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INDIANIZATION OF  RETAIL TRADE

by CHRISTINE FUREDY

FROM its earliest days Calcutta possessed a dual structure in its retail trade: a 'formal' or organized sector of Western-style partnership companies and an 'informal' or un​organized sector following Indian traditions of the bazaar.
As the colonial financial, business and retailing structure with its firm-based organization grew in the European sector of town, the traditional bazaar dominating the * native' sector was left with a large degree of autonomy. This bazaar, however, was not limited to retailing. Indeed, Burrabazar derived its character and influence from the concentration of macro trad​ing activities, headed by banias who became as thick as locusts on a lush pasture.
To disentangle from the many and fragmented evidences of Calcutta's bazaar life those which pertain to retailing per se is not easy. It is clear, however, that even as the bazaars in general were peopled with many different communities, some highly insular, so too the retailing sector contained representatives of every important group with mercantile con​nections. Thus, although the majority of Marwaris operated in the wholesale and financial bazaars, there were also Marwari retailers, and Muslim, Gujarati Chinese, Jewish, Portuguese and Greek retailers.
Actually to seek to distinguish whole​saling from retailing may itself be false as in many cases there was no such separation. For instance, the gold-merchant groups operated from small premises in Burrabazar, combining production and other functions in​cluding perhaps financial transactions (loans). Certainly, production and retailing were closely allied for many consumer goods in the 18th and 19th centuries.
The traditional or informal sector of   Calcutta's   Indian   retailing   grew uninterruptedly with the city's popu​lation. It was characterized by ethnic segregation and frequent specializa​tion with certain groups being associa​ted with the retailing of certain lines of goods, such as the Chinese with wickerwork. Transiency or high turn​over was another feature. Individual shopkeepers moved on to other places or other business and the sector was an absorptive buffer for persons seek​ing employment in the city. More and more, however, the colonial ad​ministration impinged on the informal sector through monetization, health measures and attempts to regulate weights and measures. It was the desire for such control which led to the founding of municipal markets beginning with New Market in 1874. Municipal markets became popular since they provided retailers with in​expensive and convenient premises as well as ready customers. By and large, however, the informal sector was left to follow its own rules and practices.
The colonial city provided the oppor​tunity for engagement in a quite different form of retail organization—• the single proprietary or partnership firm along the lines of the European shop. We still know very little about the process by which more and more Indians entered this form of retailing.
It seems certain that, given the few Europeans in retailing in Indian cities in the 18th and early 19th centuries, Indian shopkeepers readily took to supplying the needs of the growing European population. In Western India, Parsis became retailers in num​bers. In Calcutta there was no single community dominating the early native-run 'Europe' shops. Instead a mis​cellany of Hindus and Muslims opera​ted on the fringes of the formal sector. They probably learnt the skills of catering to Western tastes and needs from an intermediate group of shop-keepers which included Portuguese, Greeks, Armenians and some working class Europeans.
Probably the first Indians to gain 'recognition' by European customers and who adopted the partnership form of organization were skilled craftsmen who sold their products from their premises. So we find mention of 'native watch makers' in the Bengal and Agra directory for 1845; they were all located in Radha Bazar. Indians were quick to enter bookselling and the associated trades of bookbinding and printing. Mudoosudun Roy ran a bookshop and 'British and Foreign Library' at No. 50 Old China Bazar in the 1840s. Chemists and druggists also adopted the company form early in the century. Indians found it rela​tively easy to set up hardware busi​nesses; ironmongery continued to provide a trade and retail combination throughout the century. Later we find prominent tailors converting to the company form.
In all these lines of business Indians possessed the required skills and could operate without having a great deal of capital and extensive wholesale contacts in Europe. It was more difficult to break into lines of business which depended upon large-scale and varied importing. This alone may be sufficient to explain why Indians were hardly able to challenge Euro​peans in the formal sector in Eastern India 
Apart from simply observing from the outside how Europeans conducted retail businesses, Indians were 'Wester​nized' by working as skilled craftsmen, clerks or cashiers in British retail firms. The British shops in Calcutta, particularly the producer-retailers, de​pended upon Indian workers except for managerial and sales func​tions.
In the first half of the 19th century, then, Indians in European-style retailing sought to serve a European clientele but were largely restricted to watch​making, gun-making and servicing, tailoring, bookselling and iron​mongery. By the 1870s, however, there was in Calcutta and eastern India a class of 'Westernized' Indian families. Their households acquired a range of items of European manu​facture. Some of these could be bought from the bazaar but the better-quality European goods were available only from larger retail shops. Indian retailers could now rely on an Indian demand and it was on this basis that retail shops proliferated.
The swadeshi movement introduced a contradictory trend for Indians in the formal sector. Supporters of the nationalist movement urged Indians to eschew imported European wares and to buy Indian manufactured ones. The first effort in Calcutta to start an emporium for Indian-made goods was actually as early as 1891. Some prominent Bengali professional men were associated with the venture, for instance Romesh Chandra Mitra and Iswar Chandra Vidyasagar. Appa​rently these highly educated and dedicated men lacked practical know​ledge, or possibly their ideas were ahead of the times. For whatever reason, the shop's doors closed after only one year. Similarly a shop supported by Rabindranath Tagore and devoted to the principle of swadeshi —Swadeshi Bhandar—which was loca​ted on Harrison Road, was not very successful in the 1890s.
The first swadeshi shop which could claim considerable success was Indian Stores Ltd. This enterprise grew out of an idea stimulated by the Industrial Exhibition of Indian Arts and Manu​factures which was held in Calcutta in December 1901. The directors of the company included the Mahararajahs of Mymensingh and Cossimbazar and Sita Nath Roy, a prominent nationalist. It had the backing of most of the leaders of the Indian Association and many big landowners of Bengal. Its telegraphic code name, Swadeshi, advertised the political ideals which prompted its foundation. With headquarters at 62 Bow Bazar, it had branches in Burrabazar, Chit-pore Road, Beadon Square, Sham Bazar and in Simla by 1910. Indian Stores was not simply a retail establish​ment; rather it was a company devoted to promoting Indian manufactures, both through production and distri​bution.
In 1903 Narendranath Ghose, prin​cipal of the Metropolitan Institution, started the Dawn Society for much the same purpose as the Indian Stores. However, it was not until much later that true department stores appeared in Calcutta which were Indian owned and managed. The two most prominent were Kamalalaya and Wachel Mollah.
It has been suggested that the Indian joint family inhibited Indians from entering into partnership companies since the concept of liability of the former differed from the latter's. Cer​tainly, joint family relationships greatly complicated transactions in the retail sector, which already suffered from the hazards of unlimited liability. But probably simple prejudice was a stronger factor: Europeans preferred European-run shops and elite Indian families patronized them for their exclusive products while the great majority of Indian families in Calcutta and eastern India continued to favour the bazaar, both the informal local one and the well organized New Market.
New Market was, after all, rather like a grand emporium offering all that a department store could with the possibility of playing one storekeeper against another in the bargaining process.
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