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Fragmented Labour and Elusive Solidarity: The Brickfields of Bengal *
Swati Ghosh

INTRODUCTION

Brick making is a traditional industry of Bengal. The silted topography of the region is uniquely suited for making bricks, where impressive terracotta structures from long historical past have stood the test of time as epitome of grandeur and finesse of the Bengal sculpt. With the development of cities the need for concrete structures rendered brick making an important industrial activity. In the past the riverine delta region of South Bengal provided quality-soil as a cheap source of raw material and the in-land canals functioned as the mode of low-cost and easily accessible local transport. The hinterland of Kolkata – the districts of Haora, Hugli, North and South Twenty Four Parganas-- thus became suitable locations for brickfields, as the city grew in size. In course of time, brick manufacturing industry acquired its own momentum responding to the market forces of demand and supply. 

With recent boom in construction industry small-scale production of bricks has emerged as an important manufacturing activity with the brickfields providing seasonal employment to thousands of migrant workers.
 The paper depicts how the extent of exploitation has been interwoven within the traditional structure of the industry undergoing transformations in recent times. From the very start, brickfields have been working with near-bonded migrant labour supplied by the contractors. The effectiveness of the debt bondage system of giving advance to the labourers and binding them through debt is patterned both by colonial history and present market conditions. The paper attempts to examine the regime of indebtedness that is linked to the recruitment procedure and the fragmented labour market in a particular historical time marked by attempts at uniting the workers of the brickfields. The persistence of the colonial mode of recruitment along with the formation of trade union today, depicts changes in the political strategy of collective bargaining. The debt-bondage system and the current mode of resistance interlocked in the heterogeneous time and space of the brickfields, further our understanding of capital labour relation in context of the informal labour force. 

Indian labour historiography has elaborately worked upon the process of class formation where ‘proletarianisation’ of factory labour in India has been largely influenced and constituted by the rural connection of migrant wage-labour.
 We find that the pre-capitalist labour-intensive enterprise such as the brickfields is yet another interesting site which has received little attention for similar analysis. Our focus here is to explore how the community of migrant workers are constituted as workers of informal production units and how do they experience the current transformations emerging thereof.

The first section of the paper is a brief profile of the industry. The second section develops on the labour market focussing on the nature of recruitment, segmentation of the labour force and control on labour. The third section examines how community-living is organized for migrant labour constituted by class, gender and community identities, intersecting each other. Women’s participation is a special focus in this regard. The fourth section describes the process of class formation, role of trade union and worker’s participation in the process of collective bargaining. The fifth section tries to identify the impact of globalisation on migrant labour in the brickfields and concludes with a discussion on the political economy of the change. 

I.
Industry Profile:

The brickfields in Bengal have been set up for nearly two centuries now.
 The technology of brick production, with minor modifications over time has remained largely traditional, simple and labour intensive. Brick production is a seasonal activity dependent on migrant labour and circular pattern of migration describes the nature of employment in the brickfields. Although a large number of the production units are registered having to pay trade licence fee, sales tax, royalty and cess on brick production but the workers are part of the unorganized labour force.
 The seasonal migrant worker living in the brickfields throughout the period of six to eight months of production, returns back to the village after the production season comes to a close. 

Brick making starts after the rainy months, in October and the preparation begins with the performance of a ritual (on the day of vishwakarma puja in September) auspicious for brick making, when the contractors are sent to the remote villages to bring labourers to the brickfields. Production starts in November after all the batches of workers have arrived and the final step of firing of the sunburnt bricks begins another two months hence. The brickfields, known as the it-khola, are open cast and work continues from 6 a.m. in the morning to 6 p.m. in the evening. The whole process of brick making is split into a number of tasks performed sequentially in different locations within the brickfields spread over seven to twelve bighas (2.5 to 4 acres) of land. Each activity is assigned to different sets of workers who are traditionally differentiated in terms of sex, skill, and place of origin. Segmentation of labour follows a traditional practice determined by ideas and myths about what each groups are good at. Every group has a specific name for the assigned activity, which is largely determined by ethnic and community identities. Within each group there may be further division of labour but a worker of a certain category cannot participate in a task not designated for the group. 
 The segments are closed with no upward social mobility and there is no scope for skill enhancement. 

Traditionally, the brickfield owners are small entrepreneurs. Most of the owners are local Bengali traders and have inherited the brickfields as ancestral property. Ownership and hence profit is shared within the family, where one of the members might take active interest and oversee the brickfields as a family enterprise while others are engaged in different professional jobs. There are families owning more than one brickfield, though all the units may not be registered. Absentee ownership is not uncommon with managers enjoying exclusive control over the field. Young owners prefer to invest in other business opportunities such as real estate than in the brickfields or engage in both simultaneously. With boom in construction activity, demand for good quality bricks is high at present. There are fifty-two registered brickfields in the Uttarpara-Kotrang area scattered in different pockets within the three urban municipal areas of the district apart from a few, small and unregistered ones.
 

Brick making is a labour-intensive industry where apart from the ready structure of a kiln, soil sediment from the riverbed and coal for the furnace are required as raw materials. The silt deposits in the ditches of the riverbed serve as soil reserve while coal is purchased from local suppliers. The type of furnace determines the technology of brick production. In this area, ‘modified Bull-Bhata’ type of furnace is in use.
 Supply of labour has never been a problem in the brickfields. The tribal and non-tribal migrant labour comes primarily from the neighboring states of Bihar, Jharkhand, Uttar Pradesh and Orissa and from Murshidabad and Medinipur districts of West Bengal.

II.
Labour Market:

The labour market is characterized by a pre-capitalist recruitment structure, segmentation of the market and an in-built system of supervision. The labour force in the brickfields comprises of Hindu and Muslim, tribal and non-tribal, men and women. Land-poor low caste Hindu communities such as tanti, koeri, jadav, dusad, musahar, lohar, and oraon, munda and bhumij kol among tribal population predominate the pool of unskilled labour in the brickfields of this region. While tribal workers are largely single migrant women, non-tribal workers move with families. Muslim workers constitute 21 percent of the labour force of which 18.3 percent is landless labour from West Bengal engaged in unskilled work and the 2.7 percent from Uttar Pradesh are skilled labour working as firemen.
 Whether skilled or unskilled, Muslim workers do not migrate with families. Gender and age profile of the workforce are significant with respect to allocation of job, mode of payment and employment of children. Women constitute about 60 percent of the work-force. The tribal woman joins the brickfields at an average age of fourteen and most of the time she is an independent earner. But the non-tribal low-caste woman always remains a secondary earner, learning to mould bricks with her mother at the tender age of eight and later after an early marriage supplements family income working with her husband.   

Recruitment:

In the brickfields, labour is largely hired through a traditional system of recruitment operative through contractors. The contractor collects workers for the brickfields from remote villages by paying dadan or money advance to impoverished families and brings them to the city. Different sets of workers are recruited from locations that have served as traditional catchment areas for unskilled labour to be supplied to the brickfields of Bengal.
 Dadan or the advance payment (as low as Rs. 2000 to as high as Rs.8000) seems lucrative to a worker who is without regular employment and already under economic pressure due to dearth of money in the village. The period of offering of the advance coincides with the time when price of the crop is at its maximum (around October) -- a month or two before the harvesting of the primary food crop (in mid-December). The dadan-workers are required to pay-off the advance by working for the contractor without any cash payment of wages. A meagre amount of money is paid for subsistence – known as khoraki -- during the period of production. For poor households payment of advance in times of need ensures employment for a stretch of six months and at least one regular meal that is scarcely available in the village.

The system of recruitment of labour in the brickfields is different from the past agrarian servitude of bonded labour. The present form of tying labour practiced in the informal enterprise of the brickfields has distinct features of its own. Voluntary acceptance of debt bondage waives-off the need for contractual agreement and in spite of the absence of violence or threat of violence to extract work, unlike the past, the compulsive situation of debt renders it as forced labour compared to the ‘voluntary’ nature of market contracts without debt. Recruited labour is required to work in the brickfields to pay off past loan without fixed working hours, leave or wages. The service is booked by paying cash advance and a provision of food and shelter, leaving no option for the labourer. Tying credit to labour renders a situation of immobilization of labour without any discretion to choose or shift from one kiln to another. Indebted migrants, with the body as only collateral thus remain captive in debt that can never be repaid at usual earnings. 

Recruitment is gendered and framed by migration pattern. Family labour is hired through the debt-advancement system whereas single men are employed directly as piece-rate wage workers. Ethnicity, gender and place of origin ascertain the nature of work allotted to the migrants. While men perform skilled work, women are pushed into unskilled job with single women (tribals) being allotted laborious tasks and family labour (non-tribals) mostly having to do repetitive and tedious jobs. Women do not attain the status of wage labour to be hired directly by the employer, an opportunity that is strictly available for certain selected, skilled male labour. Whether migrating alone or with family, labour force participation and mobility do not represent autonomy or choice for women since by rural tradition adult men deal with matters of earnings and debt. Women’s participation depends more on the decision of the family and women-labour just carry out family decisions to work in the brickfields. In convincing the rural landless about the benefits of debt advancement system and arranging for migration to the urban brickfields, the contractor acts as an intermediary between the adult male heads of the households and the employer, thus linking the market forces of supply and demand.      

Supervision:

The system of advance payment has resulted in the formation of a disciplined and productive workforce. Workers owe direct allegiance to the contractor who is the lender of the last resort in times of need. Sudden lumpy expenditures such as at times of illness or marriage that cannot be financed from usual earnings are met through credit from the contractor. Repayment of debt through work also provides credibility for further loan and guarantee for future employment to the worker. Recruited labour serves as a stock of labour-power for the contractor, a commodity to be used as and when required and to be exerted as a peer-pressure for negotiating with the owner. Advancing a substantial part of family-subsistence, labour is locked for the whole production season and the system of loan advancement earns a social legitimacy while ensuring smooth supply of labour.  

For the labourer, leave or no work implies non-payment of subsistence and this ensures highest commitment from labour throughout the working season. The amount of weekly subsistence is the only payment made to tied-labour during the period of production until the loan is paid-off. The amount of subsistence paid in cash is fixed at piece rate of production. Men receive a higher rate of payment than women. Children accompanying their mother do not receive any subsistence from the contractor though they take part in production in assisting their mothers. Use of family and child labour is prompted to speed up work without increase in labour cost for the employer. The bondage is substantive such that labour has no option for faster debt redemption except to offer family labour. Honouring of debt is voluntary and direct incidences of coercion are almost absent in the brickfields. The system of payment and is so smoothly organised that there is no need for forced extraction of labour at the workplace. 

The act of supervision is implicit to the mode of employment. As skilled artisans experienced workers of the groups known as the sardar or sardarin supervise the work of the team. They issue tickets or tokens to register the performance level of each worker and the number of tokens determines the amount of subsistence to be paid. They also monitor over the lives of workers beyond work schedule to ensure total control at the shop floor and receive commission as incentive for the supervisory task. As in the colonial times, sardar or the jobber continue to mediate between the workers and the contractors and are the key contact persons in the villages to recruit labour. The contractors or the thikadaar are engaged by the owner as labour-suppliers and are often assigned with different pieces of the work to be completed by the team of labourers hired by him.
 The munshi is a salaried employee of the owner to keep account of the work and estimate the amount of subsistence payable to each worker. 

In fact, this system of recruitment through small amount of advance payment for one production period is more efficient than the past systems of long term debt bondage in agriculture or advancement of large sum of money prevalent in many informal kind of contract employment in large industries.
 Invoking debt-bondage over large amount for long-term, or subsequent advances for short period requires a strict vigilance on the workers lest they flee from captivity, whereas small amount of debt-advancement as in the brickfields of Bengal today, ties up workers for only one production season without having to restrict their movement. The amount of advance being small, there is no question of incapacitation of debt and is recoverable every season from individual workers without long-term obligation. The shift from large volume of loan to a ‘critical minimum’ volume producing substantive bondage for exactly one production season is efficient in retaining the attachment of labour without any discretion to work elsewhere and producing low risk in terms of labour turnover.    

Segmentation:

In the brickfields classification of work is made on grounds of ‘natural ability’ of the workers. The naturalization rationale is evident in separating ‘men’s work’ from ‘women’s work’ and community-wise job allocation, which is consistent with traditional practices. Classification of job is not based on efficiency or physical strength needed to perform the task. Gendering of work and community based stereotyping is justified on account of difference in possession of skill and by place of origin. As a result of such division of labour, Hindu men from Medinipur district of West Bengal and Muslim men from Uttar Pradesh are employed as fireman as the most skilled labour required at the brickfields. Muslim workers from Murshidabad district are considered to be best suited for digging deep trenches along silted riverbeds. While the non-tribal male workers are engaged in arrangement of sunburnt bricks within the brick-kiln before firing that requires a certain technical expertise, low-caste Hindu women of the family are engaged in brick making and tribal workers are engaged in laborious and unskilled job of loading and unloading of bricks.
Division of labour by associating masculinity with technical skill and femininity with unskilled drudgery generates further differentiation, which overlaps with community-wise job distribution. The strategy to employ women in the labour intensive enterprise of the brickfields is based on the rationale to use resilient and docile women at least possible cost. Low caste, non-tribal family women are designated with the mechanical and repetitive task of moulding bricks from kneaded mud (the pathera). With the help of a dice, women (along with children) are required to mould at least 2500 to 3000 bricks per week to earn the minimum food requirement. Thus, while moulding may engage non-tribal women from Bihar working as dependent family labour, individual tribal woman from Jharkhand are assigned the task of carrying bricks to the furnace, head-load (the reja). In other parts of South Asia such as Pakistan, bricks are carried with help of donkeys and not women;
 but in the brickfields of Bengal, reja-women carry eight to ten bricks weighing about forty kilogram for a distance of 100 meters from the moulding department to the furnace, which may add up to a total distance of fifteen to twenty kilometres a day. Reja women – known as coolie in many other industries – have also to perform other jobs such as fetch water from a distance, carry coal bags etc. Thus, overlap of community and gender segmentation in allocation of job posits tribal and women to perform the least skilled, monotonous and ill-paid tasks with no direct competition with skilled job of non-tribal male labour. 

Segmentation of the labour force is further manifested through the mode of payment for the differentiated labour force. The salaried managerial staffs are paid around Rs 5000 per month during the production season. In the beginning of the season the contractors are advanced with ad hoc payment of labour charges, which is inclusive of the advance paid to labour, expense on travel and profit margin for supply of labour. The short-term skilled worker employed as firemen are employed on monthly wage rate of Rs. 3000 to 3200, working in shifts of six-hour duration for a period of three months in a year. The mud-cutters or the casual mati-kata labour are paid the minimum wage rate (sixty rupees per day) prevalent for unskilled labour in West Bengal. Single and family migrants recruited through the system of debt-advancement form the bulk of the labour force. They receive only subsistence during production season, which amounts to Rs.120 to 150 per week per head, the remaining portion of their earning is retained for payment of debt. The amount earned over and above repayment of debt (if any) is paid at the end of the production season. The wage rate according to which payments are set, differ between men and women. While the wage rate for male worker is sixty rupees for moulding 1000 bricks, for female worker the rate is forty to forty-five rupees on the ground that women are ‘slow’ workers. The lower the piece-rate, more bricks are required to be produced by a family and the loan repayment extended over a longer stretch of time. The actual payment for both men and women ultimately depends on the provisional rate of commission charged from labours as desired by the supervisory staff. The element of personal discretion over payment enhances opportunities for tailored exploitation. All labour are paid in weekly instalments and verbally informed about the size of the outstanding debt at the time of payment. The splitting of various tasks between different labour groups permits more opportunities for fiddling with debt account and scope for differential payments. In case of debt redemption, a few select workers may return home with at most 1000 to 1500 rupees cash at the end of the production season.     

Women’s work in general is looked down upon and undervalued as the lowest form of labour, both by male co-workers and managerial staff. All women labour is addressed as ‘magi’— a derogatory term used for low-level women in the everyday language of the factory and women’s work is known as magi-kaam.
 Patriarchal norms of family rule the shop floor and differentiate women. Non-tribal women of the family are posited in a fixed location for moulding bricks and tribal women workers are allotted with itinerant part of the task of carrying bricks from moulding department to the furnace. This allows for the opportunity of selective interaction of female workers with male workers where married women with children are exempted from ‘male gaze.’ But migration of young, unmarried tribal girls without being accompanied by a male member of the family is consequential. It is taken as consensual to sexual provocations. Single male workers and the supervisory staff of the brickfields consider tribal girls as ‘loose and easily available.’ Young tribal girls are sometimes provoked into physical relationships with promises of favours. Male workers and managerial staff develop sexual relationship, often non-consensual, with adolescent tribal girls. There is no other option for the girls other than consent to sexual harassment and yet maintain silence about it. Breaking the silence means bringing dishonour to oneself and enhanced teasing. Community support or intervention of sardarin/elderly women worker might occur in case a male co-worker is implicated but not when managerial staffs are involved. The precarious position of women migrants extends beyond work, over which even the sardarin, do not hold control. 

III.
Community-Living:

The workers at the site of the brickfields are a closed community. Theirs’ is a collective defined by seasonal migration where the composition of the collective changes with different members every year. The proportion of male-female migrants in each group remains largely the same while individual members are replaced. The community of migrant workers in the brickfield is thus in a state of flux, evolving and getting dismantled each season, although social cohesion remains strong.

Community-living within the enclosed brickfields is flexible to accommodate religious, gender and ethnic differences of the workers segregated by place of origin, nature of work and mode of payment. Single, tribal women migrating from Chakradharpur, Palamu, Ranchi or Hazaribagh in Jharkhand and non-tribal families from the villages of Chhapra, Purniya or Nawada in Bihar are located in different clusters within the enclosure. The short-term single male workers are housed in different location within the premise of the brickfield, apart from the accommodations of family labour and single women. It may be said that the spatial arrangement of the workers in different clusters at the site is a managerial strategy instrumental to isolate each group and maintain a close watch on the workers even beyond work schedule. In being located separately the workers would be reluctant to cross the ‘natural’ boundaries of language, religion and ethnicity with minimum interaction among themselves. Yet habitation and pattern of living during the transient stay are the major binding forces for this community. Although the workers share a different pattern of domesticity, reciprocity relation is rather intense and supports each other in adverse and unfamiliar situation.
 In being torn-off from the ‘natural’ community of the village the nature of social interaction evolving during their transient stay in the urban brickfields is different from that of the village in several ways for the low-cast Hindu population. Rigid caste hierarchies of the villages are relaxed and intermingling of different caste groups occur at ease. Addressing one another in terms of kinship relation is common and decision-making is shared among male members of the village. The kinship relation of the village is extended such that even unrelated women dare to cross the strict borders of social norms to talk to elder male relatives or friends from the same village. 

Women are often central to such community bondage. Sharing of cooked food and exchange of petty items such as alcohol or tobacco are direct expressions of reciprocity relation. Women of the same village often identify each other as member of one family. They often discover ways to negotiate patriarchal barriers and set up inter and intra-household links where elderly women take the leading role in caring and extending a helping hand. Even after long hours of work all women irrespective of caste and race care for young children or pregnant wives. The young adolescent tribal girl who dared to travel along with the sardarin and other women members of the community stay together in one room. The first-time-migrant woman lives with others like herself, under the guardianship of an elderly female worker. Cooking, sharing of food and other household chores are jointly organized. Aged married women might also share the same shack with other in case migrates alone without her family or when her husband works in a different brickfield. 

The nature of social interface between the migrant workers and the local population is visibly non-interactive and hierarchical. Employers and managers as local residents never encourage communication of the migrants with the neighborhood population. Interaction with the world outside of brickfields is largely restricted with no local workers being employed except for the managerial staff. Apart from the difficulty of communication due to unfamiliar language of the migrants local people often designate the whole lot of worker, as groups of ‘illiterate, dirty and downtrodden mass’ whose women are ‘morally degraded’ and men ‘ always drunk and prone to theft.’ Scarcity of drinking water within the brickfields leads the workers to fetch water from the neighborhood, which is highly disliked by the locals. The workers avoid intermingling with the local people even on occasions to collect their provisions from the grocer once in seven days, after the weekly payment of hapta. Fuel and vegetables sellers peddle their wares into the brickfields at routine hours every day such that business is ensured with least social interaction with the locals. Other requirements such as country liquor or local variety of cigarettes (bidi) are also made amply available within the brickfields.  In local tongue, the brickfields are marked as den of illegal and sinful vices. 

IV.
Class and Collective Bargaining: 

In spite of keen community consciousness class identity of the workers in the brickfields is severely fractured. With one foot in urban industrial production and the other in rural economy, migrant workers of the brickfields are forced into dual existence. Yet the ‘peasant–proletariat’ status of the migrant workers engaged in capitalist factory production cannot best describe the circular migrant workers of the brickfields although they share the common characteristics of moving from the rural root to the urban workplace in alternate turns.
 Brickfield workers are neither ‘peasants’ nor ‘proletariats’ in the proper sense of the terms. 

Brickfields are small informal enterprises defined by non-capitalist relations where workers do not achieve regular wage labour status in contractual agreement with the owner. Workers are employed afresh in every production season and on returning back to the village they are engaged as casual labour in rural non-farm activities. They are not landholders or regular agricultural labour in the village and have to forego the opportunity of being engaged as casual agricultural labour in opting for brickfields.
 For the regular factory workers return-migration is related to their stakes in joint property of the family, harvesting of crop and interest in land, kinship and marriage etc, for brickfield workers return-migration indicate simply the end of production season and beginning of a period of irregular subsistence. Circular migration is a compulsory option for brickfield workers shifting between differently-insecure economic positions from the village to the city. Their vulnerability is explicit in being a landless non-farm worker in the village and a seasonal, unorganised sector worker in the city with no regular work anywhere, to fall back upon. 

On the demand side, the strategy of employing migrant workers surface as ‘entrepreneurial choice’ and suits the fluctuating demand for cheap labour, not available locally. The legacy of following the colonial tradition of recruiting contract labour is as much a strategy today because circular migrants in brick production fit exactly into the configurations of flexible market demand generated from seasonal nature of production of bricks. To the land-poor rural labour the employment in the brickfield is the last resort of earning who agrees to work for a pittance with absolute subservience. When labour is tied through loan, temporary worker status and flexible working hours are accepted without complaint. Economic compulsion seems to dominate individual worker’s decision to migrate and is matched by corresponding demand for casual labour in the brickfields. On migration, the network of information and contacts within the enclosure of the brickfields are low and therefore possibilities of shifting to other jobs remain almost closed. Honouring the loan is the only option available and the mode of recruitment persisting for more than a century is thus repeated with little modifications over time. 

Fragmented labour:

In spite of their present plight, the labourers of the brickfields never emerge as homogenous, cohesive working class. The workforce of the brickfields is differentiated in terms of several labour-forms simultaneously at work and it is difficult to unite the labour force consisting of the piece-rate casual wage worker (mud-cutters), contractual wageworker (kiln-workers) and debt-advanced dadan workers (unskilled brick-moulders and carriers). No common ground develops among the different segments, some of the workers being employed on short term wage-work, some for a specific work assignment and some tied by bonds of loan to be at the beck and call of the contractor. Far from emerging as a class, commitment of labour is split between several employers -- the jobber/skilled worker as the immediate boss of the group, the contractor recruiting labour or the owner-employer making payments. 

Social relations at the work place are shaped by gender, race, caste and place of origin, influencing the process of class formation. The working class’s realisation of itself as ‘class for itself’ never emerges in the brickfields since class-consciousness arising from the experience of variegated production relation is never uniform and contingent upon multiple identities of workers. The absence of common interest does not allow the formation of ‘free’ universal class-conscious work force of the modern capitalist industry and the owner-worker relationship emerges as differently antagonistic for each form of labour, employed directly or indirectly. 

Collective Bargaining:

However, in the recent past there has been an attempt towards solidarity, which resulted in the emergence of a union for the workers. This is one of the very few unions in West Bengal comprising migrant labour not having suffrage at their workplace. The historical moment of the emergence of the union is also significant when employment is almost stagnant throughout the economy at large.

At this juncture the supervisors, contractors and the managerial staff of the brickfields united together to set up a union that also included the labourers as members known as the It-bhata Sramik-Karmachari Union, (affiliated to CITU).17 The initial demands of the union were to regularize the existing employment structure. The system of labour-supply through contractors continued and became further formalized on union’s demand through the issue of appointment letters from the owners.18 The demands were that the contractors be paid their dues in fixed intervals of time and no deferred payment on part of the owner was permissible. The rate of commission to the sardars for supervisory duty was regularized and enhanced. The monthly salary and other payments to the managerial staff were fixed at new rates and it was decided that formal contracts would be drawn every three years. It included medical benefits, daily lunch allowance, festival bonus, gratuity, insurance. In addition, the owners were asked to improve the condition of the hutments raised as labour quarters, arrange for provision of drinking water within the vicinity of the brickfields, supply fuel for cooking and keeping warm during winter nights and pay for medical expenses in case of accidents or ailments for the workers. The issue of abolition of debt-advancement system of tying workers to the contractor or enhancing the amount of subsistence for labourers was however, not raised.      

The striking feature of the trade union working in the brickfields was that it had been set up by the middle cadre managerial staff who received cooperation from the owners that will find little precedence elsewhere. The objective of collective bargaining was achieved only too easily with owners agreeing to all the demands placed by the union. The uniqueness of unionization may be further depicted in the indifference of the workers and the zeal of the managerial staff. The large number of tied labour owing loyalty to the contractor had developed no particular sense of belongingness to a brickfield, while the few piece-rate and casual workers employed for a very short duration, lacked the interest to unite and establish their right as workers. Negotiation with the owner to allocate more funds for worker’s welfare or higher rate of payment was not meaningful to the labourers since the increased rate of wage earning was never to reach them and their agreement with the contractors changed by no means. 

The zeal of the managers towards formation of the trade union may be explained from the fact that unionization helped to stabilize their position. The managers could negotiate with the owners for own benefits and could keep control over labour intact without initiating any major change in the organisational structure. The system of recruitment of labour through the contractors continued and the trade union functioned to give shape to the demands of the intermediaries as representative of migrant labour. In many of the brickfields where ownership was legally contested or in case of absentee owner, managers enjoying noticeable control over the production, sale and profit, took active role in formation and functioning of the union. The small entrepreneurs were reluctant to oppose the demands of the leftist union known for its militancy and preferred amicable solution for endurance. Thus the middle cadre managerial staff emerged as the leader of the workforce with firm grip over labour, while the worker’s status did not alter. 

V.
Political Economy of Solidarity:

The emergence of trade union for migrant informal workers can be related to events taking place in the last fifteen years in the brickfields of Uttatpara-Kotrang area. There have been several changes in the organising structure that can be associated with the formation of a worker’s collective of this very unique nature. The first noticeable change is the boom in the demand for production of bricks. The brickfields, which seemed to have been sidelined as a minor trading activity of the past, have emerged as a vigorous economic activity in the last decade. The massive developmental projects and the investments in infrastructure undertaken in the metropolis have led to increased demands for bricks to be supplied from the hinterland of the city. This suggests that brickfields would be a regular source of income for the managerial staff as long as the organisational structure remained the same.  

A few enterprising owners of the brickfields were trying to change over to mechanised production of bricks from fly-ash. This shift from the traditional labour-intensive technology to the production resulted in a change of the composition of the workforce with direct employment of casual labour. The dilemma of the union leaders was that they could not raise objections to exclusion of unskilled and debt-advanced contract labour against direct employment of skilled labour. More so, when as a general policy, the State government was observed to be encouraging mechanized production of bricks from fly-ash 
 and offering subsidy for adopting modern methods of production. Therefore, the contractors were required to be united for own survival. The worker’s union served as a platform for consolidation of intermediary power and was instrumental in controlling tied-labour in face of modernizing attempts, effecting the cause of seasonal migrant labour to be championed for once.
Another important transformation in recent times can be traced back to the replacement of a segment of the migrant labour force. The mati-kata labour who came from Orissa and employed through the traditional system of debt-advancement, was being replaced by labourers from Murshidabad of West Bengal as piece-rate workers directly by the owners. The reason for employing them is to avoid the element of uncertainty existing in the supply arrangement of labour through contractors and to lower the cost on debt-advanced workers. The contractor has no role in this direct employment procedure and the mode of payment is suitable for both the employer and the labourer. The resulting shift from that of a dadan worker to a piece-rate worker — has more semblances to the modern forms of employment. 

The intermediary being side stepped in the two instances with respect to recruitment generated a sense of insecurity among the contractors and to maintain a stronghold over supply of labour, they united to form a platform to negotiate with the owners. The owners being few and often absentee were dependent on the managerial staff and did not resist the efforts at consolidation. The contractors, who were few in number and controlled the supply of labour in the brickfields as a traditional practice, faced a sense of insecurity in being eliminated. They collaborated with other intermediaries and to maintain their hold over supply of labour, production process and supply of bricks, united to form a platform and negotiate with the owners. 

The owners were less prepared than the contractors and managerial staff to realize a transformation that was in hand and did not offer any resistance to the efforts at unionization. The middle cadre contractors and managerial staff of the brickfields were educated, local residents who used the large number of migrant labour as a peer pressure and with active support from local left political party formed a trade union in the brickfields. While the overt objective of unionisation was to give countenance to migrant labour, in essence the intermediaries were striving to reinforce their position. The bargaining process that followed led to formalisation of the contracting system of hiring migrant labour through debt-advancement and resulted in immediate revision of pay for the middlemen. 

Shift in Political Strategy:

The trade union in the brickfields was not a classical case of collective bargaining. There had been no direct correspondence between political awareness of the workers and collective action of the trade union. While the rhetoric of unionization was based on worker’s welfare, consolidation of fragmented labour was not strived at and never emerged in the brickfields. Worker’s interest was a mere appendage to the union leaders’ deeper aspirations and did not reduce exploitation of unorganized labour. Rather, the formalization of the contract system endorsed the near-bonded status of labour and the purpose of trade union activity was largely defeated with a convenient shift of left politics. The instance was a strategy for maintaining a status-quo regarding employment of unskilled, migrant labour regulated by debt behind the claims of solidarity. 

The formation of trade union in the brickfields was not a response ‘from below.’ There was no incidence of violence, closure, sabotage, strike or retrenchment on either side to blame. There were no signs of owner’s rise in prosperity or enhanced well-being for labour to follow as a consequence. The formation of the trade union did not create turbulence or interference at any level. The form of collective action was based on common understanding of convenience between the owner and the managers-as-the- spearhead of unions projecting labour welfare as the primary agenda that did not benefit labour in a great way. The solidarity manifested in worker’s organisation and action did not reflect social consciousness of proletariat workers neither was it a mark of group or individual resistance. The ambivalent role of the intermediaries and the owners simply emerged to ensure survival of each other without any conflict. 

But the rhetoric of labour welfare influenced and was influenced by larger political strategy, where the cause of unorganised migrant labour became an important agenda. The formation of a trade union of the present kind can be related to the development that coincided with the statewide left politics in West Bengal emerging in recent times.
 In face of losing ground with trade union activity among the shrinking organised labour, the left parties required to maintain a pro-poor, pro-worker stand so as to ensure a vote-bank for sheer existence. The shift in political strategy from the domain of organised labour was therefore to stand by the large and increasing casual labour seeking livelihood from different informal activities. Unorganised labour in casual employment was promised of social security denied to them and it became the political agenda to implement legal, institutional and economic support.

The local economy of Uttarpara-Kotrang in the hinterland of Kolkata was bereft of large-scale industry except that of the Hindustan Motors, which was no longer profit making. Loss of job was a regular event
 and downsizing of the labour force in the organised sector had been inescapable in recent times. It may be speculated that in this situation, the most influential local left political party in Uttarpara-Kotrang took up the cause of migrant labour’s right and extended their support towards formation of a union. Therefore, although the migrant workers from Bihar and Jharkhand did not execute their suffrage in West Bengal, they were important for effective projection of a pro-labour stand of the ruling left party among the local populace. 
Conclusion:

We find that the labour question is no longer the linear model of guaranteeing and regulating cheap and compliant labour. The politics of class that was clearly spelt out in dichotomous and discernible coordinates in terms of employer-employee, colonizer-colonized or owner-labourer is no longer the dominant pattern. The mode of contestations and organisation of resistances have adopted new rhetoric to extend the domination of capital. In the site of the brickfield with trade union as the entry point we find that the endeavour at unity could not yet alter the prevalent structure of regulation on labour. The new form of ‘resistance’ immobilized the near-bonded status of labour with the sanction of collective bargaining instrument. The channels of profit and control over labour market were safeguarded in the interest of capital while solidarity remained elusive in the context of migrant labour in the brickfields of Bengal. 
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� In West Bengal around 3500 brick-manufacturing units provide employment (officially) to more than 0.7 million people from the rural agricultural sector. Brick industry creates 50 jobs against an investment of 0.1 million rupees compared to 7 jobs in other small scale industries and only 2 jobs in large scale industries.  Annual Report, 2003-2004, Bengal Brickfield Owners Association: 5.





� 1The process of class formation has been elaborately worked upon by several scholars with respect to jute and textile industry in India (Breman 1985, 2003; Chandavarkar 1987; deHaan 1996). The role of community with respect to communal violence among industrial labour and the process of incomplete proletarianisation of industrial labour having a strong rural root has been the major focus of the debate (Chakrabarty 1983). The aspect of class and gender has also been worked out (Fernandes 1997; Sen 1999) where displacement of women workers and survival strategies are couched in the informal livelihoods.





� Since the beginning of the colonial period in Bengal, the structure of Fort Williams, representing the power and might of the British army and many other structures of significance were erected from bricks supplied from Uttarpara area of the Hoogly district. After an initial flourish for a century, brick industry received a set back for various reasons. The crisis perpetuated over time and supply of bricks from the brickfields of this region declined to a low, steady level over the last seventy years. 





� Brickfields are small scale industries registered with the Development Commissioner, Small Scale Industry, Government of India. Though some of the labour laws are officially applicable they are violated in the brickfields and workers remain unprotected, insecure and unorganised. 


� The workers engaged in moulding of bricks are known as pathera, the earth diggers are mati-kata labour, the bearers of mud-filled baskets are taboya and those carrying bricks to the furnace are reja. Beside these major divisions, there are workers known as the bujhai mistri arranging bricks in a particular fashion in the furnace, the fireman or the jalai, the mati-phulla bringing prepared soil to the reja for moulding, the bail hakka driving bullocks round the mills for grinding soil, the muh-katta collecting mixed soil from the open end of the mill, etc.


� There are 230 brickfields (urban and rural) in whole of Hoogly district where Uttarpara-Kotrang is an important urban agglomeration. Annual Report, 2003-2004, Bengal Brickfield Owners Association.


� The Bull Bhata type of furnace that is specific to this region has been named after the innovator ‘Bull’, some 200 years from now during the early British regime. It has several circular brick chambers around a fixed iron chimney and firing is done in a circular pattern around the chimney, one chamber at a time. Bricks are arranged in each chamber with air passages in between. Around 8,000 bricks for small kilns and 20,000 bricks for big kilns are arranged in accordance to the size of the chambers and set to fire. In a season four to six circles of firing or phera are completed, producing about 2.5 million bricks in large and nearly one million bricks in small kilns every season.


� From the survey on the brickfields of Hoogly by the author.


� The Chhota Nagpur belt now in Jharkhand and certain pockets in Bihar, eastern Uttar Pradesh, Orissa and Central province (now Madhya Pradesh) were areas from where people migrated to the industries and plantations in Bengal during the colonial rule. The process of migration was initially forced upon impoverished people and the seasonal flow continued. Studies indicate that there often existed exact linkages in migration pattern where people from Saran district in Bihar went to work in the jute mills of Calcutta while Santals, Mundas and Oraons from South Bihar and Central province to the tea plantations of Dooars or Santal and Bauris from Palamu district were engaged in the coal mines (Haan, 1997).


� The contractors often perform two roles at a time – that of the labour recruiter and work-contractor. In recruiting labourers from the villages and supplying to the urban brickfields, he is also known as the arkati. In being assigned a role of monitoring, in addition to supply of labour, he is a work-contractor as well. Small firms are often less specialized with contractors performing both the tasks.    


� The system of giving ‘baki’ of large sum of advances to the labourers in order to retain a stable skilled and disciplined workforce in the powerloom industry of Tamilnadu (De Neve, 1999), gem cutting industry of Tamilnadu (Kapadia, 1999) diamond industry in Surat, Gujarat (Engelshoven, 1999) and long-term debt bondage over large sum of money in the brick-kilns (Ercelawn and Nauman, 2004: 2238) are common practices of the employer to combat shortage of labour and exert control over migrant workforce.





� Ercelawn and Nauman, 2004: 2238


� Similar instance has been cited in context of the women workers of jute industry where women’s work was designated as the ‘most undervalued technical work’ and those departments were termed as maghikal (Fernandes, 1997: 72).





� The bond of belongingness to the village is expressed in variety of ways and elaborate network develops among migrant population in terms of village kinship. Sending of letters, information or money through a person of the same village or making a one-time telephone call on behalf of all migrant workers of the village to inform the family members left back home are regular features. Senior and experienced workers of the community always take responsibility to train new entrants as kin where learning-by-doing is the major process of imparting skill.


� The process of ‘incomplete’ proletarianization and rural connection of organised labour in factory production have been explored elaborately in Indian labour historiography (Breman 1999,2003; Chakrabarty, 1983, 1989;). The role of community among industrial labour at times of communal violence, caste ties in the factory lines and bonds of belongingness to the village amongst landed labour, have been the major focus in discussions on the process of class formation of migrant factory labour in jute and textile industry (Chandavarkar, 1987, 1998; Haan, 1994). 


� The main periods of demand in agriculture are August-September, November-December, March-April, and June-July. The brickfield workers leave for their work in October before the harvest and return home with the rainy season in late-June, when sowing is largely over.


17 CITU- Centre of Indian Trades Union – is the workers’ front of CPI(M), the Communist Party of India (Marxist).


18 Formalization of the contract system required contractors to be registered and licensed to be able to issue passbooks to every migrant worker giving details about payment, advance and journey allowance according to the Inter-state Migrant Workmen (Regulation and Condition of Services) Act, 1979, was however, not followed here in the brickfields.  Issue of a written acknowledgement (in the form of an appointment letter) from the brickfield owner was the only mode of sanction for the contract system operating here.


� Mechanised production of bricks reduced land requirement by sixty percent with fly ash, the waste product of thermal power plants as the major raw material instead of clay. The fuel requirement was cut down by thirty percent because of thermal efficiency of modern kilns. The mechanised bricks had greater strength, lower water absorption and better shape than hand-moulded bricks, apart from diversified product range with low pollution level (Sengupta, 1995). 


� The workers of the unorganised sector were brought under social security schemes from 2001 in West Bengal. This meant a guarantee of minimum wages, provident fund, health benefits, educational loan for children, and insurance schemes for casual and self-employed, beedi workers, construction workers, rickshaw and cart pullers etc. Many more informal sector workers such as the brickfield workers are being brought under its purview. 





� The labour force of Hindustan Motors has been reduced to bare 3000 in 2004 from 15,000 in 1992, and since then direct labour retrenchment and voluntary retirement schemes have been initiated in the factory. The nearest jute mill at Serampore had almost closed down. The local yeast-manufacturing factory Burn-Philip, before closing down merged with alcohol manufacturing company Shaw-Wallace in 2003. (source: Personnel manager Hindustan Motors Private Limited, in personal conversation with the author). 
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