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1. Forgotten Histories
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Night Soil — A Valuable Global Commodity

* Urine and faeces collected (and sold) all over the world — from the ‘urine jobbers’ of
Japan and China, to Vidangeurs (drainers) in France, to ‘night-soil men’ in UK

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

e 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)
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FIGURE 1.1. Types of Sanitation Work
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Source: ILO, WaterAid and WHO (2019: 3)
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Managing Night Soil in South Asia

Colonial Legacies:
Mughal rule (16 to 19t centuries)

British rule (1858-1947) — coercion or forced migration of labourers for
nongra kaj (dirty work), 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 (Ageel and Gill 2021)
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2. ESRC Project (2022-25)

Hazardous Sanitation Labour
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Interdisciplinary Debates

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

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

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

* 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)
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(Qualitative) Methods

e 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 (Klls) 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
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Notes on/from the colonial archive

When?

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

*1830s/50s — oral histories indicate ‘recruitment’ of workers
*1864 — creation of municipalities (and control over conservancy)
What?

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

e Certain catalogues and report types (e.g. sanitary @ PROGEEDINGS "
commissioner, sanitary and public health reports and g8

proceedings, General and Municipal)

k. o B
GOVERNMENT 0F BENgar, | |

GENERAL DEPARTMENT
(SANITATION|
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How?

e British Library (UK), National Archives and West Bengal State f | :
Archives (India), Bangladesh National Archives (Bangladesh),
online repositories
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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.
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‘Nuisance’ and ‘Disgust’

* Night soil in British India was often regarded as a source of unruly
‘nuisance’ or ‘offensive effluvia’ that had to be dealt with to prevent
spread of disease.

* Colonial sanitary officials regarded it as a demoralizing force:

‘I say demoralize advisedly, because | don't think there is anything which
prevents the elevation of the human mind more, than the continual
sight of dirt, and the continual sniffing of stenches, stenches too, the
most odious of which the human olfactory organ can take any
cognizance’

(British Library, 1870a)
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Blame Game

* ‘Filth’” blamed on the apathetic ‘native’, as opposed to lack of funds
for sanitation within the municipal budget

 Dependence on customary wage arrangements and contractors,
with some workers hired by municipality. Complaints of labour
shortages common:

For example, in Dacca, Khanum (1982: 110) remarks how ‘the
number of employed mehters fell far short of the city’s needs, with a
ratio of one mehter to 627 people’.

In the 37" Annual Sanitary Report for Bengal (1905: 193),
Captain Wesley Clemesha also remarks that ‘the labour involved in
keeping the [city] clean is enormous and never properly done’.
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* Labour Regimes only appear through Infrastructural discussions and Epidemic
Investigations (esp. Cholera). Identity of workers (name, region, caste, etc)

appear sporadically. Discussion on Social life of workers outside work is absent.

* Infrastructural discussions mostly unsympathetic to workers. However, both
moments of empathy as well as considerations of workers’ strike is present

* The commercial value of faeces as night soil for agriculture is important to
workers more than the city. ‘Streets were scraped clean when demand was high’

Source: British Library
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Valuing Night Soil

 Workers paid through right over manure (and linked sales),
but this shifted along with increased municipal control over
conservancy

* Municipalisation meant the value of night soil was captured,

but it remained a source of ‘nuisance’, with primary concerns
being:

+** Salaries and responsibilities of sanitary inspectors and health
officials

** Maintaining sanitary conditions and preventing epidemics
(pilgrims, the army and prisoners a prime target)
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Valuing Night Soil

A committee for the disposal of night soil in Calcutta succinctly
remarked how:

‘it’s [night soils] economic aspect is doubtless of great value but
cannot for a moment be considered of equal importance with th
fatal results that are known to follow the putrefactive
fermentation of organic matters’

(British Library, 1870c)
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Absence & (Self)Representation

e 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

e 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)

Value thus derived from the ‘toil, expertise and toxic burdens’
(Fredericks, 2021: 2) of sanitation workers, with the persistent
devaluation of waste work itself (Irvine, 2023).
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3. Contemporary Realities
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“They [employers]
are treating us the
same way the
British did”

(FGD, Rangpur
2020)

“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)
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4. Concluding Remarks
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* Those involved in collecting night soil overlooked historically,
and today (identity, occupation, place of residence)

 Contemporary business models in sanitation (FSM) and the
circular economy commonly oriented to public health
concerns, cost, environment, not to worker wellbeing

* Call to re-centre attention onto the value of those who handle
waste (beyond only their ‘labour power’), as well as the unique
materialities of waste itself, to move towards sustainable and
equitable futures of waste management.
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Thank you very much!

ESRC Project here

s.cawoodl@lancaser.ac.uk
p.mishra3@Ilancaster.ac.uk



https://gtr.ukri.org/projects?ref=ES%2FW002272%2F1
mailto:s.cawood1@lancaser.ac.uk
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