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ABSTRACT (Max. 250 words):

Humans have handled and utilised faeces in rural areas, small towns and growing cities for thousands
of years. Some of the earliest records of waste collection and use include Amazon Dark Earth and the
‘floating gardens’ of the Aztec Empire (Ferguson 2014; Kawa et al 2019). Human waste was a valued
resource, and yet, those who handled night soil — Vidangeurs in Paris, ‘night soil men’ in Victorian
London, ‘urine jobbers’ in Japan or ‘sweepers’ in colonial Calcutta and Dacca — remain largely absent
in the historical record. The workers, it seems, were not assigned such value. Today, manual and
mechanical collection of night soil continues in different forms, with those from low-caste, class or
religious minority backgrounds involved in often hazardous waste removal from pit latrines, septic
tanks, sewers and drains. Like their historical counterparts, these workers remain largely ‘unseen’ (Singh
2014) in contemporary debate on sanitation, public health and urban infrastructure, with working
realities poorly understood. Drawing on ongoing archival and empirical research in the UK, India and
Bangladesh, this paper shines a spotlight onto those involved in handling night soil historically and
today, and calls for greater attention to workers within contemporary debate on the circular economy
and faecal sludge management, to ensure equitable and sustainable waste futures.
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INTRODUCTION

This working paper draws on ongoing research into the often hazardous handling and management of
human waste. We argue that, while human waste has been, and remains to be valuable in certain contexts
(used to fertilise our fields and generate energy), those that handle it — historically and today — remain
unvalued and unseen. Whilst we can observe this at a global scale, the stark realities of ‘waste work’ are
particularly pertinent in South Asia (Bangladesh, India, Pakistan), where the handling of human and
solid waste remains deeply bound to identity, and intersections of caste, religion and gender. Drawing
on ongoing archival work, and previous empirical research in Bangladesh and India, the paper highlights
how workers are largely absent or adversely incorporated into the historical, colonial record, mentioned
only fleetingly or via derotagory terms. Though progress has been made to highlight the plight of
sanitation workers, and shift away from dangerous manual to mechanical emptying, we warn that
contemporary initiatives to re-value and safely manage waste via business models and technological
‘innovations’ in faecal sludge management (FSM) oriented primarily towards public health, profit or
climate risk once more overlooking the realities and priorities of those who handle waste. We argue that
only by re-centring our attention onto the value of those who handle waste, as well as the materiality of
the waste itself (and the intricacies between waste and waste work), in discourse, policy and practice,
can we move towards sustainable and equitable futures of waste management.

The paper is divided into five sections. Following this introduction, the first provides a brief history of
how ‘night soil” (human faeces) has been valued globally, and how manual handling of human waste
persists in some contexts — notably India, Bangladesh and Pakistan — today. The second outlines the
methodology used and ethical considerations of the archival method, while the third explores emergent
themes from our archival work on the evolution of night soil collection and use in India and Bangladesh.
This is followed by a brief conclusion.

VALUING ‘NIGHT SOIL’ — A GLOBAL PERSPECTIVE

Humans have handled and utilised faeces in rural areas, small towns and growing cities for thousands
of years. Some of the earliest records of waste collection and use include Amazon Dark Earth used to
improve or maintain soil fertility between 2000-2500 years ago, and the ‘floating gardens’ of the Aztec
Empire in Mesoamerica, raised islands fertilised with human excreta to use in agriculture, dating back
to 1100 AD (Ferguson, 2014; Kawa et al., 2019; Van Der Geest, 2002; Xue, 2005). During the Qing
Dynasty in China, collection of night soil and urine was referred to as the ‘business of the golden juice’
(jinzh hang) involving complex systems of collection, storage (often at a depot or trading house, known
as a fenchang) and sale as an agricultural fertiliser (Ferguson, 2014, p385; Kawa et al., 2019, p42). Great
economic value was also placed on night soil in Japan throughout the 17-19th centuries, leading to
reported theft of facces in areas with fierce competition over lucrative ‘night soil routes’ — predominantly
neighbourhoods of the rich, whose faeces (due to better diet) was perceived to be of higher quality
(Hanley, 1987; Tajima, 2007). In Victorian London and Paris, too, night soil men (for it was
predominantly a male occupation, conducted at night), dust collectors, ‘urine jobbers’ and vidangeurs
(drainers) unblocked privies, emptied cesspools and septic tanks, with faeces frequently dumped into
open water bodies (Ferguson, 2014).

According to Ferguson (2014), comprehensive waste collection systems initially gave East Asia a
competitive economic advantage over Europe and America in the pre-industrial era, with higher
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agricultural yields (nutrient-rich faeces was applied less to fields in Europe) and a generally healthier
population, with less faecal contamination of water supplies. However, this changed with the
introduction of cheaper organic (guano) and inorganic (chemical) fertilisers, flush toilets and sewerage
infrastructure — driven by public health crises (cholera outbreaks and the Great Stink of London and
Paris being iconic of this era), changing market prices, consumer preferences, governance and financial
arrangements (Gandy, 2004; Morales et al., 2014; Morales, 2016; Sharp, 2017). These shifts (from
organic to chemical fertilisers) reflect what many Marxian scholars refer to as the ‘Great Divergence’
(Ferguson, 2014) or Metabolic Rift —a break in ‘the metabolic interaction between man and earth’, with
the removal of soil nutrients under capitalist agriculture to fuel rapidly urbanising towns and cities
(Foster 1999, p380 in Kawa et al 2019, p40). Marx himself commented how ‘in London...they can find
no better use for the excretion of four and a half million human beings than pollute the Thames with it’
(Marx 1867, Capital Vol 3, p69 in Kawa et al 2019, p40). These changes were not driven, it is important
to add, by a desire to improve the working conditions of those involved in night soil collection —workers
who remain, still today, overlooked in sanitary interventions and technical ‘innovations’? across the
world (Cawood et al., 2021; Zaqout et al., 2021; Bhakta et al, 2022).

To date, few studies® focus on who those involved in collecting faeces actually were — their identity,
embodied experiences and struggles remain largely absent in history and contemporary debate. Who
these workers were, and are, is a question of vital importance given the persistence of manual waste
handling, and especially handling of human faeces across the world today (much debate thus far focuse
on solid waste, as opposed to human waste management, though there are substantive overlaps, i.e. the
same worker handling both solid and human waste). Though by no means a ‘South Asian’ or ‘global
South’ phenomenon, with manual emptying documented across Europe, Africa®, the Americas and
Caribbean, and lively emergent debate on race and global castes®, it is within South Asia that identity
(especially caste) and occupation are deeply intertwined, with significant implications for the health,
wellbeing, socio-economic mobility and political representation of those involved in, or associated with
work deemed to be ritually polluting and ‘unclean’.

MANUAL SCAVENGING IN SOUTH ASIA

Originating in the division of labour linked to religious texts® on purity and pollution (Douglas, 1966;
Dubey and Murphy, 2021; Mandal, 2008; Prashad, 2001; 1995) manual scavenging and other forms of

2 For an overview, including the application of Artificial Intelligence, see Cawood and Bhakta (2021).

3 Ferguson (2014) calls for greater focus on night soil collectors overall, but only hints at who they were (partly
due to the lack of historical data). Referring to Edo (now Tokyo), Japan, he notes that ‘while farming villages and
well-off farmers purchased the rights to acquire night soil and use it, actual collection of night soil often fell to
workers who stood lower on the social hierarchy...usually hinin (outcasts), to do the dirty work’ (Walthall 1988,
in Ferguson 2014, p388).

4 In Tanzania, Kenya and Uganda, for example, manual emptiers operate in informal settlements (primarily at
night). For other examples, see videos from the Sanitation Workers Forum held in 2021.

5 See, for example, Ranganathan (2022b) and Yengde (2022) in the Special Issue ‘Rethinking difference in India
through racialization’ in Ethnic and Racial Studies

® Whilst commonly associated with Hindu scriptures, there are also caste and class hierarchies within Islam
(Chowdhury 2009; Jodkha and Shah 2010; Sultana and Subedi 2016). Interconnections between purity, pollution
and sanitary work have also been highlighted in Japan (Hanley 1987; Groemer, 2001), Madagascar (Rijke-Epstein,
2019) and Nigeria (Uwa, 2018).
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‘waste work’ in South Asia continue to be dominated by low-caste’ and religious minorities. Pre-
colonial caste prejudices are tightly intertwined with the tasks of cleaning and transporting human
excreta (Coffey and Spears, 2017; Doron and Jeffrey, 2018; Jewitt, 2011) and help to render it ‘unseen’
(Singh, 2014) — actively overlooked — and ‘invisible from officials and the public’ (Prasad and Ray,
2019, p338). However, the influence of Mughal and British colonisers on institutionalising ‘sanitary
work’ (via municipalisation) and utilising and reinforcing caste hierarchies cannot be understated
(Chowdhury, 2009; Sultana and Subedi, 2016; Ghoshal et al, 2022). For example, British administrators
‘importing’ dalit labourers (including bonded labourers and agricultural workers) from drought or
famine stricken provinces to cities to clean streets and toilets (for example, from Madras, Bihar or
Andhra Pradesh to Dacca), dismantling existing customary rights among ‘sweepers’ and undermining
labour unions (including violent crackdowns on protests over wages and working conditions) to form
an efficient, cheap urban cleaning workforce — predominantly to the benefit of (European) elites, and to
maintain order (lyer, 2020; McFarlane, 2008). These workforces, and the administrative structures that
upheld them, remained post-independence, with divergent solutions to improving the condition of
‘sweepers’ (seen to epitomise the downtrodden in society) emerging between Gandhi, Dr Ambedkar and
their respective followers® (Prashad, 1995).

Even though manual scavenging has been banned, new machines have been introduced, and job titles
have changed (from ‘Mehter® to ‘Sweeper’, and more recently ‘Sanitary Worker’ or ‘Cleaning
Worker’), manual scavenging persists in India, Bangladesh and Pakistan’® via waged and unwaged
sanitation labour (Bhakta et al, 2022). Whilst commonly associated with the removal of faeces from dry
latrines in rural India (a task historically undertaken by women and girls), manual scavenging has
adapted with modernisation (Wilson and Singh, 2017) with the introduction of sewers, newly
constructed toilets and septic tanks — many of which act as ‘death traps’ to the (mostly) Dalit men and
boys that now clean them (Mander et al., 2019). In India, the Swachh Bharat (Clean India) Mission
(SBM), hailed for its success in eliminating open defecation and promoting ‘cleanliness’ — a term deeply
intertwined with caste prejudice!* (Doron and Raja, 2015; Jack et al., 2020) — via the construction of
thousands of toilets and septic tanks, has been critiqued for creating worse conditions for those
responsible for cleaning human waste, with more tanks to empty, and more shit reaching open drains,
exposing further sanitary workers to human faeces (Dewoolkar, 2018; Gatade, 2015). In Pakistan,
(converted) Christians living in segregated low-income settlements predominantly clean sewers and
septic tanks, with adverts for government posts stating that ‘only Christians need apply’ (Aqgeel and Gill,
2021; Butt, 2020; ur-Rehman and Abi-Habib, 2020). In Bangladesh, it is self-defined Harijan’s (termed
‘children of God’ by Gandhi) — low-caste and religious (Hindu and converted Christian) minorities —
employed by the government, private contractors or operating informally, who clean the toilets and
empty the pits and tanks of others, yet are unable to access improved job opportunities within and beyond
sanitation due to stigma and discrimination (Zagout et al 2021; Cawood et al 2021). Across India,

" Predominantly dalits (formerly untouchables), though it is important to highlight that it is often particular low-
caste communities within this broader grouping that handle human waste, with strict intra- and inter-caste, gender
and religious hierarchies distinguishing work tasks (Bhakta et al, 2022).

8 The distinction between Harijan and dalit is significant, with the former associated with Gandhi, who perceived
Harijan’s and other cleaning castes as noble in that they clean so others can be clean, and the latter with Dr
Ambedkar, who firmly believed in dismantling caste oppression in its entirety.

% A derogatory term that frequently appears in the historical record to describe those involved in night soil
collection, as well as handling of other (solid) waste and dead bodies. In Persian, ironically, it means ‘Prince’.

10 Manual scavenging has also been reported in Nepal, Sri Lanka and the Maldives, though data remains scarce.
! The slogan of the SBM is “cleanliness is next to Godliness”.
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Pakistan and Bangladesh, those involved in sanitation labour face not only low, irregular or non-existent
pay, job insecurity, harassment, lack of safety equipment and few (if any) work benefits (pensions, leave,
sick-pay, compensation), but also risk their lives when entering into septic tanks and sewers (Initiative
for Sanitation Workers, 2019). Since 2014, an estimated 156 people have died in septic tanks in
Bangladesh (Bangladesh Institute of Labour Studies, 2019). In India one person died every five days
emptying septic tanks and sewers between 2017-18 (Government of India, 2020) and in Pakistan, 70
sanitary workers reportedly died in Lahore alone in 2019 (Ageel and Gill, 2021). The true scale of deaths
(including from suicide) and life-changing injuries remain unknown yet highly telling of the toxic
burdens (Fredericks, 2021) and everyday acts of violence (Shahid, 2015) committted against sanitation
workers.

METHODOLOGY - ARCHIVES AS PROCESS

This paper forms part of an ongoing ESRC-funded research project (2022-25) on hazardous labour in
sanitation at Lancaster University, UK. The research combines archival and participatory action
research (PAR) to examine the historical and contemporary realites of sanitation work in Bangladesh
and India, with workers themselves. We are currently in the first work package of the ESRC project,
which includes a review of exising literature and archival research in the UK, Bangladesh and India, to
better understand the colonial underpinnings and legacies of sanitary work across the region. This builds
on findings from previous research conducted as part of a GCRF-funded project on caste, gender and
sanitation work at the Unviersity of Sheffield, UK (2019-21). During this study, Harijan septic tank
cleaners in Bangladesh revealed, via oral histories and focus group discussions, how their forefathers
were ‘recruited’ by British officials for nongra kaj (dirty work) in the growing towns and cities, given
housing to live in, and paid with alcohol. A central driver of the ESRC project has therefore been to
further understand the colonial link to historical and contemporary sanitary work.

To date, archival data has been collected from the British Library (UK), Bangladesh National Archives,
India National Archives and West Bengal State Archives, as well as via online repositories (e.g. JSTOR
South Asian Open Archive). The primary target has been sanitary reports and proceedings (Figure 1)
for British India (and specifically the Government of Bengal) from the 19" and 20" centuries, to better
understand how night soil was managed, and any sanitary reforms and infrastructural changes took place
(including why and how these changes occurred). We are also, fundamentally, monitoring the visibility
of night soil workers in the historical (colonial) record — when and how are night soil workers
mentioned? Is there any discussion of their identity, living and working conditions? Crucially, is there
any evidence of workers being recruited across colonial India?

Whilst we believe the archives to be a rich source of information to answer these questions, at least in
part, we also recognise that the colonial record is an unlikely place for the identities of night soil workers
to be discussed. Rather, discussions of infrastructure and of commodifying processes of night soil
(elaborated below) are often the only accessible discussions that speak of subject-positions of sanitation

12 Full ethical approval has been obtained from the Faculty of Science and Technology at Lancaster University
(Ref: FST-2023-3423-RECR-2).

13 We also conducted key word searches (for example: mehter, sweeper, sanitation, night soil, conservancy, latrine,
septic tank, filth, ordure, nuisance) and have explored other documents where night soil workers sporadically
appear, such as in Prisons, Railways, Ports and Public Health reports.
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workers. Recuperating sanitation workers’ voice is thus a difficult process within the contingencies of
present academic projects (especially those based at Universities in the global north) and within the
colonial record. While seeking to do so through infrastructural and public health-centred archives, we
are also aware of the critiques by scholars as Rawat (2011) on archival research conducted within
English language archives in Delhi, London or Kolkata, as reproducing the colonial categories that made
workers legible (not on their own terms). Consulting local archives both in District-level archives as
well as in vernacular may have told a different, more holistic story. Rawat’s (ibid.) exploration in his
book of how the account of cattle poisoning by members of the ‘chamar’ caste differed between the
colonial archives in Delhi and London (that reproduced the accusations and tropes of Dalit culpability)
and the local accounts of colonial officers and vernacular publications (that presented a much more
doubtful picture of the events) present the crucial importance of incorporating archive materials at
different levels and in different languages to unearth crucial details.

Figure 1. Archival Records from the Bangladesh National Archives (left) and British Library (right)
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(Source: Sally Cawood and Pratik Mishra 2023)

Our approach is informed by this criticism, and so we locate our inferential judgements of labour
regimes as necessarily limited to its role within infrastructural arrangements, where the presentation of
the labour regime is necessary partial. Hence, our archival research is not centrally about labouring
identities of workers which we are ill-placed to excavate, but the side-by-side discussion of labour
regimes in relation to infrastructural and urbanisation processes. We also seek to engage with these
official archives through the lens of ‘archives-as-process’ rather than ‘archive-as-things’, seeking to
illuminate the anxieties, uncertainties contained in the process within which these archives came into
being (Guha, 2015, p.137). For example, our exploration of labour regimes made visible by cholera
outbreak committees reference the active discussion surrounding the science of spread of cholera which
shows a difference between the 1890s and 1910s and hence a different emphasis on the relationship
between faeces and morbidity. Indeed, by the 1910s, cholera committees became much more focused
on water sources and the work (or neglect of work) by scavengers stop finding mention. Following Laura
Anne Stoler (2010, p.51), we understand ‘The archival power’ of colonial archives ‘as no more
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monolithic than the growing practices that it enabled and on which it was based’ (See also Guha, 2015,
p.137). Itis clear, then, that alternative methods and sources of information are required to address these
concerns, and the apparent absence or adverse incorpration of workers in the colonial record. One way
in which we seek to address these omissions in this project, is by hiring community research assistants
to collect oral histories of their communities, and fort his information to remain with them. These
histories — often passed down verbally across generations, not in any written record — are central to
understanding how workers perceive their own histories, realities and futures, and how those involved
in night soil collection manouvred within regimes that consistently devalued their labour. With these
important caveats in mind, the following section examines the colonial debates around extracting value
through enclosure of night soil in relation to the (in)visibility of workers engaged in manual scavenging.
In doing so, it makes a larger point of the place of sanitation labour within the infrastructural
arrangements of South Asian cities, particularly in Bangladesh (then part of Bengal province).

NIGHT SOIL, VALUE AND LABOUR REGIMES IN THE COLONIAL RECORD

As noted above, the term ‘night soil’ itself is a referent to the labour regime of collecting human faeces
(performed at night by marginalized workers) and its embedded economic value (the potentiality of
faeces as soil in agriculture). This debate therefore speaks to recent discussions surrounding value
production through enclosure of waste (Irvine, 2023) as well as on the question of labour within
infrastructural assemblages in cities of the global south (De-Coss Corzo et al 2019; Andueza et al 2021;
Truelove and Ruszczyk 2022; Stokes & De Coss-Corzo, 2023).

The literature on waste in the global south (though much deals with solid, not human waste) recognizes
that while some forms of high-value waste may become sites for organised capital to extract value, most
waste generated is managed and recycled informally through devalued labour and has a tenuous link to
capitalist accumulation, being called its ‘constitutive outside’ (Corwin and Gidwani, 2021; Gidwani and
Maringanti 2016). However, waste products have different valences of disgust, with the sight and smell
of human faeces being particularly marked. Colonial municipal officials express this through discourses
such as of the demoralizing effect of faeces — ‘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). Night soil in British India was often regarded as a source
of unruly ‘nuisance’ or ‘offensive effluvia’ that had to be dealt with. Officials commonly held with
contempt the lack of enthusiasm among the populace towards sanitary reforms, their unwillingness to
pay tax on improvements, and blamed the unsanitary practices of ‘natives’ rather than lack of
environmental sanitation*. In one discussion from Nuddea (Nadia) in Bengal, officers bemoan how a
tank built for storing clean drinking water was compromised in a short time by ‘filth’ deposited on its
banks, by the same residents or servants of residents who would use the water and have paid for the tank
from their tax (WBSA, 1864).

The focus on the apathetic ‘native’ is pronounced as against pointing to the lack of funds for conservancy
and sanitation within the municipal budget. The meagre funds of the sanitation department fed into the
lack of adequate staffing of sanitation workers and overwork, a dependence on contracting and

14 See also Anderson (1995) for a similar exploration of how American colonialists regarded the Filipino
population, in their supposed lack of personal hygienic practices and the lack of control over their bodily orifices,
as the natural carrier of tropical pathogens.
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customary wage arrangements, and conditions where the commercial value of night soil (and associated
supply and demand) became an important determinant to whether the streets were cleaned through the
sweeper and contractor. Khanum (1982, p.110) remarks how in Dacca, the number of employed mehters
fell far short of the city’s needs with a ratio of one mehter per 627 people. The mehters were expected
to do an amount of work that was not physically possible, and they were all assigned multiple tasks to
prevent the conservancy service from collapsing. Mehters themselves did multiple jobs to supplement
their wages from the Municipality. Additionally, the enforcement of night timings upon mehters meant
that they would often dump buckets of night soil into drains and tanks (Ibid., p.111). Likewise, in the
37th Annual Sanitary Report for Bengal (1905), Captain Wesley Clemesha — the Sanitary Commissioner
and a prominent official concerned with conservancy — remarks in a section titled ‘conservancy matters’
on the challenges of night soil collection in Dacca, an increasingly dense and growing city — ‘it is
impossible to get a night soil cart within 150-200 yards to be cleaned...the labour involved in keeping
clean is enormous and never properly done’ (Bangladesh National Archives, 1905, p193). However, he
also concedes that ‘in many towns, too much is expected of the sweepers’ (ibid).

In other cities such as Amritsar, the value of night soil was embedded crucially into the wages of
sweeepers and contracting arrangements for the city (British Library, 1870b). The labour contractor of
the city who would employ the sweepers at a wage of Rs.6 per month, would also lease out the manure
collected to sweepers at the rate of one rupee per donkey load monthly. The sweepers were therefore
‘entrepreneurs of night soil’ and would ‘scrape the streets clean’ when there was high demand, while
they would not take out the night soil if no demand was there. The sweepers wages were otherwise too
low, dependent on the Rs.6 per month and customary household payments of 1 or 2 pice a month along
with a rotee (chapatti) from households under their remit. For comparison, a European Sanitary
Inspector would have a starting salary of Rs.130 per month to be increased to Rs.200 by the 4™ year of
employment. Colonial officials investigating the spread of Cholera in Amritsar out of unsanitary
conditions advise the municipalisation of sanitation services as a measure to improve performance of
sweepers, while presenting the partial capture of the value of night soil by the municipality as an
important bulwark against costs of municipalisation. O.P. Menzies, the Superintendent of Police in
Amritsar, argued that if the present contracting system for Amritsar is dissolved, the manure alone would
fetch the municipality Rs.30,000 per year while paying sweepers a certain percentage for manure carted
out of the city, and this would repay the cost of a larger establishment.

Unlike other contexts (notably East Asia), value from commaodification of night soil as a fertiliser was
not a consistent consideration for decision-makers of the sanitation bureaucracy in British India. Rather,
colonial officials remained preoccupied in their correspondence with salaries and responsibilities of
sanitary inspectors and health officers, maintaining sanitary urban conditions or preventing epidemics,
most notably cholera outbreaks (especially among the army, prisoners and ‘pilgrims’ — seen as
harbingers of disease). A committee for the disposal of night soil in Calcutta (British Library, 1870c)
noted that ‘its [night soils] economic aspect is doubtless of very great value but cannot for a moment be
considered of equal importance with the fatal results that are known to follow the putrefactive
fermentation of organic matters.” The extraction of commercial value depended upon the timely sale of
night soil to farmers which was unreliable when carried out through the centralized state. In cities as
Lucknow where the conservancy establishment had been revamped through the zealous efforts of a
Sanitary Commissioner, G.S. Sutherland, who was regarded highly as an authority on sanitation
improvements, the extraction of value from night soil hadn’t been adequately realized (National
Archives of India, 1869; British Library, 1870a;). Sutherland stated that in places where the night soil
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had been deposited in superficial trenches, the value of the system could not be ascertained until the
manure had been sold towards cultivation (Ibid.) Returns from night soil sale, though often discussed in
official documents, was thus ultimately considered a secondary goal of urban sanitation and wider public
health reform. Value from night soil likely was of critical importance in another register, within that of
the calculus of wages for workers involved in manual scavenging. Value forged from night soil was
derived through the ‘toil, expertise, and toxic burdens’ (Fredericks 2021:2) of sanitation workers but
also imposed and reinforced a unique degree of stigma upon them, codified through caste notions of
purity and pollution (Douglas, 1966; Dubey and Murphy, 2021; Mandal, 2008; Prashad, 2001; 1995). It
is important to recognise, therefore, that for many workers, little to no monetary value could be accrued
from night soil, with ‘payment’ also taking the form of food (chapatti), alcohol or the simple right to
service a houshold — a crucial reminder that these labour regimes were (and remain), deeply bound to
caste prejudice and bonded, slave labour (IDSN, 2023).

We build here upon Irvine’s (2023) statement that instead of tracing the enclosure of the ‘waste
commons’ by capital alongside dispossession of informal waste workers, we should consider the
persistent devaluation of waste work as the principal expression of a commaodity frontier in waste.
Selling night soil was a source of income for some workers, and often determined their willingness to
perform this labour. Workers being the backbone of the sanitation operation, their willingness to perform
the unpleasant labour of manual scavenging as distinguished from their presence as ‘labour power’
mattered critically for sanitation arrangements. Colonial records of sanitary assessment of cities are
loaded with frustration of officials on the truancy and unwillingness of workers to perform their ‘duties’
— subtle forms of resistance noted in the archives — and the ‘inefficiency’ of night soil collection.
Officials pushing for better sanitary upkeep of cities advocated disciplining of workers through special
police personnel and greater fines on sweepers (see for example, Sutherland’s recommendations in
British Library, 1870c). Arguments for disciplining were also made against labour contractors within
arrangements of sanitation contracts where the city’s toilets weren’t cleaned effectively, and alternatives
were proposed towards the municipalisation of sanitation labour (linked to wider municipal reforms
instigated from 1864), and appropriating the value from night soil as municipal revenue.

However, enclosure of income from night soil by municipalities and colonial authorities more broadly
was a contested and by no means linear process. Though night soil operated within a limited,
economically unimpressive circuit of value, its social, political and ecological footprint may have been
much more important. Muicipalisation of waste work also triggered and opened up alternative routes
for workers to resist reforms, via protests, petitions and strikes — those involved in night soil and other
waste collection were critically aware of their collective power to disrupt the colonial metropolis. For
example, in 1874, a letter from Lord Bronze to the Secretary, Government of Bengal (Revenue Dept)
discusses a petition from ‘certain mehters of the suburbs against the bye-laws pertaining to the removal
of night soil in Calcutta’, and that, under the new by-laws ‘every municipal mehter shall be numbered
and registered’” (Bangladesh National Archives, 1874). The enclosure of night soil value was enabled
not purely with an eye for appropriating income, therefore, but via administrative, legal and
infrastructural reforms put in place in response to urbanization, rising population density and shifting
political priorities.

The colonial discussion on the best infrastructural means to deal with waste therefore intersects with
how efficiently or otherwise night soil value was captured (by the state and contractors or left to workers)
and these wider political shifts. A primary discussion on infrastructural arrangements towards sanitation
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regarded the debates on the choice between water-based, dry earth and carbonization systems of
conservancy, closely aligned to ongoing scientific ‘innovations’ and public health debates back home
(in the UK). While water-based systems advocated the use of sewers ending in the river system towards
transfer of night soil out of cities, some sanitation officials, notably G.S. Sutherland in Oudh province,
was a champion of the dry earth system of conservancy where faeces would be collected by covering in
earth (argued to substantially deodorize waste) and then carried out of the city in conservancy carts to
trenches on the outskirts. Carbonization was more experimental and was advocated by an administrator-
cum-scientist, W.R. Hickey, who pushed for the burning of night soil in incinerators which could
produce night soil gas that could be used as fuel to lighting streetlamps and other purposes.
Carbonization was more niche in that it had been applied in some European cities, but as Hickey himself
argued, never to a large centre for population as he pushed for installing the system comprehensively in
Calcutta (British Library, 1870c). In Bengal, discussion in the early 20th century largely centred around
the various merits and drawbacks of the ‘Biological’ method associated with septic tanks — installation
of which was regarded as a ‘matter of urgency’ by some sanitary commissioners, including the
influential Clemesha.

Without going into the intricacies of these infrastructural debates, what is remarkable in these
discussions is the minimal consideration of labour regimes, the backbone of all sanitary systems, within
the different arrangements (in construction, operation and maintenance). What differences of exposure
to toxic waste, of human drudgery, of maintenance of social relations would apply for workers under
different arrangements, was crucially missing. Workers were entirely absent, or only appeared in a
secondary register in these discussions which primarily concerned the expense of such arrangements,
efficiency and effectiveness in maintaining the ‘sanitary city’. Workers only appear as conditions of
possibility for different arrangements in place. For example, in the 38th Annual Sanitary Report for
Bengal (1906), Clemesha emphasies the financial advantages of a septic tank and central depot system
over ‘cart and trenching’ in Darjeeling and Cossipore-Chitpur respectively, and that ‘a very fair
proportion of the money spent on carts, bullocks, wages of drivers, feed of bullocks would be saved’.
Whilst Clemesha acknowledges that such systems are not necessarily cheaper in all areas than the ‘hand
removal method’, he argues that the “difficulties, danger and general unsatisfactory nature of the latter
are so marked that the Municipal Commissioners would be glad to pay more for a really good method
that did away with many of these objections' (Bangladesh National Archives, 1906, p. 40-42).
Furthermore, in hilly places as Shimla, the dry earth system is considered unsuitable because of the lack
of adequate labour given the more labour-intensive nature of the system (British Library, 1870c).
Similarly, for Hickey’s ambitious proposal to institute carbonization in Calcutta, officials wonder if such
a system could be effected in light of the already existing scarcity of tolah mehter (tolah here meaning
night soil depot) in the city (Ibid.).

The discussions over whether to follow carbonization, dry earth conservancy or water-based systems in
Calcutta have a revealing admission where one Health Officer declared, ‘several objections might be
raised against this (carbonization) mode of dealing with the night soil, viz., its collection and transport
from the houses to the places of carbonization. But the same may be said of all other systems. If the dry
conservancy had been adopted, it would have been necessary to carry the night soil from the houses to
the places of disposal, and even when the sewers shall be completed, mehter labour will still be required
to remove the night soil from houses until a perfect system of water closets can be established in every
house or in every bustee, nay, in every hut. But years will elapse and generations pass away before this
can be accomplished’ (British Library, 1870c). Thus, all infrastructural discussions really relied upon
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mehter labour in the last instance, even if discussions of labour regimes for workers were evaded in
favour of technocratic solution-searching by officials. There were instances of clear-minded rejection
of techno-solutions such as when Sutherland, in response to the proposal of Carbonization in Calcutta,
and in his admission, to the voluminous literature on different scientific means of disposing night soil
that he had not properly read, stated that ‘what are really needed nearly in every town are new latrines,
customers for manure, filth carts and bullocks, more sweepers, renewed drains, improved wells, better
ventilated houses, and more cleanly personal and domestic habits’ (ibid).

The discussion of workers in relation to availability as ‘labour power’ appears in places with acute
shortage of ‘mehter labour’ to carry out infrastructural arrangements. These infrastructural arrangements
had, however, implications for realised ‘labour’ (in opposition to ‘labour power’ viz. Marxist debates),
as workers would face different degrees of drudgery, of access to value from night soil, of ability to
maintain social relations and mobility across space and occupation. Counterintuitively, these
discussions, that would arguably allow us a fuller picture of workers’ identities and lived realities, do
not appear in the archives, at least in what we have found to date. Rather, discussions of infrastructure,
investigations of cholera epidemics and commodification of night soil are the only accessible
discussions that speak of subject-positions of sanitation workers. Within this limited register, we offer
a historical lens of locating labour in infrastructural geographies more broadly (Andueza et al 2021;
Truelove and Ruszczyk 2022; Stokes & De Coss-Corzo, 2023), and sanitary and waste infrastructures
in particular. The following concludes with some broader considerations for contemporary waste work.

CONCLUSION - VALUING WASTE WORKERS

Drawing on ongoing archival and empirical research in the UK, India and Bangladesh, this working
paper has sought to shine a lens onto the often ‘unseen’ (Singh, 2014) workers involved in handling
human waste, or night soil, historically and today. We see how night soil workers appear fleetingly in
the colonial record, secondary to wider concerns over public health, cost and disease. Not only do these
histories have important legacies that manifest in different ways today — with workers ‘recuited’ by the
British still in the same occupation and housing ‘colonies’ — but we see that much of the debates on the
‘best’ solutions to the sanitation and waste crisis from the 19 and 20™ centuries continue, albeit in new
forms today. The wider push for a circular economy where we might re-use and re-value waste,
technological ‘innovations’ to enhance efficiency and working conditions, successful ‘business models’
in FSM that can improve public health but still turn a profit, and creating private sanitation
‘entrepreneurs’ to manage our waste all contain echos of the past. Whilst important shifts are occurring,
with a decline in dangerous manual emptying in some locations, and new socio-economic groups
entering the workforce (a contested process), we remain concerned that night soil, or sanitation workers
more broadly, still remain secondary in contemporary debate on waste management. While this is
particularly notable in South Asia, where sanitary work is deeply bound to caste, gender and religion,
we argue that these observations have wider resonance as similar ‘solutions’ are rolled out globally, and
waste work is most often undertaken by marginalised populations in society — disaggreagated by age,
gender, race, class, caste and religion. Only by re-centring our attention onto the value of those who
handle waste (beyond only their ‘labour power’), as well as the unique materialities of waste itself, can
we move towards sustainable and equitable futures of waste management.

Words: 5604 (excl. title and abstract)
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