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• Colonial Legacies: 

•          Mughal rule (16th to 19th centuries)

•          British rule (1858-1947) – coercion or forced migration of labourers for nongra kaj, formation 
of housing ‘colonies’ and administration (Sultana and Subedi 2016; Ghoshal et al 2022) – similar 
for tea garden workers (often tribal minorities)

• Contemporary Realities: 

•            India: manual scavenging persists and has evolved (dry latrines to septic tanks) (Wilson and 
Singh 2017)

•            Pakistan: religious minority Christians predominantly involved in cleaning sewers and septic 
tanks, referred to derogatively as Chuhra (Aqeel and Gill 2021)

•            Bangladesh: self-defined Harijan (Hindu and Christian) minorities fear displacement from 
‘traditional’ jobs due to mechanisation and new groups entering the work (Zaqout et al 2020; 
Cawood et al 2021). 

Sanitation Work in South Asia



•Fear job loss to mechanisation, technologies do not eliminate 
manual scavenging

•One-off training with no follow-up (‘under the radar’)

•Cannot access ‘improved’ alternatives (privatization, sub-
contracting, large bribes)

Minorities ‘Losing Out’

• Hiding name, identity, migrating to large cities and religious 
conversion

• NGO and government savings and loans, skill development and
rehabilitation programs (though often inaccessible)

• Cooperatives (though NGO-led), worker unions and associations or
self-help groups offer some potential

Individual & Collective Strategies

• Few viable alternatives (broader employment trends) 

• But, some potential e.g. vocational training and skill development
(public, private and self-employment)

‘Alternative’ Occupations



“My son is an 
educated person but 
whenever he applies 
for a job and they see 
his address is located 

in a colony, he is 
never called back for 

an interview” 

(FGD, Saidpur 2020)

“They [employers] 
are treating us the 

same way the 
British did” 

(FGD, Rangpur 
2020)



What?
• Sanitary and public health reports and proceedings, 

General and Municipal 
• Keywords (e.g. ‘sweeper’, ‘mehter’, conservancy, 

sanitation, night soil, latrine, filth, ordure, ‘nuisance’, 
septic tank)

How?
• British Library (UK), National Archives and West 

Bengal State Archives (India), Bangladesh National 
Archives (Bangladesh), online repositories 

Reading the Colonial Archive



- There is a disjunction of occupation and caste that encompass questions of identity and 
self-representation 

- Revealed within contingent historical processes of formation of sanitation castes, cf Lee 
2021; Prashad 1998; Rawat 2011; Shyam Lal 1981

- Also, self-representation by caste groups as ambiguous to dominant binaries cf Lee, 2021

- Hence Archival Caveats -> Archival absence and adverse incorporation, focus on imperial 
archives entangled with colonial/census categories. Oral histories becomes key alongside 
focus on archives

- Religious conversion and incorporation. Materiality of waste and stigma cf Butt 2023

The fraught link between Caste (identity) and Occupation 
for Sanitation workers



Did technology maintain sanitation labour in place?

Institutional-Technological Innovation was apathetic to workers and focus was on 
public health and experience of users. Municipal Sanitation budgets constantly 
low and dependent upon cheap Mehter labour as indispensable within all setups.

Waste at site (from toilet to depot) - Sanitary improvements as the dry earth 
system (instead of water-based)  intensified labour regime. 

Waste at scale (from depot to trenching or other spots)- Finances spent on 
occasional large infrastructural projects. Some amount of labour replacement 
with tramways.

Rare evidence for Occupational Mobility (within records of central archives). For 
example, Mazhabi Sikhs in Bengal Native Infantry, proposals for incorporating 
Mehtar labour in Hospital staff operations.



• Communities feel overlooked by NGOs and government agencies. However, claim-
making via identity-based associations, such as the Harijan Oikyo Parishad  (est. 1996) 
at national and local level, including youth and women-led sub organisations.

-     Recognise and highlight historical role in sanitation (researched own history)

-     Make demands for wider community to PM around housing, 80% job quota (and 
permanent jobs), higher education, Anti Discrimination Act.

• Intergenerational change – younger population educated and want to seek 
alternatives to their parents and grandparents.

Revisiting Mobility & Representation 



• Those involved in collecting night soil overlooked historically, and today (identity, 
occupation, place of residence), especially in Bangladesh

• Shifts in labour regimes linked to shifting infrastructural and administrative systems 
(i.e. manual collection via bullock cart to conservancy tramways and sewers) 

• Those engaged in sanitation work actively use certain labels in making claims (and 
mobilise different strategies), but occupational mobility for younger generation 
remains a contested and uncertain process.

Concluding Remarks



Thank You! Please reach out to find out more about the 
ESRC Project on Hazardous Sanitation Labour

https://gtr.ukri.org/projects?ref=ES%2FW002272%2F1
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