
The Untold Story: Rethinking Working Class
History in Bengal (1890-1940)
In the annals of history, the struggles and contributions of the working class often
go unnoticed. They are an essential part of any society, and their efforts have
shaped the world we live in today. In this article, we aim to shed light on the
working class history in Bengal between 1890 and 1940, challenging traditional
narratives and presenting a fresh perspective on their experiences.

The period between 1890 and 1940 was a critical time in Bengal's history. It
witnessed immense social, economic, and political changes, providing a fertile
ground for the formation and growth of the working class movement. It is
important to note that the working class during this era consisted of various
marginalized groups, including factory workers, agricultural laborers, jute mill
workers, and more.

The Emergence of Working Class Activism

As the industrial revolution took hold, cities like Calcutta and Howrah became
centers of industrial development. The working class, comprising people from
diverse backgrounds, faced harsh working conditions, long hours, and low
wages. It was out of these struggles that working class activism began to emerge.
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The working class movement in Bengal was not just limited to economic
demands. It also encompassed socio-political issues. Trade unions and workers'
associations played a crucial role in organizing protests, strikes, and
demonstrations against the exploitation by capitalist employers. These efforts
eventually led to the formation of political parties that voiced the concerns of the
working class.

Leading Figures and Transformative Movements

Rethinking working class history requires acknowledging the contributions of
individuals who led transformative movements during this period. Figures like
Muzaffar Ahmed, Bijon Bhattacharya, and Gopal Chakraborty played significant
roles in organizing workers and advocating for their rights.

The Indian National Trade Union Congress (INTUC),formed in 1920, aimed to
unite workers across different industries and fight for their common interests. This
marked a turning point in working class history in Bengal, as it provided a
platform for workers to collectively raise their voice against oppression.

Challenges and Triumphs

Between 1890 and 1940, the working class faced numerous challenges. They
battled against colonial exploitation, unfair labor practices, and societal
prejudices. In their quest for better living conditions and improved wages, they
often had to confront the ruling powers, both British and indigenous.

Despite these challenges, the working class achieved significant triumphs. They
successfully organized large-scale strikes, forcing the authorities to address their
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demands. Their struggles also paved the way for the of labor laws and
legislations aimed at protecting workers' rights.

Rethinking the Narrative

It is essential to rethink the working class history in Bengal between 1890 and
1940 to include diverse perspectives and experiences. By shedding light on the
struggles and achievements of the working class, we can challenge prevailing
narratives that tend to focus solely on the contributions of the elite and powerful.

Rethinking the narrative also helps bridge the gap between different sections of
society and gives due recognition to those who have long been
underrepresented. It acknowledges their resilience, determination, and the
important role they played during a critical period in Bengal's history.

The Legacy of Working Class History

The legacy of working class history in Bengal between 1890 and 1940 is far-
reaching. The movements and struggles of the working class laid the foundation
for the labor rights we enjoy today. They also shaped the political landscape of
the region, influencing subsequent generations of activists and leaders.

Understanding this history helps us appreciate the immense contributions of the
working class in shaping society. It also serves as a reminder that the fight for
equality and social justice is an ongoing endeavor.

Rethinking working class history in Bengal between 1890 and 1940 is an
essential step toward acknowledging the contributions and struggles of the
working class. By highlighting their experiences and challenges, we can broaden
our understanding of this period and give due recognition to those who have long
been marginalized.



The working class deserves a prominent place in history, and it is only by
reevaluating and challenging the existing narratives that we can truly capture their
significance. Let us remember their contributions to society and strive for a more
inclusive and equitable future.
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Dipesh Chakrabarty combines a history of the jute-mill workers of Calcutta with a
fresh look at labor history in Marxist scholarship. Opposing a reductionist view of
culture and consciousness, he examines the milieu of the jute-mill workers and
the way it influenced their capacity for class solidarity and "revolutionary" action
from 1890 to 1940. Around and within this empirical core is built his critique of
emancipatory narratives and their relationship to such Marxian categories as
"capital," "proletariat," or "class consciousness."

The book contributes to currently developing theories that connect Marxist
historiography, post-structuralist thinking, and the traditions of hermeneutic
analysis. Although Chakrabarty deploys Marxian arguments to explain the
political practices of the workers he describes, he replaces universalizing Marxist
explanations with a sensitive documentary method that stays close to the
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experience of workers and their European bosses. He finds in their relationship
many elements of the landlord/tenant relationship from the rural past: the jute-mill
workers of the period were preindividualist in consciousness and thus incapable
of participating consistently in modern forms of politics and political organization.
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