
INTRODUCTION 



INTRODUCTION 

In recent years, studies in the local history has attracted the 

attention of professional students of history. About the validity of local 

history there can hardly be any doubt and its importance lies mainly in 

its contribution to our understanding of the history of the wider region of 

which the particular locality forms a part. Local or micro history deals 

with in-depth study of a locality, a village, a small town, a district or any 

culturally autonomous region. It provides a manageable geographical 

framework, approximated by the processes of wider socio economic 

change of the people and reaction of the masses to the socio-economic 

and political structure. This study is an attempt at analyzing the 

economic evolution of North Bengal between 1833 and 1933. 

1. Before indicating its scope, one needs clarification of the area of 

the proposed dissertation. North Bengal had a rich and separate historical 

importance in Indian history from early ages. This region was familiar 

with different names, like, Pundrabardhana, Varendrabhumi, Kamtapur, 

Gour etc. In the historical context, the term North Bengal denoted a wider 

connotation. Though there was no administrative zone, but the term 

North Bengal has been used since nineteenth century. After the partition 

of India, the districts though belonged to Jalpaiguri division of West 

Bengal State administratively, but unofficially the term North Bengal 

came to be used in common parlance. Here an attempt has been made to 

investigate upon this restrictive sense of North Bengal which was under 

the colonial rule from 1833 to 1933. Though the analysis will remain 

confined to this restrictive sense of North Bengal, however, we may 

sometimes concentrate on the study of the neighbouring regions like 

Sikkim, Bhutan, Nepal and Purnia district of Bihar. Though political and 

administrative identity of these regions were different but culturally and 

economically these regions were inter related. 

2. The proposed dissertation will attempt to look into the economy 

of North Bengal and to evaluate the economic development based upon 

natural resources, agricultural produces, industries, trade and the role of 
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the different merchants and trading communities both foreigners and 

indigenous from 1833 A.D. to 1933 A.D. It is felt that the case studies at 

regional I local or micro-level will be helpful in highlighting many 

untouched corners of the history of this region. It is out of such idea that 

this work is proposed to be under taken. In fact an overall study on 

different aspects of economic history of this region during colonial rule is 

yet to receive scholarly attention. The proposed area of Bengal in the 

colonial era find little place in the main stream of the economic history. 

For this reason, a study of this region provides opportunities for 

investigating the impact of British rule after the passing of the historic 

Charter Act of 1833. Before the passing of this Act, the socio-economic 

institutions remained largely unchanged in this region like other parts of 

the country. Except Maida the economy of this region was subsistence 

economy. Most of the areas of northern parts of this region were covered 

with dense forests with thinly populated area. Shifting cultivation, 

hunting were the basic features of the local people. A slight different 

picture could be seen in Cooch Behar which was a Native state. Here too 

agriculture was the main occupation of the people of the state. Same is to 

be seen in the case of Dinajpur (undivided). In such a backward 

agricultural condition, this region saw very poor and stagnant economy. 

In this context, it should be noted that by the passing of the Charter Act 

of 1833, a new phase began on the economy of our country. The Charter 

Act brought a major change by abolishing monopoly of the East India 

Company and opened the climate for free trade. Thus, a new economic 

horizon opened and this region was not free from this characteristic. In 

this region, the economic changes and development started with the 

plantation industries, followed by inauguration of railways and cultivation 

and trade of different commercial cash crops. As a result the economy of 

this region took a new turn. Thus, it would be interesting as well as 

instructive to investigate the economic changes of North Bengal under the 

colonial rule during a crucial period of history. The importance of the 

beginning year of the study has already been mentioned. The closing 

period i.e. 1933 A.D. was also important in the sense that the world wide 
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economic depression which started in 1929, came to an end in 1933. 

During the economic depression, like other regions the economy of this 

region also felt adverse impact. 

3. This research work is perhaps the first ever attempt to make a 

comprehensive study of the economic history of North Bengal, particularly 

industries, trade and trading communities of this region for a specified 

period from 1833 A.D. to 1933 A.D. Some studies have no doubt been 

undertaken on the economy in general for the specific district of this 

region, but no detailed study has so far been made of the economic 

history of this region. The fundamental published works available are-

i) Economy Society and politics in Bengal: Jalpaiguri 1869-1947 by 

Sree Ranjit Das Gupta. 

ii) The Marwari Community in North Bengal: A historical analysis of 

the selected Districts (19th and 20th Century) by Dr. Narayan 

Chandra Saba. 

iii) Silk Industry of Maida and Murshidabad from 1660 to 1833 by Dr. 

Sujit Chandra Guha. 

Ranjit Das Gupta in his work partially touched the economy of 

Jalpaiguri district. Dr. Narayan Chandra Saba, though covered the three 

districts i.e. Jalpaiguri, Cooch Behar and Darjeeling, but dealt with a 

particular business community. Primarily, Dr. Saba's analysis focussed 

on Marwari Community of the three districts of North Bengal where he 

mentioned their commercial pursuits, trading activities and the 

achievements in the economy of North Bengal. Dr. Sujit Chandra Guha 

has fully emphasised to bring the silk industry of Malda and 

Murshidabad out of obscurity. He mentioned that upto 1833 silk economy 

was the mainstay of the people in the two districts. His analysis focussed 

on organisations, productions, market and the effect of decline on the 

economy of the people in the two districts. Barring these outstanding 
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publications, one finds some unpublished Ph.D. works on the economy of 

North Bengal. These are as follows-

i) Emergence of Bengali Entrepreneurship 1n Tea Plantations in 

Jalpaiguri Duars, 1879-1933: A study in Indian entrepreneurship 

in tea plantation in North Eastern India by Dr. Shib Sankar 

Mukherjee. 

ii) The Factory of the English East India Company at Malda (1757-

1833) by Dr. Ananda Gopal Ghosh. 

iii) Decline of the silk industry in Maida region: with special reference 

to the British period, by Dr. Anis Mukhopadhyay. 

Though these works are more comprehensive and evident, but none 

of the scholars touched the whole North Bengal in their investigations. Dr. 

Shivsankar Mukherjee's work is based on tea plantation industry of the 

Duars region of Jalpaiguri district. He analysed in detail as to how the 

Bengalees took part in this commercial venture and became an emerging 

Bengalee planters' community. He partially touched upon the economy of 

Jalpaiguri and activities of the Bengalees in the economy of Jalpaiguri. 

Dr. Ananda Gopal Ghosh, in his work investigated the economic activities 

of the English East India Company in Malda from 1757 to 1833. Dr. 

Ghosh showed the rise, growth, development and decline of the silk trade 

and industry of the East India Company in Maida. Dr. Anis 

Mukhopadhyay finds out several factors for the gradual decay of .the 

flourishing silk industry of Malda during the colonial rule. All these 

works, though related to the economy of North Bengal, but focused on 

specific aspects or areas of North Bengal. Even some articles and papers 

related to economy of North Bengal, published so far in academic journals 

and magazines, focus on specific aspects of its economy and are by no 

means micro-level studies undertaken region or district wise. None of the 

scholars or academicians gave attention on industries, trade and trading 

communities of North Bengal from 1833 to 1933. Thus, North Bengal is 
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virtually VIrgin soil in this respect from the researcher's point of view. 

Here lies the relevance and importance of the present study. 

4. In the research work the researcher has made a comprehensive 

and critical study about industries, trade and trading communities in 

North Bengal. In this work he has narrated how the major economic 

changes appeared as an effect of free trade policy in consequence of the 

Charter Act of 1833 in this region. A study of this region provides 

opportunities that the economic change begins with the establishment of 

tea plantation industry. In 1839, tea plantation started in Darjeeling, in 

1862 in Terai and In 1874 in Duars. Within a short time 

commercialization of agriculture got a new dimension in this region. Due 

to free entry of traders and merchants, large capital, investments were 

made. Different cash crops were cultivated. Internal and external markets 

were opened by the inauguration and development of railway facility in 

this region. This economic development of North Bengal had a separate 

background and identity. Due to this economic development, the socio

economic structure of North Bengal was gradually changing. So, from this 

point of view, this issue is major hypothesis of the research scheme. 

Due to the economic changes, the remote villages too, got exposed 

and introduced into the mainstream of the economy. Following the 

economic changes, various trading groups and communities emerged and 

participated in different trade and commerce in this region. As a result of 

the gradual penetration of the European Capital, both in trade and 

industry as well as the emergence of indigenous entrepreneurs, traders 

and merchants, local economy was developing and these constitute 

another theme of this work which were not studied earlier by the 

predecessors. 

The third research hypothesis is to draw a hundred year complete 

picture of economic development of this region. Focus has been made on 

the role and importance of other means of transportation, 

commercialization of forest resources i.e. timber trade and the impact of 
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the world wide economic depression in the economy of this region, the 

role of Government with regards to production and trade of different cash 

crops and the policy of the Government for industrialization and so many 

unknown and untouched areas of economy which were not studied earlier 

but reflected in the Government Reports, Records with regards to this 

region during the concerned time. This would highlight the unique feature 

of the economic history of this region. 

The historical method of research is useful to analyse these factors. 

The approach is of the micro-level type which is consistent with the 

present trend towards historical empirical research. However, micro-level 

research often suffers from lack of qualitative data or primary source 

material and the present study is no exceptiont So, in various ways 

secondary sources need to be used. This provided an opportunity to grasp 

the contextual peculiarities and historicity on the socio-economic 

movement of this region. The District Gazetteers, Government Records, 

Government Reports, Administrative Reports, Archives' Records have 

been extensively used in this research study. Besides these primary 

sources, several books on the subject have provided valuable 

supplementary information for the study. The researcher has also used 

local journals, magazines, souvenirs, news papers, historical journals to 

clarify the problem. 

The whole study has been organised into eight Chapters excluding 

introduction. 

The First Chapter entitled "Geographical location and historical 

profile of North Bengal", attempts to give a description of the Geo

historical profile of North Bengal and its commercial importance. 

The Second Chapter focuses on the condition of industries, trade 

and trading communities due to free entry in these fields. Here a critical 

analysis is made on the impact of the free entry in industries, trade and 

commerce of this region. The main aim of this chapter is to analyse the 
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nature of the changes brought about in this region as a consequence of 

the free trade policy by the Charter Act of 1833. 

The Third Chapter entitled, "Beginning of New Industries", focuses 

on the growth of plantation industry, railways and their commercial 

importance in this region during the concerned period. Here an attempt 

has been made to know about the forces and factors that led to the 

growth of tea plantation in a vast area covering Hill, Terai and Duars 

region. At the same time, attempt has also been made to look into the 

effects of the inauguration and development of Railways in North Bengal. 

While narrating these two items a critical consideration has also been 

taken up to access their impact in socio-economic milieu of this region. 

The Fourth Chapter entitled "Growth of other Industries" highlights 

the production and trade of different agricultural crops and production 

and trade of natural resources. The British trade policy underwent a great 

change with the promulgation of the Charter Act of 1833. The free trade 

policy opened the Indian market to the International sphere. 

Consequently traditional mode of cultivation got superseded by advanced 

and scientific method of cultivation. Commercialization of agriculture got 

its robust form as cultivation and trade of commercial cash crops 

extensively expanded. In this chapter, attempt has been made to analyse 

production and trade of jute, tobacco, rice and also commercialization of 

timber and bamboo of this region. Here emphasis has been given upon 

the colonial policy and attitude with regards to these commercial crops, 

timber and bamboo. 

The Fifth Chapter throws light on the Emergence of Modern Indian 

Entrepreneurs. As subsistence agriculture of the area gradually 

commercialized, it opened up opportunities for business ventures and 

induced various merchant groups to throng here. Here an attempt has 

been made to discuss the role and trading activities of both the 

indigenous and foreigners in this region. 
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The Sixth Chapter is entitled "Industrial Canvas in the opening of 

the 20th century". After a thorough study of the railways and different 

trade and industry, it became evident that the process of development did 

not remain constant towards the close of the 19th Century. A new 

dimension followed with the beginning of the 20th Century which reflected 

the progress of the transport system specially road and reverine 

transport. These altogether contributed in the boom in the economy of 

this region. This chapter is restricted to delineating the progress of roads 

and riverine transport and its impact in the economic sphere of this sub

region under the purview of the period of the study. 

Chapter Seventh highlights "Decline of the Bengalee 

Entrepreneurs". Tea plantation industry was the only expanding industry 

of this region. The barren economy of this region became viable by the 

growth and development of this industry. Following the footsteps of the 

British Planters, the Bengalees gradually entered into this venture. 

During the world wide economic depression, this industry faced a severe 

crisis and the Bengalee entrepreneurs greatly suffered. Here an attempt 

has been made to analyse the different factors responsible for the 

beginning of the decline of the Bengalee entrepreneurs in this industry. 

Chapter Eight notes the Epilogue or conclusion which sums up the 

research findings and analysis. 


