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1. Researching (Sanitation) Labour



• Collected (and traded) all over the world – from the ‘urine jobbers’ of Japan 
and China, to Vidangeurs (‘drainers’) in France, to ‘night-soil men’ in UK

• Used as fertiliser on fields (still today) but replaced due to cheaper 
fertilisers (guano), mechanisation and wider public health concerns

• Collection often involves those from marginalised, low-income and migrant 
backgrounds (e.g. Edo Caste in Japan, ethnic groups in Nigeria or 
Madagascar) (Ferguson, 2014; Uwa, 2018; Rijke-Epstein, 2019)

‘Night Soil’ – A Valuable Commodity

The “business of 
the golden juice”

(Ferguson, 2014; Kawa et al, 
2019)



• Colonial Legacies: 

•          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)

• Contemporary Realities: 

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

•            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 (Aqeel and Gill 2021)

Sanitation Labour in South Asia



1. What impacts are changing sanitation systems having on manual 
sanitation workers? 

2. What individual and collective strategies do manual sanitation workers 
use, to navigate hazardous sanitation work in their everyday lives?

3. What alternative forms of employment are available, and what can legal 
activists, government and NGOs do to support workers going forward?

GCRF Project (2019-21): Key Questions



•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
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“They [employers] 
are treating us the 

same way the British 
did” 

(FGD, Rangpur)

“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)



Gaps – deeper understanding of colonial histories and self-
representation, livelihood pathways and aspirations among youth 

to improve/exit the work

ESRC Project (2022-25) on Hazardous Sanitation Labour



2. ESRC Project



1. What are the historical origins of manual scavenging in Bangladesh, and to what 
extent has British colonial rule (over labour migration, urban infrastructure and 
administration) affected the lives and livelihoods of manual scavengers in the 
country, and across South Asia today?

2. What impacts (positive, negative, unintended) have contemporary infrastructural 
and technological shifts in urban sanitation, including government and non-
government organisation (NGO) interventions, had on the lives and livelihoods of 
manual scavengers in Bangladesh?

3. How do manual scavengers in Bangladesh perceive ‘dirty work’ historically and 
today, and what actions are younger and older generations taking to improve the 
work or seek alternatives? 

4. What new concepts and theorisations can be generated and integrated into 
academia, policy and practice to nuance our understanding of persistent 
hazardous labour in evolving urban systems, and re-centre debate onto the 
priorities of workers, their families and communities going forward?

Questions



• (Urban) political ecology – ‘value’ of night soil and metabolic rift (the 
transformation of nature and labour) (e.g. Kawa et al, Irvine, 
Gidwari, Fredericks)

• Anthropological debates on waste, ‘filth’ and identity (e.g. Butt, Lee)

• Urban Geography/Urban Studies – labouring infrastructure/people 
as infrastructure (e.g. Simone, Truelove, Stokes & De-Coss Corzo, 
Ranganathan)

• Feminist, Dalit and ‘subaltern’ studies – intersections of gender, 
caste, class, religion, occupation and coloniality (e.g. Kadlak, Ghoshal 
et al)

• Water, Sanitation and Hygiene (WASH) engineering – public health 
and professionalisation of sanitation workforce (e.g. Initiative for 
Sanitation Workers, Bhakta et al)

Interdisciplinary Debates



• Archival research (online and in-person) e.g. British Library, 
National and Regional Archives (Dhaka, Bangladesh; Delhi and 
Kolkata, India) – preliminary findings

• Key-Informant Interviews (KIIs) e.g. Historians, activists, 
practitioners, policy advocates

• Participatory Action Research (PAR) involving Community 
Research Assistants (CRAs) in 4 case study locations

               - Intervention and non-intervention areas

                  - Oral histories and photographs [self-defined Harijan workers]

                  - Community exchange, storytelling workshops 

(Qualitative) Methods



3. Notes from/on the Colonial Archives



When? 

• Bengal Presidency (1765-1947) in British India including East India Company control 
and direct British rule (1835-1947)

*1830s/50s – reports of ‘recruitment’ of workers 

*1864 – creation of municipalities (and British control over conservancy)

What?

• Keywords (e.g. ‘sweeper’, ‘mehter’, conservancy, sanitation, night soil, tramway, 
latrine, filth, ordure, ‘nuisance’, septic tank)

• Certain catalogues and report types (e.g. sanitary commissioner, sanitary and public 
health reports and proceedings, General and Municipal) 

How?

• Pratik – British Library (UK), National Archives and West Bengal State Archives (India)

• Sally – Bangladesh National Archives (Bangladesh)

• Both – online repositories 

A Note on Process



• Rich sources of material and some highly detailed 
(vary according to sanitary commissioner – i.e. 
Clemesha vs. Bentley, and location, e.g. Dacca, 
Calcutta, Chittagong Port), but…

• …Navigating catalogues a challenge 

• Variable condition of materials (some very brittle)

• A needle in a haystack - ‘sanitation’ and ‘public 
health’ cover many issues

• Are we looking in the right place? (housing, railways, 
prisons, judiciary, public works)

!WARNING! When you look through the gaze of the 
coloniser, what do you see?

In the Archives (Sally)



In the Archives 
(Pratik)

Locations of Search- Asian & African 
Records, British Library (London), 
National Archives of India (New 
Delhi), West Bengal State Archives 
(Kolkata)

Collections- Sanitation Proceedings. 
Railway Board Proceedings.
Home Dept. (Judicial) Proceedings

Necessary to producing an archival 
tabulation of sources, spellings. 



Reading Colonial 
Archives

- On writing working class history from 
ruling class archives
Such literature must be held up to a 
satanic light and read backwards

(E.P. Thompson, 1963)

- Archives-as-process rather than as-
things:

The archival power’ of colonial archives 
‘as no more monolithic than the growing 
practices that it enabled and on which it 
was based

(Laura Anne Stoler, 2009)

- Personal proclivities of Colonial district-
level officers. Different formats of Report 
in Annual Reports. 



4. (Preliminary) Archival Findings





Reading across Archives

Newspaper Report on how nightsoil should be removed before daybreak (1896)

Constituent Assembly Discussion by Prof. Shibban Lal Saxena on forbidding female 
labour after dusk and before dawn (1949)



Prejudice in Popular Medium

Newspaper Report on how trial 
of Europeans by a Native is 
equivalent to trial of Brahmin 
by a Mehter (1883)

Letter to Newspaper. Editor of 
Magazine writes obscene articles. 
Men “whose minds become filled 
with dirt or nightsoil” 
Obscene writing because of 
spending time with a woman of 
sweeper caste (1900)



Absence & (Self)Representation

• Little to no mention of who workers are and how ‘recruited’ even 
though central to city-making, but lots of technical discussion 
around how night soil can be effectively managed to prevent disease 
and minimise cost - not only colonial officers, but middle-class elite

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

• Workers largely absent or adversely incorporated into the archive, 
we need to use other methods and sources to better understand 
who workers are, and their stories (e.g. oral histories)

• And yet, some workers also speak back…



“We, the poor prostitutes, respectfully beg 
to bring to the notice of your Lordship that 
by the enforcement of Act XIV of 1868, to 
prevent certain infectious diseases, we are 
undergone to suffer a great deal”

“The sole object, we see, of the Act is to 
make the Police Officer’s pockets full by 
extorting money from some of us who come 
to be fallen within their grasp”

“The female honor is not a less valuable 
jewel in the face of the world”

To: Government of Bengal 

Re: Misconduct of Calcutta Police

Dated: July 1869

Source: Public Health Records 



5. Next Steps



• Conclude initial archival work in India (May 2023)

• ‘Opening the Bin’ Conference on Waste (Lancaster) - June

• Hazardous Labour and the Making of the City Workshop (23 
June) – join us and share!

• KIIs and PAR commence (September 2023-)

• Linked British Council project – ‘Gendered Pathways to 
Prosperity: Breaking the Boundaries to Further Education and 
Employment Among Dalit Minorities in Punjab, Pakistan’ with 
Asif Aqeel and Mary James Gill, Centre for Law and Justice, 
Lahore (March 2023-April 2024)



Thank you very much!

s.cawood1@lancaser.ac.uk 

p.mishra3@lancaster.ac.uk 

mailto:s.cawood1@lancaser.ac.uk
mailto:p.mishra3@lancaster.ac.uk
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