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The history of colonialism in India was marked by a history of fam-
ines. The Indian subcontinent in the second half of the 19th century 
suffered frequent scarcities, droughts and famines, intensifying 
particularly in the last decade of the 19th century. One of the main 
ways the colonial government gave relief to the famine-affected 
population was by providing employment on construction work for 
railways and irrigation works. Such employment on public works 
such as roads and irrigation systems as a form of relief was first 
attempted in India during the 1837 Agra Famine (Sharma, 2001). 
After the British Crown took over in 1858, the creation of famine 
commissions and Famine Codes sought to resolve the conflict of 
famine relief provision to the affected population and famine pre-
vention in the subcontinent through employment of famine-affected 
population on public works construction.
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This chapter shows how colonial government attempted to 
manage labour productivity during famines. To assess levels of 
labour productivity in India in comparison with the West, histo-
rians such as Broadberry, Gupta and Clark have discussed wage 
rates for industrial labour in India from the late 19th century in 
relation to economic and cultural factors (Broadberry & Gupta, 
2016; Clark, 1987; Gupta, 2011). These studies isolate labour 
productivity from the sociopolitical contexts in which labour was 
mobilized and recruited. This strand of literature is also in sharp 
contrast with the Marxist and post-colonial labour historiogra-
phy that illuminates the role of the colonial state in affecting 
wages, such as by Mohapatra, Joshi or Kerr (Joshi, 2003; Kerr, 
1995, 2004; Mohapatra, 2005). In both sets of historiography, the 
intermediary or a middleman, such as a subcontractor, jobber or 
recruiter, is accountable for substantial control over the wages 
and productivity of the labour in industries, that is, there is a 
supposition that institutional economic factors shaping labour 
markets were ‘traditional’, that is, they were carried over from 
the agrarian context and remained untransformed by the colo-
nial state, such as pointed out in the works of Chakrabarty and 
Chandavarkar (Chakrabarty, 1989). As a result, there has been 
insufficient exploration of other causes of low productivity and 
wages in India. Through the famine labour case, I intend to show 
how the colonial state moulded the hitherto assumed culturally 
fixed position of the intermediary (Shahid, 2021) and its impact 
on labour productivity.

Estimates on labour productivity discuss at length the wages 
in agriculture as well as service and transport industry, but seldom 
take into account how a different context, where labour was already 
expected to be underproductive, can shed new light on wages and 
productivity. Famines provided the government a ready supply 
of labour in the form of an affected population in want of relief 
and willing to work for any wage, thereby enabling it to under-
take public works at lower cost (Shahid, 2021). Therefore, in this 
chapter, I concentrate on famine labour to highlight the ways the 
colonial government through famine administration attempted to 
regulate productivity. In support of this argument, I demonstrate 
the government’s efforts to reduce wage costs and tie wages to 
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productivity, through a study of the intermediate system of relief 
provision in the North-Western Provinces (NWP) and Oudh during 
the 1896–1897 famine.

The famine relief system in general justified low wages to 
ensure that only the workers most in need of employment came 
to the relief works for employment. Under the intermediate 
system, the colonial state further sought to differentiate between 
the ‘productive needy’ and the ‘unproductive needy’ among the 
famine-affected population. This was a system of payment by 
results which, by keeping wages below subsistence level, aimed to 
exclude the extremely weak from those who could complete more 
construction work. This case suggests that those who produced 
profit for the colonial government were considered ‘able-bodied’, 
while the others were described as ‘inefficient’ (Alatas, 1977, p. 221). 
This approach to categorizing labour for enhancing productivity 
is tied to the concept of ‘waste’ discussed by Gidwani and Reddy 
with reference to British colonial land policies (Gidwani & Reddy, 
2011). In their paper, waste was a term used to stress ‘bio/cultural’ 
differences between the colonizer and the colonized (Gidwani & 
Reddy, 2011, p. 1625). In the same vein, this chapter shows that 
in the colonial sources, ‘inefficient’ labour is projected as ‘waste’, 
that is, in opposition to capitalist ‘value’ of surplus accumulation 
that produced profitable output in the form of the ‘able-bodied’ 
labourer (Gidwani & Reddy, 2011). This ‘wasteful’ or ‘inefficient’ 
labour, casted as ‘disordered’, then justified colonial intervention 
towards ‘discipline’ and ‘modernization’ for labour and the empire, 
respectively. To the justifications of this argument, I first briefly 
discuss the formulation of the famine relief works policy, followed 
by details of work organization on the site of famine relief works 
and then examining the variation to the Famine Code works in the 
form of intermediate works.

8.1. THE FAMINE CODES
Different kinds of systems existed for construction work in colonial 
India: (a) ordinary works financed by provincial or district funds. 
These works were carried out by contractors and subcontractors in 
ordinary times; (b) test relief works debited to famine relief carried 
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out under the Famine Code rules. These works were set up to ‘test’ 
the extent of distress in a district, measured by the number of 
people who came to seek work and finally (c) regular relief works 
where task and gang system was enforced during famines.1 In terms 
of size, the Famine Codes divided the works into two parts: large 
works that could employ at least 1,000 persons for at least three 
months, and all others were considered small works.2

To understand how the famine policy aimed to increase labour 
productivity, it is important to understand the influences on the 
formulation of famine relief works. Several considerations affected 
the policymaking of putting famine victims on construction work 
in India. The first was that the most proximate cause of famine 
distress was a fall in incomes and purchasing power, rather than 
necessarily a shortfall in the availability of food (Ambirajan, 1978). 
Famine employment would thus not only increase purchasing power 
directly but also roads and railways were seen as a means to over-
come inter-regional variations in crop output and food availability 
(Derbyshire, 1987; Hurd, 1975; McAlpin, 1983). Famine policy at 
the time was also heavily influenced by a belief in the efficacy of 
free markets and the non-efficacy of intervention, including in the 
functioning of grain markets during famines. Cost reduction was 
the main consideration behind the way the famine works were to 
be carried out, while the state attempted to avoid excessive taxa-
tion, though additional taxes were imposed anyway as pointed out 
by Brennan (Brennan, 1984, p. 92). However, rates of physical 
outcomes and project completion were also a function of wage rates 
as we will see below.

The Famine Codes were formulated after the first Indian 
Famine Commission met in 1878–1880 to simplify administrative 
action during famines. Brennan discusses debates over provision 
of relief during the creation of the Famine Commission (Brennan, 
1984). In order to reduce the cost of expenditure on relief, ‘labour 
as a test of need’ was essential to the policy that came into being in 
the Famine Commission Report of 1880. Large public works under 
Public Works Department (PWD) supervision were to be set up for 
the following reasons.

This provided three checks on waste: first, the famine victims 
would have to prove that they were in need by leaving their 
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homes to go to the relief work—the distance test; secondly, 
they would have to fulfil a task not less than 75% of that per-
formed by labourers in ordinary times, and for a sum gauged 
to provide only enough to sustain life—the task and wage tests; 
thirdly, they would be under PWD (i.e. European) supervisors 
who would prevent slack discipline and personally honest. 
(Famine Commission Report 1880 Part I, para 131; quoted in 
Brennan, 1984, p. 104)

Therefore, the underlying logic behind placing large populations on 
infrastructure building during famines stemmed firstly from the 
objective of preventing ‘waste’, that is, labour even during famine 
periods should provide value to the colonial state in order to curb 
‘wasteful’ expenditure. Second was the idea that work made the colo-
nized population disciplined and industrious (Shahid, 2021, p. 23); 
therefore, the government discouraged gratuitous relief, which was 
not provided to any person ‘who can and ought to work’.3 Large 
public works were preferred over localized small relief works set 
up by village headmen (Shahid, 2021, p. 28). Hence, the two aims 
were interconnected: to fulfil the ‘moral template’ of value, labour 
was something to be made full use of (Gidwani & Reddy, 2011, 
p. 1627); so the famine labourers needed to be disciplined by the 
state. The famine policy, as a result, also underscored differences 
between European and Indian supervisors by asserting the inability 
of the Indians to prevent the indolence of their fellow countrymen.

Alatas discussed the motivations behind attempts to modern-
ize the colonial populations; particularly highlighting how, via 
the concept of indolence, the labourers were divided into ‘useful 
and meaningless’ (Alatas, 1977, p. 83). Poor laws had a significant 
impact on the famine policy (Ambirajan, 1978), with the underly-
ing aim to make the indigent more ‘industrious’ through labour. In 
the famine labour case as discussed below, making the distinction 
between what was called ‘efficient’ and ‘weakly’ labour was meant 
to ensure high labour productivity. This was furthered by allotting 
certain amount of tasks to the labourers per day, and the wage was 
calculated accordingly. Famine work thus became the moment for 
the colonial state to legitimize control over labour and wages with 
the main objective to increase labour productivity while reducing 
cost of relief and construction (Shahid, 2021).
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8.2. FAMINE RELIEF WORKS
The famine administration was elaborately laid out, with each 
detail of organization of works, including tasks and payments, 
being coded in the Famine Codes. The relief works were under the 
PWD and Revenue Department, with the superintending engineer 
being in charge in his circle of the province, and the divisional 
engineer being responsible for his division. They ensured that the 
PWD and Famine Codes were followed by their subordinates in 
addition to supplementary orders from the local governments.4 
The divisional commissioners and district collectors, along with 
the civil staff, were also heavily involved in communication and 
management of the famine administration, including management 
of funds. Supervision and discipline were the duties of the district 
engineer or supervisor. Inspecting officers on relief works were the 
famine superintendents, hired from the staff corps of the military 
authorities. Special civil officers were appointed for each particu-
lar construction work. Wages of administrative staff present on 
the famine relief works varied according to their position. Famine 
establishment at the end of the 19th century comprised of a naib 
tahsildar whose monthly salary ranged from ̀ 50 to ̀ 100; two work 
agents were paid `40–`60 a month; two sub-cashiers were paid a 
monthly salary between ̀ 15 and ̀ 20; and few watchmen and peons 
were paid `6 and `5 per month, respectively.5

The supply of labour for public works construction was uneven, 
requiring intermediation by a recruiter (Shahid, 2021). In ordinary 
times, a labour contractor was employed for labour recruitment and 
supervision, as in other industries and mills in India. However, 
under the system of relief works as prescribed in the Famine Codes, 
the intermediary was to be rid of. Many reasons were given for this: 
the contractor may try to derive profit or attempt to employ workers 
only in the best of health and willing to accept cheap wages to finish 
the contract in a fixed time.6 Therefore, the government decided 
to manage the famine-affected population directly, disallowing the 
use of contracts on famine relief works.

The division of famine labour into ‘able-bodied’ and ‘weakly’ was 
the first major step towards regulation of wages. The able-bodied 
performed the main task towards construction work: mostly digging 
as earthwork but, at times, also stone-breaking and metal-working. 
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The rest of the population on famine work were considered superflu-
ous, who, if not too weak to work, were employed for carrying earth. 
According to the Famine Codes, persons on relief works were to be 
classified as follows: able-bodied persons accustomed to labour on 
the kind of work required for ordinary works (professional labour 
such as diggers); able-bodied persons accustomed to labour but not 
the kind required for ordinary construction work (labourers but 
not professional); able-bodied persons not accustomed to labour 
(able-bodied but not labourers); persons not able-bodied but fit for 
light employment on relief works (weakly).7 On the basis of these 
divisions, and to ensure maximum output from the available labour, 
the labourers were divided hierarchically into classes of workers 
depending on tasks and ability: Class I (or Class B) comprised 
of diggers, including all ‘able-bodied’ males, Class II (Class C) of 
carriers including the ‘weakly’, Class III (Class D) of working chil-
dren, Class IV (Class E) for adult dependants, Class V (F and G) of 
non-working children and a final ‘special’ class comprising of gang 
mates (Class A). All men who could labour for digging work were 
classed as diggers, and all weakly persons, such as children and 
women, were given the supposedly less strenuous task as carriers 
of earth. Yet some women were employed as diggers at times, and 
any reduction in their task allocation was considered wasteful (Jha, 
2019, p. 22). Those unable to work were admitted to poorhouses.

Caste and gender hierarchies were reproduced in colonial 
famine work and wage allocation, including the supply of relief 
to non-workers. During famines, public works construction was 
carried out by a mix of professional and skilled labour alongside 
unskilled wage labour from agriculture. ‘Professional’ has been 
used in the sources to describe a labourer whose usual business was 
in a certain occupation, referring to the castes and labourers that 
practised, say, digging, such as luniyas, chamars or beldars. Urban 
wage workers and artisans also slipped down in hierarchy to join 
diggers and carriers on famine works. However, the colonial state 
reinforced caste and class in division of labour on the site of work, 
as well as by distinguishing between persons who deserved charity 
and those who needed to work to earn relief. People of ‘respectable’ 
castes were given higher positions of overseers or accountants, 
whereas ‘respectable’ women who observed purdah were provided 
with charitable relief in their homes. Hence, arguments that 



WAGE EARNERS IN INDIA 1500–1900282

suggest agrarian labour relations and institutions were replicated 
in other contexts significantly underplay the role of the state in 
segmentation of labour categories.

The ‘able-bodied’ and ‘inefficient’ workers on the famine relief 
site were clubbed into gangs that comprised of families and com-
munities, oftentimes from the same or surrounding village. Each 
gang was headed by a gang mate, who performed non-manual logis-
tical tasks such as tallies in a register. The famine works system 
adopted in the NWP and Oudh divided the workers into gangs 
ranging between 60 and 80 persons, and less than 80 in Bengal.8 
One-fourth of the gang comprised of able-bodied diggers and the 
rest were carriers, and a daily task was fixed per gang measured 
in cubic feet of earth dug. Families as a whole were employed on 
the relief works and kept within the same gang as far as possible. 
This would assure completion of tasks even if one family member 
was too weak. Tasking was also related to the way payments were 
made; in theory, wages were calculated by tasks accomplished by 
the gang, but payments were given by individual. Therefore, by 
dividing the labouring population into gangs, not only was the 
tasking and wage calculation simplified, but it also pressured the 
gang to complete tasks as each individual wage depended on it. 
The system was thus geared towards producing maximum value 
for the expenditure incurred on famine public works.

Thus, the workers had to perform minimum set tasks to earn 
wages to maintain themselves and their family, without which it 
was difficult to earn sufficient wages. Further measures to keep 
costs low included strict enforcement of task work so that all 
labour—both able-bodied and inefficient—could not earn more 
than the strict maximum wage and perform more than the given 
task.9 This would also enable only labour that really needed relief 
to come to relief works (the wage test) and keep costs in check. 
Given that dependants were paid separately, the expectation was 
that subsistence wage would suffice for the individual worker. The 
weak persons affected most by famine could only perform nominal 
tasks, so they earned less, which was justified under the presump-
tion that weakly persons required less food than able-bodied as they 
performed less manual labour (rather than weakly needing equal 
or more food and fewer tasks in order to recover).10
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The daily wages were divided into a full ration (to be given if 
the allotted task was completed) and minimum wage (to be given 
even if tasks not completed). The minimum wage was defined as 
the amount of money sufficient at the current prevailing rates to 
purchase the grain equivalent of the minimum ration.11 The Famine 
Codes set this amount as being slightly above subsistence level. 
Subsistence-level wages were a matter of debate between Cornish 
and Temple, who clashed on how much the Indian body required as 
compared to Europeans, and thus how much the famine labourers 
should be paid given the financial constraints of the government 
(Hall-Matthews, 2008, p. 1194). The money wage of the individual 
classes of famine workers was thus calculated by how much the set 
level of diet as prescribed in the codes would convert to the grain 
equivalent consumed in the area (such as rice or wheat).

The minimum and maximum ration for each class of worker 
was converted to chhataks, which, in the British standard of 
measure, was at the rate of 1 pound equalling 8 chhataks, or half 
of a government ser. Under famine times, wages could buy much 
less amount of food due to fluctuating prices for grains. A docu-
ment called the ‘ready reckoner’ was made available to the famine 
commissioners, which provided a wage conversion table based on 
fluctuating grain prices (Shahid, 2021, p. 34). For instance, if the 
prevailing rate of grain was at 10 ser per `, the wages in paise to 
be paid to able-bodied male diggers (Class B) would vary between 
a maximum of 9 and minimum 5, and would increase or decrease 
accordingly for each class and with changing rates of grain in the 
market.12 In practice, there were lags between the set wage and 
the grain prices in the markets, so often the labourers would also 
be at a loss.13 For workers who were only able to do short tasks or 
could not complete their tasks, they were penalized by being allot-
ted a lower ‘penal wage’ ranging from 2–4 paise depending on class 
of worker and grain prices. The maximum wage was the highest 
which could be earned in one day; while the minimum wage was the 
lowest which had to be paid in a famine-affected district. Sunday 
wages were the ‘minimum’ wages.

As far as methods of wage distribution are concerned, payments 
were preferred to be made daily. In general, payment was made by 
gang; a gang register was kept with the details of the workers. The 
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other way was to pay the workers with a ticket system. If two or 
three rates of wages prevailed, then a ticket would be given in the 
morning for each rate of wage to the workers. The workers would 
assemble in the morning and were given their corresponding tick-
ets by the overseer. Out of expediency, at times, the ticket system 
was combined with the ‘cowrie system’ in which the carriers were 
given cowries for each basket brought throughout the day, while 
the diggers were paid in the evening after measurement of work 
completed.14 The tickets were made of zinc and these zinc tickets 
represented a certain number of cowries based on the number of 
baskets of earth carried.15 Therefore, a certain number of cowries 
were given for a particular amount of earth carried in the baskets 
(rates unavailable); in this sense, cowries represented a particu-
lar amount of work done, rather than currency. In the evening, 
these tickets were exchanged for currency in paise and could only 
be cashed by government servants. These tickets could also be 
presented at a bania (trader) shop if they were to be exchanged 
for grain. The latter was the case when the government wanted to 
encourage free grain market and appease local landlords and 
merchants, or when there was a lack of currency on the work 
site. The intricacy with which the payment system was regulated 
by the famine establishment was to ensure least amount of ‘waste’ 
by calculating and paying each worker the wage they ‘deserved’ 
for their labour.

8.3. THE INTERMEDIATE SYSTEM
1896–1897 was one of the worst and widespread famines span-
ning two full years. The famine began in British Bundelkhand, 
comprising the districts of Banda, Hamirpur, Jhansi and Jalaun 
in the Allahabad division of the NWP.16 The colonial government 
noted how the NWP and Oudh were the worst hit both in terms of 
area and intensity of famine, because harvest failed for at least two 
seasons continuously.17 Test works were set up in January 1896 and 
in the spring, relief works were set up. The case of the intermedi-
ate system is interesting because it represented a major deviation 
from the initial prescriptions of relief works in the Famine Codes.

The famine relief works as described above posed one major so-
called problem to the colonial administration: how to ‘infuse more 
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energy and industry into the able-bodied minority’ while reducing 
the number of ‘inefficient workers’.18 The tasks and relative wages 
were therefore to be allotted in a way to ensure that the weakly and 
‘inefficient’ labour was left out, not just due to their low productivity 
on the work site but also to keep the able-bodied ‘motivated’ and 
‘industrious.’ This was done to obtain labour productivity measured 
in terms of wages, the idea being a reduction in the number of 
‘inefficient’ workers by reducing the possibility of workers getting a 
minimum wage even if they did not complete their respective tasks.

Since the Famine Commission Report of 1880, a contested topic 
was the abandonment of the minimum wage. During the 1896–1897 
famine, the government realized that the minimum wage can be 
dispensed with when famine was not severe but should be adopted 
when distress during famine was acute. In the opinion of the British 
government in India, the minimum wage had a ‘demoralizing effect’ 
on the labourer, that is, made the labourer lazy and, by influence, 
made other labourers more prone to shirking work.19 In fact, the 
minimum wage was considered as almost ‘gratuitous relief’ for 
able-bodied workers.20 Therefore, the control over wages was based 
on the consideration that those who had the ability to work must 
earn the relief through sufficient output of labour. Hence, the 
transition from lazy to industrious was judged by the amount of 
value the labourer could produce in the form of construction work 
accomplished. The amount of returns the colonial administration 
could squeeze out of famine labour determined the deviations from 
the Famine Code that took place in the famine administration 
(Shahid, 2021).

The famine establishment then experimented by introducing 
what was called the ‘intermediate system’ at select relief centres.21 
The intermediate system was devised as a method of ‘payment 
by results’ primarily in the NWP with no minimum wage. Hence, 
without completing a set amount of work, there was no possibility 
for the famine labourer to earn wages. Essentially, the intermediate 
system was then a middle ground between the task work as pre-
scribed by the Famine Code and the contract system under the PWD 
during ordinary times. Task work was the norm under famine relief 
works, which was different from piece work. Excluding instances 
of ‘contumacious idleness’, the Code system allowed the workers to 
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have a bare minimum wage regardless of the work performed, but 
this was considered too attractive as a test for cases where distress 
was not acute.22 Piece work was not just payment by results but 
also work which had no maximum limit. If a limit was placed on 
maximum work given the state of the labourers employed on relief 
works, it became task work.23 Piece work was therefore as a term 
not generally used for any kind of relief work and had no limit but 
the able-bodied labourer’s capacity to work. Piece work required 
additional supervision to ensure payment, measurement and com-
pletion of tasks, and the limited establishment had to work longer 
and harder than usual unless piece work was adopted on a small 
scale.24 The intermediate system, however, was not piece work, 
but rather daily task work with low maximum and no minimum 
wage.25 As in famine works, under this system, payment was by 
gang for a ‘piece of work’ assigned to the gang as a whole under 
the petty contractor.

Public works construction under the intermediate system 
was not given to large contractors as such but piece workers, that 
is, those who would employ maximum 200 people. The objective 
was then to eliminate the large contractor which would also allow 
elimination of competition of the government works with the pri-
vate employers. Therefore, the public works under the intermedi-
ate system also functioned as test works to gauge the intensity of 
the famine and the need for opening special relief works under the 
Famine Code system. Preferred persons for this role as per the 
government included villager pattidars instead of PWD contrac-
tors, who would live on the site of work and exacted about 20 per 
cent remuneration from the fixed rate of wages for his own labour, 
interest on capital and expenditure on inputs and implements. 
The contract rates were not competition rates, but normal rates 
of preceding years raised by 25–50 per cent with regard to grain 
prices.26 Payments were made to this petty contractor once a week 
or once a fortnight as his own capital was minimal.

Therefore, first objective of these works was to make admin-
istration of large populations easier by discouraging those from 
coming to the relief works who could be employed elsewhere. When 
harvest times approached, measures in the form of regulation of 
wages were taken to make certain that labourers who are able 
to work would go back to cultivate in the fields to reduce state 
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responsibility of providing relief. As mentioned, a low maximum 
limit was placed on wages, whereas there was no minimum wage. 
This limit on maximum earnings was aimed at reducing competi-
tion for demand of labour by private companies or in agriculture. 
However, the wage earned by the male labourer on intermediate 
works was meant for the whole family. Women and children were 
to be excluded from intermediate works under the assumption 
that the male ‘able-bodied’ would be able to provide sufficient 
income from his wages; hence, whole families need not migrate to 
intermediate works as they otherwise would under famine relief 
work.27 No provisions were made for other adult dependants. The 
responsibility of feeding dependants or the ‘inefficients’ then lay 
with the ‘able-bodied’ male member of the family, that is, to adjust 
the overall cost of living with the wage earned, rather than the 
colonial government. But at the same time, there was the risk of 
exacerbating distress by excluding a certain proportion of people 
from relief work. In this scenario, it was decided that, in places 
of acute distress where it is inevitable that inefficient labour will 
be employed, a wage not more than the minimum wage was to be 
provided. This also put a check on the costs.

The second objective was to reduce the number of idle workers 
who may ‘demoralize’ the efficient labourers. What this effectively 
meant was, since labourers were placed in gangs, that weaker 
labourers may reduce the overall productivity of the gang, there-
fore reducing the output of work accomplished per day. Therefore, 
the weaker workers were put on reduced tasks in one gang.28 The 
overall aim of increasing labour productivity was also reiterated 
by Charles Blair, executive engineer of Indian PWD, who described 
three main aspects of famine relief: saving life, economy of control 
and prevention of demoralization.29 Blair encouraged the applica-
tion of a system which would increase labour productivity.

We have, on the one hand, a multitudinous throng, chiefly 
composed of the ‘useless gear’ and other inefficients, on navvy 
work; while, on the other hand, we have a body of stalwart 
men, skilled in the very labour on which they are employed. 
The problem is how to get a fair day’s work out of this het-
erogeneous mass… Between daily labour and contract work, 
there is one intermediate step, which, if it could be introduced 
throughout the whole body of work-people, would go far to 
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promote economy-viz., a system of petty contracts. Families 
and neighbours will combine, and the spirit of thrift will exer-
cise in some instances not only a profitable but an emulating 
influence. The system, however, is not applicable throughout; 
but it should be encouraged in all cases.30

Despite elaborate rules, the early system of intermediate works 
‘failed’ and had to be replaced with a modified version. The so-called 
failure was accorded to the presence of the middleman, whose pri-
mary goal was to finish the construction work as quickly as possible. 
This implied that those who needed least assistance were able to 
earn more than a subsistence wage, as able-bodied workers could 
get more tasks accomplished, whereas the weaker workers were at 
times unable to earn anything. As a result of this deviation from 
the original Famine Codes, the colonial government replicated the 
exact scenario it used to justify prohibition of contracts on relief 
works in the first place.

Moreover, a large establishment with an added layer of the 
petty contractor would cost more and would be ‘paternal and 
demoralizing’ due to its inability to exact the maximum output 
from labouring gangs.31 The high prices during famines disturbed 
the balance between wages and needs; thus, under the system, 
the main bread earner would earn, but the rest of the family could 
starve. Therefore, while the system paid the earner higher rate for 
work, there was nothing to prevent his ‘idleness’.32 Further, con-
trary to expectations, the pattidars often did not come forward as 
contractors, and in the end the work eventually went to the regular 
contractors on the condition of definite payments.33 Therefore, the 
‘failure’ of the system was not just to exclude the weaker labourers 
but also to signify an inability on part of the colonial government 
to control labour productivity directly or extract sufficient value 
from labour. Given this problem, the pieceworker was dispensed 
with, and work was handed out to the workers directly by govern-
ment officials. Therefore, the modified intermediate system was 
introduced, and, as on Famine Code system, the middleman was 
rid of. The modified system was then intended to infuse ‘industry’ 
in workers with the option of earning higher wage and punished 
the ‘idle and contumacious’ persons through low wages for low tasks 
and no minimum wage.
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At the same time, the ‘contumacious’ labourers were able to 
strategize and shirk actions which are passed off as laziness in 
colonial sources. C. G. Palmer, additional superintending engineer 
of Famine Relief Works, pointed out how labourers realized that 
the difference between Famine Code and intermediate works 
was not significant except that more labour input was required.34 
Therefore, the ‘able-bodied’ would find employment elsewhere 
where remuneration was higher while leaving dependants or 
‘ineffectives’ on famine works. Palmer also noted that men were 
able to put themselves on ‘weakly’ gangs with lower task alloca-
tion, reducing the amount of total work accomplished.35 Finally, a 
phrase appearing as a pseudonym in the newspaper Pioneer, sup-
posedly used by ‘coolies’ with regard to work and representative of 
their work ethic, shows prevalent contestations between govern-
ment famine administration and private employers on the ability 
to exact sufficient labour value from famine victims: Mun Mane 
Kam Kiay, Mun Mane Bitay or ‘work when one wishes, spend/
waste when one wishes’. The person corresponding via letters to 
the editor as Mun Mane Kam Kiay, Mun Mane Bitay criticized 
the government for ‘waste of money’ as relief works were drawing 
away labour due to ‘excessive’ wages being paid to them.36 Thus, 
the idea of time and physical effort that, if not used in labour, is 
spent uselessly or is waste shaped the distinction between lazy 
and industrious.

The modified system was implemented in all districts in March 
of 1897 where distress was not acute. The main objectives of the 
modified intermediate system were as follows: to exclude the work-
ers who could find alternative employment elsewhere (achieved 
by placing a limit on maximum wage but no minimum wage); to 
exclude dependents termed ‘idlers’ or ‘useless worker’ who ‘demoral-
ized’ the able-bodied workers and could be supported by healthier 
members in the family (provide ample wage to able-bodied, while 
low wages would eliminate competition with private employers) 
and, finally, to improve returns of investment in construction work 
(increase in the work done while lowering cost would ensure labour 
productivity).37 The supervision of work was carried out by the PWD 
staff. Payments were made the same way as in the intermediate 
system: the work of the gang was measured up and workers were 
paid directly. Payment depended on the total quantity of work done, 
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and tasks allotted by party of one digger, and two carriers or more 
in case carriers were children.38

The modified intermediate system made the labourers worse 
off than in the older intermediate system. Since the gangs were 
made by task, when families migrated together, they ended up 
being separated and being put in different gangs with different 
task requirements. Even though a family of three would earn up 
to 18 paise more than the older intermediate system, this was still 
almost the same as what would be earned including the Sunday 
wage on the NWP system of famine relief even if they received a 
subsistence wage.39 With a wage not exceeding 4 paise, they were 
expected to maintain a whole family that was paid subsistence 
wage under the intermediate system. Moreover, if they failed to 
complete a full or even a three-fourths of a task, then their earn-
ings would fall drastically below what could be earned under the 
NWP system.40

The aim of reducing the number of women and children on the 
works was also unsuccessful. Parents often brought dependents 
who were unable to work, and the lack of charitable relief on the 
intermediate works adversely affected the health of these children. 
Therefore, either the children were left to die, or cooked meal was 
provided in some instances when possible.41 The establishment 
costs otherwise high on famine public works were even higher on 
intermediate works due to the supervision required. Finally, the 
objective to eliminate competition with private works also was not 
completely fulfilled. As T. Higham, secretary to the Government of 
India for PWD, reported, the famine relief works interfered with the 
labour supply with the construction of the Hajipur-Katihar railway 
works.42 The people went to relief works due to high famine prices 
and a possible physical inability to migrate to far away private 
construction works.

Overall, the major issue with the intermediate systems were 
the initial goals: the government noted that the major reason was 
the inability to raise the rates of wages sufficiently, as well as the 
lack of time to streamline and establish the scheme successfully.43 
In the end, intermediate works were too similar to Famine Code 
works, except the labourer had to provide more labour for the 
wage received, with no minimum wage. Further, the scheme tried 
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to accomplish two incompatible aims: to increase the earnings of 
those who were industrious all the while trying to decrease the 
wages and hence discourage the weakly and inefficient labour. 
The solution to this was proposed as to keep the original system 
as prescribed in the Famine Code, under the impression that ‘what 
the Code calls “minimum” wages are a handsome living that people 
can get fat on: and what it called “the penal wage” is a very fair 
subsistence wage’.44

The general level of wages given to the famine workers, how-
ever, was bare subsistence: medical officers noted how the wage 
was just enough to ‘keep the body and soul together’ rather pro-
vide sufficient relief to the famine victims.45 To what extent the 
expectations of labour output may have affected emaciation of the 
famine victims even further is unclear. But it was noted by T. W. 
Holderness, secretary to the Government of NWP and Oudh, and 
later Department of Revenue and Agriculture, that the system was 
not to be recommended in the future especially because it posed 
danger to increasing mortality and was not necessary to discourage 
people to go back to their livelihoods.46 Yet the Famine Commission 
Report of 1901 took the intermediate system as the basis for the 
development of ‘New Code Works’, that is, a relief works system of 
payment by results with few modifications.47

8.4. CONCLUSION
In this chapter, I attempted to show how, in the case of famine 
labour, the colonial state tried to maximize the value produced 
from investing in famine relief efforts. With the aim of increas-
ing the returns from labour to incurred expenditure on relief, the 
Famine Code works were deviated from to further reduce the costs 
by targeting wage rates, along with the expectations of increasing 
labour input. To justify this, conceptions of ‘waste’, ‘indolence’ and 
‘industriousness’ were applied to famine victims, and the labour in 
particular potentially viewed as ‘an untapped potential awaiting 
transformation into value’ through colonial intervention (Gidwani 
& Reddy, 2011, p. 1630). Employment of famine-affected population 
as an unusual and undernourished source of labour was further 
rationalized through the ideas of modernization and development 
via construction of infrastructure. It fed into legitimization of 
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colonial rule through disciplining of the ‘physical infirmity and 
cultural inferiority’ of the Indian (Gidwani, 2008; quoted in Gidwani 
& Reddy, 2011, p. 1628). Furthermore, a stress on bio-cultural 
difference with the Indian was used to justify low ration, and a 
consequent low wage. Therefore, through this chapter, I demon-
strate that control of labour was central to the larger colonial goal 
of capitalist production.

Overall, the case of famine public works shows that colonial 
famine policy was geared towards the regulation of labour produc-
tivity. The introduction of the intermediate system demonstrates 
that prescribed Famine Codes for relief could be deviated from. 
Moreover, not only was the intermediary dispensable but also his 
position could be moulded by the government as it seemed expedi-
ent. Therefore, the argument that labour productivity and markets 
depended on ‘traditional’ institutional factors rooted in the agrarian 
system becomes speculative in the case of famine labour. Labour 
mobilization was possible without intervention from an intermedi-
ary during famines, as well as his duties substituted or dispensed 
with. The role of colonialism in shaping labour institutions, rela-
tions and processes was thus significant.
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