
BIROn - Birkbeck Institutional Research Online

Enabling Open Access to Birkbeck’s Research Degree output

The remittance cultures of Indian labourers: the Pun-
jab 1850-1947.

https://eprints.bbk.ac.uk/id/eprint/48227/

Version: Full Version

Citation: Bibi, Sugra (2022) The remittance cultures of Indian labourers:
the Punjab 1850-1947. [Thesis] (Unpublished)

c© 2020 The Author(s)

All material available through BIROn is protected by intellectual property law, including copy-
right law.
Any use made of the contents should comply with the relevant law.

Deposit Guide
Contact: email

https://eprints.bbk.ac.uk/id/eprint/48227/
https://eprints.bbk.ac.uk/theses.html
mailto:lib-eprints@bbk.ac.uk


 

 
 

The Remittance Cultures of Indian Labourers: The Punjab 
1850-1947. 

 
 
 

Sugra Bibi 
 
 
 

Thesis submitted for the Degree of Doctor of Philosophy  
 
 
 

Birkbeck, University of London 
 

March 17, 2022.



 1 

 
Declaration of Authorship 

 
 
 
I, Sugra Bibi, hereby declare that the research presented in this thesis is entirely my 
own work carried out for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy at the Birkbeck 
College, University of London, and has not been submitted in any previous 
application for a higher degree.  
 
 
Signed:   
 
 
 
Date:  March 17, 2020. 

 
 
 



 2 

Abstract 
 
The dissertation focuses on the remittance flows of Punjabi labourers as they voluntarily and 

involuntarily migrated to new places between 1850 and 1947. Migrant labour circulated around 

the province towards the canal colonies and urban areas, and further afield to the Persian Gulf 

with the military, and to the plantation economies of the West Indies. Once situated, they 

remitted their savings back to their village. These, alongside visits home, served to reinforce the 

connectedness and familial ties between the labourers and the villages. This research examines 

how labourers remitted their savings, the indigenous and modern architectures they used, and 

whether they adopted the emerging technologies. I look at how remittances were spent by those 

receiving and sending these, and the extent to which these supported changes back in the village. 

Although the primary subject of the thesis is remittances, the related aspects of subaltern lives 

and livelihoods have also been dealt with as far as possible, including the practical 

considerations and labour-related conditions that impacted labourers’ working lives. Moreover, 

social and political contexts influenced the flows of labourers and this dissertation explores the 

impact of these on the lived reality of labourers. 

Though there exists a deep historiography of the migration of merchants and labourers 

around the Indian Ocean, the remittances of labourers are mentioned in the context of other 

topics. This research focusses on labourers’ financial histories. It unearths archival materials and 

engages with oral narratives to show that throughout this period, labourers used both indigenous 

technologies and modern systems and were never fully integrated into modern systems; and 

modern technologies never superseded indigenous systems. The remittances were used in 

different ways and sometimes supported changes in labourers’ lives. Overall, modernity 

transformed the remittances of labourers and in turn the remittances of labourers massively 

subsidised the financial flows of the State. 
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Introductory Chapter 
 

The Remittance Cultures of Indian Labourers: The Punjab 1850-1947. 
 

Introduction and Thesis 

In 2017, the World Bank published an article on the theme of money dispatches and remittances. 

It estimated that $450 billion had been remitted to low- and middle-income nations, which 

amounted to a 4.8 per cent increase over the previous year’s remittances. It also noted that 

between 2007 and 2016, the numbers of individuals remitting to developing countries increased 

by 51 per cent. Along with a general growth in migrant labour, there had also been a 28 per cent 

increase in the number of migrants from these low- and middle-income countries.1 

Processes of economic globalisation have entailed greater interaction, movement and 

integration of people and markets. The migration of skilled and semi-skilled labour fills the 

needs of business expansion and has been part of the restructuring and outsourcing of business 

processes that have been continuing apace since the end of World War II. Consequently, the 

increase in transnational remittance flows is unlikely to diminish as the process of globalisation 

continues and market forces increasingly extend their reach to new geographical regions, 

searching for population pools of untapped and non-unionised labour. Contemporary literature 

highlights some crucial issues which affect the remittance flows of labour: firstly, the high rates 

of fees for the use of technologies; and, secondly, the choice (or lack thereof) of remittance 

channels for some labourers. This research demonstrates that these issues may be traced back to 

late nineteenth century and early twentieth century technologies and infrastructures and the 

migration of subaltern labour. 

This dissertation explores the social histories and remittance cultures of subaltern Punjabi 

migrant labour communities during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries (c. 1850-

1947).  It touches on many areas of scholarship including labour migration, transnationalism, and 

the social and economic history of Indian subaltern migrant labourers. By using the idea of 

“subaltern labour,” I refer to skilled and unskilled men employed for a daily wage toiling under 

 
1 Simon Pierre Boulanger Martel, Lisa Pellin and Eskil Wadensjo, “Economic Resources, Financial Aid and 
Remittances,” IZA Institute of Labour Economics (May 2018): 1. Accessed January 20, 2018, 
https://www.iza.org/publications/dp/11552/economic-resources-financial-aid-and-remittances. 
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the conditions of colonialism.2 “Migrant” labour refers to labourers who travelled within India, 

to the Persian Gulf, and, even further, to the West Indies plantation economies. Some travelled 

on their own volition and others under indenture contracts, but all served the needs of the 

colonial state and global capital. Labour migration patterns established in the latter half of the 

nineteenth century, particularly those relating to white settler colonies, were subject to continued 

regulation by colonial authorities through contracts and the introduction of the modern passport 

which was designed to “control migration along the axis of racialised nationality.”3 Many of 

these earlier migration patterns – and the disabilities and hindrances that were built into them – 

have continued through the twentieth century, through the two world wars and decolonisation, 

and can be observed today in the ongoing insecurity and struggle that migrant labour faces in the 

twenty-first century. 

Today, subaltern remittances are often viewed as being “private and unregulated” and 

operating in a world distinct from the financial flows of global capital and the “regulated” 

business world. But the history of subaltern remittances is more complex, being closely 

intertwined with the emergence of global capital itself in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. 

This was a time when older banking practices were transitioning to new colonial financial 

systems. The technologies supporting financial flows changed dramatically in the nineteenth and 

twentieth centuries and inevitably brought about greater transnational connections. This thesis 

will explore the implementation of the new technologies of remittance by the colonial 

government and their impact on existing and traditional forms of money transfer, paying 

attention also to shifting social relations in the context of the transition to the new juridical and 

legal frameworks of colonial modernity. It will explore the extent to which traditional forms of 

money transfer and remittance changed with these new frameworks of modern society, the rise 

of modern banking and new communication technologies. But most crucially, it will examine the 

impact of these changes on workers and the adaptation of labouring communities to new 

 
2 In this dissertation, I have found Ranajit Guha’s definition of “subaltern classes” informative. For Guha, the 
category of “subaltern…represents the demographic difference between the total Indian population” and those he 
describes as “elite”. The “elite” covered dominant groups that enjoyed a particular level of economic and social 
standing and encapsulated foreign and indigenous groups. See Ranajit Guha, “On Some Aspects of the 
Historiography of Colonial India.” In Subaltern Studies I: Writings on South Asian History and Society, ed. Ranajit 
Guha (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997), 8. 
3 Radhika Mongia, Indian Migration and Empire: A Colonial Genealogy of the Modern State (Durham: Duke 
University Press, 2018), 2. 
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technologies of remittance. It will look at subaltern cultures relating to finances – covering 

remittances, savings and pensions, including general labour conditions and forms of reciprocity. 

I am interested in how these factors impacted the choices made by labour and choices made by 

the diaspora community. The main question that I am concerned with is the extent to which 

subaltern labourers exercised agency in the handling of money in these circumstances. But many 

other questions will crop up. Was labour able to exercise some agency in how and when to 

employ these newer frameworks? What were some of the external factors and broader contextual 

developments that influenced the remittance patterns of labourers? And what impact did the 

remittances have on labourers’ private lives, in historical change and in challenging social 

hierarchies, or changing family histories? Although the primary subject of the thesis is 

remittances, however the related aspects of subaltern lives and livelihoods have also been dealt 

with as far as possible.  These cover both the national-level developments and the practical 

considerations that impacted labourers’ work lives. These are critical and bring out the lived 

reality and social contexts of the people who sent and received those remittances.  In answering 

some of the above questions, this thesis makes a general argument. Throughout the chapters, I 

argue that subaltern labourers were never fully integrated into modern financial systems. Though 

there was widespread adoption of modern colonial financial systems by subaltern labourers, their 

use fluctuated, and throughout workers chose to use alternative mechanisms to dispatch money, 

for a variety of reasons – some practical, some relating to mistrust and suspicion, and others 

reflecting changing social and political contexts.  

The thesis focuses especially on migrant labourers from the Punjab, which warrants 

closer examination for several economic, political and practical reasons. The aftermath of the 

annexation of the Punjab in 1849 saw substantial developments across the province to support 

the State’s political, economic and social development goals, particularly in the latter half of the 

nineteenth century following the 1857 rebellion. These included the commercialisation of the 

agricultural sector and the development of industry. Communication networks, most significantly 

railways and roads, postal and telegraphic systems, as well as state and commercial banks, were 

established to support the effective flow of financial transfers for the State and business. Modern 

juridical and administrative systems were developed, including the State apparatus and the 

military – many Punjabis were drawn into the army. At the same time, peasant indebtedness was 

increasing across the country and the Punjab. This spurred the outward migration of labour as 
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peasants sought work in canal colonies or factories dotted around the province. Many Punjabis 

migrated voluntarily and followed the imperial government’s footprint. Migrant labourers 

needed secure systems to remit their wages and savings back to family and dependents remaining 

behind. At the same time, the colonial post office and modern banking system began gradually to 

proliferate in the towns, mostly to support State and business remittances. 

 

The Development of Remittances 

What is a remittance? Though the term remittance has been widely used in recent times, but 

money dispatches and transfers are perhaps as old as money itself. Scholars have dated the 

sending of money back to as early as 3000 B.C., with the discovery of archaeological evidence 

of commercial activity in ancient Mesopotamia. Thousands of tablets unearthed in ancient 

Sumerian and Babylonian temple compounds have revealed the existence of a complex system 

of credit transactions which required both accounting and the dispatch of funds. In South Asia, 

evidence also suggests early commercial activity supported by some kind of structures of 

remittance.4 In Europe, by the late fourteenth century, the word “remit” conveyed the sense “to 

forgive, pardon,” and from remittere (from Latin) “to send back, slacken, let go back, abate,” 

from re- “back” + mittere “to send.” Fifteenth-century usage, however, suggests the meaning of 

“allowing to remain unpaid.” The common meaning of “to send money (to someone)” seems to 

have been first recorded in the 1630s.5 This meaning became generalised and the term has since 

been widely used in the modern banking and financial sectors to denote a financial transfer. In 

addition to this general usage, the term has come to designate the use of various financial 

instruments by international migrants to send or dispatch funds to their countries of origin. 

This thesis concerns the history of the use of money dispatches and remittances by Indian 

migrant labour in the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries, but the dispatch of money and 

wealth had an older history even in India. Historically, there was a plethora of indigenous 

financial architectures which supported the flows of money between agents, groups and 

communities. Among merchants, payments would be made through “hundi, chiti, or hawala” all 

of which would involve a draft drawn on a trading associate. Import credit from the money 

 
4 Edwina Thompson, Trust in the Coin of the Realm: Lessons from the Money Men in Afghanistan (Karachi: Oxford 
University Press, 2011), 96.  
5 “Remit,” Online Etymology Dictionary,” accessed May 1, 2017, https://www.etymonline.com/word/remit. 
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bazaars generally took the form of loans against promissory notes in the form of “hawalas and 

hundis.”6 Hundiwalas and hawalawalas supported a multitude of transactions, including foreign 

currency exchange.  

Later, the British administration would procure district treasury bills to remit funds to the 

Bank of England and other banks. Once the British established its post office network, colonial 

officers would purchase postal money orders to remit savings back to England. Indentured labour 

in India and the Caribbean used both unofficial courier services and postal money orders. While 

the money order system was used by some categories of labour, no rule required labourers to use 

modern services. 

Recent studies of migrant remittances often refer to “money and goods that are 

transmitted to households by migrant workers working outside of their origin countries” and may 

take the form of cash or gifts.7 There is a further typology of remittances – that of family and 

collective remittances. Family remittances refer to remittance transfers from individual migrants 

to their families in home countries. Collective remittances are the funds raised by a group used to 

benefit a specific community or institution in their country of origin – including the support of 

local institutions, religious activities, education, festivals, or life-cycle rituals. There is yet a 

further category – relief remittances, denoting the flow of money and goods to the people of an 

area that has been affected by natural disaster. In addition, remittances may also be part of more 

complex financial transactions like investment for retirement or the repayment of debt. While 

most types of transfers have tended to relate to short-term labour migration, there are also longer 

standing and more enduring remittance relations entailing a range of transfers between 

individuals and their larger kin networks.8 Remittances have always been embedded in wider 

transnational and local social relations. Both the senders and receivers may be understood as 

actors with agency who are aware of their roles and obligations within relationships. The role of 

gifts and “gifting remittances” in building relations of reciprocity, and their connection to 

symbolic or social capital also forms part of the overall social landscape of remittances.9 The 

 
6 Samuel Maimbo, Richard Adams, Reena Aggarwal and Nikos Passas, Migrant Labour Remittances in South Asia 
(Washington DC: The World Bank, 2005), 46. 
7Richard Adams Jr., “The Determinants of International Remittances in Developing Countries,” World 
Development, no. 37, (2009): 93, accessed May 1, 2017, 
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0305750X08001368?via per cent3Dihub. 
8 Maimbo et al., Migrant, x. 
9 Marcel Mauss, The Gift: The Form and Reason for Exchange in Archaic Societies, trans. W.D Halls (London: NW 
Norton, 1990), 8; Roger Ballard, A Background Report on the Operation of Informal Value Transfer Systems 
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question is what did value mean and how were these remittances perceived, especially in places 

where market economies were fledgling or slow in modernising. 

 

Scholarly Relevance and Contributions 

Why is the history of money dispatches and remittance important and relevant? There are several 

reasons for understanding the financial histories of subalterns. The increase in global migration 

has given rise to scholarship on remittances from disciplines such as Anthropology, History and 

Development Studies. The interests of scholars are diverse and relate to migration, 

transnationalism and globalisation. Scholars have asked how the flow of money shapes 

discourses around development or dependency in the global south; how relationships between 

the State and labour have changed; and what historical developments have shaped the movement 

of labour today. Were labourers’ remittances able to challenge social hierarchies in the villages? 

Moreover, how did race manifest itself in the policies of imperial government in India?10 

Enquiries into these areas of research allow us to identify some of the roots of global inequality 

and hierarchies that have their genesis in historical developments from the end of the nineteenth 

century.11  

More particularly, this dissertation makes a contribution to the field of Indian labour 

history. Little is known about the way money was handled, used or remitted by subaltern 

labourers. In earlier times and into the colonial period, rural peasants stood at the periphery of 

the monetary economy. In traditional contexts, they seem to have had little access to money 

compared to moneylenders and merchants. To the extent that this changed during the period 

studied in this dissertation, the actions of peasants and workers with regard to money were 

heavily influenced by myriad relationships between themselves and the colonial State and its 

agents; capitalistic and feudal employers; and with family, kin and communities. This 

dissertation also contributes to the historical study of global migration and money flows and 

remittances from subaltern perspectives over a longer period. There is some scholarship around 

 
(Hawala) (London: Anthem Press, 2005), 3.; Marshall Sahlins “On the Sociology of Primitive Exchange,” in The 
Relevance of Models for Social Anthropology, ed. Michael Benton (London: Tavistock, 1965), 139. 
10 Yasmin Khan, “Post-Colonial History as War History in the Twentieth Century,” in History After Hobsbawm: 
Writing the Past for the Twenty-first Century, ed. John H Arnold, Matthew Hilton and Jan Ruger (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2018), 159. 
11 Sonya O’Rose and Sean Brady, “Rethinking Gender and Labour History,” in History After Hobsbawm: Writing 
the Past for the Twenty-first Century, ed. John H. Arnold, Matthew Hilton and Jan Ruger, (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2018), 251. 



 14 

the use of postal money orders from the places where Indian subaltern labourers migrated. There 

is also an extensive literature that discusses the use of these indigenous systems of money 

transfer by indigenous merchants. Nonetheless, there is little known about the use of these 

systems by migrant labourers. 

 

Review of Historiography 

The historiography on remittance systems in India is small but significant. Few scholars, 

however, have focused on the remittances of subalterns in any sustained way, although subaltern 

remittances are often mentioned, inter alia, in discussions of wider money flows and in the 

context of broader historical themes. This is likely connected to the availability of information on 

subaltern labourers’ money flows and sources being available for the premodern period. In this 

section, I review two general fields of scholarship that have treated the issue of remittance, 

which both help situate this research. The first is the historiography of labour migration and 

remittances around the Indian Ocean; and the second, writing on migration and remittances of 

workers beyond the Indian Ocean.  

The first area of historiography concerns Indian migrant labourers in the Indian Ocean. 

Indian Ocean historiography has traditionally been dominated by macro-economic approaches to 

mercantile systems and flows. Sugata Bose’s A Hundred Horizons, however, suggests a shift 

away from the global level to examine the “transregional bonds” of a variety of actors, including 

merchants, labourers, soldiers, pilgrims and a poet.  Bose sought to widen the frame of Indian 

Ocean history beyond the economic realm in a way that bridged the “generalities of world 

systems and the finer grained analysis of a particular region.”12 By using indigenous cultural 

materials, including contemporary writings of prominent writers, he emphasised a wider field of 

enquiry, including “material life, political-military, economic institutions and social-religious 

ideologies.”13 Bose’s approach has opened the door for a more variegated social history of the 

Indian Ocean realm which subsequent studies, including this one, have built upon.  

Scholars writing from “subaltern studies” and labour histories approach were also turning 

their sights toward the Indian Ocean to focus on non-elites. Clare Anderson’s work on the 

 
12 Sugato Bose, A Hundred Horizons: The Indian Ocean in the Age of Global Empire (Cambridge MA: Harvard 
University Press, 2006), 15. 
13 Ibid., 15. 
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nineteenth-century penal transportation system for convicts in the Indian Ocean as well as 

European non-elites presented a unique subaltern perspective to movement in oceanic space.14 

Scholars like Ravi Ahuja and Michael Fisher focused on the working conditions of labour gangs, 

bonded labourers, mobile coolies, lascars and stevedores and noted the stratified nature of 

labouring groups. Ahuja uses the idea of “networks,” usually reserved for the analysis of elite 

groups, to suggest the entrance of subaltern labourers into systems of exploitation, which he calls 

“networks of subordination,” in which recruitment drives targeted at rural populations, the 

“segmentation” of crews along ethnic lines, and limited access to employment benefits were used 

as tools to integrate subalterns into a growing “global labour market.” A further emphasis was 

placed, as is the case in much of labour history more generally, on the agency of workers to 

struggle against and survive the harsh conditions they faced. By focusing on the working 

conditions of labourers and menial workers, these scholars have opened up the field of migration 

history to subaltern groups, and their emphasis on workers’ choices has emphasised the fact that 

workers, no matter how harsh the conditions they faced, were able to exercise agency in their 

lives. 

The labour historians surveyed above do not, for the most part, treat financial flows and 

remittances in their work in any sustained manner. Other scholars have explored the use of 

indigenous mechanisms to support the flow of finances among Indian merchants well into the 

period of colonial rule to service a variety of interests. Rajat Kanta Ray argues that Hadrami 

Arabs trading in the Malay Archipelago “remitted their money home in hard cash through 

friends, relations and fellow tribesman. They would make no use of houses of business or 

European banks to make remittances through bills.”15 Fahad Bishara demonstrates that the 

presence of Indian merchants in the Indian Ocean trade paralleled that of their European 

contemporaries in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries and was propelled by the use of 

indigenous financial arrangements. Indian merchants forged relationships and trade networks 

that stretched from East Africa across the Indian Ocean and as far as South-East Asia. In lending 

and borrowing money from each other, they created an indigenous form of debt-based 

mutualism. Bonds of debt and obligation connected groups in commerce. Debt and obligation 

 
14 Clare Anderson, Subaltern Lives, Biographies of Colonialism in the Indian Ocean World, 1790-1920 (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press 2012), 10. 
15 Rajat Kanta Ray, “Asian Capital in the Age of European Domination: The Rise of the Bazaar, 1800-1914,” 
Modern Asian Studies 29, 3 (1995): 482.  



 16 

were written down in the form of a waraqa (paper) and this established the basis for the practice 

of hawala. By transferring from one creditor to another the loans and the repayment conditions, 

the details of transactions were clear, as recorded in the waraqa – allowing a creditor to prove 

without any question who possessed the deed.16 Banias would loan to wealthy agriculturalists for 

new ventures and to recently manumitted slaves to start trading enterprises. Building on Ray and 

Bishara’s work, Seema Alavi examines the growth of pan-Islamic networks spanning the 

Ottoman and Mughal worlds. She highlights the instrumentality of merchants and Naqshbandi 

Sufis in forging connections and networks to support remittance flows. During the middle of the 

nineteenth century, Indian Muslim reformers “tapped” into the existing mercantile and banking 

networks which were operating between Central Asia and India. Money was also transmitted for 

non-trade related needs, including remittances to those who had been tried for their involvement 

in the mutiny and were fleeing the British judicial system and salaries which flowed back and 

forth between subalterns and soldiers sourced from Hadramawt, Yemen, and their stations in 

Haiderbad.17 Alavi’s intervention adds a perspective absent in the works of Ray and Bishara by 

illustrating how trust and kin-based mercantile networks were not exclusively used by merchants 

and businesses, but also by other types of actors in extraordinary situations. Yet together, all of 

these scholars, through analysing non-European sources, have altered the received notion of the 

dominance of European capital and its financial architectures in the Indian Ocean. 

Remittances are sometimes explicitly treated in histories of subaltern labour in South 

Asia as well as the Indian Ocean. Works by Shahid Amin, Sugata Bose, Rajnarayan 

Chandavarkar, Subho Basu, Chitra Joshi and Chinmay Tumbe, for example, note the use of post 

office orders for the remittances of migrant labourers. Tumbe’s broad-brush analysis of Indian 

migrants’ transmissions back to India covers the colonial, post-colonial and contemporary 

period. He makes the general argument that financial flows improved the financial and social 

well-being of people, particularly those from underdeveloped regions.18 All of this work provides 

partial perspectives for the study of remittances, with Tumbe’s work highlighting the importance 

of postal orders.  

 
16 Fahad Bishara, A Sea of Debt: Law and Economic Life in the Western Indian Ocean 1780-1950 (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2017), 208.  
17 Seema Alavi, Muslim Cosmopolitanism in the Age of Empire (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2015), 60. 
18 Chinmay Tumbe, “Towards Financial Inclusion: The Post Office of India as a Financial Institution, 1880-2010,” 
Indian Economic & Social History Review 52, no. 4. (October 2015): 409.  
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The Indian Army forms a distinctive case in that it involved the subjection of a large pool 

of Indian subaltern labour to a highly bureaucratised institution, namely the colonial State itself, 

leading to the preservation for historians of a rich archive to study different aspects of the 

working life of soldiers. Army pay, military markets and remittances brought about significant 

social changes for the middle peasantry and the arenas of recruitment they inhabited. These 

wages worked to diminish deeply embedded feudal social relations with zamindars and larger 

landowners and the centrality of the role of moneylenders and other middlemen which was 

crucial to the flow of money in areas before or without postal service and banking institutions.19 

Yasmin Khan, Rajit Mazumder, David Omissi, Franziska Roy, Heike Liebau and Ravi Ahuja 

and Tan Tai Yong have all written histories focusing on Indian soldiers during the two world 

wars.20 Peasants who gained wealth through their labour in the army preferred to invest their 

funds in ventures mostly connected to land. Some landless or sharecropping groups were able to 

enter the land market as a result of service in the army. Omissi’s work discusses the daily lives of 

Indian soldiers and their financial concerns during the Great War. Mazumder’s work, on World 

War I, looks at the Punjabisation of the military, arguing that soldiers’ remittances were directly 

correlated to local potentials for development. Though limited in scope by the fact that they 

focus on military employment alone, this scholarship, based largely on the rich archives 

preserved by the colonial State, has been able to explore several aspects of the financial lives of 

soldiers as migrant labour that help illuminate similar financial behaviour for non-military 

workers. 

As a whole, this more recent historiography has comprehensively rethought the Indian 

Ocean region as a space for labour, subalterns, and labour migration. Earlier histories for the 

 
19 David Omissi, Indian Voices of the Great War Soldiers letters 1914-18 (Macmillan Press Ltd London, 1999), 61. 
In addition, some migration ensued, during the latter half of the eighteenth century, which included the militarisation 
of South Indian society, which was connected to the “deindustrialization in South India due to the importing of 
cheap material from Lancashire textiles” and increased investment of capital in South-east Asia at the cost of 
investment in South India. See Sunil Amrith, “South Indian Migration c. 1800-1950,” in Globalising Migration 
History: The Eurasian Experience (16th-21st Centuries), ed. Leo Lucassen and Jan Lucassen (Leiden: Brill, 2014), 
125-126. 
20 Yasmin Khan, India at War: The Subcontinent and the Second World War (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2005), xv; Rajit K. Mazumder, The Indian Army and the Making of Punjab (London: Permanent Black, 2003), 3; 
Omissi, Voices, 1; Franziska Roy, Heike Liebau and Ravi Ahuja, When the War Began, we Heard of Several Kings: 
South Asian Prisoners in World War I Germany (Delhi: Social Sciences Press, 2011), 17. Tan Tai Yong,. The 
Garrison State: Military, Government and Society in Colonial Punjab 1849- 1947 (New Delhi: Sage Publications, 
2005), 98. 
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region overwhelmingly dealt with merchants and trade, with subaltern labour being studied 

patchily. Also, the fact that the newer scholarship discusses remittances, even in passing, has 

been significant in deepening our understanding of the broad category of people who were 

moving around the Indian Ocean, the types of money remittance systems, and the unusual 

circumstances in which they were employed. Moreover, it has also revealed the need for a more 

sustained study of labouring classes’ remittance patterns – an important consideration given the 

lure to migrate for most lay in the promise of earnings and remittances. 

The second field of historiography which provides a context for the research in this thesis 

is the field of migration history in Europe and the Americas, which arguably developed earlier 

than it did in Asian history. In earlier historiography, social change, whether fuelled by economic 

growth, State formation or sociocultural factors were pursued “with little attention to migration,” 

according to Patrick Manning.21 Over the last twenty years, the study of movement and 

migration has grown considerably. This literature has discussed the changing roles of States and 

borders in migration as well as social change precipitated by the movement of labour.22 It covers 

themes as broad as the historical reasons for labour migration, the extent to which migrant 

labourers experienced “push or pull” factors in making their migration decisions, and the 

evolution of labour diasporas. 

Much of this scholarship has focused on the role of the State, whether independent or 

colonial, in shaping migration patterns of labourers. It has shown, for example, how some States 

sponsored and encouraged outward labour migration. David Fitzpatrick shows the role of the 

State, along with landlords and philanthropists, in financing migration, though the total value of 

such expenditures was dwarfed by the remittances sent back, some of which went to support 

political campaigns including the independence movements in Ireland.23 Julia Clancy-Smith 

highlights the agency of European States in shaping the migration of their own subaltern classes 

to colonial spaces in northern Africa, reversing the commonly held idea that subaltern movement 

 
21 Patrick Manning, “The Beginnings of a World History of Modern Migration: The Lucassens’ Volume on 
Globalising Migration History,” IRSH 62, (2017): 492. 
22 See, for example, the edited volume by Lucassen, Leo and Jan Lucassen, eds., Globalising Migration History: The 
Eurasian Experience (16th-21st Centuries) (Leiden: Brill, 2014), 425. 
23 The loans and subsidies made by philanthropists totalled £2,000,000 see David Fitzpatrick, Irish Immigration 
1801-1921 (Studies in Irish Economic and Social History: 1985), 20.  In comparison £34,000,000 was sent to the 
UK by north American emigrants between 1848 and 1887, with most flowing to Ireland see Gary B. Magee and 
Andrew S. Thompson, “Lines of Credit, Debts of Obligation: Migrant Remittance to Britain, 1875-1913,” The 
Economic History Review 59 (2006): 542. 
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was exclusively from colony to metropole. These policies continue to impact the region and its 

people.24 

Also pertinent in this literature is a focus on the mechanisms for remittances and agents 

supporting the flows of remittances.  Kiren Chaudhry’s work demonstrates how in Yemen, the 

labour remittances from Saudi Arabia mostly entered through informal channels, helping to 

equalise incomes across the social spectrum and generate “a merchant group which was 

autonomous of authorities.”25 Though mostly concerned with later times, Chaudhry is able to 

trace moneychangers and remittance architectures back to the 1940s. These architectures which 

were expanding in the Gulf withstood competition from formal structures, allowing migrant 

labourers to send money to places where other systems did not cater for the needs of the working 

classes. Chaudhry’s work allows us to consider how indigenous systems also supported subaltern 

remittances to India in the period preceding rise of electronic transfers. Gary Magee and Andrew 

Thompson also discuss the agents involved in remittances. On their arrival in the United States, 

New Zealand and Canada between 1875 and 1913, British working-class migrants were self-

reliant, and organised their remittances through shipping firms, exchange agencies, press 

agencies, and immigrant social and support groups which offered competitive rates.26  

Another important theme in this scholarship is the transformation of the home society as 

a result of migration and remittance. Akram Khater argues that between 1870 and 1920 Lebanese 

emigrants substantially shaped the making of “modern” Lebanon. Migrant labourers of peasant 

origin went abroad for periods of up to four years, sent cheques home every six months, and 

returned with enough savings to build houses for themselves and enter a new middle class, 

distinct from both their peasant origins and the upper class of Beirut.27 Khater’s scholarship 

demonstrates how migration and perceptions of cosmopolitanism influenced the ways in which 

labourers came to define themselves as modern or not in the twenty-first century, and conversely 

how social mobility and the experience of modernity were accelerated through migration. Donna 

 
24 Julia A. Clancy-Smith, Mediterranean: North Africa and Europe in an Age of Migration, C. 1800-1900 
(Berkeley: University of California, 2010), 96; Fitzpatrick, Irish, 14. 
25 Though my research period precedes the period analysed in this literature, I appreciate some interpretive 
developments in relation to the systems of financial flows, and have noted, where relevant, continuities with earlier 
times. I have found that Kiren Chaudhry helps further our understanding of the role of labourers’ remittances and oil 
production in redefining the domestic and international relationships between economies. See Kiren A. Chaudhry, 
The Price of Wealth, Economies and Institutions in the Middle East (Cornell University Press, 1997), 234. 
26 Magee and Thompson, “Lines,” 542. 
27 Akram F. Khater, Inventing Home on Migration, Gender and Class in Lebanon from 1870-1920 (Berkeley: 
University of California, 2001), 3. 
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Gabbaccia’s work on Italy’s diasporas and David Gutman’s work on Armenia’s migrants show 

that despite the multitude of push factors, many people chose to pursue migratory strategies to 

improve their financial situation and better their homes. Linda Reeder’s work on the women left 

behind in Sicily between 1880 and 1920, demonstrates how they became “lynchpins” in their 

community, supporting an emerging capitalist economy which was being integrated into local, 

global and national markets.28 Despite the remittance flows helping them to establish small 

businesses, become better educated, and generally improve their social position, women were 

unable to unsettle patriarchal structures in the home.29  

In recent years, there has been some interest in the histories of indentured labourers from 

India, particularly the social aspects of work and life for those contracted in British plantation 

economies. Lomarsh Roopnarine’s analysis of Indian indentured labourers’ remittances in 

Danish St Croix, for instance, documents the strength of social ties with home and the agency of 

labourers in remitting.30 She shows that some remitted through the post office money orders and, 

by analysing ship records, that others put money away and brought it back with them to India. 

Roopnarine’s estimations of the level of remittances provides yet another way of verifying the 

use of alternative mechanisms to remit money by Indian indentured labourers. 

In general, the literature on labour migration beyond the Indian Ocean helps us 

understand that the issues studied in this thesis were not unique to the Indian Ocean and Asian 

world. The problems of labour flows, state interventions, and financial architectures were 

integral to the experience of European migrants in the Mediterranean and new worlds. The 

literature on these communities shows an insightful emphasis on the impact of remittance and 

labour migration more generally on home societies, facilitating class mobility, cosmopolitanism, 

education, and the transformation of political ideologies. 

 

Sources and Methodology  

This thesis focuses on subaltern labourers, who were generally unable to leave behind written 

accounts of their lives or work experiences. I attempt to access information relating to their 

 
28 Linda Reeder, Widows in White: Migration and the Transformation of Rural Italian Women, Sicily, 1880-1920. 

(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2003), 4. 
29 Ibid., 15. 
30 Lomarsh Roopnarine “Re-Indenture, Repatriation and Remittances of Ex-Indentured Indians from Danish St. 
Croix to British India 1863-1873,” Scandanavian Journal of History 4, no. 3 (September 2003): 247. 



 21 

struggles by employing an interdisciplinary approach to the research and the sources. The thesis 

makes use of relevant literature from a range of disciplines including writings from 

contemporary fields. 

It analyses empirical data available for an eighty-year period. One type of material used 

in the thesis is official records, which include records of the colonial State and its many branches 

and offices and records of private employers. In addition, newspapers and conscribed materials 

help shed light on the experience of labourers from a social and political point of view, often in 

the context of a growing nationalist movement. The few letters, autobiographies, and personal 

accounts of labourers themselves that have survived have been used wherever possible. Along 

with this documentary evidence, this thesis for the first time brings to light the oral histories of 

ex-labourers and others connected to the handling of money. 

The State sources includes the correspondence and reports of colonial officers and 

political residents and unpublished and published proceedings on topics relating to labour, 

pensions and remittances. Banking enquiry reports, trade and industry reports, district settlement 

reports and gazetteers were consulted to understand general economic conditions. Empirical data 

on the volume of money orders being remitted into the Punjab were obtained from annual post 

office reports. Reports on the conditions of villages during World War II and on soldiers’ 

savings, including the dispatch of soldiers’ pensions to villages in the Punjab, as well as the 

wages of civilian labour during the war, provided me with information on the general situation of 

labourers. 

Private company records included company contract documents of British shipping 

companies, and the medical records of Indian labourers employed by the American oil 

companies stationed in the Persian Gulf provided an official but non-State perspective on some 

of the labour-related issues that Indians faced while in the Persian Gulf. 

Urdu and English newspapers, and leftist and conscribed pamphlets offer an alternative 

perspective to complement colonial sources. The newspapers report a variety of developments in 

India in the twentieth century at a time when a variety of nationalist, anti-imperialist, caste and 

religious movements were coming into being. Pamphlets produced by disgruntled Indian writers 

in India and the Persian Gulf discuss the conditions of Indians more generally and sometimes 

shed light on workers’ experiences. The newspapers provide a non-colonial perspective on the 

impact of colonial policies and operations on Indians which covered the struggles of less 
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economically and socially secure communities. On the whole, newspapers present an account of 

the social, political and economic landscape as it was changing and being reimagined. While 

many of these writers only give an impressionistic perspective and not the full experience of the 

worlds of migrant labour, their writing went some way towards verifying and counterbalancing 

colonial sources of the same period, with their elite observations and biases. 

Several types of “personal” sources were used in this research, including letters, 

autobiographies and interviews. Letters of petition to senior military personnel as well as 

personal letters written home by labourers and Indian soldiers provide alternative perspectives to 

the qualitative data on remittances. Some personal artefacts – money orders, bank or hundi slips, 

and monthly savings books – are presented. Other types of personal artefacts and access to 

moneychangers and moneylenders for interviews may have illuminated the extent to which 

moneychangers’ operations supported the remittance flows of non-merchant classes.  

The inherent difficulty of accessing and interpreting subaltern consciousness has been 

discussed by many scholars. Yet both the disciplines of History and Anthropology have shown 

how ethnographic work can bring to life histories of individuals and their experience and 

contribute greatly to analysis based on documentary evidence. Clare Anderson has written about 

“life writing,” which involves looking at the fragments and biographical snapshots of subjects 

and those of others from comparable classes as a way to reconstruct the histories of subaltern 

labour. At the same time, Anderson questions the use of biographies in research because as a 

method it is out of fashion and moreover the “post-structural challenge to centered historical 

truth” renders subaltern subjectivity problematic.31 Nevertheless, scholars like Judith Brown put 

forward the idea that biographies of individual lives can complement the use of literature and 

theory to explore more complex issues like identity, agency and relationships, which are 

subjective. 32 Following on from this, Stuart Blackburn and David Arnold have discussed the 

way oral biographies and autobiographies effectively question the idea that non-western societies 

can only be written “through ideas about caste, tribe and indigeneity.”33 While this dissertation 

focuses on the financial rather than cultural histories of subaltern labourers, the dearth of 

 
31 Anderson, Subaltern, 13-14. 
32 Ibid. 
33 Ibid., 15. 



 23 

documents left behind by subalterns makes it is necessary to be open-minded about the sources 

which are available. 

The methodologies of oral history, including chiefly the use of interviews, have become an 

important historical tool used by a variety of historians, including labour historians, to gain 

insights into subaltern points of view.34 Interviews provide a deeper and more personal 

dimension to the information available through documentary material and can complement 

archival and documentary evidence. For this dissertation, they have been important as a 

methodological approach in understanding the perspectives of subaltern labourers and financial 

transactors on the topic of remittances and work conditions. A total of some twenty-five 

interviews with ex-servicemen and labourers, and their descendants and others in Gujranwala, 

Lahore and Multan in the Punjab were conducted. I also used several oral history archives and 

recorded interviews.35 For my own interviews, I spoke with ex-labourers and individuals 

employed in financial institutions, including the post office general master of the Punjab Postal 

Service in Lahore, the manager of the Bank of Punjab of Lahore, a manager from Gujranwala 

Post Office, and two managers from Money Exchange Services, also in Gujranwala. The 

interviews often provide more detail on topics only generally referred to in documents and 

alternative perspectives. More significantly, the oral histories allow some challenging of 

dominant perspectives that often proceed from the colonial documents themselves. By putting 

diverse sources of information into conversation with each other, the dissertation attempts to 

transcend the limits of specific data sets. The twenty-five interviews and life stories provide 

insights into labourers’ everyday lives, their choice of remittance systems, the distribution and 

consumption patterns of their wages, and the nature of the local and connected economies. They 

are also instructive in assessing how at times remittances reinforced existing social and political 

hierarchies, and at other times reshaped these in small ways, transforming the histories of 

 
34 Particularly inspiring have been the works of Shahid Amin, Event, Metaphor, Memory: Chauri Chaura, 1922-
1992 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1995), 5; Michele Gamburd, The Kitchen Spoon’s Handle: 
Transnationalism and Sri Lanka’s Migrant Housemaids (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2000), 10; Luisa 
Passerini, “A Passion for Memory,” History Workshop Journal 72 (Autumn 2011): 247; Alessandro Portelli, They 
Say in Harlan County: An Oral History (Oxford University Press: USA 2010), 6; and Vazira Fazila-Yacoobali 
Zamindar, The Long Partition and the Making of Modern South Asia Refugees, Boundaries, Histories (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 2010), 20. 
35 There are a growing number of heritage organisations run by ex-indentured communities in Fiji, Queens in New 
York, USA and Natal in South Africa who have established digital archives and repositories of interviews with 
previously indentured communities.  
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labourers’ families.  The methodological approach for the oral history and details of how the 

interviewees were identified, along with the interview questions are presented in Appendices J-L. 

In parallel to looking at village hierarchies, a line of enquiry for the research has been 

around whether the remittances received by women were able to challenge social structures, 

patriarchy, and family dynamics.  Through the analysis of a small number of colonial documents, 

I have been able indicate the historical presence of women in the factories and money lending 

businesses. This, combined with the small but growing number of labour histories being written 

about women by women in Indian factories and the plantation economies, have been helpful in 

understanding the condition that women worked in.  Nevertheless, I was confronted by silence 

from the colonial archives in accessing information about the lived reality and experiences of 

women, and in determining whether remittance flows back to the village actually helped improve 

their positions.  I have attempted partly compensate for this gap through the analysis of oral 

histories. Yet the dearth of women labourers available for interview has meant that I have not 

really been able to explore their experiences in any meaningful way. While the males who were 

interviewed offered some insights into women’s positions, their accounts and perspectives have 

been mediated through their own experiences.  

The recording of the data through the interviews required some careful planning. A 

preliminary question was around the information sought through the interviews. This covered 

everything from identifying candidates, conducting interviews and later integrating the material 

into the dissertation. In this thesis, I wanted not only to gain some finer-grained perspectives of 

subaltern financial histories, I also wanted to identify the social context of subaltern work and to 

understand the rationale and processes that influenced the choices of remittances systems. A 

second consideration was the reliability of the interview subjects in presenting information, and 

how to interpret the information? I also considered how best to navigate the “speaking, writing, 

remembering and editing” aspects of the interviews.36 I provided information to the interviewee 

about my research topic, and, as the interviews progressed, I sometimes sought clarifications. In 

incorporating the interviews into the dissertation, the narratives have been shortened, but still 

give the readers a glimpse into an earlier time. 

The interviews helped identify the variety of remittance tools used, and how labourers were 

able to exercise agency in choosing the technologies available for remittance. They also show the 

 
36 Portelli, Harlan, 9. 
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richness of the experiences of labour and reveal information concerning more sensitive topics 

like salaries, promotions, land grants, and issues of equity. Crucially, the stories were not only 

about the individual, but also about perceptions of larger contexts and how labour collectively 

responded to regional and local events and complex, longer-term social issues.37  

As various scholars have pointed out, the use of oral histories is not altogether problem-

free. One needs to bear in mind that peoples’ accounts of earlier periods in their lives are 

potentially infused with nostalgia, a tendency to romanticise the past, and even misremembrance. 

How a period is remembered, and interpreted is influenced by political outlooks, the impact of 

global and social developments over time, and recounting the life experiences of self and other in 

an interview also raises issues of intent and authority. Portelli reminds us that the manner of 

telling is often as important as the information that is shared.38 These methodological points 

suggest that interviews and oral history have to be critically evaluated in much the same way as 

documentary evidence. 

The position and identity of the author/interviewer in relation to the interviewee is also an 

important consideration. Passerini argues that oral history thus has “dual intersubjectivity” –

producing knowledge in which both the interviewer and interviewee are implicated.39 In the case 

of the interviews conducted for this dissertation, I was always conscious of the differences 

between myself and the interview subjects. Some of these differences were variable and others 

constant throughout the interview process. The biggest of these related to gender, class and 

perceptions around me being an outsider. My use of Urdu and Punjabi and sharing information 

about my origins from the region helped us connect and smooth over some of these differences. 

There were also differences in the interviewees’ perspectives. Predictably, opinions differed 

between the professionals who promoted the use of formal systems, on the one hand, and 

labourers who used both the formal and informal systems, on the other.  

 

Structure of Thesis 

I present my argument over five chapters. The chapters have been organised according to types 

of labouring groups and their geographical location, rather than by chronology or types of 

 
37 Hazel Carby, Imperial Intimacies: A Tale of Two Islands (London: Verso, 2019), 47-48. 
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remittance. There are several rationales for this. First, the most distinguishing feature of bodies 

of evidence was the place that labourers were remitting from. Second, place remained a key 

experiential category for migrant labourers who sent money home. The use of labouring 

categories also helped to minimise repetition and excessive “slicing and dicing” of the data and 

its presentation throughout the dissertation. As might be expected, the data available was uneven, 

being greater for some labouring groups than for others. This has resulted in some chapters being 

more qualitative in their analysis while others are more quantitative. The hope is that the data 

together presents a coherent picture of labourers’ experience. 

Chapter One, “Punjab: The Place and People through the Nineteenth Century,” sets the 

scene and commences at the time of Punjab’s annexation to British India in1849. By drawing on 

colonial reports, and indigenous newspapers and literature, the chapter presents the 

characteristics of the province, its financial systems and architectures, and the transformations it 

underwent during this period. During the nineteenth century, the Punjab comprised mostly 

agriculturalists. Throughout the latter half of the nineteenth century, the colonial state introduced 

modern juridical and administrative systems, communication networks, financial architectures, 

and economic strategies to support production and market exchange. There was a general 

expansion of agricultural production and commercialisation, propelled by technological 

innovations and the development of the canal colonies from the 1880s and the growth of 

factories linked to agricultural-related production. Despite the influx of wealth as a result of the 

commercialisation of agriculture, peasant debt was growing across the region. The confluence of 

moneylending, the failure of protective legislation for agriculturalists’ tenures, and the demands 

of state taxation, all exacerbated the situation. Together these issues weighed heavily on 

labourers and spurred voluntary and forced migration towards the canal colonies and the urban 

centres. The deepening poverty of the countryside, combined with social reform movements and 

anti-colonial sentiment, fuelled the stories published in the growing print media. This rendered 

the rural and urban spaces sites of labourers’ protests and demands for redress for their abject 

conditions. 

Chapter two, “Canal Colonies and Cities: Labourers’ Remittances,” deals with migrant 

labourers’ money dispatches, from locations within colonial India and beyond. The chapter 

draws on a range of sources including published and unpublished colonial records, government 

proceedings, newspapers, post office records and interviews with ex-labourers. Agricultural 
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commercialisation and the growth of factories around the Punjab saw migrant labourers move to 

these places and beyond, in pursuit of opportunities. The numbers of post office money orders 

flowing into the province increased steadily, between 1888-1935. This was reflected in the 

increase in the number of post office savings accounts deposits. Nevertheless, the increase in the 

number of bank accounts opened by the professional classes outpaced the number of accounts 

opened by agriculturalist and industrial workers. While money orders were important for some 

migrant labourers’ remittances, myriad alternative systems remained equally important for 

subaltern labourers, who also exercised choice in the systems used to send money back to their 

villages. These labourers were largely unconcerned with the concurrent debates around the use of 

non-Islamic or interest-bearing financial systems, as many were operating at the margins of the 

cash economy. Overall, as migrant labourers’ remittances helped sustain and improve their 

families’ financial situation, they purchased land and met other needs. The remittances helped 

improve the social condition of those remaining in the village, and went some way towards 

marking a break from older patterns of income-generation. The extent to which migrant 

labourers’ remittances helped challenge social hierarchies in the home or the feudal villages was 

more variable. On the whole, labourers’ remittances were transformed by modernity, with 

servicemen able to enjoy the benefits of their remittances. In comparison, others continued to 

experience worsening economic conditions, in part because of the State’s demands for revenue 

and ineffective land reforms, and the thickening of capitalistic relations of production. In contrast 

labourers’ remittances hugely transformed and subsidised the imperial state and its drive for 

modernity and capitalistic accumulation. 

Chapter three, “Military Outposts and Theatres of War – Soldiers’ Financial Dispatches,” 

traces the remittances, pension’s and savings of soldiers from around the time of annexation until 

the end of World War II. It draws on sources relating to post office money order remittances into 

the Punjab, specifically relating to the war years, colonial officers’ reports and several interviews 

with ex-servicemen. From the 1850s, the establishing of the colonial army initially saw the 

Indian Army grandfather Sikh soldiers into the newly formed service. Indians fought in military 

campaigns and wars, and reproduced the empire’s administrative functions in other colonies. The 

State created subjects through patronage and rewards systems, and many benefitted from regular 

wages and pensions. Nevertheless, pensions policies were complex and designed to miminise 

payments and rights, which affected Indian soldiers. Europeans, on the other hand, enjoyed more 
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favourable conditions. Though the army post office network served as the main mechanism to 

transfer money over long distances, the use of indigenous systems for money transfers also 

existed. The volume of post office money orders flowing into the Punjab from the 1880s 

onwards increased, and peaked during both world wars, and servicemen’s pensions flowed 

through the post office services. Overall, the increase of remittances, wages and savings of 

soldiers transformed villages culturally and socially by propelling some modernisation, 

inculcating newer forms of social mobility, and deepening social obligations. 

Chapter four, “The Persian Gulf: Oil Workers and Labourers’ Money Flows,” focuses on 

Indian sepoys’, labourers’ and oil workers’ remittances from the region during the period of 

British expansionism. The chapter analyses the post office money orders which were sent from 

Kuwait, Mesopotamia, Iraq, Persia and Bahrein in 1909-1939, and also medical records, letters, 

news sheets and interviews with ex-servicemen and representatives from money exchange 

companies and banks. Labourers made use of the post office services which rose and then 

declined, and informal systems for their remittances including steamships carrying mail, 

couriers, and money exchange systems, including hundi. At the turn of the twentieth century, the 

high levels of commission relating to sepoys’ and servicemen’s post office money orders were 

scrutinised for their detrimental effect on government servicemen’s remittances, and 

subsequently reduced to maintain labourers’ loyalty. The use of banks for savings was more 

commonplace among merchants and businesses, but later, there was a push to promote their use 

among government employees. Around the same time, innovations in electronic technologies 

were beginning to emerge for large businesses and the finance sector, though they began to filter 

down to the general public decades later and began to revolutionise remittance systems. With the 

discovery of oil, imperialistic and capitalistic relations defined the experiences of labour in the 

region, and for many, their time in the Gulf was marked by subjugation, discrimination and 

unfair access to benefits. For migrant labourers’ families, the remittances helped reduce their 

reliance on the established means of income, and contributed to some re-engineering of relations 

between the local authorities and migrant communities. Notwithstanding the growth of 

remittances, the racialised framework established earlier left enduring legacies, which continue 

to shape policies and the technologies available to labourers, and for some the invariability of 

their remittances.  
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Chapter five, “The West Indies Plantation Economies: Indentured Labourers’ Financial 

Transfers,” follows the movement of Indian labourers as they began to toil on the plantations in 

the West Indies, Africa, the Polynesian islands and India, following the abolition of slavery in 

the 1830s. This chapter analyses documents, autobiographies, recorded interviews of ex-

indentured labourers, and post office money orders. Around the turn of the twentieth century, the 

post office system which supported imperial transfers was extended to support the remittances of 

indentured labourers. Money orders began to be transmitted from Ceylon, Mauritius and the 

Straits in 1879-84, and British Guiana, Natal and Trinidad in1902-1905, and Fiji and Guiana, a 

little later. Many indentured labourers were reliant on the money order systems for their 

remittances, mostly to overcome the geographical distance between themselves and the 

destination for their transfers. Nevertheless, Indian labourers continued to use alternative 

methods, including hundi, enclosing money with letters mailed to India, and bringing their 

savings back on the expiry of their indenture contracts. Modernity and extractive work processes 

reduced labourers’ remittances while concomitantly indentured labourers supported the increase 

in profits realised by capitalists. Indentured labourers subsidised capitalistic plantation 

economies like the slaves before them. 

The conclusion discusses how throughout the period subaltern labourers were away from 

home, they used both modern colonial systems and indigenous systems to transfer their finances. 

That is to say, the choices of infrastructures were sometimes restricted and determined by 

geographical distances, and at other times, labourers were able to exercise greater rational choice 

in determining how to transmit their money. The remittances were used for productive reasons 

including family survival. They also supported some social changes – at times, there was some 

contending with traditional village hierarchies, but for the most part, they were unable to disturb 

the gendered and patriarchal hierarchies in the household. 

A short epilogue attempts to bridge the gap between the post-colonial period and the 

Bretton Woods conference in 1944, decolonisation in India in 1947, and the late twentieth 

century. This helps integrate the newer information of financial flows into the historical 

narrative. Initially, the Bretton Woods system reframed the international systems for commerce 

and business. Post-independence, the invention of telegraphic technologies and the growth of the 

use of formal electronic wiring systems, revolutionised, and democratized, how labourers 

remitted their finances. Instant transfer of funds was attractive to global migrant labourers who 
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adopted these newer systems. Despite the infrastructural developments, as more and more 

migrant labourers migrated to the Gulf region, the costs associated with transferring finances 

remained disproportionally high for many unskilled labourers. Earlier the high fees associated 

with the use of formal systems rendered global labourers reliant on invariable, risky and informal 

systems for their money remittances. These transfer fees have endured, and in contemporary 

times, these, combined with restrictive governmental immigration policies, have compounded 

matters for labourers’ remittances. 
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Chapter One  
 

Punjab: The Place and People through the Nineteenth Century  
 

Introduction 

Chapter one introduces the Punjab and provides a broad overview of the political, social and 

economic developments and transformations that were proceeding apace across it through the 

colonial period. The period commences with the region’s annexation in 1849 and the argument 

begins with a brief discussion of the province and its people. It charts a prehistory of existing 

financial systems and infrastructures and the introduction of modern infrastructures by the 

colonial government. Newer financial systems gained traction for some subaltern labourers at the 

same time that older indigenous banking systems remained in widespread use for reasons 

connected to accessibility and reliability in the popular imagination. Other developments were 

also in train, focusing on agriculture and industry, giving rise to the migration of labour within 

and beyond the new province. Amidst these broader changes, the tax burden and increasing debt 

adversely impacted Indians. The level of debt and hardship experienced by peasants, urban 

dwellers and migrant labourers was growing, which was reported at length by newspapers. This 

provided ammunition to the national-level political movements which began in the final quarter 

of the century and gained momentum in the next century, ultimately articulating ambiguous 

demands for self-rule.  

 

Situated in the north-west of colonial India and surrounded by the state of Kashmir to its 

north, Sind and Rajputana to its south, the United Provinces to its east and the North-West 

Frontier Provinces and Baluchistan to its west, the Punjab was a historically rich in agricultural 

and pastoral land. Five rivers running its length and breadth provided a lifeline and allowed the 

development of sustainable agriculture and trade.  
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Figure 1: Map of Colonial Punjab. 
 

In 1788, a Sikh Empire was founded in the region with Maharaja Ranjit Singh at its head. 

Lahore, the seat of administration for the empire, was one of the last provinces to fall under 

British control after the Anglo-Sikh Wars of the 1840s. Initially annexed by the East India 

Company (EIC) in 1849, Sikh regiments were integrated into the Indian Army and remained 

loyal during the mutiny of 1857. In post-mutiny India, Punjabis were considered a “martial 

race,” ripe for recruitment into the Indian Army.40 The numbers of Punjabis being recruited into 

the army changed significantly; for example, where previously a higher class of servicemen had 

constituted the Bengal Army, after the mutiny the numbers of Punjabis equalled those in the 

Hindustani regiments. During this period, the Punjab also came to be seen as a source for reliable 

and industrious labour. 

From the beginning of their rule, the British began to understand that effective 

governance over its Indian subjects required knowledge and information about its subjects. 

Officers were tasked with collecting information and acquiring knowledge about various groups 

within the colony. One of the first pan-Indian attempts to standardise information relating to the 

British Empire’s Indian subject population was the colonial census project beginning in 1871 

 
40 Mazumder, Indian, 11-13. 
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which sorted it into the castes and sub-castes that were thought to compose Indian society. For 

the State, the main thrust of the census was to identify and categorise the population and its 

castes within the four varnas, or Hindu castes, as well as sub-castes and outcastes and 

“Aborigines.”41 The information collected by the State covered name, religion, sect, caste, sub-

caste, sex, age, marital status, language, birthplace, means of subsistence, infirmities, education, 

and languages in which subjects were literate.42 In keeping with the idea of caste as an 

inscriptive form of social identity, subjects were categorised according to their caste at birth and 

their ancestral genealogies.  

The census conceived of the Jat primarily as belonging to an agriculturalist rank, though 

he could be a peasant or cultivator. Furthermore, though both the census and the “Glossary of 

Tribes and Castes of the Punjab and North-West Frontier Province”, originally published in 

1911, listed various subcastes within the Jat category, there is no evidence that they were 

associated with any other profession other than agriculture. The census represented the 

population as unchanging and fixed in their places in the social hierarchy.43 The glossary 

presented the Jat as a subordinate agriculturalist group, one which was internally stratified and 

spread across religious denominations. The census in 1881 would then inform and influence how 

successive colonial writers and officials would view and write about the Indian population in 

general and Jats in particular. 

The creation of colonial subjects and mindsets, as well as the subjugation of subaltern 

labour, may be understood by the coalescing of three interconnected social and cultural 

phenomena. First, the “typing” of groups through the creation of caste categories. Second, the 

colonial State’s exercise of agency over colonial subjects through its legal and power structures. 

Third, the subaltern’s internalisation of “subject” status, which was unique to the colonial-

colonised dynamic.44 This knowledge was produced to support the economic interests of the 

 
41 A. H. Rose, The Glossary of Tribes and Castes of the Punjab and North-West Frontier Province 1883 (Lahore: 
Languages Department Punjab, 1970), 633.  
42 Bernard Cohn, An Anthropologist Among the Historians and Other Essays (Delhi: Oxford University Press, 
1990), 242-243. 
43 Rose, Glossary, 367. 
44 Earlier in the introduction I defined “subaltern labour” specifically as skilled and unskilled men employed for a 
daily wage toiling under the conditions of colonialism, and this is how I perceive of the group throughout the 
dissertation. In the above paragraph however, I draw on Gayatri C. Spivak’s work specifically to illustrate the 
making of colonial subjects. See Gayatri C. Spivak, ‘“Can the Subaltern Speak?”, in Can the Subaltern Speak? 
Reflections on the History of an Idea,’ ed. Rosalind C. Morris (Columbia University Press, New York, 2010), 263. 
In her work, Spivak, while raising the question “can the subaltern speak?”, raises a secondary question: “Can an 
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colonial State. Structuralist approaches have shown that colonial power transformed and created 

subjects.45 The objectification and transformation of the Indian population into subjects took 

shape through the “scientific” study of the Indian population by colonial officers, with the results 

being published in gazetteers, reports, and censuses. These taxonomies in turn influenced how 

individuals perceived their “ascribed” identities. Subaltern groups were initially typed and later 

deployed to support the empire’s goals. Colonialists viewed Punjabis as industrious and hard-

working, a readily available source of labour to support public works and, crucially, produce 

land revenue through agricultural production.  

Several dialects marked the province’s linguistic diversity. The Punjabi language could 

be heard with a Shahpuri inflection in Gujrat and Rawalpindi, and the Majhi dialect was 

dominant in Gujranwala and Lahore.46 Some developments in the colonial government’s 

language policy would see Persian, the existing administrative language, replaced by vernacular 

languages across the provinces of India in 1837.  In the Punjab, however, the colonial 

government substituted Urdu, rather than Punjabi, for Persian. The choice of Urdu related to its 

prominence in the cultural milieu. Places like Lahore, with its Christian missionary presence, its 

colleges and schools, social and community organisations, and the printing press mostly 

published material in Urdu.47 Urdu would become the lingua franca for administration, and 

consequently benefitted from financial support that promoted its use in printed material – novels, 

newspapers and editorials. In comparison, Punjabi, despite its relegated status and neglect in 

sponsorship, would see its literary and romantic traditions continue to flourish through the 

nineteenth and twentieth century.48 

 

The Pre-modern Economy and Money Use Among Subalterns 

During the pre-colonial period, the economy was primarily agrarian – 90-95 per cent of the 

population resided in small villages, tilling the land. Stephen Blake writes that typically for 

 
oppressor speak?” She argues the oppressor is unable to speak without compromising ethnocentrism and economic 
interests.  
45 Hubert L. Dreyfus and Paul Rabinow, Michel Foucault, The Subject and Power, Beyond Structuralism and 
Hermeneutics (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1982), 208-209. 
46 Farina Mir, The Social Space of Language: Vernacular Culture in British Colonial Punjab (University of 
California Press, Berkeley 2010), 12. 
47 Ilyas Chattha, “Economic Change and Community Relations in Lahore before Partition,” Journal of Punjab 
Studies 19, no. 2 (2012): 201. 
48 Mir, Social, 12-14. 
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agrarian economies, the “social relations of production were intimately connected to the rights of 

the land.”49 During the Mughal period, peasants lived in the village and tilled the land without 

owning it but had inheritable rights of occupancy and some protection against expropriation. 

They harvested the produce and kept a large portion for consumption, while the surplus was used 

for ceremonial expenditure, exchange for other commodities, and payment of revenue to the 

Mughal State. At the same time, there was a small manufacturing and service sector in parts of 

the countryside. Artisans and servants who exchanged their products and services for necessities 

were outside the market network. Two groups constituted the outer circle of the village: those 

connected to families possessing powers of patronage; and those who supplied goods and 

services, usually being paid in kind on for specific commodities or services delivered. In towns 

and cities, non-agricultural workers produced cloth, pots, carpets, leather goods and metal goods 

for the market.50 

Non-market methods of transferring goods and services were a way of life. Market 

exchange and ceremonial giving of gifts were elaborate events in public halls. A patron 

distributed goods and services to clients, which was popular in both the city and countryside. 

Peasants distributed shares of the harvest to “labourers, artisans and servants,” while patrons 

distributed grain, goods and millet necessary for labourers to keep their household functioning. 

Markets reached the village through the towns and cities. Merchants dealt in grain and other 

commodities and at “lower levels especially, existed to meet the need which monetarisation of 

the land tax called up in the peasant.”51 Though the market touched the village during this period, 

it did not transform the local economy. For the villagers and population, the “market was 

relatively insignificant.”52 Even as late as the 1950s, “nearly 40 percent of all consumption was 

outside the monetary sector of the economy and was unaffected by market and demand forces. 

And in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries the percentage was well over 50.”53 

Earlier, governments neither supported nor provided protection for the merchants, and instead 

demanded money from them. However, this changed from the late eighteenth century with the 

advent of the EIC. With the introduction of the juridical system, private property and contracts, 

 
49 Stephen Blake, "The Urban Economy in Premodern Muslim India: Shahjahanabad, 1639-1739," Modern Asian 
Studies 21, no. 3 (1987): 451. 
50 Ibid., 452. 
51 Ibid., 453. 
52 Ibid. 
53 Ibid., 454. 
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the market economy began to prosper, spearheaded by merchants. The pre-colonial economy in 

India offers an insight into the use of money. As money was seldom used and life and trade were 

limited to a circumscribed geographical area, there were few reasons to venture out. Thus, 

subaltern or peasant class communities’ need to remit money was minimal. 

Adding to Blake’s perspective, in 1993, Frank Perlin noted the limited understanding in 

scholarship of the interdependence between money and societies, or specifically its use or role in 

the lives of people. The predominant narrative was that the “common” man did not use money, 

and when he did, he did so infrequently, in a way that was tangential to his daily life. Money 

played a role in the process of surplus extraction, and payment of taxation was the moment of 

interaction between the peasant and larger society.54 On fulfilling his tax obligation, the peasant 

would then retreat to his station. When money was used, copper coins and cowries (nonmetal 

currencies) were most popular in small and infrequent transactions, and the data from these 

offers few insights into the workings of state and economy. This reductive view of static 

twentieth century village life, Perlin argued, was attributed to anthropologists’ perspectives 

shaped by earlier beliefs and ideas around “Asian despotism,” a well-rehearsed debate. More 

recently, and by building on Blake’s earlier work, Najaf Haider has shown that at the lowest 

levels, communities purchased and sold supplies in the local markets or qasbah and made cash 

payments to several agents including money-changers and state officials. The money from the 

production and sale of agrarian products in qasbahs and towns would later be brought back to the 

countryside and circulate in the village.55  

On a different level, for the Mughal Empire, the generation of wealth was so important 

that it reordered its previously developed Sassanian social schema to signal the significance of 

warriors, merchants and artisans in the accumulation of wealth. In reorganising the social 

scheme, Abu’l Fazl, the minister to the emperor, organised the population into groups and 

ultimately created a hierarchy. Premised on the notion that society was stratified on the basis of 

birth, and later their rank and social conduct, this inequality needed to be acknowledged through 

this rubric. Writing in the A’in-I Akbari, Abu’l Fazl conceived of warrior, merchant and artisan 

groups as second in the four groups, and the accumulation of money by nobility and merchants 

 
54 Frank Perlin, Monetary, Administrative and Popular Infrastructures in Asia and Europe, 1500-1900 (Hampshire: 
Variorum, 1993), 136. 
55 Najaf Haider, “The Monetary Basis of Credit and Banking Instruments in the Mughal Empire,” in Money and 
Credit in Indian History: From Early Medieval Times, ed. Amiya Kumar Bagchi (Delhi: Tulika Books, 2012), 59.  
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was to be endorsed, rather than seen to subvert the social order.56  Even later, the fiscal needs of 

the State would influence new policies being ushered in.  

The early modern transition to capitalism and the State’s evolving needs for revenue from 

agricultural production contributed to the sedenterisation of nomadic groups from the 1820s. The 

British had previously employed Marathas in the military labour market, but later wished to end 

this arrangement. In addition, it faced some resistance from Rajputs, Sikhs and Afghans, who 

were unwilling to accept the British settlement. As successive Anglo-Maratha wars ensued, the 

British pursued a policy supporting the sedenterisation of the population. Following this, the 

introduction of the Criminal Tribes Act 1871 controlled some population groups and gave rise to 

far-reaching social changes, which affected non-settled communities.57 The Banjaras and 

circulating networks of peddling tradesmen were forcibly sedenterised by the colonial 

government, which disrupted their economic lifestyles. The Banjaras, who had been involved in 

the long-distance transportation of bulk commodities in the Punjab, were displaced as the 

development of the railways grew. They were manoeuvred towards construction to support the 

development of large infrastructural projects.58 At times, the state instituted policies of 

sedenterisation, and at other times it encouraged migration; however, cultural and social 

circulation patterns were always subordinated to the needs of the State.  

 

Colonial Punjab and Economic Change  

In the first half of the nineteenth century some of the economic landscape changed dramatically 

as the country was forced to contend with several challenges. By the time of its dissolution after 

the 1857 revolt, the EIC had incurred high levels of debt both in India and London, a legacy it 

bequeathed to the newly established Crown government of India. Following the annexation of 

the Punjab, one of the first objectives of the Crown was to bring the debt inherited from the 

company under control. This was partly to assure anxious lenders based in London and 

elsewhere. The Government of India was required to implement plans to promote the economic 

interest of lenders and especially those of industrial entrepreneurs who dominated public life in 

 
56 Najaf Haider, “Money and Social Inequality: The Views of Abu’l Fazl,” Studies in Peoples History 3, no. 1 
(2016): 22-23. 
57 Mark Brown, Penal Power and Colonial Rule (New York: Routledge, 2014), 197-198. 
58 Ian Kerr, “On the Move: Circulating Labour in Pre-colonial, Colonial and Post-Colonial India,” in Coolies, 
Capital, and Colonialism: Studies in Indian Labour History, ed. Rana P. Behal and Marcel van der Linden 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), 93-94. 



 38 

England.59 In parallel with managing the demands of capitalists, the Crown sought to contain the 

public deficit and bring an equilibrium in the economy through the growth of resources and 

cancelling debt through public works. It managed trade-related problems covering currency and 

coinage issues, the salt and opium trade, customs and exercise, and income and licence taxes. It 

swiftly established systems for collecting import and export duties on railways and the post and 

telegraph, agriculture and industry, and canal colonies and farming.60  

The latter half of the nineteenth century also saw the State introduce new judicial and 

administrate structures, and communications networks in the shape of railways, irrigation canals, 

and telegraphic, postal and banking systems. The railway networks supported industry in the 

Punjab, and connected places which were previously isolated. They transported people, goods 

and mail – including large volumes of money orders which originated from Indian indentured 

labourers based in the British plantation colonies. The railways also acted as a formal remitting 

and transmitting agency as the transportation of coins was possible. 

The Sind, Punjab and the Delhi Railway Company developed steam navigation, which 

facilitated the movement of raw and new materials and goods from the sites of production across 

Punjab, then south through Multan, an increasingly important mercantile centre, to the southern 

port of Karachi. Exports of cotton, silk fabrics, indigo and steel flowed to western Asia and 

Europe.61 The lines and tracks were laid across numerous states, and the railway constructions 

required the cooperation of native states.62 The railways and related workshops were a major 

source of employment for labour.63  

 

The Movement of Labour 

Asia’s “great migration” took place between 1850 and 1930 with some 30 million people leaving 

India, bound mostly for Burma, Ceylon and Malaya.64 The patterns of circulation and movement 

 
59 Dietmar Rothermund, “Problems of India’s Arrested Economic Growth under British Rule,” in Arrested 
Development in India, ed. Clive Dewey (Monohar: Delhi, 1988), 167. 
60 A. C. Arora, British Policy Towards the Punjab States 1858-1905 (Jalandhar: Export India Publications, 1982), 
68. 
61 J Royal Roseberry III, Imperial Rule in the Punjab: The Conquest and Administration of Multan 1818-1881 
(Vanguard Books: Lahore, 1888), 218-219. 
62 Arora, British, 188-189. 
63 G.M. Boughton, Labour in Indian Industry (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1924), 97. The census from 1921 
revealed the railway works between Lahore and Rawalpindi employed 16,800 men, and apart from these two places 
there were almost no large factories in the province. 
64 Sunil Amrith, Migration and Diaspora in Modern Asia (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011), 28. 
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increased in response to a variety of economic, political and social factors, including some 

closely connected to the State and imperial government’s objectives, and others as a result of 

globalisation and unforeseen opportunities. Punjabis were mobile within the context of these 

broader patterns of Indian migration, but also migrated to places further afield. They migrated 

from the areas adjacent to the “colonised territory to centers of capital” to pursue opportunities. 

They migrated to the West Indies and Fiji from the 1870s, north America in the 1890s, the 

Persian Gulf from the 1890s and Europe from the 1950s and onwards. Later, decolonisation in 

both Asia and Africa and the ensuing political “reconfiguration of states” further spurred the 

movement of migrant labourers.65 Along with the migration to places further away, circulation 

movement from the village to the canal colonies and growing industrial towns was a way of life 

for labour. 

Opportunities through migration provided relief from debt and economic hardship, and an 

opportunity to save and acquire land to hedge against future uncertainty. Migration from the 

village was short-term, semi-permanent or permanent in nature. Short-term migration would last 

for a few months, a result of a slow season back in the village, or alternatively, a high demand 

for labourers in the towns. Seasonal migrants moved during specific seasons and returned for 

holidays and the harvesting season. Uncertain conditions of work encouraged migrants to retain 

close ties with their village. Shuttling to and from the village was problematic from the factory’s 

production perspective, while at the same time the management of rural and urban interests was 

difficult for the labourer.66 Migrants maintained close ties with the village and land; these 

connections transcended social categories of labouring classes and newly mobile middle classes. 

Nevertheless, things would gradually change for the latter group.  

In the Punjab, high birth rates, a decrease in death rates, and decline in famines and 

pandemics contributed to a doubling of the population between 1849 and 1947.67 The population 

was estimated at around 17.6 million in 1855, growing to 34.3 million by 1941. Commensurate 

with the population size, the numbers of towns rose from 168 in 1881, to 185 in 1921. In 1881, 

Amritsar had been the largest commercial city, with a population of 152,000, and the capital 

Lahore the second largest with a population of 149,000. By 1941, Lahore’s population increased 

 
65 Lucassen and Lucassen, Globalising, 54.  
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 40 

to 671,659 and Amritsar’s 391,010.68 The increases in the urban population coincided with an 

increased demand for labour to support industry.69 

 

The Nineteenth Century Financial Landscape and its Agents 

During this period, the banking and finance systems made the financial landscape rich and 

complicated. Indigenous banking systems and financial instruments including hundi bills of 

exchange, hawala promissory notes, and cowries were used for long-distance trade. During 

periods of short supply of copper coins, the popularity of cowries increased, and almost replaced 

the circulation of coins at times.70 Badam, another low-value form of currency, circulated around 

southern and central Gujrat. Though credit worked with goods, the use of money helped facilitate 

its extension owing to its ease of storage and transportation.71 The need to identify ways to safely 

transfer money was germane and “characterised the whole history of payments and 

transactions.”72 

Several technologies of moving money predated the arrival of the EIC, including carrying 

money on one’s person, sending it through kinsmen or trusted agents, and the hundi and hawala 

systems, often conceived by the British as an “indigenous banking system.” Despite confusion in 

their definitions, and a tendency to compare them unfavourably to modern European credit 

institutions on account of them functioning without records, hundi and hawala still survived in 

complex ways.73 While the imperial government never really accepted the systems, it happily 

utilised them selectively, as the indigenous systems, in turn, began to “face the modern banking 

environment across the globe.”74  

 
68 Ibid., 82.  
69 Anand Swamy, “An Economic Analysis of Rural Labor and Capital Markets in the Punjab c. 1920-1940” (PhD 
diss., Northwestern University, 1993), 15.  
70 B. S. Malick, Money Banking and Trade in Mughal India (Delhi: Rawat Publications, 1991), 22. 
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72 Subib Y. Labib, “Capitalism in Medieval Islam,” The Journal of Economic History 29, no. 1 (March 1969): 89. 
73 There was a difference between the hundi and European bill of exchange – hundis were systems enabling a 
sourcing of credit funds and remittance of funds.  
74 Hundi refers to a “bill of exchange, or a “a promissory note” and hunda refers to “an inclusive contract or 
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The indigenous banking systems and specifically the traditional moneylender was 

prominent in both the city and the village where his role was “more or less equivalent to the 

modern banker” – effectively unsettling colonial attempts to codify the system, and complicating 

the options for the government to subjugate the system and extract revenue.75 In surveying the 

sector in 1929, L. C. Jain appealed to the colonial government for greater understanding of the 

fluidity of the functions of hundi, which in the absence of other readily available sources of 

capital, was an important instrument for financing trade across the country and particularly in 

remote areas. This was against the backdrop of growing and widespread debt in the countryside 

and the government’s failures in both taxing and managing the impact of moneylenders and their 

operations on the rural peasantry.76 

Merchants, money-changers, and moneylenders were all intimately involved in the 

storage, dissemination and exchange of coins and financial transactions during the pre-colonial 

period.77 Money was connected with business, currency value and exchange, and the collection 

of tribute. Bankers controlled the circulation of coins and money. There were networks of 

exchange of goods and money with some “overlaying of other separate circuits of exchange” and 

parallel circuits of credit existed, “with the same controllers on the lending side operating 

different circuits with different rules.”78 The operations covered a wide spectrum of functions: 

personal exchanges between neighbours, market-level trade and State-level transactions. During 

times of a balance of trade deficit, cash flows or a shortage of coins, financiers stepped in to lend 

money to traders. In more precarious situations, the State’s public credit system would expand 

revenue to stem a contraction of the economic base.79 A reliable source of money supply was 

 
75 L. C. Jain researched the role of the moneylender in India as part of his doctoral thesis at the London School of 
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79 The significance of indigenous banking firms in the Mughal empire has seen some lively discussion. Karen 
Leonard argues the firms supplied capital to the empire for the development of its infrastructure, trade and personal 
loans while also playing a role in the regulation of the valuation, exchange and circulation of currency – most 
specifically the hundi system of bills of exchange. Essentially, “nonofficial financial intermediaries” were present 
and courting a plethora of clients and patrons. John F. Richards on the other hand argues the Mughals ran a “state 
financed model,” and controlled most of the profits from trade and accumulated resources, and the minting and 
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necessary to cover the payments for labour, workers and menial classes. Mughals and other 

rulers were reliant on the indigenous systems in bolstering the State’s productive economic 

activities, since there was always the risk of a fiscal crisis.80  

Hundi operations were highly prescriptive, and supported by complex arrangements 

between merchants. These arrangements enshrined rules of usage which legislative courts 

upheld.81 The transfer of hundis (a form of bill of exchange, bankers draft or promissory note ) 

was primarily for borrowing money and transferring cash, and would involve a cheque being 

carried by a “casad” from one place to another.82 The hawala system was also a way of 

transferring value, but rather than it being based on the movement of cash or promissory notes as 

in the case of the hundi system, it relied on the trust system among the members participating in 

the network.83 The bills of exchange were conditional, and details of the payments were recorded 

in the letter of agreement. Irfan Habib writes that the due date, whether the hundi was payable at 

sight or after some time, and interest or discount conditions were all set out. The hundi would be 

carried some distance from one place in the Mughal empire to another and the speed of the 

carrier mattered more or less depending on what was written in the hundi agreement. The speed 

of the carrier was less significant if “the period before the date of maturity of the hundi was 

counted from the date of issue, providing they arrived before the due date.” Speed would 

however become important “if the period after which the drawee had to pay was counted from 

the date he had sight of the hundi.”84 Once the bill was presented for cashing, the saraf would 

verify the authenticity and standing of the issuing merchant before making payment. The hundi 

business was brisk and determined by the destination of the hundi and local money supply; the 

quality of coins to be paid against the hundi; and the saraf’s profit margins.  

 
circulation of currency. See Karen Leonard, “Indigenous Banking Firms in Mughal India,” Comparative Studies in 
Society and History 23, no. 2 (April 1981): 310. Contemporaneous to this debate an even bigger one was unfolding 
between the Aligarh School and the revisionists concerning the Mughal Empire and reasons for its decline. Richards 
identified with the Aligarh School, which posited the Mughal state was of a highly centralized nature. 
80 Bagchi, Money, xii. 
81 Maimbo et al, Migrant, 43.  
82 B. S. Malick, Money, Banking and Trade in Mughal India, (Delhi: Rawat Publications, 1991), 110. 
 “Casad” possibly refers to “rising up, going away” See John Richardson and Charles Wilkins, A Dictionary, 
Persian Arabic and English (Lahore: Sang-e-Meel Publications, 2011), 1124, 
https://www.google.com/books/edition/A_Dictionary_Persian_Arabic_and_English/1O9LAAAAcAAJ?hl=en&gbp
v=1&dq=what+was+a+%22casad%22+in+persian&pg=PA1124&printsec=frontcover 
83 “Hawala,” Wikipedia, January 7, 2022, accessed May 1, 2017, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hawala 
84 Irfan Habib, “The System of Bills of Exchange “hundis” in the Mughal Empire,” Proceedings of the Indian 
History Congress 33 (1971): 295. 
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Figure 2: An example of a hundi, production date 1881-1901. 

Issued in India, production date 1881-1901, for 12 annas. 
 

 
Karl Polanyi, while writing against the grain of classical economics, discussed the 

functioning of economies which were reliant on and embedded in societies and culture. Notions 

of trust were central to social organisations supporting business and trade. Close relatives 

supported money transfers from one place to another. Distant relatives and friends helped with 

lending money and served as partners in business ventures.  Members of the “host society” 

executed the transactions of the hundi, and individuals from kin groups or geographical regions 

were linked through hawala networks.85  The emergence of circulating labourers, maritime 

labourers, and other ancillary workers also allow us to conceive of these menial groups involved 

in carrying cheques and hundi, for encashment for others and themselves. I argue that the 

category of “close relatives” and kin likely included a category of less well-off relatives, who 

were involved in the handling, transferring and execution of money and other financial 

instruments.  

 
85 Karl Polanyi, The Great Transformation (New York: Reinhardt Press, 1944), xxiv. More broadly, Polanyi’s 
classical work theorises that prior to the dawning of the (capitalist) market economy, that trade and exchange were 
embedded in the functioning of societies. From around the 1830s, and the onset of ‘economic systems’ through the 
introduction of market regulations, the economic system become attuned to, controlled, and directed by markets. 
Now prices determined production and distribution of goods and marketing. In critiquing the commencement of the 
new system, Polanyi argues that by serving the needs of economic actors, the new rule driven systems “disembedded 
exchange relationships from their social and moral contexts.” (p. 8) 
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Other types of money transfer systems became popular as migrant and transnational 

labour became increasingly mobile during the twentieth century. Courier services, involving 

carrying or sending money by hand or through kinsmen; the use of moneychangers and hundi 

networks; and the use of remittances in kind which involved services and goods being delivered 

in one country while payment is made in another country were routine mechanisms supporting 

labourers’ flows. These in-kind remittances covered goods, gold, or the purchase of land or 

houses, or building of “remittance houses” in the place of origin.86  

 

The Emergence of Modern Banking Systems 

Banks were established in the United Kingdom in the seventeenth century to transfer money 

between itself and India as mercantile trade grew.87 The EIC in India established the General 

Bank of India in 1786, forming a subsidiary of the company.88 A. G. Chandavarkar writes that 

the origins of modern banking were to be found in institutions called European agency houses in 

Bombay and Calcutta. These, in effect, were extensions of trading concerns that had branched 

out to perform banking functions to facilitate the operations of their main business.89 By the 

1850s, the Indian money market comprised the organised sector with its three presidency banks, 

the foreign exchange banks and the Indian joint-stock banks; and the unorganised sector, 

consisting of non-institutional credit agencies such as moneylenders and indigenous bankers.90 

The new banks covered an array of European exchange banks headquartered outside India, 

Indian joint-stock banks headquartered in India and registered under the Indian Companies Act, 

and private and unincorporated bankers or moneylenders.91 The Central Bank managed currency, 

money supply and interest rates; oversaw commercial banking and developed the monetary base; 

 
86 This newer literature which focusses on more contemporary times, offers us a lens through which to view earlier 
financial instruments. See Maimbo, Migrant, 36-43.  
87 John Adams and Robert C. West, “Money, Prices, and Economic Development in India, 1861-1895,” The Journal 
of Economic History 39, no. 1 (1979): 55. 
88 Statistical Tables Relating to Banks in India with an Introductory Memorandum. (Calcutta Superintendent 
Government Printing, India, 1916). Three presidency banks were established in Calcutta, in 1806, Bombay in 1840 
and Madras 1843 and were later amalgamated into the Imperial Bank in 1921.  
89 A. G. Chandavarkar, “Money and Credit, 1858-1947,” in The Cambridge Economic History of India, Volume 2., 
ed. Dharma Kumar and Meghnad Desai (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989), 775-776. For an account 
of the operations of the Indian/UK exchange rate, and its transfer from India to London to enable the Indian 
Government meet its UK commitments, see David Sunderland, Financing the Raj: The City of London and Colonial 
India, 1858-1940 (The Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 2013), 12. 
90 Chandavarkar, “Credit,” 766-767. 
91 Department, Statistical, 2.   
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and regulated the sector. The banks supported local commerce and financial transactions, and 

connected finance through the transfer and the sale of sterling bills from the Reserve Bank in 

England to India’s banks. Large volumes of finance moved within India, and between India and 

London, as “remittances in millions” were made in silver – two-thirds to Calcutta and a third to 

Bombay.92 With a weakening of the EIC and greater competition from 1830, many mercantile 

houses in Calcutta suffered – these had previously been supported by partners from within the 

civil, military and judicial systems drawn to fortunes. When the mercantilists returned to 

England, they set up corresponding houses with interests in diverse ventures. The banking 

houses “received deposits and made advances for the produce of the country” at high rates of 

interest. They returned home with between Rs. 25 to 100 lakh.93 Banking systems held deposits 

for the urban population, but generally the banks had limited contact with the broader public.94  

The latter half of the nineteenth century saw a remittance problem arise for the colonial 

State which mired the imperial government in controversy. The British initially introduced 

“home charges” in the colony to meet the overseas obligations of the Indian government. These, 

together with increased rates of land revenue, were used to not only cover the Indian 

government’s costs in the colony, but also to defray the expenses related to the India debt left by 

the EIC after 1857, as well as the sterling costs of running the government in India. The costs 

included pensions for British Indian officials and army officers, military supplies, transport and 

campaigns outside India and railway purchases from England. The Indian government, however, 

drew its tax revenue in Indian rupees and therefore had to send this money to England through 

exchange banks, which created a remittance problem. On the other side, the increased revenue 

rates and home charges placed a heavy burden on the Indian peasantry, who in order to meet 

these demands were forced to switch to commercial crops that had value in the export market. 

The Indian government saw in this an opportunity to solve its remittance problem. The 

Government of India sold bills of exchange, called council bills, on the London money market, 

and these bills, sold for sterling, helped purchasers access rupee funds held by the one of three 

presidency banks, allowing them to cover operating costs, settle debts, and, most importantly, 

 
92 Financial Department No. 73 of 1857, 21st October; and Marine Department Report, 1277, Government of Punjab, 
Service and General Administration Department, Lahore. (Hereafter S&GAD). 
93 Andrew Macdonald, Banking in India, Native and Private Banking (London: Blades, 1890), 29-30. 
94 Adams et al, Money, 56. 
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purchase goods, often the commercial crops, for export.95 This arrangement facilitated the 

transfer of the government’s rupee funds to England and their conversion to sterling. It also 

created an “export surplus in India’s current account for which there was no corresponding entry 

on the British side of the balance of payments – in import of merchandise, treasure, or securities 

– and hence a growing export surplus year after year.”96 This unfavourable balance of payments 

saw a gradual flow of funds and resources out of India, which nationalists like Dadabhai Naoroji 

came to call the “drain of wealth.”97  

The postal service was initially established in 1837 in India by the EIC, and by 1861, 

some 889 offices transformed the communications and remittance landscape of the country. By 

1939-40, the total number of post offices in both urban and rural areas had increased to 24,741, 

with mail being carried over 158,000 miles.98 Originally, the post offices were to handle mail and 

newspapers, and the flow of news and information between colony and metropole. Money orders 

were established by the government to support the remittance of money from India and London, 

and between the districts and provinces.99 In 1882, stock notes (hundi) in Urdu and Hindi were 

launched, and in 1883 postal notes and telegrams in English.100 The Telegraph Act (1885) 

followed by the Indian Post Office Act (1898) regulated the postal service. Bonds, war savings 

and certificates were launched in 1916.101  

From the outset, the money order system targeted a diverse class of service users 

including the unlettered and those with poor literacy skills. The post office money orders allowed 

for a signature or a thumbmark, and the entries made on the postal order could be written in 

English, Urdu, or in the local language of the district, either by the remitter himself or by his 

representative. Unlettered payees were to make their mark on the money order in the presence of 

 
95 Ibid., 59; also see Sumit Sarkar, Modern India 1885-1947 (Delhi: Macmillan Ltd, 1983), 26-29. 
96 K. N. Chaudhuri, “India’s International Economy in the Nineteenth Century: An Historical Survey,” Modern 
Asian Studies 2, no 1 (1968): 39.  
97 There is a vast historiography on the causes and extent of the ‘drain of wealth’ and its relation to the general 
economic conditions in India during the time. See Adams et al, “Money,”; Chaudhuri, “India’s International 
Economy,”; Utsa Patnaik “Transfer of Tribute and the Balance of Payments in the CEHI,” in Social Scientist 12. no. 
12 (Dec 1884): 50; and Tirthankar Roy, “Economic History and Modern India: Redefining the Link,” American 
Economic Association 16, no. 3 (Summer 2002): 109-130. 
98 “Extension of Mail Motor Lines,” Civil and Military Gazette, February 4, 1941, 4. 
99 Chinmay Tumbe, “Towards Financial Inclusion: The Post Office of India as a Financial Institution, 1880-2010,” 
The Indian Economic and Social History Review, no. 4 (2015): 412. 
100 Brigadier Diljit S. Virk, Indian Postal History 1873-1923 (New Delhi: Army Postal Service Association, 1991), 
24. 
101 “Post Office,” Wikipedia, accessed May 20, 2019, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/India_Post#References. 
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a witness whose signature was also needed on the order.102 In acknowledging the poor access to 

literacy and educational programmes among rural communities, newspapers championed the 

cause that educational and uplift programmes prioritise farmers’ children.103 The public would 

quickly begin to view the post office as a national service both reliable and transparent in its 

operations. 

 
Figure 3: Advertisement of Late Nineteenth Century Financial 

instruments. 
 

 
Figure 4: Acknowledgement of money orders. 

 
102 Punjab Post Office Manual, (Central Post Office, Lahore), 380-381. Reproduced with the permission of Ahsan 
Javed Awan, Post Office General Master Punjab, Lahore. 
103 “Priority Must be Given to the Education of Farmers’ Children,” Zamindar, April 25, 1920, 3. 
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The photographs above present a range of advertisement labels for financial instruments dating 

back to the 1880s, written in Urdu, Hindi and English. The postal note 1883 says that postal 

notes, taars (telegraphs) etc for Rs 1 or Rs 2 and can be received from the Dakkhana (post 

office).” Likewise, the stock notes (hundi) from 1882 – “Stock notes, taars, etc of Rs. 12, Rs. 24, 

Rs. 40 can be received from the Dakkhana.”104 

The postal savings system was initially established in the UK in 1861 at a time when 

banks mostly serviced wealthy and urban customers, which forced rural citizens to keep money 

at home or on themselves. The savings accounts were intended to encourage ordinary wage-

earners “to provide for themselves against adversity and ill health” while also providing the 

exchequer a source of funding (i.e., public borrowing).105  The banking sector, in its totality, 

covered commercial banks, investment banks and financial institutions, and operated slightly 

differently to post office savings accounts. Private and commercial banks generated profits by 

collecting and loaning the public’s savings to investors for business purposes and speculation. 

Customers with savings accounts lent money to the bank, and in return, received interest at a 

lower rate than the interests charged for those who borrowed. District savings banks were first 

opened in 1870, in a limited number of places. They were extended into the interior under the 

management of the post office authority. Post office savings banks were opened in India on 1 

April 1882.106 The funds from these savings accounts were integrated into public borrowing and 

used for government investments, development and projects.  

 

Debt and Land Reform 

A major issue affecting the agriculturalist classes in the Punjab was the growth of debt, which 

had initially been observed by colonial officers in 1870, but the absence of reliable statistics of 

the transfer of land to non-agriculturalists had been an issue.107 Malcolm Darling noted that 

about 1.25 million families of tenants and farm servants were dependent on agriculture, but not 

 
104 Virk, Indian, 194 “Advertisement of Late Nineteenth Century Financial Instruments,” and p.161 for 
“Acknowledgement of Money Orders.”  
105 “Post Office Savings Accounts,” Lightstraw, accessed January 3, 2018, 
https://www.lightstraw.uk/gpo/posb/posb1.html#:~:text=In%201861%20the%20Post%20Office,%2Dle%2DGrand
%2C%20London. 
106 Government of India, Department of Finance and Commerce Separate Revenue @ C. (Post Office General 
Masters, 28th May, 1884, No 1284, S&GAD. 
107 Septimus S. Thorburn, Musalmans and Money-Lenders in the Punjab (Edinburgh and London: William 
Blackwood and Sons, 1886), 52.  
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landless. In 1918, he wrote “the average debt of tenants of all kinds, whether indebted or not is 

Rs. 150 per family. This computed to a total debt of 18 ¾ crores.”108 By 1921, a debt of Rs. 90 

crore (75 for proprietors) represented an average of Rs. 76 per head of the population who was 

supported by agriculture.109 In 1930, agriculturalist non- proprietors and proprietors’ debt in the 

province totalled Rs. 140 crore or £105 million. The war also bought an increase in agricultural 

debt: between 1921 and 1930, the increase in debt was 56 per cent, which was compounded by a 

fall in the quantum of agricultural produce and selling prices by 41 per cent.110  

In writing about the problem of debt in Jhelum district around 1880, colonial officials 

were diverting attention from the failings of its own policies to protect small landholding 

peasants and its own increasing revenue demands from cultivators, and instead linking debt to 

prosperity:  

 
For the first 10 years after annexation, the conditions of all classes improved greatly; 
the harvest was generally always good; cultivation was increasing; they brought 
milch cattle and jewels, and fed and clothed themselves much better than they had 
previously done. As the crops started deteriorating and the lease of first settlement 
ran out and the agriculturalists were expected to pay revenue on newly cultivated 
lands. Owners gradually got into debt and the occupancy-tenants.111  

 

A few years later, in 1886 officer Septimus Thornburn, echoed this sentiment noting that 

in some tehsils of Jhelum district, most of the agriculturalists were in debt, with just 25 per cent 

debt-free. Of the indebted agriculturalists, a third owed as much as one year’s income. In some 

instances, family-held lands assessed at Rs. 368 per annum, showed they owed Rs. 3,182, of 

which Rs. 1,283 was interest. The men owing this “possess jewels, value Rs. 972, and good 

chattels, value Rs. 334, and their land besides.”112  

The number of civil suits increased in 1859, and by 1870 rose to Rs. 205,606 of which 71 

per cent was for “money due” representing a 9 per cent increase over the previous year.113 

Across India, “about a third of the land holding classes were very heavily in debt, and another 

 
108 Darling, The Punjab Peasant, in Prosperity and in Debt (Delhi: Manohar, 1977), 14. 
109 Ibid., 16. 
110 Ibid., 16. 
111 W. S. Talbot, Jhelum Settlement Report 1874-1880 (Lahore: Civil and Military Press, 1901), 12. Economic Board 
of Revenue. Lahore. 
112 Thornburn, Musalmans, 175. 
113 Ibid., 75. 
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third in debt but still able to cover themselves. … land-holders are more indebted than tenants 

with occupant-rights and tenants with rights than tenants at will.”114  

Moneylenders were prolific, and after agricultural moneylending, usury was the most 

important industry in the province. In 1928-29 it contributed 36 per cent of the total income tax 

paid by business and industry.115 In 1922, it was estimated there were 40,000 moneylenders in 

the province, roughly 1:100 of the population.116 Debtors were borrowing more than in previous 

years while creditors lending more than in previous years. Two annas in the rupee were charged 

for lending. Non- payment would mean the interest was added to the principal.117  

The taxation on produce, through the indirect zamindari system that had been introduced 

in 1793, and the direct collection of revenues from peasants themselves in the so-called ryotwari 

system in 1812, brought pressure to bear on agriculturalists. Following the commencement of 

British rule, two pieces of tenancy legislation, the Punjab Tenancy Act 1868 and Punjab Tenancy 

Act 1887 were introduced, again with limited success. The Punjab Tenancy Act (1868) helped 

define occupancy rights and regulate rent increases through court decrees. It sought to 

compensate cultivators for their eviction, and recognise rights to occupancy until challenged and 

proven by landlords. Landlords could also regain lost rights by immediately challenging the 

court outcome. The act also allowed for a correction of previously made and incorrect entries on 

the settlement reports.118 From this time, local district officers and social influencers played a 

greater role in the intellectual influence in policy making; this was a move away from an earlier 

generation of scholars, who privileged the significance of colonial officials in formal and 

authoritative positions of power.119 

A few years later liberal concerns over agriculturalists’ spiralling debt in India led to the 

development of a Bankruptcy Bill (1886) proposing the abolition of imprisonment for debtors. 

Colonial officers were generally in favour of it.120 Under the existing code, the courts exercised 
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115 Punjab Provincial Banking Enquiry (Darling) Committee 1929-30: Vol 1 Report (Lahore: Superintendent 
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116 Calvert, Welfare, 130. 
117 Thornburn, Musalmans, 175. 
118 H. Banerjee, “The Zamindar Cultivator Relations and the Struggle over Rent in the Punjab 1849-1901,” The Past 
and the Present 13, no. 1 (1979): 144. 
119 P.H.M. Van den Dungen, The Punjab Tradition, Influence and Authority in Nineteenth Century India (London, 
Allen & Unwin, 1972), 33. 
120 Colonel Gordon Young to Secretary of Government, Punjab, Dispatches to India and Bengal (Original Drafts) 
Oct 1857-Nov 1857, September 6, 1886, IOR/E/4/848, BL. 
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discretion on the matter in imprisoning a “judgment-debtor,” but were obliged to proceed against 

the debtor if the creditor insisted. The new bill let the court determine the question of 

imprisonment of a debtor, and the debtor would only be imprisoned in specific cases of fraud.121 

Though colonial officers agreed the benefits of abolishment of imprisonment would prevent 

moneylenders from torturing the debtor into agreeing the extortionate rates of interest, there was 

limited attention to the cause of debt. This ensured “the primacy” of the “economic, social and 

hegemonic elements of moneylender-peasant relationships survived in modified and evolving 

forms.”122 The unaffordability of rents sustained tensions between the village community and the 

imperial government, transforming rural society and relations.123  

The introduction of credit laws worsened the situation for agriculturalists by empowering 

moneylenders to extract funds from peasants, push for mortgage foreclosures and to possess 

ancestral lands. Debt led to the frequent transfer of property by moneylenders who pursued 

debtors through the civil courts. Cultivators were often forced to settle owing to their inability to 

produce proof of agreement of occupancy rights. Proprietors demanded enhanced rents over 

newly broken up fields and areas; and cultivators unable to pay would be evicted from the land. 

The prices of land were increasing, and the rights to these were becoming valuable.  

The Punjab Land Alienation Act was passed in 1900 to prevent the sale of “agricultural” 

land to “non-agriculturalists” and the eviction of mainly Sikh and Muslim farmers and 

agriculturalists from their land, and secondly to prevent urban-based capitalist classes from 

monopolising land purchases in rural Punjab.124 Several forces were at play to undermine this 

piece of legislation, including the polarisation in the community over the Unionist Party and the 

power of rural creditors who controlled credit and land and wielded political influence.125  

The dubious tactics of moneylenders continued to oppress the peasantry. During the 

second half of the nineteenth century, the sales figures of land had included the numbers from 
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earlier, which had not been recorded in official counts before 1883-1884. From 1900, the time 

the act was introduced, the decrease in the level of land alienation was relative to the artificially 

inflated figures. Moneylenders remained active in the land market and acquired land which was 

reserved for agriculturalists, through benami transactions. Here they procured land from 

agriculturalist-debtors, and transferred this to a second agriculturalist who paid rent from the land 

to the moneylender. In other instances, non-agriculturalists would obtain land of a friend or 

agriculturalist and later enter his name on the revenue papers as the tenant-at-will and for a fixed 

amount of rent as a pretence.126  

Land alienation remained a problem well into the middle of the twentieth century, with 

the newspapers sometimes reporting issues along communal lines. The Eastern Times reported 

that Kashmiri Musalmans were “experiencing impoverishment, despite the introduction of 

measures to address this.” As a result they were alienating their land to Hindus, who were 

financially stable enough to offer them money for the land the Kashmiri peasants had tilled for 

years.127 Later the same newspaper reported, “Money Lending Bill and the Land Alienation Bill 

had already been introduced in the Assembly which were being supported by the two Hindu 

Ministers, who had betrayed the Hindu interests and accepted the creed of Pakistan.”128 Anxious 

about further stirring up communalism, a moderate article later appeared confirming the bill 

would adversely affect Hindu moneylenders, but the measures were considered ameliorative and 

devoid of communalism.129 

 

The Social Meaning of Debt 

For agriculturalists, on taking a loan, repayment had social and cultural implications. David 

Graeber writes debt was different to social obligation, which had its own sets of expectations. 

Debt was quantifiable and involved money/cash, and its value weighed heavily on a debtor’s 

conscience. The State supported modern financial systems and through this the polarisation of 

power and hierarchies, and thus the contentions between the rich and poor were reflected in the 

tensions between creditors and debtors. Fairness in borrowing and lending and repaying debt was 
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entangled with personal ethics, and religious, theological, and cultural beliefs.130 For Margaret 

Finn, during the nineteenth century, indebtedness and the practice of exchanging gifts and 

obligation were interlinked. Gifting processes were associated with pre-modern societies, and 

operated alongside market exchange economies. Married women produced cultural relations 

through rituals, performance and circulation of goods and gift giving.131 In bridging the gap 

between Graebar’s and Finn’s approaches, Julie Chu writes social debt was also a form of 

money, just as money was circulated as a gift to sustain relations of social ineptness. Debt, a type 

of monetisation, developed a “currency of trust and a mode of accounting.”132  

Money lending, indebtedness and related social conditions among agriculturalists have 

been represented in both film and imaginative literature across India.133  In the Punjab, like all of 

north India, rural folk tales are an important source. Passed down over generations, such tales 

were rustic in nature, circulated orally, and were popular among those who could neither read or 

write. They were collected by colonial administrators, ethnographers, and missionaries, 

transcribed and published in journals like Indian Antiquary and Calcutta Review, providing a 

window to the agriculturalists’ imagination. In one such tale, anthologized from these sources by 

the famous writer Flora Annie Steel, was titled ‘The Farmer and the Money Lender’ and 

describes the antagonistic relationship between the peasant and money-lender in the village 

context.  “Good harvests or bad, the farmer was always poor, the money-lender rich.”134 The 

farmer is presented as a simple pious man with a penchant for invoking blessings from the deity 

Ram in all things agriculture-related. The deity bestows to the farmer a conch-shell possessing 

special powers. The moneylender, greedy and fast, is quick to steal the conch from the farmer. 

As the tale progresses, there is some restoration of fairness in the village, with material gains for 

the farmer at the behest of the moneylender. Though short, the story offers an elusive, subaltern 
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perspective, giving a strong impression of the reputation of the moneylender as an exploiting 

agent. The existence and circulation of such tales was a form of rural protest against the 

exploitation of the money-lender.  

Alternatively, moneylending and the supply of credit were used by members to pool risk 

as part of the community’s survival strategy. Here, risk was distributed so that an individual 

household’s needs remained dependent on the aggregate village income without affecting the 

household’s income stream. Some loans were interest-free when debtors approached family and 

friends, and were perceived as less risky and less punitive than loans from moneylenders.135 

 

The Development of Agricultural Commercialisation and Industrialisation 

From 1886, the colonial State promoted commercialisation to bring agriculture into the nexus of 

market exchange. In total, some six million acres of waste and pasture land were cleared to 

develop irrigation systems and the construction of eight colonies in nine districts, bringing large 

agricultural areas under cultivation and increasing agricultural production.136 Agricultural 

commercialisation and the export of Indian agricultural produce to England realised profit for the 

British, while debt and poverty were increasing across India. Commercialisation was sensitive to 

fluctuations in the global markets, which impacted production and the lives of agriculturalists. 

From the 1870s, trade levels had been steadily increasing, but then fell.137 Consumption of 

material goods was restricted for Indians and the expansion of the market for British goods 

somewhat curtailed. There was some turbulence between 1907-08 and 1909-10 when external 

land trade fell owing to change of routes.138 The poor harvest in 1918 saw food prices increasing 

and general inflation, which impacted the agricultural sector. As a result, trade in agriculture 
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declined, which impacted on the peasantry’s purchasing power. Similarly, after the war, imports 

fell in 1919-20.139  

The development of factories and industry across India and the Punjab was initially slow, 

due to a range of factors. The country possessed relatively little capital, labour markets were 

disorganised, interest rates high, and transport links poor. The 1901 census highlighted low levels 

of literacy in the Punjab (6.8 per cent) and a shortage in the supply of skilled and unskilled 

labour partially related to competition for men in the canal colonies.140 Some fledgling attempts 

to establish cotton mills in 1817 and the 1830s were made in Bowreah and Fort Gloster in 

Bengal.  Industry in India began in earnest with the establishment of cotton mills in Bombay in 

1854 and then the jute mills in Calcutta in 1890. By 1880-81 some sixty-two mills had been 

established country wide, with forty-two in Bombay and seven in Bengal.141 Employment in 

factories increased from one hundred thousand to two million between 1860 and 1940 (4 per cent 

per year), with the highest growth rate between 1870 and 1921.142 Though the developments with 

steam affected the cotton industry across India by 1901, weaving remained the most important 

handicraft in the Punjab, providing wages to 5 per cent of the population.143  

In 1913, the Governor-General in Council initially published a list of factories and other 

large industries at a state level across India, and the types of businesses owned by the 

government and local bodies, along with the number of employees.144 A further audit of factories 

was produced in 1947, showing that between 1912 and 1940 the number of factories in the 

Punjab had multiplied by 3.5 and the numbers employed in these had grown two-and-a-half 

times.145 The sectors covered textiles, cotton, ginning and baling, metals and materials, tobacco 

and food, chemical and dyes, paper and printing, stone, glass, wood and others. As the growth in 

factories accelerated between 1931 and 1940, a requirement was stipulated for mill and factory 
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owners to register the full-time and seasonally-operating factories with the corresponding 

numbers of employees. They were mostly situated in the larger towns and cities. Lahore division 

had 18 per cent of Punjab’s factories and a third of workers, while Amritsar had 13.3 per cent of 

factories and half of total workers.146  

The prevalence of cotton, food and chemical dye factories in the Punjab changed the 

occupational profile of the population. By 1931, “agriculture” was the occupation of 60 per cent 

of the Punjab population which was lower than the average figure for India as a whole: 67.1 per 

cent. Furthermore, some 19.0 per cent of Punjab’s respondents were in industry compared with 

10.0 per cent for the rest of India. The industrial population was subdivided into the following 

categories: “textiles” (23.0 per cent), “dress and toilet” (25.1 per cent), and “others” (17.4 per 

cent).147 The changes were a result of the government diversifying its agri- industries with the 

intention to market these overseas, and secondly a result of the wartime supply of goods.  

 

The Nineteenth Century Political and Social Movements and Context 

From the nineteenth century, important social and political reform movements were gradually 

emerging across India. Muslim and Hindu reform movements helped define political and social 

life, which together with education would position the nationalists to organise a campaign for 

independence. Early Muslim reformers were instrumental in formulating individual morality and 

religious rulings for the community. By spurning customary practices and promoting scriptures, 

texts, the Quran and Hadiths of the prophet, the ulama promoted a religious renaissance through 

the dissemination of “instructions in authentic religious practice and belief.”148 The reformers 

advocated cultural improvement and greater self-awareness among the Muslim community. In a 

similar vein, prominent Hindu reformers of the nineteenth century drew together religion, reform 

and social criticism, with the intention of understanding the past and developed a language which 

rather than relying on foreign, western liberal traditions of reform, could instead find the source 

of reform within an indigenous authentic purified Indian identity. 

Around the same time the new modes of communication in the vernaculars were 

growing. Pamphlets, newspapers and novels were growing as were public meetings. Not only 
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were these mediums able to promote some consistent messaging about social reform, the 

newspapers unreservedly expressed their anti-colonial views as the political, economic and social 

discord in the countrywide grew. The Times of India was launched in Bombay in 1838 and by 

1905 some 1,359 newspapers and journals were circulating with two million subscribers – 338 in 

Urdu, 285 in English and 12 in Punjabi.149 The newspaper Zamindar was established to 

champion agriculturalists’ causes in 1903 in Wazirabad, Punjab. Following this, the Siyast was 

launched in 1919 and the Inqilab in 1922 by Lahore’s first communist leader. The Inqilab started 

in the wake of the Russian revolution and was influenced by the simultaneous circulation of 

communist writings and the development of the labour movements in Turkey, Europe, and 

India.150 The newspapers promoted social justice and covered issues relating to labour, 

independence and post-partition construction, and were a far cry from the Civil and Military 

Gazetteer which mostly promoted the State perspective. Throughout this period, the political 

climate and developments both shaped and in turn were shaped by writers of the day, not least 

the Progressive Writers movement, promoting freedom and liberty.151  

With the general momentum of social reform movement in the background, the growth of 

educational institutions and the print media facilitated the founding of an anti-colonial movement 

around some core principles. This would culminate with the educated Indian elite organising an 

effective opposition to the British government, and the founding of the Indian National Congress 

(INC) in 1885.  For the nationalists, the growing levels of poverty, heavy taxation and 

appropriation of wealth for the metropole were highly problematic.  

Following World War I, multiple issues surfaced that ignited the Indian public’s 

imagination and transformed the Indian landscape in terms of political organisation. The 

introduction of the Rowlatt Act giving the government the power to detain people without trial 

was followed by the Rowlatt Satyagraha. Mass movements, beginning with the Non-cooperation 

Movement, were organised against the British and colonial rule.  

In addition to these broader issues affecting the Indian population, particular issues 

affected the Muslim community, which in response lent their support to the Khilafat Movement 

 
149 Ayesha Jalal, Self and Sovereignty: Individual and Community South Asian Islam Since 1850 (London: Taylor 
and Francis, 2000), 153.  
150 Subho Basu, Does Class Matter? Colonial Capital and Workers’ Resistance in Bengal, 1890-1937 (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2004), 195; Giri, Labour, 1-5. 
151 Shabana Mahmud, “Angare and the Founding of the Progressive Writers’ Association,” Modern Asian Studies 
30, no. 2 (1996): 452. 



 58 

in Lahore in 1919. The role of India during World War 1, specifically the military action against 

co-religionists in Turkey had been problematic for Indian Muslim sepoys. The calling-off of the 

Non-cooperation Movement following the incident at Chauri Chaura infuriated many along the 

political spectrum and religious communities. Communal tensions between Hindu and Shia 

Muslims were rising and worrisome for the Indian Muslim community. The build-up of these 

issues within the broader context of the Islamic reform movement gave rise to the Khilafat 

Movement, which was linked with the defence of the Shari’a for Indian Muslims. It offered a 

vehicle to challenge anti-Muslim forces, a way to project an identity distinct from a “subject” of 

the colonial State. It demanded, thus, a cultural-religious identity as a bulwark against inimical 

colonial policies and its “manoeuvres of rationalization.”152 Though “plebeian-based,” the anti-

Rowlatt movement spurred the development of a radical agenda for the Khilafat movement 

spearheaded “by upper class hegemonic forces.”153 The movement facilitated unity amongst 

Hindus and Muslims around a common anti-British theme, against the imperial government.154 

As the push for independence grew, the Congress broadened its mass appeal, and 

increasingly drew strength from a diverse support base from across India, though the political 

support from big landowners trailed behind.  Instead, landlords and the middle classes lent their 

support to the Muslim League, whose campaign platform was for a separate Pakistan, and thus 

they turned against the Congress and aligned with the British.155  

Previously, in the Punjab disputes relating to work were managed by village panchayats 

and guilds. The emergence of trade unions in the later part of the nineteenth century changed 

things. Previously migrant labourers unhappy with work conditions would “down tools” move to 

other factories or simply return to their village. Trade unions and greater collective action began 

to take shape abetted by the production and circulation of political leaflets. The introduction of 

the Trade Union Act in 1926 helped increase the numbers of trade unions between 1919 and 

1930. Newspaper reports relating to Bolshevik and Communist party activity in China, Russia 
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and England were regular features and this helped heighten workers’ consciousness. Leftist 

materials, sometimes in verse, were produced by Haq ke Pukar, the Society for the Rights of 

Workers, to promote organisation among workers in the Punjab around the 1930s.156 

In parallel with the development of the above leftist-inspired organisations, other groups 

burgeoned in the Punjab combining religion and politics. The Majlis-i-Ahrar-i-Islam, an urban 

Muslim organisation, emerged in Lahore in 1919, which was made up of ex-khilafists “trained in 

agitational politics.” With its revolutionary agenda Ahrar demanded the expulsion of imperial 

powers to eradicate “the Darkness of imperialism and feudalism which has developed and 

flourishes under hegemonic colonial power.”157 Other groups like the Khudai Khidmatgar in the 

North West Frontier Province and the Khakhsars in the Punjab were also made up of ex-

khilafists.  

The swadeshi and swaraj independence movements were growing, with a campaign for 

improvement of the economic conditions and standards of living through self-rule. The Roznama 

Inqilab, Everyday Revolution, highlighted the destitution faced by Indians while clearly voicing 

anti-colonial sentiments.  

 

 
Figure 5: “Mulke Ke Gurbaht” published in Roznamah Inqilab  
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“The Country’s Poverty” 

Colonialism is the cause of our poverty. Thousands of Hindustanis 
do not receive enough to fill their stomachs. The solution for this is 
Swaraj (our own rule) – once poor people develop an awareness of 
Swaraj—only then, no force can stop Swaraj from success.  
      (Pandit Jawarharlal Nehru). 158 

 
 
In tandem with the swadeshi movement, the plight of the working classes was central to 

political campaigns. Dr B. R Ambedkar, addressing the fourth Labour Conference in Delhi in 

1942, discussed the need for uniformity in labour legislation. The Labour Standing Committee 

was meeting in Bombay to consider labour legislation and ways to resolve labour issues.159 The 

Punjab Socialist Party declared its support for the “toiling masses and their class struggle” and 

promised to guard against “depriving other parts of the same right.”160  

 

Conclusion 

The late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries bought in new juridical and financial systems, 

and the commercialisation of agriculture and industry. Overall, pre-modern financial instruments 

such as hundis and hawala for transferring money were used for trade and typically had little 

effect on the lives of peasants and subaltern labour. At this time, money transactions were 

beyond the reach of most subalterns, though peasants paid taxes in cash under the Sikh and the 

Mughal Empires, and later the colonial State. Alongside the growth of modern financial 

infrastructures, the use of hundis continued. The role of indigenous money systems and 

moneylenders and money-changers in supporting remittance flows for subalterns was notable. A 

multitude of social dimensions relating to agriculture in the Punjab spurred labourers from 

agricultural castes to migrate, and irrespective of whether migration was to the canal colonies 

and in the province or beyond international borders, labour needed secure mechanisms to remit 

money home. 
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Chapter Two 
 

The Canal Colonies and Cities: Labourers’ Remittances. 
 

 
Introduction 

 
From the middle of the nineteenth century, the Government of India fostered economic growth 

across the Punjab, which dramatically changed the opportunities for labourers throughout the 

province. Agricultural commercialisation and industrialisation proceeded swiftly, and as migrant 

labourers migrated to the canal colonies and urban centres, and further afield, their remittances 

flowed into the villages. A variety of money transfer systems were used – the amounts varying 

with the labourers’ savings and employment opportunities. The numbers of post office money 

orders flowing into and being cashed in the province increased from the 1880s until after World 

War I. Nonetheless, the proliferation of newer technologies and alternative money transfer 

systems did not supersede the older indigenous systems, particularly for those labourers 

operating in the liminal zones of the cash economy. These remittances went some way towards 

supporting families by supplementing and diversifying the family income streams. Throughout 

this period, 1884 to 1947, the appeal of post office savings accounts increased steadily, through 

mostly for the salaried classes. In comparison, and overwhelmingly, the modern and commercial 

banks were primarily for businesses, failing to gain traction with the general public.  

Throughout the period, though, there were a multitude of factors that impacted the 

remittances and savings of labourers. The development of canal colonies helped increase the 

employment opportunities for migrant labourers. However, state revenue demands in these 

places increased, alongside land alienation and trends towards smaller landholdings. At the same 

time, the remittance inflows into the province from military and servicemen benefitted a small 

number of martial families. Thus province-wide communities continued to experience financial 

hardship. Concurrently, in the factories, the unfolding of modernity and the capitalist relations of 

production impacted labourers’ experience of work. Overall, subaltern labourers subsidised and 

considerably increased the profits of the colonial state and capitalists, and remittances to the 

metropolis from the colony. 
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Post Office Money Order Remittances 

Throughout the periods of migration, migrant labourers remained deeply connected to the land, 

and their remittances back to the village reinforced their affiliation with people, places and 

communities. They purchased postal money orders inland and sent them back to their villages. 

As the post office service proliferated across India and was established in other British 

colonies, the service began publishing annual reports which presented information on operations. 

In India, the post office service stretched across the country and was divided into “postal 

circles”, which were coterminous with (what are now) the Indian states (or provinces in British 

India). Overall, though the information from these reports has been critical in this research, it has 

nonetheless posed some problems of interpretation and analysis. For instance, the post office 

data estimated the number of letters, postcards, newspapers, money orders, etc., distributed. 

Although these money orders cover a range of users including the government, businesses and 

“individuals”, they stop short at specifying the class background of the person raising the post 

office money order. Initially, information of the money orders helped the British and colonial 

state to understand the volume and flows between and amongst the metropole and its colonies. In 

other words, small or ancillary money orders including those connected to the labouring classes 

were initially beyond the State’s purview.  

In terms of the logistical working of post office money orders, an individual could 

purchase or “raise” a money order in one place and send it to another place, via the post office 

mail service. The person “raising” the money order would pay a small fee or “commission” for 

the use of the service. The destination of the money order could be inland (domestic) or abroad. 

Once the money order was received, the receiver would present the money order to his local post 

office for encashment. Inland money orders were being raised or “issued” in one part of India 

and then paid or “payments” made in another part. Unsurprisingly, the post office service 

recorded data on the number of money orders, the value of the money orders that were issued, 

and the commission charged or “realised” from these. Other types of money orders included 

foreign money orders – which, for example, included the orders issued by India and paid in India 

(like a domestic money order). Foreign money orders covered the transactions with foreign 

countries. Some of them took place in pounds sterling and others in Indian currency. Telegraphic 

money orders were those where money had to be transmitted swiftly from one place to another.  
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In January 1880, the Treasury Department transferred the business of issuing and paying 

money orders to the post office. The annual report stated that “more than 4 ½ crores of rupees 

has thus been transmitted from one part of India to another, in small sums averaging Rs. 28-8-0 

for each order, which furnishes strong evidence of the popularity both of the system adopted and 

the agency by which it was worked.”161 This points to the use of money orders by people who 

were employed in places from where they needed to remit their savings back to their villages. 

The report also noted “that orders issued by India out-number its payments, and that there was a 

satisfactory increase under both headings.”162 This was a result of monies being transferred to 

other countries. In 1880-81, the foreign money order transactions (in sterling money orders) were 

issued by India to the United Kingdom amounted to £86,382 and the orders paid in India were 

£6,428.163 The post offices were facilitating the transactions of foreign currency in sterling 

money, which covered the transactions between businesses and the Home and Indian 

governments. In addition, money orders also flowed to Germany and other European nations, but 

the value amounts and volumes trailed far behind those transferred to the United Kingdom. 

Turning our attention to the money orders for the same year (1880-81) and comparing the 

numbers for Bengal, the colonial capital, and the Punjab suggests some differences in migration 

patterns and the use of postal money orders. The number of inland money orders in Bengal were 

higher than the number of inland money orders for Punjab. The overall rupee value of the money 

orders for the Punjab, however, were on average larger than the ones for Bengal.164 This points 

to the possibility that more people originating from Bengal were migrating and once in their new 

destination were remitting back smaller amounts to the province. In comparison, for Punjab, a 

smaller number of labourers were remitting money to their villages, but the actual value of the 

money orders was larger in comparison to those of Bengal. The larger money order values in the 

Punjab were potentially connected to agricultural production, given that this was the time when 

the Punjab’s canal colonies were being established. 

The following year, in 1881-82, a comparison of the inland money order transactions for 

Bengal and Punjab reveals some similarities and differences. The inland money order 
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transactions show that for Bengal, the number of money order “issued” (441,031) was greater 

than the money order “payments” (418, 216). At the same time, the rupee value of the money 

order “payments” (Rs. 1,11,07,668) were greater than those “issued” (Rs. 99,35,115) suggesting 

that more payments were being made in Bengal than going out. For the same period, for the 

Punjab, the money order issues (212,570) were greater than the payments (184,320), but the 

rupee value of “payments” (Rs. 60,82,376) in the Punjab was slightly more than the value of 

money orders “issued” (Rs. 57,28,491) in the province – in other words a little more was being 

paid out in the Punjab than going out.165 We can infer that during this time Bengal and Punjabi 

labourers were migrating mostly to places close to home, within the province. In Bengal, though 

this period was a little before the development of the jute mills began dramatically reshaping the 

industrial landscape of Calcutta, migrant labourers and middle-class bhadralok groups with a 

smattering of English were drawn to the city in the hope of employment in industry or 

government-related administrative positions.166  In comparison, in the Punjab, agricultural 

improvement and the canal colonies offered some promise to labourers.  

During 1888-1889, the money orders increased from 8,961 to 8,408 from the previous 

year. “The number of orders paid is largely in excess of the number issued in the North-West 

Provinces, Behar and Oudh, which have large emigrant populations.” 167 

The following period, 1889-1890, the money orders continued to increase to 9,478 in 

comparison to 8961 the previous year. There was a slight rise in the average value of a money 

order partially as a result of the slight change in the commission payable on remittances between 

1988-89 and 1889-90.168  The post office fee to remit money orders had previously been lower, 

for instance to remit two orders rather than just one, or to raise a money order over a certain 

value. This discount was removed as the new rates were introduced, and subsequently a marginal 

increase in the average value of the money order ensued. They increased from Rs. 21-2-6 in 

1888-89 to Rs. 21.10.10 in 1889-90.169 British postal order sales had increased and were deemed 
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a “cheap, safe and convenient method of remitting small sums to the UK,” underscoring their 

importance to the imperial state and European officers.170   

Overall, there was an increase in the numbers of money orders (inland) given out over a 

eleven-year period went from 463,863 in 1888-89 to 1,144,335 in 1898-99.171 The charges and 

revenue generated by the post office helped the service spread to new places. 

 British postal order sales had increased and were deemed a “cheap, safe and convenient 

method of remitting small sums to the UK,” underscoring their importance to the imperial State 

and European officers.172  

The following eleven-year period 1888-89 to 1898-99, the volume of money orders 

flowing into the Punjab increased, along with the number of money order payments over the 

same period. Remittances into the province through money orders, however, consistently 

exceeded the number of money orders sent out.  This trend continued between 1903-1915, which 

is the next period where data has been accessible.173  

In relation to the longer period of 1880-1914, there was an increase in the issues of 

money orders and total payments disbursed through them, which suggests the postal services 

were being increasingly used by the people. The figures for 1903-1913 show that in the Punjab 

the number and amount of money order payments made were greater than the numbers issued: 

meaning, more remittances were flowing into the province than being sent out of it.  

Between 1920 and 1935, for the Punjab and North-West Frontier, the inland (ordinary 

and telegraphic) money order business, both in terms of numbers and values of issues and 

payments disbursed, remained steady with some minor variations between the years.174 The 

number and amount of payment disbursed were consistently greater than the numbers and 

amount issued, indicating a net inflow of money orders coming into the province and being 

cashed. Those labourers who migrated from the villages but stayed within the province were 

raising money orders to send to their families, but they did not send as many money orders as 

those who had moved outside the province or abroad. Likewise, the trends in the payments of 

telegraphic orders mirrored that of money orders, although trailing behind them in numbers and 
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amounts. Overall, the fact that higher numbers of money orders and telegraphic orders were 

disbursed than issued underscored the differences in the wages and remittances between those 

who migrated abroad and those who stayed in India.  

Labourers in mining and plantation economies in places like Assam, Bere, Bombay, 

Calcutta, Ceylon and Orissa availed themselves of postal money orders.175 An example of money 

order use is elucidated by the life story of Aftab Ahmad Khan (born c. 1938). He completed his 

BA at 20 years of age, and entered the government mines in Kushab, near Sargodha. His nephew 

Iftiqar Ahmed Khan says, 

 
Unlike my father, uncle didn’t join the army but went to mining in the hills. When 
he began work, he was a project manager for the Civil Service, and his work contract 
was for life. He received a monthly wage and sent money back for a period of five 
or six years. … Uncle was married. I’m not sure exactly how much he sent back. He 
used the post office orders as banks were not very popular back then. He worked for 
about 40-45 years before retiring, and then received a pension.176 
 

Though the distance between Sargodha and Lahore was only 187 km, the mining towns were 

remotely situated with sparse communication links to and from urban hubs, making frequent 

trips back to the village difficult. India’s mining industry was of particular importance because it 

supplied iron and steel for the production of arms during the World War I. Towards this end, the 

imperial government organised the mining sector to exploit resources to the maximum across 

India. In Bangalore, for example, mining “was enabled and intensified” to extract finite resources 

quickly, leading to the mines becoming unproductive quite soon, preventing the creation of 

sustainable economies.177 The economic organisation and high risk of accidents required close 

supervision and coordination of activity which prohibited extended leave periods. Money orders 

were a reliable remittance mechanism especially for these workers. More generally, from 1879 

onwards there was an increase in the different classes of postal articles across India, suggesting 

that more and more people were using the postal service and money orders towards various 

ends.178 

 
175 Tumbey, “Towards,” 417.  
176 Iftiqar Ahmed Khan, interview by author, Lahore, September 18, 2018. Hereafter, see Appendix D for transcripts 
from all interviews. 
177Janaki Nair, Miners and Millhands: Work Culture and Politics in Princely Mysore (Sage Publications, Delhi, 
1998), 14. 
178 See Appendix I which presents a chart of the growth in the postal articles across India between 1879-1914. 
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In some instances, the use of post office money orders offered labourers ways to 

challenge somewhat exploitative, social hierarchies back in the village. The introduction of new 

government policy in 1886 enabled peasants from Gorakhpur district to remit rents to landlords 

by money order. Migrant labourers toiling in the mining regions of northern India would send 

back money orders to Gorakhpur district to settle their rents with landlords. This practice grew in 

popularity to the extent that rents paid by money order came to account for 20 per cent of all rent 

payments. Peasants now demanded receipts acknowledging the rent payments from their 

landlords. By refusing to pay rents in person, and instead, by sending money orders remotely 

they resisted having to pay impositions to landlords that were in excess of the official rate.179 

Landlords retaliated by refusing to give receipts for such rent payments.180  

In other places, including cities like Bombay, post office money orders were widely used 

by migrant labourers toiling in factories to remit money back during the 1930s. Labourers would 

frequently slip away from work to the post offices to raise post office orders for sending back to 

their families. This impeded factory production. A response to this was the Bombay Millowners 

Association collaborating with post office officials to establish a remittance service on the 

factory premises, thus ensuring production was not affected.181  

 

Colonial Banking Systems and their Usage 

In the Punjab, the use of post office money orders was important for sending remittances for a 

broad category of labourers and servicemen. In 1882, the post office savings accounts were 

opened, though the district savings banks had been operating since 1870. Post office savings 

accounts were established to expand the service into the interior. Some 4,238 post office savings 

bank accounts were opened, and the amount deposited was over Rs. 43.50 lakh. “The interest 

paid was almost 0.5 lakh, and the amount that was withdrawn Rs. 16 lakh.”182 The end of year 

balance was nearly Rs. 28 lakh, which was from the balance of 39,121 accounts.183 

 
179 Shahid Amin, Sugarcane and Sugar in Gorakhpur, An Inquiry into Peasant Production for Capitalist Enterprise 
in Colonial India (Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1984), 38-39.  
180 Ibid. 
181 Chandavarkar, Origins, 162-3. In the early 1920s, 26.2 per cent of the earning from industry were estimated to 
have been remitted, or 306,000 money order Rs 71 lakhs were dispatched from within the mill’s district post offices. 
182 AR1882-83, “Resolution” 1, V/ 24/3373. BL. 
183 Ibid. 
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The district savings banks (there were 180, excluding the three Presidency Banks) 

operated alongside the post office savings banks. There was also some reliance on post office 

savings accounts to remit pensions and savings by employees of the State. The annual report 

1882-1883 presented the opening savings balances of the district savings banks as Rs. 74,61,212 

and closing balances as Rs. 75,47,670. The number of accounts for the same period were 21,880 

at the beginning of the year and 21,972 at its close. Overall, people preferred using the post 

office over the district savings accounts for their savings, as there were 39,121 post office 

savings accounts, in comparison to 21,972 district savings accounts. Furthermore, there were 

more Indians depositing their funds with the post office savings banks than in district savings 

banks.184 

From 1884-85 to 1946-47, the number of post office savings bank accounts opened 

across the Punjab and North-West Frontier increased from 6,711 to 57,514. Furthermore, each 

year the number of accounts opened were in excess of the number closed. The balance in the 

number of post office savings accounts grew steadily, with some exceptions including the 

beginning of World War I, 1914-15, 1922-23, and at the end of World War II, and 1944-45.  

Immediately before the war, the government banking reports relating to 1914-15 

presented information relating to the working of banks, its policy and the economy. In contrast to 

this general banking data, which appeared to be unaffected by the looming war, there had been 

significant withdrawals from the post office savings banks; subsequently, the government placed 

funds in the post office reserves and issued orders regarding the prompt payment of claims.185 

The post office savings amounted to Rs. 10.98 lakh at the end of the year 1913-14 as compared 

with Rs. 9.14 lakh in the previous year.186 With the commencement of the war in 1914, and 

between August through September, some Rs. 6 crores were withdrawn from the banks; in 

comparison, the previous July, the deposits had been Rs. 24 crores. The net withdrawals 

decelerated after the month of September.187 The number of bank accounts which were closed 

fluctuated significantly during the same period. During the longer period 1884-1947, the average 

rupee balance of credit of each depositor increased, though there was a dip at the commencement 

of war, but at the beginning of the wars there were large increases in deposits as people put 

 
184 Ibid. 
185 “Statistical,” Hathi, 4.  
186 Ibid., 3. 
187 Ibid., 5. 
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money away for emergencies. The overall number of accounts went from 9,008 to 832,602, and 

the average balance in each depositor’s account went from Rs. 161.03 to Rs. 453.6.188 The 

amounts saved in the accounts continued to grow from 1934 onwards; these figures included 

soldiers’ pensions, which were augmented by the increase in post office services in urban and 

rural areas.189  

Some exogenous factors affected the savings patterns of Indians. For instance, the general 

increase in the numbers of post office savings accounts opened was an abnormality against a 

backdrop of the great depression. Following the Wall Street crash in 1929, market volatility saw 

a 90 per cent depreciation in the value of New York stock market firms by June 1933.190 This 

may be interpreted in several ways. Colin Simmons argues that during 1929-1933, “India’s 

modern secondary sector taken as a whole faltered but did not pass through a depression, much 

less than a general or ‘great depression’ and there was a steady growth rate during this 

time.”191 Overall “the value of manufacturing output fell during 1930-31, and again in 1933-34, 

then continued on an upward trend.”192 In contrast, Tirthankar Roy argues that the ‘great 

depression’ impacted farmers, with increases in rent and a decrease in the value of agricultural 

produce, combined with price and wage instability; in 1935, this “primary sector” contributed 60 

per cent of national income. 193 “Net imports of gold constituted on average half of total financial 

savings in the prewar period,” and this along with the cash holdings constituted the bulk of 

household savings, and “holding of securities was concentrated among entrepreneurs, banks and 

treasury.”194 Agricultural price changes between 1900 and 1935 were connected to trade 

“commodity exports, gold imports” and the money multiplier.195 The money multiplier 

responded, and ensuing changes in real balances resulted in “depression” in industry. Overall, 

 
188 Appendix C, Table VI 
189 “Extension of Mail Motor Lines,” Civil and Military Gazette, February 4, 1941, 4.  
190 Larry Elliott, “Crash Course: What the Great Depression Reveals about our Future,” The Guardian, March 4, 
2017, https://www.theguardian.com/society/2017/mar/04/crash-1929-wall-street-what-the-great-depression-reveals-
about-our-future 
191 Colin Simmons, “The Great Depression and Indian Industry: Changing Interpretations and Changing 
Perspectives,” Modern Asian Times Vol 21, no. 3 (September 1987): 621. 
192 Ibid., 619. 
193 Tirthankar Roy, “Price Movements in Early Twentieth Century India,” The Economic History Review, New 
Series 48. no 1 (February 1995): 120. 
194 Ibid., 120. 
195 The money multiplier is the numerical coefficient indicating how the total national income changed as the total 
investment in the economy changed. “Money Multiplier,” Britannica, accessed September 20, 2019, 
https://www.britannica.com/topic/multiplier-finance.  
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although Simmons and Roy might seem to contradict each other, their analysis of different 

economic indicators do demonstrate that while agriculture did suffer, the growth in 

manufacturing sectors (especially in the cotton, steel and iron industries) might have enabled 

some groups to continue saving in their post office accounts. 

In the period preceding the Partition in 1947, the numbers of post office savings accounts 

which were opened decreased as a result of worsening community relations and a growth of 

communal politics. They fell from 212,569 the year before to 57,514, as did the overall level of 

savings. In 1947-48, Lahore had 97 banks of which seven were run by Muslims.196 Increased 

communal tensions saw non-Muslims transfer their money to places outside the Punjab. This was 

accompanied by the sale of properties, the movement of assets, and “flight of capital” as 

Lahore’s non-Muslims migrated out of the city.197  

Earlier on the post office reports presented information about the categories of social 

groups who were using the post office savings accounts. 

 

Table 1: Post Office Savings Accounts of Social groups. 

Savings 

banks 

Class I 

A fixed 

income 

Class I 

B. Variable 

income 

Class II. 

Domestic 

Class III 

Commercial 

Class IV 

Agricultural 

Class V 

Industrial 

Class VI 

indefinite Total 

Post Office 14,904 2,143 7,509 2,912 904 665 10,084 30,121 

District 10,169 1,199 3,557 778 163 964 5,142 21,972 
 

Source: AR 1882-83, “Resolution,” V/ 24/3373.1. BL. 

 

 

Table 1.2 Statement Showing the Numbers of Depositors in Each Postal Circle  

According to Professions 

Punjab  

Class I 

A fixed 

income 

Class I 

B. Variable 

income 

Class II. 

Domestic 

Class III 

Commercial 

Class IV 

Agricultural 

Class V 

Industrial 

Class VI 

indefinite Total 

Year 
        

 
196 Ilyas Chattha, “Economic Change and Community Relations in Lahore before Partition,” Journal of Punjab 
Studies 19, no. 2. (2012): 199. 
197 Ibid., 207. 
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1886 -1887198 5,397 1,099 2,914 385 62 234 4,123 14,214 

1890 -1891199 9,412 2,065 6,372 883 165 563 8,211 27,671 

1896 -1897200 14,907 4,013 15,951 1,475 327 2,229 16,795 55,697 

1897 -1898201 16,617 4,092 17,233 1,867 384 2,103 17,217 59,513 

1900-1901202 19,240 6,473 23,457 2,121 765 2,439 21,455 74,810 

1902-1903203 22,613 7,947 26,628 2,637 963 3,059 27,014  

1903-1904204 15,055 8,363 29,270 3,226 1,142 3,529 22,539  

1904-1905205 18,157 8,926 31,823 3,689 1,382 3,626 32,809  
 

Source: A Collection of Annual Reports (see footnotes) 

 

The social stratification and classification of the population was prescribed by the post 

office service and used to monitor saving patterns, which was largely an extension of the 

epistemological strategies of the State in other arenas. In this instance, the post office services’ 

definition of the classes appears to be rudimentary, as it is broad and allows no way to 

distinguish large zamindars from other agricultural and tenanted groups. How agriculturalists 

and industrial workers self-categorised is also unclear. If agriculturalists were involved in 

marketing, did they self-categorise as “commercial”? It is possible that individuals’ social 

aspirations or sanskritisation influenced this process. 

Generally, though the number of savings accounts opened in the “agricultural” and 

“industrial” categories increased annually between 1884-1947, they remained woefully low 

relative to the numbers of accounts opened by the overall population. The “indefinite” classes, 

presumably all other classes, saw an increase in the numbers of accounts opened. The growth of 

accounts in “industrial” and “indefinite” classes were greater than in the “agricultural” category, 

though together, they nevertheless trailed behind the “professional” and “civil servants” classes. 

Overall, the low numbers suggest few were able or willing to save using these mechanisms.  
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Modernity, Mentalities and Transitioning Economies 

From the late nineteenth century, broad social reform movements were impacting many spheres 

of cultural life in India. Islamic revitalisation was growing among the literate and professional 

classes, along with the growth of Muslim League politics. Theological debates were shaping the 

cultural milieus and lives of Muslims in India. Michael O’ Sullivan in examining the 

development of Muslim banks in the Islamic world during World War I argues that complex 

legal debates were being rehearsed among Muslim communities. In places like Turkey, which 

were setting up banks, managers openly highlighted the interests associated with banking – and 

Islamic legal rulings were used to justify interest payments to the public. For banks in India there 

was a move towards “rejection of interest/usury distinction,” especially when there were 

uncertainties around “financial interest and usury and Islamic law.”206 During the late nineteenth 

century, nearly all Muslims “saw usury or compound interest as reprehensible,” but later the 

discussions became more nuanced and focused on the “degree to which modest rates of interest 

was acceptable,” particularly in India. 207 For Indians, the only legitimate Muslims banks were 

those completely free of interest payments. 

Following on from this, an important question is how connected were subalterns to these 

wider philosophical and religious debates, or specific ones around the permissiveness of usury 

and interest, and modern banking systems? How well did labourers appreciate their remittances 

being entangled in complex banking webs? Were these questions central or marginal to 

subalterns’ need to earn a living? Did they influence labourers’ views and dispositions towards 

the use of colonial banks?  

In answering these questions, the works of Hamza Alavi and Nile Green contribute to our 

understanding of labourers’ mentalities.208According to Alavi, the employees of the government, 

or the “salariat,” were an educated group of “scribes” occupying key positions in the colonial 

structure’s production base at a time when most of the population was rural and agricultural. This 

salariat was at the core of the Indian nationalist movement and engaged with the reformist 

 
206 Michael O’Sullivan, “Interest, Usury, and the Transition from “Muslim” to “Islamic Banks”, 1908-1958,” 
International Journal of Middle East Studies, 52, (2020): 261. 
207 Ibid., 262. 
208 Here I use the term ‘mentality,’ or ‘mentalities’ and draw on the concept as formulated by the Annales School. 
The Annales School developed the theory of mentalité to examine the ‘domain of cultures’ and the attitudes of 
ordinary people towards everyday life. See Patrick Hutton, “The History of Mentalities: The New Map of Cultural 
History,” History and Theory 20, no. 3 (October 1981): 24; and Sugra Bibi, “Living and Dying in the Zonguldak 
Mines: A Coalminer’s Memoir” (MA diss., University of Pennsylvania, 2015), 2. 
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mission. It was likely the class depositing its wages in post office accounts. Peasants, on the 

other hand, were less connected with or active participants of popular national movements or the 

Muslim League, and instead were more connected to spiritual or cultural organisations and 

Islamic sects like the Barelvis.209 Connecting to Alavi’s thesis, Green analysis the role of religion 

among Bombay’s industrial classes. For him, older beliefs and customs prevailed among the 

Muslim labouring classes even while political changes were sweeping across the country. Rather 

than being interested in “toppling the colonial government” workers and their organisations were 

engaged with promoting religious production… This “did not contradict the colonial formulation 

of religion as the private business of the individual conscience and community custom,” and for 

the most part, the separation of religious and political realms meant that individuals and 

communities were able to achieve a degree of success toward their goals.210  

For many subaltern labourers, the banking world, which was connected to their wages and 

earnings, would continue to be beyond their reach. Mohammad Wasib Butt, of the Punjab Bank 

in Lahore, helped historicise the relationship between modern banks and their utility in 

labourers’ lives.211  

 
In the 1950s – banks were more suited to the middle and upper classes because poorer 
people didn’t have enough money to place in the banks. But slowly as people realised 
that they shouldn’t keep money at home, that banks were legal and secure, they then 
began to use them. Most of the savers are middle class and salaried. Labourers also 
receive a wage but the amounts are irregular, and this does not need to be deposited 
in banks. Small businesses don’t think of banks, as the money coming in is used 
daily.  
 

Many labourers were operating at the margins of the money economy, in both the formal 

and informal economy, sometimes with a hand-to-mouth existence. Even if agriculturalists were 

operating within the cash economy, their earnings barely covered their needs and were used to 

keep their business afloat. The banks were mostly beyond their reach.  

The Punjab Banking Enquiry of 1929 acknowledged the use of banking facilities by a 

few Punjabi groups but also that the postal money order system had greater traction among 

 
209 Hamza Alavi, “Pakistan and Islam: Ethnicity and Ideology,” in State and Ideology in the Middle East and 
Pakistan ed. Fred Halliday and Hamza Alavi (New York, Monthly Review Press, 1988), 8. 
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Cambridge University Press, 2011), xvi, and 7. 
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migrant labourers. It noted that agriculturalist tribes like the Arians of Jullundur, the Sainins and 

Mehtons of Hoshiarpur and the Sikh Jats of the central Punjab were the thriftiest. It went on to 

say that the post office recruits “50 to 70 per cent of its depositors from employees of 

Government and local bodies and from clerks.”212 Money was being remitted each year from 

outside and inside the province covering the price of commodities imports and “the savings of 

Punjabis, who are serving in various capacities all over India and in many different parts of the 

world.”213 Money orders were the most extensive instrument, though people complained about 

the remittance charges, which were brushed aside by the deputy postmaster-general who 

maintained that cheap remittances methods were provided.214 

The report noted the significance of the indigenous banking systems and operations 

alongside those of the modern banks. The circulation of hundis had not diminished though its use 

varied across regions.215 Hundis from particular firms were accepted by joint-stock banks.216 

Both negotiable instruments and bonds were popular with borrowers and witnesses, who 

stamped them with thumb impressions after which they were often incorporated into the village 

book.217 Most importantly, the hundi business was an instrument for raising short-term loans, and 

was in very “considerable use,” with indigenous bankers serving the needs of small and middling 

communities.218 

The author of the Banking Enquiry report in conducting his research was likely 

constrained by issues connected to access to data, and possibly reliant on easily accessible data 

and sources of information. This partial view of the workings of indigenous moneylenders 

suggests perhaps an even greater use of hundis by Indians than his own assessment. The State’s 

reluctance in providing loans and investment to support working-class traders and smaller 

concerns no doubt spurred the greater use of hundis, at some cost to the colonial banks and post 

offices. This was a time when smaller economies were connecting to larger trade routes and 

opportunities – which were facilitated by improved communications and transportation links. 

The period that followed decolonialisation saw State-sponsored principles of liberalism and a 
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push for new modern frameworks in Pakistan. This would serve to the redefine the significance 

of indigenous agents with some curbing of their functions and power, in favour of new legal 

financial frameworks.  

The report identified an urgent need for credit in the country, particularly through the 

borrowing/lending functions of co-operative societies, rather than their savings functions.219 

Though the numbers of savings accounts and the amount saved in the banks had increased, there 

were nevertheless calls for an expanded hundi business and more commission shops which 

would buy hundis, but this presented questions concerning the supply of funds for the hundi 

business.220 Overall, the government was considered remiss in addressing the needs of the Indian 

population, at the cost, arguably, of promoting its own systems. The colonial government’s 

approach and failure to codify the hundi would later be critiqued on the grounds that it plagued 

the development of hundis in India. Hundis were not coded because the State felt the functions of 

bills and hundis were not analogous. Given the extensive use of hundi in settling “claims for 

small businessmen retailers and traders in partially rural places across the country,” this stunted 

the growth of less developed regions and economies.221  

More broadly, for the general public, the confidence levels in banks was low, with people 

only depositing in banks for six or twelve months. Higher rates of interest would encourage 

people to deposit money for up to three years. As the treasuries were empty, a proportion of the 

money which the crops brought into the Punjab was hoarded. About 25 per cent of the gold was 

hoarded and the rest was in circulation. Overall, people were anxious their money was locked up 

in industrial concerns and not quickly accessible, though it was felt that trust was slowly 

improving.222 Public wariness of banks could be traced back to an era of “wild speculation” on 

the markets followed by liquidation and widespread failure of banks in Punjab and Bombay.223 

 

Indigenous Remittances Systems and Labourers’ Money Transfers  

Several of the labourers’ oral histories relate to the southern district of Multan, which was by all 

accounts a place that had seen growth and development earlier.  Towards the end of the Mughal 
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Empire, Multan experienced regional developments of markets and centres and saw peasants 

increasingly market their produce – cotton, sugarcane and tobacco.224 Punjabi merchants were 

prominent, and great qafilas (caravans) carried textiles, spices, indigo, rice and other luxury 

goods from Multan for sale in markets at Bukhara, Tashkent, and Isfahan, eventually reaching 

Moscow. On their return, they brought large numbers of horses, bred in the Asian steppes for the 

elite classes of India. “Before returning home the traders would convert their hard-earned cash 

into hundis, bills of exchange, which were much safer than carrying cash.”225 Back in Multan 

they cashed the hundis with Khatri financiers.  

Hindu and Muslim communities lived side by side in Multan.  In 1881, the population 

comprised approximately of four-fifths Muslim (435,901) and one-fifth Hindus (112,001). The 

Muslims were mostly agriculturalists, and the subaltern classes were Jats and Rajputs. The 

majority were Sunnis, with a few prominent Sayyid and Qureshi families who were Shia.226 

Towards the end of the nineteenth century, Multan, positioned on the Lahore-Karachi railway 

line, enabled the flow of exports between Karachi and the rest of the world, resulting in Multan 

city being ranked fourth in value of its trade.  Commercial castes prospered through economic 

development opportunities, while peasants and large landholders experienced land alienation to 

moneylenders.227 Following this period of growth, the turn of the twentieth century would see the 

development of some northern districts of the Punjab outpace the southern districts including 

Multan.  In 1935, the province’s gazetteer appeared to celebrate the pace of change across the 

district since 1894. It reported that the Chenab colony had recently been completed, and the 

railway lines from Gujranwala to Sialkot and Hafizabad established. Industries and trade had 

developed aided by the enlargement of towns. Following World War I, substantial changes had 

occurred, relating to the “reforms given to India” in “which the district had played no mean 

part.”228  
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While conducting research for this dissertation and identifying subjects to interview for 

the relevant period, I happened upon an interviewee who was able to recount the life story of 

agriculturalist labourers from his community, in a village of the district of Multan. The 

agriculturalists’ life story relates to the 1960s/70s, which is beyond my research period. In 

deciding whether to go ahead and interview the subject, there were a couple of issues that I first 

had to work through. The first was how to connect the colonial period to postcolonial 

phenomena, and second, what could be determined by using the personal life experiences of a 

man born towards the end of the empire, working in the decolonised period? What could be 

determined about his attitude towards “modern” banking systems which by that time were 

perhaps no longer “modern” or “colonial”? In answering these questions, the use of secondary 

literature relating to the pre- and post-colonial period helped bridge the gap between the two 

periods. The literature shows that some places across the Indian sub-continent were slow to 

change after colonialisation and were connected to several phenomena. At a national level, in the 

decades following decolonialisation, the emerging nations (both India and Pakistan) were pre-

occupied with national-level policy, military power, governance and the economy. At a local 

level, however, some things evolved gradually –including the last vestiges of feudalism in rural 

parts of district Multan and conversely the markers of modernisation – for example, money-use 

cultures were slow to take hold relative to other places in northern Punjab. As discussed earlier, 

Stephen Blake contends that in the 1950s just under half (40 per cent) of transactions were 

conducted outside the monetary economy; the percentage had been higher (50 per cent) in the 

late nineteenth century. The everyday operations of a myriad of labourers – sole agriculturalists, 

artisans and semi-skilled labour – shaped this broader economic and social landscape. In opting 

to use the life story of the agriculturalist, I argue there were some continuities between the daily 

experiences of labourers during the late 1940s, and a decade or so later. The second question is: 

How during the 1960s and 1970s did labourers relate to official banking systems, which had 

previously been “modern” and “colonial?” By the 1960s, in the district of Multan, post offices 

were reasonably well established in medium-sized towns; in comparison, banks were slow to 

take hold, being concentrated in larger towns. Irrespective of the proliferation of the modern 

infrastructures, I argue that for the labourer, the difference between the “colonial” system and his 

world was less premised on ideological and religious paradigms but was more about the gulf 

between his world and the banks. For the agriculturalist, his banking needs were simple. 
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Juxtaposed against this, the world of banks represented modernity and formality and epitomised 

the differences in class status between himself and the personnel manning the banking systems. 

This was consistent through the late 1940s onwards, as the following interview and labouring 

history will reveal. 

Migrant labourers and agriculturalists in Multan districts and villages would escape the 

village and pursue entrepreneurial opportunities in neighbouring towns. The first interviewee, 

Abdul Basit discusses labourer Chacha Nawaz (b. c. 1935-40), Division Multan, District 

Khanawala, Tahsil Kabirwala, Mosa Ghaghar, village Khanewal. Abdul describes Chacha 

Nawaz’s labouring life during a period of social transition.229  
 
Chacha Nawaz moved to the city around 1970-75 where he knew a man who had 10 
acres of land. [He rented one acre from the man] …and started with pastoralists’ 
work, tending buffaloes. He would supplement his pastoralist income with labouring 
for other groups of employers in the city. His day began with feeding the animals, 
and then reporting to the second place of work. [At the end of the day] he would 
return from his employer at Asur time (late afternoon prayer) and tend to the 
livestock. Earlier, when he had moved to the city, he rented some land and kept his 
animals there, and he would return to this at the end of the day to sleep. He didn’t 
have a room or enclosed place to stay and slept outside under the open sky. He sold 
buffalo milk, and after selling this for six or seven months he was able to save and 
build a ghat (a building or structure with steps leading up to it) and started expanding 
his milk business from there.  

His family, household and animals all remained in the village, he moved to the 
town and brought a cow with him. While he was working in the city, his parents and 
children continued to labour in the village and earned enough to cover their 
sustenance costs. The savings from the city were not needed to cover household 
expenditure; the remittances were sent back to the village and used to buy new 
animals and land. The money was used for development of the family.  

At that time, it was the summer season, and he would sleep outside under the 
sky. After two to three years, he saved and slowly built a room, then a further two, 
three and four more rooms. Later he brought other cattle from the village and 
established his milk business, which began to do well.  

 
229 Abdul Basit, interview by author, Lahore, September 6, 2018.  Abdul Basit, a 31-year-old small landholder, and 
student of history from Multan, recounts the life story. He appreciates the questions of authenticity and probity with 
the use of interviews. Abdul grew up listening to stories which were transmitted from generation to generation. 
“During the winter, village dwellers would sit around a fire and reminisce over the histories of others, and during the 
summer months people would sit outside and do the same.” This was during the 1970s and 80s, and before 
television had penetrated the homes of villagers. Basit acknowledges what he recounts has been influenced by his 
own observations, the oral histories which were recounted, and what he studied in his village and way of life. Nawaz 
is alive today and was an “eyewitness” to earlier histories. He and Basit’s father used to recount the histories of 
people to others from the 1960-1980s.  
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 Chacha Nawaz didn’t have service employment and did not receive a 
retirement pension. He spent very little on himself and would send 90-95 per cent of 
his savings back to the village. His living expenses were low and covered his meals 
twice a day. He would buy rotis and eat them with the milk, which his cattle supplied. 
He had no need for salary or any luxuries. He would bring money back himself to 
the village, or otherwise if people came to visit, he would send the money back with 
them. He worked 60 km away from the village …There were no problems bringing 
money back and safely. He was like a Jat (big and strong) so there was no fear of 
robbery. He never used banks as the facilities only became available much later, and 
to this day he doesn’t use banks. 

 
Nawaz had no use for post office money order services for his remittances, mostly because he 

frequently returned to the village. Was it possible that Nawaz chose to carry his savings back in 

person because he was reluctant to use “modern” colonial structures? With a preference for 

carrying his remittance home, Nawaz may or may not have been connected to views about the 

use of colonial systems. The colonial postal infrastructure nonetheless represented legal models 

of “legitimated power,” and a way for the State to exert power by controlling operations and 

collecting information about the users of services.230  

Can Nawaz’s action in carrying his wages back to his village himself be viewed as anti-

authority, an intentional choice to operate beyond the gaze of colonial agents? The theories of 

structure and power help illuminate Nawaz’s rationality and choice concerning the use of formal 

colonial structures for his remittances. It is quite possible that Nawaz’s action may be thought of 

as an expression of protest, a struggle against the power effects of the modern methods and 

colonial structures which were alien to him. He was struggling “against subjection, against forms 

of subjectivity, and submission” and attacks on forms of power, rather than an individual or 

group.231 By refusing the modern systems, Nawaz was challenging these same structures which 

questioned his status as an individual, and in doing so was asserting agency and his right to be 

different. Moreover, the use of bank transfers meant his savings were temporarily “out of sight,” 

which represented loss of control and authority over his wages. 

Nawaz’s remittances followed the typical pattern for remittance expenditure. They were, 

first, for family subsistence, followed by human capital investment, and then land purchase for 

retirement on the migrants’ return. 

 

 
230 Hubert L. Dreyfus and Paul Rabinow, Michel Foucault: The Subject and Power, Beyond Structuralism and 
Hermeneutics (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1982), 209. 
231 Ibid., 212. 
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Chacha Nawaz’s remittances were spent on his four children, his parents and four 
younger brothers, though they themselves would also be labouring. … He would 
spend his money on buying animals, land, reinforcing his house, and getting the 
children married. He arranged for his son to be married and whatever the needs were, 
he met these. After that, he left the city and returned to the village where he built a 
house and bought land.  

 
Nawaz’s semi-rural conditions signal strong links to village labour processes, as suggested by the 

reference to starting and ending the day early. 232 By waking up early in the morning to milk the 

cows, he is in congruence with the natural rhythms and patterns found in agricultural 

communities, where peasants wake up early to complete tasks – working from dawn to dusk, or 

in this case from sunrise to after Asur, the late afternoon prayer. This pattern of work has also 

been referred to as “task orientation” and was characterised with less demarcation between 

“work” and “life” and where the day lengthened depending on the task requiring completion. For 

those used to timed labour it seemed lacking in urgency. 

Nawaz’s migration and commercial enterprise helped diversify his family’s income 

streams. He moved from the village with its heavily entrenched culture and social structure. 

 
Big landlords were well established in the village by the British, and the Mughals before 
them. Under the British they received land gifts; the large landlords didn’t cultivate 
themselves. A system of Kangari existed where the landlords would build small houses 
and huts which housed the people they employed and who farmed the land. The 
labourers worked in the landlords’ house, and some would rent land for agricultural 
cultivation. In this case, the tenants divided half of their agricultural produce with the 
landlord, and also, the expenses related to farming.  

This system prevailed in the village at the time that Mureed, Shafi and Chacha 
Nawaz were working. Often these labourers would go and work on the landlords’ house 
– which would be some 20-30 miles away from their own village. This was the system 
in South Punjab, Kanwela tanewal.233 

 
In the city, Nawaz was able to present himself a daily labourer, operating independently from 

village structures and caste restrictions. He was free to pursue alternative opportunities than 

those afforded in the village. If Nawaz’s family were purely reliant on cultivation on tenanted 

land, the move to entrepreneurship, and his remittances to the village helped reduce the 

interdependence on other agents in the village and mark a small break from the older patterns of 

income-generation. A small but significant change, it helped reduce the social distance between 

 
232 Edward Thompson, “Time, Work-Discipline, and Industrial Capitalism,” Past and Present, no. 38. (Dec 1967): 
56.   
233 Abdul Basit, interview by author, April 1, 2021. 
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other established families in the village hierarchy and his own family’s position, and this 

transformed his family’s history. 

The choice of location for Nawaz was the city, a place at the periphery of an urban orbit 

and conducive for enterprise. Proximity to home, help from his friend, and the changing 

character of the new location determined the location. Nawaz’s family did not yet form a part of 

the larger cash economy, though their main link with the outside economy was through the sale 

of milk. Prior to roads and the communications links being developed, “cultivating classes had 

no incentive beyond local demand to produce food grains and other agricultural products in 

excess of their needs.”234 There were two types of economies – one which encompassed the 

village and village life and a second with its foci in the town stretching outwards to the periphery 

of the village or orbit. No longer considered a “proper village,” peripheral towns were becoming 

connected and drawn into the economic, cultural and social influences of the city, with marketing 

circles fanning out from around the heavily populated centres of consumption. This was 

especially important for agricultural industries.235 Nawaz was responding to both his family 

needs and to opportunities through commercialisation and marketing but not capitalistic 

ventures. 

Just a little earlier, social frameworks and access to marketing opportunities and 

marketing networks were tightly controlled by the State, whose decision-making affected 

peasants and village life.236 The media had critiqued government policy and the operations of the 

agricultural sector. Commercialisation and capitalistic farmers’ operations in the Punjab came 

under attack by the media, which claimed this was contributing to the growth of poverty in the 

countryside. “There are millions of people getting hardly one meal a day. Is this civilization?” 

The “present agrarian system, which is capitalistic in nature and is supported by foreign 

imperialism in its own interest can no longer stand. We have lived through one short period of 

agricultural depression. It was the rural areas that suffered most from that depression.”237 Around 

the same time,  during World War II,  poor climatic conditions had impacted a decrease in the 

 
234 Agha Sajid Haider, Village in an Urban Orbit (Shah-di-Khui, a Village in Lahore Urban Area), Social Sciences 
Research Centre (University of Punjab: Lahore: 1960), 6. 
235 Ibid., 2-3. 
236 D. Chattopadhayay, Peasant Histories in Later Pre-Colonial and Colonial India 8, (Delhi: Center for Studies in 
Civilizations, 2008): 637-638; Neeladri Bhattacharya, “Lenders and Debtors: Punjab Countryside 1880-1940,” 
Studies in History 1, no. 2 (1985): 310. 
237 “Warning to Landlords,” Eastern Times, April 6, 1943, 2. 
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yield forecast for the Punjab for 1943.238 In connection, food prices in rural areas had “shot up 

again” at a time when they were usually low, as a result of producers withholding stock.239  

Subsequently, the food shortages had led to an increase in the area under food crops and 

cultivation and exports were embargoed, to help manage food scarcity in country.240  

The ethnographic study of Punjab’s urban orbits paints in broad strokes a picture of village 

life and traditions, and agriculturalists’ connection to land. Generally, cultivators preferred to 

stay in their villages as long as they had land to till. “We are not educated to do Babu’s work, 

and we have not heard of anything else but farming in our whole life, we are too old to carry out 

full time labour for wages in the city. Now it is time to see to our comfort and only a farm can 

give us that.” The younger generation asked: “[D]o you expect us to leave the profession of our 

forefathers, work in dirty factories and go hungry? We have never yet gone to a ration depot to 

purchase flour for our bread, and do not wish to do so in the future.”241 The vestiges of rural life 

are all too evident, as is the cultivators’ resistance to modernity and its negotiation, and moreover 

the loss of one’s autonomy.  

Agriculture was also a key site for the development and reproduction of masculinities. 

Being the head of the household, the entire family’s main breadwinner and the nature of his work 

defined Nawaz’s masculinity. Novelist Gurnam Brard reminisces about his childhood and desire 

“to do things with my hand, to become good at performing the farm tasks. Ploughing was a 

fundamental and defining task of farming, so I wanted to practice ploughing with our ox.”242 

Manliness was rooted in these historically specific conditions, shaped by communication and 

transmission of ideas about the expectations of men, between generations of mentors and boys, 

and through this, the reproduction of notions of manliness. Ploughing and other “manly” tasks 

 
238 “Cotton Crop of Punjab 1943 Yield Forecast 9% less,” Eastern Times, January 2, 1944, 3; “Punjab Wheat Crop: 
Second forecast for 1941-42,” Civil and Military Gazette, May 14, 1942, 5. 
239 “Need of Price Control,” Eastern Times, May 23, 1943, 1. 
240 “Expansion of Agriculture, Punjab’s Achievement in 1942,” Civil and Military Gazette, February 19, 1943, 2; 
“Punjab Embargo on Export of Pulses,” Civil and Military Gazette, January 9, 1943, 3. 
241 Haider, Village, 5. Looking to South African histories, we see some shared concerns between South Africans and 
Indian agriculturalists. Under Apartheid, black Africans mostly lived beyond the money economy. Post-apartheid, 
with the liberalization of the economy, indebtedness increased among the South Africans who had previously been 
excluded from the credit or borrowing economy. See Deborah James, Money from Nothing: Indebtedness and 
Aspiration in South Africa (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2015), 2-3.  
242 Gurnam Singh Sidhu Bard, East of Indus: My Memories of Old Punjab (Delhi, Hemkunt, 2007), 100. 
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defined men’s initiation rites and the graduation to manhood through instruction removed from 

the view of women.243  

Nawaz’s wife and family also toiled in agriculture on the land, whether it was privately 

owned, or leased or profit shared.244 During times when impoverished landless rural families 

were forced to migrate to the city for work, women labourers sustained the family through lower-

skilled work.245 They supported their husband’s production through a joint system of work, 

though there was some division of labour. Women spun cotton and prepared yarn, and men wove 

this into cloth. Later with increased commercialisation, there were shifts in relationship between 

capitalistic revenue demands and capitalism and patriarchy, and these gave rise to changes in 

gender systems, which were outside the sexual division of labour.246  

Nawaz’s migration and separation from his kin precipitated changes for him and his 

family remaining behind. The way he and other migrant labourers negotiated the differences 

between the city labourer-villager existences were refashioned. Meanwhile, back in the village, 

there was some reworking of relations within the family unit, with the eldest son resuming 

greater responsibility, and a greater reliance on the extended family.247 If the son was a labourer, 

then the family grew to rely on him as an earner, who would contribute to the household income. 

In terms of the wages and earnings that women generated themselves, in places like 

Kanpur labouring women living in extended family’s households handed over their entire pay 

cheque and had little control over the income and expenditure.248 It was only much later, well 

into the decolonialisation period, that women labourers returning to Sri Lanka from the Gulf, 

were emboldened to exercise greater control over how their earning and remittances were spent 

at home. Having enjoyed greater authority while toiling abroad, the women were empowered and 

able to exert more decision-making powers in their own lives and the lives of others. This 

provided a platform to challenge patriarchal institutions in the household.249  

 
243 John Tosh, Manliness and Masculinities in Nineteenth Century Britain (Harlow: Person Education Ltd, 2005), 3. 
244 Report of the Resources and Retrenchment Committee appointed by the Punjab Government (Lahore: Printed by 
the Superintendent, Punjab, 1939), V/26/300/15, BL.  
245 Chitra Joshi, Lost Worlds: Indian Labour and its Forgotten Histories (Delhi: Permanent Black, 2003);102. 
246 Joan W. Scott, “Gender: A Useful Category of Historical Analysis,” The American Historical Review 91, no. 5 
(Dec. 1986): 1059. 
247 Joshi, Worlds, 104-106. 
248 Ibid., 138-9.  
249 Michele Gamburd, The Kitchen Spoon’s Handle: Transnationalism and Sri Lanka’s Migrant Housemaids 
(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2000), 125. 
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While labourers’ remittances enlarged women’s roles back in the village and increased 

their household responsibility, to a large extent, these remittances were unable to unsettle 

dominant social hierarchies in the household.  

 
The wife could not operate as a separate entity – she had no value without a man or 
protector. But the women would buy goats, cows and could work. The value of a 
woman increased once her children grew up. Her power grew through her children. 
Whatever she said, her decision was final. Her role in decision making was taken 
more seriously.250 
 

Social hierarchies were slow to change among families of subaltern groups in Multan. A 

comparative analysis of Multan’s labourers and Mediterranean labourers’ histories reveal the 

similarities between the two. In both instances, women remaining behind participated in the 

workforce and increased their overall agency; nevertheless, their new-found status was unable to 

undermine the deeply embedded patriarchal codes found in familial settings.  

 

Some employees, by the nature of their work, had a greater choice of systems in sending 

money back to the village. The life story of Mureed Hussain (1915-1985), a railway ticket 

collector who lived in District Kahenwala, tehsil Kabir Wala, area Mosa, Ghakar, Division 

Multan, transports us into his world of work while also painting a rich picture of the role of 

remittances in supporting village life.251 

 
He worked in a cantonment in Multan, Lahore and Khanewal stations and the ones in 
between. He would migrate from the village for two or three months and would later 
return to the village with his salary. He would divide his money between his children 
and buy land.  

He was able to secure work quickly because he was from an educated and 
modern type of family. During the rule of the English, some railway stations were 
established, and he was able to get a job, likely through application. He had a 
permanent contract, and on retirement received a pension, which was later conveyed 
to his wife.  

 
Mureed’s remittances not only covered his family’s needs but also extended to meet the villagers 

needs. 

 
He received his wages on a monthly basis. Being an economical person, he would 

 
250 Abdul Basit, interview by author, May 15, 2021.  
251 Abdul Basit, interview by author, Lahore, September 6, 2018. 
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save money, and would also help poorer people. He would come home after a month 
or fifteen days, or two months and bring money back with him.… He had a family 
– his parents were alive, and he used to support them, along with his own children. 
The family were small landlords which meant that he could use any additional 
wages to help other villagers. He would bring about 80 per cent of his salary back 
with him. In the village most people brought back about 95 per cent – but he was 
the type to spend money on himself. Burglary was a risk – but he was never burgled. 
In the village, people were mostly poor, and in comparison, government employees’ 
salaries were considered valuable with great purchasing power. He would spend 20 
per cent on himself.  

The life story of Mureed Hussain is recounted to villagers, because he was a 
cooperative person. [Back then] people went to him if they needed anything. If 
someone’s daughter was getting married, the family would go to Mureed and he 
would give some money and support, or if someone got sick.  

 
Mureed’s pattern and the level of his remittances signalled his established social class, and the 

fact his family benefitted from income from multiple streams. He consumed a higher amount of 

his wages for personal use and brought the remainder home; typically, however, migrant 

labourers would live frugally to remit more, especially married migrants. One may assume the 

higher age and education level of remitters signalled greater human capital and potential for 

higher earnings. Labourers would remit less if they perceived the economic opportunities were 

promising back home; and if their families could sustain themselves without having to rely on 

remittances. 252 Some scholars have shown that more skilled labourers possibly were able to 

remit from their earnings.253 Other scholars posit a positive correlation between education and 

remittances to household and community.254 

While much of the earlier work produced by Marcel Mauss and social anthropologists on 

Latin America and Africa were concerned with gifting, remittances and focused on village, rural 

and “primitive” or pre-capitalist societies, the gifting and remittances practices of rural and pre-

capitalist societies persisted everywhere as new economic relations notionally took their place. 

Thus, the analysis of these older systems of exchange continues to have relevance in colonial and 

postcolonial India.255 Gifting, a social practice, was widely observed among migrant labourers 
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and their families. The remittances streaming into the village were accompanied by return flows 

of food gifts and proposals for marriage that continued ways of expressing economic, social, and 

familial and personal connections and conventions back to the city.256 However, gifting became 

less personal, and notions of generosity declined as a social ethos, as social distances increased. 

Earlier, Bourdieu found in his work in Algeria that by the end of colonial rule, exchange between 

relatives and neighbours obeyed the logic of the gift and counter gift.257 As social distance 

increased the relations evolved into increasingly purely “economic” dimensions – like those 

between strangers.258 

While industry and modern structures were being introduced in towns in parts of southern 

Punjab, culturally the villages transitioned slowly. How can we conceive of the remittances, and 

what did they signify on a material, community and spiritual level? At a community level, 

Mureed’s remittances were deployed free of consideration to support a range of village 

enhancements. His remittances were more reliable than government funds or uplift programmes, 

and typically covered health and hardship alleviation, children’s education and delaying the time 

children would begin work.259 Mauss’s work on gifting in pre-capitalist societies, I would argue, 

included charitable giving and “emphasized communality morality and social aspects of 

production and exchange” while working in opposition to the intentional modern “commodity-

producing capitalist system” as critiqued by Marx. Though gifts were viewed in contrast to 

commodity “production, acquisition and consumption” they stood in for other contemporaneous 

economic systems of premodern communities. Here, exchange served various ends and gave rise 

to other forms and values than those associated with “commodities exchange.”260 Symbolically, 

the financial support and gifts bestowed by Mureed helped establish mutual ties and alliances 

that were indissoluble, and symbolised social life and the “permanence over the things 

 
256 Ballard, Background, 3. 
257 Pierre Bourdieu, “Making the Economic Habitus: Algerian Workers Revisited,” Ethnography 1, no. 1 (2000): 18.  
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exchanged.” Relationships deepened through this enmeshing with one another, along with 

feelings of trust and respect.261  

An alternative reading of Mureed’s altruism and remittances suggests these were given 

with the object of acquiring religious merit.262 Culturally, gifting was conflated with religious 

beliefs and practice. In Islam charitable giving covers the annual zakat compulsory payment for 

Muslims, which is supposed to flow from the rich to the poor. This is distinct from hiba (gifts) –

or sadqah – which is voluntary. Thierry Kochuyt’s conceptual framework helps us understand 

Islamic tradition and philanthropy and complicates the tendency towards “orientalist and 

theological literature.”263 Earlier Islamic practices, which were later followed by fiqh 

(jurisprudence) determined the categories of people who were entitled to zakat, which included 

co-religionists, and increased around specific religious events and times of year. Zakat could not 

be returned, though those receiving it would be asked to pray for donors – but that was not a 

prerequisite for the charitable giving. By building on Mauss’s work, Kochuyt demonstrates that 

elaborate gift-giving eroded social relations. Zakat was only permissible for “halal” causes, 

which in turn resulted in solidarity among the Muslim community members, and conversely, the 

creation of distance with non-community members. By extension, reciprocity, giving and 

receiving, resulted in asymmetric power relationships between the actors – the donors and the 

beneficiaries – which was further magnified by the volume and type of gift.264 Gift-giving, while 

intended to be without strings attached, inadvertently reinforced specific structures and 

relationships in the village. Thus, Mureed’s sociability and repeated gifting supported residents, 

and ensured “recognition is endlessly affirmed and reaffirmed.” 265 He accrued accolades and 

developed social capital, and the tradition of storytelling ensured his life and good deeds were 

remembered and integrated into the cultural history of the village. It also helped create further 

distance between notables like Mureed and the peasantry in the village economy.  
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Mureed’s family enjoyed a middling landlord’s status, amongst the village hierarchy of 

landholders. In addition, there was income from the railway service. Did these additional railway 

remittances allow a challenging of the social hierarchies in the village? 

 
Initially, Mureed’s family did not receive land from the British, but they already had 
about 25 acres. That combined with the service position, meant that overall Mureed’s 
family were influential. They were wealthier than others, and would loan out money 
to people. They also brought land from others – and grew their overall number of plots 
– but not so many that they were considered “big landlords.” They kept maybe, one 
or two small landholdings, and had between eight and twelve families who lived as 
Riyaas or “subjects” on the family’s land. Even now they only have about 8-12 
families. They are a Shia family, and each year their subjects come to them during 
Muharram for the commemoration events. The Riyaas don’t own their own houses, 
and instead these are provided by the landlords for temporary periods of time.  
 

Here Mureed’s remittances from the railways supplemented the income received from the 

family’s rental land.  

 
The existing landholdings, along with income from the railway service improved 
Mureed’s family’s position. At that time poor families could not challenge the long-
established social structures of the village. However, those educated and employed 
through government service had more weight. Only people educated through the 
English system, like Mureed, could confront village elites.  

 
Mureed’s remittances went some way towards diminishing the gap between the larger 

zamindars’ power and his own family’s; with a slight elevation of the latter’s standing in the 

village’s social hierarchy, which were slow to change. Something that was left unsaid during the 

interview concerned Mureed’s own family’s privileged position, whose authority was intimately 

connected to maintaining the jajmani system. A serious challenge to this would serve to diminish 

the family’s overall power. Rather than calling for radical changes or challenging the feudal 

systems that existed around him, Mureed preferred, instead, to help less well-off people.  

Mureed belonged to a Shia family who marked Muharram and hosted the 

commemoration procession and large communal feasts or langars. This also helped develop the 

family’s reputation across the region. The feeding of communities was a way of accruing fame 

as food-giving or hosting communal feasts was a means of expressing “bonds of social 

relationships.”266 Nancy Munn’s ethnographic work among Gawans in Papua New Guinea 

 
266 Nancy Munn’s analyses how Gawans in Papua New Guinea build fame in the inter-island region. See Nancy 
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looks at exchange value and the development of relationships between actors. She presents a 

model of value creation and the “transformational process of value production entailed in the 

practice.”267 Her argument can be summarised as follows: Gawans give food to “specified 

others and visitors” and from this, there is a return hospitality to Gawans and the acquisition of 

kula shells, and also fame. The outcomes depend on how well food influences overseas visitors 

to return. 

Prior to retiring, Mureed was able to secure a position for his son in the railway service. 

This went some way towards maintaining a steady flow of remittances back to the village. The 

migration patterns from this time have influenced how contemporary writers theorise labour 

migration patterns, producing a three-stage model of migration. The first wave of migrants 

migrates for short-term financial success, followed by a second wave, which also migrates for 

financial reasons; and the final, third, stage of migration is marked by a moment when the 

migrant pool can no longer reproduce itself. At this juncture, employment opportunities in the 

destination countries begin to decline, and concomitantly, the sending communities begin to 

experience labour shortages back home.268 The employment of Mureed junior is represented by 

the second wave of the migration pattern theory.  

Turning again to the interviews, the life story of a tube well engine mechanic 

Mohammad Shafi (1905-2012), provides an example of the historical transition in train in 

Multan in connection with the workings of the labour market and payments.269  

 
Mohammad Shafi hadn’t much schooling, but learned his trade on the job. He set 
up his own business. He lived away from home, wherever he was able to get work. 
In those days, the transport system wasn’t very good and so he would return home 
and walk some 100 km, 150, 50 km.  

He laboured from 1930 until 1980. At that time, he found work as the British 
had built water canals, but the water supply for these would drop off, and when it 
dropped, people couldn’t grow produce in their fields, so they would establish tube 
wells. He received a daily wage, and sometimes he would work for a day, and other 
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Household,” American Anthropologist 103, no. 4 (2001): 958. 
269 Abdul Basit, interview by author, Lahore, September 6, 2018.  
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times for a week, month or even for five-six years in one case. When he didn’t 
have tube well work, he would come home and bring his savings which he would 
hand over to his wife, who would then spend it on the home.  
 

Though the forces of modernisation were propelling village life forward through the 

development of the economy, in places with weaker market and commercial economies, 

labourers would be motivated to bring remittances back in the form of gifts and 

consumables from the town.270 

 
Sometimes, he would buy household-related things, and whatever [wages] he had 
left over would bring back and give to his wife. He would also buy things like 
sugar, tea leaves, sugar cane, daals and black soap from the shop or big shop. Back 
then [in the village] there was just an odd shop far away at the district level in the 
cities and – so people would go there and purchase items. 

He used to bring his money back himself. Sometimes his sons would visit, 
and he … sewed the money into the boy’s pants. He instructed them to hand the 
money to their mother when they arrived home. They would bring Rs. 5 or Rs. 10. 
They were poor in those times and that’s all they had. Typically, they would return 
home by foot, some 50 or 40 km, or if they could, would borrow a bicycle from 
some place. Shafi would sew the money into the boy’s pants to prevent it from 
falling. Their pants did not have pockets, and these were torn.  

If he sent money home, his wife would buy cloth for bedding, or sugarcane, 
or chawpai (a big bench you sit on to knit). In terms of wage increases, as the value 
of money decreased, Shafi’s wages increased. Initially his wages remained the 
same. But as the cost of goods like sugar increased which was initially 5 paise, 
then 10 paise and then a rupee – his wages increased too. His purchasing power 
didn’t increase.  

 
The use of cash with consumable supplements was also routine in settling labourers’ accounts 

during the period 1903-1937.271  

 
Initially the money that came back was little, and was accompanied by mostly 
household items. Some of these items were given on credit. Sometimes the barter 
system was used – where the tube well owner and employer would pay part of the 
wages with sugarcane. If the owner was trading in daal, then he would give daal. 
If he traded in sugarcane he would give sugarcane, and vegetables, and pulses or 
wheat flour. 
 

The example of Shafi’s part in-cash and part in-kind payment reflects the critical juncture of the 

village economy as it transitioned between the pre-modern and modern. In this instance, the in-

kind payments were indicative of the under-developed local economy, cash shortages and money 
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circulation. These circumstances ensured in-kind payments were foisted upon Shafi. Although 

Shafi was technically “free” of the bondage associated with the jajmani system, and “free” in the 

Marxist sense – free of the means of production and “free of the non-economic compulsion to 

work,” having in-kind payments imposed on him in lieu of cash wages reduced his autonomy.272 

In other contexts, the changes in the method of payment was problematic, impinging on migrant 

labourers remittances and fuelling “global protest.”273 

Though some proletarianisation was taking place with greater transactional relationships 

and the introduction of “free” labour and daily wages, the underdevelopment of the economy 

was epochal, rendering to labourers like Shafi a dearth of choices. 

 
What was the salary of a labourer? In those times, there was no consideration of 
labourers’ wages, or whether to increase these. An employer’s attitude was that a 
labourer work [under the set condition] or they move on. There were no 
rights/contracts of workers. “If you want the work done you will pay Rs. 1,000 or 
Rs. 1,500,” instead an employer would say “I will give you work for Rs. 1 per day, 
and if this is okay, then fine, otherwise move on. I’ll take someone else.”  
 

Every five years, the imperial state collected and published wage census data of skilled 

and unskilled labourers. The survey covered rural labourers and artisans in the village, and 

industrial classes in Lahore, Amritsar and Multan. Though this provided some information, it 

only represented the wages of those employed in the formal economy. The wage census showed 

the demand in labour for railways, canals and factories supported some increases in the wages 

for rural labourers, village artisans and industrial classes in Lahore, Amritsar and Multan up to 

1912.274 The most common daily wage from 1912 was between 4 ½ to 6 ½ annas, which rose to 

6 ½ to 8 ½ in 1922, and then 10 ½ to 12 ½ in 1927, but decreased again in 1932 and 1937 to 4 ½ 

to 6 ½ annas.275 The wages meant the most poorly paid “menials” and unskilled labourers were 

forced to migrate to the bigger towns and villages. Between 1912 and 1927, the wages for skilled 

and unskilled workers in Punjab’s factories were increasing, but for a small number of skilled 
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labour groups they remained static. The wages of unskilled labourers grew slowly or remained 

static after the war.276  

Evidently the wages for unskilled and skilled professions in Lahore, Amritsar and Multan 

between 1922 and 1943 decreased during the inter-war years for a range of professions including 

carpenters, masons and builders, and unskilled labourers.277 World War II saw some increases in 

wages, but these were unable to compete with the increases in the cost of living.  

With the commencement of World War II, the additional buying power of labourers was 

diminished. In 1936, the general index in Lahore for food items, fuel and lighting, clothing, rent, 

and miscellaneous was 115; by 1940, it increased to 129.278 The wages in the mills were higher 

than in other sectors employing unskilled workers. Though the living index provided a picture of 

liveability, the standards and information collected allowed little “for clothes for religious 

offerings for rent for medicine, etc.”279 What’s more is while the indexes were expected to be an 

impartial representation, in fact the real family budget data differed substantially to the data 

reported by officials.280 Colonial officials knew little about the urban workforce or economics in 

Lahore and made little effort to find out.281  

The newspapers were a rife with stories from the towns and public sphere and covered 

the high costs of living. The cost of transportation was outpacing wage levels. Wheat and rice 

prices were increasing; and there were demonstrations against butchers in Lahore following meat 

price increases.282 

The remittances from the migrant labourers were important for the wife who remained 

back in the village. She awaited these from her husband, though the sum received “seems very 
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small compared to her hopes.”283 As the cost of living for the labourer in the city was high, it 

rendered him unable to remit very much. Being paid in arrears meant the labourer ran into debt 

during the first month after migrating. Once he was paid, and on repaying the interest on his 

debt, the labourer had barely enough to last the month.284 He would need to hold back some of 

his wages to tide him over in the event he was dismissed, besides the employer withheld a 

week’s wage to safeguard against his departure.285 In Kanpur’s textile sector in 1929, for 

example, among poorer families, more family members remained in the village than in the case 

for higher-income families. This was also reflected in the overall amounts which were sent back 

to the village from lower-class labourers, relative to higher-income labourers. Those labourers 

earning less than Rs. 15 remitted a greater proportion of their wages back owing to there being 

more mouths to feed at home, relative to the labourers earning more.286 But the ties that were 

maintained ensured the flow of remittances from the city to the village, and reciprocally, grain, 

ghee and food supplements would flow from the village to the city and labourer with gratitude.287  

In the Punjab, the increased wages resulting from migration, signified improved material 

conditions, and living standard in villages for labourers – “he can buy more food for himself and 

his family, and thus able to do better work. The extra money earned is spent not only on food, 

but clothes and cooking utensils” which were an investment and could later be sold.288  

Returning to the oral histories of labourers, there are further examples of labourers 

bringing their wages home in person. Mohammad Ashraf, a technician from Buddahlah Multan, 

Moza Owjalah, discussed the remittances of his teacher, Allah Baksh.289 Ashraf learned his trade 

during the 1960s from the age of twelve from his teacher who was already 65-70 years old. Allah 

Baksh shared stories with his apprentice from the 1920s-40s. He worked some 70-80 km away 

from home and received his wages in currency which he would bring back every month or every 

other month to the village. On occasion, his agriculturalist brothers would visit him and bring 

money back for his wife, and the family’s business.  
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In other instances, gifts were also brought home in person. Innayat Ali Shah, a 

prominent village resident of Multan who had been involved in the Pakistan 

Movement, worked with the colonial State. He was likely to have brought home his 

wages and gifts received from officers himself.290  

 

Labourer’s Remittances and Imperialistic Relations of Production  

The building of the canal colonies in the Punjab, and agricultural commercialisation impacted the 

population in positive and negative ways. Imran Ali and Mridula Mukherjee posit the canal 

colonies transformed the geographical landscape and financial history of the Punjab. For Ali, 

colonial policy disrupted the development of the region on a political, social and economic level 

and shaped the course of political events. Following this lead, Mukherjee disputes the 

“exceptionalism” of Punjab’s green revolution or its potential for capitalistic production.291  

In the rural Punjab areas, colonial land policies had wide-reaching implications for 

agriculturalist communities. Land-granting privileges and revenue extraction through the 

settlements, followed by taxation, impacted the community’s propensity to save. In some places 

employment in service brought remittances and opportunities in parts of the province.  

Rajit Mazumdar’s work on the Punjabisation of the Indian Army in the Amritsar district 

of the Punjab during 1865-1940, draws a parallel between recruitment policies for servicemen 

and the economic sustainability of the place. A comparative analysis of Tahsils Ajnala, Amritsar 

and Tarn reveal the latter’s role in recruiting servicemen supported increased land grants and 

inflow of remittances into the tahsil, which in turn supported greater cultivation, avoidance of 

land alienation, and a general improvement in living standards across the tahsil.292 Amritsar’s 

performance was second and Ajnala’s last.  

Around the same time, a little further west of Amritsar district, in the Lahore region of 

the Punjab, remittances were flowing into places like Jhelum, Gujrat and Gujranwala districts, 

but here, contrary to the example from Mazumdar’s work, the inflows had a more mixed impact 

on the broader agriculturalist communities.  
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A comparative analysis of settlement reports relating to Jhelum, Gujrat and Gujranwala 

districts allow us to identify the inflows of remittances, the outflows of revenue and crucially the 

overall impact on the districts. An assessment of Jhelum’s reports for 1874-1880 and 1895-1901, 

Gujrat’s for 1893 and 1912-1916, and finally Gujranwala’s for 1894 and 1923-27 offer a longer 

view of the changes in the economic and social landscape for these tahsils.293  

In Jhelum, the revenue demand was increasing between settlements.  It increased to Rs. 

7,32,650 in the second settlement report 1874-81, up 18 per cent from Rs. 6,22,401 in the first 

regular settlement in 1852.294 Following this, it increased to Rs 9,18,987 in 1901-02 from Rs. 

730,386, which was the figure for the last year of the expiring settlement 1900-01, thus 

constituting a 26 per cent increase. 295 The total number of estates in the district was 979 in 1874-

1880, and this increased to 1053 in 1895-1901 demonstrating the average size of landholdings 

decreased.296 The number of fields in the district increased by 37 percent, with the average area 

per field over 1.50 acres.297 Land alienation increased from 4 per cent to 22 per cent.298 In 

providing an explanation to the smaller plot sizes, Ian Derbyshire suggests there were problems 

with data collection and double counting of holdings in explaining the reasons for greater 

numbers of smallholdings. As the population increased, people began cultivating on land 

available in adjacent villages, and the way proprietary rights of tenure were recorded was 

complex, with people using a range of different types of tenurial rights. Individuals from 

extended family units began recording their own shares with the patwari, though the daily 

cultivation processes remained intertwined.299  

In Gujrat district between 1893 and 1912-16, the demand for state land revenue was also 

increasing, alongside a general trend towards smaller landholdings.300 By 1912-16, the majority 

of landowners were small, with few men having more than one or two hundred acres of land. 
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The average cultivated area for each shareholder was 5 acres in Gujrat, 5 in Kharian, and 7 in 

Phalia.301 If an owner had 6 or 7 acres, he would cultivate himself, with anything less he would 

secure employment in the military or the canal colonies, leaving tenants or relatives to tend the 

land.302 Alienation was decreasing as the land sold during 1912-1916 was small in extent, and 

sales were mostly to other agriculturalists in comparison to the last settlement.303  

In 1886, Gujranwala district was in receipt of less pensions than Jhelum and Gujrat 

districts, suggesting that less money was circulating, and hence a movement by the colonial 

officers to accept in-kind payments concerning the settlement. The average level of indebtedness 

of the owners had been about 30 per cent of their average yearly income in 1886.304 By 1889, 

land alienation had grown in Gujranwala and Wazirabad tahsils, with moneylenders in 

possession of 18 per cent of the cultivation.305 All available capital sought land, which was 

considered the most secure form of investment, owing to the increased profits generated by high 

prices of produce. In 1927, a colonial officer attributed debt to the peasantry’s extravagance and 

“desisting thrift.”306  

There were successive increases in revenue demands for Gujranwala district. The 

settlement report for Gujranwala published in 1894 showed an increase in the revenue demand 

relative to the previous report.  For the settlement 1923-1927 the tax increased by 9 per cent, 

while conversely landholdings decreased.307 The price rise of agricultural produce, resulted in in-

kind rents becoming popular again, and the proportion of areas leased on cash rents decreased. 

In-kind rents were the most common form of rent in the district and the assessment had been 

based on half the net assets calculated from estimated produce. Increases in price came hand-in-

hand with a shortage of cash circulating in the economy.  

Colonial officers reported the remittances relating to government service or pensions for 

Jhelum district 1898-1901. The annual income in rupees from pay and pensions received by 

Muhammadans in the district was 12,99,658 and by Hindus, 6,50,212.  In addition to the postal 
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money orders transfers into Jhelum district, some 11,022 men received service- or pension-

related income, totalling about Rs. 20 lakh per annum; and this contributed to a doubling of the 

land revenue assessment. 308 The stream of money orders from men in service brought money 

into the district, though this was not widely distributed. The report noted a large proportion of 

money orders were “going to a comparatively small number of villages and does not therefore 

greatly increase the revenue-paying capacity of the district as a whole.”309 In comparison, the 

revenue from 1,500 zamindars showed they were earning at least Rs. 2.5 lakh per annum.310 This 

suggests the income per soldier was only marginally higher than that of moneylenders.  

 

For Gujrat in 1912-16, a colonial officer reported: 

 
There was a steady number of service men’s remittance wages and pensions into 
Jhelum, Gujrat and Gujranwala.311  
Military service was popular, and recruits come from Gujrat … The pay and pension 
complement the overall prosperity of those that remain back. Last year, the amount 
of military pensions paid through the post office was Rs. 1,00,926. Migrants to other 
countries and canal colonies as guarantees or tenants bring back money to their 
homes.312 
 

Overall, the analysis of the settlement reports from the three districts shows that the inflows of 

finance did not necessarily correlate positively with other revenue, tenure or alienation trends. 

Though the data presents a complex picture of what was taking place at a district level, overall, 

the servicemen’s remittances impacted a relatively small number of families connected to the 

martial professions. In Jhelum, land alienation was increasing in 1901. In Gujranwala, debt was 

increasing in 1923-1927. In Gujrat, alienation was decreasing in 1916. Notwithstanding the 

specific issues at a district level, at a province-wide level, across the Punjab debt was growing 

and affected agriculturalist groups across the spectrum of classes, peasantry to zamindars. The 

settlement demands reduced remittances and were unable to reverse the levels of debt.  

The experience of settlement reports plus the revenue requirements of the State were 
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marred not only by hardship but also a turn to prayer and the invoking of pre-modern beliefs and 

powers, particularly for justice or insaaf. Typically for agriculturalists, the payment of rents was 

the focal point of the relationship between the peasant and the landlord. Rent was the legitimate 

right of the landlord, but to ask for additional abwab (fines or levies) was considered oppressive 

and unfair. Being forced to sell assets to meet the landlord’s demands embittered the peasantry – 

and caused it to “despise immediate authority and created in them an expectation of justice 

through a higher distant authority.”313 The peasantry would invoke God and ask for protection – 

in one’s “imagined, hierarchical community,” the landlord or the State “also had their superiors,” 

thus the idea that you could always appeal to “the higher authority.”314  

The extractive nature of the settlement demands has been explored through the arts in 

India. For instance, the historical movie Lagaan (2001) depicts the charged social relations 

between agriculturalists and the colonial officers of the State.315 The movie depicts how the latter 

are faced with crippling revenue demands, though climatic conditions jeopardise the villagers’ 

ability to meet them. The villagers are challenged to a cricket match against colonial officers for 

a concession on taxation. During the match, all manner of prayers is offered for higher 

intervention. The movie ends with the villagers vanquishing the colonial officers, and the key 

antagonist, a colonial officer, is sent packing to Africa to serve his remaining tenure. Set in 1893, 

the movie may in some ways be considered a source for historical writing, useful in many ways 

and not least because it provides a vista into the racialised nature of the colonial -subject 

relations. 

 The settlement process not only formalised the revenue requirements from 

agriculturalists and canal colony cultivators, in some instances, it also facilitated the 

identification and sale of land to natives and ex-servicemen, prior to the development of the 

canal colonies.316 The sale of land, considered a perk for many, helped agriculturalists grow 

landholdings and social positions. In one case, Gunda Singh had selected a plot of government 

wasteland in Sipalpur, Montgomery District, of 1,690 acres. The land was initially assessed at /1/ 

per area of cultivated and cultivable land. For proper cultivation five wells would be required, 
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which would increase the assessment by Rs. 20 per well, and bring the dry assessment up to Rs. 

595. Given the heavy expenditure and poor water supply, Gunda Singh had to confirm he still 

wanted “the whole 1690 acres subject to payments of canal fluctuating revenue and fix the 

nominal dry assessment to the terms of 20 years, during which the land will be held revenue free 

at Rs. 250 only.”317 In another case, four policemen had the option of commuting their pension 

for land.318 Land was chosen by the servicemen for its perceived importance, and its connections 

to social standing.  This was rooted in the notion that land and agricultural business enhanced 

respectability through paradigms founded in religious constructions of hierarchy.319 For the 

State, land grants helped foster loyalty among subjects and the peasantry, with the latter 

supporting the State’s administrative needs in the villages. In these instances, economically 

stable agriculturalists incurred debt to grow their landholdings for “productive” reasons. This 

covered the purchase of time-saving machinery, technologies and seeds to help improve the 

productivity of agriculture.320 This was juxtaposed against the second group forced to take loans 

for “unproductive” reasons, or to meet the State’s revenue obligation. They were solely reliant on 

agricultural revenue and incurred debt to bolster their ability to meet essential tax and revenue 

obligations. The alternative was land alienation or, worse, debtor imprisonment.  

 

Earning a Living in Industrial Settings 

As factories and industry were established across the Punjab from the 1920s, migrant labourers 

were keen to secure employment and employers were keen to employ them. For the State, labour 

needs undoubtably influenced “transparency” in recruitment and advertising of service positions 

through newspapers. In comparison, however, factories tapped labour markets using “jobbers” 

(recruiters and middlemen) to secure labour as efficiently as possible. Both these sectors had 

dynamics particular to their work environments and affected labourers’ opportunities. 
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At a national level, elective principles and separate electorates for Muslims in local 

government bodies developed apace, and gave rise to the fostering of Indian Muslim 

categories.321 Government positions were prestigious and difficult to secure, but the process of 

attaining them was considered rife with religious discrimination.322 Posts were advertised for a 

train clerk, requiring Matriculation for Junior Cambridge from a recognised university and the 

position was ring-fenced for Muslims. In another example, an office clerk required the same, but 

the posts were open to all communities.323 Overall, the most highly qualified people were 

recruited by the government for what were essentially clerical posts, with stipulated wages, 

which later resulted in particular dynamics taking shape. Noting this, the newspapers lamented 

nepotism in the practices of the authorities. They accused them of preventing “Mussalmans” 

being recruited and blocking Muslim representation on employment panels. 324 Anti-colonialist 

positions were unreservedly aired in the media. 

Industry relied heavily on “jobbers” to recruit men for the factories and complex caste, 

kinship and location issues influenced decisions.325 Rajnarayan Chandavarkar’s work on the 

Bombay textile mills between 1900 and 1940 shows the jobber himself to have been immersed 

in the social network of neighbourhoods and social groups from which recruitment was carried 

out. The mills’ “production needs segmented workers into the permanent and the organized 

sector,” and the casual or working poor group. There was a preference for men willing to work 

regularly, and those casually employed were reliant upon the jobber. This made it hard for 

seasonal labour to find work which remunerated enough for sufficient remittances to send home. 

Moreover, falling out of favour or being dismissed or the death of the jobber could mean a 

demotion, or the loss of a job and wages.326 These eventualities were to be avoided at all costs. 

The capitalistic relations of production in factories radically transformed labourers’ 

conditions and earnings, and in turn these were contested by labour. Labourers began to organise 

in an array of factories and other industrial spaces. The number of unions registered under the 
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Unions Act 1926 rose from 29 in 1927-28 to 213 in 1934-35. Women were also unionised, with 

their number in trade unions put at 4,837, an increase on the previous year. Of the 183 unions 

submitting data, 23 were in the Punjab, with a membership of 75,846.327 More specifically for 

the Punjab, between 1931-31 to 1936-37, the total number of trade unions grew from 25 to 37, 

and membership of unions from that reported their information, grew from 21,627 to 46,792 in 

the same period.328  
In the workspace, political conflicts were not merely unmediated products of changes in 

the social organisation of production. They were shaped by the changing relationship of social 

classes to one another, the changes of intra-class and inter-class relations; the changing 

conditions of production, control and domination; and the reconfiguring of social and political 

interests.329 Often the conflicts considered “political” were shaped by internal identities and 

workers’ caste affiliations, with unions battling to win support from workers. In these instances, 

kinship connections were important in mobilising labour.330  

Increases in the productivity of labour spurred the development of machinery which 

required operators, and in turn women and children were needed for specific tasks, and to 

operate machines. The operations of the machines formed a system requiring cooperation of 

workers across workspaces. The machines were used to transform the worker into a unit of the 

specialised machine-driven system, but one easily replaced.331 As factories expanded, the 

demands of capitalists and the need for production of surplus value meant that work processes, 

long work hours and the overseer’s book of penalties intensified conditions.332 In the factory, the 

appropriation and use of children and women’s labour augmented the materials capital could 

exploit and worked against the principles of the British social reformers and Indian nationalists. 

This was no easy matter for the Punjab government to address in a meaningful way. Children 
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were treated as small adults – wage-earners who had their own duties to support their families. 

An enlightenment-style upbringing for Indian children could only be ensured by the end of 

colonialism, but this was impossible at the time and the accumulation of capital continued to rely 

on the labour of women and children.  

Discipline and control through penal sanction was an accepted practice in European 

factories during the early modern onset of industrialisation. Free wage labourers would ideally be 

able to work without punitive and coercive measures. In reality, however, labour agreements 

were not enforced against labourers partially because these contracts could be terminated at will, 

and partially because the employers had no recourse to legal remedies to enforce contracts, nor 

did labourers have to fulfil the labour agreements. Many employers operated without contractual 

arrangements, relying instead on workers’ economic situations to secure the right labour at the 

right price.333 In India, the control of labour was orchestrated through the introduction of 

legislation covering employment in the presidency towns, plantations and public works which 

made non-compliance with contracts a criminal offence.334 The EIC introduced rules to regulate 

human resources and made labour relations more permanent and reduced labour mobility, and 

viewed disputes “between masters and servants in terms of contracts law.”335 This was an 

extension of the use of the power of the sword by imperialist, which was initially used to 

overcome the power of India’s rulers, and later, by the demands of mercantilism, which gave 

way to colonial rule and judicial change, transforming the “idiom of conquest” into “the idiom of 

order.”336  

The issue of long work hours was continuous and contentious beginning with the first 

industrial revolution in late eighteenth century in England. The economic compulsions of the 

factory owner required wage labour and control of the means of production, which included 

factories and land, and production for exchange and profit through selling and markets for 

distribution. In the cotton industry, the emphasis was entirely a battle for time, the greater the 

labourers’ time could be compressed to yield greater tasks, the greater the surplus value for the 
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employer. The factory owners’ goal by employing labour power was production, and once the 

production process was complete, the product’s value or sale price would be greater than the 

total cost of production. Many migrant labourers to the city would experience at first hand the 

logic of capitalist relations – the long hours, the inflexibility of the work regime, and the 

subjugating conditions of the work environment. Together these transformed their work lives and 

their remittances. 

Successive labour commissions and factory legislation were introduced which were 

designed to improve working conditions, but were on the whole powerless in effecting 

meaningful change.337 The first Indian Factories Act was introduced in 1881 which applied to 

factories in Bombay and Calcutta, and sought to protect children from long working hours and 

required the government to regulate industry and publish its findings.338  

The Labour Commission (1890) and the Factories Act (1891) had a remit over factories 

employing fifty people or more. Here local government was to notify concerns employing more 

than twenty persons in factories. It instituted a compulsory break of a half an hour at noon and 

prohibited children between nine and fourteen from working more than seven hours daily, and 

women more than eleven hours a day, and introduced a daily rest interval of ninety minutes for 

women.339  

In 1907-08, the Indian Factory Labour (Morison) Commission highlighted transgressions, 

with factories not applying the laws and regulations governing factory labour in the UK to India. 

While generally sympathetic to the cause of labour, the officials’ positions were somewhat 

contradictory. They reported workers did not typically work excessively long hours except 

during specific seasons of high pressure which required longer hours, while at the same time 

noting that excessive hours were frequently worked in cotton mills. Workers often completed 

double shifts, clocking up to 13.5 hour each day with an hour’s break.340 In Delhi, very long 

hours were the norm, and in Amritsar and Lahore, seasonal factories demanded surfeit hours 
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from workers with limited leave. For labourers, subsistence wages could only be earned through 

toiling sixty-six hours a week; which invariably forced men and women to continue to work 

these lengths until the point that their health began to suffer.341 

Women’s work was controlled by contractors, and paid per unit of cotton ginned, which 

meant women worked excessive hours to make ends meet.342 The working of children under nine 

years as half-timers and under fourteen years as full-timers was permissible, but in reality, the 

use of children or half-timers was in excess of the permitted hours.343 On being questioned about 

a proposal to limit the hours of children of fourteen to seventeen years to twelve hours a day, the 

labour commission’s witness explained the age for the employment of children need not to be 

altered.344 Parents wanted their children to become wage-earners as early as possible, and 

increasing the age of employment would force children into more intensive work until they 

reached the age to qualify for factory work. For all the labour commission’s efforts, the 

collection of robust evidence to change dominant factory practices was compromised by colonial 

officials, witness’s statements and the way capitalistic relations reproduced themselves and 

created abject conditions of work for labour. 

The Factories Act 1911 laid out new requirements for millowners, which amended some 

of the previous policies. Adult male’s work hours were capped, and women were allowed an 

hour break during the day, but not allowed to work at night-time except in ginning factories. 

Children were prohibited to work more than six hours, or at night-time, and there were new 

provisions for health and safety in the workspace.345 Nevertheless, in 1929-30 the Royal Labour 

in India Commission (Whitley), covering Punjab, Delhi, Ajmer, and Marwar, was established in 

response to the growing nationalist concerns around inadequate compensation for workers, and 

the non-prohibition of infants on the factory site or the reduction in the number of hours women 

worked. 

The government’s efforts fell woefully short in providing the machinery needed for 

enforcing the laws. It was exacerbated by the absence of a Ministry of Labour with a remit over 

health-related matters in the Punjab. One lone inspector had jurisdiction over some 725 factories 
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which covered the provinces of the Punjab, Northwest Frontier Province to Delhi and Ajmer-

Marwar.346 Unsurprisingly, the first inspector appointed in 1913 acknowledged the “grave 

irregularities” and the defective legal framework, and some years later, in 1927, the inspector 

recommended a punishable offence for those factory owners persistently in breach of factory 

law. By 1927, the death rate at work in India for the previous five years was three times the rate 

of death in England and Wales, with 90 per cent of labour in seasonal factories saddled with 

unskilled daily contracts.347 Difficulties in “enforcing factory regulations” and the fact that 

“adequate punishments [could not] be obtained in courts under the Acts,” and fines did not deter 

the millowners from transgressions. The numbers of accidents almost tripled between 1927 and 

1929.348 Throughout, the State acquiesced to the needs of the owners of capital, which were 

germane to its own economic and imperialistic objectives. 

Juxtaposed against the legislative framework and patchy implementation of laws, the 

same year, the tenth International Labour Conference recommended sickness insurance be 

extended to workers. In response, the Punjab government asserted the province did not possess 

large-scale industries and insurance or legislation was unnecessary.349 Contradictory positions 

and divergent interests supported iniquitous outcomes. 

Punjabi women were active in the workforce. Between 1922 and 1931, there had been an 

increase in the number of women and children employed in factories by 1,200.350 The ginning 

factories in the Punjab, employed more than 70 per cent women workers.351 Women and half-

timers worked the same hours as men, 5:30am-7pm.352 The late nineteenth and early twentieth 

century, argues Samita Sen, was a time of social debates concerning women’s emancipation, and 

redefined gender relations between men and women and society. Economically established 

groups were embracing seclusion of women in domestic places, and in comparison, poorer 

women were increasingly visible outside the home to supplement household incomes.353 Though 
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it is difficult to ascertain the numbers of women labourers migrating to urban centres in the 

Punjab, they were active in the workforce. Between 1922 and 1931, there was an increase in the 

number of women and children employed in factories by 1,200, as noted.  Others worked from 

home involved in “putting out,” and were reclassified as “residential workers.” Given women 

were working from home, the restrictions around maximum work hours could more easily be 

flouted by middlemen, without fear of being caught. The factory-oriented legislative framework 

was designed to restrict the number of hours women worked – this was connected to their 

reverence in the family. Nevertheless, this reverence was more rhetorical than real. Working was 

perceived as detrimental to child-rearing and the family. Colonial officers’ reports presented 

women as wage-earners, mothers, daughters and wives; whereas men were defined by their 

work.354 This was a time when social reformers with Victorian sensibilities internalised the 

received ideas of ideal working hours in the factories. The changes impacted women across 

industrial spaces with a reduction in women’s employment, across India.355 Leela Fernandes 

writes that the capping of women and children’s labouring hours in the jute mills of Calcutta 

during the 1990s was intended to control the labour market. As labour-saving technologies were 

introduced in factories, unskilled labour was left idle, and the reorganisation of processes 

reduced opportunities, which intensified competition between genders and classes.356  

Gender inequalities prevailed in the factory space to women’s detriment. In places where 

trade unions were established, like Ahmedabad, women would receive the same pay if they 

worked in the same department and for piece work. Likewise in Bengal, men and women would 

receive equal amounts on time work and piece work. But there were differences in the actual 

money paid out or equality concerning men and women. In Ahmedabad and Bengal, large 

numbers of women supported production across many processes, which rendered a comparative 

analysis of these complex. Women would occasionally receive a rupee or less per month than 

men, because notionally, they enjoyed more freedom and flexibility in work hours.357 While it is 
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unclear that the colonial labour laws mandated equal pay for equal work between men and 

women, it is doubtful that it did. Furthermore, as Valerian DeSousa writes, modernisation of 

industry was a gendered process, with women’s wages seen to “supplement” men’s wages.  Even 

later the introduction of the Payment of Wages Act 1936, followed the lead from the Factories 

Act, and was mostly preoccupied with reforming and controlling the Indian worker – through the 

creation of a “modern” worker. Thus, for the State, the equity in payment of wages between men 

and women was secondary to its economic ideals and priorities. 

The topic of the Asiatic mode of production and workers organising has influenced the 

development of the writing of labour history, writes Talat Ahmed.358 Earlier, traditional Marxist 

scholarship viewed the factory as a space for the emergence of an industrial proletariat and the 

development of a working-class consciousness.359 There was a shift away from Marxist-related 

universal discourses which offered teleological explanations around economic development 

using linear models of development, modernity and where civilization ensued. Marxian 

economics and nineteenth and twentieth-century European and North American class structures 

were defined by capitalist relations. More broadly, labour histories from these places later 

inspired a generation of historians who would begin to focus on the histories of the subaltern 

classes in India, and there representations.360 These historians, the Subaltern Collective and 

others, argued that in contrast to Europe and other places, in South Asia, pre-capitalist and 

capitalist organisation were prevalent during the same time, and persisted up until recent 
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times.361 For the Subaltern Collective, Marxian economics was limited in illuminating the 

relationship between traditional beliefs and the world of work, or offering paradigms to analyse 

the complexity of the mentalities that workers possessed.362  

A little while later, Analytical Marxism was emerging as a distinct field of study and 

gained traction. Within the research field, the scholarship held central four core themes: a 

commitment to “conventional scientific norms” in research; a care with the “systematic 

conceptualization with concepts” which was central to Marxist theory; engagement with “fine 

gained specifications of the theoretical linking concept”; and significantly, a “recognition [of] the 

intentional action of individuals within both explanatory and normative theories.”363 In other 

words, it allowed for the agency and choice of workers in decision making. 

For this thesis, rational choice theory provides a useful tool to understand the relationship 

between individual choices and social processes while not automatically assuming that social 

phenomenon were just about individual’s intentions, nor conversely, that ‘instrumental 

rationality’ was the pervasive basis for intention and action.364 Building on this approach, Subho 

Basu, in his scholarship addresses labour action and workers mentalities, and through this 

provides a rebuttal to the views the Subaltern Collective. For Basu, far from being burdened by 

cultural and traditional mentalities, instead the workers exercised rational choices in the factory 

environment – and furthermore they developed “self-conscious strategies,” and exercised agency 

and rational choice.365  

 

Colonial Policy and the Impact on Rural and Urban Labourers 

Material conditions and an awakening to the rule of authority formed the political and social 

foundations of peasant protest and marked the Indian rural landscape from the 1920s.366 Gerald 
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Barrier’s work attributes the alienation and disturbances among the population to the 

Government of India’s rescinding of “paternal measures” which had previously been introduced 

by the Punjab government to improve the standard of living among Punjabi agriculturalists.367 

Expanding on Barrier’s work, P.H.M van Dengen examines the influence and authority of the 

colonial government in attempting to preserve a stable rural base as a basis for political tradition. 

Earlier much ownership of land was concentrated in the hands of a large number of small 

holders, cultivating their own land; either entirely or partially. In comparison, larger landlords 

who were cultivating, were doing so through “tenants or hired labour.” In the early days, van den 

Dungen writes, the field and settlements officers had been more lenient in preparing the land 

settlements, and had allowed for the insecurity of harvest and reduction of agricultural prices in 

1851-2.368 Following the rebellion in 1857, a shift of policy began to gain traction from 

supporting small landholders which were related to doubts about the peasants’ support for the 

government in its moments of need; and its viability in supporting economic production. There 

followed “a shift to an aristocratic policy,” which privileged the “leading men of society,” who 

having previously occupied high positions in society, could form a reliable support base for the 

government.  

The introduction of the Rowlatt Act spurred protests in Gujranwala and Gujrat in the 

Punjab, during the Baisakhi festival.369 Gyan Pandey, moving away from the scholarship which 

essentialised the interconnectivity between nationalism and peasant protests, demonstrated that 

peasants involved in the 1921 Awadh Kian Sabha movement were taking a stance in favour of 

tenancy and other reforms agrarian reforms. For the peasants, Swaraj signified greater freedom, 

equality and justice, national and individual development; and was independent of Congress 

politics.370 Vinayak Chaturvedi and Saurabh Dube discuss mass movements and the galvanising 

of caste communities, peasants and the revolutionary poor in opposition to the authority of local 
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elites and the colonial state. They demanded changes in land and labour rights.371  

At the height of workers’ protests, the representation of strike action by colonial officials 

and the independent labour commission and enquiry members diverged immensely. Colonial 

officials reporting on the topic oscillated between attributing the riots to reduced wages, 

increased competition, and the dismissal of men for supporting strike action, while 

simultaneously taking a functionalist view of factory life. “Punjab labour is unorganised,” is 

“apt to return to the land,” is “docile” and did not complain too much about the hours and 

conditions.372 Other labour commission representatives were more sympathetically focused on 

the labourers’ poor education levels, which forced them to accept poor terms. Labourers lacked 

a standard rate of wage and protection against unjust dismissal. With limited trade union funds, 

workers faced starvation or had to return to work in the event of industrial disputes. At the same 

time, in England, the State insured workers against sickness and unemployment and offered 

maternity benefits, all of which were absent in India.373 They were conditioned to morally 

accept a degree of exploitation connected with employment, which gave a nod to the economic 

system, and moreover, regulation of workers’ action was as “important as ideology and its 

influences.”374  

Around the same time and within the broader context of the independence movement, the 

media was afire reporting on the material conditions experienced by urban-based labourers. The 

role of industry was being questioned by opposing agents across the Punjab. The government 

was letting Indians down by privileging the interests of commercial actors. The media reported 

that the commerce, textile, and sugar industries had amassed “blood money” owing to the 

protection against overseas competition during the war while fellow countrymen were dying. 

The media demanded that in future, protected trades should be allowed a margin on profits and 

the surplus should be directed into the country’s exchequer, instead of enriching the wealthy few. 
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The issue of dearness allowances was fomenting a build-up of political fervour aided by 

active unions.375 The rising living costs left few sectors unaffected, to the extent that public 

demonstrations became routine outside government buildings while meetings were proceeding 

inside.376 In colleges, following negotiations some 500 educators called off a strike protesting 

about the dearness allowance.377 Sweepers of Multan were also striking with demands for double 

wages, a half-yearly uniform, and a daily loaf of bread. Concern began to grow on the second 

day, as refuse and night soil were piling up.378 Elsewhere, in Jubbulpore, workers campaigning 

for an increase in dearness allowance had experienced a breakdown in negotiations with the 

municipal authorities. 

Wages were the major concern for labourers, and this was correlated to the contraction in 

the industrial sector at the time of the great depression. A loss in profits on the railways impacted 

workshops and reduced workers’ salaries, which resulted in appeals for pay increases to prevent 

loss of workers.379 In another instance, railway companies had defaulted on paying workers their 

wages and there was a call for the sector’s nationalisation.380 Elsewhere, machine workers and 

car warehouse workers were dismissed, while pay for apprentices was halted. Men were being 

made redundant owing to differences among company executives.381 Workers of four local mills 

served their employers a notice to strike unless their demands for allowances were granted.382 

Later, the Textile Manufacturers’ Association and the Labour Federation investigated the reasons 

for frequent strikes in local mills and factories, and advocated for a uniform system of wages.383  
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Along with reporting the woes of the urban labour force, the media perceived that its duty 

was to educate workers about their rights, and to present information about draft factory 

legislation highlighting the implications for factory workers and owners.384 The newspapers 

campaigned for fair pay and reported a new ordinance suspending rules that restricted the hours 

of employment of railway employees. They demanded that labourers forced to work more hours 

than permitted under the Indian Railway Act be paid overtime at not less than one and half times 

the ordinary rate of pay.385  

Amidst the growing tension and deepening discord spreading across the cities, the State 

sought to divert attention from the visible problems of the war, and instead noted it had 

“accelerated the industrialisation of the province” and grown the number of factories from 887 to 

917, and operators from 72,268 to 78,302.386 In questioning this rhetoric, the Indian newspapers 

continued to pour scorn on the statistics and asked a polemical question: whether it was possible 

for India to rid itself of poverty, and whether there was enough wealth in the country to turn to 

industrialisation?387  

 

Conclusion 

The heralding in of a system to support markets and exchange saw agricultural 

commercialisation and industrialisation increase around the Punjab. Labourers flocked in 

numbers to these places, and once situated, remitted savings back to the villages through a 

plethora of transmission systems. Post office money orders remained popular between 1880 and 

1947. Their use was connected to distance, wages, and the extent to which post offices had 

proliferated in the towns receiving the remittances. At the same time traditional methods which 

predated the modern systems were more heavily used by subaltern labourers, particularly those 

that migrated to places within travelling distance from the familial village. Subaltern labourers 

wherever possible exercised rational choice in the use of money flow systems, and on occasion, 

even if labourers had a desire to use modern systems, in many instances these were beyond their 

reach, owing to the economy being premodern, or in transition. Sometimes the structure of the 
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economy maintained in-kind payments in lieu using cash in transactions between peasants and 

the State, or between agriculturalists, or employers and subaltern communities. Once received, 

these remittances contributed to defraying debt, improving family subsistence, buying land and a 

myriad of other needs back in the village. In some instances, the remittances helped diversify 

choices of income streams. Moreover, labourers were marginally able to witness some 

diminishing of the gap between themselves and the more established actors in the village 

hierarchy. This helped challenge the existing social hierarchies and transform family histories. 

While this meant progress for individual labourers and their family units, it was a far cry from 

the dismantling of the deeply entrenched system. Turning to post office banking systems, some 

agriculturalist and industrial labourers took to saving in post office accounts, but the numbers 

were small relative to other categories of depositors, which was possibly indicative of the 

absolute value of their wages and propensity to save. For colonial and mercantilist interests, the 

dawning of industrialisation in India ensured that banks were heavily used.  

Overall, modernity in colonial Punjab transformed the remittances of labourers. The 

imposition of high revenue demands on peasants, which were increasing and untenable, and the 

shortcomings of legislation were on balance unable to challenge the workings of capitalism, for 

fear of upsetting imperialistic goals. Legislative measures that were initially designed to protect 

smallholders and tenants demonstrated mixed outcomes, because the continued operations of 

moneylenders undermined protective legislation. In the factories, legislation was intended to 

protect women and children, but continuous transgressions by factory owners rendered all 

initiatives ineffective. Despite liberal social reformers championing the causes of the reduction 

of women’s hours in the factories, women’s labour remained central to capitalistic production. 

The system on which the production of surplus rested relied much on the use of women and 

children’s labour. Wage levels were kept to a minimum which made it increasingly difficult for 

labourers to keep pace with the increasing costs of living. The global depression meant that 

labourers were forced to accept whatever conditions prevailed in the factory to survive. 
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Chapter Three 

Military Outposts and Theatres of War: Soldiers’ Financial Dispatches 

 
Introduction 

 
The story narrated in this chapter begins in 1850, with the annexation of the Punjab and the 

grandfathering of servicemen from the Sikh Durbar into the military and covers the world wars 

to decolonisation and after. The longer term offers a view of how Indian subjects were created 

through the use of rewards systems and incentives, pension policies, and the discretionary 

powers of colonial officers. Sometimes the imperial government’s policies would increase the 

perks and benefits of servicemen and at other times diminish them depending on its own need. 

From the time soldiers were integrated into the military in the latter half of the nineteenth 

century, their remittances and pensions began to flow into the Punjab through the use of post 

office instruments like money orders and savings accounts to save and transfer pensions. Equally 

important were the use of indigenous systems, particularly in the earlier phase and in places 

where post offices had not been established. Wherever possible, soldiers exercised choice about 

the systems to be used. Banking systems which were sometimes less secure were on occasion 

disfavoured.  

Government polices transformed the remittances of servicemen in many ways, good and 

bad. World War I saw the introduction of some progressive policies in support of disabled 

soldiers in India which were also adopted in England. During World War II problems of equity 

in soldiers’ pay and pensions provided ammunition for the media and anti-colonial writers. 

Meanwhile, the Indian government published studies acknowledging the role of soldiers’ 

remittances in improving their villages and communities, though the remittances benefits were 

not uniformly enjoyed by all. Over the long term, Indian servicemen’s remittances and labour 

transformed the state and supported its political and social objectives.  

 

The Development of the Colonial Military 

Dirk Kolff’s thesis of the “military labor market” in late medieval India connected peasant 

soldiering with upward social mobility and Rajput caste formation. Work on the British Indian 

Army (henceforth Indian Army) in the twentieth century has for the first time offered a view into 
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the everyday lives and experiences of Indians who served in the world wars. The works of David 

Omissi, Yasmin Khan, Rajit Mazumdar, Franziska Roy, Heike Liebau and Ravi Ahuja have 

given Indian soldiers a voice and have laid bare the real and significant contributions Indians 

made to war efforts. Their work has covered how soldiers’ labour impacted on the material and 

social development of their communities. This chapter builds on some of the insights of this 

body of work, but by pushing the period studied back to the 1850s and taking a “deeper dive” 

into individual cases, petitions and governmental policies, it intends to complicate our received 

picture.  

The dissolution of the EIC imposed new sets of political, social and economic 

requirements on the Crown in administration. A reliable military and police service was required 

to cover a range of functions from defence to the maintenance of law and order. Initially, defence 

was an important priority for the stability of the colony. Soldiers were required for the 

surveillance of the Northwest Frontier and to help mitigate the ongoing threat of rebellion from 

within the country, as well as to train personnel for imperial uses abroad. As the latter half of the 

nineteenth century wore on, Indian soldiers were drafted in for several distant campaigns and 

wars. These included the 1882 British intervention in Egypt, the 1885 conquest of Burma and the 

1900 suppression of the “Boxer” rebellion. During the twentieth century, thousands of Indians 

would be sent to war zones during the world wars: Egypt, Gallipoli, East Africa and 

Mesopotamia for World War I; and, Europe, Burma and North Africa for World War II. 

In addition to the above normative and routine functions of the military, previously the 

Indian Army’s role had extended into the realms of trade and political economy. Whenever the 

British had sought access to trade routes and partnerships, it drafted in its military to secure 

these. The military and its labour were pivotal during the early modern transition to capitalism 

and the initial process of accumulation. Soldiers’ labour directly supported the political and 

economic goals of the empire. This “production of labour was not simply about generation of a 

commodity for market consumption, and may be understood as proletarian labour.”388 During 

 
388 Peter Way, “Black Service… White Money: The Peculiar Institution of Military Labour in the British Army during 
the Seven Year war,” in Workers Across America: The Transnational Turn in Labor History, ed. Eric Leon Fink 
(Oxford University Press: New York, 2011), 62.  
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colonial times, Indian policemen and soldiers regulated the processes of circulation in the city 

and countryside alike by undertaking highly visible patrolling.389 

Until the uprising of 1857 in northern India, the high castes – Brahmins, Rajputs and 

Bhumihars – were the main recruits in the British East India Company’s army. In 1795, the army 

had employed some 24,000 men each in Bengal and Madras and 9,000 in Bombay.390 By 1856, 

this number increased to nearly 200,000, making the EIC’s forces one of the largest European-

style standing armies.391 Following the uprising, however, colonial ideas of race assumed a 

significant role in recruiting policies.392 The loyalty of the Sikhs in the 1858 (the Punjab had 

been annexed after the Anglo-Sikh wars in 1849) caused the Indian Army to recruit Jats and 

Sikhs in large numbers.393 The preference for Punjabis in the army was palpable from the 1850s. 

The percentage of Punjabis in the Indian Army grew from 32.7 per cent in 1858, to 50.6 per cent 

in 1900 and 53.7 per cent by 1910.394 

As the nineteenth century wore on, the British would come to regard both Sikhism and 

Islam as “martial faiths” and accelerate recruitment from both groups. The handbooks used to 

recruit soldiers codified the qualities which were sought in a soldier in the British imagination – 

that of the “perfect soldier, perfect man, perfect subject.”395 The main recruitment depots from 

the Punjab were Rawalpindi (mainly Muslim); Amritsar (predominantly Sikhs); and Delhi 

(mixed, with many Hindus).396 The Indian Army possessed its own way of organising various 

ethnicities and religions.397 By the 1890s, many colonial army officials and ideologues drew 

heavily on census data to map out castes and their geographical distribution. Thus, the use of the 
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395 Ibid., 25. 
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fixed categories introduced by the State in the army’s recruitment policies and manuals remained 

in place for a long time.398 The selection process was narrowed to specific sub-castes, clans, 

tribes and localities. Though Sikhs were considered a “martial race” in general, the recruitment 

handbooks specified a preference for Sikhs belonging to the dominant peasant Jat lineages. 

Among Muslims there was a preference for those from landed castes and with higher social 

standing.399  

In addition to class, caste and religious preferences, the army also implemented rigorous 

standards with regard to height, age, and other physical attributes. Not surprisingly, these criteria 

were sometimes felt to be exclusionary – even by soldiers on the payroll. One petitioner, Aleesha 

Singh, made multiple complaints, one of which accused the military doctor of implementing 

unrealistic physical standards. He said that given the minimum height of 5’8” and 34” chest, it 

was already difficult to find any recruits at all in Allahabad. But even when a suitable recruit was 

identified the medical doctor would still reject the candidate.400  

Enlistment to the Indian Army reflected both imperial strategies as well as the interests of 

the indigenous groups who responded to the “call of the recruiting officer.”401 For Rajputs, Sikhs 

and the Jat peasantry, “social identity, self-image and status” were key factors influencing 

decisions to enlist.402 There were also economic incentives. Families employed a range of 

strategies to make ends meet. Military service had long formed a supplement to agriculture for 

many families. Military positions offered pensions and a regular wage, and better security than 

the daily wage from agricultural labour. Often two sons would serve in the army and/or police 

and remit money home while the remaining sons stayed behind to tend to the land and increase 

their landholdings.  

The nature of the employment contracts greatly influenced the decision to enlist. The 

length of employment, rank and salary, as well as conditions and benefits were the most 

important factors. A long-term contract offered greater reassurance and financial security for the 

soldier and facilitated the ability to save and remit funds. Contracts were typically for three, 
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twelve or fifteen years.403 While these tenures offered financial security, they also made life hard 

for soldiers, who had to endure protracted separation from their families. Officers often received 

petitions for leave from soldiers to deal with land disputes at home. In some instances, soldiers 

who were on leave would petition their commander to send them salary advances via money 

order to their local post offices.404 

Shortly after the annexation of the Punjab, soldiers of the Sikh Durbar were integrated 

into the imperial military and police service. This integration ensured the new government could 

begin the process of governance with the requisite numbers of military and enforcement 

personnel to main law and order. New and existing policies and procedures guided the transition 

of labour into the service, and this affected the experiences of men in securing wages, pensions, 

land grants and other rights. The recruitment policies impacted the remittance levels of 

personnel.405 The military and its administration introduced policies that represented the 

government’s overall strategy and management of personnel. There was a general approach to 

oversee “like cases in like ways” through its policies. It also meant a greater claim for agents and 

their authority and helped to order, define and distinguish classes.406 The military controlled its 

personnel by introducing complex contractual arrangements, choosing whom to integrate into the 

new regime and whom to exclude while all along rhetorically espousing notions of transparency 

in the processes. In some instances, the absence of guidance from earlier regimes was used to 

veto benefits. Guidance on the integration of and payment of troops of the erstwhile Sikh 

government had stated, “No man of the Aeen regiments, who has remained faithful is to be 

discharged against his will.”407 Men were to be paid up to the date of discharge, and then sent to 

the officers recruiting for the regiments being raised for the Lahore Contingent. At Lahore, men 

deemed fit for service would be selected in the contingent. Those who were rejected would be 

examined to check their fitness for police duties, and only then, able men would be retained in 

the service, and eventually allotted to police battalions. Old or unfit men who had served for the 

Durbar would be recommended for pensions and would be included in the rolls. The pension 

payments were: twenty-three to thirty years, one-fourth pay; thirty to thirty-five years, one-third 
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pay; thirty-five years and upwards, half pay; and those unfit or whose service was under twenty-

five years to be dealt with on an individual basis.408 The development of policies and the way the 

personnel from the Lahore Durbar were integrated into the new army saw the men being treated 

as different and the “other,” a group that needed to be organised. In turn, Indian servicemen 

experienced these policies as instruments of subjugation. 

Pension rights remained tenuous for many men who had transitioned from the Durbar. 

For the subordinate grades, “Military policemen whose services were not guaranteed, and civil 

policemen who were under the uncovenanted rules were entitled to pension if in receipt of Rs. 10 

monthly or upward.” Older military policemen of guaranteed service would also receive 

pensions. Old military policeman, previously forming the Durbar, were absorbed “partly into the 

Punjab Irregular Force” but mainly the “Punjab Military Police, which was then constituted with 

scale of pensions and gratuities” for employees. The subordinate pension classes were secured by 

the guarantee, but they were not entitled to higher pension in the new constabulary than they 

would have been entitled to under the Durbar. For a higher rate, the junior staff was encouraged 

to subscribe to the superannuation fund.  

The proceedings continued, “[T]he Government will contribute to the police 

superannuation. For the Punjab Irregular force, “subscription to the fund is compulsory – as 

however they have hitherto been pensioned on the same footing as if they possessed the same 

guaranteed” as civil policemen. Previous service could be counted towards the “superannuation 

fund by a grant for the proportionate share of liability for the pension.” Civil Policemen, 

however, could not count any time towards the Police Superannuation Fund for any time they 

had served “in the grades in which they were ineligible to the uncovenanted service pension.” 

The “service in grades in which they were eligible could be counted in full.”409 

In yet another instance, the inspector general of police refused to grant pensions to men 

based on an earlier precedent dated 1851. The memorandum stated, “[T]he men who transferred 

from the service of the Durbar will retain whatever rights to pensions they may have had. But his 

lordship cannot concede to the police the advantage of pension,” and which has previously not 
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ever been granted in India—and “there were no such body of men in the Punjab.”410 However, 

while the men had “no right to pension, each man’s case would be decided on its own merits.” 

This gave rise to the development a two-tiered system while at the same time exercising power 

over subjects’ remittances.  

The period of time soldiers were expected to serve to qualify for a full pension was, for 

many, unduly long. The pension regulations of 1864 stipulated that a man could retire after forty 

years with a pension of Rs. 7 a month, or after fifteen years, if invalidated, on Rs. 4. In reality, 

the length of service combined with the physical conditions were such that scores of men, 

exhausted and unable to complete their service, would either forego the full rights to pension, or 

alternatively would be left to the mercy of adjudicating officers who would determine their 

pensions. For the government, savings from early retirement would help reduce the level of 

public borrowing.  

Earlier, in 1837, a “Good Conduct Pay” policy had been introduced, which allowed men 

with a clean sheet (of a period of two years) to an additional rupee a month on completing 

sixteen years of service; and two rupees after completing twenty. Though the good conduct 

policy and bonus could count towards pensions in very specific circumstances, it was again left 

to senior officials to advocate on soldiers’ behalf, which greatly reduced soldiers’ agency. The 

case of Risaldar Mohamed Ayaz Khan’s eligibility to count his good conduct pay towards his 

pension was discussed and there was some ambiguity around the length of his service. A policy 

sanction was conveyed to the Cavalry “to count the time passed by them in the Punjab Mounted 

Police towards good conduct pay, extended only to men who had already been permitted to count 

their pension service towards pensions as soldiers of the Sikh Durbar.”411 Khan’s case was 

thought to come under the foregoing ruling. In a second case, Tissaider Mohammed Ajaz Khan 

had served enough time with colours in troops of policemen and then the Mooltanee Cavalry, 

and “this time could count towards pension.”412 A dispatch from the supreme government raised 

the time passed in the Punjab Mooltanee Police counting towards good conduct pay. However, it 

was not clear whether this was to include pensions. The case was settled when the police told the 
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supreme government to acknowledge the principle, with the exact dates being determined in the 

future.413 In another case, Sowar Heerah had “performed good services” and had been wounded. 

On his return from the regiment, he assumed his old position in the police, where he served 

before being transferred to his present regiment, and had uninterrupted service. Men who had 

been integrated from the police had “been permitted to count their periods of service in the police 

both for pension and good conduct pay” and in light of Sowar Heerah’s good service a 

recommendation to extend the privilege to him was made.414 These instances of the discretionary 

application of the pay policy served to inculcate allegiance among men.  

Earlier, soldiers of Local or Singular corps were only entitled to the invalid pension 

benefits on completing twenty years of service. This was made applicable to Durbar soldiers who 

entered the service of the British government at annexation.415 The development of the policy, 

while attempting to harmonise benefits across the force, nevertheless deflected the question of 

benefits for those who sustained injuries earlier in their careers.  

The Indian government rewarded those who rendered good service during the uprisings 

and supported the State in Sumbhulpore. Rewards included payments in cash, land grants with a 

reduction of revenue, “present or prospective,” which benefitted servicemen. Some twenty-four 

individuals were rewarded in cash, and others were granted land. Champat Soll Mooltan who had 

“risked his life to proceed into the jungles in search of the rebel with the hope of persuading him 

to surrender” was rewarded Rs. 215, 2 annas and 8 paise. In another case, Suddahal Mallick 

Gountiak had secured the surrender of rebels and was awarded Rs. 23.416 In another instance, 

some native commissioned and non-commissioned officers had enlisted during the mutiny, but 

had later been dismissed owing to a reduction of the military. Rewards were recommended for 

them, with twenty-three grantees recommended cultivated land yielding an income of Rs. 1,065 

per annum; rukh or wasteland was recommended for four grantees; and fourteen grantees were 

awarded land with remissions of revenue amounting to Rs. 268 per annum.417 The language used 

by the colonial officials stressed the “noble” and “honourable” efforts of natives, thus serving to 

create differences between them. 
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The delayed payment of wages to soldiers was worrisome for the government. Natives 

took a risk when joining the colonial service, which included social ostracism and alienation 

from kin and community. The commissioner of Hissar urged Punjabis below a thanadar’s grade 

be paid as regularly as sepoys, rather than in arrears, which was a regular occurrence.418 

Subordinate policemen often complained about the hardship they experienced when receiving 

their wages two months in arrears. As for Punjabis in the services, “everyone hates them, they 

can get no assistance from friends, or credit from zamindars.”419 Despite this, the request was 

denied on the grounds that exceptions in favour of any class were impossible, and that sepoys 

were also kept in arrears of two months. At the same time doubts were raised about whether 

there were sufficient resources to pay soldiers.420  

Each soldier had a monthly settlement and clothing account, which detailed his pay and 

deductions. In 1854, the EIC employed Jeremiah Ganay, 21, as an infantryman. His account 

book recorded the amount he had received in cash and necessaries on enlisting. Personal items 

like knapsacks, shirts and boots he was required to have in his possession were paid by stoppages 

through deductions in his wages.421 The deductions from his pay packet reduced his savings, 

though later the beginning of the war saw the deductions being reduced, to help promote service.  

There were some differences between European and Indian servicemen’s work 

conditions, a function of how social capital and other perks accrued, which translated into a 

reduction of remittances. The comparative costs of British and native troops for the ranks of 

lieutenant, colonel and major for the period 1852 to 1865 demonstrated greater public 

expenditure on Europeans than native servicemen.422  

 

Table 3: Comparatives Statement of Costs of British and Native Troops (July 1866). 

 European Native 

Bengal £ 3,972,555 £ 2,015,655 

Madras £ 1,233,687 £ 9,30,682 
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Bombay £ 1,360,494 £ 826,495 

Total £ 6,566,736 £ 3,773,832 
 

Source: “Officers Pay and Allowances, and Schedule Part I,” IOR/L/F/7/1739, BL. 
 

Apart from the differences in the costs between European and Indian officers there were 

differences in wage levels. During the nineteenth century, a sowar, or Indian trooper received Rs. 

27 a month, which rose to Rs. 31 in 1891. The wages covered food, equipment and other 

personal expenses, which reduced the take-home pay, making it equivalent to an infantryman.423 

The salary of a sepoy was Rs. 7 in 1860, which increased to Rs. 9 in 1895, Rs. 11 in 1911 and to 

Rs. 20 by 1919. The last figure included a wartime bonus. However, despite the increases, the 

wages of Indians remained lower than the general cost of subsistence, which was estimated in 

1875 at Rs. 7, two annas and five paise. From the 1860s, Indian officers’ take-home pay was 

generally higher than in the previous decade. A risaldar major in the cavalry was paid Rs. 150, a 

risaldar Rs. 80, and a jemadar Rs. 50 a month. The salary of European cavalry or horse artillery 

colonels was around Rs. 1,478 a month, lieutenant colonels Rs. 1,032 and majors Rs. 929.424 The 

army was stratified along race, class and rank lines, with more privileges forthcoming for some 

groups. This became clear during the time of the rebellions when the government was greatly 

concerned about the disruption of European officers’ remittances to their families in England.425  

In other instances, the government made moves to cover duty-related costs of Europeans. 

During peacetime, the wives and families of serving officers were “entitled” to passage by sea to 

or from India, and free travelling allowance for the inland journey in India between the station 

and the seaport. The widows of officers killed in action were granted free passage for India by 

sea, and it was soon recommended that this be extended to include free travelling expenses in 

India to the seaport.426  

Despite the differences in wage between Indians and British soldiers, people in Britain 

bemoaned the inadequate salaries of English solders.427 A statement from a magistrate published 
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in a newspaper in 1887 discussed the UK value of the wages earned by “our brave soldiers in 

distant parts of our great Empire, and paid to their wives and children.” It reported that “the 

value of the rupee is reduced one-third in Britain when the pay of the soldier has to go into the 

hands of the woman and the children left behind him.”428  

There were also concerns expressed by servicemen. A nineteenth-century Urdu 

manuscript provides a view into the everyday life, work and needs of soldiers. The manuscript, 

which comprises twenty-five petitions (‘arzis) from members of the 28th Punjabi Regiment, i.e. 

the 28th Native Infantry, including both Sikh and Muslim military personnel, and dated between 

January 1880 and March 1883, covers a plethora of topics.429  

The first petitioner is a jamadar or hakim in Regiment Kohat Qila. He describes that on 

reaching his station, Kohat Qila (village), he observed high levels of sickness among soldiers in 

the regiments’ hospital. Upon inquiry, he learned that soldiers had fallen ill due to the cold 

temperature and insufficient clothing. One sick soldier demanded a quilt that should be firm and 

weigh at least 5 kg. He adds that the quilt will cost less to manufacture if it is procured from 

Lahore. The example shows the inadequate provision of clothing by the military and also how 

the petitioner is trying his level best to identify affordable options for the military. The second 

petition by Hakim Khan, from Regiment Qila Shabqadar, presents his concerns about trenches 

being dug, while there were insufficient soldiers to secure the water supply. He requests a further 

fifty soldiers be sent to protect the dam. The fifteenth petition from Hawaladar/Sergeant 

Abdullah touches on the issue of runaway sepoys. The petition is addressed to the commander. 

The petitioner states that a newly recruited sepoy resident of Sanehwal, Wazirabad, has run away 

and requests the deputy commissioner to arrest him. However, the deputy commissioner refuses 

to do so, explaining that a letter authorising the arrest has not been received from the platoon 

commander.  

On the whole, these petitions voice service-related needs of the soldiers. The manuscript 

doesn’t offer any insights into any real tensions between groups of soldiers or murmurs of anti-

government feeling. This may be connected to the fact that this is a colonial document, 

irrespective of it being written in Persianised Urdu. This is surprising, given the rebellions in 

1857 and ongoing local rebellions in many parts of India including the Punjab. The manuscript is 
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deliberately in line with other gazetteer reports and provides a functionalist or “idyllic” view of 

efficient administration and rule in the colonies. The language and the prose used in the petitions 

underscore the subjects’ position relative to the petition recorder. The use of phrases like Janab 

Aku Huzoor e-Valaa and Hazoor-e-Anywar indicates that the petitioner is addressing a superior. 

Expressions like Kamtheen to signify their poor and underprivileged position, and furthermore, 

the use of Kuzar-e-sharee is an elaborate way of conveying a request. Overall, the way hierarchy 

and power structures were asserted through control and policies, work and pay are demonstrated 

here. More broadly, rhetoric around honour, military service and duty to country were common 

themes, with newspaper advertisements promoting volunteering in the army targeting the literate 

public.430 

 

World War I 

The growth of the Indian economy from the middle to late nineteenth century impacted the 

numbers of recruits for the military. Industrial expansion, and improved communications, trade 

and shipping, saw a parallel growth of employment in these sectors. Trends towards the 

professions from the 1900s saw Marathas choosing jobs in the city, and educated Sikhs, or those 

possessing mechanical or engineering skills, opting for alternative careers. 

The development of the canal irrigation schemes in targeted districts offered greater 

opportunities for agriculturalists. However, those in central Punjab still experienced pressure on 

land leading to over-cultivation. Even though income from agriculture was increasing, most 

wealth was earned through the military. As a result, there was a trend among Hindu Jats to 

participate in rotational labour, moving between the village and city while remaining on the 

reserve list. 

The material conditions of Indians and the cost of living were outpacing military pay, 

which posed difficulties for the army. Sepoys on low wages and private soldiers struggled to 

make ends meet; by 1885 it became difficult to replace peacetime wastage and staff turnover for 

the military. At the same time, remittances had generally been declining, though at the 

commencement of war, the trend reversed as soldiers began receiving bounties allowing them to 

remit more.  

 
430 Hind Paper, June 2, 1855, Kashmir. S&GAD; The Punjabi, June 3, 1882, S&GAD; and MS Aftabeh –Alum Tab, 
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Around the same time, literacy was increasing slowly across the Punjab. The number of 

people who could write was 810,383 in 1895-96 and 819,383 and 1898-99. In parallel with these 

figures, the numbers of “postal articles per head” (the total numbers of items delivered by the 

postal service divided by the population) able to read and write for 1895-96 was 62.31 per cent 

and for 1898-99, 79.85 per cent.431 The increased literacy levels within the population reflected 

the rise of educated city-dwellers. It is likely, however, that the literacy levels among agricultural 

communities and the families of soldiers were lower.  

The outbreak of World War I and the battle on the western front unsettled many Indian 

soldiers. Generally, life was hard and the experience of war difficult for many soldiers. They 

experienced hunger and injury, harsh physical and climatic conditions, and though trained for the 

exigencies of colonial operations were undertrained for the new fronts they had to go to.432  

Soldiers wrote home with updates about life, work, and the carnage of war, and these 

stories circulated in India. There was a subsequent fall in the numbers of recruits, which 

propelled the colonial government to devise a wide-ranging strategy to address the trend. Some 

relaxation of entrance requirements ensued. Financial incentives, including a new bounty on 

enlisting of Rs. 25, and a further Rs. 25 on discharge, were introduced.433 Furthermore, all troops 

active in Europe received a 25 per cent pay rise, and by mid-1917 new recruits attracted a bounty 

of Rs. 50. From April 1918, a war bonus of Rs. 4 was issued to recruits.434 Land was also 

granted, with generous remissions of land revenue. Overall, the State’s expenditure on the army 

went up by 50 per cent.435  

Some of these recruitment strategies were successful: over one million Indian sepoys, 

including over 621,224 combatants and 474,789 non-combatants, were sent overseas between 

August 1914 and December 1919.436 In 1914, about 20,000 men were serving in the army – 

which comprised about an eighth of the force; and this formed the main source of employment 

for Punjabi Muslims. Recruits came from places like Attock, Jhelum and Rawalpindi, where 

agricultural land was poor and production variable. During World War I, 87,000 men were 
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drawn from these districts – and 40 per cent of all recruits were from Jhelum and Rawalpindi.437 

The soldiers served in places as diverse as France, Mesopotamia, Egypt, Gallipoli, Palestine and 

Sinai, and East and West Africa. They were also employed to support the occupation of Basra in 

Iraq during the period 1914-1920, and in Burma, Malaysia and Singapore to establish and service 

colonial structures.438 

Assured wages and food security also spurred men to military service. An audio 

recording of a statement by 27-year-old Bela Singh from Amritsar, a prisoner of war (PoW) who 

was detained in a German camp, describes the feelings of happiness among his fellow troops on 

arriving in the city of Marshal, where they were fed well, eating meat for the first time after a 

great while. This audio recording, and others, were produced by German camp authorities to 

demonstrate to the Allied powers the care exercised towards POWs, in the hope that this would 

be reciprocated for German and Turkish PoWs. The prison camps also produced newsletters in 

Urdu and Punjabi. Some that were transliterated or translated into English were heavily edited by 

the prison staff.439 

 

Remittances Using Post Office Services  

Once World War I commenced, the army established post offices in each base, allowing soldiers 

ease of remittance transfers. The money orders for remittances were popular with the troops, and 

became even more so once the Government of India in 1917 removed limits on the amount that 

could be remitted by money order each month. This meant troops “could accumulate their 

balances and remit them in a lump sum to their families.” A commission had to be paid on 

ordinary money orders to India “which was not inconsiderable.” The provision of the means of 

banking their savings was also welcomed by soldiers, and overall, the “prohibition against 

withdrawals in the field prevented more frequent deposits as the troops preferred playing their 

credits with the field controller from whom they were able to withdraw money whenever 

required.”440 The political significance was not lost on the government which ensured that any 

problems with the collection of money orders were ironed out quickly. The army would 
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periodically depute a clerk with the necessary stamps and documents to the units at the front. 

“This clerk was quartered with the unit at the time of his visit and would accept money orders 

from the men. The cash realised was deposited with the Field Cashier if there happened to be 

one, or if not, brought to Salonica for disposal. This solution pleased all ranks. The postal facility 

was accessible and money order work was available except Sundays.”441 

 

 
Figure 6: A Typical Field Post Office. 

 

In a letter dated 3 November 1916, Sattar Khan, writing to Rusan Patwani, described the 

reliability of colonial technologies. “I will petition the Depot Commanding Officer to send you 

the money, as soon as I hear how much you require. If I die, all my money will be paid to my 

children. You should understand very clearly that it is next to impossible for the British Raj to 

pass away. If I return alive, I will withdraw all my money and retire from the service.”442  

World War I saw remittances flowing into the Punjab. The table and chart below set out 

information relating to money order transactions in the Punjab. “Money orders include ordinary, 

telegraphic, value-payable, rent, revenue and official orders while the foreign comprise ordinary 

and telegraphic both in sterling and rupee currency,” says an annual report.443 It continues, “In 

past years, remittances to India have generally exceeded those from this country, and although 

this was still true in respect of the sterling orders and rupee exchanges taken together, the amount 
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of sterling orders issued from India during the year exceeded the amount received for 

payment.”444 Comparing the figures for the period 1913-1914 to 1919-1920, the total payments 

in rupee amounts were greater than the issue amounts in rupees. The numbers of issues and 

payments of money orders were also increasing through the years, except for 1915-1916, when 

the number of money orders issued were greater than the number of payments that were made. 

These “ordinary orders” represented the orders raised within India, and corresponded with a time 

when war-related production was increasing and industry was developing faster in India. Inflows 

for 1913-1914 to 1919-1920 in ordinary money order issue amounts rose by 144 per cent, and 

the payment amounts by 115 per cent. This represents a dramatic inflow of money orders into the 

Punjab. In comparison, India-wide increases in money orders between 1913-14 and 1919-20 

were to the tune of around 30.4 per cent. 

 

Table 4: Ordinary Money Orders 

 Ordinary Money Orders 
Postal Circle Issues Issues Payments Payments 
Punjab and N.W 
Frontier 

Number Amount (Rs) Number  Amounts (Rs) 

Year     
1914-1915 2,944,909 4,80,80,218 3,050,066 5,69,74,716 
1915-1916 8,278,011 5,33,21,053 3,394,179 6,39,17,535 
1916-1917 3,527,072 5,84,32,585 3,760,816 7,35,66,380 
1917-1918 3,848,346 6,72,46,031 4,312,841 8,94,29,772 
1918-1919 3,858,564 7,82,50,201 4,321,445 10,52,07,553 
1919-1920 4,267,275 10,04,14,156 4,406,658 11,33,01,520 

 

Sources: See Annual Reports for years 1914-1915 to 1919-1920, Appendix V(b) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
444 Ibid. The report discusses “money orders” and “foreign” money orders, and yet in the appendix it refers to them 
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Chart 1: Post Office Money Orders 

 
Source: Annual Report on the Posts and Telegraphs of India for  
the Year 1920-21: 141.  

 

During World War II, large numbers of money orders were flowing into India. In 1939-

40, the total foreign rupee money orders received for payment in India exceeded in number and 

value the outbound money orders by Rs. 5,66,00,000. The number of money orders inland and 

foreign, issued during the year was about 41,750,000 of an aggregate value of nearly Rs. 

76,00,00,000. The figure for the preceding year was about 40,500,000 of the value of Rs. 

74,00,00,000. The commission realised was over Rs. 1,06,25,000 as against Rs. 1,04,00,000 in 

1938-39.445 

For labourers positioned some distance away from home or with limited choices of 

money transfer systems, the post office service was the main way to remit savings. For many, the 

use of postal services was through necessity rather than choice. In some ways, the use of post 
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office services was normal practice among troops, and reinforced soldiers’ sense of collective 

experience and goals. It reinforced their unique position as heads of household and the social ties 

with dependents. Use of the post office guaranteed funds would reach family and would be 

accessible. At the same time, the use of formal infrastructures represented extensive regulation, 

surveillance and underscored their subject status. It meant intrusion into private and sensitive 

matters and some loss of personal autonomy and agency.  

Turning again to the interviews with ex-servicemen, 92-year-old Sultan Ahmed joined 

the military at the age of 18 in 1945. He discusses the culture of enlisting and the use of money 

orders for his remittances.  The interview is conducted with his son Zafar Iqbal.446  

 
There was a culture of joining up and 70 per cent of local men joined the army back 
then. My father’s rank was initially a sepoy, and he was promoted a rung while in 
service, and later retired a Lance Naik. In total, he served in the army for fifteen years. 
He started work as a permanent member of staff for a fixed period time. He had 
completed the full period when he finally retired. Initially he began work as a sepoy 
and would receive Rs. 13, then this increased to Rs. 18 and after independence and re-
enlistment, he received Rs. 30. He would send money through the army post office. 

My father was one of four brothers, and the youngest. Three of the four served 
in the army. In terms of remittances, he would keep 10 per cent of his salary for himself 
and send the rest home. The post office services were very secure. The local postman 
would know the families, and on receiving the remittances, the post office staff would 
inform the family to collect the money. The money would be used for feeding, eating 
and small things. Things were cheap and salaries good. But the salary wasn’t enough 
to buy land.  

He would receive vacation days and come home every year for a month. 
Otherwise in an emergency would get seven days, though the leave policy was 30 days 
per year. … Earlier he did not use banks, but used these later. 

 

Another illustration of the use of post office services for transmission comes from 

Mohammad Akram (b. 1917-18), who served in World War II. The interview is with the 

assistance of his son, Nazim Hussain.447 

 
In total father spent six or seven years in the British army, and some two-three years 
in the Pakistani service. He received his wages and spent Rs. 10 for himself and 
remitted most of his wages back. On a monthly salary of Rs. 39 he would send Rs. 34 
back to his family. After 1947, he was transferred into the Pakistan army where he was 
employed for some eighteen years after which he then retired. 
 

 
446 Zafar Iqbal, interview by author, Lahore, September 17, 2018.  
447 Mohammad Akram, interview by author, Lahore, September 1, 2018.  
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In an interview with Iftiqar Ahmed Khan, he recounts the story of his father, ex-soldier Mashook 
Ahmed (b. 1928).  Mashook’s remittances supported his extended family.448 
 

My father studied to class eight and then joined the navy at around 14-15 years of age. 
He served in British army from 1935, then in the Pakistani navy between 1947 until 
1971. Father received a monthly wage, and he would send this to his mother every 
month before he was married. He saved and sent back almost all his salary using money 
orders via the army post. He supported the joint family, which included his father, 
mother and brother and four sisters.  

 

Communicating with Loved Ones 

The circulation of labour and the social practice of letter writing also grew, as did the services of 

professional letter writers. The formal construction of the letters and prose indicates the letters 

may have been composed by literate members of the service, or by professional letter writers on 

behalf of the troops. Regular communication between those toiling on the front line and their 

families in the villages was crucial in keeping soldiers’ spirits elevated. Letters from the World 

War I era show a steady stream of communications on a range of topics. Though these letters 

were censored by the military officials, they nevertheless provide some insight into the issues 

and problems with the flow of soldiers’ remittances from the temporary post offices which were 

established on the front lines back to the villages to high transfer charges which induced anxiety 

among soldiers.  

An example from Sawar Mashuq Ali, 8th Cavalry, Kitchener’s Indian Hospital Brighton, 

to Officer Commanding, 8th Cavalry, Jhansi, UP. (Urdu, 24/11/15) demonstrates the concern 

regarding his remittances being received. 449 
With respect, I beg to represent that I have received a letter from home to the effect 
that my salary has not been paid since July last – I mean the allotment of Rs. 20 a 
month which I made before leaving for the maintenance of my family. My mother 
states that she has already made a representation to you about this matter. It is probable 
that you have acted upon it because you will doubtless bear in mind that we here at 
the war, receive good news from home, we work cheerfully but when we receive news 
that makes us anxious, our hearts are no longer in our work and we are constantly 
worried with anxiety. 

 

From Muhammad Ashraf, serving in France to Muhammad Afzal, Rawal Pindi Dt. (Urdu, 

10/8/15). 450 

 
448 Mashook Ahmed, interview by author, Lahore, September 1, 2018. 
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I sent you Rs. 65. I had to pay Rs.6/8/- on account pf P.O fees and you will only get 
Rs. 58/8/-. I will not send any more money. It is not worthwhile to send it at 15 per 
cent. 

 
Interestingly the above letter was censored by military officials and included an addendum: “The 

charge was really on account of the rise in the Indian exchange, not P.O. fees.” 451 

In another instance, a letter from Muhd Ibrahim, 30th Lancers, Base Depot Marseilles, to 

Abdul Majid Khan, Bulandshahr, India (Urdu, 14/8/15), said: 452 

 
My dear Sister, I only get three rupees a month. And I have no means of obtaining 
any more from anywhere else. We are here only to yield our lives, and we get no 
money for it. But God is master.  

 
A letter from Shake Ramger Bhi’Kan Husein, 107th Pioneers, France, to Suleman 

Dawalgondi, Jath, Bijapur. (Marathi, 15/10/15).453 
 

We are not paid monthly. For the purposes of expenses, we receive from 2/ to 2/8 
rupees every fortnight. I had saved four rupees and had asked the Sahib to let me have 
eleven rupees and so I sent you fifteen. I showed all your letters asking for money to 
the Sahib, but the matter was postponed from day to day for eight or ten days… we do 
not get our pay from time to time, and are only given a little for expenses, so that your 
letters asking for money cause me the utmost anxiety. 
 

Here, the soldiers’ letters addressed to their superiors, and the use of direct language requests 

immediate redress to their concerns. They also point to some gendering in the literacy practices. 

Men were more likely to have received some formal education, which explains the somewhat 

candid style of writing.454  

 

The Use of Indigenous Methods for Remissions 

Some military personnel relied on alternative mechanisms to remit their finances. Syeda Shameem 

Jafari recounts the stories of several of her ancestors who entered service occupations. She begins 
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with the story of her great grandfather, Syed Asgar Ali Jafari, 1890-1901, who worked in Battala, 

India.455 

 
My great grandfather was in the police force and was employed as an instructor. 
Earlier the army needed men who were inclined towards work, had a little in the way 
of education, and were physically fit.… In 1885-1900, he had a service contract. I 
don’t know whether he received a retirement pension during his lifetime, but later, 
my two grandfathers and my father after them received pensions. My great 
grandfather would receive monthly pay, and would save this, and spend on things.  

My great grandfather supported the family – and at that time the family 
systems were very strong and included brothers, sisters, and their children. They used 
to live together, sometimes forty to forty-five people, and the wage would cover all 
their needs. In that time, banks were not so popular, … people made their own safe 
deposits/ jury systems in the house, in the walls, or in the ground. They would deposit 
money and build up their savings this way. He would send monthly to cover the 
expenses for his family’s upkeep, but he kept his savings with him. My maternal 
grandfather (also in the police force) would send money to his mother and family. 
Either with someone or on his own, he would bring money to Lahore or Faisalabad.  

 
In sharing the histories of her ancestors Shameem, paints a picture of multiple generations, and the 

shifts in the use of the money transfer systems between these, from the use of courier service in 

her great grandfather’s time, to the use of cheques by her father. 

 
In my grandfather’s time, banking systems had been established and money was 
coming though the banks. Sometimes [my grandfather] would leave a cheque with 
family members, which they could cash. Before then during my great grandfather’s 
time, they used acquaintances for money transfers. During my grandfather’s time, he 
would send money through friends, and also use money orders. He would telegram 
family members to say that money is being sent to you. 
 

She also illuminates the risks her great grandfather associated with using informal systems for 

money transfers, which was in part connected to post office systems not having proliferated 

evenly across the country.  

 
Sometimes there were issues with sending money home, [like when] there were no 
reliable people. He would ask, suppose, a man “are you going there?” [his home 
village]. This would be an acquaintance, someone from the neighbourhood, a 
colleague or police service man whose home was nearby to his own. He would send 
money through him, and enclose a letter for the family to say that the man is coming 
and requesting they send a response to confirm they had received the money. … 

 
455 Shameem Jafari, interview by author, Lahore, September 1, 2018. Lahore, August 30, 2018.”  
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Sometimes there were issues – a carrier would make an excuse that someone stole the 
money from me, or the money fell out, or someone robbed me or picked pocketed me.  

 

Again, the remittances supported personal consumption, and community philanthropy, and were 

a marker of social standing in the wider community. 

 
[The family] would buy regular commodities; we didn’t spend money on luxuries in 
those times. The money was spent on daily items, daily expenditure – food and health. 
He would save money for his daughters – for their weddings, and would open the 
savings accounts when necessary to buy dowry items, gold etc.  

When he started work his conditions were not so good … but very slowly, they 
improved, along with his salary. But later he had an accident and broke his leg, and 
at that time there were few hospital facilities for treatment, and the government didn’t 
pay for treatment.… At that time, he did not receive medical treatment or anything 
from the State, but would instead use hakims or home remedies. … Sickness benefits 
were not available …You only received a thanquah, a daily wage for a day’s work. 

Employment in service was considered highly; and the public would look up to 
my grandparents. They received a great deal of respect. In social life, they were very 
“in” – as they were able to help solve problems relating to their family, their 
neighbourhoods.  

 

Oral history highlights some historical changes with the later generation of servicemen more able 

to exercise autonomy and agential authority in the choice of remittance technologies than the 

earlier generations. They were more easily able to exercise power over the choices in carrying 

their remittances back relative to those servicemen, for instance, stationed further afield in the 

theatres of war in Mesopotamia, Aden or Burma.  

More broadly, agential authority and attitudes directed thinking and actions and choices, 

even when communications and geographical distance considerations were less of an issue.456 

The life story of a soldier, Mehr Din (b. 1888) illuminates agential authority in the use of 

financial instruments.457 Abdul Hamid narrates: 

 
My father’s family lived outside Lahore on the border with India – in a place called 
Monhala. During his career, my father was stationed in three places – Monhala, 
Kemkala and Kasur. After Pakistan was “made” [partitioned], Kasur and the Kemkala 
developed, but Monhala did not develop because it was on the border with India. 

 
He describes the working of indigenous systems for remittances. 

 
456 Michael. E. Bratman, Structures of Agency (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), 3-4. 
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While father was in the army, he sent money back. In those days, there were few banks 
– if there were, the banks were based far away, in the big cities. Hindus were also out-
posted like Muslims, but more of them were outside. Hindus had set up this enterprise 
– we called it hundi business – which continues to operate to this day. They would take 
money, whichever currency it was, in Misr (Egypt) they had a currency millime. 
Hindus would be in the moneychanging business in particular places. Over there, 
people would give the money to the moneychanger in millime. A client would load a 
certain amount and tell the hundiwala to have the money delivered to a particular place 
– to a certain city – and they would note the details of the name of the person to send 
the money to. When the hundiwala was sending the money, he would contact another 
money exchanger and tell the second exchanger the currency rate. They didn’t have 
telephones then, but would write a letter. They would write “you give this amount of 
money to such-a-such a person to collect.” The other people would receive the currency 
that was local to the place in the equivalent of milleme to rupees. They [the 
hundiwalas] would keep a little profit. Even then the profit wasn’t that much relative 
to profit for that time. This money would reach within a week. When father was on 
vacation – he would bring the money back with him. There was no concern about 
burglary on the way home in those days. [Bringing money back on oneself would be 
the norm if you were coming from Gurgaon, or Swat or someplace.] If money was 
being transferred from Delhi side, the hundiwala would be used to complete the 
transaction.  

Father would receive a monthly wage, and the money would be in hand. I am not 
sure how much he used to send back, but he would keep the wages with him initially 
and after some three, four, five or six months he would give the money to the 
hundiwala to transfer. The hundiwala had an account for him and he would deposit the 
money in that account. Father did not use post offices to send money back. In some 
cities, banks were just starting up and the city people would use them. 

 
The remittances were used for everyday purchases:  

 
There was a market in the local village. The people would get things from the market 
with commission (a type of credit to tide them over until the next pay packet). In the 
market, mother would buy things. Every four/five villages would have a market. If 
people wanted to shop, they would travel on a tanga (horse-drawn carriage) as there 
was no alternative way of moving around. The commission agent banked the money 
father sent to the market. Father would go to the commission agent and get money 
from him and give it to mother.  
 

In this instance, Mehr Din chose to use a hundiwala to transfer his remittances and for savings, 

partially because post offices had not been established in his village. The multiplicity of the 

functions of the hundiwala – as money transfer agent and moneylender is evident. Here, by using 

the indigenous banker and a courier service Mehr Din was able to keep his money flows private, 

unregulated, and beyond the view of the colonial State if he so chose. Whether or not he was 

trying to resist existing political hierarchies, is difficult to determine. 
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The use of remittances in consumption highlights the significance of cash and local 

economies and the centrality of the indigenous banker in the sustainability of village economies. 

Clifford Geertz distinguishes between the smaller, village fairs and weekly markets, and urban 

centres of wholesale commerce. The “bazaar” was synonymous with the places where 

indigenous money markets and negotiable instruments were used for long-distance trade and 

business. In Bombay and Calcutta, the largest indigenous bankers reported the bazaar rates of the 

month to colonial officials.458  

Contemporary scholarship has helped explicate the way social relations influence 

remittances between migrants and the communities remaining in the village. Connecting this to 

older histories allows us to trace the way older arrangements endured through time and adverse 

conditions. In some places with underdeveloped markets or in places plagued by political and 

economic instability, Alessandro Monsutti and Edwina Thompson show that cooperation through 

kinship and social networks formed community survival strategies. In situations where official 

banking was impossible, personal and hawala networks supported the transfer of funds to war-

affected areas. The flow of remittances kept the economy going and the external flow of money 

and goods allowed the country to handle natural disasters and geopolitical circumstances. 

Specifically, the role of private channels became increasingly important in economies framed by 

political conflict, since there was no question of legitimacy in using informal channels over 

formal channels in a “failed” state.459 The social aspects of exchange and generalised reciprocity 

were observed among close family and kin. Even hawaladars who supported the transactions 

profiting from commission, charged minimally, preferring to profit from the exchange rates 

instead.460 

Rajit Mazumder’s work on soldiers’ remittances demonstrates these impacted positively 

on agricultural districts and villages. In 1915-1917, remittance and pension inflows exceeded the 

agricultural revenue generated by the tracts. During World War II, Rohtak, in the Punjab, had a 

good record for recruiting and soldiers’ families received large incomes – pointing to enhanced 

 
458 Clifford Geertz, “The Bazaar Economy: Information and Search in Peasants Marketing,” The American 
Economic Review 68, no. 2 (May 1978): 28-29. 
459 Edwina Thompson, A. Trust in the Coins of the Realm. Trust in the Coin of the Realm: Lessons from the Money 
Men in Afghanistan (Karachi: Oxford University Press, 2011) 
460 Alessandro Monsutti, “Co-operation, Remittances and Kingship among the Hazaras,” Iranian Studies 37, no. 2 
(June 2004): 223. 
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benefits and impact on these families.461 Pensions also facilitated the inclusion of greater 

numbers of men from diverse ranges of backgrounds onto electoral registers. More men 

receiving military pensions relative to civil servants and rural residents were entered into 

electoral registers if they were paid $75 or more. This facilitated greater democratisation 

amongst villagers.462  

A story recounted by Safdar Sasrana, Multan district, Kanewar division, echoes the 

finding in Mazumder’s work. Safdar’s great grandfather, Mafareed Sasrana (b. 1870) was 

granted land when Bahadur Ali, his brother entered the Indian Army during World War I. This 

was a common practice at the time and at least three other families from the village, whose sons 

enlisted, benefitted from the policy. They were all born in the 1880s and died in the early 

1950s.463  

 
My father is the eldest in the family and is 70+ years old. He shares stories from his 
own father’s earlier life [and so the oral histories are passed down through the 
generations]. My grandfather, Dil Ahmed was born around 1926. His father, 
Mafareed, was granted land by the British. 

At that time few people went abroad, though if they migrated, they went to bigger 
cities like Multan or Lahore. People would mostly bring money back with them by 
hand. … The soldiers would bring back the money themselves if possible. Or 
alternatively pay would come via a Viceroy’s Commissioned Officer who would sit 
in the kila (fort).464 Each month he would give the salary to the families of the soldiers.  

The remittances were spent on improving the standard of houses, and buying 
additional land for agricultural purposes. 

During Mafareed’s time, our family were landowners, but with my great-uncle 
being drafted we received 100 canals (12.5 acres).465 Our family also received wages, 
and a “numberdar” position. At that time the revenue collection for the government 
was through the pattwara (numberdar). The numberdar didn’t receive a salary but 
worked with junior government personnel – the police, assistant collectors – and 
would organise events for their visits. Our status as numberdars meant that our family 
became more superior, with greater social standing than other families. My family 

 
461 Mazumder, Indian, 25. 
462 Ibid., 122. 
463 Safdar Sasrana, interview by author, Multan, May 17, 2021.  
464 The ranks of the Indian Infantry comprised sepoy, Lance Naik, Naik, Havildar, Havildar Major, Jemadar, 
Subedar, Subedar Major. For the Indian Cavalry they consisted of the following ranks in ascending order: Sowar, 
Acting Lance Duffadar, Lance Duffadar, Duffadar, Kot Duffadar, Jemadar, Risaldar, and Risaldar major. In the 
Indian army, the Viceroy’s Commissioned Officer was normally a jemadar or higher, which different from the 
British VCO who were instructed by the Crown. See “A Guide to Indian Army Ranks,” Empire, Faith and War, 
accessed October 26, 2021, http://www.empirefaithwar.com/tell-their-story/research-your-soldier/helpful-
guides/indian-army-ranks. 
465 A merabala was equivalent to 25 acres of land, and 1 Canal mile = 5,000 Imperial feet 
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gained better economic, political and education opportunities. These benefits helped 
us change our position in the village and the wider social hierarchy.  

 
This example clearly illustrates how land grants and army service bought benefits to the families 

of servicemen. Land was granted with reduced tax demands, to incentivise enlistment, rather 

than it being a prevalent form of payment. These funds facilitated a break from older patterns of 

income-generation for soldiers and a break from the reproduction of local systems of power and 

hierarchy. Nevertheless, the gender hierarchies with family systems were slow to change.  

 
In terms of women – there were no ladies’ education facilities in Multan. … After 
independence things changed. Back then, for a woman, even with the money they 
received from their husbands, or earned through going out to work, male control was 
always there – through her husband, her father-in-law, and brothers-in-law. Very few 
women had complete independence. 

 
The interviews with the labourers from the different locations indicates that land was more 

available during World War I than World War II, and its availability was likely influenced by 

location and the state’s recruitment strategies. As Lahore and the surrounding areas were 

developing with increases in population, overall the land available for granting diminished 

relative to the rural areas in Multan. Additionally, the fear of exhausting the pool of men from the 

northern regions may have forced the military to diversify its recruitment patterns. 

The imperial government understood that the families of soldiers were eager to hear about 

their sons’ health, well-being and good treatment. Thus, the State’s communications strategy was 

intended to inform the public and more specifically to reassure readers with news stories to keep 

the public’s support from waning and to keep spirits elevated. Relations of reciprocity and 

patronage were harnessed through gifting and remittances, functioning on multiple levels.466 

There were some generous gifting by the public and governments to soldiers, who were away 

from home and family due to circumstances, at a time which would normally be marked by 

festivities. 

Like most public relations campaigns, unifying behind a common cause was important – 

as were building allegiances and patronage relations between the plethora of agents that 

constituted the empire. At the onset of World War I, the Secretary of State for India addressed 

the House of Lords and read a statement, which was sent by the King to the people of India. It 

 
466 “Gifts for Indian Troops in the Middle East,” Civil and Military Gazette, January 11, 1941, 5. 
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thanked the empire’s subjects for all their contributions towards the war effort, and noted the 

diverse range of contributions and offers of assistance that had been made by Indian princes and 

various social and cultural organisations.467 Letters of support flooded to the Viceroy in India 

from organisations wishing to “serve the government either in the field or by cooperation in 

India.”468 These were for ambulances and the supply of comforts to the troops overseas. In 

London and Guilford, England, local fundraising events for soldiers were hosted and donations 

and gifts sent.469 

The outpouring of support by the princely states shaped the Indian government’s 

approach towards soliciting contributions for war-related expenses. The Government of India 

had asked that the War Office in London to agree that no contribution be required from the 

native States in respect of pensions of the Imperial Service Troops, despite there being a gap in 

the funds. It was inappropriate to conduct an enquiry of the twenty states that were affected and 

demand returns, to avoid causing resentment.470  

During World War II, relations of patronage connected the Indian government-backed 

allied forces to the troops that had been sent to the theatres of war. A sum of Rs. 11,000 was 

cabled from Assam to the Indian Red Cross Commissioner in Cairo for amenities for Indian 

troops serving in the Middle East. A further sum of Rs 5,000 was cabled later in the month for 

Christmas gifts.471 

 

Pensions 

The Punjab Post Office Service had jurisdiction over the remittance of native army pensions, 

which were received quarterly. There was an increase in the number of pensions paid through the 

post offices from 1899, when the post office pensions became available, to 1945. There was an 

increase from Rs. 27,279 to Rs. 144,456 with substantial increases from 1915-16 onwards, which 

coincides with the war years. The number of pensions paid increased steadily from Rs. 

 
467 Telegram (19) from Secretary of State to viceroy, Army Department, dated Sept 17, 1914; “War Gifts from 
India,” Morning Post, July 26, 1915: L/F/7/2714, BL. 
468 Speech by Secretary of State to House of Lords, September 9, 1914: 4-5. L/F/7/2714, BL; and Memorandum 
from Viceroy to London Office on November 17, 1915:9. L/F/7/2714, BL. 
469 “Indian Soldiers Fund” India. n.d. MS Women, War and Society, 1914-1918, BL and The Women at Work 
Collection, Imperial War Museum, London INDIA 4/57. Imperial War Museum. 
http://tinyurl.galegroup.com/tinyurl/6UxDJ8. 
470 Robinson to Crosland, April 20, 1916, L/F/7/2714, BL. 
471 “Gifts for Indian Troops in the Middle East,” Civil and Military Gazette, January 11, 1941, 5. 
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19,59,822-5-8 in 1899-1900 to Rs. 2,02,52,000 in 1944-45. Likewise, there was an annual 

increase in the commission on the pensions from Rs. 15,466 in 1901-02 to Rs. 3,29,092 in 1944-

45.472 

Though many soldiers received pensions, the experiences from World War I highlighted 

the fact that payments were sometime irregular. Despite new guidance on the general provident 

fund for subscribers on retirement, there were concerns about delays in payment to those who 

had retired, or who had gone on leave prior to retirement. Clearly, there were fears that the 

resulting hardship would impact the numbers of new subscribers. Steps were taken to reduce 

delays: an announcement was made that provident fund payouts would be disposed of swiftly 

and disciplinary action would be taken against officers who were delaying applications.473 The 

delays were connected to red tape and tardiness. 

In 1914, the UK Houses of Parliament received a report on the allowances and pensions 

for seamen, marines and soldiers and their wives, widows and dependents that related to World 

War I.474 It said payments would continue for a range of groups including girls until the age of 

16, boys until the age of 14 (or 18 if he attended a state school), and physically/mentally disabled 

people until the age of 21. Widows’ payments would cease on remarriage, but they would be 

eligible for a gratuity of an amount equal to two years’ pension.475  

A separate policy on pensions and allowances to disabled seamen, marines and soldiers 

established the total disablement allowance was 16s. 6d a week for married men without children 

and 14s a week for unmarried men. The authorities had the discretion to increase this according 

to the number of dependents and other circumstances up to a maximum of 23s – and officers of a 

higher grade would receive corresponding improvements to existing scales. Though this money 

was in addition to the amount received in sickness or disablement benefit under the National 

Health Insurance, it nevertheless meant some uncertainty for the families until receiving a 

definitive response relating to disability allowances.476 

In comparison with the allowances and disability pensions, there was nevertheless a 

significant gap between this and the experiences of some Indians during World War I. The 
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474 Allowances and Pensions in Respect of Seamen, Marines and Soldiers and their Wives, Widows and Dependents 
(London: Fisher Unwin, 1914), 3.  
475 Ibid., 3. 
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experiences of Indians were expressed in the form of political material, which were either 

proscribed or removed from circulation. A proscribed pamphlet produced at the end of World 

War I offers an alternative perspective about the colonial State’s pensions policies for relating to 

Indian soldiers. The pamphlet recounted the experiences and injustices experienced by Indian 

soldiers. It is likely to have been produced with inputs from ex-servicemen, their families, and 

the wider community and may have been prepared for circulation within the Indian community, 

or perhaps as propaganda to support the nationalist movement. How widely the pamphlet was 

circulated is difficult to assess. The pamphlet was “proscribed” not least because it offered a 

critique of the promises, policies and practices of the State towards the Indians who “were 

summoned to partake in the life-and-death struggle for existence, more commonly known by the 

name the Great War.”477 More significantly, it also reflects the loss of power and agency of 

Indian servicemen.  

The pamphlet drew attention to what it perceived as unfair changes in policy on 

eligibility of pensions. For Indians who died in World War I, and who were enrolled by 6 August 

1918, “the agreement with the combatants was that if they lost their lives, their dependents 

would be granted a life pension. Widow, father, mother, son and daughter all formed the groups 

of dependents. The widow, father and mother could get a pension for life, while some up to the 

age of 18 and daughters. The amount of pension would be Rs. 2/12/- in 1909, Rs 4 and 5 in 1915 

till 31 March 1918 and from 1 April 1918 was to be raised to Rs. 8/- and the same and was made 

permanent.” 

Conversely, during World War I, sepoys stationed on the war front were well aware of 

the problems that families in India experienced in accessing service-related pensions in the event 

of fatality. Sepoys would write home to loved ones raising these concerns and proposing 

strategies to help the family justly secure service-related pensions.  

From Nk. Khan Khel, 57th Rifles, France, to his brother, Kohat Dt India. (Urdu, 

1/11/15).478 

The position is this. There is no certainty of life. When a man is killed in battle, the 
pension goes either to his father or his mother, but not to his brother. A pension is 
paid to a son and also to his wife. I have no father or mother nor son nor child, so I 

 
477 “The Coloured Victims of the Great War: Their Groaning’s and Grievances at the Feet of the Crown and the 
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assigned my pension to my wife. If it should unhappily come to pass, that she were 
not in your hand, then my pension would never reach you. When the news of my death 
reaches you, at once take possession of my wife. Otherwise, you will not get my 
pension. 

A plethora of letters from the field, including Nk. Khan’s, freely expressed apprehensions about 

the military, and transparency in its policies and procedures. Letters like these formed the basis 

of the proscribed materials that were circulating in India. 

Returning again to the proscribed materials, from 6 August it was ruled that family 

pensions from that point would be given till remarriage and the rule applied to personnel who 

were enlisted prior to 6 August 1918. Thus, for all combatants and non-combatants whose 

agreement was that their heirs and dependents were to receive pension for life were impacted 

severely. This was a breach of an agreement affecting thousands of families given that for deaths 

occurring before 6 August 1918, life pensions for dependents had been granted. Naturally, there 

was an expectation among soldiers and their families that the application of policies would 

remain steadfast. The moral issue of reneging on an engagement was nearly always raised.479 

Another problem was the death of the earner under the misrepresentation of a technical 

term known as “attributory to military service.”480 The decisions about how certain deaths were 

to be classified was left to medical boards whose responsibility was to safeguard the interest of 

the State. Deaths occurring on field service were attributable to field service. Deaths occurring in 

an area not affected by conflict required strict proofs that such deaths could be attributable to 

military service. The definition of “strict proof” was vague, with the commanding officer being 

designated as the person who would decide.481 Commanding officers objected to Indians getting 

representations typed or drafted by skilled writers. Given that most heirs were illiterate, this 

meant that the State was effectively preventing the families of claimants from making proper 

representations to avoid paying pensions. 

For those combatants and non-combatants who were deemed unfit for further military 

service, the State allowed compensation for the loss of one’s earning capacity. During World 

War I, a large number of soldiers were disabled. Of these, a substantial number were not paid 

pensions and claims had been declared time-barred. The old rules were vague, but were 
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substituted by new rules specifying that all cases of disabilities sustained between 4 August 1914 

and 19 December 1922 could be reviewed. Disabled personnel who did not qualify for a 

disability pension in line with the old rules were to be re-examined by fresh medical boards and 

would be allowed a pension with affect from 1 January 1922. Thus, those who had sustained 

injuries during the war were being deprived of their pensions from the date of disablement until 

31 December 1921.482 The widows of soldiers were to be paid pensions but remained 

uncompensated even as the war ended.483 The text reveals deep feelings of resentment against 

the colonial state.  

In India, the nationalist movement was gaining ground, and a major issue dominating the 

media was the question of political autonomy and Home Rule. Against this backdrop, the War 

Conference met between 27 and 29 April 1918 in Delhi. It discussed the issue of political 

authority and autonomy within the broader context of building up support from India to mobilise 

resources for the war. The conference recommended that the government in England introduce a 

bill in Parliament to enable the people in India to establish a “responsible government” in 

India.484 Shortly afterwards the newspapers reported disappointment in the Indian government’s 

response to the British Prime Minister’s appeal and the resolution of the Delhi conference. The 

Times said: “Much disappointment has been caused by the Indian Government’s faint response 

to the British Prime Ministers’ appeal and the resolution of the Delhi conference, are regarded as 

an anti-climax.” It elaborated that “the proposed increase of Indian soldiers’ pay, economy in 

building materials, and reduced railway traffic, although desirable, are felt to be poor expressions 

of Indian loyalty and resources.”485  

Over the next few years, issues relating to servicemen and civil servants provided 

discussion materials for newspapers. The Inqilab, in encouraging the public to demonstrate their 
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gratitude towards solders that had fought in the war, recommended that the wages accrued by 

non-striking railway staff be donated to ex-servicemen funds.486 In doing so, the newspapers 

acknowledged the real costs to Indians who had risked their lives for the imperial government. 

The newspapers raised questions about the turnover in the military and police service, fairness in 

employment and the protection and transparency of police and civil servants’ pensions.487 

Turning again to the oral histories of ex-servicemen, some of the perceived injustices 

highlighted in the proscribed materials, were echoed by Mohammad Akram (b. 1917/18), who 

later served in World War II. The interview was conducted in the presence of his son Nazim 

Hussain.488 

 
Father was caught and detained as a Prisoner of War in Burma. During this time, his 
wages were withheld and thus he did not receive any payments for the duration of 
capture. Once he was released the wages owed him were paid with arrears. The second 
major problem was relating to his pension and rights to this. On joining the Indian 
Army, he was unable to produce his birth certificate to verify his date of birth. Despite 
sharing a close approximation of date of birth, the date of birth recorded on his army 
records was different. This meant the date from when he was eligible to begin 
collecting his pension was delayed. To this day he has never received what he feels is 
rightly his, even though he is now in his nineties.  

 

In comparison to the experience described by Akram of the discrepancy in the payment of his 

wages, European officers captured as prisoners of war had the option of drawing pay in the 

United Kingdom. In addition, the problem with the army registering an incorrect date of birth 

indicates the introduction of strict registration procedures that sometimes affected people who 

came from backgrounds that did not conform to such a regime.  

 

Disability Pension 

During World War I, there were considerable concerns on part of the government and soldiers 

about pensions. Generally, the amount of pension that servicemen received depended on the 
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length of time in service and position. The range was 50-70 per cent of salaries, with officers 

received 50 per cent and sepoys 70 per cent.489  

The Indian Army started providing soldiers from the beginning of the war, but the 

numbers kept increasing and by the end, they represented almost a third of the British forces.490 

Medical facilities, including the Royal Pavilion in Brighton, were set up for the recuperation of 

wounded Indian soldiers. The pavilion accommodated 600 of them. Those with extensive 

disabilities were transferred to the Roehampton Institute for prosthetic procedures once they 

recuperated.491  

In England, and from the time of the commencement of the war, the government had 

been unable to provide sufficient post-operative treatment and training for soldiers sustaining 

severe injuries in military action. They would be in hospital recuperating for a short period and 

would quickly return to service or be discharged from service depending upon their 

circumstances.492 However, the increasing numbers of casualties in the field combined with the 

inadequacy of the existing government policy in connection with rehabilitation came under fire. 

The government had clear anxieties and a sense of responsibility relating to the disabled soldiers’ 

body. It disputed notions of masculinity, and there were more general concerns relating to health, 

politics and public opinion. These issues made the government invest more in state-owned 

facilities for injured soldiers. 

There was a shift in policy with politicians wanting to move away from paying pensions to 

developing an approach to re-educate and train disabled soldiers for re-integration into the 

workforce.493 Subsequently, the State began to provide resources for post-operative support and 

training. However, this development gave cause for concern to soldiers, who feared that their 
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pensions would be reduced or taken away completely because of the new re-training 

programmes. 

Pressure was being brought to bear from India on the government to review its policy on 

pensions. In India in 1918, a technical school had been established in Bombay to train disabled 

soldiers in trades. There were some questions for the government in London about whether men 

under instruction were paid, clothed, rationed, and housed as serving soldiers or whether they 

were being discharged drawing their army pensions as civilians. Were army pensions 

supplemented in such cases by special allowances either to men or their families granted under 

war pensions schemes?494 In England, the training of injured men was mostly through local 

education authorities or through private workshops. There had been some regulation in the status 

of ailing soldiers; their army pensions were withdrawn but, in the meanwhile, they received a 

personal “allowance” for training “and an allowance to his family.” Payments by employers were 

allowed with some reduction in the personal allowance.495 A year later, the government 

announced that “disabled Indian soldiers should not be necessarily discharged at the expiration 

of six months after the date of admission to an institution for equipping them with artificial 

appliances….” 496 Overall, there had been some improvement in policy, with full pay for the 

soldiers until the time a prosthesis was fitted, and then being placed on pension. Further, centres 

like St Dunstan’s Hostel and Training Centre in Dehra Dun would later open to train soldiers 

who had been blinded in the war to become self-sufficient and to learn a trade.497 

Disabled Indian soldiers who were admitted to the Queen Mary’s Technical School, and 

other institutions to be fitted with artificial limbs would not be placed on pension until the 

artificial limbs were fitted, receiving full pay during this period.498 Overall, India appeared to be 

following progressive policies on the support of disabled and wounded soldiers. This then 

appeared to influence how the UK government resourced its own social services to the wounded. 

Despite reassurances, the anxiety about the level of pensions, or these being withdrawn, 

remained a concern for soldiers in England.499 The nature of a soldier’s disability, his earning 
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capacity, his dependents and other circumstances, all affected his pension.500 Though the home 

government acknowledged that cost of pensions were mounting, which were commensurate with 

the rising scales allocated to the disabled sailors and soldiers, it nevertheless felt duty-bound to 

go “beyond mere payments of pensions and to take up boldly the question of the after-care and 

re-education of the disabled soldier.”501 Legislative developments demonstrate how the more 

progressive approach to Indian soldiers instigated some re-fashioning of the “home” government 

policy.  

There were some developments at the proceedings of the Delhi War Conference of 1918 

in connection with the agreement to mobilise resources for the war effort. The Government of 

India established a Bombay Soldiers Board in Bombay on 25 March 1919. In September 1919, 

the Indian Soldiers Board, with an India-wide remit superseded it. District Soldiers Boards 

mushroomed in the provinces, covering the welfare of non-combatants and their dependents.502 

The boards dealt with the concerns of the families of Indian soldiers who were in service, 

discharged or deceased. They handled scores of appeals and petitions and were “the chief 

channels for remittances, an important function as men often handed over more than three- 

quarters of their wage to their families.”503 They provided families news about their sons, and 

assisted ex-soldiers and their dependents in securing pensions and arrears of pay, and addressing 

problems with pension-paying branch post offices. Information about educational, employment 

and training opportunities was circulated to soldiers’ children, civilians and ex-soldiers.  

 

World War II 

In the Punjab, the boards were organised by retired ex-soldiers who were residents of the district. 

They met on a quarterly basis unless there were some urgent issues that needed to be addressed. 

Mobilising resources and recruitment were important functions of the boards. In his novel Udaas 

Naslain, Abdullah Husain discusses the collaboration between zamindars and board members to 

recruit during World War II. The recruitment events were held in villages, in the wider context of 

the independence movement, which created a particular dynamic between zamindars and 
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nationalists, and pressure would be applied to encourage men to enlist.504 These established 

patterns of recruitment, and what was to become the formation of elite military classes, had a 

long legacy. Furthermore, the dominance of the military and the inclusion of religious ideology 

were appropriated by key figures who had been groomed in the military, which meant even 

closer ties between the military and religious institutions.505  

At the same time the government ensured a steady supply of men into the army with no 

dearth of advertisements promoting opportunities for young, healthy, ambitious men.506 Images 

of uniformed personnel would appear, projecting power and status.507 In one instance, during a 

recruitment rally held in village Pai, Karnal district, the deputy commissioner of Karnal 

presented Rs 4,000 in aid of war purposes, and many recruits signed up.508  

The government also instituted a set of rules that governed pay, and the distribution of 

family allotments and pensions. This was in effect a form of remittance for the Indian soldier. 

The guidance communicated methods of payment and remittances. Officers commanding depots 

or training battalions would make the payment of family allotments to families residing in or 

near the depot in cash once a month. Otherwise, payments would be made by money order at the 

discretion of the officer.509 If payments were not received, allottees could approach officials.510  

Soldiers on the frontline were able to remit insurance premiums to India. They could 

make direct payments to specific allottees or the insurance company through the public accounts. 

They could also make casual remittances and regular savings remittances through these public 

accounts at any time, and in emergencies, units in the field could make arrangements by airmail 

with depots in India.511 The guidance set out that for prisoners of war the “allotments already in 

issue continue to be paid at the original rates” unless and until it is proved that a man was taken 

prisoner through neglect of duty or misconduct.512  
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During World War II, Indians were employed on the western and eastern front, North 

Africa, the Middle East and South-East Asia.513 The military’s public-relations function 

continued to promote a unified message about warfront-related developments. The Janghi Akbari 

was produced as a vehicle to communicate filtered “feel-good” news items depicting 

comradeship among soldiers, with reports of regiments eating together, and photographs of 

officials visiting soldiers to help keep up spirits.514 The paper was published in Hindi using the 

Roman script and could be read to Indians by soldiers who were literate in English. It promoted a 

filtered picture of the reality of war and avoided reporting the grievances or petitions, injuries 

and fatalities. It was distributed to soldiers, and used for recruitment. It allowed the State to 

exercise control over what was published. The soldiers experienced these newsletters as an 

attempt by the authorities to subdue them by deliberately sanitising the news and rendering it 

devoid of any real emotional meaning. 

Philanthropy and fundraising efforts were evident during both world wars and a sign of 

the public’s gratitude. World War II saw greater fundraising efforts than World War I: in the 

“first 17 months the donations in war funds in the Punjab was 85 per cent of the contributions 

received during the four years of the last war.”515 Sums were being cabled from Assam to the 

Indian Red Cross Commissioner in Cairo for amenities for Indian troops serving in the Middle 

East, and later for Christmas gifts.516 Sporting tournaments were organised in Bahawalnagar, for 

air-raid victims in England; and in Amritsar to assist with the war fund.517 Stocks of 

gramophones and gramophone records were sent to Indian soldiers in the Middle East in 

response to an appeal by the Red Cross.518 There were also calls for Punjabi cultivators to supply 

food-grains to the army and deficit areas at reasonable prices.”519 

Yasmin Khan writes that for soldiers, notions of reciprocity were deeply embedded in 

their duties. In comparison, their salary was simply part of the service contract. Obligations, 
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rights and social relations manifested themselves in soldiers’ service. The discharge of duties 

also meant soldiers could ask for more favours of the authorities or could refuse to perform some 

tasks – especially in wartime. Some soldiers told their families not to give money to the war loan 

or to buy War Bonds, because they had given the government enough help already by sending a 

son to fight: “Tell them your son has spent three years under shell fire, and this is your 

contribution. No other subscription is necessary.”520 Soldiers refusing to comply with some 

duties exercised “the demandingness objection.” Moral philosophy promotes self-improvement 

through ideals of virtue, excellence and patience. Individuals are morally required to do more to 

help the needy, but extreme sacrifices are unnecessary, and extreme measures should be rejected 

because of implausibility or, “demandingness objections.” Very high demands are problematic 

when individuals are obliged to live in a burdensome say.521 

As World War II progressed, the Civil and Military Gazette focused its attention on good 

news stories, in an attempt to reassure the communities that their development was integral to the 

state’s goals. The district war committees and soldiers’ boards were congratulated on their work 

and the achievements in organising relief in famine-stricken areas.522 A policy of “uplift” had 

been directed towards the villages where the soldiers were recruited, and district boards had 

appointed military officers headquartered in Lahore, Jullundur, Jhelum and Rawalpindi.523 The 

government granted money for famine relief on account of the scarcity in the southeastern 

districts of the province. More funds were directed towards education in the villages, and the 

numbers of girls’ schools had increased.524  

 
Pay Rates and Redress 

During World War II, soldiers’ salaries were as follows: Indian Infantry (Non-commissioner’s 

officers) Rs. 25; Lance-Havildar Rs. 23/8/0; Naik Rs. 22; Lance-Naik Rs. 18; Sepoy Rs 16; 

Indian Cavalry (Non-Commissioned Officers) Dafadar Rs. 31; Lance Dafadar Rs. 26; and Sowar 

Rs. 18. The usual term for military service was fifteen years, with seven of these with the 
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Colours and the remaining eight years with the Reserve.525 As the war progressed, the 

differences between wages and increases in the cost of living were becoming unbearable for 

many and this was widely reported by the press. Public intellectuals spoke about protecting the 

rights of servicemen who had served the State. The plight of seamen from Asia, Africa and East 

and West Indies who were sent to the frontline and the conditions under which they served on 

British ships were questioned. The Joint Maritime Commission urged organisations to ensure 

that the work conditions of seamen be on par with “other crews and vessels in similar trades.”526 

Later there were calls for the government to increase the salaries and dearness allowances of 

jamadars, or junior officers, and peons to help them cope with the rising prices of foodstuff and 

clothes.527 

In 1944, a revision in the pay of Indian soldiers was announced. Under the new scale, 

they were expected to receive up to Rs. 30 in pay compared to the existing Rs. 23 a month. This 

was expected to cost the exchequer Rs. 5 crore. Despite the increase, there was no comparison 

with the levels of pay for European personnel.528 A couple of years later the government decided 

to further increase the pay of a number of classes of Indian soldiers, which cost around Rs. 9 

crore.529  

 

Savings and Remittances 

The cost of the war was expected to be high, and subsequently, the government was promoting a 

public culture to save. The church encouraged morality and restraint in personal displays of 

expenditure during wartime. Congregations were urged to not host or accept invitations to public 

parties, and to ration strictly in food, drink, clothes and pleasure.530 At the same time, the Punjab 

government launched a province-wide economy drive, again encouraging the public to avoid 

extravagances and unnecessary expenditure during the war. Instead, the government encouraged 

people to save through cooperative society insurance, bank and post office savings accounts, or 
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government loans and savings certificates.”531 Post office services were encouraging families to 

use their savings to purchase defence certificates so the government could buy equipment for the 

war, and national savings certificates to support the uplift of the country. These were guaranteed 

by the Government of India, could be encashed and offered Rs. 3/9 profit on every Rs. 10.532 As 

noted earlier, the funds from these savings accounts were integrated into public borrowing. This 

was a procedure for foreign governments as they routinely integrated migrants’ remittances into 

their municipal budgets. Soldiers’ remittance flows earned in foreign currency would later shape 

international, national and local markets. They thus “institutionalized remitting as a way of life.” 

The “dual nature of remittances as both an individual act and a financial flow defined the 

remittance space.”533  

At the same time, the government savings banks were keen that higher social groups 

deposit their savings in accounts. The rules allowed deposits of Rs. 1-500 and new provisions for 

those observing purdah were introduced allowing them to appoint agents to conduct transactions 

on their behalf.534  

Soldiers, their savings and conditions in villages came under colonial surveillance. The 

Board of Economic Enquiry in the Punjab conducted two studies: the first looked at the 

conditions of twenty villages in Chimna and Ludhiana district during the war; and the second, at 

soldiers’ savings and how these were spent. Both studies showcased financial and social benefits 

in districts supplying recruits.  

After World War II, a fair amount of money relating to men and women employed in 

military and non-military sectors was flowing into Chimna, a village in Ludhiana district. 

Approximate income levels were calculated on the premise that a sepoy could on average send 

Rs. 10, a Lance Naik Rs. 15, a Naik Rs 20, a havildar Rs. 25, a jamadar Rs. 50 and a subedar 

Rs. 75 each month – and the amount remitted increased once they were in the field. The twenty 
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villages received Rs. 3,86,366 between April 1943 and November 1944.535 This computed to Rs. 

20,335 per month for the villages, Rs. 1,017 per village, and Rs. 10-15 per remitter who had 

joined prior to December 1944, and elsewhere beyond the villages. Soldiers also brought money 

back when they came home or sent this through friends or relatives. Equally, large numbers of 

soldiers did not remit money but instead deposited this in their accounts in the army offices. 

Soldiers’ remittances through post offices were equal to the amount being spent or saved.  

The remittances from soldiers helped alleviate financial hardship for some in several 

ways. The number of pensioners on the tract was 254, with a large proportion of these who were 

retired from the army. They received a total of Rs. 43,644 each year, which computed to Rs. 140 

on average per person and Rs. 12 a month for the duration of their life.536  One family, was able 

to give up working and begin living on the monthly Rs. 25 their five sons sent back. In another 

case, a family became wholly dependent upon the remittances of its four sons owing to poor land 

cultivation.537  

In keeping with other labouring groups, land and houses appeared to be the most popular 

form of investment for soldiers. Most soldiers were landlords and would earn over and above 

their farm yields. They tended to have better types of houses and household goods, including 

clothes and jewellery. Cattle for cultivation was also important, particularly as soldiers began 

cultivating land separately from family members. On their return, ex-soldiers would establish 

businesses. Overall, there was some improvement in the long-term economic positions of 

peasants with military links.  

War-related production also helped revive local economies through greater employment 

opportunities for labour. Men and women alike were heavily involved in supporting production. 

The wages paid to artisans and labourers remained about the same level as before, but were 

being paid in cash to incentivise them to meet heavy production orders. Carpenters and 

blacksmiths joined the army as technicians, and were able to supplement their incomes from 

repairs of wells and agricultural tools: they saw an increase of 108 per cent in earnings. Chamars 

or leather tanners, mochis or shoemakers, and weavers were also in demand, the lattermost 

 
535 Ram S. Nakra, Punjab Villages During the War: An Enquiry into Twenty Villages in the Ludhiana District 
(Punjab: The Board of Economic Enquiry, 1946), 8. Publication No. 91. P/V 2334-2338 
536 Ibid., 9. 
537 Ibid., 9.  



 155 

charging 220 per cent more as weaving charges.538 However, despite the buoyancy in the local 

economy, the population faced shortages of essentials and price increases for commodities like 

coal and sugar.  

Around the same time, the second report on the savings of soldiers said that there was a 

total of 1,27,566 pensioners in the district combined of the enquiry in June 1939. This included 

some 16,725 in Rawalpindi, 12,961 in Jhelum, 9,580 in Kangra and 9,124 in Ludhiana.539 On 

termination of their service, soldiers received a lump sum or “saving” of about Rs. 101-200. 

Overall, 216 men saved Rs 73,922-6-0. The savings per head was Rs. 342.540 The State had 

established a range of banking accounts to encourage soldiers to save. Thirty-six soldiers 

received a total of Rs 3,731-10-0 in these banks.541  

At the conclusion of the World War the State was quick to initiate the studies into 

Chimna village and the soldiers’ savings. This was perhaps a strategic manoeuvre to temper the 

growing anti-British sentiment through presenting a rosy picture of the fiscal positions of ex-

servicemen.  Though the studies presented data on the pensions and a rudimentary picture of 

increased production in the local economy; they inadvertently drew attention to the modest 

number of men reporting savings, or improvements in conditions.  

 

Conclusion 

The use of Indian labour was widespread and critical in fighting military campaigns and wars, 

maintaining law and order, policing native subjects and, crucially, reproducing colonial power. 

Punjabi soldiers’ remittances were transformed in several ways. The volume of money orders 

flowing into the Punjab through the colonial State’s post office services was extensive, 

particularly for those fighting in the theatres of war, or those stationed some distance from home. 

Many soldiers had little choice but to rely on the post office to remit their funds. Many also 

received their pensions and pay through the post office infrastructure. Despite the convenience 

offered by the post office services, some ex-servicemen or servicemen sometimes chose 

alternative mechanisms, including courier services, hundi and bringing money back themselves, 

though these were riskier. The remittances were welcome and helped soldiers invest in their 
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homes and agricultural operations. In some cases the increase of money orders flowing into the 

Punjab transformed villages culturally and socially, by propelling some modernisation and 

inculcating newer forms of social mobility. In some instances, the money and land grants helped 

elevate the social standing of martial families in village society, but more broadly the changes 

were minimal, the remittances did not impact the broader community to any great extent.  
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Chapter Four 

The Persian Gulf: Oil Workers and Labourers’ Money Flows 
 

Introduction 

In contemporary times, the image of cosmopolitan, first-class global cities and people of the 

Persian Gulf has been sharply contrasted with the image of the “worlds” subaltern migrant 

labourers occupy. The differences between the privileged and disenfranchised have been a topic 

of analysis amongst scholars, as has labourers’ battle for rights, and social equity and justice. In 

effect this body of scholarship has subverted the airbrushed image of the region. As a result, the 

dichotomy between the two spheres has stoked worldwide criticism and condemnation of 

countries in the Persian Gulf and their leadership. Notwithstanding the recent debates, many of 

the challenges of securing improved working conditions in the Gulf have older histories which 

can be traced back beyond the early twentieth century. The position that Indians occupy in the 

current world of global labour may be traced to the earlier functions of imperial and capitalist 

institutions, policies and subjugation. 

Labour flows and migration to the Middle East have been evident through the latter half 

of the nineteenth and much of the twentieth century in response to political and economic 

factors, including British expansionism, and the discovery of oil and the related development of 

the petroleum economies in the same period. The flow of money orders from the region to the 

Punjab increased and fluctuated around the time of World War I and the Great Depression. At 

times the commission charges on sepoys and servicemen’s remittances were perceived as high 

and provoked government intervention. Throughout, where possible, labour used a combination 

of formal and informal remittance structures. Informal remittance systems were significant in 

supporting the development of economies in the region. Innovation in telegraphic transfers later 

combined with a reconfiguring in international agreements and the removal of trade barriers 

would see the use of technologies to transfer money. As labourers earned, they adapted their 

remittance flows to emerging technologies, while British expansionism and regional capitalistic 

oil production recast labourers’ remittances.  
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The Persian Littoral: The Place, People and Historical Change 

Though the modern Middle East and the Persian Gulf lie in the same region and share some 

commonalities, the development of their nineteenth- and twentieth-century histories has been 

markedly different. The countries that comprise the Middle East were delineated after the fall of 

the Ottoman Empire at the end of World War I and constituted the nations where Islam had 

prevailed as the predominant religion. In comparison, “the Persian Gulf previously covered 

Bahrein, Iran, Iraq, Kuwait, Oman, Saudi Arabia and United Arab Emirates, and was spread 

around the southwestern coast of the Gulf.”542  

Previously, outside of political circles, there was a dearth of writing and scholarship on 

the development of the working classes in the Middle East until the 1980s. This was in part 

influenced first by the notion that “class” was irrelevant as a tool for analysis, because it was 

subordinate to religion, ethnicity and kinship; and second by a privileging of “elite” histories by 

historians of both the Middle East and the Ottoman Empire, which focused on the workings of 

the State.543 Only from the 1980s, with the opening up the Prime Minister’s Ottoman Archives 

and the combination of newer approaches to labour history, represented by the work of the 

Subaltern Studies Collective, and the scholarship of feminists and those in the cultural studies 

field, did the history of labour and the labouring classes in the Middle East gain traction.544  

For a long time, the Persian Gulf was perceived at the periphery of the Middle East and 

its rich cultures, histories and empires. The historiography of the Gulf had mostly comprised the 

contributions of outsiders – travellers, British political residents and others – who had dominated 

the region. Political residents based in the region were charged with managing diplomatic 

relations, dealing with government administrators and officials, local merchants and the ruling 

families, and unsurprisingly, they viewed historical events through these prisms. The residents’ 

role was pivotal in interpolating events and defining borders, and this later came under attack as 

it was seen to fragment “the Gulf’s social and cultural unity.”545 While these criticisms hold 

weight, the official accounts prepared by the political residents do nevertheless serve an 
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important purpose. They provide a source of information about the Gulf, allowing us to begin to 

construct the histories, lives and working experiences of Indian labourers who were based there. 

The Persian Gulf was a dynamic and cosmopolitan hub at the centre of international trade 

and maritime routes. The silk route stretched from China to the Mediterranean region from as 

early as 200 BCE, and prior to the rise of modern capitalism, Arab traders transported cargo on 

dhows from East Africa, across the Indian Ocean to Southeast Asia and the Malaysian 

archipelago. Merchants and traders were moving around the region in pursuit of opportunities, 

while from the mid-fifteenth century, working-class people, boatmen and bakers were gravitating 

towards the Ottoman Empire and its imperial capital to fulfil its labour needs. Slaves from Sudan 

and sub-Saharan Africa were being transported to the region to service the empire.546  

 

 
Figure 7: Map of the Persian Gulf. 

 

Indigenous communities and tribal groups were scattered along the Persian Gulf coast. 

The coastal communities lived and worked closely with each other, as did the communities 

living further inland who were mostly involved in agriculture. With the development of 

commerce, long-distance trade the coastal communities would begin to collaborate with the 
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hinterland.547 Fishing and pearling, in particular, were important economic activities before the 

discovery of oil, and this, combined with British expansionism, shaped the social and political 

formations of the coastal economies. The significance of pearling remained largely unchanged 

throughout much of the nineteenth century and began to decline only after World War II and the 

beginning of oil production.  

While the Safavid and the Ottoman Empires ruled neigbouring regions, no particular 

tribal group exercised authority over the Persian Gulf. The situation changed with the decline of 

the Safavid Empire in 1722, followed by the emergence of tribal groups like the Al-Utub and the 

Al-Khalifa and Al-Sabah dynasties, which took charge in the west of the Gulf, and Al-Qawasim 

and Hawalas, in the east.548 Powerful tribal leaders leveraged their resources to establish a single 

authority surrounding the ports. This was accompanied by broader changes to the littoral through 

the migration and sedenterisation of Bedouins, hawala merchants and seafarers to coastal 

areas.549 Places like Manama, Dubai and Kuwait formed a nexus of exchange, connecting people 

on the coast and those in the interior with networks and the dynamic world of trading across 

continents and oceans.550 

Trade and merchant networks in the Persian Gulf comprised mainly Banias and Khojas 

from the Indian subcontinent who supplied goods and services designed to meet the everyday 

needs of locals. There were no dearth of stores covering hardware, tailoring, books and 

newspapers, and engaging in imports and exports.551 Some 100 Indian Banias were observed 

around Manama and 2,000 Indians around Muscat during the 1830s. There were between 200 

and 700 Banias in the port of Mocha.552 The Banias were concentrated in the ports; Khojas were 

shopkeepers in rural areas and towns; and Persians were found in towns.553  

The ports and coastal towns were by all accounts bustling and lively scenes with a 

diverse array of vessels and people coming and going. While on his travels around the Persian 

Gulf in 1907, Lieutenant Colonel Malleson noted the constant movement of people and goods 

from Karachi to the Persian Gulf and Basra. “At Aden one at least has a constant stream of 
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shipping coming and going. At Masket the weekly Karachi packet boats are one event of 

existence.”554 Goods like pearls, dates, cloves, coffee, ivory and other items were funnelled 

through these ports. Along with the diversity of communities, a range of languages were heard in 

the ports and coastal towns. Of these, “Hindustani and English is little understood. […] One or 

two of the consulate Kavasses (guards) can also speak Urdu.”555  

A reliable supply of labour was an issue in the region. Despite the introduction of the 

Slave Trade Act in 1807 and the Slavery Abolition Act in 1833, trafficking of slaves between 

East Africa and the Persian Gulf remained a problem. During a meeting of the Political 

Department on 8 June 1891, the Governor in Council of Bombay Castle republished for 

information a translation of the General Act of the Brussels Conference which was “reprinted 

from pages 20 to 30 of the Parliamentary Blue Book, Africa No 7 (1890).”556 The reprinting of 

the pages of the Blue Book signalled pressure on the government to address the vestiges of slave 

transportation and was partially a manoeuvre to appease the calls of radicals for supplementary 

anti-trafficking procedures. Notwithstanding the additional procedures, political residents 

continued to receive reports of the kidnapping of men and women, including an instance where 

Baluchis and Indians had been seized on the Gambian coast and transported for sale on the 

Trucial coast as late as 1929-34.557 Smuggling, slavery and the arms trade were persistent 

problems, though at the same time, lucrative business for merchants and others in the region, 

well into the twentieth century. For the State, the trafficking of slaves undermined the working of 

the free market and “trade,” which had by this time clear principles and defined boundaries of 

what was and what was not permissible.558  

India supplied tens of thousands of seamen who served on transcontinental ships to 

Britain and Germany, between 1900 and 1960.559 Indians were involved in supporting trade to 

 
554 Lieutenant Colonel Malleson, Diary of a Tour in the Persian Gulf and the Turkish Arabia December 1906 
(Simla: Government Monotype Press, 1907), 4. MS. L/P&S/20/66, BL. 
555 Ibid., 17. 
556 “General Act of the Brussels Conference and Slave Trade,” IOR/R/15/1/199, BL.  
Bombay Castle served as the official residences of the Governor of Bombay. The Governor of Bombay along with 
the Governors of the Madras and Calcutta Presidencies were de facto the most powerful officials second to the 
Viceroy. 
557 'File 5/191 IV Individual Slavery Cases' [1cr] (12/694), IOR/R/15/1/224, Qatar Digital Library, British Library 
(Hereafter QDL), accessed July 29, 2020, https://www.qdl.qa/en/archive/81055/vdc_100106162913.0x00000d 
558 Johan Mathews, Margins of the Market: Trafficking and Capitalism Across the Arabian Sea (California: 
University of California Press, 2016), 6.  
559 Fisher, “Working,” 21. 



 162 

the Persian Gulf. The lascars or “groups of armed men and army” and maritime labour gangs 

were recruited under a middleman or a serang. Petty officers or tindals complemented the 

operations of the shipping crew. Payments were transferred between the captain and the serang 

to secure the crew prior to embarking on journeys. Wages for lascars, serangs and tindals were 

initially comparable to those of other Indians and Britons of the same social class.560 The demand 

for lascars continued, with wages between 23 and 30 shillings per month, during the eighteenth 

century. Serangs received between 28 to 40 shillings and tindals less. Indian sepoys who were 

assured a regular wage received 6 to 9 rupees, which was less than that of lascars who received 

12 to 18 shillings.561 Indian merchants on the other hand were able to galvanise labourers, which 

correlated with their social and economic relationships of debt and credit.562  

Commenting on the supply of labour, Colonel Malleson remarked “during the date 

season there are often as many as a dozen ocean-going steamers loading in the stream. Labour is 

a difficulty … High wages prevail and it is not unknown for unscrupulous firms to entice away, 

by promises of slightly higher pay, the coolies brought down with much trouble and expense by 

another.”563  

The shortage of men and labour would remain a constant worry for the imperial State 

through the early part of the twentieth century. As World War I commenced, the need for labour 

to serve as non-combatants in the Middle East saw the imperial government utilise prisoners for 

service during the war. Between October 1916 and July 1919, some 16,000 Indian prisoners 

were sent to Mesopotamia to work as jail porters and labour corps, and a further 1,602 for 

miscellaneous services.564 The Punjab government supplied 3,200 prisoners of whom 337 were 

sweepers.565  

 

British Expansionism in the Gulf 

The genesis of the British presence in the Persian Gulf was linked to trade and capitulation 

agreements between the East India Company and the region. The political residency was 
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established in 1763 as a sub-division of the Government of India and its chief function was the 

surveillance of the increasing numbers of European traders in the Middle East. The residency’s 

staff was drawn from the political service of the Indian government and the most senior official, 

the political resident, reported to the Foreign Secretary. Based at Bushire, the resident was 

supported by a cadre of political agents who were posted in the surrounding ports. Gradually, the 

residency’s duties grew to cover consular matters; public and official relations; and the 

protection of local Gulf dynasties.566  

Earlier, the Persian Gulf was peripheral for the British government, but this changed as 

the nineteenth century progressed and Britain gained a stronger foothold in India and oceanic 

trade. The Gulf became one of India’s imperial frontiers.567 Concerns about the Dutch and the 

French, with their presence in parts of India and South-East Asia, and a fear of a loss of power 

spurred the British to develop special treaties with the kingdoms of the Gulf from the 1820s. This 

marked a turning point in the power dynamics between the British and the Persian Gulf; and a 

succession of treaties followed, which privileged Britain’s interests while subordinating Arabian 

rulers’ influence. The 1835 treaty between India and the Shaikh of Bahrein was for the latter’s 

protection by Great Britain through the Indian government, in return for the use of the Gulf 

country’s islands by the military.568  

The political domination of the British in the Gulf continued to grow during World War I. 

Through the nineteenth century Britain had been an ally of the Ottoman Empire partially owing 

to the Ottoman’s control of land and sea routes to East India, and the protection it offered from 

Russian expeditions from the north. But this changed from the early years of the war as Britain’s 

desire to establish a foothold in Mesopotamia became apparent. With the war unfolding, the 

relationship changed, first with the British ranged against the Ottomans and then the dissolution 

of the empire.569 Following the war, Britain and the US’s influence expanded through financial 

investment. 
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Following the discovery of oil reserves in Bahrein in 1932, capitalistic production 

transformed the region, its business and the profile of the labour force. Wholesale and trade ports 

became capital cities exemplifying modernity, success and entrepreneurism, which transformed 

social and political identities.570 The creation of wealth and the onset of consumerism also 

refashioned social relations between indigenous communities and the migrant labouring classes; 

and this shaped how labour was sourced, with a greater reliance on migrant labourers from 

outside the region.  

 

Modern Systems and Labourers’ Remittances  

British steamships from India transporting royal mail, money orders and goods to the Persian 

Gulf were crucial for the residency’s effective administration. Earlier, the Calcutta and Burmah 

Steam Navigation Company was registered in 1856, and, following a tender process, Mackinnon, 

Mackenzie and Co, secured a contract to transport mail between Calcutta and Rangoon. The 

company was renamed the British India Steam Navigation Company and its management 

responsibilities transferred to Whitehall in 1858 with the beginning of imperial rule. The Steam 

Navigation Company contracted with the post office and delivered mail between Bombay and 

Karachi on a fortnightly basis, and between Karachi and the Persian Gulf from 1862.571 The 

company grew and diversified its portfolio, forming the Mesopotamia Persia Corporation in 

1920. It secured monopolies on several strategic routes, transporting mail and goods to the 

Gulf.572 Later, it transported Indian labourers to the oil-producing states.573  

The post office service’s infrastructure grew slowly in response to commercialisation in 

the Persian Gulf and ports. The Bahrein post office began operating in Manana in 1884 and 

offered weekly dispatches of mail for the public’s use. Telegraphic services were crucial in the 

residency’s administrative functions. A second post office opened in Musharraq in 1946, and a 

third in Awali, an expatriate town, and was run by the Bahrein Petroleum Company.574 By 1907, 

there were a smattering of post offices and financial institutions in the Gulf, including a Turkish 
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post and telegraph, and an Indian post office based in the British Consulate. There were no 

telephones. The Ottoman Bank, established by the French and British, was also present.575 In 

1907-08, Bahrein reported an increase in the volume of telegraphic information flows between 

the Gulf, Britain and India. The number of telegrams received at the post offices in the Persian 

Gulf on account of the Indo-European Telegraph department was 615 against 312 in the year 

1906-07, and fees of Rs. 3,426 were realised as compared with Rs. 1,841 previously.576 

Prior to the Kuwait post office service being established, the political resident’s office 

managed money orders.577 The money orders dispatched from Kuwait to India, excluding the 

public’s money orders, for 1909-10 was 4,350, and in 1911-12, 3,978.578 The absence of the 

political agent, steam launch and staffing issues resulted in some fluctuations. 

Consular duties combined with the burdensome money order-related administration, 

spurred the political agent in Kuwait to write to the political resident in Bushire in 1913, 

presenting a case to establish a post office: “Many British subjects had come to work as 

carpenters, divers, etc. and they find the greatest difficulty in remitting money to their families in 

India, not having agents and others such as merchants on whom they might draw as is done in by 

the wealthier Arabs… The hardship is a very real one and I am compelled thereby to accept 

money orders from them for transmission through the Bushire post office,” though it means more 

work for office staff.579 In Kuwait, post offices were established in 1915; Indian inland and 

imperial penny postage rates applied.580  

The use of the post office money order system was routine by Indian sepoys to make 

transfers, and the State was sensitive to commission charges on sepoy’s transfers given the low 

levels of wages. In 1910, the residency of Bushire wrote to the postmaster in Bombay with the 

request: 
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…that the present rule of charging 2½ percent on money orders sent by the sepoys 
and other governments servants at Bahrein may be relaxed in their favour … It seems 
the commission was doubled to prevent the post office from competing with the 
legitimate business or the mail agents and to lessen the risk of large remittances from 
Bahrein to the Head Offices at Bushire. Sepoys were precluded from trading and 
only make small remittances, according to their means, for bona fide private 
requirements.581 

 
The importance of the sepoys galvanised the officials to reassess and adjust these rates. 

The director general, Post Office in India, writing to postmaster general, Bombay, agreed that the 

“rule to charge special rates of commission on money order issued at Bahrein should be relaxed 

for Bahrein’s sepoys and government officials.”582 He recommended that sepoy’s money orders 

should be countersigned by the political agent.583 

Around the same time, an application for a refund for the 3 per cent commission paid by 

the men of the detachment 117th Mahrattas, stationed in Bahrein, was filed by the political 

agency in Bahrein to the Comptroller of Post Offices in Delhi.584 This was denied on the grounds 

that the men were not members of an expeditionary force, and the Bahrein post office was not a 

field post office, thus, the rule quoted by the agency in Bahrein was not applicable in this 

situation.585 It referenced a copy of the policy titled “Free Money Orders” which accompanied 

the correspondence.586 Notwithstanding the earlier concerns about the excessive commission 

rates on soldiers’ money remittances in the Gulf, following this, the high charges remained an 

issue for migrant labourers, despite the expansion of electronic technologies and improved 

access for many.587 

Telegraphic technology, pioneered in the 1930s, was adopted for telegraphic money order 

transfers, allowing swift money transfers between destinations. A sender would deposit money 
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with a telegraph office and the post office would wire the telegraph office to a second place, 

which allowed collection of the equivalent amount of money there.588 Global trade further 

propelled advances in money transfers and the development of wire technologies. The high 

returns in the money transfer business spurred private companies, including the Western Union, 

formerly a telegraph service, to enter this field. Around the same time, the Western Union and 

established oil companies began to issue simple credit cards, and later, Visa Credit cards, and a 

decade later, Master Cards, including in the United States.589 Wire transfers allowed the 

immediate transfer of funds, for a fee. These electronic technologies for wiring money would 

grow and proliferate in the public domain several decades later, and become the principal 

mechanism supporting labourers’ remittances. 

In the aftermath of the British invasion of Mesopotamia, the numbers of Indians in the 

Persian Gulf and the region grew rapidly. The occupation of Mesopotamia was followed by the 

development of the Iraq Mandate in 1920 and the creation of the succession states. Punjabi 

sepoys remained in service after the world war and took up positions as security guards and in 

the police.  

Overall, the period 1907-1935 saw labourers’ use of post office money order transfers 

from the region fluctuate. At the time the post office money orders were established, foreign 

telegraphic orders gained popularity, and the volume of orders placed through the post offices 

increased following World War I.  

Telegraphic orders exchanged with Mesopotamia and the Persian Gulf saw a decrease of 

63 per cent in1918-19.590 During the war years, sepoys’ transfers were mostly through the post 

office services established in the army camps; sepoys thus had limited recourse to civilian post 

office branches. The outgoing Foreign Telegraphic Money Order Messages to Mesopotamia and 

the Persian Gulf increased between 1918-19 and 1919-20 from 35 to 67, whereas the incoming 

number decreased from 410 to 67.591 In 1919-20, the post office services reported “the total 

number of foreign telegraphic money orders exchanges with Ceylon, Mesopotamia, the Persian 
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Gulf ports, Aden and the UK was 5 per cent less than the previous year.”592 The number of 

telegraphic money orders flowing from the Persian Gulf increased. After the war, sepoys based 

in the camps began to use the regular post offices to remit money to a number of places, 

including India. 

The telegraphic administration in Mesopotamia was taken over by the civil government 

of Iraq on 1 November 1919.593 Fluctuations in money orders were attributed to delays with the 

laying of cables in the transitional period. There were further arrangements to lay cables between 

Bombay and Aden; and Malta and Alexandria; and to extend the Aden-Suez cables to Port 

Sudan.594 In the aftermath of the development of the Asia Minor Agreement, England and France 

agreed France’s mandate to rule greater Lebanon with some power over parts of Syria. Britain 

was to control the two Mesopotamian provinces of Basra and Baghdad. As for Palestine, Britain 

was to have the ports of Acre and Haifa and the hinterland, allowing a railroad to be built 

between there and Mesopotamia; and the rest of the country was to fall under international 

administration.595 This was a time when peripheral and previously unconnected territories were 

being connected with other places for effective communication flows. 

The numbers of money orders and telegraphic charges outgoing from Mesopotamia and 

the Persian Gulf between 1920-21 and 1921-22 rose from forty-six in to eighty-three.596 

Following the establishing of Iraq, Syria, Lebanon and Palestine, during 1921-22 and 1922-23, 

the post office services reconfigured data collection systems relating to Mesopotamia and the 

Persian Gulf. This affected how information on the numbers of transfers was published in the 

annual reports.  

Between 1920-21 and 1923-24, Aden witnessed an increase in its outgoing foreign 

telegraphic money order advices (when money was sent quickly in urgent situations). They 

increased from five in 1920-21 to fifteen in 1923-24. Around this time, Iraq registered money 

order business for the first time; consequentially increasing from six in 1922-23 to fifteen in 

1923-24. With the political and regional changes in the region, the Persian Gulf unsurprisingly 

saw a reduction in its money order business from eighty-three in 1921-22 to forty in 1923-24.597 
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Overall, the volume and numbers of outgoing foreign telegraphic money order advices were 

small.  

During the same period, the Annual Report 1922-23 presented information with the 

money order transactions with the United Kingdom and British possessions. Here the foreign 

rupee orders paid in India as a whole from Iraq were 82,396 of the value Rs. 60,03,324 in 1921-

22, which decreased to 68,987 and Rs. 58,02,284 in 1992-23.598 

For the half-dozen years that followed, 1924-25 to 1930-31, the numbers of money orders 

and corresponding rupee amounts from Iraq and Persia paid in India decreased steadily. This 

downwards trend was possibly a result of the exodus of sepoys from the region, high money 

order commission rates, and the increasing competition for the money transfer business (from 

private players). Likewise, the number of money orders from Iraq to India also decreased. After 

1930, some changes in reporting ensued and after 1936 the level of detail published diminished 

for the Gulf.599 Meanwhile, competition began to grow. 

The year 1923 marked a change in the postal service’s management as the Indian 

government moved to transfer the services to the Imperial Postal Administration.600 Though the 

services were efficient, the business was not sufficiently robust to justify the continued 

expenditure by the Indian government. During the transfer of services, the British requested that 

a European or an American director general of posts and service be appointed, signalling a desire 

to reduce liabilities while not altogether relinquishing influence.601  

In 1939, under the jurisdiction of the Bahrein agency, Indians earned Rs. 13.5 lakh in 

wages per annum from employment of all kinds, other than the money paid from Government of 

India funds. The figure covered the wages of Rs. 2 lakh of those employed by the California 

Arabian Standard Oil Company in Hasa, which came under the Bahrein agency’s purview. 

Indian nationals living in or around Bahrein earned about Rs. 25 lakh annually.602  
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Banks and post office money orders supported the money flows of Indians employed by 

the Bahrein Petroleum Company: these included, PCL, Eastern Bank, Gray Mackenzie, Mission, 

Imperial Airways and Cable and Wireless. Between 1 January 1938 and 30 September 1939, the 

Eastern Bank remitted just over Rs. 1,01,60,508 to India and the post office about Rs. 400,000 a 

year.603 The amounts earned by the Indian employees of the Bahrein Petroleum Company was 

Rs. 664,995 and by private India servants (these were likely employed by non-Indian employees 

of the company) Rs. 6,000, which totalled Rs. 670,995.604 

The effects of the American stock market crash in 1929 impacted trade and consumption 

patterns across the globe in the 1930s. In the Gulf, pearling was a profession which people 

entered regardless of their social status. Indians based in the ports would form diving crews for a 

daily wage. Very risky and physically demanding, the profession was poorly remunerated, with 

divers’ wages based on a profit-share system, once the season’s costs were calculated.605 

Following the stock market crash, the opening of Bahrein’s pearl season in 1931 was marked by 

a 50 per cent drop in prices from the year before.606 Several months passed with Indian and 

Persian pearl divers experiencing hardship. As economic conditions on the coast declined, public 

unrest gripped Manama city. Fifteen pairs of Indian sepoys of the Bahrein Armed Police and 

some natives put down a riot involving 1,500 pearl divers and restored order.607 In another 

instance, later that year, the Bahreini government’s mishandling of inheritance-related policies 

led to public demonstrations and again sepoys were charged with dispersing demonstrations.608 

The State was heavily reliant on sepoys for enforcing law and order, and maintaining 

good relations with them was important. The post office money order system was the established 

mechanism for transfers made by policemen, sepoys and soldiers and had its origins in the early 

years of the development of the post offices in India in the 1880s. During World War I, the 
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service had proven its trustworthiness in delivering remittances to the families of sepoys serving 

on the front.  

The issue of the commission charges on government servants’ post office money orders 

re-emerged in 1933-4, with the political residency being drawn into a long chain of 

communication with post office officials in Nagpur, Karachi, Sind and Baluchistan, and the 

agent in Bushire. There had been an overall decrease in the amount of money orders received by 

the post office between 1931 and 1933.609 The commission on money order issues by 

government servants had been 1 per cent rather than 2 per cent for many years, but this had 

changed.610 Instructions had been received from Karachi to levy fees at 2 per cent rather than 1 

per cent, and there was some questioning of the earlier 1 per cent commission as per the 1910 

order sanctioning money order commissions at inland rates for government servants.611 This was 

followed by some objections about reducing the commission from 2 to 1 per cent.612  

The political resident felt the post office was unable to accommodate a reduction in 

commission without having a surplus of cash in the system. The reason for charging the higher 

rate mentioned in the order from February 1910 was no longer valid. The Eastern Bank of 

Bahrein issued drafts at Rs. 7 per Rs 1,000; Mesopotamia Persian Corporation, Rs. 5 per every 

Rs. 1,000 to India by steamer; and the post office charged Rs. 20 per Rs.1000. The post office 

was charging a disproportionate rate in comparison to its competitors.613 Though there were no 

problems with a reduction, it was likely to result in a build-up of large volumes of cash. The post 

offices wanted to encourage the public to use more money orders because of their convenience 

for small remittances at 1 per cent, and they would remit in large sums through the Eastern Bank 

at Bahrein at 0.75 per cent or through the British India Steam Navigation Company at 0.5 per 

cent.614 With the reduction in the commission from Rs. 2 to Rs. 1 at the end of pearling season, 

there would be heavy transactions and the cash difficult to dispose. “During the summer months 
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most of the merchants remit their cash by bank draft at par.”615 After the protracted 

communications, the reduction of money order commission from 2 to 1 per cent was endorsed.616 

Many types of groups utilised the post office services. Here, the scenario highlights the 

oppositional considerations the government balanced: firstly, the public’s use of money orders 

and the need to keep the commission fees low to retain the sepoys and pearl divers’ goodwill. 

Secondly, there was the residency’s desire to retain monopolistic control on the money order 

services, which were instrumental in managing relationships with the Government of India, 

sepoys and the public. This was pertinent to the development of oil, investments and trade, and 

the potential for the growth of the money orders, but was overshadowed by the growth of 

commercial banks and companies, and signalled the beginning of a trend involving concessions 

in functions. Finally, the example demonstrates how imperial institutions were often improvising 

and reacting to issues as they emerged, rather than acting from a position of control or supported 

by strategy.617  

During the mid-1930s, the political agent’s report presented an optimistic picture of 

growth in the Middle East despite the economic downturn. He reported that almost all imports 

from India, the UK and Japan, and exports to India, Aden and Ceylon were controlled by Indian 

merchants. Wholesale profits on imports rose and were Rs. 7,28,600 in 1938-39. The British 

India Steam Company now monopolised trade in the region. The money orders issued by the 

post office were 4 lakhs per annum. There were 350 Indian subjects living in the Trucial coast, 

with a total trade of Rs. 40-50 lakh.618 The rosy picture of trade and finance was for the benefit 

of government committees and investors in Britain and India, in an effort to reassure them the 

economy was weathering the global financial storm. Indigenous merchants who were not 

entangled with western speculative markets remained relatively unscathed. 

 

 

 
615 'File 14/6 Postal commission on Government Servants' money orders' [44r] (87/92), IOR/R/15/2/1421, in QDL, 
accessed July 10, 2020, https://www.qdl.qa/archive/81055/vdc_100026580312.0x000058. 
616 'File 14/6 Postal commission on Government Servants' money orders' [42r] (83/92), IOR/R/15/2/1421, in QDL, 
accessed July 10, 2020, https://www.qdl.qa/archive/81055/vdc_100026580312.0x000054. 
617 Gary Sick, “Forward” in The Creation of Iraq 1914-1921, ed Reeva Spector Simon and Elenor H. Tejirian (New 
York: Columbia University Press), ix-xi. 
618 Coll 29/86 'Diplomatic and consular expenditure: incidence; revision; general' [22r] (43/561), 
IOR/L/PS/12/3662, in QDL, accessed July 10, 2020, 
https://www.qdl.qa/archive/81055/vdc_100053713428.0x00002e. 
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Modern Banks: Serving Whose Needs? 

Historically, the numbers of British- and European-backed State and commercial banks grew in 

the region, which initially injected much needed capital into the Gulf for the exploration of oil 

and general modernisation. The banks were for all intents and purposes independent companies 

and helped introduce modern systems, through introducing savings deposit accounts and 

mechanisms of appropriating profits for shareholders and governments.619 These banks were 

instrumental in influencing political negotiations at a macro-level for the British. 

Around the same time, the shaikhs of the Persian Gulf, in their drive towards developing 

their States, were keen to build support for their economic modernisation plans. Towards these 

ends, the shaikhs sometimes courted wealthy merchants. In Muscat, for example, the shaikh 

encouraged merchants to invest in a new bank to finance trade “between India, Iraq, Iran and 

Middle East countries,” helping to meet a need caused by the dearth of banking facilities in the 

territories.620 Up until that time, trade had largely been financed by remittances of cash in the 

form of notes and coins, or the drawing of drafts and hundis by private merchants and firms.621 

Though these arrangements between shaikhs and foreign investors have been critiqued by 

scholars, Adam Hanieh argues that internationalisation forced a rethinking of the State functions 

in the context of contemporary world markets – “accumulation is always territorialised,” and 

capitalism seeks to create the right conditions for accumulation in places across the global 

economy.622 While following Marxian methods, Hanieh accommodates the needs of States and 

in doing so shifts away from an analysis of the State and civil society binaries, and the continuity 

of Middle East authoritarianism. 

The Imperial Bank in Persia was initially established in 1885 by the British during the 

development of the Anglo-Persian treaties, mostly to develop British interests. In the aftermath 

of World War I, Persia was heavily reliant on the bank, allowing the British to influence its 

lending policy through the Foreign Office and ultimately progress its interests. Sometimes the 

Foreign Office would instruct banks to stop loans to the Iranian government and at other times it 

 
619 Geoffrey Jones, “The Imperial Bank of Iran and Iranian Economic Development, 1890-1952,” Business and 
Economic History, Second Series 16, (1987): 71. 
620 File 9/26 India and Persian Gulf Bank Limited' [2r] (3/78), IOR/R/15/2/371 in QDL, accessed July 10, 2020, 
https://www.qdl.qa/archive/81055/vdc_100025656265.0x000004.  
621 'File 9/26 India and Persian Gulf Bank Limited' [6r] (11/78), IOR/R/15/2/371, in QDL, accessed July 10, 2020, 
https://www.qdl.qa/archive/81055/vdc_100025656265.0x00000c. 
622 Adam Hanieh, Lineages of Revolt: Issues of Contemporary Capitalism in the Middle East (Chicago: Haymarket 
Books, 2013), 10. 
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would secure benefits including monopoly concessions. Britain would bargain for rights to 

purchase to the Khostaria oil concessions while the United States exercised power with loans to 

bargain for concessions while it had its sights on oil and railway syndicates in Persia.623 

Initially, businesses and wealthy families were sought by State and commercial banks for 

business, but gradually salaried employees were, too, as their savings potential was recognised. 

By the 1940s, bank accounts were being promoted to salaried employees by the Eastern Bank 

Limited, Manama. The bank had initially been established by British investors in 1909 to support 

trade in the Gulf, and a branch in Bahrein was opened in 1920. It expanded its business owning 

to increases in oil-related profits.624 Employees’ salaries were transferred into savings accounts, 

though no interest was paid by the bank, and minimum deposits and charges did not apply.625 

The authorities worried that non-pensioned employees could “down their tools and depart like 

day labourers.”626 Employees and the State would deposit their funds into the post office savings 

bank accounts for a minimum of four years, and their funds would steadily accrue interest. The 

balance would build up and be invested in Post Office Cash Certificates.627 The State’s desire to 

raise funds for reinvestment was disguised as concern for employees. 

Prior to the proliferation of money-wiring technologies, banks in the Persian Gulf 

developed money transfer bank drafts. Though these banks were in theory an option for labourers, 

in practice however, several barriers hindered their use of banks.628  Mohammad Wasib Butt, Bank 

Manager, the Punjab Bank discusses this: 

 

 
623 Frances Bostock, “State Bank or Agent of Empire? The Imperial Bank of Persia’s London policy 1920-23,” Iran, 
27 (1989): 103-4. Later, the bank would struggle in its operations owing to difficulties with managing external 
factors and profiteering. Growing nationalism, combined with increased competition from commercial banks, and 
the stranglehold the indigenous moneylenders enjoyed, meant the bank was unable to compete in foreign trade. See 
Jones, Imperial, 72-75. 
624  “Eastern Bank,” Wikipedia, accessed February 1, 2019, 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Eastern_Bank_Ltd_(historic)#:~:text=Eastern%20Bank%20Limited%20was%20found
ed,shareholders%2C%20including%20the%20Sassoon%20family. 
625 ‘File 28/14 II Labour employed by the Bahrein Petroleum Company Ltd, Bahrein,' fol. 352. IOR/R/15/2/1718, 
BL. 
626 'File 6/23 Provident Funds for all State and Local Fund employees' [9r] (17/42), IOR/R/15/2/1238, accessed 
September 9, 2020, https://www.qdl.qa/en. 
'File 6/23 Provident Funds for all State and Local Fund employees' dated 12th June 1929 [4r] (7/42) 
IOR/R/15/2/1238. accessed July 10, 2020,  https://www.qdl.qa/en. 
'File 6/23 Provident Funds for all State and Local Fund employees' [10r] (19/42), accessed July 10, 2020, 
https://www.qdl.qa/en. 
627 'File 6/23 Provident Funds for all State and Local Fund employees' [5r] (9/42), accessed July 10, 2020, 
https://www.qdl.qa/en. 
628 Mohammad Wasib Butt, interview by author, Lahore, September 10, 2018.  
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Earlier postal orders and other types of money orders took a very long time to arrive. 
There were two or three types of routes for money transfer, but most [labouring] 
people didn’t know about them. There were postal office moneygrams and bank 
transfers. But the labour classes preferred not to use these. In that time, like now, 
hundi still operated. [Hundi] is an easy method – people will give a little more 
[commission to the agent] and their money is delivered the next day. 

Sending money through banks was very difficult for people, and required money 
be deposited into a bank account, and only if they had an account. If they did not have 
an account, then others could not receive money transfers. Man-to-man payments 
were also popular if someone was coming [back to the village] then they would give 
money [to the beneficiary], this was the most popular way of money transfer. 

 
From the interview we see that an account was a prerequisite to support labourers’ remissions 

through banks. To open a bank account, documentary evidence of employment status and 

address was required. Without these, remittances through banks were near-impossible. 

Consequently, the use of banks was impossible for “un-papered” migrants or those earning very 

little wages. Migrant labourers who accrued enough to remit were forced to use alternative 

mechanisms which bore a degree of risk. Alternative vehicles for money transfer involved 

working through people who were connected through bonds of trust, rather than juridical 

frameworks – and notions of obligation and reciprocity had their own set of dynamics.  

Given the little literature available about labourers and the use of banks, the life stories of 

three labourers situated in the Gulf add value to our understanding of the use of formal systems. 

Although these labourers were situated in the Gulf some years after the period of this study, they 

are relevant because of the continuities in the experiences, systems and patterns of remittance 

systems. 

In interviews with Sarah Bhatti (b 1970) she discusses the 1970s when her father 

Muhammad Imran, an electrician, began working in Dubai, and would send bank draft back 

home.629 
 
I remember an envelope would arrive home from my father and it would always be 
different to other envelopes. It was a special type of envelope, perhaps it would have 
two stamps on it or perhaps it would have a more expensive stamp on it. It was 
different to the envelopes that came from Grandma or others. The postman would 
know this was a special type of envelope and he would hang around after handling 
it to my mother, or if I opened the door to collect the mail, he would ask me to tell 
my mother we had a cheque. Mother would come to the door and the postman would 
point to the letter as if to say ‘you have received income,’ and so my mother would 

 
629 Sarah Bhatti, interview by author, Gujranwala, March 16, 2021. In this case the participants names have been 
changed at their request. 
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give him Rs. 2 … Mother would then take me to the bank where we would deposit 
the check. The bank manager would tell us how many days later we could come and 
collect the money. Then a few days later, perhaps five days, we would go back and 
mother would have to sign a form before receiving the money. 

Before then, in the 1970s, people would mostly use money orders to remit from 
the Middle East. On the odd occasion if someone was coming back then my father 
would give them money to bring back to mother. Banks were later used for 
remittances, as I remember my father would sometimes send a money draft, but these 
were not nearly as popular as post office orders.  

In addition, my neighbours and family members based abroad would send 
money orders back to Pakistan via the post office and banks. A relative told me her 
husband would initially use hundi and hawala, but the rates were too high, so they 
resorted to post office and bank orders.  

 
Abdul Hamid Gill (b. 1932) in Sahiwal, Montgomery, attended Islamia College, 

graduating with a B.A. He entered the Civil Service in Lahore and progressed to a position with 

an accountant’s group. He later moved to Saudi Arabia and recounts how he would remit though 

the bank to Lahore: 

 
There was a bank, Al Jazeerah in Saudi Arabia, which had contacts with our own Habib 
bank. There were many [branches of] Habib Bank in Lahore, and one close to my house. 
I would place riyals into the local Al Jazeerah bank. There I would find the equivalent 
Pakistani currency and they [bank personnel] would note this. When I needed to send 
money to Lahore, I would present the amount I wanted to send and would get a draft 
made in my wife’s name. I would send that draft by post and she would be able to obtain 
the money from the bank – she would put how much she wanted to save into her account 
and bring how much she needed [for everyday expenditure].630  
 

The choice of money drafts and familiarity with the Habib Bank underscores that migrants 

preferred people from their own ethnic backgrounds, with shared language skills, handling their 

finances.631 Interviews with money-exchange bureaus revealed that bank drafts or “demand 

drafts” as they were previously known were made with cash, and physically sent to a destination. 

On the other side, the recipient would place the draft in their bank account and, and this would 

take a few days to clear.632 

Abdul Gill chose to transfer his remittances through the banks. What can be determined by 

Abdul’s method of money transfer and his observations of Shariah law? Was Abdul aware that 

by using “modern banking systems” or the more acceptable “Islamic banks” which were 

emerging in the region that his finances were getting caught up in global finance? Islamic law 

 
630 Abdul Hamid Gill, interview by author, Lahore, September 12, 2018.  
631 Magee and Thompson “Lines,” 542.  
632 Robina Mahmood and Mohammad Ejaz, interview by author, Gujranwala, August 27, 2018. 
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discouraged “unlawful benefits and usury in commercial exchanges” which translated into an 

Islamic ban on receiving or giving interest on capital, primarily because its origins were 

unknown. Transactions with an element of risk were prohibited.633 If labourers retained 

premodern or religious beliefs relating to interest and modern financial systems, these could 

impact their decisions around the use of these systems. The intricate working of financial and 

money transfer systems were complex and opaque. Their use rendered labourers powerless to 

exercise control and prevent their money from becoming entangled in the complex web of the 

networks and world of finance. In this case it is possible that the convoluted workings of global 

markets were beyond Abdul’s everyday existence and conceptual framework, given the period in 

which he was operating. Investment and global finance were beyond Abdul’s relatively small 

world of simple and personal transactions in the same way the cash economy was beyond that of 

the peasant agriculturalist. 

 

The Use of Indigenous Systems  

A variety of indigenous systems for money transfer were observed around the Persian Gulf and 

Indian Ocean region. During the early part of the twentieth century, steamships were the main 

form of transportation for pilgrims attending the annual Hajj. In 1927, the Mogul Lines was the 

principal carrier of pilgrims from Karachi, Bombay and other Indian ports to the Persian Gulf for 

transfer to Saudi Arabia.634 While there, the pilgrims would visit kin and labourers based in the 

Gulf and carry money back to India for them. 

While on the Hajj, during the early 1920s, wealthy pilgrims were welcomed by a whole 

host of hospitality groups and the bazaar community, including retailers and moneychangers. 

The latter operated a brisk business, particularly around the Hajj season when groups of pilgrims 

flooded the places of worship.635 Moneylenders would keenly target and latch onto wealthy and 

unsuspecting pilgrims.636 Being a well-established community, the moneychangers had been 

observed by travellers and writers in the Indian Ocean region for centuries. 

 
633 Knut, Between, 326-327. 
634 Michael B. Miller, “Pilgrims' Progress: The Business of the Hajj,” Past & Present, 
No. 191 (May, 2006), 190-201. 
635 File 1749/1921 ‘Persian Gulf: Residency news summaries 1921-25’ [154r] (322/494), IOR/L/PS/10/977, in QDL, 
accessed July 10, 2020, https://www.qdl.qa/archive/81055/vdc_100069882614.0x00007b,  
636 'Personal Narrative of a pilgrimage to Al-Madinah and Meccah. Vol. II' [235] (266/568), BL: Printed Collections, 
W48/9841 vol. 2, in QDL, accessed July 10, 2020, 
https://www.qdl.qa/archive/81055/vdc_100023847601.0x000043. 
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Italian traveller and diarist Ludovico di Varthema voyaged around Egypt, Syria, the 

Arabian desert and Arabia Felix, in Persia, India, and Ethiopia, between 1503 and 1508, and 

witnessed moneychangers’ operations. He noted the importing of coins as part of the trade with 

“the continent of India,” and that, in particular, one street was occupied by 500 moneychangers, 

with a “great number of foreign merchants who carried on an extensive traffic at the place.”637 

Hindus and Indians were involved in the importation of Indian money. 

Sir Richard Burton, describing his time observing pilgrimage in Mecca and Medinah, 

noted that “Jews in Baghdad and Irak, and the Armenians in the north Mesopotamia were 

involved in commercial matters.”638 The Jewish merchants of Baghdad had begun trading with 

Jewish merchants in England and squeezed out Muslim and Christian competitors. “Indians, 

mainly Hindu from Gujrat, were a small community of traders and clerks who ‘live among the 

motley crowd [of Manama],’ among them, but not of them.” ’639  

In the Indian context, Claude Markovits discusses the importance of soucarrs or sahukars 

or big merchants, and sarafs or shroffs, usually moneychangers and dealers in bills of exchange. 

The bills of exchange were only procurable through Hindu merchants in Shikarpur, southern 

Pakistan.640 Moneylending operations in central Asia were more lucrative than in Sindh. The 

sector was stratified, with the top layer comprising Indian bankers in places like Bukara and 

Khokand; and they operated on a substantial scale. Previously, these men’s role would have 

covered trade between India and Central Asia. Their operations covered the functions of sarrafs 

or moneylending. Beneath the top layer there was another layer, constituted by moneylenders 

who borrowed funds from big bankers, and in turn lent these funds to Shikarpuris at a higher rate 

– they covered both the towns and the adjacent countryside. At the bottom were rural 

moneylenders who lent to agriculturalists with the funds obtained from the two earlier groups.641 

Continuing on the theme of moneychangers, Kirin Chaudhry’s work, though focusing on 

a somewhat later period, traces the Al-Rajhi company and moneychangers’ networks that were 

 
637 “The travels of Ludovico di Varthema in Egypt, Syria, Arabia Desert and Arabia Felix, in Persia, India, and 
Ethiopia, A.D. 1503 to 1508” [89] (124/492), BL: Printed Collections, ST 461/32, in QDL, accessed July 10, 2020, 
https://www.qdl.qa/archive/81055/vdc_100023876775.0x00007d.  
638 'Handbook of Mesopotamia. Vol. I. 1918' [206] (215/568), IOR/L/MIL/17/15/41/2, in QDL, accessed July 10, 
2020, https://www.qdl.qa/en/archive/81055/vdc_100023472674.0x000010. 
639 Fuccaro, City, 69. 
640 Claude Markovits, The Global World of Indian Merchants 1750-1947 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2000), 65. 

641 Ibid., 83. 



 179 

operating in the 1970s back to their operations in foreign exchange and commerce in the 1940s. 

A battle was ensuing between the State, wanting to forge a centralised market backed by Islamic 

jurists, and the commercial elites.642 Powerful moneylenders in the Hijaz prevented the Saudis 

from standardising the currency by eliminating the Turkish Majidi, Moneychangers refused to 

accept price controls, and the non-uniformity of the Yemeni market, its poor infrastructure and 

plethora of currencies made space for another “foundation of capital accumulation for the 

absentee bourgeoisie: money changing.”643 The imams’ restrictive policies enabled the 

commercial elite to influence activities and create profit by operating the informal banking 

system. Meanwhile in Saudi Arabia, a range of currencies circulated simultaneously into the 

1960s. Moneychanging “was big business in centers of international trade,” in Europe, but in the 

Hijaz, “men developed a trade system that resisted change, precisely because the country was a 

residual economy, bordered by the vibrant entrepots of the Hijaz.” The use of financial 

instruments in financing trade designed maturity periods that helped conceal both commissions 

and interest, which was forbidden by religious authorities. Ultimately by stamping out usury for 

Muslims the imams opened up a space for Jewish and Indian Bania traders in lending and 

exchanging, and subsequently the remittance flow networks were forged.644 

The Al-Rajhi group later became a prominent international enterprise, developing 

relationships and reciprocal relationships, and financial hubs worldwide. During the Gulf’s oil 

boom, banking relations were “sturdy enough that money exchangers could remit money 

overseas or make international investments with the same alacrity of regular international 

banks.”645 While commercial banks narrowed the range of their operations, the moneychanging 

houses expanded to include interest-bearing deposit accounts. The influx of migrant workers saw 

an uptake of deposit-taking accounts regardless of Shariah banking principles, while the products 

of competitive financial services failed to gain traction. Remittances generated complex informal 

banking systems, which being unregulated displaced bank branches and commercial bank agents. 

“The informal system became the primary source of industrial land commercial capital” and “it 

tied earnings of Yemeni labourers in Saudi Arabia to global financial markets.”646 From this we 

 
642 Chaudhry, Wealth, 67. 
643 Ibid., 115. The Majidi was the Turkish currency in circulation in the economy at the time. 
644 Ibid., 116. 
645 Ibid., 234. 
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can determine that the operators of these informal systems also forged connections with Indian 

moneylenders to support money flows. Chaudhry’s perspective reminds us of the historically 

complex, global and speculative nature of capital, but also points to its continuities with 

contemporaneous systems.  

Prior to independence, post offices and banks supported the financial flows of oil 

company labourers and merchants from the Middle East back to India. Merchants also used 

indigenous system such as hundis for their remittances. Moneychangers were used to transfer 

funds from the Gulf to neighbouring countries from the 1940s onwards and probably to India 

during the middle of the twentieth century. The Sarah Bhatti interview discusses hundiwalas’ 

involvement in money transfers and arbitrage and allows us to perceive the role of the 

money-changer and hundiwala as one.647  

 
Back in the 1970s, moneychangers were not very popular, perhaps because migration 
to the Gulf hadn’t quite risen to the levels it did in the late 1980s. A little later, I 
remember someone sent money via hundi and my father and I went to collect it. The 
hundiwala was based in the old city, and operated before the new systems were 
established. Earlier, there were limits on the cash you could bring into the country 
from abroad. The hundiwala was also a place where you would collect money in 
rupees, and exchange foreign currency, including riyals. If you exchanged riyals you 
would get the market rate, as the hundiwala was keen to buy foreign currency, but if 
you wanted to buy riyals to travel for Hajj then the hundiwala would give you a 
lower rate – as he needed to cover his expenses. Several hundiwalas operated in the 
market – and each had regular customers, or had money flowing from specific 
locations, or had contacts in those locations. Hundis became popular and were a way 
for hundiwalas to make money.  

 
Earlier, other types of businesses handling cash also covered money exchange for labourers.  

 
If you came from the Middle East, you could take Saudi riyals or Emirate dirhams 
to the gold jewellers for exchange. The jewellers would buy the currency for rupees. 
This same foreign currency would then come to use when they went to purchase 
gold from the Middle East. Here the price of gold was cheaper than in Pakistan.  

 
An interview with a manager from a money-exchange company provided a perspective 

about the emergence of the business and the way it supported labourers’ remittances. 

 

 
647 The task of “trying to define exactly who was a banker, or bankers and money changers, or bankers, 
merchants and money-changers rolled into one” without specifying the context as futile. “The historians role is 
to specify the situation and shed some light on how they affected social change.” See Bagchi, Money, ix. 
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In 1991, the Government of Pakistan made illegal foreign currency exchange. 
[Previously] we would purchase currency from people or sell to them. We didn’t 
have a remittance business. Remittances were through money drafts through banks 
or postal money orders. There were also demand drafts where people would have 
them made outside [abroad] and send them to Pakistan. They were placed into 
accounts and would be cleared, after which you could collect the cash. If you placed 
a draft today your bank would receive clearance from behind, and until then you 
would not receive money. You wouldn’t get credit. The drafts would be in rupees – 
not dollars or pounds.648 

From the 1990s, the government introduced policies to prevent people from 
bringing foreign money into the country, and if they needed to exchange riyals for 
rupees, they used bigger money-exchange bureaus. The government would come 
and close the hundi businesses down. So gradually many of the moneychangers 
closed, and in their place bureaus like Dollar First and Western Union flourished.  

 
Interviews with the representatives from the Bank of Punjab and Dollar First, the money-

exchange bureau, reveal their positions as upholders and enforcers of government-sanctioned 

policy. For them, ideologically “modernity” was synonymous with accountability, globalisation 

and economic development.  

After independence, post office money orders were popular, but as mass migration to the 

Persian Gulf began from the late 1970s until the 1990s, hundi /money-exchange became popular 

for labourers’ remittance. From the 1990s, the hundi/hawala and money transfer elements were 

integrated into modern “money transfer” functions, which became regulated and “respectable”. 

The old and informal way of doing hundi business was marginalised in the same way under the 

colonial government.  

Government policy played a role in influencing the technologies labourers chose in India 

and Pakistan. Mohammad Asgar (1936-2019) spent time in Riyadh, Saudi Arabia, between 1974 

and 1982.649 

 

I worked with the Firestone Tiles company and the working conditions were good – 
I had a permanent contract, and [the salary] started at Rs. 1,000 and ended at Rs. 
5,000. It would increase Rs. 300, Rs. 400, Rs. 500 per year… The wages were 
received on a monthly basis and I was able to save once I had covered my expenses. 
… I would bring money back when I visited Pakistan, or in between these visits I 
would send it back through hawala. The funds were used to support family, to 
purchase land and build a house. I would also use bankers draft to send money home. 
I was promoted during my time in Saudi Arabia, but didn’t receive a pension. 

 

 
648 Mahmood and Ejaz, interview. 
649 Mohammad Asgar, interview by author, Gujranwala, Pakistan, August 16, 2018.  
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The parallels in the testimonies of the two labourers to those in Lebanon (from the early 

twentieth century) show that investment in housing was popular. This was made possible 

because of the differences in the exchange value of international remittances, allowing labour to 

purchase land much more easily than non-migrating peers earning in rupees. Materially Asgar 

was now better off. His house was the material evidence of his success and wealth. 

Labourers’ migration accelerated their social mobility, modernity and their community’s 

financial security. Migration also helped shape ideas, behaviours and expectations of the 

communities left behind. Ideas were transferred from destination communities to home with 

some resulting questioning of social formations, what community meant, and how people 

behaved; and this then differentiated the movers from those who stayed behind. The non-

monetary remittances were significant and often unacknowledged – particularly the way ideas 

and knowledge determined how funds were used or accumulated over time.650 

Turning again to Asgar’s use of hundis to transfer funds, how can the use of “traditional” 

or “cultural” systems be viewed? Partha Chatterjee’s writing on postcolonial perspectives 

highlights the personal agency exercised by those who have suffered the “sentence of history” 

through “subjugation, domination, diaspora and displacement.” Peripheralisation “transforms our 

critical strategies” and the way we make connections, make meaning and attach importance with 

different demands and practices and help us with our survival strategies. Ultimately culture helps 

give our everyday disaffection some notion of selfhood and a mechanism to survive in 

“transnational and translational” settings.651 By extension, it is possible that by utilising hundis, 

Asgar was invoking a system with cultural resonance, and through this was able to manipulate 

the modern financial landscape which was heir to the legacies of imperial government. The use 

of hundis was also, no doubt abetted by their convenience, in terms of quotidian logistics. 

Regulatory factors affected people’s choices, particularly after independence, as the 

economic strategies for both India and Pakistan determined the levels of foreign trade and market 

integration. The 1970s was a period of nationalisation of commercial banks, and imposition of 

credit ceilings and controls on interest rates. (In India, bank nationalisation happened in 1969). 

Furthermore, financial regulations restricted the circulation of foreign currency in the economy. 

 
650 Ayman Zohray, “Monetary and Non-Monetary Remittances of Egyptians Abroad,” Remittance Review 2, no. 1 
(2017): 24. 
651 Partha Chatterejee, The Location of Culture (London: Routledge, 1994), 172. 
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In situations like these, indigenous systems like hawala were used to bypass officially sanctioned 

channels and limits. The building of “remittance houses,” which were markedly more lavish than 

neighbouring non-remittance houses, was possible with the migrant labourers living frugally and 

sending the bulk of their wages back. This trend was magnified as waves of migrant labourers 

moved to Europe and other developed economies from the 1940s.652  

From the late 1980s there were concerns over Pakistan’s banking system’s ability to meet 

the country’s needs. This was followed by the financial liberalisation of the sector in the 

1990s.653 The increases in migrant workers to the Persian Gulf culminated with a lifting of 

foreign money restrictions and greater integration of money markets, and trade and wiring 

technologies.  

In addition to this and family support, the flow of remittances was connected to life 

events, including the beginning of the school year and payment of fees, and journeys to perform 

the Hajj.654 Remittances would be brought back from the Persian Gulf in person and included a 

range of goods, gifts, gold and jewellery.655 Gold production made its purchasing price attractive, 

and thus the gifting of gold became popular, contributing to trousseaus, dowries and household 

expenditure.656  

At other times, labourers would use their wages to purchase commodities and to sell 

in local markets at home, as importing and exporting was still relatively underdeveloped in 

these places. “People liked brands and clothes from Dubai, makeup kits, etc. Mother would 

go to local stores and sell them to the shopkeepers who were always happy to buy from 

her.”657 In this instance, the material value of items would increase following an assessment 

of the brand value, and the additional revenue that could be made through its sale. The 

motivating factor for the sale of gifts was primarily to make remittances go further to cover 

 
652 Roger Ballard, ‘Coalitions of Reciprocity and the Maintenance of Financial Integrity within Informal Value 
Transmission Systems: The Operational Dynamics of Contemporary Hawala Networks, Journal of Banking 
Regulation 6, No 4. 331. 
653 Kalbe Abbas and Manzoor Hussain Malik, “Impact of Financial Liberalization and Deregulation on Banking 
Sector in Pakistan,” The Pakistan Development Review 47, no. 3 (Autumn 2008), 288. 
654 Danish Ahmed Siddiqui, “Product Development and Marketing Ideas for Remittance Business,” 11. SSRN, 
accessed January 15, 2019, https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/cf_dev/AbsByAuth.cfm?per_id=376521. 
655 Victoria Malkin, “We Go to Get Ahead: Gender and Statues in Two Mexican Migrant Communities.” In Latin 
American Perspectives 31, no 5. (September 2004): 86.  
656 Prema Jurien, “Socio-Cultural Perspective on Migration and Economic Development: Middle Eastern Migration 
from Kerala, India.” In Migration and Development Within and Across Borders; ed. Josh DeWind and Jennifer 
Holdaway (New York: International Organization for Migration and Social Science Research, 2008), 203.  
657 Sarah Bhatti, interview by author, Gujranwala, March 16, 2021.  
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basic familial needs rather than as an entrepreneurial venture. But what did these brands 

signify to wealthy consumers in the marketplace? In his work, Robert Foster evaluates how 

brands “operate as media of exchange between companies and consumers.”658 The value 

chain possesses exploitive social relations at one end, and a deep relationship between a 

consumer and the branded good at the other. Consumers are kept ignorant by the workings 

and segmentation of the different groups who make, sell and buy the products. Purchasers are 

kept in the dark about how labour adds value to a product in the production process, or the 

work conditions, or how the relationship between the consumers and producers is 

constructed.659 Undoubtably, these very same conditions of ignorance and segmentation are 

the reason consumers invest in brands.  

How did remittances change social hierarchies at home? As discussed earlier, the social 

relations in the household were dominated by the patriarchal systems, and these were complex 

and variable and slow to change, even in the modern lives of the middle class.660 Sometimes 

remittances could unsettle family hierarchies for the worse. In Sarah’s instance, the remittances 

flows sent directly to her mother threatened the patriarch’s control in the extended family. She 

describes how while her father was working in Dubai her mother lived with her paternal 

grandfather. In one instance, Sarah’s father sent his wages directly to her mother, and this 

angered her grandfather who asked her mother to leave the house, saying she could fend for 

herself with her own money.  

 

Commercialisation of Oil Production and Migration of Labour  

The sway of capitalism, exchange and accumulation ensured greater integration of the Persian 

Gulf into the world economy. The principal – and, arguably, imperialist – objective of the oil 

companies based in the Gulf was to increase production ensuring a reliable supply of oil to the 

industrialised world.661 Production policies rendered the experiences of work, life and place in 

 
658 Robert Foster, “Commodities, Brands, Love and Kula: Comparative Notes on Value Creation in Honour of 
Nancy Munn,” Anthropological Theory 8, no. 1 (2008): 9. Foster’s work invokes the work of Timothy Mitchell who 
discusses the distance between the labourers and capitalist in the production change. 
659 Foster, “Commodities,” 20. 
660 Khater, Inventing, 3. 
661 Gary Sick, “The United States and the Persian Gulf in the Twentieth Century,” in The Persian Gulf in History, 
ed. by Lawrence G. Potter (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2009), 304. 
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the Persian Gulf incompatible with subaltern labourers’ expectations prior to embarking on Gulf-

bound journeys. 

Persia initially discovered oil in 1908, but it took a while for it to develop the 

infrastructure to support production. In 1932, Bahrein’s discovery of oil was followed by an 

influx of British, American and French capital, with the great depression in the background. The 

scale of oil production increased significantly, with correlating levels of exports to industrialised 

nations, and for the support of World War II.  

As companies established operations in Bahrein, a steady flow of labour drifted into the 

region from Saudi Arabia, Palestine, and further afield from the USA, Pakistan, India, Italy, 

Sudan, etc. The Bahrein Petroleum Company (BAPCO) was established in 1929, the Arabian 

American Oil Company (ARAMCO) in 1933, and the Kuwait Oil Company was founded by 

Anglo Persian Oil Company in 1934. By 1952, BAPCO would employ 8.9 per cent its total 

employees from India, Goa and Pakistan, and, by 1951, ARAMCO employed 8.1 per cent from 

India and Pakistan.662 The heavy reliance on foreign labour was partially the result of the 

Arabians in the Gulf showing little interest in this kind of work and rarely possessing the 

necessary skills. The stereotypes of the “industrious migrant” and “the lazy native” were also 

influential, with Indians considered industrious and hard-working, unlike the typical “lazy 

native.”663  

Labourers’ gravitation towards the Persian Gulf is explored in the acclaimed Punjabi-

language film Dubai Chalo (Let’s Go to Dubai).664 The film follows the lead protagonist Ejaz 

Ali’s migration flight to Dubai to fulfil familial expectations to send remittances back. Migration 

becomes the sole focus of Ejaz’s existence and immobility is experienced as a definitive form of 

displacement. There is a departure from the earlier scholarship which perceived mobility to 

produce a state of anxiety through dislocation.665 While awaiting a long sought-after opportunity 

to migrate, life and living is suspended by Ejaz. He manages to pay a kafeel or agent to arrange 

his passage to Dubai. The informal migration channels are often risky, exploitative and leave 

 
662 David Finnie, “Recruitment and Training of Labor: The Middle East Oil Industry,” Middle East Journal 12, no. 2 
(Spring, 1958): 130-131. 
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California Press, 2007), 47. 
664 Dubai Chalo, dir. by Haider Chaudhry (Goldy Films, 1979). 
665 Chu, Cosmologies, 11. 
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migrants at the mercy of the agents who deny them passports and withhold travel documents.666 

As the film wears on, Ejaz is forcibly retained and in its closing scenes, he manages to escape to 

return home. The film epitomises the sociology and anthropology of waiting, and the plight of 

migrants and migration, sometimes through precarious channels, as a route out of poverty.  

Arrangements to transport Indian labourers were made between the company and the 

Protector of Emigrants, Bombay, and following this, steamships transported men to Iran, Iraq 

and Persia. In 1945, the shipping company Gray Mackenzie & Co Ltd prepared contracts for 

migrant labourers which covered duties and conditions of work and salary, but omitted the 

specificities. Wages would be paid monthly, and in the event of illness, labourers’ were entitled 

to a minimum wage equal to half the monthly pay at which he was engaged. Men incapable of 

completing their duties due to illness would be repatriated by their employers, with free passage 

and food, and full salary until arrival in India. On reviewing the contract, the political agent, 

wrote to Messrs. Gray Mackenzie noting the memorandum of agreement omitted compensation 

in cases of disability from injury arising out of or sustained during employment. He suggested 

the inclusion of some wording to address this gap.667 The previous year, in 1944, the political 

agent of Bahrein had been drawn into a dispute regarding some 206 Indians who had arrived in 

Al Khobar from India to work on a refinery but now refused to work. The political agent 

travelled to Dharan to investigate the conditions of those awaiting repatriation and recommended 

a compromise between the oil company and labourers.668  

In both these scenarios, the political agent had inserted himself into the negotiations 

between the employers and subaltern migrant labourers, no doubt connected to the result of 

political developments regionally and internationally. Regionally, pan-Arabism was growing, 

internationally the independence movement in India calling for freedom from British domination 

was growing, as was the International Labour Organization (ILO) and public opinion calls for 

 
666 Md Mizanur Rahman, “Development of Migrant Business in Saudi Arabia: Towards an Economic Sociology of 
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667 ‘File 16/50 A Conditions of employment of Indian staff in Messrs Gray, Mackenzie & Company.’ [3r] (5/24), 
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fairness and justice for migrants.669 The political agent wanted to be seen to be promoting the 

principles of the ILO, and wanted to preclude the opportunity for the public to draw comparisons 

between the transportation of labour to the Persian Gulf and the system of indenture to the West 

Indies. Despite the agents’ best efforts, the media’s gaze was firmly fixed on the colonial project 

with the newspapers castigating Gulf-based oil companies’ discriminatory treatment and 

deportation of Indian labourers following their involvement in industrial action.670 The economic 

and global integration of countries brought greater pressure to bear upon the Gulf, and the 

political resident as an agent of the British state was required to arbitrate between competing 

interests. 

 

Work, Wages and Disability Compensation  

Historians have discussed the increase in militancy and strike action during the nineteenth and 

twentieth early centuries in the Middle East.671 Some scholars have posited that Indians 

undermined the cohesion of the emerging working class and leftist protests in the Persian Gulf. 

They have attributed this to Indian labour being controlled through sponsorship and 

administrative policies, and the illegal entry of some labourers into the region which gave rise to 

increased exploitation of Indians as their numbers increased in Bahrein.672 Others have posited 

that Indian labourers represented more than labour power, and their protests were shaped by 

external “transnational processes,” and “ideology and politics,” as well as “social and economic 

 
669 The original mandate of the ILO was to improve labour conditions, with principles covering the standards of 
living, equal pay for work, eight-hour days, etc. During a conference of the ILO in 1944, the Declaration of 
Philadelphia broadened the ILO’s charge to tackle unemployment, under-employment and poverty in developing 
countries which had become more urgent during and after the great depression. It singled out the problems faced by 
area-based migrant workers for attention. See Lee Eddy, “The Declaration of Philadelphia: Retrospect and 
Prospect,” International Labour Review, 133, 4 (1994): 468-9.  
670 Indians bore the brunt of anti-imperialist sentiment and violence from a broad spectrum of communities and 
groups. They were resented by left-leaning and political communities in Yemen, Bahrein and Kuwait. The Indians 
employed by the British were viewed as divisive of the colony’s unity in the Pan-Arabist imagination. See Metcalf, 
Imperial, 16; Malleson, 34. L/P&S/20/66; Chalcraft, “Migration,” 35.  
For newspaper articles see “Colour Bar in Bahrein, American Oil Kings Treat Indian as Chattels.” Free Press 
Journal, File 10/3 BAPCO labour, fol. 223 IOR/R/15/2/419, BL; and in the Sind Observer ‘Deportation of Pakistani 
Employees from Aramco,’ folios. 38, 44, 54 and 85 Pol Ext 6494/49, IOR/L/PS/12/1386, BL.  
671 John Chalcroft, What Are the Fruitful New Directions in Subaltern Studies, and How Can Those Working in 
Middle East Studies Most Productively Engage with Them? (Int. J. Middle East Studies. 40 (2008);2-3; Baran A. 
Dural abd Uner Ertem, “Development of the Worker Class in the Ottoman Empire,” European Scientific Journal 8, 
no. 11, (May 2012): 223. 
672 Robert Franklin, “The Indian Community in Bahrein: Labor Migration in a Plural Society,” (PhD diss. Harvard 
University, 1985); Fred Halliday, “Labour Migration in the Middle East,” MERIP Reports 59 (August 1977): 12-13. 
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change.”673 Lending support to this thesis, labourers’ did raise concerns relating to work 

conditions, transparency and wage parity with workers of other companies, and living 

allowances.674 

Oil companies routinely withheld information about wages from employees. Indian 

artisans who were employed by BAPCO enlisted the help of the political agent to obtain and 

share with them the details of wages paid to another company’s employees, the Anglo-Iranian 

Oil Company.675 Once armed with the information, labourers were able to question their benefits 

with the BAPCO representative. The latter counter-challenged the demands of workers and 

presented information about employees’ benefits. This information had previously been 

restricted. In another instance, the political resident produced the rates of pay of drivers and 

cooks working for employers.676 Overall, comparative data on wages were minimally useful for 

individual companies in staff matters. Each of the companies’ computed different monthly 

benefits for staff rendering any comparison difficult. Though the wage tables were to provide 

guidance to employers, the companies were in fact at liberty to determine their own benefits. At 

most, the resident could intervene in cases at his discretion, but the information in the table was 

not legally binding and served limited ends in helping labourers negotiate better wages for 

themselves. 

Some years later, in 1942, technical employees petitioned for an allowance to cover 

fluctuating living costs. The BAPCO official responded saying the company’s fair-wage policy 

covered basic living costs, and pointed to a recent increase in this. He also presented comparative 

wages of workers in Bombay and Madras, which were much lower than those of Bahrein.677 The 

use of coercive methods and disguised threats in dismissing complaints by workers were 
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Appendix E, Table I. 
 'File 10/1 G BAPCO labour' [5r] (13/586), IOR/R/15/2/408, in QDL, accessed July 10, 2020, 
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'File 10/1 G BAPCO labour' [57r] (117/586), IOR/R/15/2/408, in QDL, accessed July 10, 2020, 
https://www.qdl.qa/archive/81055/vdc_100024166120.0x000076. 
676 File 1/5 Menial staff: Pay and Allowances, fol 13. IOR/R/15/2/977, BL. See Appendix E, Table III for details. 
677 'File 10/1 G BAPCO labour' [70r] (143/586), IOR/R/15/2/408, QDL, accessed July 10, 2020, 
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commonplace. Sometime later, though, the company granted an “ex-gratia” war allowance for 

non-staff personnel, and skilled and unskilled staff.678 

Consulate staff, who, because of their proximity to the political resident were able to 

petition by letter for wage increases, hoped to appeal to their employer’s sense of patrimonial 

justice. A cadre of clerks and menial workers (ferashes) drawn from Bahrein, the neighbouring 

Gulf states and India supported the smooth running of the consulate. The category of ferashes 

covered a range of employees, including menial and domestic workers, sweepers, nakhudas 

(boat masters), khalasis (seamen) and chauffeurs. On one occasion, a political agent had 

requested the coffee be made stronger. Ahmad, the head ferash responded by writing a letter 

requesting an additional Rs. 10 per month to cover the cost of “coffee, cardamoms, awood, rose 

water, charcoal, kerosene oil, etc.”679 He was denied his request.680 In another occasion, a dhobi 

(washerman) complained about the additional workload, which included washing car seat covers 

and drivers’ uniforms, which remained unremunerated. He pointed out that the cost of soap and 

coals remained at the same levels, but the cost of living in Basra was high, and requested an 

additional Rs. 20 a month.681 In 1946, a letter was received from the “oldest ferash working with 

the office.” It said: “I beg to submit that I am an Indian serving in a foreign country, am fifty-one 

years old and rendered twenty years’ service.” He requested an increase in pay in line with 

younger men.682  

As oil production began, companies established personnel to manage the workforce and 

to prevent the disruption of production. These included medical staff and physicians with the 

responsibility of oversight over workers’ health and well-being. In the event of industrial injury, 

the health professionals prepared an initial report of industrial injury and a follow-up report with 

recommendations about leave of absence and compensation.  

 
678 'File 10/1 G BAPCO labour' [72r] (147/586), QDL, accessed July 10, 
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On commencement of work, the company handbook was given to employees. This set 

out provisions for injury benefits for the first seven days of absence and men were required to 

confirm receipt.683 A table titled “Sick pay, accident pay and compensations ‘A’ and ‘D’ 

employees” stated that employees would receive half the salary rate of employment at the time 

injury was sustained, and after seven days 75 per cent of that rate. In permanent or partial or 

complete injury, that amount paid as a salary would “be taken into account when assessing 

compensation payable.”684  

During 1945, Pakistani and Indian employees of the Kuwait Oil Company reported work-

related injuries which were dealt with through procedures. The medical records for employee 

number 687, Abdul Bin Mabaruk, noted he had sustained an injury, getting his foot trapped 

under the wheel while loading a truck. The physician reported that under the Indian Workmen’s 

Compensation Act 1923, “this does not provide that any loss of any toe other than the great toe 

will be deemed to result in permanent partial disablement and as the doctor’s final report showed 

that he was not suffering from any disability the case was not brought forward from 

consideration at any compensation meeting.”685 The highly circumscribed company policy was 

designed to minimise compensatory pay outs. 

In a case relating to employee number 6011, Sajawal Khan (Pakistani) had sustained an 

injury on 29 February 1948, and had “alleged to have chopped off the left index finger at the first 

inter phalangeal joint, and out of the left thumb and right index finger while at work, sharpening 

a knife.” Surgical amputation of the left index finger was required.686 The follow-up report 

confirmed the details and that “the patient has recovered, and the worker should return to regular 

duty from 20 March 1948. The physician recommended 8 per cent of the loss of earning capacity 

due to amputating of the left index finger.” This was approved by the compensation board, and 

the amount Rs. 500 paid to Sajawal by BAPCO.687 What did the Rs. 500 received by Sajawal 

represent? Assuming Sajawal was an artisan, the average wages for artisans in 1942 were Rs. 6-
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5, per day.688 On a 26-working day month, he would earn about Rs. 169 per month. The Rs. 500 

pay out was equivalent to just under three months’ wages, but allowing for a wage increase 

between 1942 and 1948, the compensation would equate to less days in real terms. The 

employee’s handbook contained information about sickness, but little about compensatory 

amounts for injury. Consistent with this, neither the medical officers’ reports nor the 

compensation boards’ reports explained how the loss of earnings was computed. Employers 

wielded unbound power over employees. They withheld information about the specifics relating 

to benefits, diminishing workers challenge to rulings.  

In a few cases, industrial injuries resulted in death, and the death benefits the companies 

paid in these situations varied greatly. In the case of Abdulla Juma who had died while working, 

a final payment relating to death for Rs. 381 was sent to his wife.689 In another case Shaim bin 

Ali, an employee of BAPCO, sustained a compound fracture of the terminal phalanx of the right 

ring finger. This was a fatal case. As compensation, a bank draft of Rs. 3,000 was sent to his next 

of kin.690 The outcomes from both cases indicate the company’s perceived value of Indian 

labourers’ lives, and the degrees of subjugation that employees had to accept. Managerial 

practices and production relations followed strict capitalist logic and were entirely unmarked by 

any sentimentality for subjects. 

 

Bretton Woods and the Emergence of Remittance Technologies 

In May 1946, the political resident in Bushire wrote to the residents in Bahrein and Kuwait 

requesting they inform all rulers of the territory that the British government had subscribed to 

international obligations under the Bretton Woods Agreements which impacted all British 

territories connected to the British financial system.691 Further integration into the world 

economy and more trade was pending. The announcement followed the international Bretton 

Woods conference which had convened with leaders from forty-four nations with an agenda to 
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“help” countries develop strategies to overcome postwar economic depression. Unsurprisingly, 

the outcomes of the discussions were heavily skewed towards benefitting developed nations 

rather than developing nations and the impact would later intensify global inequalities.692 There 

was a push for industrial nations to lower trade barriers to encourage the movement of capital. 

For many countries, this meant the end of economic nationalism – which had allowed countries 

to maintain their national interest through a tighter control of the economy, employment and 

production through the State’s greater role and intervention. Economic nationalism also 

promoted protectionist trade policies, rather than the unrestricted movement of trade. Post-

independence, the Indian economic development policy was driven by a blend of Nehruvian-

Gandhian principles: low-tech rural self-sufficiency combined with “socialist”-style policies to 

foster industrial development. The alignment between the State and business elite, intellectuals 

and the professional middle classes secured full support for State-driven development.693 This 

was a period of a highly regulated command economy with high amounts of protectionism 

regarding foreign capital and import substitution to reduce Indian dependence on the global 

economy.  

Later the liberalisation of the Indian and Pakistani economies through the lifting of 

restriction on private and commercial banks, and credit management systems, facilitated the 

international movement of capital. This was accelerated by electronic technologies which would 

grow and transform labourers’ remittances. Wiring money radically improved the ease and 

frequency with which migrant labourers remitted money from the Persian Gulf to the Indian 

subcontinent.  

The remittance businesses have been criticised for the commission charged on the money 

transfers, with calls for its nullification. In recent times, the World Bank has called for the 

remittance institutions to reduce or discontinue wiring fees altogether. The World Bank argues 

that poor market competition enables a small number of moneychangers, who operate in this 

 
692 Keynesian economics was pushed with open markets and international trade, which allowed some protection of 
each countries’ policy objectives. This was vetoed by the developed countries. Alternative proposals were presented 
which disadvantaged developing countries and placed the burden of maintaining the balance of trade on the deficit 
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Foundations of Bretton Woods: International Development and the Making of the Post War Order (Ithaca: Cornell 
University Press, 2014), 8. 
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market space to continue operations with unregulated fees. Government regulation is necessary 

to create markets and control flows. The culture of partnerships between the monopolistic 

money-exchanging firms and national post offices in the global south drives up commission 

charges, and ensures monopolistic operations. Today, the increasing numbers of platforms 

available for money transfer suggests greater opportunities to disrupt the pricing monopolies. 694  

Globalisation has meant an increase in the movement of global labour, as second-

generation migrants travel to the Gulf. It has also meant unequal exchange between labour and 

capital or employers; and an intensification of exploitation and violence and dispossession of 

migrants. This has fuelled debates around “plural societies” and poor protection against 

exploitation of and discrimination against labourers. On a personal level, the heavy costs 

associated with migration, transportation and the financial burden to migrant labourers has meant 

many years of toil and misery to repay debts. 

 

Conclusion 

From the latter half of the nineteenth century to the twentieth, the Persian Gulf experienced 

phenomenal political, economic and social changes, which affected communities and people. 

Indian labourers migrated to the Gulf, and once established, they used money orders for 

remittances while merchants used hundi and hawala. The popularity of post office money orders 

rose and then declined, and in comparison, banks were primarily focused on serving the needs of 

merchants and businesses and later, governmental employees. The commission levels pertaining 

to post office money orders were scrutinised for their adverse effect on sepoys’ and government 

servicemen’s remittances. Indian labourers used formal systems, and informal systems – hundi, 

couriers and moneychangers – even after independence. While the remittances assured financial 

stability for families, women’s situation changed little in terms of their position in the familial 

social hierarchy. Electronic technologies were beginning to emerge for large businesses and the 

finance sector, though they began to filter down to the level of the public decades later.  

British expansionism and the growth of capitalistic oil production served to generate 

masses of wealth and benefits for imperial interests, and to some extent for the ruling classes of 

 
694 World Bank, Global Economic Prospects 2006: Economic Implications of Remittances and Migration 
(Washington, DC: World Bank. 2005), accessed July 10, 2020, 
 https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/handle/10986/7306.  
 



 194 

the Persian Gulf, but also opened up opportunities for migrant labourers. The working lives and 

conditions of these labourers, however, were poor, marked by experiences of capitalist 

subjugation and social relations. While labourers received a daily wage, the cost of living 

impacted savings. In the event of industrial injury, compensation barely sustained the injured or 

his family. Towards the end of the research period, the Bretton Woods conference and its 

outcomes paved the way for lower trade barriers between nations, and the future liberalisation of 

economies. The development of electronic and “wiring” technologies combined with the 

deregulation of markets would later revolutionise remittance systems. Nevertheless, there would 

continue to remain a bifurcation between those able to use these formal technologies and those 

forced to use other more precarious means to remit their wages to their home. 
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Chapter five  
 

The West Indies Plantation Economies: Indentured Labourers' Financial 
Transfers 

 
 

Introduction 
 

Inspired by classical political economy, the British government sponsored enterprise, free trade 

and market exchange, and ensured its domination over other things. As the forceful workings of 

capital accelerated, places, people and finances were integrated into a web which traversed 

boundaries, geographical spaces and bodies of water. Capitalistic production connected Britain, 

India and the plantation economies in the West Indies. Notwithstanding the Slavery Abolition 

Act (1833) and its emancipatory framework, imperialism and modern capitalism found ways to 

minimise the impact of regulations designed to restrain unfree labour both in the Punjab and the 

distant plantation economies. A system of indentured labour emerged with the transportation of 

men, women and children to plantation economies in and around India and the West Indies. As 

labour settled into work life, post office services were extended to facilitate their remittance 

flows. In some plantation economies labourers were paid higher wages than others, which was 

evidenced by commensurate volumes of money orders from these places. Simultaneously, the 

use of hundi, carrying money back and sending money with letters remained routine. The 

remittances were mostly to support family, but in some cases, were used to buy freedom. 

Capitalist relations diminished indentured labourers’ remittances to India and work conditions 

bore the hallmarks of slavery, which had been abolished. Production relations in India and the 

West Indies modified labourers’ experiences of work, reduced their earnings, and their 

remittances paled into insignificance relative to the remittances of the imperialists. Women and 

children’s labour was central to this capitalistic production, rather than ancillary as argued by 

neoliberals. 

The phenomena of slavery and forced labour have been common throughout history and 

across the world. Slavery has been observed as far east as China at the time of the Shang 
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dynasty, second millennium BC, and as far west as the Americas in the form of the trans-Atlantic 

slave trade from the fifteenth century. 695 

Other forms of labour have been connected to slavery, and have covered indenture, 

bonded and unbonded, corvee, begar, cher, and modern forms of labour in the factory and field. 

Begar and cher were both accepted forms of labour during the colonial period. Though the 

historiography of slavery has evolved through several phases, it has always recognised that 

slaves and indentured labourers both lost their agency and their material and judicial 

capabilities.696 Physical violence and threats ensured submission and coercion in circumstances 

where planters dominated workday processes. This created labourers’ dependency on planters, 

ensuring they experienced extra-economic constraints.  

Enslavement in India may be traced back for centuries, but rather than slaves being the 

spoils of war, as in the European classical period, Indian slavery had its roots in long established 

feudal and social hierarchies. Various forms of hierarchical structures, based on class or caste, 

bound and oppressed people for generations. Slavery was represented by the enslaved serving 

others on whom they were reliant. At the heart of these slave/owner relationships lay notions of 

reciprocity based on a shared understanding and agreement: the master was responsible for the 

maintenance and protection of the slave, and in exchange, the slave responsible for deference, 

loyalty and service.697 There were parallels between Indian and medieval serfdom in Europe, on 

which there is a vast body of literature. 

The abolition of slavery coincided with the time British investors were speculating in 

capitalistic ventures in India’s tea plantations. The popularity of tea was growing in India with 

attractive returns for speculators as witnessed by tea production in the Assam plantations which 

 
695 These last two decades have seen the slave trade in the Americas, including the Caribbean world and the West 
Indies, being contrasted with the slavery in the Muslim World.  Some historians argue that while both slavery 
systems denied slaves their basic freedom, the former was characterised by a racial, mostly agrarian and 
reproductive nature, and in comparison, the latter presented itself as less exploitative, based on a system of social 
relationships that was dynamic and kin-like, and permitted social mobility. See Ehud R. Toledano, “The Concept of 
Slavery in the Ottoman and Other Muslim Societies: Dichotomy or Continuum” in Slave Elites in the Middle East 
and Africa: A Comparative study, ed. Miura Tora and John Edward Philips (New York: Keegan Paul International, 
2000), 162. 
696 Moses Finlay, Classical Slavery (Frank Cass: London, 1987), 6-9. 
697 Indrani Chatterjee and Richard Eaton, Slavery and South Asian History (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 
2006), 2-3. 
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increased from 6,000,000lb in 1872 to 75,000,000lb in 1900.698 Maximisation of profits was only 

possible through the employment of wage labour at minimal cost. Despite the anti-slavery 

legislative framework, and an absence of overt slavery under the British government, the 

extensive use of indentured labour in tea production suggested practices akin to slavery were 

very slow to diminish in India. 

 

“Coolies” at Home and Abroad 

The employment of “coolies” was widespread, both in India and the West Indian plantation 

economies. The noun “coolie” was used in several types of contexts. Hobson-Jobson, the 

glossary of colloquial Anglo-Indian terms and words, explains the term was derived from the 

Hindi “kuli” – an aboriginal tribal name or form. It referred to both the Indian labour employed 

in the informal sector, uncontracted or “unbound” labour, and later to indentured labour. Hugh 

Tinker focuses on this theme of labour and develops it further to signal the pejorative status of 

the coolie. He writes that wherever it proliferated, from the West Indies to India, the coolie was 

“neither a race nor a caste in western India who has long performed such office and whose 

savagery, filth and degradation attracted much attention in former times.”699 Recent scholarship 

has moved away from using colonial definitions, and has instead traced the anthropological 

development of the term. For scholars of this persuasion, it was the process of indentureship that 

made the coolie. In Guiana “coolie” was a way of categorising someone who was at “the beck 

and call” of colonial officers and referred to Indian inferiority. There is also some emphasising of 

terms with a Tamil etymology that mean “wages” or “hire.”700 This approach focuses on the 

power differential between the planter and indentured labourer and to some extent employs a 

culturalist approach to exploring the experiences of indentured labourers.  

Following the Emancipation Act in the early nineteenth century, the use of coerced 

labour, including begar, continued extra-legally in India, owing to residual feudal relationships, 

 
698 Rena P. Behal, “Labour in Colonial Assam Tea Plantations,” in Coolies, Capital and Colonialisation: Studies in 
Indian Labour History, ed. Rana P. Behal and Marcel van der Linden (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2006), 143. 
699 Hugh Tinker, A New System of Slavery: The Export of Indian Labour Overseas, 1830-1920. (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1974), 41. 
700 Alissa D. Trotz, “Gaiutra Bahadur’s Coolie Woman: Intimacies, Proximities, Relationalities,” Small Axe 22, no. 2 
(July 2018): 27. 
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which belied the claims of British enlightenment-inspired plans for modernity.701 As the century 

wore on, however, the hierarchy and power relationships between the colonials and coerced 

labourers were slowly being redefined, though field officers resisted this. In one instance in 

1857, a field officer bemoaned being unable to use the services of coolies to help him navigate 

through the rice hills in Simla, and instead, being forced to rely on chowkidars, who charged 

double fees. The senior district officers responsible for shepherding in the new legislative duties 

voiced their objections to the use of forced labour or the impoverishment of coolies.702  

Forced labour was indispensable in supporting the public works of the State and refusal 

or non-attendance of labourers for work resulted in harsh financial penalties and commutations 

into cash payments for labour supply. The State would initiate projects and later transfer their 

responsibilities to the local authorities for maintenance through taxes and the use of labour.  

In 1887, a government bill on the topic of forced labour was considered. A demi-official 

letter from the private secretary to the governor-general asked for confirmation that forced labour 

was still extracted in the district of Multan and parts of the Punjab and whether action was 

necessary to abolish it. Previously in the Punjab, the State had instituted a work system under the 

Canal Acts 1873 relating to persistent failures to recruit and retain dependable labour, which 

allowed for the use of forced labour to a certain extent.703 An official opined on the question: 

 
On the one hand, to suppress begar in all forms by legislation is not only to land 
ourselves in serious administrative difficulties, but to pass laws which cannot be given 
full effect to and which we know will have to be broken every day … labour is in 
accordance with hereditary traditions, while the fact that the enforcement of labour is 
a penal offence and checks abuses. The principle has of course to be condemned, 
while the practice has of course to be winked at so long as it is not worked 
oppressively. For these reasons it was impossible to legislate, … It is better now to 
treat the question piece meal, and taking the case district by district, prohibiting 
anything that looks like abuse or oppression, …, and leave what we cannot deal with 
to the meddling hand of the time and the court.704  
 

 
701 Civil Service Commissioners, Punjab Chief. Abolition of Labour System on Canals contemplated by Officials. 
IOL/Z/E/4/31/C979; File 246, Handwritten note No1. An Unpublished Minute, “Mr de Lisle’s Questions,” February 
10, 1887. House of Commons February 10,1887, IOR/L/PJ/6/194;  
In addition, in 1862, the financial accounts of public works presented a breakdown of the costs for works, but 
omitted details of wages, indicating the use of forced labour. See Proceedings, December 6, 1862, S&GAD. 
702 Proceedings Report, 1857. S&GAD. 
703 File 1146: Papers on the forced labour in the Punjab, April 19, 1887, IOL/PJ/6/205, BL.  
704 File 1146: Papers on the forced labour in the Punjab, April 28, 1887, IOL/PJ/6/205, BL. 
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Overall, the system of forced labour was slowly dying out, with orders having been 

issued to check abuse of the system; nevertheless, the system could not be dispensed with 

altogether. Forced labour was a cheaper method of employing workers where control of workers 

was a more complex endeavour. There were concerns about the use of chher labour for clearing 

canals in Multan as the “system has a bad name; it has been denounced by the press as slavery” 

and should be put an end to at any cost; perhaps during revision of the settlement report.705 The 

pondering of the officials illuminates their greater power over the opposing views of Liberals 

regarding the unfair and unjust use of forced labour. 

Missionary groups acknowledged the heavy reliance on the coolies, while paradoxically 

lamenting poor wages. One missionary noted that “ponies, mules, bangiwalas, coolies” or other 

modes of transportation would be requested of government officials; and transportation without 

coolies would be difficult.706 Another wrote, “common labourers (coolies) get only five or six 

cents a day … their style of living seldom rises above the bare necessities of life.”707 

 

The Establishing of Commercial Plantations in India and the West Indies  

Earlier, sixteenth-century colonialists’ discovery of the West Indies and the Americas had 

uniquely positioned Europeans to purchase and obtain these lands through various means and 

transform them into commercial plantation economies. Hugh Tinker writes that initially they 

began on a small scale of cultivation under the management of Europeans, but as operations 

grew, intermediaries were introduced to collect agricultural produce and ship cargo to European 

markets. British merchants formed monopolies with specific countries being granted access to 

production centres and markets.708 Britain leveraged its position and location in the world 

market, and the inseparable connections between capital and finance, shipping and logistics, and 

industrial processes and production.709 As production and exports from the colonies to Europe 

grew, so did consumption patterns, creating an increased demand for sugar which spread across 

social classes.  

 
705 Ibid., and A Report by the Agriculture and Commerce Department, (January 1874) 
706 Ibid., 81. 
707 Robert Stewart, Life and Work in India (Philadelphia: Pearl Publishing Co, 1899), 109. 
708 Tinker, System, 21-22. 
709 Valentine Daniel E., Henry Bernstein and Tom Brass, Plantations, Proletarians and Peasants in Colonial Asia 
(London: Frank Cass, 1992), 4. 
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The British began aggressively developing tea and indigo gardens in eastern India from 

the early to the middle nineteenth century. Production in the tea gardens of Assam, took off in 

the 1850s and became a large-scale industry in the 1870s. The investing classes promoted the 

expansion and scale of production with scant regard for labour. Capitalistic production relied on 

labour, which was removed from places of the production of exchange values, the place which 

defined “the quantitative aspect of value.”710 In the plantation economies, rather than searching 

for readily available labour, the proprietors and capitalists chose to transport unfree labour across 

extensive distances to plantations in the Americas, Caribbean, within India and into the Indian 

Ocean.711 London-based capitalists formed joint-stock companies for entrepreneurial endeavours 

in the tea business. Capital and enterprise was supposedly being pushed to enable cultivation, to 

“give employment to thousands of poor but able-bodied and excellent workmen, when their 

labours are properly directed, and these hills will soon become as important to the State as any 

province of the plains.”712 From the 1850s, investments started flowing not for the altruistic 

purposes claimed above but for capitalist extraction in a specific colonial form. Differences 

between the location of capital and sites of production, and disparities in infrastructure, finance, 

and instability of local economies were manipulated. This “guaranteed primacy” to the merchant 

classes. “[T]hat primacy however was illusory for capitalism itself subordinated them to its own 

rule.”713 Amalendu Guha’s work on the plantations in Assam argues that relative to the overall 

amount invested in the plantations in Assam, only a small proportion of the capital came from 

England, or was generated through its entrepreneurial endeavours there. In fact, the finances 

came from undistributed profits. In other words, dividends of companies already operating in 

India from the mercantilist period were reinvested to set up and develop the tea plantations in 

Assam. In 1854, the Assam Company had been unable to raise additional capital to supplement 

investments, nevertheless it tripled its acreage in the same period suggesting investments had 

grown enormously in the same period. Retired civil servants, army officials and others who had 

savings from their service in India had established British companies, registered to London. In 

other words, a substantial level of British investment came from incomes earned in India, while 

 
710 “Exchange Value,” Marxist.Org, accessed February 1, 2019, https://www.marxists.org/glossary/terms/e/x.htm. 
711 Shahid Amin, Sugarcane and Sugar in Gorakhpur, An Inquiry into Peasant Production for Capitalist Enterprise 
in Colonial India (Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1984), 19. 
712 Notes from selections from the Public Correspondence of the Punjab Government Vol IV, No 2. (Lahore, Hope 
Press, 1859), 3. S&GAD. 
713 Abdul Sheriff, Slaves, Spices and Ivory in Zanzibar (Suffolk: James Currey, 1987), 1. 
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the profits were repatriated to the metropolis.714 This unidirectional flow of wealth which created 

a balance of payments deficit from India to London would later be a point of contention for 

nationalists. 

Following the development of the sugarcane and sugar plantations in eastern India from 

1831, the production of sugar accelerated in 1836-1948, which allowed the East India Company 

once again to repatriate its surplus to London.715 European speculators established arrangements 

with intermediaries for payments to peasants. Indian credit agencies were also diversifying their 

portfolio through trade and agriculture.716 Venture capitalists introduced dadan advances to 

intermediaries, thekedars (contractors) who brought land under cultivation, and entered into 

agreements with peasants and landholders to produce sugar and indigo.717 The dadani 

arrangements extended long-standing economic and social relations, and ensured sugar 

capitalists and intermediaries had a tight grip on cane-growers, whose earnings were increasingly 

squeezed. 

In 1925-26 the Royal Commission on Agriculture in India reported that tea, coffee, 

rubber and indigo were the most important crops, with sugarcane also grown on plantations in 

Bihar, and spices in south India.718 Overall, the combined area under cultivation was 1,169,000 

acres, of which 982,000 acres were in British India. The same year, the value of exports, 

including spices, constituted about 18 per cent of the export agri-business, with tea being the 

greatest export by far. The Royal Commission on Labour in India of 1931 had four chapters on 

plantations with a remit over labour-related issues where the plantations were places cultivating 

particular crops. A manager or proprietor oversaw the cultivation, and managed some 4,000 

labourers.719 Undoubtably the plantations were places of intense agricultural production for 

export, and given the ratio of workers to managers, the manager was engrossed with production; 

there was scant time or regard to deal with labourers’ material conditions.  

 

 
714 Amalendu Guha, Planter-Raj, to Swaraj Freedom Struggle and Electoral Politics in Assam 1826-1947 (Delhi: 
Indian Council of Historical Research, 1997), 35. 
715 Ibid., 21. 
716 There was a divergence between older and new credit agencies, with the older one mainly focused on securing a 
return on investment on moneylending for grain and cash, and newer creditors and financiers spurring trade and 
manufacturing consortiums.” See Amin, Sugarcane, 3. 
717 The dadani advances were similar to the advances made under the putting-out system in the early phases of the 
industrial revolution. 
718 C. R. Fay, “Plantation Economy,” The Economic Journal 46, no. 184 (December 1936): 620-21. 
719 Ibid., 620. 
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The Development of the Indenture System 

Following the abolition of slavery in 1834, the reduction in the supply of labour was dramatically 

felt in the Americas and West Indies in 1838-39. Ruptures and a decline in sugar production in 

British Guiana and its trade networks ensued, galvanising plantation owners in Trinidad and 

British Guiana to develop a reliable source and system for labour.  

Some experimentation with migrant groups proceeded in the West Indies before a reliable 

supply of labour was established. Initially, Indians headed towards British Guiana in 1838. They 

were followed by ethnically diverse groups of labourers, including Europeans, in 1851-1870. 

Indians would later form the majority emigrant group and largest body of the indentured 

population by the 1870s.720 Throughout the duration of the indenture system, 1831-1920, two 

million Indians signed up with contracts, with a third placed in the West Indies, one fourth in 

Mauritius, a tenth in South Africa and the remaining directed towards islands including Fiji, 

Cuba, Peru and Hawaii. The port of Calcutta was an important gateway for the migration of 

labour, and by the late 1800s some 10 per cent of labourers leaving had been recruited from the 

Punjab. India’s tea garden also drew labourers, with some two million labourers heading towards 

the Assamese tea plantations at the turn of the century.721  

The census reports of 1891 and 1901 showed that labourers from the United Provinces 

were the largest group of emigrants to the West Indies. Punjabis were the second largest group, 

Madarassis the third, and residents from the Bengal Presidency, the fourth.722 Overall, 62 per 

cent recruits were from the United Provinces, 17 per cent were from the Central Provinces, 8 per 

cent from the Punjab and 6 per cent from Bihar. One of these labourers included Fakeerbory, a 

20-year-old Indian male from “zillah” Delhi, who had set sail from Calcutta on the Leonidas 

bound for Fiji. His “caste’ was noted as “Musalman” in the ship’s register of passengers.723  

Settling down was not altogether an easy task for emigrants, and some indentured 

communities were made to feel unwelcome in the plantation colonies. “Unfamiliar” types were 

 
720 The Slavery Abolition Act was partly a result of the Commission of Enquiry in 1787 discovering that British 
slave exporters from Africa were exporting slaves towards other European competitors Islands. See Walter Lam, 
Sugar Plantations and Indentured Labour Migration from China and India to the British West Indies 1838-1918, 
(PhD diss. New York University, 1991), 205-206. 
721 Chinme Tumbe, India Moving, A History of Migration (India: Penguin, 2018), 88. 
722 “Madarassis” was a colonial coinage to refer to anyone from the Madras province, or more aptly people from 
south India. 
723 A shipping company recorded the details of its passengers on 28th February 1879, see image no. 19, “Access 
Immigration Pass by Arrival Date,” accessed February 18, 2022, https://nla.gov.au/nla.obj-
2808546819/view?partId=nla.obj-2808549227#page/n18/mode/1up 
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not welcome and though new immigrants from Rohtak in eastern Punjab were said to be “good”, 

Pathans “unused to manual labour” were undesirable. Too many Punjabis and Sikhs in Trinidad 

were considered “troublesome” and following their emigration, two years later, there were 

complaints about the “hard men” from the borderlands of the Punjab who were sent “back to 

India having absolutely refused to work in the fields and nearly all have been unruly and 

troublesome.”724  

An Australian-financed colonial sugar-refining company was established in Fiji in 1879 

and drew both Punjabis and Gujaratis. While some Punjabis and Gujaratis were transported 

under indentured labour contracts, others went voluntarily as cultivators, and paid their own way. 

Some set up trading ventures on the islands. They also travelled as far as Natal and Cape Town 

in South Africa, where they were upwardly mobile and enjoyed substantial progress, including 

being employed by companies.725 Punjabis were more easily able to migrate, which was 

connected to their entrepreneurial skills (for Punjabi Hindu Banias), agriculturalists skills (for 

Jats), and most importantly having the means to migrate and pre-existing networks of mobility. 

This in turn spurred a culture of mobility among the Punjabi community which cut across 

religious lines. In some ways they benefitted from “differentiated mobility,” an uneven and 

unequal ability to move relative to the wider population.726 By 1921 some 449 Punjabi 

cultivators, and 324 Gujarati traders were in the colony of Fiji and had increased to 3,000 and 

2,500 by 1936.727 Those heading towards Fiji outside the indenture system were mostly Jat Sikhs 

from around the districts of Jullundur, Ludhiana and Hoshiarpur and were “cultivators or 

herdsmen and many were younger sons. They came with the intention of making money in 

agriculture or trade and returning.” 728 Later, “most of them returned with money which had 

important economic results in the villages, giving peasants capital for the first time, as well as 

social results which were also beneficial.”729  

 
724 Tinker, New, 76. 
725 There was some circular migration with Indenture labourers moving back to India, and from there back to South 
African. See Uma Duphelia-Mestrie, “The Passenger Indian as Worker: Indian Immigrants in Cape Town in the 
Early Twentieth Century,” African Studies 68, no. 1 (2009): 121. 
726 Doreen Massey, Space, Place and Gender (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1994), 149. 
727 Ahmed Ali, “Aspects of Fiji Indian History, 1879-1939: A Society in Transition,” Economic and Political 
Weekly 12, no. 42 (Oct. 15, 1977): 1786. 
728 K. L. Gillion, “The Sources of Indian Emigration to Fiji,” Population Studies 10. no. 2 (Nov. 1956):139. 
729 Ibid., 155. 
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The contracts for the West Indies-bound indentured labourers were drawn up between 

emigration agents in the Indian ports and the emigrants. However, the agents detailed some 

conditions while deliberately omitting others. The contracts covered information like wages and 

repayable supply of rations, place of work, free passage to the West Indies and a free ticket to 

return home.730 Nonetheless, local immigration ordinances were omitted which crucially detailed 

the duties of employees, the fines and penalties for violation of contracts, and penalties for going 

beyond a two-mile radius from the plantation without written permission.731 The imbalance of 

power between the agents and indentured labourers manifested itself in withholding information, 

misinformation and deception. Moreover, many who went as labourers were illiterate and mostly 

unaware of what they were undertaking even when they went “voluntarily.” The basic conditions 

for a “contract” were not present. 

Once the indenture contracts were signed labourers set sail for their destinations, which 

would take ten to twenty weeks. Transportation was arranged between the government of the 

plantation colonies and shipping firms. It was not unusual for a shipowner to carry 1,200 adults 

between Calcutta and Guiana for “the contract rate of £10-5s/-per statute adult.”732  

 

The question of the voluntary or coercive nature of indentured labour has been discussed 

in the literature, with some scholars drawing on Marxian methods and others of neoclassical 

methods. Valentine, Bass and Bernstein offer a dense but lucid analysis of the colonial 

plantations between 1870 and 1940. They present the polarised ideological position between the 

Marxists’ understanding of unfreedom as an exploitative relationship; and the revisionist 

position, which attempts to mitigate the element of coercion in the agrarian relationship, and 

instead views it as “free wage” labour. The problem with the revisionist approach, according to 

Valentine et. al., is the definition of “objective conditions,” and the “use of subjective criteria.” 

Revisionists argue that rural workers were cognisant and voluntarily entered into contractual 

arrangements, which assured employment and financial security. For revisionists, apparently, 

debt and related factors such as bondage and contract labour are unrelated to coercion. The 

revisionist approach agrees with neoclassical economic theory in dismissing coercion and 

 
730 Lam, “Plantation,” 109-110. 
731 Ibid., 116-117. 
732 Correspondence received from 'Offices' (Government departments and other organisations) on subjects 
concerning British Guiana, (1897). CO 111/498, NA. 
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supporting the position that the labourers operate in a free or perfect market. The application of 

paradigms more relevant to capitalistic and advanced societies remains yet another problem with 

the neoclassical position. 

In culturalist approaches to the question of the agency of indentured labourers, there were 

many “push/pull factors” and “conscious choices,” for subaltern labour, but for the most part, the 

“push” factors were greater than the “pull” factors. In their cultural interpretations of the 

historical experiences of indenture, culturalist historians offer some nuanced perspectives and 

realities. Notwithstanding the contribution of the culturalist approach, it “glosses over” the 

enormity of the punishing and extractive circumstances endured by indentured labourers to 

generate phenomenal profits for the State, both capitalist and colonial, and planters. In contrast to 

the culturalist approach, the works of Tinker and Hall push for a deeper understanding of the 

relationships and longer-term continuities between indentured labour and the widespread 

structural and deep-seated inequalities experienced by their descendants, and “the real lives of 

people in other localities.”733  

 

The Use of Modern Systems for Remittances  

The development of remittance facilities through the post offices was initially driven by the 

colonial government’s needs. In 1867, almost thirty years after the first Indian indentured 

labourers migrated to the West Indies, colonial officials presented proposals to develop systems 

to assist the remittance of the savings of indentured labourers to India from British Guinea and 

Grenada.734 A few years later, Jamaica followed suit and made arrangements to support 

remittances for Indian labourers for use on their return to India.735 The tactic was designed to 

encourage recruits to the West Indies. 

Prior to the money order system being extended to Jamaica, it was germane that 

commission rates to cover the post office services’ running costs be agreed. Under the existing 

 
733 John H Arnold, Matthew Hilton and Jan Ruger, “The Challenges of History,” In History After Hobsbawm: 
Writing the Past for the Twenty-first Century, ed. John H. Arnold, Matthew Hilton and Jan Ruger (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2018), 10. 
734 “Condition of Immigrants in Grenada,” Report of the Immigration Agent; and various related enclosures 
including several returns on Indian Indentured labour. 
Edwin D. Baynes, Administrator of Grenada, forwarded by James Walker, Governor of Windward Islands, Grenada 
No. 388, ff 197 - 222a. C O 101/125/24, NA. 
735 Proposal for facilitating the remittance of the savings of Indian indentured labourers to India ff 194-196, C O 
101/125/24, NA. 
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arrangements, orders issued in India and payable in Jamaica were included in a list sent to 

London where they were transferred to the list sent to Jamaica. Orders in the reverse direction 

were included in the list sent from Jamaica to London and there transferred to the list for India. 

To set up exchanges between India and Jamaica the commission on money orders to India would 

be 2.5 per cent (1 per cent for Indian post offices –1 per cent for Jamaican post offices and 0.5 

per cent for the London office).736  

A desire among economies to reduce their dependency on sugarcane and competition 

from European beet-fed sugar, forced the West Indies economies to modernise between 1870 and 

1895. Financed by private capital, some restructuring and introduction of new techniques on 

plantations in British Guiana and Trinidad ensued. At the time, there were limited provisions for 

loans or grants made by the British government and a specific policy of no credit to individuals 

or industries. This changed in the 1890s as the prices of sugar and related products began falling 

and anxiety among investors increased.737 In a move to stabilise the West Indian sugar industries, 

the government introduced tax concessions and reapportionment of the cost of Indian 

immigration. Advances were made to planters and non-planting industries from 1895, with some 

£340,000 of the Treasury’s imperial funds employed to relieve Trinidadian and British 

planters.738 In comparison to concessions for planters, the cycles of stagnation meant very 

different outcomes for labourers. As plantation owners’ profits plummeted owing to the 

oscillation of world sugar prices, the planters reduced their overheads and costs by drastically 

cutting the wages of labour. Further intensification of work and production on lower wages 

ensued, as unemployment increased in places like Guyana. There were protests by labourers who 

were now receiving wages that were lower than the guaranteed minimum.739 

Money order arrangements between India and Ceylon came into force on 1 October 1880 

to support labourers in Ceylon. The figures below show the transactions in the first six months, 

covering indentured labourers, individuals, merchants and planters, and government 

 
736 “Proposed extension of Indian money order system to Jamaica,” General Post Office, ff 562-564. Memorandum, 
Dec. 11, 1875, Jamaica No 13493. CO 137/480/45, NA. 
737 H.A. Will, “Colonial Policy and Economic Development in the British West Indies 1895-1903,” The Economic 
History Review 23, no. 1 (April 1970):129-131. 
738 Ibid., 138. 
739 Prabhu Mohapatra “Indian Labour in the West Indies, 1880-1920,” in Coolies, Capital and Colonialisation: 
Studies in Indian Labour History ed. By Rana P. Behal and Marcel van der Linden (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2006): 195. 
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administrators. The money orders paid in India exceeded the orders issued by India. Orders 

“issued” in India covered orders raised by India for Ceylon. 

 

Table 5: Money Orders from Ceylon 

Country  Orders issued by India Commission 
realised 

Orders paid in India 

 No. Amount. Amount No. Amount 
  Rs. A. P. Rs. A. P.  Rs. A. P. 

 
Ceylon 285 16,419  9  0   1,850 96,415  5  0 
Weekly 
Average 

11 631 8 0 6 13 0 71 3,708 4 0 

 
Source: Annual Report on the Operations of the Post Office of India for the year 1879-80. (13) 
IOR/V/24/3373, BL. 

 

In 1880-81 and 1881-83, there were increases in the numbers of money orders from 

Ceylon being paid in India.740 This was commensurate with the expansion of tea and sugar 

plantations in India, and the “high noon” of imperialism. Large volumes of remittances 

continued to flow from Ceylon designated for mainland India, even after the abolition of the 

indentured labour system, once the plantations were brought under new management.741 

Earlier, the great Asian migration saw the movement of Indians to the Chinese Straits’ 

settlements, namely, Singapore, Malaysia, Java and Borneo for the rubber plantations. Mostly 

people from southern India served under contracts to support production on rubber and tea 

 
740 Appendix C, Table XII. 
741 At the turn of the twentieth century, a key plank in the campaign of the Swaraj movement was the alleviation of 
the conditions of indentured labour and the repeal of the system. Following the McNeill-Chiman Lal Committee 
inspection of plantations, the Government of India, dissatisfied with the suggestions, disassociated itself from 
arranging the flow of labourers to the colonies. For Indians wishing to emigrate, the government requested that the 
colonies introduce proper work conditions and develop an improved class of settlers in the colonies. In 1938, a 
decade and half the system of indenture was abolished, with the Gandhian movement underway in India, the Indian 
government introduced additional procedures to meet accusations of unacceptable labouring conditions on the 
Indian tea plantations. Two pamphlets were issued in 1938 to monitor malpractice on the estates, which stipulated a 
new duty for owners of tea estates employing emigrants to prepare a statement on the work conditions. Despite the 
new regulatory procedures brought about under Congress pressure, the bond of indenture was all too evident on the 
communities remaining in the plantation economies. The deficit of opportunities and anachronistic social and 
economic positions left an imprint for future generations. At the newspapers in India, mindful of the legacy of the 
indentured system correctly identified the supplementary framework as a way to obscure the continued exploitation 
of native communities. See The Annual Correction to the Tea Districts Emigrant Labour Manual Containing the 
Tea Districts Emigrant Labour Act, 1932 (XXII of 1932) No 4 (Bengal, Central Provinces, United Provinces) and 
no 5. (Assam, Bengal, Bihar and Orissa, Central Provinces, Madras, United Provinces) V/27/670/12, BL; “Prancing 
Imperialist, Mr Morrison’s Arguments Pulverized,” Eastern Times, October 15, 1943, 2. 
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plantations and the development of railways networks. Between 1882-83 and 1883-84, the 

money order transfers for these places increased both in terms of the numbers of orders “issued” 

in India, though the numbers and rupee value of orders “paid” in India decreased, suggesting 

smaller value amounts were being sent.742 From the 1880s, as imperial and trading connections 

were strengthened, the post office services were beginning to support money order exchanges 

with places like Italy, New Zealand, Trinidad and Natal in South Africa. 

The Postal Office Annual Report for 1897-98, showed that “foreign money orders drawn 

on and received from the United Kingdom, British Colonies, Foreign countries and most of their 

colonies and possessions, and Egypt are issued in sterling. The payments being made by the 

remitters and to the payees in India at the rates of exchange are fixed from time to time by the 

Post Office.”743 The control of remittance flows tightened and loosened in connection with the 

overall demand and supply of money orders and imperial government policy. 

Postal money orders were established in British Guiana around 1897-98 and 1898-99. 

There were some initial fluctuations in the “issued” money orders.744 Between 1902-03 and 

1903-04 the number of money orders paid in India from British Guiana and Trinidad were low 

with small increases likely the result of the long-term effects of the stagnation in prices of the 

sugar industry in the West Indies. In comparison, for the same period, the orders paid in India for 

Natal and Ceylon increased on a much larger scale than those from Guiana and Trinidad.745 This 

was a sign that Ceylon and Natal had scaled production on its plantations, and were able to 

minimise the impact of the competitive forces. The popularity of the postal money orders and 

foreign rupee orders from Ceylon and Natal continued to grow.  

Between 1903-04 and 1904-05 the numbers of orders issued in India and corresponding 

rupee value amounts fluctuated for British Guiana, Natal and Trinidad.746 This trend was 

mirrored by the numbers of orders paid in India and rupee value amounts, which may have been 

connected to the legacy of the global sugar industry and turbulence. Labourers were finding it 

hard to save. 

 
742 Appendix C, Table XIII. 
743 AR 1897-98, 16. IOR/ V/24/3373, BL. 
744 Appendix C, Table XIV. 
745 Appendix C, Table XV. 
746 Appendix C, Table XVI; AR 1904-05, 30, IOR/V/24/3373-77, BL. 
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The system of indenture was abolished in 1917, with indentured labourers continuing to 

migrate to the West Indies up to 1916. Labourers were repatriated for many years following this 

and in the meanwhile continued to send remittances to India, though the volume of these 

fluctuated from year to year.  

Generally, the conditions for indentured labourers were better in Fiji than the other 

plantation economies. Labourers earned better wages, worked on average more days, and 

enjoyed a healthier climate and better sanitary conditions than counterparts on other plantation 

colonies.747 The labourers were noted for hard work and frugality and the practice of remitting 

money to their villages in India.748 The money orders paid by India originating in Fiji in 1917-18 

amounted to £21,350, though the actual number of money orders were not reported.749 The next 

year, in 1918-19 the number of money orders was 990, with a value of £13,279, and the 

following year, 1919-20, the number of money orders increased to 1,000, but the actual amount 

value decreased to £11,157. The year after, 1920-21, both the number of money orders and the 

value increased to 1,340 and £16,657.750 

In comparison to the money orders from Fiji, for the same period, there were far fewer 

money orders and lesser value moving from British Guiana to India. During 1918-19, the orders 

sent from British Guiana and paid in India were 446 of the value £2,011, and in 1919-20, the 

number of money orders and value increased slightly to 568 and £2,568.751 The following year, 

1920-21, the numbers of money orders decreased to 370, with a value of £1,492.752 Global 

uncertainty about prices specifically affected Guiana, thus a decrease in labourers’ wages.  

In 1923-24, the number of orders from the Fiji Islands paid in India were 1,750, totalling 

£16,853. The numbers fluctuated, but overall increased slowly so that by 1933-34, the numbers 

were 3,130 and £35,324.753 This increase in money order transactions included the remittances of 

Punjabis and Gujaratis who had initially migrated for entrepreneurial reasons.  

As the system of indenture was winding down, the number of money orders from Guiana 

paid in India in 1925-26 was 663 (£2,042), then declining steadily so that by 1933-34, it was 232 

 
747 Eugene J. D’ Souzam, “Indian Indentured Labour in Fiji,” Proceedings of the Indian History Congress 61, Part 
Two: Millennium (2000-2001), Published by Indian History Congress. (p.1074). 
748 Ali, Aspects, 1787. 
749 AR 1917-18, 8. 
750 AR 1920-21, 64.  
751 AR 1919-20, 34. 
752 AR 1920-21, 64.  
753 AR 1933-34, 55. Also see Appendix C, para. 1. 
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with a value of (£471).754 For Trinidad, between 1926 and 1927, the number of money orders 

was 691 with a value of £2,968, decreasing by 1933-34 to 232 with a value of £471.755 Overall, 

the post office money order remittances during the first decade of the twentieth century and 

1920s varied little, suggesting that ex-indentured labourers’ wages were deliberately kept at a 

bare minimum.  

Post-indenture, the reality for previously indentured labourers was far from simple and 

the choices and employment opportunities both back in India and the West Indies somewhat 

limited. The situation was reminiscent of the previous system of slavery on plantations. As 

Tinker contends, the abolition of slavery failed to liberate blacks from the material restrictions 

associated with slavery. Though men and women were free, there was no land available, land 

from which to earn a living. Ex-slaves struggled to set up farms in the West Indies and were 

forced into market gardening, fishing, or contracting with planters. Unfortunately, the opponents 

of slavery, namely liberal and radical thinkers, were unaware that legal servitude and economic 

servitude worked the same way on the plantations from which they sought to liberate slaves. The 

framework for indenture was already deeply exploitative and the system that replaced it was little 

better.756 Once the indenture systems was abandoned, the dearth of choices available to ex-

indentured labourers had wide-reaching implications in fashioning their lives.  A circular 

migration pattern emerged, with indentured labourers moving back to India and then going from 

there to South Africa. This was testimony to the dearth of opportunities in the plantation colonies 

and India, bringing into full view the difficulties connected to the lives of ex-indentured 

labour.757 

The effects of the great depression were felt globally and the dearth of material choices 

for Indian labourers no doubt forced many to remain in the West Indies and to work under new 

arrangements in the hope for improved conditions. Some indentured labourers returned to India, 

but those who had emigrated to the West Indies for permanent settlement stayed on. Even after 

the end of the indenture system, the wages ex-indentured labourers received changed little and, 

therefore, money order remittances remained much the same. An argument the planter could 

 
754 AR 1933-34, 54. Appendix C, para 2. 
755 AR 1933-34, 54. 
756 Tinker, New, 2-3. 
757 Uma Duphelia-Mestrie, “The Passenger Indian as Worker: Indian Immigrants in Cape Town in the Early 
Twentieth Century,” African Studies 68, no. 1 (2009):121. 
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make to justify keeping the wages fixed was that technically Indian labourers could be 

repatriated if they wished.  However, for the duration between the end of indenture and the last 

of the emigrants’ return to India in the mid-1950s, remittances continued to flow to India.  

Relative to the volume of post office money orders being remitted from the West Indies, 

the scale of financial transfers of the colonial government were of an altogether larger scale. The 

colonial state transferred savings, loans and bonds, through cheques and for the purposes of 

investment and profits through the Colonial Bank. The Colonial Bank itself had initially been 

established in 1836 in the West Indies.758 Regular cheques of £5,000 were sent from Guiana to 

the British Government in London for investment “on account of the Government’s Savings 

Bank.”759 In addition, the Colonial Bank in the West Indies facilitated the transfer of loans 

between the Treasury in London and the plantation economies in the West Indies. At the request 

of the Treasury, the Colonial Bank had agreed that officials allocate £500 between three 

production colonies, but technical issues concerning colonial law complicated the co-operation 

of Jamaica and Barbados. Officials felt it was “doubtful whether the Colonial Bank will be ready 

to pass onto other banks any substantial part of the first instalment” of a loan and bond. A 

recommendation was made that under a forthcoming colonial law bonds for the whole 

£1,500,000 should be issued in instalments and run for three years.760 The government’s 

operations and its desire to minimise risks in the movement of finance and maintain the primacy 

of the market is underscored here. 

The Colonial Bank, the Royal Charter Bank of Nova Scotia and Royal Bank of Canada 

each had established a physical footprint in Jamaica, and the American Bank was hoping to 

follow suit. The moves by the Americans were cause for concern for the British, who were later 

relieved to learn that the banking laws of the State of New York stipulated “severe restraints and 

restrictions imposed upon foreign banks desiring to do business in New York,” which in effect 

blocked foreign banks being established in New York. Furthermore, taxes levied on non-

residents in the United Sates were increased. This provided ammunition for the British to ensure 

 
758 “Colonial Bank,” Wikipedia, accessed October 28, 2021, 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Colonial_Bank_(West_Indies)#:~:text=The per cent20Colonial per cent20Bank per 
cent20was per cent20a,of per cent20the per cent20territories per cent20by per cent201837. 
759 British Guiana to London, letter and minutes, dated 13th April 1897, CO 111/498, NA. 
760 Secretary of State: Correspondence Relating to the West Indies sent from the War Office and the West India 
Committee and from 'miscellaneous' Government departments and other organisations dated 1 January to 14 May 
1917, ff 265-278. CO 318/344, NA. 
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that United States banks’ operations be restricted, and their powers curbed while doing business 

in the West Indies.761 The quid pro quo enabled the British to retain monopolistic control over 

financial structures in the West Indies.  

 

The Use of Indigenous Systems for Remittances 

In parallel with the post office data on money orders, personal artefacts produced by indentured 

labourers provide a human perspective of their working lives and finances. These include a 

unique autobiography of an indentured labourer, the oral histories of girmit, or contractual 

labourers from Fiji, and a series of published letters relating to remittances.762 Remittances 

allowed the labourers to fulfil the obligation to send money back from the West Indies. Not only 

did these remittances sustain families, they also allowed labourers to maintain transnational 

relations with families across the vast bodies of water. However, the precarious nature of the 

sector impacted their remittances. 

The returnees travelling from the West Indies to Madras in 1851 on the Zenobia managed 

to save some money while contracted as labourers. Initially, they had been “in demand” and had 

received $1.00 (4s. 2 d.) a day in wages, but as estates were deserted and sugar prices decreased, 

the daily wage was reduced to 32 cents (1s. 2d).763 Up until that time, an industrious worker 

could save up to $5-7 a month and live well on $7 a month.764 The problems with the sugar 

markets impacted labourer’s wages. 

The 300 indentured labourers returning to India on the Zenobia returned with £20 apiece. 

One man arrived in Madras with 1,000 Spanish dollars and Rs. 30. In another instance, some 354 

returned to Calcutta from Trinidad on the Eliza Stewart, carrying back about £10 a head. Some 

months later, twenty sirdars who returned from Trinidad on the Eliza returned with more than 

£50 a head. Despite these figures, however, most immigrants did not return with wealth. Some 

returned as paupers, unable to work having sustained injury and work-related disabilities on the 

plantations.765 

 
761 “American Banks in the West Indies,” January 19, 1917, CO 318/344, NA. 
762 “Girmit.org.” accessed February 1, 2022, http://girmitiya.girmit.org/new/ 
763 Lam, “Plantation,” 216-217. 
764 Ibid., 217. 
765 Gaiutra Bahadur, Coolie Woman: The Odyssey of Indenture (London: Hurst & Co, 2013), 69. 
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Lomarsh Roopnarine’s work on remittance flows of Indians from Danish St Croix, shows 

that by 1865, of indentured labourers who had completed their contracts, some had acquired 

savings, amounting in some instances to $50.766 Three years later, in 1868, 250 returnees 

“brought back with them on person and through the Post Office a sum of £2,463.13s. 4d 

($12,503.10).”767 Through records failed to specify the savings of each individual, Roopnarine 

determined labourers were able to earn $4.80 each month, based on 20 cents per day, six days a 

week. The earnings per year were $57.60, and over the course of their contracts, they would 

possibly have earned $290. Two hundred and fifty ex-indentured Indians took savings worth 

$12,503.10 averaging $50 per person. This was about $10 average yearly. A factor lowering this 

amount was that children and young adults were included in the overall head count – though they 

were not wage earners. Of the 245 persons that returned to Calcutta in 1868 from Danish St 

Croix, 149 had remitted savings, 96 were penniless, and 5 died soon after returning.768 Overall, 

about 60 per cent of the original population remitted savings to India. It was also quite possible 

that, in addition, savings were remitted via other mechanisms separately and not included in the 

amounts recorded by the shipping companies as the labourers embarked on their return journeys. 

Some indentured labourers sent money orders to India which would need cashing at post 

offices. Up until the smaller post offices became equipped with facilities to cash postal orders, 

beneficiaries would need to travel to larger towns to collect remittances; expending both time 

and money in the process. The following extract from a letter dated 1895 illustrates the lengths to 

which the father of an indentured labourer, Pethuyee Themalarajinpattanam, had to go to cash 

the money order sent by his son Cooppan: 

 
After the perusal of the contents of your letter to me I come to understand that you 
have sent a money-order for £5. I have also found the receipt you have enclosed. I 
went to the Post Office with the receipt demand of money. The Post Office people 
told me that I should wait for fifteen days more. After the elapse of time fixed, I 
appeared again at the Post Office; then they said that the order has not come to the 
Post Office, but it might have gone to Negapatam and if you go to inquire there you 
might know about it. Accordingly, I went to Negapatam Post Office where I have 
received the same answer as the previous one. So I was obliged to go to Tanjore Post 
Office. There the Post Office authorities said ‘it is true’ the money order has come; 
but we will not pay it to you till you prove by two witnesses that the money order is 

 
766 Lam, “Plantation,” 255-256. 
767 Lomash Roopnarine, “Re-Indenture, Repatriation and Remittances of Ex-Indentured Indians from Danish St 
Croix to British India 1863-1873,” Scandanavian Journal of History. Published online (Sept. 21, 2010): 255. 
768 Ibid., 256. 
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for you. I told them that I know nobody in Tanjore, but if they would kindly transfer 
it to Negapatam Post Office, I will procure witnesses and get the money there. For 
which they said they would do. So I brought the receipt back to our place and gave it 
to your sister to take care of it. 

Unfortunately, she slipped it into a gooseberry-pickle pot and picked it up and 
took it to the Post Office. When I asked for the money, they saw the receipt and said 
that the remitter does not sign it and so they could not pay it to me. I asked them what 
steps I should take in order to get the money. They replied, “Get the receipt signed by 
the sender” and also a letter to me to the fact that the money order is to be paid to me. 
I herein enclose the receipt for your signature. I was put to the greatest inconvenience 
for the expenses of going to and from Negapatam and Tanjore. So I requested to lend 
me fifteen rupees, which he kindly did at the time I promise to return the money no 
sooner than I get from you. I have shown him the receipt enclosed to you.” Reply me 
soon without further delay.” 769 

 
The patchy development of the village post office infrastructure sometimes influenced 

labourers’ decisions to use courier service, or save and to bring a lump sum back with them by 

ship. 

In another instance, a letter passed between Sheoraj Tweary of Sultanpur and his brother 

Ganesh in Mauritius. 

 
I am much pleased to learn about your welfare, but you have stated nothing in that 
letter about the money I sent you before along with my own, this gave much pains 
in my heart. The money was sent you by Ramsurup Missa relative of the people of 
Sajrampur, which you stated you did not receive. You better make a search for the 
house of Ajudhia Singla of Gala in Kodaimisser Kapurva near Sagrampur and take 
Rs20 from Ramsurup positively. My uncle Balgobind you had written me before that 
you were in hard circumstances. At the very sight of your letter, I sent you money 
accordingly and told you not to expend the money uselessly and to purchase cows, 
bullocks and provisions if possible. I also told you to send another Hundi and that 
you may pay off the debt if you have any … I have dispatched a Hundi of Rs 200 to 
Sultanpur. The Hundi was enclosed in a letter.770 

 
The above extract demonstrates that money was sent along with letters to family members, and 

the use of hundis was also an acceptable mechanism for remittances. Though both letters indicate 

frustration with the delay in the receipt of remittances, they suggest closeness of familial ties 

with those left behind in India and the complex sets of obligations and social relations between 

people.  

 
769 “Pickled Money Order,” South African History Online (SAHO), accessed January 1, 2019, 
https://www.sahistory.org.za/archive/12-pickled-money-order-receipt. 
770 Crispin Bates, “Coerced and Migrant Labourers in India: The Colonial Experience,” In Edinburgh Papers In 
South Asian Studies, no. 13 (2000): 26.  
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Despite discussions of entrepreneurial Punjabis, the returning labourers from Danish St. 

Croix and the second letter above indicate that people were able to save some of their wages, it 

does not necessarily substantiate remittances helped change families’ reliance on the existing 

sources of income or contest social hierarchies in a lasting way. 

The autobiography of an ex-indentured labourer Munshi Rahman, born on 11 August 

1874, in Hamirpur, United Provinces, recorded his experiences of life and work initially in a 

diary. He completed the diary in 1943, and this was developed into an autobiography, Jeevan 

Prakash (Life’s Light), before his death in 1972. One of a kind, it is perhaps the only written 

autobiography of a first-generation indentured labourer in the West Indies.771 Munshi Rahman 

spent some twenty-four years in the Bundelkhand area of British India and a further forty-five 

years in Surinam. A novelist and a poet, he produced four volumes of prose and played a role in 

public life. 

Munshi Rahman recorded daily events in Surinam. On one particular day in 1901, he 

spent the day with his friend Subhan, a fellow labourer. He describes encouraging Subhan to 

send money back.  

 
I wrote out accounts with great honesty and when his savings would reach up to 60 or 
70 rupees, would tell him to send the money home to Hindustan of his family. He 
would say that if he had not enough to feed himself, how could he send them anything.? 
I would give him his money and coax him to go to the city and post it to his children 
along with a letter.772  
 

Here Subhan’s wages were neither enough for a comfortable living on the island, nor enough for 

remitting to India. For labourers like Subhan, a plethora of push and pull factors shaped their 

decisions to leave India. Securing employment through an indenture contract was for many seen 

as the panacea to repaying debt and easing one’s family’s burden. The instability of the local 

economy, diminishing sizes of agricultural plots and land scarcity, crop failures and the threat of 

famine bought pressure to bear on agriculturalists.773 This was further exacerbated by the 

increasing revenue demands by the colonial State which forced many into debt. Though many 

 
771 Munshi Rahman Khan, Autobiography of an Indian Labourer (1874-1972) Jeevan Prakash (Life’s Light, 
Translated by Kathinka Sinha-Kerkhoff, Ellen Bal and Alok Deo Singh, (Delhi: Shipra Publications, 2005), xv. 
772 Ibid., 115.  
773 Famine occurred in the North-Western Provinces in 1860-62; in the United Provinces 1877-78; Bengal Bihar and 
Orrisa in 1865-67; Bengal and Bihar in 1872-75 and 1884-85; and the Madras Presidency in 1876-79. 
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peasants stayed back hoping that seasonal farming opportunities would materialise, many 

peasants had little choice but to leave India. 

Once the indentured labourers migrated to the plantations, there was a glimmer of hope 

that remittances would help reduce the family’s reliance on moneylenders in India. But debt 

continued to grow in the Punjab, even beyond the end of the indenture systems. The money order 

data, histories and literature on the topic of indentured labourers and the accessible life stories of 

labourers suggests that for the most part the remittances which flowed back to India helped tide 

families over, rather than allowing them to accumulate any meaningful levels of savings. Few of 

the life stories available from indentured groups reveal narratives about remittances supporting 

any kind of improvements in the conditions of families left behind in India, or the building of 

homes. Overall, however the impact of the remittances was variable.  

Migration under the indenture system was differentiated from the migration of other 

types subaltern labourers. The experience of indenture was marked by exploitation, duress and 

punishment; and few rewards. In comparison, service-related migration supported upward 

mobility for some. For the most part, the wages were so low that little was left over for 

remittances, though the translation into rupees offered a little extra. If anything, the life stories of 

ex-indentured communities revealed the extraordinary nature of their experiences, which were 

for most alienating and debasing, robbing them of individual rights and autonomy. 

 

Low Wages and Low Remittances 

The organisation of labour on the plantations was designed to minimise costs and to extract as 

much as possible from labour to increase surplus. Wage levels were deliberately kept low on the 

plantations, which reduced labourers’ potential to save. The pay packet reflected the completion 

of tasks rather than the hours worked. Indentured men were promised one shilling for a day’s 

work, though planters frequently paid less. Women received less, two-thirds of a shilling for a 

day’s work.774 The most that an indentured immigrant could be expected to earn for a five-year 

contract was “just under £73 during the high period of the system.”775 There were variations of 

wages between the estates, and a wage of less than 20 cents was common. In 1895, the protector 

 
774 Bahadur, Coolie, 81. 
775 There is some admission that there were conflicts in the estimates of the amount of wages and actually many of 
these were less than what was stipulated over time. Lam, “Plantation,” 221. 
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of immigrants reported that half the sugar estates were paying 34-59 per cent of their workers 

less than sixpence (12 cents) a day.776  

Though the labourers notionally had contracts, the enforcement varied enormously and 

there was no way to ensure consistency of practice across the plantation colonies. Sometimes 

wages were fixed retrospectively, and in one particular instance, the wages were finalised some 

twenty-four years after the first cohort’s arrival on the colony.777 The non-fixing of salaries was 

deliberate and withholding information from indentured labour was a routine practice.  

Munshi Rahman describes how each day he worked with a woman and cut about 10 feet 

of grass, and received Rs. 1.50 each for cutting one bed.778 “Finally, the weekend arrived and on 

Saturday we received our first payment … I had cleared two and a quarter beds, and was given 

25 paise. The owner took 25 per cent of the total amount we earned, however a minimum 

amount of Rs. 2 was paid to even those who did not work properly during the first 3 months. I 

was happy to get the money and thanked Allah for it.”779 The totality of the planters’ domination 

over labourers is all too evident. The brandishing of penalties through reduced wages, and the 

surveillance of work accentuated the power of the planter.780 

Indentured labourers were constantly fielding demands for increased production from 

planters. Munshi Rahman describes the manager installing a new container in which cacao was 

stored, 20 duim by 20 duim. At the time, the duim was a unit of measure which referred to a 

“thumb” but would be computed to about an inch in length.781 The old container had been 18 

duim long and 12 duim wide and was slightly smaller in volume. The rains came and the 

manager announced the new container would be used. The rate for a full container was fixed at 

Rs. 1. The manager told them the diameter of the container was less than the earlier one. They 

had previously received 9 du annas.782 In this instance, there was a sleight of hand on the part of 

the planter in the introduction of the new container in the absence of fixed or written procedures. 

 
776 Ibid., 249.  
777 The wages for a five-year period at the official rate of daily wages was 24 cents or 1 shilling in British Guiana, 
and 25 cents or 1 shilling in Trinidad was implemented some 24 years after the first cohort laborers migrated to the 
nations see Lam, “Plantation,”110. 
778 Khan, Autobiography, 92. 
779 Ibid., 91. 
780 Dreyfus and Rabinow, Michel Foucault, 223. 
781 “Dutch Units of Measurements,” Wikipedia, accessed September 5, 2020, 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dutch_units_of_measurement 
782 Khan, Autobiography, 100. Also, prior to the decimalisation of the Indian rupee, 16 Annas were equivalent to 1 
Rupee. 
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The new container was larger, and required more time to fill, and stretched the hours labourers 

worked in the day. 783 

Other tea plantations, in Assam for example employed the largest labour forces and paid 

the lowest wages to workers in the history of colonial India, which was facilitated by the power 

structure and hierarchies which were established. Power structures were bolstered by the 

industry’s connections with colonial authorities enabling a shaping of labour related policy to 

prevent “legal impediments to use extra-legal and coercive forms of labour control” on 

plantations.784  

In their everyday experiences, indentured labourers, were often, the victims of physical 

abuse by way of pacifying labour.  Indentured labourers were the victims of physical abuse 

through “pacification.” On the Umgeni sugar estate in South Africa an indentured labourer 

experienced physical abuse by the manager and wanting some justice, he reported this charge of 

assault to the courts established to hear cases relating to the aggrievances of indentured 

plantation labourers. He was told to return on another day, the interpreter refusing to register the 

complaint.785 

 The extent to which labourers were able to exert agency in the work-place has been a 

hotly debated question for labour historians.  On the plantation economies, Valentine et al argue 

that forces of capitalism “shaped” the indentured labourers’ position, through a process of 

“commodification, de-commodification and re-commodification” of labour, giving rise to 

persistent violations of the labourers’ agency and freedom. On the plantation, the labourers 

experienced “de-proletarianisation” rendering them unable to exert agency over the conditions 

under which they “sold” their labour power and wages.786 In contrast Ashwin Desai and Goolam 

Vahed try to move away from a position of patience for a position of instrumentality of 

 
783  In another instance, an indentured labourer laments the unfair and irregular payments of wages. “I work seven 
weeks for a month’s wages. This has been the case for the last 2 years. When I went first to the estate I worked only 
4 and 5 weeks to a month. I have not received any wages for 4 months.” See SAHO, “Five Indians working on the J. 
Meikle Estate Lodged Complaints with the Protector of Indian Immigrants in February1884,” accessed January 15, 
2019, https://www.sahistory.org.za/archive/4-complaint-ill-treatment-estate 
784 Behal, “Labour,” 145.  
785 SAHO, “Charge on Assault of Manager”, accessed January 15, 2019, https://www.sahistory.org.za/archive/3-
charge-assault-against-estate-manager. These interpreters – “fellow Indians” – knew that labourers were heavily 
dependent on their interpreting services and exploited the situation, earning up to £90 a year by levying high fees on 
fellow Indians and labourers. See Tayal, Maureen, “Indian Indentured Labour in Natal, 1890-1911,” The Indian 
Economic and Social History Review 14, no. 4 (1977): 541. 
786 Valentine et al “Proletarianisation,” 3. 
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indentured labour, While acknowledging that the economic goals of the colonial powers had a 

primacy in the indenture system, they argue that indenture was shaped, resisted, reagreed 

between “indentured and their white masters negotiating a shared but uneven economic and 

political dynamic.”787 Connecting these two divergent positions to the broader question of 

agency among labourers, it is difficult to determine the extent to which indentured labourers 

were truly able to negotiate their conditions, which is connected to the question and degree of 

labourers’ “freedom.”  Industrial labourers in the city were arguably “free-er” than indentured 

labourers on the plantations economies; though both were constrained.  It may be that indentured 

labourers were partially able to resist, reshape and reagree their conditions.  

Women labourers recruited to travel to the plantation economies, experienced gender 

inequalities which marked their time while being transported to and on reaching the plantations. 

Initially, women were recruited to help rectify the gender imbalances in the mostly male 

workforce, and to create stability and family life among the indentured community. They 

encountered many forms of subjugation, oppression, violence and rape while being transported 

to the plantation colonies and later on the colony. On reaching the plantations, they were 

employed in a plethora of roles, among them weeding and fertilising, but were renumerated less 

than men for their time. Nevertheless, their wages subsidised the low male wages through unpaid 

domestic work.788 At times of competition and turbulence in the global market, labour processes 

were intensified and wages lowered by planters to make up for the decrease in surplus value and 

to ensure enlargement of production wherever possible. In these instances, gender inequalities 

increased and magnified the difference in the wage levels for women who were concentrated in 

less skilled jobs. The pressure on the indentured labourers’ households mounted, and murders of 

women increased during the 1870s and 1880s, when the sugar industry faced international 

competition particularly during the global depression.789 
 

Conclusion 

Capitalistic production and imperialism transformed the remittance flows of indentured labourers 

from the moment of recruitment to far beyond the repealing of their indenture contracts. The 

 
787Ashwin Desai and Goolam Vahed, “Inside Indenture: South African Story 1860-1914,” (South Africa: HSRC, 
2010): vii. 
788 Bates, “Coerced,” 14. 
789 Ibid.  
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emancipation act and liberal debates advocating fairness and improvements in the lives of slaves 

and forced labourers gave way to an alternative system of indenture. 

Postal office money orders and banks aided imperial transfers of finance between India, 

the metropole and the West Indies. Other modern systems and instruments including banks and 

cheques supported the financial flows between the British Treasury and the West Indies, and 

directly connected to the operations of plantation economies. The scale of these government 

transfers far exceeded the financial flows through post offices, which also covered indentured 

labourers’ remittances. As the post office services expanded across the West Indies, the 

indentured labourers who were able to save, adopted these systems for their remittances, mostly 

because they overcame the distance between themselves and their families. Labourers also 

continued to use alternative methods including the hundi system, enclosing money into 

envelopes with letters that were mailed to India, and bringing money back at the end of an 

indenture contract, though the amounts were arguably exiguous. 

The system of indenture reproduced many of the conditions of slavery. Indentured 

labourers experienced unfreedom and duplicity in the way wages and contracts were developed. 

Work processes were designed to maximise surplus labour value. Men and women were 

subjugated to the authority and control of planters often in debasing ways. Overall, the scale of 

investment and profits realised by the imperial state through the plantation economies dwarfed 

the benefits secured by labourers; with long-lasting and polarising effects on the imperial nations 

and indentured labourers. Indentured Indian labourers, women and children, like the slaves 

before them, continued to massively subsidise the capitalist and colonial project. 
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Conclusion 
 

 
In summary, this dissertation has shown that with the onset of imperial rule modern financial 

systems were established as the capitalistic mode of production accelerated in line with the 

growth of economic, political, and social ambitions of the colonial government. 

Correspondingly, migrant labourers from agriculturalist backgrounds moved voluntarily and 

involuntarily to new destinations in pursuit of opportunities to escape poverty and in support of 

imperial interests. They moved not only around the province and to other places in India, but also 

further afield. Some were drafted into police forces and the Indian Army in India and abroad. 

They were transferred to the Persian Gulf to reproduce the imperial government’s administrative 

functions when World War I broke out and later to support petroleum production. Others were 

transported to the West Indies as indentured labourers to support capitalistic production on 

plantation economies. In these regions and places, labourers and servicemen maintained 

relationships with those remaining behind through their letters, remittances and visits home. 

In approaching the research, an easy assumption could be that with the growth of 

“modern” or colonial systems, “subjects” of the colonial State would cleave to these. Contrary to 

this paradigm, this thesis demonstrates that during the period of research, rather than cleaving to 

modern systems, remitters in fact used both formal and informal systems. There were strong 

continuities from the pre-modern period into the colonial era; modern systems never overtook 

the older systems. Labourers were never fully integrated into the formal money transfer systems. 

They were cognisant of the range of systems open to them and organised their money flows in 

creative ways. The thesis presents a theory as follows: throughout the colonial period some 

migrant labourers used formal colonial systems in tandem with indigenous systems. The extent to 

which and when they used colonial systems was correlated to the nature of their employment, 

whether in the formal or informal economy, their wages, and location. Throughout this period, 

labourers exercised rational choice in the money transfer systems, rather than simply relying on 

modern or colonial structures. The development of the theory has been abetted by some 

innovation in existing methodologies used in the fields of Economic History and Anthropology. 

It analyses historical data on money order transfers alongside the distinctive personal life stories 

of ex-servicemen and labourers from the Punjab. Together these provide us with a rounded 
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perspective helping to bridge the gap between the macro-level data and micro histories of 

subaltern labourers, which would otherwise have been lost.  

I have discussed in this dissertation the types and range of remittance architectures and 

systems present at the dawn of the colonial period and the changes and continuities that attended 

them through to independence. During this time, migrant labourers from agriculturalist 

backgrounds in the Punjab used an array of remittance technologies both old and new, or 

informal and formal. Hundi and hawala, developed in the pre-colonial period, were well 

embedded into the daily operations of merchants and supported their remittances from central 

Asia, where they traded their wares south to the Punjab. The systems also supported the 

remittances of servicemen and labourers and those beginning to set up enterprises as trade 

networks expanded in the region. Labourers carried their remittances home in person, used 

courier services and steamships, and, increasingly, money orders and bank drafts. A plethora of 

agents played a role in these money transfers, including hundiwalas, hawaladars, money-

changers and moneylenders. The precise nature of an agent’s role was influenced by contexts 

and the nature of portfolios. Money-changers in the Persian Gulf facilitated remittances of 

migrant labourers to labour-exporting nations in the Indian Ocean during the 1940s, extending 

into the post-colonial period. Labourers leveraged their connections including couriers, kinsmen 

and pilgrims, and sometimes took risks and forged new relationships to transfer their money 

across oceans and other geographical spaces. The formal architectures supporting labourers’ 

remittances included the post office services which revolutionised the financial flows of 

labourers from near and far. In the Persian Gulf, during the early days, political residents’ 

consulates played a role in transferring labourers remittances. In India, as railway 

communications networks extended across the Punjab, they became vehicles for transferring 

coins and remittances.  

The introduction of post office money orders saw an increase in the remittance flows in 

the country as a whole and the Punjab specifically. Salaried employees started opening post 

office savings account, alongside the remittances of servicemen’s pensions. Migrant labourers 

working in the canal colonies, industry, mining, at the theatres of war and the plantation 

economies relied on the postal systems for the transfer of their remittances. In parallel with the 

modern systems, indigenous systems continued to support the flow of labourers’ remittances 

well into the post-colonial period. These systems were the mainstay for agricultural labourers 
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and those operating at the margins of the cash economy, especially as some labouring 

communities infrequently used money in their everyday lives. This changed gradually as rural 

areas were gradually integrated into the modern economy before independence and beyond. In 

rural settings, in-kind payments were popular in settling accounts between employers and 

labourers and impacted remittances and labourers’ agency. In-kind remittances and gifts, which 

included gold and consumables were popular in places with fledgling market economies. 

The militarisation of the Punjab began with the integration of the Sikh Durbar into the 

newly formed Indian Army and the implementation of new pension polices which had mixed 

outcomes for soldiers. While introducing a degree of clarity around payments, the policies also 

bestowed colonial administrators with new discretionary powers over their disbursement. With 

the commencement of World War I, the issue of pensions and payments and their implications 

for families caused some disillusionment among military personnel. Both Indian servicemen and 

Indian writers critiqued what they saw as opaque changes to pension policies. These published 

critical materials were removed from circulation. For the soldiers, the concerns affected sepoys 

to the extent that they strategised to ensure their pensions were secured.  

The flow of remittances from the Persian Gulf and the West Indies plantation colonies via 

post office money orders initially increased, then declined. The withdrawal of troops following 

World War I and the redrawing of regional geographical boundaries and formation of nation 

states in the Persian Gulf, influenced this decline. A few years earlier, in 1910, however, the 

issue of high charges levied on post office money orders and the fear of sepoy protests saw some 

redress of the issue by the political residents in the Gulf and general postmasters in India. The 

discovery of oil and its production from the 1930s induced an increase in migration by Indian 

labourers to the region. Telegraphic wiring technologies were beginning to emerge in the 1920s, 

and would, many years later, supersede the established money transfer systems of Indians from 

the region. The abolition of the indenture system marked the beginning of a reduction in 

labourers remittance flows from the West Indies. 

In conducting the research, some limitations came to the fore, which related to sources 

and interview subjects for the late colonial period. With the exception of a few ex-servicemen, I 

found it difficult to identify subjects to interview who could talk about the late colonial period. 

As an alternative approach, I worked with subjects whose life experiences related to a little after 

decolonisation. Scholarly literature helped reassure me as it pointed to the slow pace of change in 
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small towns and villages in the Punjab. Once underway, the interviews illuminated how little 

labouring conditions and remittance infrastructures had changed since the 1940s. Next, both the 

interviews and literature identified the centrality of informal systems in migrant labourers’ 

remittances. Informal agents rarely kept detailed records of transactions, and were virtually 

impossible to access. The liberalisation of economies that followed, some thirty to forty years 

after independence, orchestrated a peripheralisation of the indigenous systems and agents. This 

rendered the process of identifying agents who had previously been involved in the money-

changing business more difficult. As a “get around,” labourers and their families were able to 

share information about hundi and money-changers’ businesses. 

The thesis and research is significant and helps to take forward our understanding of the 

topic of migrant labourers’ remittances in several ways. First, it presents a history of the 

remittances flows of Punjabi migrant labourers, their choices of infrastructure and their agency, 

and whether or not their limited remittances supported historical changes. It covers almost a 

century, from the establishment of colonial rule, through the high noon of imperialism to the 

gradual transition from the pre-modern to cash economy, the period of global economic 

depression to the period of social and national reform and independence. Second, the thesis 

examines in detail relationships, systems and structures. It shows that for subaltern labourers the 

internally regulated world of transfers and remittance flows changed little with the inauguration 

of modern juridical and legal frameworks. Whenever possible, many still relied on indigenous 

systems, rather than “modern” systems. Furthermore, for the most part, debates around the 

legitimacy of bank interest were distant from the world of labourers, and their simple lives and 

transactions. Third, the thesis explores the world of labourers and identifies some instances of 

historical change correlated to remittances. These changes unfolded on different levels, and can 

be viewed on a village and familial level, and then within the family. During World War I, the 

State used land grants to incentivise martial communities to recruit sepoys. At the village level, 

the remittances helped to reduce the gap between labourers and established and landed families. 

The improvements in the villages affected by soldiers’ remittances and pensions were leveraged 

by the colonial government to promote recruitment to the army during war time. 

Notwithstanding the impact these remittances made to martial families, the remittances made 

little impression on the overall standard of living of villagers. At a family level, the remittances 

helped to improve family incomes, expand income streams and thus spread the risks associated 
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with the reliance on a single source of income. In the case of indentured labour, remittances 

sometimes helped purchase freedom. Within the household, the remittance flows were unable to 

challenge the hierarchies that affected women, even if they themselves were earning an income. 

These did change, but much later with the feminisation of labour markets. Fourth, the thesis 

discusses the multifaceted nature of reciprocity and patronage and the range of domains in which 

they were performed. They were performed by labourers sending remittances to kinsmen and as 

a result improving their social status; by servicemen who in discharging their duty felt they were 

meeting all obligations of their employers; and by nations that sent gifts and additional services 

to support the servicemen while they fought in the theatres of war. Fifth, the dissertation 

examines the tensions between the colonial money transfer systems and the indigenous systems. 

The hundi system operated alongside the colonial systems but remained a thorn in the latter’s 

side owing to its “uncodified” and thus “untaxable” status. The slow proliferation of banks and 

access to finance in smaller towns meant that labourers had no use for them. Banks were mostly 

focused on meeting the credit requirements of Europeans and wealthy Indian capitalists. This left 

the indigenous systems to meet the cash and capital requirements of would-be entrepreneurs, 

artisans and agriculturalists. Sixth, through the thesis, we see some changes in the approaches 

and policies of the State relating to the remittances of labourers. For the imperial government, a 

key objective behind establishing formal money transfer systems was to support its own needs. 

Later, it would promote the use of its services, specifically postal banks, savings accounts and 

war bonds to the public to expand public borrowing. In other instances, the State intervened to 

reduce the commission on money orders for civil servants and servicemen, and later to introduce 

pension policies for equitable outcomes for soldiers disabled at war. Seventh, the thesis has 

provided a vista into labourers’ “worlds,” as they traversed across vast bodies of water and 

geographical spaces to toil in unfamiliar settings, and once there were subjected to the broad 

social and political context in those places. On an individual level, labourers’ conditions 

including pay, hours of work, and access to employment, all impacted their lives and shaped how 

they sent and received remittances. The thesis has painted a picture of their experiences of work 

and their lived reality. And finally, through this research, we see how modernity sponsored by 

the imperial state transformed the remittances of labourers. While some labourers were able to 

benefit from the opportunities arising out of the imperial State, they experienced exploitative 

work conditions, which were attributable to the social relations of capital. Throughout, labourers’ 
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remittances paled into insignificance relative to the profits and money flows of investors, 

planters and capitalists. For the labourers, their labour power augmented the profits and 

economic capital of the imperial State as it furthered its interests. Simultaneously, the colonial 

state left legacies that continued to impact the lives of Indians, long beyond decolonisation. 

Returning to the earlier review of historiography, how do the findings of the thesis relate 

to it? In the introductory chapter, I reviewed the earlier literature relating to Indians’ movements 

around the Indian Ocean. I noted the impressive contribution of these histories, though 

concomitantly commenting that remittances were largely at the periphery of this scholarship. 

These historiographies were less preoccupied with understanding the systems and infrastructures 

of remittances. When scholars discussed labourers’ remittances, they conceived of money 

transfer architectures in a somewhat bifurcated fashion, as either colonial or indigenous. Amin, 

Basu, Bose, Chumbe, Chandavarkar, Joshi, Khan and Mazumdar discussed the use of post 

offices for workers’ money flows, and concurrently, Alavi and Chaudhry discussed the use of 

informal systems to support labourers’ and political dissidents’ remittances. Ultimately this 

partial view of the systems restricted our understanding of extensiveness of the remittance 

systems and architectures, and the inventiveness of labourers in their money transfers. In 

presenting a more comprehensive picture of labourers’ financial histories, my research 

complements the earlier scholarship by supplementing the historical information the scholars 

previously were able to access. The second body of literature concerned itself with migration 

history in Europe and the Americas, and West Indies. My research has identified some of the 

parallels and differences between the migration and remittance patterns and technologies used by 

European labourers and Indian labourers. Turning now to contemporary research, the last few 

years has seen global migration histories, along with financial histories gain traction – this thesis 

attempts to bridge the gap between the two and provides helpful insights into the labourers’ 

remittances and migration patterns. 

In looking to the future, the dissertation has highlighted further questions for research, 

some of which relate to the colonial period and beyond. There is a need to develop a deeper 

understanding of the continued role of indigenous systems in supporting the remittances of 

labour from the 1980s onwards, a time when electronic wiring technologies started flourishing. 

Secondly, as global labour patterns expand into new regions, there is a question relating to the 

affordability of commission charges for modern-day electronic money transfer. This problem of 



 227 

the high post office money order charges can be traced back to the early nineteenth century. In 

these instances, Indian postmasters swiftly lowered the charges on money orders effecting 

labouring communities after assessing the impact of their increases. As the post office service 

launches electronic transfer services, it must consider carefully what high charges will mean in 

contemporary times. Third, the legacy of the imperial State and the succeeding nation-state 

policies render precarious the remittance flows of labourers in contemporary times. 

Understanding the impact of these would perhaps help further the case for the development of 

more equitable polices employed by financial institutions. 
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Epilogue 
 
 
Some twenty-five subjects were interviewed for this thesis. What became of them? As far as I 

am aware, most subjects (labourers who shared their life stories, and others who discussed the 

labouring histories of their ancestors, and a third group involved in managing contemporary 

financial organisations) are all well and healthy. One individual, Mohammad Asghar, who had 

laboured in the Middle East in the post-independence period, passed away in 2020. The ex-

soldiers are mostly well and continue to receive their pensions through the post office savings 

and bank accounts.  

In the last few years before decolonisation, the Bretton Woods conference in 1944 and 

ensuing agreements had expedited greater integration of southern countries into world trade. It 

placed responsibilities on maintaining the balance of trade on the deficit nations, while enabling 

rich countries to accumulate surpluses. Industrial nations were encouraged to lower trade barriers 

to support the movement of capital.  

In the aftermath of the International Monetary Fund’s structural adjustments, many third 

world economies contracted to repay the loans at hefty interest rates. In part this spurred the 

movement of labour to many places, including the Middle East. By 1980, 68.9 per cent of the 

workforce in the Middle East consisted of foreign labourers, and in the United Arab Emirates the 

percentage was as high as 82.5.790 A commensurate increase in remittances from the Gulf back to 

South Asia ensued. Money-changing firms like Western Union and Money Gram, and post 

offices diversified and increased the types of services provided.791 These financial companies, 

including electronic transfer companies, made money from labourers and other people’s money, 

as money flows were used to speculate in the global financial markets. The fees charged for 

transferring money yielded substantial sums for speculative purposes. Previously, labourer’s 

finances transferred from the Gulf through post office savings accounts had been immune from 

being absorbed into the global capital systems. However, with the electronic money transfer 

technologies, the financial flows were no longer immune from speculative forces.  

 
790 Prema Jurien, “A Socio-Cultural Perspective on Migration and Economic Development: Middle Eastern 
Migration from Kerala, India.” In Migration and Development Within and Across Borders; edited by Josh DeWind 
and Jennifer Holdaway (New York: International Organization for Migration and Social Science Research. 2008), 
190; and  R Owen, Migrant labour in the Gulf. 1985: 18. 
791 Samuel Munzele Maimbo, Richard H Adams. Jr; Reena Aggarwal and Nikos Passas, Migrant Remittances in 
South Asia (DC: The World Bank: 2005), 31-39. 
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In India, from 1969, state commercial banks and networks grew as a result of bank 

nationalisation. Private, foreign and local commercial banks also grew across the country. 

Following this, the economic liberalisation of the Pakistani economy in the 1980s and the Indian 

economy in 1991 saw the growth of commercial banking and financial systems. In Pakistan, a 

move towards modernisation with the financial deregulation pushed indigenous money-changing 

operations outside the legal framework. Some well-established financial groups repurposed 

themselves to meet the expectations of regulatory frameworks, and set up regulated money-

exchange bureaus. This invariably gave rise to the state championing formal channels for money 

flows, and an overlooking of “distinctive historical lineages” of older type of systems.792 These 

informal channels for remittances are heavily influenced by social, historical and perhaps 

geographical considerations. 

The high charges for remittances remain constant from the 1910s. In contemporary times, 

despite the liberalisation of economies and the increased cooperation of commercial banks, the 

World Bank has drawn attention to the formation of “partnerships” between companies that 

impede competition in the financial transfers sector. High commission rates ultimately impact 

the amount being received by recipients in the global south, and thus impacts the potential for 

their development. More significantly, the subjugated positions of labour and denial of fair 

rights, discriminatory immigration policies, combined with the high commission fees have made 

the channels for money transfers from the Middle East to India and Pakistan precarious for some. 

Another trend has taken hold relating to the way “remittances” and their technologies 

have been understood by the public. Diverse interest groups have claimed or manipulated the 

meaning towards various ends and left a legacy. During the colonial period, indigenous 

technologies supporting Indians’ money flows were “tolerated” alongside the functioning of 

technologies which were being promoted by the colonial State. Throughout this period, the hundi 

system was not codified. This was critiqued by the post-colonial Indian government, which 

argued that the failure to codify the hundi system adversely impacted its legitimacy and future 

development. 

As global labour has become increasingly more mobile, scholarship on the theme has 

flourished. Countries with outflows of migrant labour have become heavily reliant on 

 
792 Thebe Vusilizwe and Sara Mutyatyu, Socially Embedded Character of Informal Channels of Remittances: 
“Omalayisha” in the South Africa/Zimbabwe Remittance Corridor, Remittances Review 2, no 1 (2017): 5. 
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remittances. Kerala, Punjab and Goa have among the most remittance-dependent economies of 

the world, with the top 25 per cent of households receiving nearly 50 per cent of domestic 

remittances.793 These remittances have boosted the gross state domestic products of these units. 

This has helped reduce poverty, contributed to the social development of the country, and some 

dependency on the remittance inflows by the country. With foreign aid for development support 

in India, Pakistan and the Philippines diminishing, migration has relieved the pressure of high 

levels of unemployment and provided economic opportunities for men and women. Though 

migrant labourers often fill the roles that native citizens reject, migration boosts self-esteem and 

increases economic independence for migrant Indian workers. These opportunities and the 

consequent flow of remittances have allowed migrants to support their families and improve 

living standards. 

This dissertation has discussed the way in which Indian subaltern labourers’ rights were 

violated earlier. These rights continue to be violated to this day. Globalisation has seen growing 

insecurity and deterioration of labouring conditions of workers, with labouring groups now 

“often pitted against each other” in the global south.794 Globalisation and the movement of 

migrant labour have reshaped the nature of work, diminishing the rights of workers.  

  

 
793 Chimnay Tumbe, “Remittances in India Facts and Issues,” Working Paper No 331, 2011, Indian Institute of 
Management Bangalore, 3-4. 
794 George Naufal, “Labor Migration and Remittances in the GCC”, in Labor History. (London: Routledge, 2015) 
accessed March 2, 2021,  http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/0023656X.2011.600545; Kavita Datta, Cathy Mcwaine, Jane 
Wills, Yara Evans, Joanna Herbert and Jon May “The New Development Finance or Exploiting Migrant Labour?” 
IDPR, 29, no. 1(2007): 47; Sarah Mosaeta and Michelle Williams. Labour in the Global South: Challenges and 
Alternatives for Workers (Geneva: International Labour Organization, 2012), 1.  
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Appendix A 
  
 

Table I: The Growth of Factories by Sector in the Punjab. 
 

Year Textiles  Cotton 
Ginning 
and 
Bailing 

 Engineering  Metals 
and 
Materials 

 Tobacco 
and food 

 

 Factories Workers Factories Workers Factories Workers Factories Workers Factories Workers 
1912 4 2,476 166 10,525 10 11,368 6 1291 20 1,327 
1921 6 3,299 212 11,687 16 18,461 7 673 27 2,217 
1931 17 4,361 299 17,314 35 11,600 23 824 64 3,033 
1940 109 17,217 277 18,369 90 20,068 67 4387 112 5,125 

 
(Cont) 
 

Year Chemical 
and Dyes 

 Paper 
and 
Printing 

 Stone, Glass 
and Wood 

 Miscella
neous 

 Total  

 Factories Workers Factories Workers Factories Workers Factories Workers Factories Workers 
1912 3 238 7 1,394 2 201 3 1,737 221 30,557 
1921 5 367 13 2,626 4 515 6 2,583 296 42,428 
1931 14 755 35 3,114 10 1,474 9 2,254 506 44,729 
1940 36 1,750 50 4,463 23 2,516 16 7,302 780 81,197 

Source: G. R. Bhai, Factory Labour in the Punjab 1911 to 1940 (Publisher Unknown,1947), 8-9. 
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Appendix B 
 

Analysis of Settlement Reports 
 
 

The central Punjab districts of Jhelum, Gujrat and Gujranwala shared some commonalities, and 

some differences respectively, which spurred their comparative analysis.795 The three districts 

shared boundaries and were clustered together forming an arch, with Gujranwala district falling 

into the jurisdiction of the Lahore Division, and Gujrat and Jhelum under the Rawalpindi 

Division.796  From the commencement of colonial rule, the Indian army recruited labour for 

policing, campaigns in the region and later to fight in the world wars from these districts.  Later, 

the districts saw the development of irrigation systems and canal colonies. The places were 

mostly rural and agricultural, and up until 1912, had sparse industry or service sectors.   

For the period 1891-1941, the census from 1941 for Jhelum, Gujrat and Gujranwala 

districts suggests that earlier the population sizes of the places had been comparable, but as time 

progressed the districts experienced varying levels of growth.  Jhelum’s population increased by 

22%, Gujrat 37% and Gujranwala 37.9%.  Though Gujranwala initially suffered from a lack of 

investment in its industrial base, from the 1920s it benefitted from the development of small-

scale industry. 

 

Table I: The Number of Persons in (000)  Net Variation (total no.) 
District  1891 1901 1911 1921 1931 1941     1891-1941  
Gujranwala 661 740 606 1099 1157 1423  +251,011 
Gujrat  806 792 788 824 922 1105  +298,570 
Jhelum  514 501 512 477 541 630  +114,568 
Source: S. Bahadur Khan, Census of India, 1941, Vol VI (Punjabi) (Delhi: Manager of 
Publications, 1941), 10. 
 
  

 
795 The analysis draws on the settlement reports relating to: Jhelum for the periods 1874-1880 and 1895-1901; Gujrat 
1893 and 1912-1916, and Gujranwala 1894 and 1923-27.  The first and second settlement reports for each of the 
three districts are within a chronological timeframe and allowing some comparison. Furthermore, the overall 
timeframe for these reports are aligned with the overall periodization of the Post Office’s Annual Reports.  
796 District and States Gazetteers of the Undivided Punjab, Delhi, P. R Publishing Corp reprinted 1985. 
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Table II: Demand for Revenue History for Jhelum District 1874-1880. 
 
 Rs Change 
Sikh Rule 1833 to 1884 7,08,846  
First summary settlement 1840 6,63,542 - 6 ½ percent 
Second summary settlement 1852 6,52,177 -2 percent 
First regular settlement 1852 6,22,401 - 4 ½ percent 
Second regular settlement 1874-81 7,32,650 18 percent 
Last year of expiring settlements 1900-01 7,30,386 ½ percent 
Demand new announced for 1901-02 9,18,987 26 percent 

 
Source: W. S. Talbot Jhelum Settlement Report 1874-1880, (Lahore: Civil and Military Press, 

1901), 12. 

 
Overall, the table above demonstrates the Imperial state’s demand for tax and revenue 

from Jhelum district was increasing. The increases were significant at times, with an 18% 

increase in the settlement between 1874-1880, and 26% in 1901.  High revenue demands and the 

unaffordability of rents were a constant source of tension between the village proprietary and the 

imperial government, and this could be traced back to earlier times. Previously, taxation on 

produce, through the indirect zamindar system had been introduced in 1793, and the direct 

collection of revenues from peasants themselves in the so-called Ryotwari system in 1812.   

The high extraction of revenue was received as contentious, and even years later during 

the 1840s, the political diaries of Lieutenant Taylor recorded the collection of tax from the 

jageers, his ongoing interactions with the Maharaja, and the petitions by zamindars and villagers 

about zubtee.797   

  

 
797 Reynell, Political, 231. 
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Table III: Jhelum District size of Smallholdings and Tenure of Estate 1874-1880. 
 

Tahsil Zamindari Pattidarai Baischara Total estates 
Jhelum 17 34 385 436 
Chakwal 12 32 203 247 
Tallagang 5 2 79 86 
Pind Dadan 
Khan 

13 6 191 201 

Whole District 47 74 857 979 
Source: R. G. Thomson Final Report of the Revisions of the Settlement of the Jhelum District in 

the Punjab 1874-1880, (Lahore: Arya Press, 1883), 147. 

 
 
 Between 1874 -1880 and 1895-1901, the analysis of the size of land holdings for Jhelum 

demonstrate their average sizes were decreasing.  The settlement report for Jhelum,1874 -1880, 

noted: 
“Individual holdings are generally small. Throughout Tahsil Jhelum, in the Lundi 
Patti of Chakwal and in the hill and riverbank circles of pind Dadan Khan, the average 
cultivated areas held by each owner varies from 12 to 15 acres.  In the other two circles 
of tahsil Pind Dadan Khan the average rises, it is 20 acres in Phapra, and 24 in Thal. 
In the Dhanni country of Chakwal it reaches 27, and is as much as 32 in Tallagang. 
The cultivated areas actually occupied by owners (including Malikan Quabze) are 
68.3 per cent of the whole, and 17.7 percent is held by tenants at will; and thus 86 per 
cent, of the total cultivation is in the hands of owners.”798   
 

Twenty years later, the 1895-1901-settlement report discussed the reduced size of 

smallholdings and transfers. The number of fields in the district had been 1,131,050 and 

increased 37 percent to 1,541,440, with the average area per field over 1 ½ acres.  The officer 

noted that too many separate fields had not been carved up, and it was better to have few rather 

than more to cut down on the patwari’s work.799  For Jhelum Tahsil (excluding the town of 

Jhelum) the average holding was 6 acres.800 The previous settlement report of 1874-1880, had 

noted the figure to be 12 to 15 acres. A little later, the 1895-1901 settlement report reported that 

in the Maidian Circle, the average holding is 9 acres, where land is cultivated at-will by Gujars 

and Jats; who had been unable to keep their land, with 25 per cent transferred since settlement, 

 
798 W. S. Talbot, Jhelum Settlement Report 1874-1880 (Lahore: Civil and Military Press, 1901), 147. 
799 Talbot, Jhelum, 1895-1901, 61. 
800 Ibid., 18. 
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16 ½ per cent to money lenders.801 In Pind Dadn Khan Tahsil holdings average 10½ acres, for 

the Chakwal Tahsil (Danni circle), the holdings were about 19 acres of cultivation, and in 

comparison in 1885-1890, the Dhanni country of Chakwal reached 27.802   

 

Table IV: The Settlement Report of 1895-1901 Details the Smallholdings and Ownership. 
 

Tahsil Privately owned Owned 
by state 

Total change 1895-
1901 and 
1874-80 

        
Tahsil Zamindari Pattidarai Baischara Total     
Jhelum 17 34 380 440 21 461 +25 
Pind Dadan 
Khan  

12 10 188 210 24 234 +24 

Chakwal 8 21 219 248 12 260 +13 
Tallagang 1 6 78 85 18 103 +17 
District 38 71 874 983 75 1053 +74 

Source: W. S. Talbot, Jhelum Settlement Report 1874-1880 (Lahore: Civil and Military Press, 
1901), 147. 
 

There was an increase in the total number of smallholdings in Jhelum between 1874-1800 

and 1895-1901, which contributed to the tenuous situations of smallholders.  

The 1895 settlement for Jhelum reported land alienation was increasing. It noted the total 

transfers since settlement was 22 per cent of the cultivation, and that mortgages were higher than 

the sales, with money lenders acquiring 11½ percent of the land.  In Chakwal, the percentage 

transferred was higher than elsewhere. In comparison, the total alienations at last settlement were 

under 4 percent.803 

 

Table V. Average Annual Alienations since the Settlement by Five Yearly Periods. 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 
Districts Years Mortgage with 

possession 
Redemption Sales or permanent 

transfers for value 
 

 
801 Ibid., 19. 
802 Ibid., 23.  
803 Talbot, Jhelum, 1895-1901, 10. 
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No. of 
transactio
ns 

Cultivated 
area 
transferred 

Number 
of 
transactio
ns 

Cultivated 
area 
transferre
d 

Number of 
transactions 
Cultivated 
area 
transferred 

Cultivated 
area 
transferred 

Jhelum 1880-1885 519 3274 70 427 513 2029 
 

 1885-86 
to1880-00 
 

2400 9273 564 2707 1973 5472 

 1890-91 to 
1894-95 
 

2518 8831 1137 5783 2530 6212 

 1895-96 to 
1899-1900 
 

4817 13,329 2663 9358 4431 8836 

 1900-1901 3230 7473  1422 4047 3712 6593 
Source: Talbot, Jhelum 1895-1901, 10. 

 

The total numbers of mortgages with possession, redemptions, and sales of permanent 

transfers for values increased from 1885 onwards.804 At the same time, the sale and mortgage 

prices were increasing, which suggests that land was in high demand.  

 

Table VI: Remittances from Government Services or Pensions to Jhelum District 1898-1901 
    
Tahsil Annual income in rupees from pay and 

pensions enjoyed by 
Number of 
Individuals 

Muhammadans Hindus 
Jhelum 525,301 2,13,394 4677 
Pind Dadn Khan 346,650 2,29,829 2936 
Chakwal 334,072 1,80,523 2642 
Tallagang 93,635 26,466 767 
District 12,99,658 6,50,212 11,022 

 
Source: The figures are of gross income and not the savings. See Talbot, Jhelum 1895-1901, 9. 

 

Later, during the Second World War, again the overall population impacted by remittance 

flows would be small. In 1939, some 12,961 pensioners received pensions in Jhelum, 8512 in 

 
804 Talbot, Jhelum 1895-1901, 11. 
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Gujrat, and 735 in Gujranwala.805  Some simple calculations show that these remittances affected 

0.021% of the population of Jhelum, 0.007% of the population of Gujrat, and 0.0005% of 

Gujranwala.806  

 
Table VII: Districts and Population Census in 000’s. 

 
District  1931 1941 Estimation for 1939.807 
 
Gujranwala  1157 1423  1369.8 
Gujrat   922 1105  1068.4 
Jhelum  541 630  612.2 
 
Source: Census of India, 1941, Vol VI (Punjab), 8-11. 

 
In terms of alienation and land transfer in the district the “total transferred since settlement is 

about 22 per cent of the cultivation, mortgages slightly exceeded sales; about 11 ½ percent of the 

land has been acquired by money lenders, 3 ½ per cent permanently an 8 per cent by mortgage; 

there is not much variation between tahsils, except that the percentage transferred is higher 

Chakwal than elsewhere. The total alienations at last settlement were under 4 percent, so there 

has been amerced change for the worse since then, though as things go now-a days the district 

has held its own fairly well.”808 

Overall, the numbers of all the different transactions increased from 1885 and onwards, 

but once the Alienation Act was introduced the figure fell, as there was a decrease in numbers.  

At the same time, the sale and mortgages prices increased substantially in the district.809 

 

Table VIII: Mortgage and Sale Prices 
Settlement   Mortgage,  Rs. 21:  sale,  Rs. 23 per acre 
1880-1885   38   41 
1885-1890   36   61     
1890-1895   30   48 
1895-1900 Mortgage  Rs 45;  sale  Rs. 78 per acre 
1900-1901 Mortgage  Rs 50;   sale 86 per acre 
Source: Talbot Settlement 1895-1901, 11 

 
805 Anand, Savings, 5.  
806  The figure has been calculated using the census data for 1931 and 1941 and a tentative estimate based on a linear 
growth of the population for 1939.  Percentage computed pensions receipts/population in districts. 
807 Calculated by [(pop. 1941-1931) x 0.8] + figure for 1931. 
808 Talbot, Jhelum 1895-1901, 10. 
809 Talbot, Jhelum1895-1901, 11. 
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Gujrat District 
 

The tribute requirements levied on Gujrat district was increasing. In 1893 for Gujrat, 

which covered Gujrat Tahsil the tax was Rs. 365,192, for Phalia Tahsil it was Rs. 2,62,850, and 

Kharian Tahsil Rs. 2,37,349.810  The settlement report for 1912-1916, identified the complexities 

involved in establishing the tax demands which related to the development of a new irrigation 

scheme.  An improvement in the water supply connected to Jhelum Upper canal, would alter the 

agricultural production in the district. There was no basis to assess what produce would look 

like, and the different perennials requiring different types of assessment.811  Despite officers’ 

ponderings, an increase in the settlement requirements for the tahsils and circles ensued.  For the 

tahsil of Gujrat, the increase for Gujrat Hithar was 23%.812  For Gujrat Jafata it was 27% and 

Gujrat Nahri 11%. 813 For Gujrat Bulandi it was 34%.814  For the Kharian Tahsil, (Kharian Bet 

Jhelum) the increase was 19%, Kharian Pabbi 37%, and for Kharian Maira, 31%.815 For Phalia 

Tahsil (Bhet Jhelum,) there was an increase of 29%.816 Phalia Hithar East saw an increase of 

17%.817 

Table IX: New Assessment Statement (IV). 
 
 Circle Gross assessment announced  
 
Gujrat Tahsil 

 
Hithar 

 
99,006 

 

 Jatatar 1,30,525  
 Bulandi 1,35,661  
 Total Tahsil 365,192  
    
Phalia Bet Jhelum 33,021  
 Bar 81,040  
 Hithar 1,11,575  
 Bet Chenab 37,214  
 Total Tahsil 2,62,850  
    

 
810  H. Davie, Final Report one the Revision of the Settlement of Gujrat District 1893 (Lahore: Civil and Military 
Gazetteer, 1893), 55. 
811 Williams, Settlement, Final Report of the Fourth Settlement of the Gujrat District 1912-1916, (Lahore: 
Superintendent Government Printing, 1916), 23.  
812 Williams, Gujrat, 23. 
813 Ibid., 24. 
814 Ibid., 25. 
815 Ibid., 26. 
816 Ibid., 27. 
817 Ibid., 29. 
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Kharian Tahsil Bet Jhelum 23,387  
 Pabbi 34,065  
 Maira 1,79,897  
 Total Tahsil 2,37,349 

 
 

Source:  H Davie, Final Report on the Revision of the Settlement of Gujrat District 1893 

(Lahore: Civil and Military Gazetteer, 1893), 55. 

 
The settlement report for Gujrat 1912-1916 set out that “the district is one of small 

landowners. Very few men have more than one or two hundred acres of land now cultivated 

though in Phalia tehsil many men have large holdings including land which will be cultivated 

with irrigation. The average cultivated area for each shareholder is 5 acres in Gujrat, 5 in 

Kharian, and 7 in Phalia. In the Hithar circle of Gujrat, the average is the lowest, and only 4 

acres.  If an owner has only 6 or 7 acres, he will cultivate himself.  

A general trend towards smaller landholdings was also witnessed in Gujrat. The 

settlement report for 1912-1916 discussed how the small landowners were in the majority, with 

few men having more than one or two hundred acres of land. In Phalia tahsil many had large 

holdings and this benefitted from irrigation. The average cultivated area for each shareholder was 

5 acres in Gujrat, 5 in Kharian, and 7 in Phalia.  In Hithar circle it was 4 acres. 818   

The settlement report for 1912-1916 presented the land sold since the last settlement in 

Gujrat, Kharina, Phalia and District was small in numbers and when sold, it was primarily to 

other agriculturalists communities. In terms of the mortgages for Gujrat and Kharian, more were 

with agriculturalists, but for Phalia and District, higher numbers were with others. The report set 

out the small number of plots of land that had been transferred by sale, and according to the 

report, this was evidence the district was prosperous. Since the previous settlement the value of 

cultivated land had risen by 131%.819 While the figures showed a decrease of alienation among 

agriculturalists, people were nevertheless still in debt.   

Military service recruits came from Gujrat and Kharian Tahsils and received pensions.  

The post office handled military pension to the value of Rs. 1,00,926, in 1911 and this, was 

 
818 H. S. Williams, Gujrat 1912-16, 4. 
819 Ibid., 5 
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complemented by migrants’ remittances from other countries and canal colonies that they 

brought money back.820 

Gujranwala District 
 

The settlement report for Gujranwala district published in 1894 showed an increase in the 

revenue demand relative to the previous report.  

Table X: The Tahsils and Reassessment for the Whole District (1894).821  
 

Tahsil Demand before 
assessment 

Assessment 
given out 

Increase Rs  
 

Increase 
Percent 

Gujranwala 2,63,946 3,28,612 64,666 24 
Wazirabad 1,86,100 2,32,638 46,538 25 
Hafizabad 1,95,865 3,21,976 1,26,111 65 
Total 6,45,911 8,83,226 2,37,315 37 

Source: M. F. O Dwyer, Final Report on the Revision of the Settlement of Gujranwala District 

1889-1894 (Lahore: Civil and Military Gazette, 1894), 80. 

 
The following settlement report for Gujranwala 1923-1927, reported an increase in the revenue 

demand for the whole district by 9%, with the largest increase in Hafizabad (18% of the previous 

assessment).  In Gujranwala Tahsil the increase was 11%, whereas Wazirabad saw a decrease of 

5%.822  

Table XI: Size of Landholdings. 
 

Settleme
nt 

Total area 
per owner 
Gujranwal

a 

Waziraba
d 

Hafizaba
d 

Cultivated 
area per 
owner 
Gujranwala 

Wazirab
ad 

Hafiza
bad 

Revenue 
in rupees 

per 
owner 

Gujranwa
la 

Waz
iraba

d 

Hafizab
ad 

Regular 37 31 80 14.5 13 13 16 17 14 
Revised 
1867-68 

26 23 65 18 14 13 16 18 13 

Present 
1889-93  

29 22 43 17 12 16 19 17 16 

Source: M. F. O Dwyer, Final Report on the Revision of the Settlement of Gujranwala District 
1889-1894 (Lahore: Civil and Military Gazette, 1894), 26. 
 

 
820 Ibid. 
821  M. F. O Dwyer, Final Report on the Revision of the Settlement of Gujranwala District 1889-1894 (Lahore: Civil 
and Military Gazette, 1894), 80. 
822 Khurshaid, Revised Settlement (1923-1927) of Gujranwala District (Summary Report), iv. 
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The trend in landholdings showed the plot sizes were decreasing for Gujranwala. From 

1868, the district’s population increased and then decreased by some 100,000 people between 

1891-1911. This was followed by an increase thereafter.  

 

Table XII: Size of Landholdings. 
 

 1868  1881  1891 1901 1911 1921 
Total 551,255 616,892 690,109 675,751 595,432 615,062 

 
Sources:  Settlement Report Gujranwala 1868-1891and Settlement Report 1901-1921.823 

 

The settlement report also set out the rise in the prices of agricultural produce resulted in 

in-kind rents becoming popular, and the proportion of areas leased on cash-rents decreasing.  The 

report noted that in kind rents were the most common form of rent in this district and the 

assessment had been mainly based on half net assets deduced from the produce estimate.  

Increases in price came hand-in-hand with a shortage of cash in circulating in the economy. 

Gujranwala district was not in receipt of the same level of pensions as Jhelum and Gujrat, which 

also perhaps meant that less money was circulating, and hence a movement by the colonial 

officers to accept in-kind payments.  

In 1886, in Gujranwala, owners cultivated most of the land, with 13% cultivated by 

tenants.  Some 80% were owners and 20% occupancy tenants, and 10% of these tenants were 

indebted. The average level of indebtedness of the owners was about 30% of their average yearly 

income; while the average indebtedness of the occupancy tenants was 12% and the tenants at 

will was 5%.824   

Three years later, the settlement report in 1889, noted the land alienation was growing in 

Gujranwala and Wazirabad. Moneylenders were in possession of 18% of the cultivation.825 Land 

was in demand because of increased profits owing to the moderate standard of assessment in the 

previous settlement, and the high prices of produce prevailing.  As perceptions of stability in the 

local economy improved, money, which had formerly been hoarded was now available for 

investment. All local and available capital sought land, which was considered the most secure 

 
823 Dwyer, Gujranwala 1889-1894,7; and IOR (V) 9 5057.  Mohammad Khurshaid, Final Report of the Fourth 
Revised Settlement (1923-1927) of Gujranwala District (Lahore: Government Printing Punjab), 3. 
824 Thornburn, Musalmans in the Punjab, 1886, 178 
825 O Dwyer, Settlement Report 1894, 8. 
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form of investment. Old owners were willing to sell land. The higher prices of produce and the 

enhanced value of land was discouraging thrift and instead greater extravagance.   

In 1923-1927, the settlement would report an increase in the sales of land, with prices 

doubling in Wazirabad and Hafizabad, and trebling in Gujranwala. Most of this had been sold to 

agriculturalists generally inside the village.826   

 

Table XIII: The Wages of Ploughmen in the three Districts of Gujranwala, Gujrat and Jhelum. 
 

 1917 1922827 1927828 1932829 1937830 1943831 
 Rs. Rs. % increase or 

decrease c/o 
1922 

% Increase or 
decrease 
 

  

Gujranwala 8-13 15-24 -18 41 -- 168 
Gujrat 14-16 14-16 --- 33 -5 178 
Jhelum 10-14 10-14 +4 36 -- 231 

 
Sources: See footnotes 34-38. 

 

For ploughman in the district of Gujranwala, the wages increased steadily until 1922, but 

remained constant for Gujrat and Jhelum, and then decreased by 1927.  The wages increased 

again by 1932, and then decreased in 1937.  Five years later, by 1943 there was a substantial 

increase in rural wages. Despite the increases in salaries, the base wage levels for labourers were 

such that there was little scope to save. Only half the ploughmen were paid regularly, and others 

were paid on a periodic and seasonal basis according to the rhythms of crop life.832 

 
 
  

 
826 Khurshaid, Revised Settlement (1923-1927) of Gujranwala District. 3.  
827 Third Wages Survey Table B, iii (Appendix) 
828 Forth Survey 1927, 8. 
829 Fifth Survey 1932, 3. 
830 Regular Survey 1937, 4. 
831 Seventh Survey 1943, 4. 
832 Third Survey 1922, 4.  
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Appendix C 
Annual Reports of the Post Office of India. 

 
 

Chapter 2 
 

Table I: Money Orders. 
 

Names of postal 

circles 

No. of inland money 

orders  

(no.) 

Value of inland 

money order issued  

(Rs.) 

Commission 

realized  

 (Rs.) 

Bengal 308,169 72,44,439 88,443 

Punjab (including 

South Afghanistan) 

257,160 90,74,931 1,04,453 

Total 1,604,174 4,57,08,580 5,35,976 

Source: Annual Report on the Operations of the Post Office of India for the year 1880-81 (Govt. 

Central Press),12. BL, V/ 24/3373, 12. 

 
 

Table II: Inland Money Order Transactions for each Postal Circle 1881-82. 
 

 Issues 

during 1881 

-82. 

  Payments 

during 1881-

82 

 

 Number of 

applications   

Value of 

money orders 

(Rupees) 

Commission 

(Rupees) 

No. of 

money 

orders   

Value of money 

orders  

(Rupees) 

Bengal  441,032 99,35,115 1,21,925 418,216 1,11,07,668 

Punjab 212,570 57,28,491 68,412 184,320 60,82,376 

Total for the 

year 1881-82 

2,157,796 5,73,32,026 6,79,073 2,063,025 5,71,30,685 

Increase 553,622 1,16,23,447 1,43,096 523,279 1,16,47,222 

Source: Annual Report on the Operations of the Post Office of India of the Year 1881-1882, 14. 

BL, V/ 24/3373. Para. 34. 
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Table III (continuing from subsequent years). 

Money 

orders, 

Inland 

1888-

89833 

1890-

91834 

1891-

92835 

1892-

93836 

1893-

94837 

1894-

95838 

1895-

96839 

1897-

98840 

1898-

99841 

No. of MO 

Issues 

463,86

3 

536,51

5 

582,27

8 

636,49

2 

704,89

5 

789,63

8 

960,69

5 

1,168,42

3 

1,144,33

5 

No. of MO 

payments 

493,63

0 

 587,69

7 

650,27

6 

726,19

8 

802,84

7 

946,99

3 

1,168,37

6 

1,192,66

0 

Source: See footnotes 41-49. 
 
 

Table IV: The Distribution of the Inland Money Order Business in the Postal Circles. 
 

Postal circle Ordinary orders 
 
Issues 

 
 
Payments  

Punjab Number Amount Number  Amount 

1903-04842 1,574,094 2,68,95,841 1,714,025 3,26,50,639 

1904-05843 1,746,249 2,85,42,300 1,900,802 3,51,14,248 

1905-06844 1,858,040 3,04,60,004 2,234,485 3,55,99,786 

 
833 AR 1888-89,13. 
834 Report on the Post Office of India of the year 1890-91, (Calcutta, Superintendent of Government Printing, 1892), 
X, BL, V/ 24/3373. 
835 V/ 24/3373 AR 1890-91, p.14. 
836 Annual Report on the Post Office of India of the year 1891-92, (Calcutta, Superintendent of Government 
Printing, 1892), 16. BL, V/ 24/3373. 
837 Annual Report on the Post Office of India of the year 1892-93, (Calcutta, Superintendent of Government 
Printing, 1893), 14, BL, V/ 24/3373. 
838 Annual Report on the Post Office of India of the year 1894-95, (Calcutta, Superintendent of Government 
Printing, 1895), 14, BL, V/ 24/3373. 
839 Annual Report on the Post Office of India of the year 1895-96, (Calcutta, Superintendent of Government 
Printing, 1896), 14, BL, V/ 24/3373. 
840 Annual Report on the Post Office of India of the year 1897-98, (Calcutta, Superintendent of Government 
Printing, 1898), 13, BL, V/ 24/3373. 
841 Annual Report on the Post Office of India of the year 1898-99, (Calcutta, Superintendent of Government 
Printing, 1899), 13, BL, V/ 24/3373. 
842 Annual Report on the Post Office of India of the year 1903-04, (Calcutta, Superintendent of Government 
Printing, 1904) appendix V (b) BL, V/ 24/3373. 
843 Annual Report on the Post Office of India of the year 1904-05, (Calcutta, Superintendent of Government 
Printing, 1905) appendix V (b) BL, V/ 24/3373. 
844 Annual Report on the Post Office of India of the year 1905-06, (Calcutta, Superintendent of Government 
Printing, 1906) appendix V (b) BL, V/ 24/3373. 
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1906-07845 1,943,612 3,22,47,450 2,210,289 3,73,76,301 

1907-08846 2,157,076 3,75,05,955 2,177,995 4,09,89,709 

1908-09847 2,220,960 3,80,17,747 2,212,720 4,05,86,766 

1909-10848 2,316,820 3,57,78,619 2,262,445 4,25,30,201 

1911-12849 2,679,089 3,97,30,165 2,685,125 4,78,60,588 

1912-13850 2,697,513 3,85,57,575 2,799,230 4,90,08,704 

1913-14851 2,528,501 4,11,39,710 2,992,045 5,25,99,976 

Source: See footnotes no. 50-59. 
 
 

Table V: Punjab and NW Frontier Inland (ordinary and telegraphic) Money Order Business 
 

Ordinary Money Orders  Telegraphic money 

orders 

 

Issues Payments Issues Payments 

 Number Amount Number Amount Number Amount Number Amount 

1920-21852 4,285,841 11,03,58,807 4,323,782 12,03,87,875 54,494 66,27,882 46,753 62,23,688 

1921-22853 3,684,053 10,21,04,526 3,875,355 11,19,20,483 55,101 63,06,621 51,507 65,61,976 

1922-23854 3,408,774 8,88,22,143 3,495,748 9,90,79,496 47,064 51,79,350 53,165 67,26,782 

1926-27855 3,857,219 9,23,93,085 4,117,885 12,77,41,163 58,320 52,91,118 70,519 75,13,313 

 
845 Annual Report on the Post Office of India of the year 1906-07, (Calcutta, Superintendent of Government 
Printing, 1907) appendix V (b) BL, V/ 24/3373. 
846 Annual Report on the Post Office of India of the year 1907-08, (Calcutta, Superintendent of Government 
Printing, 1908) appendix V (b) BL, V/ 24/3373. 
847 Annual Report on the Post Office of India of the year 1908-9 (Calcutta, Superintendent of Government Printing, 
1909) appendix V (b) BL, V/ 24/3373. 
848 Annual Report on the Post Office of India of the year 1909-10, (Simla, Government Central Branch Press, 1910) 
appendix V (b) BL, V/ 24/3373. 
849 Annual Report on the Post Office of India of the year 1910-11, (Simla, Government Central Branch Press, 1912) 
Appendix V (b) BL, V/ 24/3373. 
850 Annual Report on the Post Office of India of the year 1912-13, (Simla, Government Central Branch Press, 1913) 
Appendix V (b) BL, V/ 24/3373. 
851 AR 1913-1914, Appendix V (b) 
852 Annual Report on the Posts and Telegraphs of India for the year 1919-20, 62. (Delhi, Superintendent of 
Government Printing, 1921) 
Annual Report on the Posts and Telegraphs of India for the year 1920-21, 62. (Delhi, Superintendent of Government 
Printing, 1921) 
853 Annual Report on the Posts and Telegraphs of India for the year 1921-22, 62. 
854 Annual Report on the Posts and Telegraphs of India for the year 1922-23, 62. 
855 Annual Report on the Posts and Telegraphs of India for the year 1926-27, 64. 
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1927-28856 4,025,567 9,50,04,678 4,388,260 11,18,14,992 62,604 54,76,679 76,621 78,68,289 

1929-30857 4,277,495 9,74,43,225 4,688,731 11,57,30,897 62,514 52,56,203 82,982 79,01,770 

1930-31858 4,220,312 9,59,50,071 4,647,960 11,41,95,978 61,243 47,70,892 76,176 69,53,428 

1931-32859 4,039,211 8,88,34,041 4,498,182 10,57,83,253 55,601 43,89,519 70,159 63,29,920 

1932-33860 3,888,190 8,83,11,497 4,314,450 10,62,62,826 48,813 41,55,127 65,857 56,06,492 

1933-34861 3,890,964 8,97,01,146 4,426,795 10,63,10,620 46,928 35,67,245 61,019 52,54,343 

1934-35862 4,021,579 9,11,51,557 4,507,938 10,78,68,902 49,570 38,65,252 67,433 50,74,313 

Source: See footnotes no. 60-70. 
 
 

Table VI: Numbers of Post Office Savings Banks Opened and Closed  
 

Punjab and 

NW Frontier 

 No of accounts   

 Opened during 
the year 

Closed during 
closed the year 

Balance Average 
balance at 
credit of each 
depositor 

1884-85863 6,711 4,955 9,008 161.03 

1885-86864 7,716 6,307 10,417 247.36 

1885-86865 10,346 7,860 16,700 258.65 

1892-93866 18,680 13,952 40,666 181.01 

1893-94867 19,442 14,796 45,312 175.12 

1895-96868 21,630 16,404 50,538 166.69 

1896-97869 23,447 18,318 55,697 158.17 

 
856 Annual Report on the Indian Posts and Telegraphs for the year 1927-28, 60. 
857 Annual Report on the Posts and Telegraphs of India for the year 1926-27, 60. 
858 Annual Report on the Posts and Telegraphs of India for the year 1930-31, 84. 
859 Annual Report on the Indian Posts and Telegraphs for the year 1931-32, 64. 
860 Annual Report on the Indian Posts and Telegraphs for the year, 1932-33, 54. 
861 Annual Report on the Indian Posts and Telegraphs for the year 1933-34, 52. 
862 Annual Report on the Indian Posts and Telegraphs for the year, 1934-35, 50. 
863 AR 1893-94.  
864 AR 1885-86. 
865 AR 1887-88, Appendix. 
866 AR 1892-93, Table in report. 
867 AR 1893-94, Table in report. 
868 AR 1894-95, Table in report. 
869 AR 1895-96, 21. 
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1897-98870 24,435 20,619 59,513 155.54 

1898-99871 29,980 25,165 64,328 150.17 

1899-1900872 No information 25,293 74,800  

1900-1901873 30,345 25,203 74,820 145.85 

1912-13874 48,829 42,085 176,858 155.37 

1913-14875 60,566 46190 191,264 174.63 

1914-15876 47,762 52,017 187,009 103.37 

1915-16877 34,581 31,122 190,468 114.89 

1916-17878 37,481 36225 191,724 142.45 

1917-18879 39,314 34,643 196,395 158.55 

1918-19880 42,834 34,768 204,461 191.62 

1920-21881 51,525 35,842 2,20,144 198.85 

1921-22882 59,900 46,255 2,55,139 151.33 

1922-23883 43,977 47,553 2,51,563 112.80 

1926-27884 74,638 45022 301478 155.48 

1927-28885 88,390 53,189 336,679 160.67 

1929-30886 96,431 55,157 320,050 199.76 

1931-32887 115,388 113,155 360,796 206.00 

 
870 AR 1996-97, 19. 
871 1897-98, 20. 
872 1898-99, Table in report. 
873 AR 1900-01, 52. 
874 AR 1912 -13, 31. 
875 AR 1913-14, 29. 
876 AR 1914-15, 30. 
877 Annual Report on the Post Office of India of the Year 1915-16, (Simla, Government Central Branch Press, 1916), 
Appendix VI 
878 Annual Report on the Posts and Telegraphs of India Office of India of the Year 1916-17 (Simla: Government 
Central Branch, 1917), Appendix (IV (b) 
879 Annual Report on the Posts and Telegraphs of India Office of India of the Year 1917-18 (Simla: Government 
Central Branch, 1916), 
880 Annual Report on the Posts and Telegraphs of India Office of India of the Year 1918-19 (Simla: Government 
Central Branch, 1916), 36. 
881 AR 1919-21, 36-37. 
882 AR 1921-22, 66. 
883 AR 1922-23, 66. 
884 Annual Report on the Posts and Telegraphs of India for the Year 1926-27, 68-69.  
885 Annual Report on the Indian Posts and Telegraphs for the Year 1927-28, 66-67. 
886 Annual Report on the Posts and Telegraphs of India for the Year 1926-27, 66-67. 
887 Annual Report on the Indian Posts and Telegraphs for the Year 1931-32, 70-71. 
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1932-33888 127,840 67,794 420,851 202.16 

1933-34889 134,468 66,393 488,927 210.36 

1934-35890 145,875 129,724 505,078 231.94 

1936-37 891 156,386 80,552 657,264 238,60 

1937-38892 165,253 159,173 663,344 256,03 

1938-39893 165,593 89,818 742,119 243,39 

1939-40894 145,945 96,735 7x1, 329 209.86 

1944-45895 116,950 55,166 571,016 318.7 

1945-46896 212,569 90,317 808,922 455.5 

1946-47897 57,514 32,844 832,602 453.6 

Sources: See footnotes. 
 
 

Chapter 3. 
 

Table VII: Post Office Pensions that were Remitted. 
 

AR Report Year No. of 
pensioners 
paid 

Pension paid Commission 

1899-1900898 27,279 Rs.19,59,822-5-8  
1900-01899 27, 509 Rs. 19,97,717,10-0  
1901-02900 28,521 R. 20,62,253-14-11 R15,466-14-3 
1902-03901 29,328 R. 20,81,860-3-0 R15,613-15-1. 

 
888 Annual Report on the Indian Posts and Telegraphs for the year, 1932-33, 60-61. 
889 Annual Report on the Indian Posts and Telegraphs for the year 1933-34, 58-59. 
890 Annual Report on the Indian Posts and Telegraphs for the year, 1934-35, 56-57. 
891 Annual Report on the Indian Posts and Telegraphs for the year, 1936-37, (Delhi, Government of India Press, 
1938, 47-48. 
892 Report on the Indian Posts and Telegraphs for the year, 1937-38 (Delhi, Government of India Press, 1938), 56-
57. 
893 Report on the Indian Posts and Telegraphs for the year, 1938-39 (Delhi, Government of India Press, 1939), 56-
57. 
894 Report on the Indian Posts and Telegraphs for the year, 1939-40 (Delhi, Government of India Press, 1940), 54-
55. 
895 Report on the Indian Posts and Telegraphs for the year, 1944-45 (Simla, Government of India Press, 1946), 40. 
896 Report on the Indian Posts and Telegraphs for the year, 1945-46 (Calcutta, Government of India Press, 1948), 58. 
897 Report on the Indian Posts and Telegraphs for the year, 1946-47(Simla, Government of India Press), 40. 
898 AR 1899-1900, 35. 
899 AR 1900-01, 19. 
900 AR 1901-02,19. 
901 AR1902-03,17. 
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1903-04902 29,959 R. 21,14,255-9'0 R 15,856-14-7. 
1904-05903 30,454 R. 21,57,732-9-2 R 16,182-15-11 
1905-06904 30,774 R. 22,02,910 R 16,521-13-0 
1906-07905 30,800 R. 22,54,735-6-0 R 16,910-8-3 
1907-08906 33,143 R. 22,6l,193-l0-11 R 16,958-15-4. 
1908-09907 35,387 R. 5,24,08,362-4-7  Rs. 18,062-11-3 
1909-10908 - R. 25,65,222-8-5, Rs 19,239-2-7 
1910-11909 37,324 Rs. 26,41,635 Rs 19822-4-2 
1911-12910 38,310 Rs. 27,51,321-11-4 Rs 20,634-14-7 
1912-13911 38,282 Rs.28,77,664-13-4 Rs 2,37,041 
1913-14912 40,996 Rs. 30,37,129 Rs. 22,77 8 
1914-15913 43,000 Rs. 31,65,381 Rs. 23,740 
1915-16 914 54,965 Rs. 34,78,496 Rs. 26,089 
1916-17915 65,670 Rs. 43,55,347 Rs. 32,665 
1917-18916 76,611 Rs. 53,31,750 Rs. 39,988 
1918-19917 83,252 Rs. 56,46,718 Rs. 42,350 
1919-20918 91,241 Rs. 63,71,955 - 
1920-21919 108,736 Rs. 75,46,103 Rs. 56,596 
1921-22 126,756 Rs. 1,11,39,904 Rs 56,596 
1922-23 135,060 Rs. 1,66,89,097 Rs 1,25,168. 
1938-39920 141,157 Rs. 1,70,94,000 Rs. 2,77,780 
1939-40921 143,056 Rs. 1,71,83,000 Rs, 2,79,230 
1943-44922 133,887 Rs. 1,56,38,000 Rs. 2,54,119 
1944-45923 144,456 Rs. 2,02,52,000 Rs. 3,29,092 

Source: See footnotes no. 106-131. 
 
 

 
902 AR1903-04,18. 
903 AR 1904-05,18. 
904 AR 1905-06, 31. 
905 AR 1906-07,18. 
906 AR 1907-08,17. 
907 AR 1908-09,17. 
908 AR 1909-10, 17. 
909 AR 1910-11, 36. 
910 AR 1911-12, 18. 
911 AR 1912-13, 16. 
912 AR 1913-14, 10. 
913 AR 1914-15, 15. 
914 AR 1915-16, 19. 
915 AR 1916-17, 9. 
916 AR 1917-18, 73. 
917 AR 1918-19, 73. 
918 AR 1919-20, 11. 
919 AR 1920-21, 36. 
920 AR 1939-40, 22. 
921 AR 1939-40, 22. 
922 Report on the Work of the Indian Posts and Telegraphs Department 1944-45, 16. 
923 AR 1944-45, 16. 
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Chapter 4. 
 

Table VIII: Statement Showing Increase in Postal Work done by the 
Political Agent’s Office, Kuwait. 

 
 Money orders 

dispatched from 
Kuwait. 
RS 
 

 

 Value Increase 
Actuals for period noted 1,452  10  0  
4 months January-April 1910 6,452  12  0  
11 months May 1910-March 1911 3,646  13  0 1 
11 months April 1911-February 1912   
Annual averages calculated in above   
1909-10 4,350  0  0  
1910-11 7,040  0  0 61% 
1911-12 3,978  0  0 decrease 

Source: I File 1855/1904 Pt 2 'Koweit: Postal Arrangements. Establishment of a regular Post 
Office.' [232r] (107/240), in Qatar Digital Library, British Library, IOR/L/PS/10/47/2, Accessed 
September 9, 2020, https://www.qdl.qa/archive/81055/vdc_100035292229.0x000040. 
 

 
Table IX: Foreign Telegraphic Money Order Messages. 

 
Name of 
country 

1918-19 1919-20 

 Outgoing Incoming Total Outgoing Incoming Total 
 Numb

er 
Tele-
graph  
charges 

Numb
er 

Tele-
graph  
charge
s 

Numb
er 

Tele-
graph  
charge
s 

Numb
er 

Tele-
graph  
charge
s 

Numb
er 

Tele-
graph  
charge
s 

Nu
mbe
r 

Tele-
graph  
charg
es 

Mesop 
and 
Persian 
Gulf 

35 271 410 759 445 1030 67 464 50 78 117 537 

Aden 5 38 1 16 6 74 6 76 - - 6 76 
Source: AR 1919-20, 59. Note no data was collected on the exchange of money orders between 
Persian Gulf and India before 191
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Table X. Foreign Telegraphic Money Order Advices. 
 

Name of 
country 

1920-21 1921-22 

 Outgoing Incoming Total Outgoing Incoming Total 
 Num

ber 
Tele-
graph  
charge
s 

Numbe
r 

Tele-
graph  
charge
s 

Numb
er 

Tele-
graph  
charge
s 

Numb
er 

Tele-
graph  
charge
s 

Num
ber 

Tele-
graph  
charge
s 

Nu
mbe
r 

Tele-
graph  
charge
s 

Mesop 
and 
Persian 
Gulf 

87 605 279 508 366 1113 118 470 720 1075 838 1545 

Aden 5 37 - - 5 37 9 111 - - 9 111 
Source: AR 1920-21, 87. 

 
 

Foreign Telegraphic Money Order Advices (continued) 
Name of country 1921-22 
 Outgoing Incoming Total 
 Number Tele-graph  

charges 
Number Tele-graph  

charges 
Number Tele-graph  

charges 
Iraq 35 277 443 621 478 898 
Persian Gulf 83 193 277 454 360 90 
Aden 9 111 - - 9 1 

Source: AR 1922-23, 87. 
 

Name of 
country 

1922-23 1923-24 

 Outgoing Incoming Total Outgoing Incoming Total 
 Numb

er 
Tele-
graph  
charges 

Numb
er 

Tele-
graph  
charge
s 

Numb
er 

Tele-
graph  
charge
s 

Numb
er 

Tele-
graph  
charge
s 

Numb
er 

Tele-
graph  
charge
s 

Nu
mbe
r 

Tele-
graph  
charg
es 

Iraq - - - - - - 35 225 152 169 187 394 
Persian 
Gulf 

46 36 34 54 80 90 40 34 5 7 45 41 

Aden 6 80 - - 6 80 15 196 - - 15 196 
Source: AR 1923-24, 83. 
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Table XI 
Money Orders Transactions with Great British Possessions with (amounts converted into Indian 

Currency at the Rates of Exchange Current from Time to Time.) 
 

 Orders paid in India 
 1924-25 1925-26924 
 Number Amount 

Rs.                A. 
Number Amount 

Rs.       A. 
Iraq 26,500 21,49,765       13 24,470 18,46,187         2. 
Persia 7,378 5,81,146            8 7,818 4,98,760         8 
 1926-27925  1927-28  
Iraq 21,920 14,64,259      2 20,037 12,41,731 
Persia 8,209 5,07,424         7 7,559 4,53,106    4 
 1928-29926  1929-30927  
Iraq 14,549 8,82,633          11 11,708 7,23,645     0 
Persia 7,193 4,01,596           1 7,512 4,47659       

 1930-31928  1931-32929  
Iraq 10,291 6.08,550 8533 473,893           11 
Persia 4,318 2,93,315 -- -- 
 1932-33930  1933-34931  
Iraq 4,876 18,411                5 4806 20,043   13.     11 
Persia Not listed  Nil  

Source: See footnotes 132-139. 
 

Chapter 5. 
  

Table XII: Money Orders from the West Indies. 
 

Countries 
of 

Exchange 

1880-81 1881-82 

 
 

Orders issued 
by India 

Commiss
ion 

Orders paid in 
India 

Orders issued 
by India 

Commiss
ion 

Orders paid in 
India 

 No
. 

Amount Amount No. Amou
nt 

No. Amount Amount No. Amount 

  Rs.  A.  
P 

Rs.  A.  P  Rs.  A.  
P 

 Rs.  A.  
P 

Rs.  A.  
P 

 Rs.  A.  
P 

 
924 AR 1925-26, 85. 
925 AR 1927-28, 63. 
926 AR 1927-28, 59. 
927 AR 1929-30, 63. 
928 AR 1931-32, 87. 
929 AR 1930-31, 67. 
930 AR 1932-33, 57. 
931 AR 1933-34, 55. 
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Ceylo
n 

28
3 

16,439  
9 0 

177   14   
0 

1,85
0 

96,415    
50    

759 32,479  3  
0 

278  6   0 7,40
9  

3,86,471   
13   0 

Strait
s 
Settle
ments 

     14   594   12  
0 

6   14  0 116 7,598   4  
0 

Mauri
tius 

     7 209  5  0 2  10  0 13 289   10  
0 

Source: AR 1880-81, and AR 1881-82. 
 
 

Table XIII: Foreign Money Order Transactions in Indian Currency. 
 

Countries 
of 

Exchange 

1882-83 1883-84 

 Orders issued 
by India 

Orders paid in India Orders issued by 
India 

Orders paid in India 

 No. Amount No. Amount No. Amount No. Amount 
  Rs.      A.  

P 
 Rs.  A.  P  Rs.  A.  P  Rs.  A.  P 

Ceylon 853 37,334  1  
0 

7954 4,00,582   12   
0 

845 30, 559   
15  0 

8, 758 4,40,945   15   
0 

Mauritius  494 71,088   
2  0 

262 11,951   0   0 790 1,16,030   
10  0 

436 23,419   1   0 

Straits 
Settlements 

69 2627   10   
0 

809 43,126    14    
0 

83 3,761    7    
0 

265 25,080   5   0 

Source: AR 1883-84, 12. IOR/V/24/3373, London. 
 
 

Table XIV: Foreign Money Order Transactions in Pounds Sterling 
 

Countries 
of 

Exchange 

1897-98 1898-99 

 Orders issued 
by India 

Orders paid in India Orders issued by 
India 

Orders paid in India 

British 
Guiana 

No. Amount No. Amount No. Amount No. Amount 

  £       s.  d  £         s.    d  £      s.  d  £        s.  d 
 70 243  16  

6 
1,019 2,061  15  11 49 172  3  1 974 2160  5  2 

Source: AR 1898-99, 16. IOR/V/24/3373-77. 
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Table XV: Statement of Money Orders shows the Transactions with the United Kingdom, British 
Possessions, and Foreign Countries and with the Native States of India during the Year 1903-04 

and the Preceding Year. 
 

Countries 
of 

Exchange 

Orders issued by India Orders paid in India  

 1902-03 1903-04 1902-03 1903-04 
 No. Amount No. Amount No. Amount No. Amount 
  Rs.  A. P  Rs.  A.  P  Rs.  A.  P  Rs.  A.  P 
British 
Guiana 

28 216  12  8 35 224   5   5 1,165 2,036   18  11 1,239 2,132   7   1 

Natal 123 598   10  7   118 479    5   
8 

15,654 101,365  19 8 15,721 100,584   13  
2 

Trinidad 6 30   9    0 16 78   10   9 701 1,941  1     0 1,206 8,110   19    
8 

Foreign 
rupee 
orders 

 R.      a       

Ceylon 8219 2,94,288   
0 

8,959 3,19,472      
8 

118,35
2 

35,38,851   
14 

124,19
3 

37,09,378   
1   

Source: AR 1903-04, 30. 
 

 
Table XVI: Money Orders shows the Transactions with the British Possessions Paid in Sterling. 

 
Names of foreign 
countries and 
native states with 
which direct 
exchanges exist 

Orders issued by India  
(Foreign sterling order) 

Orders paid in India  
(Foreign sterling order) 

 1903-04 1904-05 1903-04 1904-05 
 No. Amount No. Amount No. Amount No. Amount 
  £     s.  d  £       s.    d  £         s.    d  £        s.    d 
British Guiana 35 224 5   5 16 49    1   10 1,239 2,132   7   1 1,020 1,801 10 3 
Natal 118 479  5  8 121 451 16    8 15,721 100,584  13 2 13,879 91,666 8 11 
Trinidad 16 78  10  9 11 52    13   7 975 2,673  11   5 1,021 2,910  5   7 

Source: AR 1904-05, 30, IOR/V/24/3373-77, BL. 
 
Fiji 
• In 1923-24 the numbers of orders from the Fiji Islands paid in India were 1,750, and £16,853  

• The following year, 1924-25 they decreased to 1,718 and fell to a total of £14,959.932  

 
932  AR 1924-25, 52. 
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• In 1925-26 the numbers of money orders were 2,126 total value (£19,118) and in 1926-27, 

increased to 2,243 totalling (£18,585), which suggest smaller values were being remitted by 

labourers on the island.933   

• From 1928-29, the numbers and sterling value increased to 3093 and the value (£33,073), 

• 1929-30 they were 3,740, value (£ 43,067).934  

• In 1930-31, they were 2314, (£31,347).935  By 1932-2692 (£30,028) and 1933-34, numbers 

were 3130, (£ 35,324).936   

Guiana 
• In 1925-26, the number of money orders from Guiana paid in India was 663 (£2,042).  

• In 1926-27, the figure rose to 688 (£2,472).937   

• In 1927-28 the orders paid in India were 616 in total (£2,055).938   

• In 1928-29 the numbers were 551 and the value (£1473). 

• In 1929-30, the numbers were 504, with (£1509).   

• In 1930-31, the numbers were 560, and the value (£ 3,447).939  

• In 1932-33, the numbers were 291 with a value (£603).940   

• 1933-34, they were 232 with a value of (£471). 941  

Trinidad 

• During 1926-27, the numbers of money orders were 691 with a value of (£2,968), and 1927-

28 the value was (£3851). 942   

• In 1929-30, the numbers were 712, and (£2853) value,  

• In 1930-31, 596 in numbers and (£2,293)  

• In 1932-33 the numbers were 291 and the value (£603)  

• In 1933-34, the numbers were 232 and value (£471).943   

 

 
933 AR 1926-27, 66. 
934 AR 1929-30, 63. 
935 AR1930-31, 86. 
936 AR 1933-34, 55. 
937 AR 1926-27, 65. 
938 AR 1927-28, 62 
939 AR 1930-31, 86. 
940 AR 1932-33,  
941 AR 1933-34, 54. 
942 AR 1927-28, 62. 
943 AR 1933-34, 54. 
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Appendix D  
 

Index of Full Transcriptions of Interviews 
 

The names of subjects and the person recounting the life story, as they appear through the thesis.  

Chapter Two. 

Aftab Khan (Miner) live history recounted by Iftiqar Ahmed khan, his nephew 

Chacha Nawaz (Agriculturalist and entrepreneur) told by Abdul Basit 

Mureed Hussain’s story (Railway ticket collector) told by Abdul Basit 

Mohammad Shafi (Tube well mechanic) told by Abdul Basit 

Mohammad Wasib Butt, Manager from the Punjab Bank in Lahore 

Allah Baksh’s story (Technician), told by Mohammad Ashraf 

 

Chapter Three. 

Sultan Ahmed (Ex-Serviceman) with the assistance of his son Zafar Iqbal) 

Syeda Shameem Jafari recounts the stories of three generations of Ex- policemen 

Meher Din (Ex-Serviceman) story told by son Abdul Hamid Gill  

Mafareed Sasrana c(Ex-Serviceman) life story recounted by great grandson Safdar Sasrana. 

Mohammad Akram (Ex-Serviceman)’ story retold by son, Nazim Hussain 

 

Chapter Four. 

Abdul Hamid Gil (Middle East clerk) 

Mohammad Asgar (Middle East clerk) 

Robina Mahmood and Mohammad Ejaz. 

Sarah Bhatti recounts story of her father (Electrician)  

Mashook Ahmed (Ex-Artilleryman), told by Iftiqar Ahmed Khan (son) 

Ahsan Javed Awani General Post Office Master 
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Chapter Two 

 
Interview One. 

 
Aftab Ahmad Khan (born c.1938-1940), worked in the mining industry in the Punjab. The story 

is recounted by Iftiqar Ahmed khan, his nephew.  

Unlike my father, uncle didn’t join the army but went to mining in the hills. 
When he began work, he had completed his Matriculation and a BA.  He was 
about 18 or 20 years when he entered the government mines in Kushab—near 
Sargohda. He was a project manager for the Civil Services and back then the 
contract terms were for life. He received a monthly wage, and sent money back 
for a period of five or six years. […] Uncle was married, and sent money back, 
but I’m not sure exactly how much he sent back. He used the post office orders 
as banks were not very popular then. He worked for about 40-45 years before 
retiring, and then he received a pension.  

(Date of interview 9.18. 2018) 
 
 

Interview Two. 
 

Chacha Nawaz (b) 1935-1940, his story begins at a mid-point of his career than goes back to his 

youth, and then precedes forward through time. The story is narrated by a fellow village dweller, 

Abdul Basit. 

 
Chacha Nawaz lived in Division Multan, District Khanawala, Tahsil Kabirwala, 
mosa Ghaghar, village Khanewal, in Punjab. He was educated to elementary 
school level only, and was my father’s friend.  
 
Around 1970-75 Chacha Nawaz moved to the ‘city’, (a place on the outskirts of 
an urban areas, but still close to his home village). There he started with 
pastoralists work, tending buffaloes. He would supplement his pastoralist 
income with labouring for other employers in the city.  He would buy hay to feed 
livestock.  His day began with feeding the livestock, after which he would report 
to his second place of work. He would return from there during the late 
afternoon, at Asur time (late afternoon prayer) and tend to and feed the animals 
again. When he initially moved to the city, he rented some land and kept his 
animals there. He would return to this at the end of the day to sleep. He didn’t 
have a room or enclosed place to stay. That is how he would sleep –outside under 
the open sky.  He would sell buffalo milk, and after selling this for six or seven 
months was able to save and build a ghat (a building or structure with steps 
leading up to this) and started expanding his milk sales business from there. 

Earlier and prior to his move to the city, Chacha Nawaz had started work 
in the village at around eight to ten years of age, which was the normal age that 
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children began working with their parents. He used to work in the fields, and had 
cattle, and was involved in ploughing, labouring and herding cattle. He worked 
mostly there for 20 years and earned wages. He married and had children at the 
age of 20. He stayed in the village until 1960, labouring, and then transferred to 
the city around 1970-75.  His family, household and animals all remained in the 
village, only he himself moved to the town. While he was working in the city, 
his parents and children continued to labour in the village and were able to earn 
enough to cover their sustenance costs. The savings from the city were not 
needed to cover household expenditure, but they were nevertheless sent back to 
the village, where they were used to buy new animals and land. The money was 
used for development and growth.  

When he initially moved to the city, Chacha Nawaz bought a cow with 
him to the city.  In the city, there lived a man he knew who had 10 acres of land, 
and Chacha Nawaz rented one acre from him. At that time, it was the summer 
season, and which meant he could sleep outside under the sky.  After two or 
three years he saved and slowly built a room, then a further two, three or four 
more rooms. Later he bought other cattle from the village and established his 
milk business, which began to do well.  

Chacha Nawaz didn’t have service employment, nor much education, 
and nor did he receive a retirement pension.  The money he earned he would 
send back, for the purposes of saving.  He spent very little on himself, and would 
send 90-95% of his savings back to the village.  His livings expenses were low, 
and covered meals twice a day.  He would buy roti’s and eat them with the milk, 
which his cattle supplied. He had no need for salary or any luxuries.  He would 
bring money back himself to the village, or otherwise if people came to visit he 
would send the money back with them. He worked 60 kilometers away from the 
village, and if you travel using the dirt tracks then you would add another 5 miles 
to the journey making it 65-70km in total. 

Chacha Nawaz had four children, and parents who depended on his 
remittances. He also had younger brothers so his wages would be for his 
brothers, children, and parents, though they themselves would also be labouring. 
The money coming in from the city was saved.  There were no problems bringing 
money back safely. He was like a Jat, (big and strong) so there was no fear of 
robbery.  He would bring money back himself. He never used banks as they only 
opened up in his locality in 1995… and to this day he doesn’t use banks. […] He 
would spend his money on buying animals, land, reinforcing his house, and 
getting the children married. He arranged for his son to be married and whatever 
the needs were, he met these. After that he left the city and returned to the village 
where he made a house and brought land.”  

       (Date of interview 9.6. 2018). 
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Interview Three. 
 

The story of Mureed Hussain (1915-1985) is told by Abdul Basit.  

Mureed Hussain lived in District Kahenwala, tehsil Kabir Wala. Area Mosa, 
Ghakar, river is Band Wala. Division Multan […] His village is half a mile away, 
and our mother used to tell us about him. He worked in cantonments in Multan, 
Lahore and Khanewal stations, and those in between these places. He would 
migrate from the village for two or three months, and would later return to the 
village with his salary.  He would divide his money between his children, and 
used the rest to buy land.  
He had an intermediate level of education,nand began working between 1940-
1945. He worked for some 20-25 years in the Railways Department, and would 
get on the train at a station and check tickets. He was able to secure work because 
he was from an educated and modern type of family.  During the rule of the 
English, railway stations were established, and he was able to get a job, likely 
through application.  He had a permanent contract, and on retiring he received a 
pension, which his wife later received. 
He received a monthly wage. Being an economical person, he would save money, 
and would also help poorer people. He would come home after fifteen days a 
month, or two months and bring money back with him. Even now, people talk 
about him, and praise and appreciate him. He had a family– his parents were alive, 
and he used to support them, and his children. The family were small landlords 
which meant that he could use his railway salary on other villagers. He would 
bring about 80% of his salary back. In the village most people brought back about 
95% -- but he was the type to spend money, and would spend on himself. Burglary 
was a risk – but he was never burgled. […] In the village, people were mostly 
poor, and believed he brought a lot of money back relative to their own situations. 
Government employees’ salaries were considered to be good, and the money was 
valuable, with a good purchasing power.  He would spend 20% on himself. He 
would not write back—because he would return [to the village] often, every two 
weeks, and the stations were not too far, and the trains would travel back 
frequently so he didn’t need to write back.  
The life story of Mureed Hussain is told to other villagers, because he was a 
cooperative person. [Back then] people would go to him if they needed anything. 
If someone’s daughter was getting married, the family would go to Mureed, and 
the later would give money and support. Or if someone got sick. He was 
prominent and people liked him for these reasons. So now, whenever people sit 
together they recount the stories and merits of Mureed Hussain. They talk like 
this even now, and though I was born two generations after him, his stories are 
still popular.   

 (Date of interview 9.6.2018) 
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Interview Four. 

The story of Mohammad Shafi (1905-2012) is told by Abdul Basit. 

Mohammad Shafi was a tube well engine mechanic and worked with old engines.  
He was not educated, but could count and read a little Urdu. He hadn’t much 
schooling, but learned his trade and how to make engines on the job.  He set up 
his own business. He lived away from home, wherever he was able to get work. 
In those days, the transport system wasn’t very good and so he would return home 
and walk some 100, 150, 50 km by foot. He was my Pupho’s (paternal aunt’s) 
husband. He was labouring around 1930, at the time of the British and worked 
until 1980 –almost 50 years in total.  At that time, he found work connected to 
the British-built water canals.  The water supply for these would drop off, and 
when it dropped, people couldn’t grow produce in their fields, so they would 
establish tube wells. [In those places] there were few tubewell mechanics, and 
Shafi learned the trade through working with other labourers.  

[Shafi] received a daily wage, and he would work sometimes on a daily 
basis, and other times weekly, monthly and even yearly basis.  In one place he 
secured a job for 5-6 years, and worked there for that length of time. When he 
didn’t have tubewell work he would come home and bring his savings which he 
would hand over to his wife, who would then spend it on the home. Sometimes, 
he would buy some household related things, and whatever [wages] he had left 
over, he would bring back and hand this to his wife. He would also buy things 
like sugar, tea leaves, sugar cane, daals (lentils) and black soap from the shop or 
big shop. Back then [in the village] there was just an odd shop far away at the 
district level in the cities and —so people would go there and purchase items. […] 
He used to bring his money back himself. Sometimes his sons would visit him. 
He would buy them some sweets, and would then sew his wages and money into 
the boys’ pants and tell them to hand the money to their mother when they arrived 
home. They would bring Rs. 5 or Rs. 10 back with them.  They were poor in those 
times and that’s all they had. Typically, they would return home by foot, some 50 
or 40 km, or if they could, would borrow a bicycle from some place, which would 
typically be an old one.  [Shafi] would sew the money into the boy’s pants to 
prevent it from falling. They were poor and their pants were torn and did not have 
pockets. They mostly used dhotis (a loose cloth tied along the waste) without a 
top, and the younger boys would run around without anything on.  

Initially the money that came back was little, and was accompanied by 
mostly household items. Some of these items were given on credit. Sometimes 
the barter system was used–where the tube well owner would settle the wages by 
paying their value with sugar cane. If the owner was trading in daal then he would 
give daal, if he traded in sugar cane he would give sugar cane, and vegetables, 
and pulses or wheat flour. [Alternatively] if he sent money back to the village, his 
wife would buy cloth for bedding, or sugar cane, or chawpai –(a big bench you 
sit on to knit); whereas in modern times people now buy teasets. In terms of wage 
increases, as the value of money decreased as his wages increased. Initially his 
wages remained the same. But as the cost of goods like sugar increased which 
was initially 5 pieces, then 10 paisas and then a rupee --his wages increased too. 
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Though his salary increased, it didn’t really increase in real terms—as his 
purchasing power didn’t increase. What was the salary of a labourer? In those 
times, there was no consideration of labourers’ wages, or whether to increase 
these. Whoever wanted to employ a labourer, their attitude would be that labourer 
work [under the set condition] or they move on. There were no rights/contracts 
of workers [or a scenario where the labourer could make demands] like “if you 
want the work done you will pay Rs. 1000 or Rs. 1,500”, it was not like this. 
Instead [an employer] would say “I will give you work for Rs. 1 per day, and if 
this is okay, then fine, otherwise move on. I’ll take someone else.” He would not 
write letters, but when his sons visited, he would tell them to relay a message to 
their mother.  He would not write home because there was no one in the village 
who could read; and besides he could not write. In that period people didn’t send 
letters. He did not have a pension, but after retiring he returned to the village. By 
that time his children were older and they supported him.  Labourers can’t have 
terms and conditions.  

(Date of interview 9. 6. 2018). 

 
 

Interview Five 
 

Mohammad Wasib Butt, the manager from the Punjab Bank in Lahore, was interviewed. 

“Earlier postal orders and other types of money orders took a very long time 
to arrive.  There were two or three routes for money transfer, but most [labouring] 
people didn’t know about them. There were postal office moneygrams, and money 
was also transferred through the banks. But the labour classes preferred not to use 
these. In that time, like now, hundi still operated.  [Hundi] is an easy money transfer 
method, where people will give a little more [to the agent] and the money is 
delivered the next day. 

Sending money through banks was very difficult, there was just one method 
to transfer money. People would deposit money into a bank account, but only if 
they had an account. If they did not have an account, then others could not receive 
money transfers. Man-to-man payments were also popular if someone was coming 
[back to the village] then they would hand money [to the beneficiary].  This was 
the most popular way of money transfer. 

The National Bank opened around 1948, though banks existed before 
partition, but money transfer was slow. […] In the 1800s/1900s banking was not so 
widespread.  Later, in the 1950s – banks were more suited to the middle class and 
upper classes because poorer people didn’t have enough money to place in the 
banks. But slowly as people realised that they shouldn’t keep money at home, and 
with banks being legal and secure, people then began to use banks. Most people 
that use banks, are middle class and salaried.  

Labourers also receive a wage, but the amounts are irregular, and this does 
not need to be deposited in banks. Small businesses don’t think of banks, as the 
money coming in, is used on a daily basis.  

 (Date of Interview 9. 10.2018).   
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Interview Six. 
 

Allah Baksh’s story, is told by Mohammad Ashraf in the presence of Abdul Basit.  
 

The story relates to the 1920-40s and the 1960s. Allah Baksh lived in Buddahlah 
Multan, Moza Owjalah. [Mohammad Ashraf] was 12 years old when I began 
working with my teacher Allah Baksh. [I] learned my trade as a technician from 
Allah Baksh, at a time when he was already 65-70 years old, during the 1960s.  

My teacher was working during the 1920s, 30s and 1940s, and worked far 
away from home, some 70-80km. He would return every month to two months, 
and would bring his money back himself. Alternatively, his brothers who were 
agriculturalists on the farm in the village, would visit and bring money back for 
Allah Baksh’s wife; and the rest for the farming business. 

During British rule, Allah Baksh didn’t receive an in-kind salary; they used 
some form of currency though Ashraf cannot remember whether he received coins 
or not. After partition Ashraf remembers Allah Baksh saying the currency was 
stamped with a picture of Quaid-e-Azam (Former Governor General of Pakistan). 
Lower and lower middle class used barter system. The middle and upper classes 
used coins.  

 
Q: Did the hierarchies within Allah Baksh’s family change as a result of the remittances? 

[Ashraf ]was too young to know or to ask about this. But essentially the money 
that was sent back was spent on the whole family – which functioned as a single 
unit.  

As for women, the wife could not operate as a separate entity-she has no 
value without a man or protector. The women would buy goats, cows and would 
work. The value of a woman increased once her children grew up. Her power 
grew through her children. Whatever she said her decision was final. Her role on 
decision making was taken more seriously. 

        (Date of interview 5.15.2021). 
 
 

Interview Seven. 
 
Ahsan Javed Awani, the Post Office General Master, Lahore 

 
Earlier the transfer of money wasn’t so easy. You could have a postal draft 
transferred to another Post Office where it could then be cashed. But the main 
mode of remittances were money orders. Postal orders (drafts) were not in very 
common use. Postal orders (drafts) were for government securities, for example, 
when you have to deposit something like fees or government dues-- say you want 
to install an electric meter at home, then you would deposit money with the post 
office and purchase postal orders as security. You would then deposit this at the 
electric company in India, and in Pakistan during the early days of Pakistan (post 
partition). 
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Indian Postal Service had branches in the Indian army, and the Pakistan Postal 
Services in the Pakistan army, which were located in the units abroad where the 
soldiers were posted. Post offices were also located in the regiments headquarters, 
in the small formations of army’s that were deployed on the borders. The mode 
of transferring funds was via money orders. Post Office branches were established 
in units  like Burma, Iraq etc.  The army postal service was abolished in 2004-5.  

Money orders were not confined to Pakistan – you can send money from 
the UK or the Middle East. We have arrangements with Post Offices abroad, and 
the service is used by Pakistanis living in England and the Middle East.  Postal 
orders can be transferred from these places. 

Banks also had services for remittances, but as bank branches were not 
established, people used the Post Office services only. Postal orders were also the 
channel. We had international postal orders. They were a separate mode of 
transmission facility, but is no more.  Internal postal orders were an older system 
relating to the late nineteenth century.  
Question: Why do people prefer postal orders over other mechanisms?  
It was not possible for people to easily send money from further away.  
Question: Were post offices used for people further away, or the groups of people 
who had less permanency? 
International postal orders were used by a very limited population. Labourers and 
soldiers were using only money orders. International money orders are used by 
the literate, and those moving to and from Pakistan. Money remittances and 
money orders are a declining service; people are not using them. People are using 
mobile solutions which transfer funds within minutes. The Post Office takes a 
few days, and the business is shrinking, with 60% percent of market share to the 
money order services. Our business takes 2-3 days, in comparison remittances 
transfers take much shorter periods of times. We are introducing new services 
and are working with partners and business companies. We have a partnership 
with and are working exclusively with the Western Union to transfer money to 
Pakistan. 

 
 

Chapter Three 
 

Interview One. 
 
In an interview with ex-service men, 92 years old Sultan Ahmed (with the assistance of his son 

Zafar Iqbal), he discusses the culture of enlisting, and the use of money orders for remittances.  

My father joined the military at the age of 18 years in 1945. He had not 
previously received any formal education, but learned everything in the army 
and can now read English and sign his name. There was a culture of joining up, 
and 70% of local men joined the army back then. When he started work – his 
contract was permanent and for a fixed period of time. My father’s rank was 
initially a sepoy, and later he was promoted a rung and retired a Lancelot.  In 
total, he served in the Pakistani army for 15 years. When he finally retired he 
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had completed a full period of employment.  Initially he began work as a sepoy 
and received 13 Rps, then this increased to 18 Rps, and after independence and 
re-enlistment, he received 30 Rps. After Pakistan was “made” he was then 
stationed in Punjab. He would send money through the Army Post Office. 

My father was one of four brothers; and the youngest. Father’s brothers 
also joined the army. Three of the four served in the army. In terms of 
remittances, he would keep 10% of his salary for himself and the rest he would 
send home. The Post Office Services were very secure. The local postman would 
know the families, and on receiving the remittances, the post office staff would 
inform the family they could collect the money. The money would be used for 
feeding the family and small things. Things were cheap and salaries good. But 
the salary wasn’t enough to buy land.  

We still receive father’s government pension each month. The post office 
is closeby and the staff notify father when his pension is ready for him.  Father 
goes to pick up his pension and to meet with friends.  

During his career, he visited India, Ambala, Peshawar, Kamelpur, and 
East Pakistan. He would receive his vacation days and would come home every 
year for a month. Otherwise in the event of an emergency, he would get 7 days, 
though the leave policy was 30 days per year.  He did not write home as prior to 
leaving home he was unable to read. Sometimes my mother would stay in the 
camp (Military Garrison) with father. Sometimes she would stay for a few 
months and at other times for up to a year.  Earlier, father did not use banks, he 
only began to use these later. 

 
         (Date of interview 9.17.2018) 
 

 
Interview Two 

 
Syeda Shameem Jafari recounted the story of her great grandfather, Syed Asgar Ali Jafari, born 

c. 1890 -1901. She then move son to cover the stories of her grandfathers and father. 

My great Grandfather had had possibly passed his Matriculation exams. He worked 
in Battala, India. They [my family] used to live there.  Before then, historically 
speaking my forefathers came to India from Iran, with Humayan's forces around 
the 1530-40s. When my forefathers arrived, they were integrated into the Military 
and Police Service. Later generations also continued in this line of work. My great 
grandfather was in the police force and was employed as an instructor. Earlier the 
army needed men who were inclined towards work, had a little education, and were 
physically fit. [My grandfather] was very capable and good looking.  Between 
1885-1900, he had a service contract. I don’t know whether he received a pension 
during his lifetime, but after him, my grandfather and father [who also served in the 
forces] received retirement pensions. My great grandfather would receive monthly 
pay, and would save some money while also spending on things. He would send 
money to his mother and his family.  My grandmother used to tell me the stories 
during the 1970s and that’s why I know them. I know them by heart.  



    

 313 

My great grandfather supported the family – and at that time the family 
system was very strong and included brothers, sisters, and their children. They used 
to live together, sometimes 40-45 people, and the wage would cover all their needs. 
In that time, banks were not so popular, and I didn’t really hear [my grandmother] 
discuss them, and besides few were available. In that time people made their own 
safe deposits/ jury systems in the house --either in the walls, or in the ground, or in 
the house.  [People] would deposit money and build up their savings this way. My 
great grandfather would send his monthly funds to cover the expenses for the 
family’s upkeep, but he kept his savings with him. Sometimes there were issues 
with sending money home, [like when] there were no reliable people.  He would 
ask, suppose a man “are you going there?” [his home village].  This would be an 
acquaintance, someone from the neighborhood, a colleague or police service man 
whose home was situated near to his own families. My great grandfather would ask 
the man and then send money through him, enclosing a letter for the family stating 
the man is coming and requesting they send a response to confirm they had received 
the money. This is how it was done. Sometimes there were issues [with sending 
money] -- a courier would make excuses that someone stole the money from him, 
or the money fell out of his pocket, or someone robbed him or picked pocketed him. 
Socially this has always been a problem. These human habits of forgery have 
remained to current times. Human habits have remained intact, through some 
changes and advances have come with the requirements of time, unfortunately, 
these problems and issues have been there since earlier, they are a social 
phenomenon 

My father was a railway officer, [before then] both paternal and maternal 
grandfathers were in the police force. My maternal grandfather was from 
Faisalabad District Service Police (DSP), and paternal grandfather was from the 
Lahore DSP. [My maternal grandfather] would also send money to his mother and 
family.  Either with someone or on his own, he would bring money to Lahore or 
Faisalabad.  We lived in Battala before partition and then moved to Lahore and 
have been here for about 71 years.  [In terms of changes] from my great 
grandfather’s time and my grandfather’s time, banking systems had been 
established and money was coming though the banks, sometimes he would leave a 
cheque with family members, which they could cash. Before then during my great 
grandfather’s time, they used acquaintance for money transfers.  [Later] during my 
grandfather’s time, money would be sent through friends, and through money 
orders. [My grandfather] would telegram family members to say that money is 
being sent to you. [The family] would buy functional commodities, as we didn’t 
spend money on luxuries in those times. The money was spent on daily items, daily 
expenditure -- food and health. He would save money for his daughters—for their 
weddings, and would open the savings accounts when necessary to buy dowry 
items, gold etc.  My grandfather received a promotion. He had a good reputation, 
his systems [working habits] were very good, he loved a good life and never fussed.  

When he started work his conditions were not so good, and as a result the 
family experienced difficulties at home. He would ask the women of the household 
to control the expenditures and expenses. The women were cooperative and would 
discuss issues with the men, and would spend very little. Initially things were 
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difficult, but very slowly, they improved, along with his salary. But later he had an 
accident and broke his leg. He was offered retirement, was removed from field 
work, and became an instructor. He would teach and lecture – and he received his 
DSP salary.  The difference [between his new and earlier duties] was that rather 
than going to field work he would teach instead.  

[At the time he broke his leg] there were few hospitals and facilities for 
treatment, nor did the government pay for treatment. Instead, he used hakims 
(physicians operating traditional medicine) or home remedies. Doctors weren’t 
available at that time, but there were small dispensaries and he would buy some 
small medications from there if possible; otherwise he relied on home treatment. 
Sickness benefit were not available, you only received wages –if you came to work 
you would be paid for performing your duties. You only received a thanquah, a 
daily wage for a day’s labour.  At that time, [civil] service was regarded highly; and 
the public looked up to my grandparents. They received a great deal of respect in 
that they were straight forward and would help their families and the public. If [the 
public] needed money, they would send money. In social life, they were very “in” 
--as they were able to help solve problems relating to their family, their 
neighborhoods. [My grandfather] even used to help my grandmother’s brothers and 
their children.”                                                               

 (Date of Interview 8.30.2018). 
 
 

Interview Three 

The interview presented below shares Meher Din’s experience of work and life in the late 1880s 

and early 1900s. The interview was conducted with Abdul Hamid Gil, Meher Din’s son.  

Father [Mehr Din] fought in the First World War.  Born around 1888, he completed 
his Metric examinations in 1900 at the age of 16. His family lived outside Lahore 
on the border with India –in a place called Monhala.  During his career, he was 
stationed in three places – Monhala, Kemkala and Kasur. After Pakistan was 
“made”, Kasur and Kemkala developed, and in comparison, Mohal did not develop 
because it was on the border with India. 

During war time, there was a need for personnel, and father was selected to 
go to join the army. After some 35 years of service, in 1945, he took voluntarily 
retirement—though he had some time to go before his official retirement date.  His 
hopes for promotion were dashed as he was “beaten” by a Sikh in securing a 
Subehdar’s position. The Sikh was promoted over father because he had an FA (two 
more years of formal education) in comparison to father’s Metric qualification (ten 
years). After this, he received retirement, and moved further west in the Punjab 
from Chitral.  

While father was in the army, he used to send money back. In those days, 
there were no banks – if there were, the banks were based far away, in the big cities.  
Hindus were also out-posted like Muslims, but more of them were outside.  Hindus 
had set up this enterprise -- we called it hundi business –which continues to operate 
to this day. They would take money, whichever currency it was, in Misr (Egypt) 
they had a currency millieme. Hindus would be in the moneychanger business in 
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particular places.  Over there, people would give the money to the moneychanger 
in millieme. A client would load a certain amount and tell the hundiwala to have 
the money delivered to a particular place -- to a certain city-- and they would note 
the details of the name of the person to send the money to. When the hundiwala 
was sending the money, he would contact another money exchanger and tell the 
second exchanger the currency rate. They didn’t have telephones then, but would 
write a letter. They would write “you give this amount of money to such-a-such a 
person to collect.”  The other people would receive the currency that was local to 
the place in the equivalent of millemes to rupees.  They [hundiwalla] would keep a 
little profit. Even then the profit wasn’t that much relative to profit for that time.  
This money would reach within a week.   

When father was on vacation --he would bring the money back with him.  
There was no concern about burglary on the way home in those days.  Bringing 
money back [on oneself] would be the norm if you were coming from Gurgoan, or 
Swat or someplace]. If money was being transferred from Delhi side, the hundiwala 
would be used to complete the transaction.  

Father received a monthly wage, and the money would be in hand.  I am not 
sure how much he used to send back, but he would keep the wages with him initially 
and after some three, four, five or six months he would give the money to the 
hundiwala to transfer. The hundiwala had an account for him and here he would 
deposit the money in that account. Father did not use post offices to send money 
back. In some cities, banks were just starting up and the city people would use them. 

During the enlistment process the British would not typically offer plots of 
land as incentives to men. In the villages people saved money and then built their 
houses. Lots of [other more rural places] and areas were agriculturally overgrown 
and water canals were built in the villages. The soldiers who were in the official’s 
“good books” would get plots in those areas. 

There was a market in the local village. The people would get things from 
the market with commission (a type of credit to tide families over until the head of 
household received the next pay packet).  In the market, mother would buy things. 
Every four or five villages would have a market. If people wanted to shop [at the 
market] they would travel on a tanga (horse drawn carriage) as there was no 
alternative [or public] transportation. The commission agent banked the money 
father sent to him in the market. At times, father would go to the commission agent 
and get money from him and give it to mother.  

The British army was organised and hierarchical in structure – comprising 
commander, siphay, lancelet, lancelet, lieutenant ranks etc. Father’s rank was 
initially a siphay and at retirement, a hawalader. He went up for the subedar’s 
position, but lost out to the Singh. After this he decided to retire.  While in service, 
he would write letters to the family wherever he went–Madras, Calcutta and other 
cities in Hindustan and Jhelum, Peshawar and Kitral and other places in Pakistan. 

 
      (Date of interview 9.1.2018) 
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Interview Four 
 

Mashook Ahmed’s (Ex-Artilleryman) story is told by his son, Iftiqar Ahmed Khan (A 
journalist, who works for the Daily Jang)  
 

My Grandfather was in the Artillery, as was my father, Mashook Ahmed (b. 1928). 
My father joined at the age of 14-15, after having studied to eighth grade at school. 
Father was born in and lived in suba Karnal, near Khujbara. Initially he served in 
the British army, and later transferred to the Pakistani Navy after 1947. Overall, he 
served from 1943 to 1971, and has lots of medals and photos from his service.  

I am unsure about how much the wages were, but father had a contract, and 
received monthly wages. He sent his savings to his mother each month, before he 
was married.  He saved and sent back almost all his salary.  Money orders were sent 
by the post office, and specifically through the Army’s post. His wages supported 
the joint family back at home, which included his father, mother, and brother and 
four sisters.   

(Date of interview 9. 18. 2018) 
 
 

Interview Five 
 

Mafareed Sasrana c. 1870, life story recounted by great grandson Safdar Sasrana. 

 
During the first world war various families who offered up their sons as siphays for 
the war received land from the British. This includes my own family who are from 
Multan district, Kanewar division. The families would receive half or a full 
merabala. These allotments are still in use. (1 merbala = 25 acres of land).  At the 
time, there were at least three families that benefitted from this government policy. 
From the Hiraj family –their son Walle Mohammad went into the military; as did 
Hoot Mohammad from the Sagana Family and Bahadur Ali from the Sasrana 
family. They were all born around the 1880s and they all died just after Pakistan 
was made, in the very early 1950s. 

My father is the elders in the family and is 70+ years old, and recounts the 
stories of the earlier generations. My grandfather was Dil Ahmed, who was born 
around 1926. His father Mafareed b. 1870, got land when he sent his brother 
Bahadur Ali to the army.   

At that time not too many people migrated or went abroad, and if they did, 
they went to bigger cities like Multan or Lahore. People would mostly bring money 
back with them by hand. 

During the war if a man was selected to go to the army and war, the British 
gave land to soldiers senior family members. The soldiers would bring back the 
money themselves if possible. Or alternatively pay would come via a Viceroy 
Commissioned Office who would sit in the kila or fort. Each month he would give 
the salary to the families of the soldiers.  
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Q: Did these remittances bring about some changes in the social hierarchy that 
existed in the village? 

The remittances were spent in improving the standard of soldiers families 
houses, and the families brought additional land for agricultural purposes. Mafareed 
had two sons, my father and Mohammad Baksh. During Mafareed’s time, our 
family were landowners, but with my great grand uncle being enlisted in the army 
we got 100 canals (12.5 acres). We also got pay, and a “numberdar” position.  At 
that time the revenue collection for the government was through the pattwara 
(numberdar). The numberdar didn’t receive a salary but worked with junior level 
government personnel – the police, Assistant Collectors, and they would organise 
events for the official’s visits.  My family had the status of a numberdar and this 
meant that our family became more superior, with better social standing than other 
families. Our family became prominent and for this reason, gained more economic, 
political and education benefits.  These benefits helped change our position in the 
village and the wider social hierarchy and setting.  The remittances allowed the 
family to change and to challenge the existing social orders of the village. 
 

Q: Did these remittances bring about some changes in the social hierarchy that existed in the 
village that effected women? 

In terms of women – earlier there were no education facilities for them. 
Multan was essentially populated with Hindus and most of our cultural practices were 
influenced by Hindus at the time, and this remains the same to this day. After 
independence things changed. So, for example we have three brothers and two sisters 
and we are all educated to the post-graduate level. My mother is also educated. But 
back them for a woman, even if she went out to work, male control was always there 
– through her husband, father-in-law, and brother-in-laws. Very few women were 
able to be completely independent. 

 
 

Sasrana Family Tree 
 
 

Bahadur Ali (Brother/ Soldier)           Mafareed c. 1870 (Great Grandfather_ 
 
 
 

             Mohammad Baksh   Dil Ahmed (Grandfather)1926- 2020. 
  

             
     Father 

 
           

                       Safdar 
 
        

(Date of interview 5.16.21 and 5.17.21). 
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Interview Six. 

 

Mohammad Akram (b. 1917/18), served in the Second World War.  The interview was 

conducted with both Akram and his son, Nazim Hussain. (Interview date 18.9. 2018) 

Father studied up to grade two at school and then dropped out. Initially he worked 
with his father as a general labourer, and then joined the army. In total he spent six 
or seven years in the Indian Army, and then some two to three years into his service, 
during the Second World War, he was caught and detained as a Prisoner of War in 
Burma. During this time, his wages were withheld and thus he did not receive any 
payments for the duration of his capture.  Once he was released the wages owed 
him were paid with arrears by the army.    

The second major problem was related to his pension and rights to this. On 
joining the Indian Army, he was unable to produce his birth certificate to verify his 
date of birth. Despite sharing a close approximation of date of birth, the date of 
birth recorded on his army records was different. This meant the date from when 
he was eligible to begin collecting his pension was delayed. Akram, to this day has 
never received what he feels is rightly his, even though he is now in his nineties.   

During the period of his active duty, he would receive his wages and send 
money back via the post office services.  He would keep Rs. 5-10 for himself and 
remit most of his wages back.  On a monthly salary of Rs. 39 he would send Rs. 34 
back to his family. After 1947, he was transferred into the Pakistani army where he 
was employed for some 18 years after which he retired. 
       (Date of interview 9.18.2018) 

 
 

Chapter Four 
 

Interview One. 
 
Abdul Hamid Gil was born in 1932 in Sahiwal, Montgomery, and later completed his 

Matriculation exams in 1952.  After attending Islamia College and graduating with a B.A, he 

entered the Civil Service in Lahore and progressed to a position with an accountant’s group.   

 
There was a bank Al Jazeerah in Saudi Arabia, which had contacts with our own 
Habib Bank in Lahore.  There were many [branches of] Habib Bank, and one was 
close to my house. To remit my savings I would place riyals into the local Al-
Jazeerah bank in Saudi Arabia. There I would find the equivalent Pakistani currency 
and they [the bank personnel] would note this.  

When I needed to send money to Lahore, I would have the amount I wanted 
to send saved, and would get a draft made in my wife’s name for this amount. I 
would send that draft by post and she would obtain the money from the bank –she 
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would put how much she wanted to save into her own account, and bring home how 
much she needed [for everyday expenditure]. 
              (Date of interview 9. 12. 2018) 

 
Interview Two. 

 
The late Mohammad Asgar (1936-2019) lived in Gujranwala. He completed his Matriculation 

examination in 1958, FA in 1960, and B.Ed in 1965. He described his money transfers: 

I was based in Riyadh, Saudi Arabia between 1974 -1982.   On my arrival, I was able 
to secure employment and worked for some years with the Firestone Tiles company 
as a sales manager.  The working conditions were good – I had a permanent contract, 
and [the salary] started at Riyals 1000, and ended on Riyals 5000. The salary would 
increase 300, 400, 500 per year.  The wages were received on a monthly basis and I 
was able to save some once I had covered my expenses. [ … ] I would bring money 
back when I visited Pakistan, or I would send it back through hawala in between these 
visits. The funds were used to support my family and to purchase land and build a 
house. In addition, I would also use bankers draft to send money home.  During my 
time in Saudi Arabia, I was promoted but didn’t receive a pension.  
 

(Date of interview 8. 16. 2018). 

 
Interview Three. 

 

An interview with two managers Mohammad Ejaz and Robina Mahmood from a currency 

exchange company provides some insights into the complex working of the money exchange 

system.  

In 1991 the Government of Pakistan make illegal foreign currency exchange--that 
is the currency and notes that people brought from outside. Prior to the changes, we 
would purchase or sell currency from people. We didn’t have a remittance business. 
Money remittances happened via bank or postal orders, which people would bring 
for cashing in the post office or in the banks.  

Money drafts were placed through banks, and money orders through post 
offices. There were also demand drafts where people would have these made up 
outside and sent to Pakistan. The drafts were placed into an account and would then 
cleared for cashing. If you placed a draft today into your bank, you would receive 
clearance from behind first, and until then you would not receive money. You 
wouldn’t get credit. The drafts would be in Rupees, and not dollars or pounds. 

The [modern] money exchange sector has been organized around collecting 
fees, payments, and the selling and transfer of finance. Money exchange companies 
profit from the fee levied on the remitter. Profit is made on the differences in 
exchange rates between the location of remittance and its destination. Money 
exchange companies also receive a share of the commission from the remitting 
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exchange company, which is divided between the two. In the event a money 
exchange business receives remittance from a bank, the remittance is paid on the 
bank’s rate which is often lower than the rate on the open market. Any sale of 
dollars on the open market reflects the difference in that rate. The banking sector’s 
own markets –the inter-bank and open market—stipulate that companies receiving 
remittance surrender a percentage of the total of the home remittance to the internal 
bank market and the remaining can be sold in the open market, or transferred 
outwards. 
       (Date of interview 8.27.2018). 

 
 

Interview Four. 
 
Sarah Bhatti’s, (50 years old) interview recounts the time her late father Muhammad Imran 

1932-2021 spent toiling in Dubai during the 1960s. He was employed as an electrician. 

 
I remember that an envelope would arrive from my father and it would always be 
different to other envelopes. It was a special type of envelope, perhaps it would have 
two stamps on it, or perhaps it would have a more expensive stamp on it. It was 
different to the envelopes that came from Grandmother or others who lived abroad. 
I also remember the postman would know this was a special type of envelope and 
he would hang around. If I opened the door and collected the mail, he would ask me 
to tell my mother we had a cheque.  So, mother would come out and he would point 
the letter as if to say you have received some income, and so my mother would have 
to tip him. Sometimes she would give him Rupees 2, or something around that 
amount. As I was the youngest, my mother would then take me to the bank and we 
would deposit the check. The bank manager would tell us how many days later to 
come to collect the cash. Then a few days later, perhaps 5 days, we would return to 
the bank and mother would have to sign a form before getting the money. 

Sometimes father would return and have lots of goods with him which he 
would then sell. People liked foreign goods, especially because at that time 
importing and exporting businesses weren’t so well established.  People liked things 
from Dubai, they liked clothes and makeup kits. Mother would go to the local stores 
and sell them to the shop keepers who were always happy to buy them from her. 
They would say “Baji, remember us next time.” Back then (1970s) money changers 
were not so popular.   

A little later [during the 1980s], I remember a time when someone sent 
money via hundi and either I or my father-in-law went to collect it.  [The 
Hundiwala’s store] would be in the old part of the city, and this was (much) before 
the new modern banking systems were established. At the time, there were 
restrictions on how much cash you could bring into the country. The hundi would 
be made out to an individual. The hundiwala was a place where you would collect 
money in rupees, and at the same time, you could exchange foreign currency 
including riyals. If you had riyals that you wanted to sell, you would get the market 
rate, as they were keen to buy foreign currency. If you wanted to buy them for 
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example, to travel to Hajj then the hundiwala would give you a lower rate, as they 
need to cover their expenses. Several Hundiwalas operated in the market and 
serviced clients who had money in-flowing from specific locations, or perhaps 
where they had counterparts or known agents based in these locations. This slowly 
became popular, and was a way for hundiwalas to make money. Some hundiwalas 
would say this the official rate, and we will only give you this rate. Others would 
offer you a better rate, and others an even better rate still, depending on how keen 
they were to buy your riyals.  

Before then, during the 1960s and 1970s people would mostly use money 
orders to send money from the Middle East.  I didn’t see hundiwalas serving 
individuals and labourers--and it was only from the 1980s. Even during my father’s 
time in the 1960s and 1970s it was mostly money orders, or on the odd occasion if 
someone was coming back [to Pakistan] then father would give them money to bring 
back for my mother.  I think that money orders were the most popular form of 
remittance. I remember watching dramas and documentaries about Pakistan and 
India which were produced during the 1940s to 1960s about life around the partition, 
and mostly you would see the postman bringing money orders to people’s homes in 
the village. The receiver would make an impression with their thumb on the form 
and the postman would count the money and give it to the receiver. In some 
instances, the money would be delivered to the post office, and people would go 
there to pick it up if it was for a large amount. Banks were later used for remittances, 
as I remember my father would sometimes send a draft, but these were not nearly as 
popular as post office orders.  
 
At a subsequent interview: 

Back then, few people went abroad and if they did move, they went to their 
neighbouring town, or if they ventured further afield, it was to the neighbouring 
country. Its only later with the greater movement of people from the 1950s that 
remittances were seen as a way to make money by businessmen, and as hundi and 
hawala became a bit more popular among individuals, otherwise I think it was 
mostly popular among trading communities. 

After the 1990s, the government introduced policies to prevent people from 
bringing foreign money into the country, and if they did bring money, they had to 
use the ‘new’ established money exchange bureaus. For the older style money 
changers, the government would come and close their business down. So gradually 
many of the money changers closed, and in their pace the bureaus like Dollar First 
and Western Union or that business.  

On arriving from the Middle East, you could also take Saudi Riyals or 
Emirate Dirhms to the gold jewellers for exchange. The jewellers would buy foreign 
currency for rupees. This foreign currency would come to use when the jeweller 
went to purchase gold from the Middle East, a place where the price of gold was 
cheaper than in Pakistan.  

Money changers and money lenders would lend at a rate – and this continues 
even now.  There are still people in the community who do this -- but it’s under the 
radar because no one wants to admit being involved in usury. 

 (Date of interview 3.31.2021) 
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In a follow-up interview:  
 
Question: Were indigenous money changers in operation before the 1990s, and did 
your family use them? What type of rates did they charge? How would you access 
them? What type of portfolios did they have e.g lending, money?  
 
I was talking to my community about the money transfer systems their family 
members’ used and Post office were more popular in those times I remember. My 
neighbours had family members who were based abroad, and would send money 
back to Pakistan via post office money orders and banks. Even my relative’s husband 
would initially use hundi and hawala, but the rates were too high, so he resorted to 
post office money orders and banks.    
Question: Did the remittances your father send to your mother change her position 
in the household?  
One time I remember my father sent the remittances to my mother. That was a time 
when she lived with my grandfather and my father’s extended family. The money 
sent to my mother angered my grandfather so much that he asked my mother to leave 
the house, saying she could fend for herself with her own money. My mother left the 
house thereafter and subsequently had to deal with other difficulties.  

 
(Date of interview 3.16.2021) 
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Appendix E  
Chapter Four 

 
Table I: Wages Relating to Labourers in the Persian Gulf. 

 

  1-1-39 (per day) 1-1-42 (per day) 

Refinery operators 

 

Minimum wage 

Maximum wage  

4-0-0 

11-0-0 

4-8-0 

10-0-0 

Mechanics, Fitters, 

Turners, etc  

Minimum wage 

Maximum wage 

3-8-0 

10-0-0 

4-0-0 

10-0-0 

Total- artisans 

 

Minimum wage 

Maximum wage 

4-0-0 

11-0-0 

4-0-0 

11-0-0 

 Average wage 5-6-0 6-5-0 

Source: British Indian Artisans.944 

 

Table II: Special Allowance to Meet Increased Costs of Living. 

 
  Bahrein (Rs) Bombay (Rs) 
Clerical-Technical 275 140 
Artisans 159 3 
Domestics 71 45 

Source: 'File 10/1 G BAPCO labour' [55r] (113/586), QDL, IOR/R/15/2/408, accessed July 101 
2020, https://www.qdl.qa/archive/81055/vdc_100024166120.0x000072. 
 

Table III: Pay of Drivers and Cooks Working for Employers. 

 
Designation B.A.P.C.O British Overseas Airways 

Corporation (B.O.A.C) 
Naval Base 

Drivers Varies from Rs 2/4 to Rs. 4/- 
Per diem, with Rs 10/- PM as 
dearness allowance or Rs 80 
to Rs 130/-pm 

Pay Rs 76 
Dearness allowance Rs 
20 
Total Rs 96 pm without 
food 
Leave terms –12 days a 
year with pay, and 14 
days sick leave who pay 
a year.  

Pay Rs 96/4 pm 
Annual increment 
Rs 10/-pm 
Without food but are 
allowed to 8lbs flour 
5lb rice 
1lb dates pm 
or payment of Rs 2/- 
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Cooks Engaged locally for private 
families Rs 60 – 100 pm 
 
Company’s cooks 
Rs 3/- for sat plus war 
allowance of Rs 12/-pm with 
food 
---- 
Goan servants in BAPCO are 
on a contract and some 
without. 

There are 3 classes of 
cooks. 
No. 1: Pay of Rs 76 + 
WA. Rs 20/- 
No 2: Pay  Rs.51 + WA 
Rs 18 
No 3. Pay 35 = WA Rs 
16 
All without food.  
--- 
Cooks for India are 
given the same rates of 
pay as above but these 
are given an additional 
allowance of Rs 70/- Rs 
40 and Rs 40/-pm with 
free quarters.  

1st cook  RS 90/-Pm 
 
2nd cook  RS 47/8-Pm 
 
R.I.N cook  RS 80/-
Pm 
 
Asst.  Rs 61/4 
 
All without food 

Source: File 1/5 Menial staff: Pay and Allowances, fol 13. IOR/R/15/2/977, BL. 
 
 

 
 

Figure 8: Physician’s Report of Sajawal Khan’s Medical Case, Employee, ARAMCO. 
Source: OMF331, IOR/L/PS/12/3826, BL. 
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Appendix F.  
 

Table I: Post Office Pensions Remittances 
 

Post Office Pensions Remittances 
 
AR Report 
Year 

Page No. of 
pensioners 
paid 

Pension paid Commission 

1899-1900 35 27,279 Rs. 19,59,822-5-8  
1900-01 35 27, 509 Rs. 19,97,717,10-0 R. 14,982-14-1 
1901-02 19 28,521 R. 20,62,253-14-11 R.15,466-14-3 
1902-03 17 29,328 R. 20,81,860-3-0 R.15,613-15-1 
1903-04 18 29,959 R. 21,14,255-9'0 R. 15,856-14-7 
1904-05 18 30,454 R. 21,57,732-9-2 R. 16,182-15-11 
1905-06 31 30,774 R. 22,02,910 R. 16,521-13-0 
1906-07 18 30,800 R. 22,54,735-6-o R. 16,910-8-3 
1907-08 17 33,143 R. 22,6l,193-lO-11 R. 16,958-15-4 
1908-09 17 35,387 Rs. 24,08,362-4-7  Rs. 18,062-11-3 
1909-10 17 36,332 Rs. 25,65,222-8-5, Rs. 19,239-2-7 
1910-11 36 37,324 Rs. 26,41,635 Rs. 19,822-4-2 
1911-12 18 38,310 R. 27,51,321-11-4 Rs. 20, 634-14-7 
1912-13 16 38,282 R. 28,77,664-13-4 Rs. 2,37,041 
1913-14 10 40,996 R. 30,37,129 R. 22,77 8 
1914-15 15 43,000 R. 31,65,381 R. 23,740 
1915-16  19 54,965 Rs. 34,78,496 R. 26,089 
1916-17 9 65,670 Rs. 43,55,347 Rs. 32,665 
1917-18 73 76,611 Rs. 53,31,750 Rs. 39,988 
1918-19 73 83,252 Rs. 56,46,718 Rs. 42,350 
1919-20 11 91,241 Rs. 63,71,955  
1920-21 36 1,08,736 Rs. 75,46,103 Rs. 56,596 
1921-22 23 1,26,756 Rs. 1,11,39,904 Rs. 56,596 
1922-23 18 1,35,060 Rs. 1,66,89,097 Rs. 1,25,168 

 
Sources:  AR Report Year and Page Listed in Table.   
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Appendix G 

 
Labourers’ Wages  

 

Every five years, the Imperial state collected and published wage census data of skilled and 

unskilled labourers. The survey covered rural labourers and artisans in the village, and industrial 

classes in Lahore, Amritsar and Multan.945 Though the information is useful, it really only 

represents the wages of those who were accessible to the surveyors. The survey data 

demonstrates that labourers’ wages increased up to the year 1912, perhaps a result of increased 

demand in labour for railways, canals and factories.  From 1912 the most common daily wage 

was between 4 ½ to 6 ½ annas, which rose to 6 1/2 to 8 1/2 in 1922, and then 10 ½ to 12 ½ in 

1927, but dropped again in 1932 and 1937 to 4 ½ to 6 ½ annas.946  The most poorly paid, menials 

and unskilled labourers were forced to migrate to the bigger towns and villages.  

 

Table I: The Wage Rates for Factories in Punjab Skilled and Unskilled Workers and 

Professions.  

 1927 1922 1917 1912 

Average per month Rs. Rs. Rs. Rs. 

(i) Skilled labor     

Engine Driver 44 35 20 to 30 18 to 34 

Boilerman 32 25 20 to 30 18 to 26 

Blacksmith 44 35 25 to 40 20 to 30 

Fitter 62 50 40 to 60 30 to 55 

Carpenter 45 40 25 to 40 21 to 30 

Oilman 27 25 11 to 15 10 to 15 

Mochi 45 30 30 … 

Spinner 25 25 18 to 20 18 to 20 

Weaver 40 35 30 … 

Dyer 22 22 30 … 

Reeler (woman) 22 20 10 to 18 … 

 
945 Bhai, Labour, 46. 
946 Bhai, Factory, 48. 
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Press Compositor 44 40 15 to 30 … 

Press distributor 22 18 10 to 15 … 

Average per day     

(ii) Unskilled labour Rs. A. P Rs. A. P Rs. A. P Rs. A. P 

Coolie (opener) 1-0-0 1-0-0 0-10-0 to 0-12-0 0-6-6 to 0-8-6 

Coolie (man on gins 0-8-0 0-8-0 0-7-0 to 0-8-0 0-4-6 to 0-5-6 

Coolie (woman origins) 0-6-0 0-6-0 0-5-0 to 0-7-0 0-3-6 to 0-5-0 

Source: Memorandum from the Punjab. V,  V/27/670/38. 

 

Overall, between 1912 and 1927, labourers’ wages in Punjab’s factories were increasing, 

but for a small number of skilled labour groups they remained static. Post-war, the wages of 

unskilled labourers grew slowly or remained static.   

In addition to the Punjab-wide factory workers wages data, the wages for unskilled and 

skilled professions in Lahore, Amritsar and Multan are presented below. 

 

Table II: The Wage Rates for unskilled and skilled professions in Lahore, Amritsar and Multan 
 
Class947 1922 1943 

 
 Lahore Amri

tsar 
Mul
tan 

Lahore 
(urban) 

Lahore 
(rural) 

Amritsar 
(urban) 

Amritsar 
(rural) 

Multan 
(urban) 

Multan 
(rural) 

Carpenter 32-40 36 32 24-56 33-42 40 28-40 32-64 20-47 
Mason 32-40 26 49 32-44 32-40 40 30-44 32-48 24-48 
Unskilled 32-38 36 32 20-24 11.5-

21.5 
20-24 11.5-21.5 20-24 11.5-22.5 

 
 
Class948 Overall trends in wages between 1912-1943. 

 
Carpenters  
 

Lahore – Saw a decrease in wages from 1922 -1937, followed by increase in 1943 
Amritsar – Saw a decrease in wages between 1922-1937, followed by large increase in 1943  
Multan – Saw a decrease of wages between 1922-1937, followed by large increase in 1943 
 

 
947 Report on the Third Regular Wages Survey of the Punjab, 1922 Table B, iii (appendix), includes a single wage 
range covering both urban and rural areas, SL. 
Report on the Third Regular Wages Survey 1922, SL. 
Fourth Regular Wages Survey of the Punjab, 1927 includes separate urban/rural wage range levels, SL 
Fifth Regular Wages Survey 1932, SL. 
Sixth Regular Wages Survey 1937. This includes a single wage covering both urban and rural areas, SL. 
Seventh Regular Wages Survey of the Punjab, 1943 includes a single wage covering both urban and rural areas, SL. 
948 Ibid. 
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Masons 
and builder 
 

Lahore – Saw a decrease of wages between 1922 -1937, followed by big increase in 1943 
Amritsar –Saw a decrease of wages between 1922-1937, followed by big increase in 1943  
Multan – Saw a decrease of wages between 1922-1937, followed by stabilization in 1937 
 

Unskilled 
labourers 
 

Lahore –Saw a decrease in wages between 1922 - 1937, followed by an increase in 1943 
Amritsar – Saw a decrease of wages between 1922-1937, followed by an increase in 1943 
Multan – Remained stable 1922- 1927, followed by a decrease 1932, stabilizes in 1937, and then 
a large increase in 1943  
 

Source: See footnotes 
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Appendix H 

An example of a leftists pamphlet titled “Mazdoorun Seh dow Gharey Gahrey Bhatein” or ‘Two 
Critical Issues Effecting Workers,’ produced by Haq ke Pukar, the Society for the Rights of 
Workers, was circulating in the Punjab during the 1930s and 1940s.  

 

  

 
Strength in the peoples’ unity  
 
The world’s workers unite  
 
Labour Research Society, Track Number 51 
 
Haq ke Pukar  
Society for the Rights of Workers 
 
Two straight forward issues effecting workers 
 
 
 

Worker! Wakeup! 
Worker wakeup! Worker wakeup! Arise morning is here, night is 

gone. 
Arise to your conscious -- and lift a red flag in your hand. 
Finish the name of capitalism – wake your consciousness. 

Chorus 
You are a human, not an animal -- even so you have no consciousness. 
You haven’t recognised your conditions -- wake your consciousness. 

Chorus 
With effort you can create dignity — and you are the owner of effort.  
You are the creator of the world -- wake your consciousness. 

Chorus 
If you don’t come to your consciousness—you will regret it. 
You will experience new suffering - wake your consciousness. 

She who creates us – the world -- he who nourishes us 
 

 
Figure 9: “Two Critical Issues Effecting Workers.”  
Rekhta.org., Labour Research Society Punjab, Translation by Sugra Bibi, accessed May 1, 2019,  
https://www.rekhta.org/ebooks/haq-ki-pukar-mazdooron-se-do-khari-khari-batein-ebooks. 
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Appendix I  

 
Figure: 10 Chart showing the Growth of Different Classes of Postal Articles 

 
 
Source: The Post Office and Telegraphs of India for the Year 1914-15 (Simla: Government 
Central Branch Press, 1915) #17 (p.6) 
https://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=uc1.c2624638&view=1up&seq=17&skin=2021&q1=diagra
m%20postal%20articles  
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Appendix J 
 

Methodology for the Ethnographic Work in Pakistan 
 
 
Prior to embarking on my field work in Pakistan in 2018, I submitted a proposal for approval to 

the College’s Research and Ethics Committee.  This proposal presented my methodology and 

approach to conducting interviews for oral history, and acknowledged that I would have to build 

connections and identify people to interview while in country. The extract below is from the 

proposal. 

 
 

Description and rationale of proposed project: 
 

In my proposed work, I am interested in exploring subaltern technologies and cultures of 

financial flows--of money, revenue and remittance—among the South Asian diaspora community 

in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century Middle East.  The questions that the project will 

ask are specifically around how the migrant workers remitted money, the systems they used and 

whether with the changes and increases in financialisation world over, whether these gave rise to 

changes in remittances processes. 

The numbers of migrant workers to the Middle East rose exponentially from the 1970s, 

but these labour patterns have an older history.  Labour flows and migration to the Middle East, 

North America, North Africa and South East Asia have been evident through the later half of the 

nineteenth and much of the twentieth century, in response to a variety of political and economic 

factors, including British imperialism, decolonisation in both Asia and Africa, and the discovery 

of oil and the development of the petroleum economies from the same period. Indian army 

personnel, for example, were employed to support the occupation of Basra in Iraq during the 

period 1914-1920, and in Burma, Malaysia and Singapore to establish and service colonial 

governance structures. Merchants from India had established long-standing business and trading 

relations at port towns like Ashaar, and were also visible in the transport and shipping business as 

clerks, sepoys and lascars well before the first World War.  Continuous with this longer distance 

migration was the movement between rural locales and the city within South Asia. Punjabi 

workers from villages and towns migrated to cities to service a range of industries. Rural 

labourers migrated to centres for agricultural expansion and the development of canal colonies.   
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Literature from the 1990s has offered us insights into the lives of labourers and has 

focused on remittances by way of understanding the way remittances support social development 

in the “Global South”. Colonial officers reports and Banking Commission reports show some 

formal or informal architecture was necessary for the remittance of earnings between migrant 

workers and their “homes.” Service communities, institutions, locales and cultures grew up 

around these financial practices. In my proposed research, I will seek to identify whether 

labourers were able to save money and remit back to their families; the mechanism they used – 

both formal and informal; whether these changed; the issues they experienced; the associated 

risks; who they remitted to and how the funds were used.  

 

Participants (who: inclusion and exclusion criteria, how many, how identified and recruited?) 

and Methods (how will the data be analysed?): 

I have chosen Lahore and possibly Gujranwala, both in the Punjab, for the research.  These cities 

have been significant for historical, economic and cultural reasons.  

 

Who 

I intend to illuminate the remittance and labour histories of soldiers and labourers, and connected 

to this, the role of Hawala network operators/ Post Office personnel in facilitating the flows of 

money. Given the historical focus of the project --and the likelihood that many respondents from 

the target research group will have passed away-- I will conduct interviews with the research 

group’s descendants and family members to gather data, anecdotes and oral histories. 

 

Number of interviews 

In total I intend to conduct between 15-17 interviews.  The sample group will include five 

soldiers / military personnel; five returning labourers from the Middle East; and five Hawala and 

money transfer operators / post-office managers.  I may revise these figures as the research 

progresses. As far as possible, I will try to ensure that there is diversity in the respondents but this 

may be difficult because the professions were gendered.  

 

Identifying the respondents 

(i) Soldiers/ ex-servicemen 
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Province- and district-level records show large numbers of Punjabis having served in both World 

Wars.949 The Punjab State archives and records from the District Soldiers’ Boards will help 

identify the localities soldiers were recruited. In addition, several colonies and towns like 

Defence Colony saw land being tenured to returning soldiers by way of incentivising volunteers 

for service.  In addition, there may be some scope to “tap” into cultural associations to identify 

respondents and through this “snowballing” effect to identify others for interview. 

 

(ii) Returning labourers 

Records from the Board of Revenue identify the companies who possessed financial interests in 

the Middle East and issued work permits to workers.  This information will help identify and 

trace returning labourers to interview.950 In addition, modern-day Gujranwala and Sialkot 

continue to have high levels of migration to the Middle East.  Between January- November 2002 

the top three destinations for Pakistani contract migrant workers were Saudi Arabia (94,852), 

United Arab Emirates (29,593) and Kuwait (2,755).951 Recent studies show the remittances from 

the Middle East to Pakistan are destined for Sialkot, Gujranwala, Mardan, Gujrat and 

Rawalpindi. 952 

 

(iii) Personnel involved in remittance operations 

Colonial Officers and Banking Enquiry reports show that soldiers used Post-Offices to remit 

money, and “indigenous” architectures of money flow existed side–by side with formal banking 

systems.  Moreover, moneylenders and creditors histories demonstrate they managed multiple 

operations simultaneously. I intend to focus my research on the city centre of Gujranwala. With a 

population of around 2.24 million, the city has a bustling, vibrant centre where money lenders/ 

Hawala operators continuously seek our business opportunities and cut deals. There is no dearth 

 
949 “In Pakistan, remittances from abroad radically change lives,” The Guardian, march, 7, 2011, 
http://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2011/mar/07/pakistan-remittances-from-abroad-change-lives 
950 Michele Gamburd, The Kitchen Spoon’s Handle: Transnationalism and Sri Lanka’s Migrant Housemaids (New 
York: Cornell University Press, 2000) The author interviews returning women labourers for her research. 
951 Mainbo, S., Adams, R., Aggarwal, R and N Passas.  Migrant labour Remittances in South Asia (Washington DC: 
The World Bank, 2005), 26.  The remittance sent to Pakistan, with the flows from the Gulf States the most 
significant see Mizanur Rahman, Tan Tai Yong and AKM Ahsan Ullah. Migrant Remittances in South Asia: Social 
Economic and Political Implications (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014), 119. 
952 The bulk of the remittances come from Saudi Arabia, UAE, US, UK and other Gulf countries. See Overseas 
Pakistanis: About 70% of remittances come from Middle East http://tribune.com.pk/story/875407/overseas-
pakistanis-about-70-of-remittances-come-from-middle-east/ 
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of places where money can be exchanged or wired in a matter of seconds. I will approach 

moneychangers/ individuals involved in Hawala networks and post office personnel to 

understand how and who was remitting and the changes in technologies.  

 

Method 

The interviews will follow a set of questions, and these should reveal rich qualitative data.  

Recruiting sufficient numbers of participants may pose some challenges and there is a risk of the 

data being biased. After I conduct the interviews, and in writing up the research, I will attempt to 

present a diverse range of experiences as possible, by including the narratives of labourers who 

had positive and less-positive experiences, while also presenting unusual findings within the 

context of broader trends and experiences. 

Summary of the Ethical Issues: 

 

The research is not being sponsored by any particular agency, and no obvious conflict interest. 

Equally the participants unknown to the researcher, and therefore, limited personal conflict of 

interest. 

 

The identifiable ethical issues include:  

• Accessing participants and ensuring they give consent to the interviews. 

• Building trust between the participants and researcher so that information about families’ 

histories can be shared may require several meetings to develop 

• Participants requiring reassurance their identities will be protected 

• Participants requiring reassurance that data will be written up and presented in a fair and 

truthful manner 
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Appendix K 

 

Approach to Interviews 

On arriving in Pakistan, I was all too aware of the absence of a network of people who could help 

identify relevant people for me to interview, or a list of candidates to sample.  After becoming 

situated, I began to engage with people around me, at the archives, in the libraries and at the 

Punjab university. This networking served me well as I was able to identify several candidates to 

interview through the “snowballing effect”.  I was directed to and approached the District 

Soldiers Board in Lahore, from where I was able to obtain a list of some twelve ex-servicemen 

who I proceeded to interview. Many of the ex-servicemen were scattered around the suburban 

areas of Lahore.  Some candidates were happy to be interviewed in person, and others over the 

telephone for reasons connected to their age and frailty.  One day, while working in the State 

Archives, I met with a fellow researcher from Multan who was able to recount the oral histories 

of three labourers from his village. He later introduced me to a further three interviewees. On 

another occasion, while working at the Public Records library, and in speaking to an officer about 

my research, he shared with me that his grandfather had served in the Indian Army.  He put me 

into contact with his father who was happy to recount stories relating not only of his own father, 

but also his uncle, and himself.  Likewise, the State Archives research officer volunteered to be 

interviewed and shared the story of three generations of her ancestors who had also served in the 

Punjabi Military. She proceeded to introduce me to a manager from the Bank of Punjab, and 

directed me to the General Post Officer manager and officials at the Board of Economic 

Revenue.  Over the course of time, I interviewed all of these individuals.   

Initially my intention was to strike a balance between the candidates I interviewed in 

terms of location, gender, sector and backgrounds.  However, reality on the ground and a dearth 

of candidates available or willing to be interviewed meant that I had to abandon this plan. If 

people were willing to be interviewed, then I interviewed them, providing they met the basic 

criteria.  Unfortunately, several women labourers declined an interview because of the physical 

distance between us.  Overall, I interviewed as many candidates as possible to improve the 

chances of obtaining valuable information for my research.  Some 25 people from the north and 

south of Punjab were interviewed in all. 
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The interviews typically required at least two points of contact. The first was to introduce 

myself to the candidate and to establish the individual’s willingness to be interviewed.  This was 

followed by the formal interview itself, which began with an introduction, and some background 

about the research project. I shared with individuals some information about the ethics 

framework, responded to their questions and reassured the candidates that they could withdraw 

from the process at any time.  Once they appeared at ease, the questions commenced. Some of 

these were conducted with just the subjects themselves, and others with both the candidate and a 

family member.  The stories were recorded in full, but later I used only what I considered 

germane to my research.  I interviewed some candidates over a period of more than one session, 

which allowed me to gradually build up information about events and their histories, to verify the 

information they had previously shared, and to delve a little deeper into peoples’ memories of 

their past and working lives.  
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Appendix L 
 
 
Subaltern Technologies and Cultures and Financial flows among South Asian Laborers 

 
Interview questionnaire 

 
Note: 
*  “Participant” refers to the actual labourer whose oral history is being researched 
*  “Interviewee” refers to the person who is interviewed by the researcher 
 
 
 
Personal Information 
 

1. Name of participant 
 

2. Profession / previous profession  
 

3. Date of birth/ death of participant 
 

4. Education level of participant at time of recruitment for labour 
 

5. Who is being interviewed / what is the relationship with the participant? 
 

6. Name of the interviewee? 
 

7. Age of the interviewee?  
 

8. Address of interviewee? 
 

9. Telephone/ contact details of interviewee? 
 

10.  Has the interviewee signed the consent form? 
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Questions (for soldiers and labourers) 
 

1. Location/country of service? 
 

2. Which years do the oral histories relate to? (e.g. 1939-44) 
 

3. Total numbers of years of service?  
 

4. Describe the types of labour you were involved in? 
 

5. How did you arrange for employment? 
 

6. What were the terms and conditions of service? 
 

7. How did you receive your wages? Weekly/ monthly/ daily/ arrears 
 

8. Were you able to save part of your wages once your living expenses were met? 
 

9. Did you remit money? 
 

10. Who did you remit to?  
 

11. How many people were dependent upon your remittances? 
 

12. Roughly what percentage of your savings did you remit back? 
 

13. Were there any issues with the amount you could remit back? 
 

14. How did you remit money back – please describe any formal and informal mechanisms. 
 

15. Did the ways you could remit change over time? How did they change? 
 

16. Did you experience any issues with using these technologies? 
 

17. Were there any risks involved with sending money back?  
 

18. How were the funds used? 
 

19. Were you promoted while in employment? Did your salary level change?  
 

20. Did you receive an employee pension or health benefits? 
 

21. Did the money sent or brought back change anything in the structures and relations that 
existed in the village, or in the position the family held in the village, or in the positions 
that women had within the family? 
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Hawala Operators/ Money Exchangers/ Other Financial Institutions  
 
 
 

1. How long have you been involved in the money remittances business? 
 

2. Is this part of a wider portfolio of business? 
 

3. Is the money being remitted from labourers? 
 

4. Which countries/ places do labour send money from? 
 

5. Why do labourers use your services rather than other services? 
 

6. Do you charge a remittance fee?  What percentage? 
 

7. Has the fee changed – how, and by how much? 
 

8. Have there been any changes or developments over the last fifty years e.g. changes in 
demand, legal or expansion of infrastructures? 
 

9. Has this effected business? How? 
 

10. Have you seen some growth or contraction of labourers’ remittances? 
 

11. What other ways does labour remit money? 
 

12. Is there anything else you would like to share relating to the research topic? 
 
 
 

 


