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Research on Indian Municipal Corporations

The municipal corporations of late nineteenth century Indian towns have been dealt with in historical studies from a variety of perspectives.  The groundwork for an understanding of a development of local self-government Institutions was laid by Hugh Tinker. His Foundations of Local Self-Government remains a valuable reference work.1  In his inaugural address to the Univer​sity of London, Tinker further emphasized the importance of the municipal corporations of the Presidency capitals as environments for the political educa​tion or the westernized intellectuals who formed the vanguard of the early Indian nationalist movement:
When the Indian National Congress was formed, almost all its front rank leadership was recruited from the municipal corporations of the Presidency capitals, to the exclusion of the rest of India. These men alone had acquired experience of public debate, they had formed some kind of philosophy of political action, and through encounters with senior British officials, they had learned something of the art of dealing with the bureaucracy.2
Following Tinker's lead, other historians pointed to the municipal corporations as examples of British-created institutions which, together with the provincial councils, the law courts and the universities, became arenas of opportunity and power for Indian professional men.3
1 London, 1954.
2 The City in the Asian Polity (London, 1964), pp. 20-21.
3 J. H. Broomfleld, Elite Conflict in a Plural Society. Twentieth Century Bengal (Berkeley, 1969); John McLane, "The Development of Nationalist Ideas and Tactics and the Policies of the Government of India 1897-1905"; Ph.D. thesis, University of London, 1961. Christine Dobbin, "Competing Elites in Bombay City Politics in the Mid-Nineteenth Century (1852-83),11 Elites in South Asia, edited by Edmund Leach and S. N. Mukherjee, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1970, pp. 79-94.
In such studies the municipal corporations are not studied in and for themselves rather, municipal affairs are examined for the data4 they supply on issues such as elite recruitment, elite group or communal conflict,  factionalism and patterns of political mobilization.  Such studies have fre​quently been conducted in ignorance of the total structure of the corporations or have utilized inadequate data. More recently, however, studies have appeared which use “micro-level" data and which are wore specifically interested in the municipal colorations as institutions in developing urban centers. Kenneth Gillion and C. A. Bayly, for instance, were concerned with grass-roots details of municipal affairs in Ahmedabad and Allahabad5 for what was revealed of both urban history and the networks of patronage and influence operating in urban affairs. Studies concerned with mapping the dimensions of local power groups now go beyond merely examining the membership of municipal councils and committees or explaining the broad lines of municipal policy, to tap the evidence of the minutae of municipal affairs:  the distribution of municipal subsidies, award of building permits details of property tax collec​tion, or the selection of municipal officers. Such data have been little explored, especially for the larger urban centers of Bombay, Madras and Calcutta: their full potential as sources for understanding a variety of demographic, morphological and economic developments in the cities has yet to be realised.

There are other possible approaches in municipal corporations. There is a need for detailed studies in municipal administration as such: the struc​ture of municipal bodies (often sketchily understood) and the apparatus of municipal management. The primary concern of a municipal corporation is, after all, to provide and manage needed civic services.6  If we continue 
4 On the use of "micro-level records" see Bernard Cohn,’ “Society and Social Change under the Raj",  South Asian Review, vq1f 4, no* I, October 1970, pp.  27-47.

5 Kenneth Gillion, Ahmedabad. A Study in Indian; Urban History.    (Berkeley,
1968.) C.  A. Bayly,  "Local Control in Indian Towns-the Case of Allahabad, 1880-1920," Modern Asian Studies vol.  5, no. 4, 1971 pp,  289-311.

6 A point stressed by John Rosselli (University of Sussex) in personal communication with the author

to look at the municipal corporations only from points of view secondary to their primary purpose -- only, for instance, for what they reveal of elite relations or local power networks -- we are surely running the risk of serious distortion in our understanding A further necessary corrective will come from broader, compara​tive studies which will link developments in nineteenth century Indian towns, to patterns in European towns and developing colonial centers.7  (We cannot, for instance, in all fairness accept the judgement that the Calcutta Corporation was grossly inefficient in tax collection without knowing the percentage collection returns of cities like Liverpool, Birmingham or London.) On a larger scale, conparative studies will reveal what problems Indian municipal bodies shared with similar councils elsewhere, and what were peculiar to the Indian context.
Finally, there remains the need for bridging studies, which retain a concern for Issues of political process or urban development without divorcing his concern from the essential details of municipal structure and organization My own study of the Calcutta Corporation between 1875 and 19008 fell into this final category. I was concerned primarily with the Corporation as an arena of interaction for the major elites of the city and, in particular, as a sphere of political opportunity for the new generation of Bengali bhadralok activists who were to dominate the nationalist movement in Bengal in the later nineteenth century. This interest in the Corporation as a political arena cannot be separated from an understanding of the origins and development of the municipal system between 1876 and the 1890’s.
 This paper focuses on the role of the youngeg Bhadralok in the municipality in that period: the circumstances in which they became involved in municipal affairs, and the ways in which they shaped the development of the municipal system.
7 There is, of course, a broad body of literature dealing with the history of municipal management in urban centres throughout the world, but there are few comparative studies of any kind, and, apart from Hugh Tinker's Foundations, almost no references to British or European developments in studies of Indian municipal institutions.
8 "Municipal Politics in Calcutta: Elite Groups and the Calcutta Corporation, 1875-1900." D. Phil, thesis, University of Sussex, 1970.
The Elective Reform of 1876

In the 1870’s the port cities of Bombay, Madras and Calcutta were sites of considerable social and political change, especially for those Indian groups which are usually labelled the "educated middle-classes" in historical works, the municipal reform movements in these towns at this time, which intro​duced partly elected municipal corporations and replaced the older benches of Justices, have sometimes been depicted as progressive, popular movements, prototypes of the demonstrations sustained by Indian nationalists in urban centers in the twentieth century.9  Over the years Bengali nationalists established something of a foundation myth for the modern Calcutta Corporation, in which their early leaders were portrayed as wringing from the local government a constitution that was to be treasured as a charter of civic freedom.10   The following-simplified account of the municipal reform of 1876 in Calcutta is Sufficient to hint at a more complex reality, Calcutta gained a modern municipal constitution through a process of painful compromise between the government of Bengal and an array of factional and interest groups in the city. The issue of ratepayer representation was only one among several concerns of those with an interest in the municipal constitution.
For over a decade prior to the reform Calcutta's municipal affairs were administered by the Justices of the Peace acting as a municipal board, with a Civilian, who also was the Commissioner of Police, as Chairman. The
9 C Dobbin, for instance, in describing the municipal reform movement in Bombay in the early 1870's, speaks of a "popular movement" for municipal reform which the intelligentsia attempted to harness in their struggle against the established ^Bombay shetias.  She maintains that an initial disadvantage of the intelligentsia was that they had "no real party following."  ("Competing Elites in Bombay City Politics, 1852-53" in E. Leach and S. N. Mukherjee, Elites in South Asia (Cambridge, 1970), pp* 79-94.) Terms like "popular movement" and "party following1 are, I suspect, anachronistic and misleading in the context of municipal affairs at this time, even if the intelligentsia like to boast of "popular" support. The precise nature the ratepayers' meetings needs to be closely examined, by tracing the backgrounds of the participants if possible.
10 These attitudes were particularly apparent at the end of the century when the administration brought down a reform bill which drastically cut back on the original principles of the municipal constitution. See Bengal Legisla​tive Council Proceedings, 1897-1899.

office of JP was usually conferred as an honour upon "leading men" in Calcutta or the mofussil.  The government of Bengal professed to be guided by the maxim that "all classes, official and non-official, European and native, should be suitably represented.”11  The emphasis was on the "suitably": only well-established and loyal Hindu and Muslim notables were offered the position.
However, the effective Corporation consisted of those Justices who regularly attended and participated in municipal business. This was a core of about a dozen men. The active Justices were either prominent landed notables such as Digumber Mltra and Jotendra Mohan Tagore, or intellectuals of the British Indian Association (B.I.A.), such as Kristo Das Pal and Rajendralal Mitra. In addition, there was a contingent of Anglo-Indian tradesmen and publicists, members of the Calcutta Trades Association: John Blessington Roberts (a public servant), James Wilson (editor, Indian Daily News), J. B. Knight (proprietor of a book-selling firm), and F. F. Wyman (editor, Indian Tea Gazette). These Anglo-Indians, together with B.I.A. intellectuals, came to be dubbed the "Independents" because of their persistent opposition to the munici​pal chairman and the "government men" on the Corporation. They constituted a clique, united by a slogan of "retrenchment, reform and reduction of taxation".12 They objected to all schemes for municipal improvement that would have entailed increased expenditure. The Corporation was the scene of constant squabbles over municipal finances and taxation. The Hindu "Independents" frequently attempted to shift the burden of municipal taxation from house owners to occupiers, or to introduce octroi to supplement the municipal coffers.13   To get through the budget and schemes of municipal improvement the chairman resorted to the tactic of packing the chamber with inactive Justices.  This procedure brought angry charges of 
11 C. E. Buckland, Bengal Under the Lieutenant-Governors (Calcutta, 1901), vol. I, p. 279.
12 Radha Churn Pal, A Rapid History of Municipal Government in Calcutta (Calcutta, 1916).
13 However, this form of taxation (octroi) was always successfully blocked by the Anglo-Indian commercial magnates who argued that it would interfere with international as well as local trade. See Government of Bengal Municipal Proceedings, vol. 2241, 1884 for documents on the octroi dispute then and earlier.

"apkewastism" from the "Independents."14 Over the years, the traditional system became a traditional target for abuse in the city. Hindu property owners complained of excessive taxation, the clique of "Independents" railed against the municipal chairman, while the Anglo-Indian commercial men* who rarely served on the Corporation, levelled charges of gross inefficiency against the commissioners. By the 1870's a new group began to express concern about the structure of the municipal system. These were the crop of western-educated intellectuals who were just initiating their careers in Calcutta. They had no hope yet of being appointed Justices. Especially after Bombay city was granted a partly elective municipal corpora​tion in 1872, Nobogopal Mitra's paper The National» and the Amrita Bazar Patrika» edited by Sisir Kumar Ghose and his brothers, raised the issue of reform for the Calcutta system."15
But there was no sustained pressure for reform from the younger intel​lectuals, who had yet to organize themselves as a distinct interest.  The reform, when it came, was initiated from above by Sir Richard Temple, lieutenant-governor of Bengal, acting on the advice of his predecessor, Sir George Campbell.16   Both Temple and Campbell believed that participation in local government institutions would have a good "moral effect" upon the developing Indian middle-classes, disciplining their intellects, forming their characters and reconciling them to the duties of citizenship.  They also hoped that if the property-owner-dominated Corporation was diluted with educated, but less wealthy, young men, the commissioners would be more cooperative in the matter of municipal improvements. Through reform, also, Temple hoped to improve local government control and supervision of the Corporation.17
14 The term "apkewastism" originated in the story that on one occasion an Indian member of the Bengal Legislative Council, who could not speak English, -hen asked his opinion, said, "Ap ke waste" — "I vote with you, sir." An "apkewaster" was a "government man."


15 See, for instance, the National, 26 June, 1872.
16 G. Campbell, Memoirs of My Indian Career (London, 1893); C. E. Buckland Bengal Under the Lieutenant-Governors, p. 355.

17 Minutes of Sir Richard Temple 1874 and 1875 in Temple Papers (India Office Library), and his books, Men and Events of My Time in India (London, 1882) and Oriental Experience (London, 1883).
But when Temple first broached the question of constitutional reform, he met the combined opposition of the municipal chairman (Sir Stuart Hogg), the Justices, and the non-official Anglo-Indian community. Mindful of Sir George Campbell's ignominious defeat over the Bengal Mofussil Municipalities Act in 1873,18 Temple shelved the issue of constitutional reform and proceeded with some minor amendments to the municipal act.

There was clearly no organized movement, popular or otherwise, demanding municipal reform in Calcutta in 1875. At this point, however, the municipal issue was seized upon by a group of young men who had been seeking an opportunity to launch--'a new-political association in Calcutta. In fact, there were several factions of younger men who had become dissatisfied with the exclusiveness of the zamindar-dominated B.I.A., which was accepted as a  mouthpiece of the educated Hindu community. At the core of one was Sisir Kumar Ghose, editor of the Amrita Bazar Patrika, who had already made a name for himself as a fiery, radical journalist ready to defend the causes of the downtrodden. The son of a provincial lawyer, he had qualified for entrance to Presidency College but had followed his formal education no further. He and his brothers started the Amrita Bazar Patrika in Jessore in 1868. After brushes with the local authorities he moved his headquarters to Calcutta in 1871  He was well known for his hostility towards the "old guard" of the B.I.A., and had suggested various schemes for popularizing the association. In Calcutta ha cultivated the acquaintance of Shambu Chandra Mookerjee, editor of Mookerjee's Magazine, who, although he had many close contacts with B.I.A. notables, was ready to join in a move against them.19
Ananda Mohan Bose, the most distinguished of the younger intellec​tuals, was the focus of another group. He was supported by Surendranath Banerjea, Nobogopal Mitra, Manmohan Ghose, and, a number of other young lawyers and publicists.  They drew
18 In 1873, the viceroy, Lord Northbrook, vetoed Campbell's legislation for reform in the mofussil after strong opposition from the Bengali zamlndars, led by Digumber Mitra. See Edward C. Moulton, Lord Northbrook’s Indian Admin​istration, 1872-1876 (New York, 1968), p. 28 ff.
19 See N. Sinha, Freedom Movement in Bengal, 1818-1904. Who's Who (Calcutta, 1968); section on Sisir Kumar Ghose.
support, too, from students and recent graduates of Calcutta's colleges.  After successfully establishing a students’ association in the town in 1875, they were ready to form a society to further their own interests in participating in, public life.
Their frustration with the B.I.A. mounted as they watched the Associa​tion dismiss suggestions for bringing "new blood1' into the municipal Corpora​tion while Kris to Das Pal vigorously promoted the interests of large property owners against small ratepayers in municipal affairs.20  In September 1875 the two groups met to found a new association, the Indian League.21  Its membership was drawn almost entirely from the younger professional men who pledged to further the interests of "all classes", constitutionally and loyally.22
The formation of the League had been prompted by the municipal issue and one of its first actions was to establish a municipal sub-committee which organized a ratepayers’ meeting to support constitutional reform. But there was no immediate general agreement within the League over precisely what was wanted. From its, [inception the League was an uneasy alliance of men with different backgrounds.  Some were the friends or relatives of established notables, some could claim to be of respectable Calcutta families, others had more obscure social originals. Ghose, for instance, had only recently arrived in Calcutta, owned no landed property in his own name, and had few con​nections with established families in the city
Differences among the Leaguers immediately surfaced over the issue of the municipal franchise.  Initially, Ghose had spoken of “universal suffrage”23 but he settled for a franchise based on the payment of Rs 20 per annum in rates.

20 Bengal Legislative Council Proceedings, vol. VIII, 1874-75. 

21 Calcutta newspapers gave considerable coverage to the founding of the League. Further background is given by Anil Seal, The Emergence of Indian Nationalism (Cambridge, 1968).  Seal underestimates the importance of the munici​pal issue in $he timing of the League's foundation. He mentions the municipal reform only in passing in a footnote (no. 6, p, 213).
22 Englishman, 28 September, 1875

23 Radha Churn Pal, op. cit., p. 19.

and or in taxes which would have enfranchised about 10 per cent of the town's population. People without substantial property holdings, who paid a wheel tax and occupiers' rates would have gained the vote by this suggestion.  This would have included struggling young graduates, publicists, school teachers, clerks and the like who might not qualify under a rate-payer franchise only. The other faction of the League, aware perhaps that members of the B.I.A. were dis​cussing a revised franchise based on the payment of Rs 100 in rates alone, were reluctant to endorse Sisir Kumar's suggestion. Their view prevailed at the first ratepayers meeting. The league asked only for election based on “equitable and well devised representation”--an exceptionally vague and moderate demand.24
Another serious divergence within the League was over the attitude to be adopted towards the B.I.A. notables. The “hotheads” of the League (i.e., Sisir Kumar Ghose's faction) were very outspoken: they wanted to make a clean break with the notables, whom they referred to as “a self-seeking plutocracy”.25  In particular, Shambu Chandra Mookerjee and Ghose attacked Kris to Das Pal, charging him with having betrayed the ratepayers of Calcutta throughout his “stultified” career in the Bengal Legislative Council.26
The more moderate faction viewed such statements with increasing alarm and distaste. They had little inclination for personal attacks upon the prestigious men of the community, many of whom were their acquaintances or friends of their families, or even patrons. Moreover, they feared the League was making a serious tactical error: could a new association hope to survive in Calcutta if it completely alienated the powerful B.I.A.?27
There was an indirect connection between the franchise issue and the Leaguers' relationship; with the notables. In pressing for a low franchise, coupled with a break with the B.I.A., Sisir Kumar was in effect suggesting that the League take an independent stand, drawing its support from “below” rather than “above”, from the lesser ratepayers and the young men who had come to the city from the mofussil to further their education. The moderate faction was
24 Englishman, 25 October, 1875.
25 Englishman,  1 November,  1875.
26 In letter to Englishman, 1 November, 1875.
27 Bengalee,  4 March, 1876.

not prepared to go along with this radical break with the social patterns of Calcutta society.  After all, they had grown-up in a society permeated with Hierarchical social distinctions.  Many of them copied the life-style of the notables on a smaller scale and aspired to similar positions, in public life.

It was this issue which ultimately split the League apart. The organs of the notables, principally the Hindoo Patriot, quickly exploited Sisir Kumar Ghose's vulnerability.  He was attacked and ridiculed.  Insulting lampoons and ditties maligned his origins and character.  The Leaguers were dis​missed as “newly arrived nobodies”,   “outsiders”, men drawn from “lower than the middle class”.28  As the attitude of the notables towards the League's leaders became apparent, men connected with zamindari families began to withdraw from the League and even to deny that they had, ever been affiliated with it.29  Those who remained became increasingly critical of the way in which Shambu Chandra Mookerjee and Sisir Kumar Ghose were conducting the League's affairs.  Ananda Mohan Bose clashed with both activists.    Bose had been absent from Calcutta when the League was inaugurated, although he had supported the move and was placed oil the League’s executive, committee.30   He did not like the tone of the League's public meetings or the fractious way Mookerjee and Ghose provoked the notables.  Social tensions, policy differences, and personal incompatibilities all contributed to the deterioration of the new organization.31
By November 1875, the Lieutenant-Governor had decided there was enough public support for municipal reform to justify presenting a bill to the Bengal Legislative Council.  The bill revealed the government's double purpose
28 Hindoo Patriot, 21 February, 1876.
29 In October, 1875, for instance, Anaada Prosad Roy, a former committee member of the League, denied he had had any connection with the League. Englishman, 2 October, 1875.
30 N. Sinha, Freedom Movement in Bengal, section on A. N. Bose.
31 Anil Seal attributes the decline of the League and the founding of the Indian Association by the seceders to “personalities, not principles” (Emer​gence of Indian Nationalism, p. 214). I do not think these events can be explained only in terms of personal fractiousnesis.
in the municipal reform: the municipality was to be granted electoral privileges only at the expense of increased official control  (in the form of  clauses allowing the local government to intervene in cases of municipal mis-management).32
The B.I.A. seized upon these control clauses to justify outright opposition to the bill.  They made good mileage out of the argument that, under the guise of "liberalizing the system, the local government was restricting the rights of ratepayers.  At this stage, in January 1875, the Bose-Banerjea faction finally broke with the League and joined the B.I.A.’s campaign against the municipal bill. (This group was later to form a new association, the Indian   Association, but this was not until July 1876,  four months' after the bill had been passed.)    The B.I.A.,  in turn, made moves to accommodate the younger men. They dropped their insistence on a high property franchise and accepted the qualification of Rs 25 per annum for voters  and Rs 5O per annum for municipal candidates.  This franchise would include the respectable young men while shutting out "riff-raff" like Ghose and some of his supporters.
The B.I.A. now regained the initiative in the municipal debate.  The. focus of public interest moved from the League's support of the bill to the B.I.A.’s opposition to it.  In the Bengal Legislative Council,  Kristo Das Pal was able to win some concessions from the Bengal government.    The control clauses were softened although" not eliminated, Pal also had struck from the bill a provision for fixed communal representation, but only at the expense of an enlargement of the nominated portion of the Corporation and a reduction of the number of elected commissioners.33  The  franchise was set at Rs 25 in rates and taxes for voters and Rs 5o for candidates.
The B.I.A. and their supporters now maintained that they accepted the elective reform in principle but opposed the bill because of its unacceptable clauses.  It was passed in Council on the strength of official votes.  However, the B.I.A. intellectuals and the members of the newly formed Indian Association did not carry out their threats to boycott the municipal elections.  Indeed, in time they came to regard the municipal constitution as a sacrosanct charter of civic liberty to be defended against all criticisms.
32 Indian Legislative Proceedings, vol. 1017, April, 1876.
33 Bengal Legislative Council Proceedings IX, 1375-76.
Even this partial analysis is sufficient to demonstrate that the movement for municipal reform in Calcutta was not in any sense a popular or mass movement.  Sisir Kumar Ghose liked to represent himself as a man of the masses, but his talk of universal suffrage was mostly rhetoric. The rate​payers' meetings were staged affairs.  The organizers boasted that “all classes” of the community attended, for the Bengali bhadralok were already sensitive to accusations that they were an unrepresentative fraction of the populace.  But there was no need for them to actually represent "the masses" in the municipal reform as it was accepted by all that municipal management was a matter only for the propertied and professional men of the city. Organizers of ratepayers1 meetings were rather more anxious to demonstrate that they had the support of "respectable" members of different communal groups.  Thus much was made of the few. Muslims or Anglo-Indians who could be persuaded to attend protest meetings.
However, municipal reform did raise, in a sense, a mobilization issue for the younger men who were beginning to organize as an interest group. They wanted to establish an effective political club, presenting a viable alternative to the one which had dominated the Bengali scene for so long.  To have a lasting influence, they had to draw support from more than their circle of active auxiliaries.  Immediately they faced the issue of whether, in establishing their new political identity they should make a clean break with the notables and their club or seek a modus vivendi with the older group.
Sisir Kumar Ghose arid bib supporters, prompted by both hostility toward the Hindu “establishment” and tactical considerations, were convinced, that a clean break must be made at the outset.  They believed support for the new association would come from the hitherto passive smaller ratepayers and even Workers and peasants in the mofussil. The majority of the better-off younger bhadralok soon became convinced that to depend on such support would be disastrous.  The B.I.A. was by no means defunct.  The notables had quickly responded to the challenge to their authority by vicious attacks upon the up​start Indian League.  The founders of the Indian Association decided not to alienate the older men.  They sought to persuade the B.I.A. leaders that there was room in Calcutta for another organization, also drawing support from the “respectable middle class”, which would not usurp the role of their  association.  In pursuing this policy, they were in effect following in the
footsteps of the older generation, who as "Young Bengal" in the 1830’s to 1850’s had also carefully maneouvered themselves into a position of influence in the city without unduly alienating the established elite.34
This interpretation would seem to be borne out by what we know of the founding of the Indian Association. Its founders were careful not to steal attention from the B.I.A. by organizing at the height of the municipal debate, just after they had broken with the Indian League. The foundation meeting was in July 1876 after the municipal bill had passed but in time for the municipal elections. A keynote of the meeting was the good will of the B.I.A. It was attended by Kristo Das Pal, Raja Narendra Krishna and other members of the Hindu elite.35   Some members of the B.I.A. executive became members of the Indian Association executive and, in the following years, wealthy zamindars were frequently awarded the presidency of the associa​tion.
The close relations between the B.I.A. and the Indian Association were maintained during the first municipal elections. The two joined forces in attempts to exclude the Leaguers, the remnants of whom contested the elections. The B.I.A. stalwarts were successful in persuading the municipal chairman to disqualify Sisir Kumar Ghose from election because the building housing the Amrita Bazar Patrika was not registered in his name and he owned no other property in the city.36   The bhadralok urged “respectable” men to contest the elections, lest "men with no stake in the town, no brains and no character" or "noisy adventurers of doubtful reputation" secured seats.37  In fact, although some Leaguers were successful in the elections, most of these soon left the League to join the Indian Association, and the League gradually faded out of existence.
The League's failure must have thoroughly convinced the members of the Indian Association of the need to proceed carefully in shaping their
34 See S. N. Mukherjee, "Class, Caste and Politics, in Calcutta, 1815-38”, in E. Leach and S. N. Mukherjee, Elites in South Asia.
35 Bengalee, 29 July, 1876.
36 Stuart Hogg to Sir Richard Temple, 5 September, 1876. Temple Papers.

37 Hindoo Patriot, 3 July; 1876; Bengalee, 8 July, 1876.    
new roles in Calcutta society. They were conscious of the fact that they were eager amateurs in the business of political manipulation.  This is not to say that the only interest of these men was to make names for themselves in Calcutta's civic life.  Undoubtedly this was a major concern, but they were, at the same time genuine intellectuals, whose horizons stretched beyond their own careers. They were moved by many different causes which they hoped to make “popular” issues.  If, in advancing these, they also advanced their own interests, this only strengthened their conviction that they were destined to be the leaders of Bengali society.38
The Bhadralok Commissioners and the Working pf the Municipal System 1856-1900

Their relations with the established men remained of importance to the younger politicians for the next twenty years or more. With the introduction of the elective system they had gained the right to act independently and take a place in Calcutta's public life. Many of the leading members of the Indian Association gained seats in the first elections.39   At least fourteen of the new commissioners were affiliated with the Association. The elective system demonstrably infused new blood into the Corporation, for forty-three of the forty-eight elected-commissioners were, men without previous experience of municipal work.  They further strengthened their foothold in the Corporation by diligent attendance at municipal meetings and ready service upon municipal committees.40
The old alliance of Anglo-Indian and Hindu "Independents” was destroyed in the new regime by the refusal of the Anglo-Indians to participate in the elective system.    But the B.I.A.  still had its contingent; within the Corporation, headed by Kristo Das Pal and Rajendralal Mitra, who had entered
38 See J. H. Broomfield: “The Regional Elites: A Theory of Modern Indian History,” in State and Society, ed. R. Bendix (Boston, 1968).
39 These included Surendranath Banerjea, Ananda Mohan Bose-, Nbbogopal Mitter, Kalinath Mitter, 0. C. Dutt, Gopal Lai Mitra, Jogesh Chandra Dutt, Bhairub Chandra Banerjee and Durga Mohan Das.
40 For comment on this see Sir Henry Harrison’ s "Note on the Constitution
of the Proposed Metropolitan Municipality” in Report of the Committee Appointed by the Government of Bengal to Prepare a Scheme for the Amalgamation of the Town of Calcutta with the Urban Portions of the Suburbs (Calcutta, 1885).
by election. It soon became apparent that the younger men did not intend to challenge Pal’s leadership of the Hindu commissioners. Nor were they going to press for any radical measures in the municipality.
A predominant feature of municipal affairs in the next decade was the accord between the large property owners and the professional men on issues such as municipal taxation and improvements. One of the first acts of the new Corporation was to lower the house rate from seven and a half to seven percent. As in the past, their were constant tussles between the municipal executive, and the body of commissioners over the house rate.  This is readily under​standable since the new men for the most part owned some kind of dwelling in the town and had the prospect of extending their property in the future. They were doubtless relieved to have these interests in common with the zamindari commissioners. with whom they began to clash on issues such as the allocation of municipal, offices-and the relation of the Corporation, with the local government. By the mid-lS80fs, however, many of the old guard had retired or were dead, and the younger men, who had now become members of the Indian National Congress, seized the opportunity to be more assertive in municipal affairs.
In no other public institution in the city did the younger bhadralok attain such a secure foothold in the nineteenth century as they did in the Calcutta Corporation. Not only did they form the great majority of candidates in the municipal elections; they were gradually to acquire considerable power within the Corporation, upon the town council and the numerous sub-commit tees. Furthermore, they had considerable freedom to organize the municipal electorate and to interact with their constituents. Expanding newspapers and associations provided them with forums in which to voice opinions about municipal affairs.
What did this newly acquired influence mean to these men? To what extent were they able to shape, the development of the municipal system? Were they interested in using their power within the Corporation to gain leverage in wider arenas? In answering these questions, it is useful to distinguish different aspects of the municipal system: the formal structure of the Corpora​tion as set down in the Municipal Act (including both the composition and structure of the Corporation, and the municipal franchise), and the informal patterns of municipal affairs, both within the Corporation and in the electorate.
In the 1880’s, especially after Lord Ripon's pronouncement on local government, the Bengali bhadralok had high expectations for the relatively rapid liberalization of the local government institutions.  Their slogan for the decade became “local self-government precedes national self-government,” They spoke confidently of the time when the Calcutta system would be further liberalized.  They saw themselves having a leading role in suggesting the direction and pace of reform.  The newspaper articles and public speeches of men like Surendranath Banerjea, N. N. Ghose, and N. N. Sen are crammed with resounding phrases about the “extension of local self-government.” What precisely did they demand for the Calcutta municipality?
They concentrated their attention upon the formal structure of the municipal constitution, that is, they looked "inward" rather than “outward” to the unenfranchised population of Calcutta. They demanded a reduction of the proportion of nominated commissioners (set at one-third of the Corporation of 72 in 1876), and an increase in the proportion of elected commissioners. They sought the power to elect and dismiss the municipal chairman and to fully control his salary. They called for increased power for the commissioners over the budget, the forms of municipal taxation, and the executive offices of the Corporation. They sought to reduce the local government's powers of control over the Corporation.41
These demands were not different in character from those made by the older generation of Hindu municipal commissioners. The new men were following the guidelines embodied in British policy, which directed attention to the formal constitutional features of local government systems. But the bhadralok, for a variety of reasons which will be noted later, made almost no progress in this direction of change in the 19th century.  Their other recommendations for change in the formal structure of the municipality can hardly be called radical. The Congressmen commissioners did not initiate any sustained movement to broaden the municipal franchise or to bring into the Corporation representatives of small ratepayers or workingmen. The only suggestion for widening the franchise was to extend the vote to fellows and graduates of the university. This would have brought in men essentially of their own stamp who lacked the property holdings
41 See Indian Association to Government of Bengal, 15 December, 1887, Govern​ment of Bengal Municipal Proceedings, vol. 3810, 1888, Jan. proc. no. 2.
or established professions necessary to attain a rate and tax payment of Rs 25 per annum.
The Congressmen commissioners were more active in exploiting the informal structures of power in the municipality. This dimension of municipal affairs has not yet been adequately investigated, but there is evidence of a variety of activities which require further examination.
The government of Bengal, had been particularly anxious to prevent the “noisy processes of English elections”42  from being imported into Calcutta.  However, the bhadralok were equally keen to apply to the municipal elections the models of local organization which they assumed to be standard for English municipalities. Ratepayers’ associations and ward committees were formed in the predominantly Hindu northern wards. The former acted as grievance groups, particularly at times when the municipal constitution was being amended. The latter functioned to nominate candidates at election time, to register voters, and to "bring out the vote." Supporters of the Indian Association spoke of the need to defend these forms of organization and to keep the ward committees on a permanent basis, to aid municipal commissioners in keeping in touch with their constituents.43   At times, it was suggested that ratepayers’ associations should act as agents of social control. In 1884, for instance, after some Indian citizens had signed an Anglo-Indian petition calling for an enquiry into the Corporation, the Bengalee suggested that ratepayers’ groups should have taken action against them:
The man who would sign would be outcasted. The ban of social ostracism would be put upon him. Public opinion should be educated to that point, and such organization is only possible by an organization or number of organizations which will reach the humblest ratepayer in the town and teach him his duties as well as his rights.44
The mention of outcasting and ostracism sound very like the procedures of the dals of Calcutta described by S. N. Mukherjee as they operated in the 1830fs, and like action within the “rais connections” analyzed by C. A. Bayly for Allahabad in the late nineteenth century.45
42 Calcutta Municipal Administration Report, 1879-1880, p. 8.
43 Hindo Patriot, 3 May, 1883.
44 Bengalee, 30 August, 1884.
45 S. N. Mukherjee, "Caste, Class and Politics in Calcutta,” op. cit., pp. 70-71; C. A. Bayly, "Local Control in Indian Towns," op. cit., p. 292 ff.
Later, Surendranath Banerjea called for coordination of the ward com​mittees with the Bengal Congress. Congressmen were to permeate the ward committees and convert them into "the primary centres of Congress organization.”46  We do not know how far this became a reality, but the suggestion itself indicates a desire on the part of the nationalists to use their connections in the munici​palities for wider political purposes.  The same process may be observed within the Corporation. The Congressmen commissioners on occasion attempted to write into the municipal, ^proceedings resolutions relating to issues outside of the Corporation's scope. In 1894 there was a move to refuse the traditional farewell address from the Corporation to the departing viceroy in protest against what was called the general "reactionary trend” in British policy.47
The bhadralok commissioners succeeded in making municipal elections lively events in Calcutta. The predominently Hindu wards were always keenly contested. Canvassing was frequently carried out on a personal basis, activating multiple networks of kinship, neighbourhood and caste ties.48  Hired canvassers were also employed. Tactics such as contesting the eligibility of rival candi​dates in the courts in attempts to disqualify them or scare them off became standard practices in certain wards. There were sometimes accusations of physical restraint upon voters, and, on one occasion at least, mounted police had to be called in to prevent a small riot at the poll, so intense was the rivalry.49   On the whole, though, the elections were no more irregular than keenly contested local elections in Europe.50
46 Speeches of Babu Surendranath Banerjea, ed. by R. C. Palit (Calcutta,  1894), vol. V, p. 147.
47 Englishman, 19 January, 1894.
48 See, for instance, the description in the Amrita Bazar Patrika of the 1892 election in Ward 1, quoted in Motilal Ghose’s memoirs. The ward was dominated by Kayasthas arid candidates used kinship connections to secure votes: "One candidate pleads to a voter:- “Is not my brother your son-in-law” and thus secures the sup​port of a voter. This voter is immediately after besieged by another candidate who tried to convince him that the brother of a son-in-law can never have so much claim as the brother of a maternal uncle, which relation he bears to Mm." P. Dutt, Memoirs of Motilal Ghose (Calcutta, 1935), p. 81
49 In the 1892 election in ward one, described above. Loc. cit.
50 Calcutta Municipal Administration Report, 1894-1895, p. 95.
The bhadralok commissioners clearly saw themselves as playing the role of political modernizers in the municipal arena.  They were able to infuse a particular style into the municipal elections,  in spite of the continual disapproval of the government of Bengal.    We do not know how successful they were in generating an interest in municipal affairs at the ward level on a continuing basis.  There were some outstanding commissioners who acquired reputations for their close contact with their constituents.    But, in general, while the bhadralok spoke of educating the “humblest ratepayer”,  they do not seem to have been able to establish ward committees throughout the municipality on a permanent basis, or to endow these with truly educational, functions.  The ward committees are perhaps better understood in the context of competing factions in municipal elections.  The mobilized citizens already somewhat involved in municipal affairs, rather than drawing passive ratepayers into the system.
The genuine interest in municipal affairs and public service of these men cannot be disputed.  Yet they failed to generate any original ideas about a municipal system for a city with Calcutta's particular past and peculiar needs. The bhadralok accepted the assumption that the British system of municipal   management could be transplanted in Calcutta. They denied that Calcutta's   hierarchy of minority groups created any problem for a representative system based on territorial wards; they insisted that a straightforward elective system was appropriate and that it should develop along the lines laid down in 1876.
That they held these assumptions in the 1870's is not surprising: they had learned them from the earlier liberal British administrators and Anglo-Indian tradesmen and publicists who themselves assumed that British institutions would be appropriate for Indian towns. That the bhadralok failed to adapt and change their ideas is partially explained by the limitations upon their freedom of action in the municipality in the next twenty-five years. Some were strategic: in the first decade of the system the younger bhadralok did not wish to challenge the leadership of the established zamindar-intellectuals in the Corporation. But the principal constraints came from the government of Bengal which endeavoured to restrict the further development of the 1876 system, shaping it away from a territorial ward system to one which represented interest groups and gave the balance of power to European ratepayers.  In opposing this trend, which they interpreted solely as a reactionary move against their class, the bhadralok commissioners fell back upon trying to preserve the original system.  This gave
them little opportunity to suggest new approaches to municipal management.  At the same time, the Hindus had to face increasing competition from other groups in the municipality (mainly Anglo-Indians and Muslims). Concurrently, the Hindus became more fragmented as differences over other Issues drove the British Indian Association and the Indian Association apart.  The opening up of the arena of national politics also diverted some of Calcutta's local "talent" from fuller participation in municipal affairs.51 The fact that the municipal councils never substantially developed into stepping stones to higher office, as the intellectuals had anticipated earlier, also contributed to declining Interest in the municipality in the 1890's.52
Conclusion

To understand the municipal affairs of the presidency capitals in the nineteenth century, it is not appropriate to think in terms of "popular movements" and "mass mobilization." Only a carefully selected segment of Calcutta's citizens representing a little over two per cent of the city's population, was entitled to vote and to stand for municipal office. The system was intrinsically elitist in that it was assumed that only substantial ratepayers were entitled to an interest in municipal management. The Hindu bhadralok who entered the system turned to it for a variety of reasons, some pragmatic, some altruistic. They were concerned with gaining a foothold in the most liberal of Calcutta's institutions, and in establishing their own identities in the local political arena. This they suc​ceeded in doing, but they did not become a creative and innovative forte an municipal affairs. They also looked to the municipal Corporation as a possible base of power for mobilizing support for nationalist issues, but the constraints which prevented them from generating progressive ideas in municipal management also limited the possibility of using the Corporation as a mobilization base In the nineteenth century.
51 For instance, Ananda Mohan Bose dropped out of the municipal corporation after 1882.

52 Under the 1892 Councils Act, the Calcutta Corporation elected one represen​tative to the Bengal Legislative Council. By the end of the century, only two Indians had gained entrance into the Legislative Council in this manner.

