘blacklisting’ her

khansamans, which was the purpose of maintaining the register. In fact,

113 BPC, P//,  June , p. .
114 Fay, The Original Letters, p. . In general, Fay ‘othered’ a host of Indians, although

she wrote from the point of being an observer. Very interesting is the fact that, while
othering the servants and other groups such as that of women, her native interlocutor
was her banian, Dattaram Chukerbutty. This shows that banians and sircars as
pointmen not only helped in institutional set-up of the colonial rule, but also in
domestic–cultural representations of the colonized world. See Nupur Chaudhuri, ‘The
Indian Other: Reactions of Two Anglo-Indian Women Travel Writers, Eliza fay and
A.U.’, in Women and the Colonial Gaze, (eds) Tamara L. Hunt and Micheline R. Lessard
(Basingstoke: Palgrave, ), pp. –.
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many Europeans and all Portuguese and Armenians failed to do this.115

The office also never quite got on its feet. Within a year of the initial
appointments, the posts had fallen vacant. Both officials had moved out
of Calcutta. Time and again, the importance of the registry office was
reiterated. The police superintendents raised the issue in the s, and
it was again discussed in the s, s, s, and finally at the
beginning of the twentieth century, when it was at last implemented in
the hill station of Simla. Throughout the late eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries, the attempt to officially register servants failed. Writing in
, James Long called it a ‘paper resolution’.116

Hay and Craven remind us that ‘details are crucial’ when looking at the
actual working of the master–servant laws.117 One of the central designs
of the laws was to keep wages low and fixed. The repeated resolutions on
wages confirm this intention, but details hint at their limitations. Between
the s and the s, servants’ wages had doubled.118 Thus, on both
counts, registration and control of wages, these resolutions had minimal
or no effect.
They do, however, seem to have had more of an effect on delineating

the boundaries of work. The fortification work that saw the coming of
the coolies to the city also spanned the same three decades when
servants’ wages doubled. During these same decades, Europeans
complained of the high cost of living in Calcutta. The house rent, the
madeira wine, the handsome equipage, the pompous lifestyle, and the
maintenance of a large retinue of servants made their living dear.
Servants’ wages needed to be controlled to make the masters’ living
cheaper.119 Parallel to this, the wages of coolies, bricklayers, carpenters,
and other urban labour groups needed to be regulated in order to
finish public works on time and economically. And finally, as seen in
the concerns of the  and  resolutions, servants and coolies
themselves needed to be regulated from crossing the boundary
between them.

115 BPC, P//,  December . The obligation to get servants registered was only
applicable on ‘Christian’ inhabitants of the city.

116 Long, Selections, p. .
117 Craven and Hay, Masters, Servants and Magistrates, p. .
118 Long, Selections, pp. –; Seton-Karr, Selections, pp. –.
119 The same Committee of Inspection also proposed to appoint the clerk of the market

to fix the prices of provisions. This was met with Board’s approval. BPC, P//,  June
, p. .
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In April  ( just a month after the second servant resolution), it was
estimated that around one-sixth of the people presenting themselves as
coolies at the fort were in fact not employed as coolies in the first place,
but had infiltrated the coolie rank during the evening muster to receive
daily wages. To prevent this, sepoys were positioned at stores and other
places in the fort to prohibit the in-and-out movement of every ‘single
black fellow’ without a pass before the muster. Failure to return the
basket or any other tool given in the morning invited forfeiture of the
day’s wage.120

The mode of payment was an important instrument of control. The
practice of daily wage and evening muster was newly introduced for this
purpose. Prior to this, coolies were brought in by sardars (headmen) and
paid on a monthly basis. Furthermore, the sardars brought them on the
basis of advance payment. Allegedly, the monthly-wage system had
encouraged coolies to leave work early. The system also required a full
establishment of account keepers such as sircars and banians that added
to the cost of establishment. In order to reduce the cost of fortification
and to improve the supply of coolies, magistrates and revenue farmers
from outside Calcutta started directly sending coolies.121 With this also
came the change to the daily wage system to control coolies better and
check infiltration.122

The ‘pergunnah coolies’, as the outsiders were called, were largely
agricultural labourers. In January , while banning private
inhabitants from hiring artificers, it was reasoned that, with proper
encouragement, a sufficient number of coolies could be procured after
the paddy harvest was finished.123 The fact that coolies received
advances and higher wages from private inhabitants was known to the
administration, but it decided to wait before preventing them from
hiring coolies.124 The Company was confronted with two problems:
first, the possibility of overlaps between labouring identities and, second,

120 Long, Selections, pp. –. The mode of payment of the wage itself had become
the reason for desertion. The copper coinage in which coolies were paid was exchanged
at a lesser value in the bazaar, thus causing a decline in the real value of workers’
wages. Long, Selections, pp. –.

121 In , the Company ordered the collectors of different districts to procure ,
coolies. Long, Selections, p. .

122 BPC, P//,  September , pp. –. The establishment of sircars,
banians, duffadars, and peons was not done away with, but their numbers was reduced
and they were placed under European supervisors. Long, Selections, pp. –.

123 BPC, P//,  January , p. .
124 Ibid., p. .
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the differential mode of hiring and payment adopted by itself and private
inhabitants for a number of working groups such as artificers, carpenters,
bricklayers, and coolies.
The paddy harvest did not solve the ‘coolie problem’. In spite of the

revenue farmers’ recourse to the system of advance payment of a
month’s wage (similar to sardars), coolies did not come into Calcutta in
adequate numbers. At first, revenue farmers were penalized for not
sending the contracted number but, later on, not only was the penalty
withdrawn, but their advance investment was also reimbursed.125 The
district collectors criticized the whole system of coolie procurement,
which, according to them, was based on force.126 To quote in full:

for it is notorious that none will work on the new fortifications who are not
compelled by force, when at the same time an individual may be get any
number he wants at the same price as the Company allows. The farmers (or
the collector for them) is [sic] ready to send in the number contracted for
whenever a method is found to engage them to stay on the works, but till that
is done the bringing them by force many miles from their town habitations to
which they will return in a few days or flee the country for fear of being laid
hold on again, of which there are many instances, can answer no end but that
of the destruction of the Company’s pergunnahs.127

The Committee of Works asked the government to think of some other
method. The shortage of coolies continued throughout the s.128

There is no denying that the Company state was using different
instruments, from monthly advances to daily payments, from evening
muster to wage fixation, to fulfil its labour demands, but all these
measures, simply put, were unsuccessful.
The power of writing and cataloguing undergirds colonialism. This was

as true for describing civilizations as for managing labour. In June ,
the servants’ registry was approved. A month earlier, the same had
been applied to bricklayers and carpenters. According to one estimate,
only  out of  or , bricklayers were left in the Company
service. The rest had found work for higher wages with private
inhabitants.129 The proposed regulation required all inhabitants to send
in a list of the names of all workmen either belonging to Calcutta or

125 BPC, P//,  March , pp. –.
126 HMPV, vol. no. , March , pp. –.
127 HMPV, vol. no. , June–July , pp. –.
128 HMPV, vol. no. ,  February .
129 BPC, P//,  May , p. .
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engaged in the countryside. The Company wanted a comprehensive
registry of workmen. Fearing a public backlash, the public notice had to
add the caveat: ‘it is not our Intention to deprive the Inhabitants of the
Workmen now engaged in their Service.’130

The Company state struggled to find the right balance between public
works and the liberty of private hire and employment. In February ,
the want of coolies for carrying out work was described as ‘an
unsurmountable obstacle’. And yet, the availability of coolies for private
work for higher wages was noticed.131

It is difficult to ascertain the exact number of coolies who came to
Calcutta. Repeated references to their inadequate number might
suggest it to have been insignificant. This was, however, not the case. In
the same month as the Committee of Works referred to it as an
‘unsurmountable obstacle’, there were , bricklayers and ,
coolies at work in the third week of February.132 In May, the numbers
remained at  and ,, respectively.133 The number mostly ran into
thousands but the supply was subject to agrarian cycle. The coolies and
bricklayers also had the opportunity for private employment available.
In order to seal these opportunities, the Company finally passed an
order restricting the construction of new buildings in or around
Calcutta. Those already underway had to be registered, as did all
workmen employed in their construction. The unregistered workmen
had to be ‘seized for the service of the publick works’.134

Even  years into its construction and six years before it ended in ,
the Company was still searching for ways to make the wages paid at the
fortification work attractive, otherwise coolies found it ‘more for [sic]
their interest to be employed elsewhere in the service of individuals’.135

Reading along with the wording of the  and  resolutions, we
can notice how servants becoming coolies and coolies availing the
opportunity to work in the service of individuals were possible in this
period. Rather than raising wages, the Company instead provided a
rice allowance. The logic behind not raising wages betrayed their

130 Ibid.
131 BPC, P//,  February , p. .
132 BPC, P//,  March , pp. –.
133 BPC, P//,  May , p. . The number of labourers also varied because of

the available quantity of materials to work with. The supply of materials and supply of
labour were linked.

134 BPC, P//,  April , p. .
135 BPC, P//,  November , pp. –.

WHO IS (NOT ) A SERVANT, ANYWAY? 

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0026749X19000271 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0026749X19000271


attitude: it would make the ‘labour of coolies a matter of choice than of
necessity by enriching them too much’.136

All three categories—ryots, coolies, and servants—were anyway acting
according to what they thought best suited their needs. There were
even instances of men from famine-stricken pergunnahs and mofussils
who declined to come to Calcutta. The official reasoning blamed it on
the loathness of the people to quit their families.137 The real reason was
that they were not coolies; they preferred to remain employed in
agrarian work.138 The seasons played an important role in determining
when to be a coolie or a ryot. The numbers coming to Calcutta were
higher in dry seasons, corresponding to a slack agricultural cycle in the
countryside. Even the rice allowance at a rate  per cent cheaper than
the bazaar rate in Calcutta failed to induce ryots to leave their district
to come to the city. With the use of pressure on native rulers, coolies
indeed were sent out from Murshidabad in the thousands, but the
men’s refusal was blunt; they argued that they would rather buy rice at
the bazaar price than go to Calcutta on lesser wages.139 Two years
later, the desertion of coolies from the fort was mentioned. Low wages
and violence by overseers were the reasons given.140

The Murshidabad ryots refused to come to Calcutta because the city
had become very expensive in the last decade or so. Coolies at fort
work were paid Rs  per month and evidently more when hired
privately. Lower-grade servants (such as khidmutgars, head bearer, and
cook’s mate) earned wages that were, on average, Rs  or less, as fixed
by the  and  resolutions. The wages of other low-end naukars
such as bearer, syce, peon, masalchie, mali, grass cutter, and sweeper
were fixed at less than Rs . Two possible scenarios could have
emerged: one, the low-end naukars might have sought work at the fort
as coolies in order to earn extra money in the ever-growing, expensive
city. A wage of Rs  plus rice allowance would have made it attractive
for them to ‘become’ a coolie. However, the reverse movement from
being a bazaar coolie to working as a domestic servant was also
possible, particularly once the fortification work stopped in . By the

136 BPC, P//,  November , p. .
137 BPC, P//,  March , pp. –. This was said for Patna men for whom

repeated advertisements failed to convince them to work in Calcutta.
138 The same point of not injuring the cultivation of land by taking away useful labour

was reiterated in . BPC, P//,  March , p. .
139 BPC, P//,  January , pp. –.
140 BPC, P//,  April , pp. –.

NIT IN S INHA

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0026749X19000271 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0026749X19000271


s, the wages of domestic servants had doubled (and for some tripled)
and then remained stable for a long period.141 We do not know whether
the deserters among the new influx of coolies went back to their
farmlands. Some, we might safely assume, did. But a portion could
have stayed on doing other jobs including domestic service. The urban
impulse of the city both during the fortification work and afterwards
kept the option of the swap between the coolie and the servant and
vice versa open. Working one season as a coolie by loading and
unloading the cargo from ships arriving at Calcutta and another as a
bearer in a household must have remained a historical reality and
strategy available to these labouring men in urban Calcutta.
Where does this account leave us with the question of who was a

domestic servant and colonial regulation? One thing seems certain: the
city provided the opportunity to switch identities. A coolie could
become a servant and vice versa. Seen from the state’s perspective,
between the s and the s, registration attempts had failed, the
wage regulation had failed, and attempts to procure adequate coolies
had been only partly successful. Prohibitory orders such as stalling all
private construction had also proved ineffective.142 The Company state
was in a state of confusion over trying to make sense of the labour
entanglement that linked domestic and public, rural and urban, and
formal and informal. A variety of resolutions, orders, and directives
were aimed at bringing clarity to this ‘disorder’. It is likely that it was
unacceptable to the master or the state that a coolie in one season
could become a bearer in the household in another. The fact that
‘chits’ (character certificate) were introduced as a practice of hiring
servants reveals that the attempt was to identify servants who had
worked as servants before.
Different strategies were employed to keep the labouring forces

distinct. Evening musters, daily wages, recruitment through sardars,
then direct recruitment, police supervision, and, not least, monitoring
of work through deposition of tools were all attempts to close the
ranks of coolies. Servants, on the other hand, increasingly
became liable to produce ‘certificates’ from their previous masters.
Yet again, we know that coolies deserted and servants produced
forged certificates.

141 Home Public Proceedings, Serial No. , – March , –, NAI.
142 BPC, P//,  January , p. .
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Were colonial paranoia and the anxiety of masters and mistresses just
another instance of colonial orientalism? After all, the anxious master
vilifying his ‘intimate stranger’ could be a ‘routine’ act of colonial
power and representation.

Conclusions

This article has questioned the framing of routinization itself and, while
doing so, brought servants, a neglected but ubiquitous group, to the
centre stage of colonialism. Looking at two aspects—the social relational
identity of the servant that crossed paths with those of slaves and coolies,
and the regulative measures that tried to delineate distinct labouring
identities—this article has argued that servants’ past was not just limited
to households. An easy equation between private and domestic is
misleading. Labour historians have found ‘work’ and ‘labour’ in public
spaces, assuming an already distinct division between public and private.
The few social historians of this period have looked at households
without accounting for labour within them. In colonialism’s encounter
with the urban poor, the household was as significant as were docks,
roads, canals, tanks, and bazaars. Servants and coolies crossed paths,
switched identities, and exchanged worksites. It was precisely this fluidity
that the colonial state wanted to curb by regulating all sorts of labouring
categories and making them stable and fixed.
For historians, the way to the servant past lies through the maze of

patchy archival sources and ego-documents. In order to reconstruct that
past, we need to shake up our own fields of history writing—urban,
labour, gender, and social—to discover servants’ traces wherever they
are found. From serving as witnesses in courtrooms to becoming the
subject of a city’s foundational anecdote, their presence was spread
across straw huts, streets, and maidans. The exclusivity of their work
defined through private hire was the product of a historical process.
A series of regulations were attempts to intimatize the relationship.
‘Who is not a servant’ is not an attempt to flatten the inner distinctions

that existed among servants. Putting a munshi and a bheestie into a single
category may appear to be doing so, but the article has highlighted both
the normative distinctions that existed between naukar and chakar and the
historical reality of such conditions that shaped social mobility. The nature
of the master–servant relationship changed depending upon the category
and the class.

NIT IN S INHA

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0026749X19000271 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0026749X19000271


And obviously, it is not an attempt to collapse the social and racial
distinction between masters and servants. For the new masters, service
and employment meant the same. For his fellow Britons settled in
Bengal, George Hadley explained, the term ‘to employ’ meant khidmut
dena—that is, ‘to give service’.143 In this literal translation, khidmut,
service, and employment lost their inner gradations based on loyalty,
accessibility, and patronage. After all, the view based on European
superiority was as much present in the s as it was  years later; it
was claimed that natives ‘possess nothing of the inquisitiveness of the
European Nations … [and are] fit … for implicit submission’.144

Within the scope of fluidity as reflected in stories of people like
Ramdulal De-Sarkar or Ratan Sarkar, there existed a range of
techniques that helped to maintain the boundaries of subordination,
right from the state regulation to that of the prohibition on wearing
shoes in front of the masters.
Finally, the transition from precolonial to colonial could never be

absolute or dramatic. In other words, many of the practices existing in
the early colonial period were borrowed from the precolonial period.
The colonial period saw a particular type of ‘servant problem’, which
tells us more about colonial anxieties and preferences than it does
about servants. It became important for the colonial state and the
European masters to regulate servants. One distinctive feature between
colonial and native households that persisted throughout the period of
the British rule was the use of kinship. Unlike British households in
Britain or native households in India, colonial European households
had no recourse to the language of kinship. Servants were not kins, in
either blood or fictive ways.145

The Europeans did not have other cultural frameworks such as the caste
or religion at hand to regulate servants as the caste courts would have
done for native households. Law and policing emerged as the best
option. Moreover, the urge to regulate servants was part of the broader

143 George Hadley, Grammatical Remarks on the Practical and Current Dialect of the Jargon of

Hindostan (London: T. Cadell, ), p. .
144

‘Letter by Verelst, December ’, Mss Eur F /.
145 This does not exclude the prevalence of trust, mutual respect, and even friendship

amongst early Britons and their banians. Francis Sykes’s relationship with his banian,
Krishna Kanta Nandy (Cantoo Baboo), is an example. John Sykes, ‘The Indian Seal of
Sir Francis Sykes—a Tale of Two Families’, East India Company at Home, published
online February , available at http://blogs.ucl.ac.uk/eicah/files///THE-
INDIAN-SEAL-Final-PDF-...pdf [accessed  February ].
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eighteenth-century history of the state’s relationship with the urban poor.
However, domestic servants were also unique and distinctive because they
worked in households as ‘private hires’. A tenuous proximity bound them
with their masters. For servants, the nature of the relationship possessed
the simultaneity of trust, sentiment, and intimacy on the one hand and
violence, beating, and abuse on the other.
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