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Abstract:

This article explores the evolution of Bhagalpur's silk industry during the colonial period, focusing
on how British policies transformed the region’s traditional silk production. Bhagalpur, renowned
for its high-quality Tussar and Mulberry silks, became a crucial supplier of raw materials for the
British textile industry. The shift from artisanal handloom weaving to factory-based production
under British rule led to significant economic and social changes in the region. The article
examines the impact of colonial policies on Bhagalpur’s economy, highlighting the
deindustrialization of local handloom sectors, the exploitation of labor, and the introduction of
machinery. Furthermore, it discusses Bhagalpur’s role in the global silk trade, connecting the local
economy to broader global trade networks. Ultimately, the article reflects on Bhagalpur's role in
colonial industrialization, its contribution to the global textile market, and the legacy of economic
structures that shaped the region’s development.
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Introduction

Bhagalpur, a district situated in the eastern part of India in the state of Bihar, has long been known
for its rich history of silk production. Located along the Ganges River, Bhagalpur was historically
a prominent hub in the Indian textile industry, particularly known for its high-quality silk, such as
Tussar and Mulberry silk. The region's association with sericulture dates back centuries, but it was
during the colonial period that Bhagalpur’s textile industry truly gained prominence. The British
colonial presence in India, along with the establishment of the East India Company, brought
profound changes to the economic landscape of the region. Bhagalpur’s silk was exported
extensively, contributing to the global demand for raw materials. Its strategic location along the
trade routes further cemented its position in both regional and international commerce.

During the colonial era, Bhagalpur’s textile industry was not only a symbol of local craftsmanship
but also a reflection of the economic exploitation that characterized British rule. Colonial policies
focused on the extraction of raw materials, such as silk, from Indian regions like Bhagalpur, which
were then processed and marketed in European and global markets. The introduction of machinery
and modern industrial practices, alongside British trade monopolies, had a transformative effect
on the traditional handloom sector in the region. Thus, Bhagalpur’s textile industry, particularly its
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silk production, offers an insightful lens through which to examine the broader processes of
economic and industrial development in colonial India.

This article argues that Bhagalpur’s textile industry, particularly its silk production, was deeply
shaped by British colonial policies, which both facilitated its integration into global trade networks
and subjected it to economic exploitation. Despite these challenges, Bhagalpur’s silk industry
contributed significantly to the early stages of industrialization in India. By examining the complex
interplay of local craftsmanship, colonial governance, and international trade, this paper aims to
demonstrate how Bhagalpur’s silk legacy offers a microcosmic view of India’s broader colonial
industrial experience. The article explores how colonial intervention in the region’s silk trade
transformed both the local economy and the broader trajectory of India’s industrialization.

Historical Importance of Silk: Bhagalpur’s prominence as a center for silk production in colonial
India can be traced to its geographical location and its historical association with sericulture. The
region, located along the fertile banks of the Ganges River, was well-suited for the cultivation of
both Mulberry and Tussar silks. Mulberry silk, primarily used for high-quality fabric, was
cultivated by local farmers in the area, while Tussar silk, known for its texture and unique sheen,
was harvested from wild silkworms found in the region’s forests. These varieties of silk were
highly prized, not just in India, but across international markets. The cultivation of silk in
Bhagalpur is deeply rooted in the region's long-standing tradition of sericulture, which has been
practiced since ancient times. However, it was during the colonial period that the scale of silk
production in Bhagalpur expanded significantly, driven by the British demand for raw silk for their
textile mills in Britain and Europe. According to Dutta and Nanavaty (2007), Bhagalpur’s silk
industry was the largest in Bengal, with its products being recognized for their quality, which
contributed to the district’s reputation as a global supplier of premium silk (Dutta & Nanavaty,
2007, p. 115).

This significance was further underscored by the region’s participation in global trade, which led
to Bhagalpur becoming one of the most important silk-producing regions in British India. The silk
trade in Bhagalpur provided livelihoods for thousands of people, from sericulturists to weavers,
and formed an integral part of the local economy. Bhagalpur’s silk production during this period
was thus not only economically vital but also culturally significant, as it represented a fusion of
local traditions and the global textile industry (Hunter, 1881, p. 245).

Trade Routes:The silk trade in Bhagalpur was intricately connected to broader trade networks,
including the famous Silk Road that connected the East to the West. Though the term "Silk Road"
traditionally refers to the overland routes connecting China to Central Asia and Europe,
Bhagalpur’s location in eastern India placed it within a wider trade network that spanned both land
and sea routes. The silk from Bhagalpur, particularly Tussar silk, found its way to markets in China,
Central Asia, and eventually to Europe, underscoring the district’s connection to these ancient trade
routes.

The British colonial infrastructure facilitated Bhagalpur’s integration into the global trade system.
The East India Company played a crucial role in managing these trade routes, ensuring the smooth
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export of raw materials such as silk. Silk produced in Bhagalpur was shipped to the ports of
Calcutta (now Kolkata), where it was then sent to Europe through maritime trade routes
(Chaudhuri, 1978, p. 152). This export system was part of a larger colonial strategy to ensure that
the raw materials from India, including silk, were sent to Britain for processing, benefiting British
textile industries while limiting India's ability to produce finished goods (Hamilton, 1815, p. 102).
Furthermore, the British colonial governance created infrastructures such as roads, railways, and
ports, which enabled Bhagalpur’s silk to be easily transported to distant markets. This trade also
facilitated the exchange of silk-weaving techniques between India, China, and Central Asia.
Bhagalpur, as a regional center for silk production, became an important node in these
transnational exchanges. The silk trade from Bhagalpur not only contributed to the global economy
but also led to the exchange of cultural knowledge and techniques that influenced both local and
international weaving traditions (Chaudhuri, 1978, p. 161).

Role of the British: British colonial policies significantly shaped the development of the silk trade
in Bhagalpur. The British were primarily concerned with the extraction of raw materials from
India, which were crucial to fueling the burgeoning textile industries in Britain. Bhagalpur’s silk
production, therefore, played an essential role in this extractive colonial economy. The British
prioritized the export of raw silk over the development of local weaving industries, which were
severely constrained by colonial policies that favored British industrial interests (Hunter, 1881, p.
210).

The extraction of silk was managed through a system where the British East India Company acted
as the central authority, controlling both production and trade. The region’s weavers were often
tied to the economic policies of the British, who set prices and controlled supply chains to maintain
their monopoly over the silk trade. The British not only monopolized the export of raw silk from
Bhagalpur but also imposed policies that severely restricted the ability of Indian weavers to create
finished textile products, thereby stifling local craftsmanship (Cumming, 1908, p. 65).
Furthermore, British interventions led to the mechanization of the silk industry, with the
introduction of new machinery that changed the production dynamics in Bhagalpur. This shift
towards industrialization benefited British capitalists and exporters while undermining the
traditional handloom sector. The economic exploitation of Bhagalpur’s silk resources for the
benefit of the British textile industry was part of the broader colonial strategy to maximize profits
from raw material extraction and manufacturing in Britain.

In conclusion, the silk trade in Bhagalpur was deeply influenced by British colonial policies, which
facilitated the extraction of raw silk for global trade while transforming the region’s economic and
social fabric. These colonial policies not only shaped Bhagalpur’s role in the global textile industry
but also contributed to the early stages of industrialization in India, albeit in a context of economic
subjugation and exploitation.

Impact of Colonial Policies

Economic Impact: British colonial policies had a profound and multifaceted impact on
Bhagalpur’s textile industry, particularly through the processes of deindustrialization and the
promotion of raw material exports. The colonial period saw the flourishing of Bhagalpur’s silk
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industry, but this was primarily in the context of raw material extraction for British economic
benefit rather than the development of a vibrant local textile industry. One of the key aspects of
British economic strategy in India was the extraction of raw materials—silk from Bhagalpur being
one such resource—that were then processed and manufactured in Britain.

The British systematically dismantled India’s traditional textile industries to ensure that the raw
materials produced in India, such as cotton and silk, were exported to Britain where they would be
transformed into finished goods for both domestic use and global trade. Bhagalpur, with its rich
silk-producing potential, became a significant part of this colonial system. However, the focus on
exporting raw silk undermined local craftsmanship and handloom weaving industries that had
flourished before colonial rule. The British preference for raw material extraction over local
manufacturing led to the stagnation of traditional textile production in Bhagalpur, a phenomenon
seen across many parts of India (Chaudhuri, 1978, p. 142).

The economic consequences of these policies were significant. While silk production remained a
key economic activity in Bhagalpur, the profits from it were largely siphoned off by British
exporters and the East India Company. The British monopoly on trade prevented local weavers
from accessing materials at reasonable prices, thereby stifling the growth of a competitive local
textile market (Dutta & Nanavaty, 2007, p. 136). Bhagalpur’s economic landscape was shaped by
this extractive relationship, leaving little space for the development of indigenous industries that
could challenge the colonial economic system.

Labor Conditions: The labor conditions in Bhagalpur’s silk industry were a direct consequence
of British colonial policies that prioritized the extraction of raw materials. While silk production
in the region had been traditionally labor-intensive and involved a significant degree of artisanal
craftsmanship, the colonial focus on exporting raw materials shifted this dynamic. Local workers,
primarily weavers and silk farmers, were often exploited through low wages, harsh working
conditions, and limited rights.

Hamilton (1815) notes that workers in the silk industry were often subject to exploitation by local
intermediaries who operated under the British economic framework. These workers were paid
poorly for their labor, and their livelihoods were precarious, as their wages were tightly linked to
the demand for silk from British traders, rather than any control over local market conditions
(Hamilton, 1815, p. 89). Moreover, the silk industry saw the rise of a division of labor in which
skilled artisans and weavers were replaced by unskilled laborers who worked under exploitative
conditions in factory settings.

The transition from traditional handloom weaving to factory-based production exacerbated the
exploitation of labor in Bhagalpur. While handloom weaving had been a familial craft passed down
through generations, British economic policies and the need for greater output led to the
establishment of silk production factories. These factories, often managed by British or British-
backed Indian entrepreneurs, replaced skilled handloom weavers with cheap laborers who worked
long hours in poor conditions. These factory systems were characterized by low wages, inadequate
working conditions, and a lack of social protections for workers (Cumming, 1908, p. 78).
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Introduction of Machinery: The introduction of machinery in Bhagalpur’s silk industry was a
key aspect of the industrial transformation brought about by British colonial policies. While
traditional silk weaving was done by hand, British efforts to mechanize the industry aligned with
the broader strategy of promoting industrialization in Britain while maintaining control over
India’s raw materials. The arrival of mechanized looms and spinning machines marked a
significant departure from traditional methods of production in Bhagalpur.

The British introduced machinery to increase silk production for export, but this shift to
industrialization came with significant changes in the workforce structure and production methods.
The mechanization of silk production in Bhagalpur was not driven by local needs or innovations
but was instead aimed at maximizing the extraction of raw materials for British markets. This
transition from handloom to factory-based production undermined the livelihoods of skilled
weavers who were no longer needed in the same capacity as before (Hunter, 1881, p. 253).

The mechanization of the silk industry also had broader implications for labor. As traditional
methods of weaving were replaced by machinery, workers were increasingly employed in factory
settings, where they performed repetitive tasks under strict supervision. This shift reduced the
autonomy that local artisans had previously enjoyed and intensified their dependence on the
colonial economy. According to Dutta and Nanavaty, this mechanization also led to a reduction in
the variety of silk products produced in Bhagalpur, as factories focused on standardizing
production to meet global demand rather than maintaining the diversity of local textile traditions
(Dutta & Nanavaty, 2007, p. 142).

In conclusion, British colonial policies had a lasting impact on Bhagalpur’s textile industry. While
the region remained a key center for silk production, the economic focus on raw material
extraction, the exploitation of labor, and the introduction of machinery transformed Bhagalpur’s
traditional silk industry. These changes marked a shift from artisanal craftsmanship to factory-
based production, which not only disrupted the livelihoods of local weavers but also reinforced
the colonial economic system. The legacy of these policies is visible in the continued reliance on
raw material exports from Bhagalpur long after the British left India.

Industrialization and Economic Shifts

Rise of Industrialization: The industrialization of Bhagalpur’s silk industry during the colonial
period was a significant transformation that marked the shift from traditional artisanal production
to more factory-based industries. Before British colonial rule, silk production in Bhagalpur was
primarily a handloom industry, where skilled artisans, often working within family units, produced
high-quality silk textiles using traditional methods. This system was labor-intensive but allowed
for greater customization and craftsmanship. However, as colonial economic policies began to
shape the production landscape, the shift toward industrialization became inevitable.

The rise of industrialization in Bhagalpur’s silk industry can largely be attributed to British policies
that prioritized the extraction of raw materials for global markets. The British colonial
administration encouraged the establishment of factories to streamline production and increase the
volume of silk exports. This industrialization was not an organic development but rather a top-
down process orchestrated to benefit British capital. As Hunter observes, the colonial government
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and British entrepreneurs introduced new machinery to increase the output of silk, replacing
traditional handlooms with mechanized looms and spinning equipment (Hunter, 1881, p. 267).
These factories not only intensified production but also standardized it, producing large quantities
of raw silk that could be exported to Britain for further processing in textile mills.

The transition to factory-based production in Bhagalpur significantly altered the structure of the
local economy. While traditional handloom weaving had employed skilled artisans who controlled
the quality and design of their products, mechanized production in factories placed workers into a
more rigid and hierarchical system. As Dutta and Nanavaty (2007) note, the introduction of
machinery led to a decline in the traditional handloom industry and the rise of factory-based
employment, where workers performed specialized tasks on mechanized looms with little control
over the production process (Dutta & Nanavaty, 2007, p. 154). This shift also resulted in the
concentration of production in factories owned and managed by British or British-backed Indian
entrepreneurs, further entrenching colonial economic structures in the region.

Despite the growth of mechanized production, the industrialization of Bhagalpur’s silk industry
was not without challenges. The labor force that transitioned from artisanal production to factory
work faced harsh working conditions, long hours, and low wages. Moreover, the focus of
industrialization was on raw silk production for export, rather than the development of a
competitive local textile industry. This form of industrialization primarily served the needs of the
British economy rather than promoting local industrial growth (Chaudhuri, 1978, p. 159).

Role in Indian Economy: Bhagalpur’s contribution to the colonial economy was substantial,
particularly as part of the broader textile industry. During the colonial period, India was primarily
a supplier of raw materials, such as cotton and silk, to Britain, where these materials were
processed and manufactured into finished goods for both domestic use and export. Bhagalpur
played a central role in this system, as its silk production was a significant contributor to the global
textile market.

The colonial economy relied heavily on the silk trade from Bhagalpur, as the region’s high-quality
Tussar and Mulberry silks were in demand across Europe. According to Chaudhuri (1978), the
British East India Company played a central role in organizing the export of raw silk from
Bhagalpur, ensuring that large quantities of silk were sent to British ports in Calcutta before being
shipped to Europe (Chaudhuri, 1978, p. 175). The demand for Indian raw silk was especially high
in Britain, where it was used in the production of luxury goods such as silk garments and
upholstery. Bhagalpur’s silk thus became an important commodity in the global market, linking
the local economy to international trade networks controlled by the British.

However, as Cumming (1908) points out, this trade was structured to benefit Britain, and the
extraction of raw silk from Bhagalpur was part of a larger pattern of economic exploitation. The
silk produced in Bhagalpur was not used for local industries but was instead shipped to Britain,
where it was processed into finished goods. This system ensured that the value-added processes
occurred in Britain, while India remained a supplier of raw materials (Cumming, 1908, p. 84).
Bhagalpur’s role in the colonial economy, therefore, was that of a raw material supplier in a global
system that prioritized British economic interests over the development of Indian industries.
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In addition to its role in the global silk trade, Bhagalpur’s silk industry contributed to the broader
economic shifts occurring in colonial India. The rise of factory-based silk production marked the
beginning of industrialization in the region, even if this process was uneven and limited. While
Bhagalpur did not experience the kind of industrial growth seen in regions like Bombay or
Ahmedabad, its silk industry represented an early form of industrialization driven by the demands
of the global economy. The mechanization of production in Bhagalpur laid the groundwork for
future industrial developments in India, even though these advancements primarily served colonial
needs rather than fostering indigenous industrial capabilities (Dutta & Nanavaty, 2007, p. 160).
In conclusion, Bhagalpur’s role in the colonial economy was significant, particularly in the context
of the British textile industry. The region’s silk production was a key component of global trade,
and the industrialization of its silk sector, while transformative, was driven by British interests.
Bhagalpur’s experience reflects the broader economic shifts that occurred in colonial India, where
raw material extraction and the growth of factory-based production were integral to the British
colonial system. Although this process led to the industrialization of certain sectors, it also limited
the development of a truly indigenous industrial economy in India.

Conclusion

This article has examined the evolution of Bhagalpur’s silk industry during the colonial period,
focusing on how British colonial policies influenced the region’s economic and industrial
development. Bhagalpur, with its rich tradition of silk production, was transformed under British
rule from a primarily artisanal, handloom-based industry into a more industrialized sector that
relied on factory-based production. British policies emphasized the extraction of raw silk for
export to Britain, a strategy that integrated Bhagalpur’s textile legacy into the broader colonial
economic system.

We discussed the significant role of Bhagalpur in the global silk trade, particularly through its
production of high-quality Tussar and Mulberry silks, which were in demand across Europe.
However, the colonial emphasis on raw material extraction led to the deindustrialization of
traditional handloom weaving and the exploitation of local labor, as factory systems began to
replace artisanal craftsmanship. The introduction of machinery further transformed the local
economy, shifting production to more standardized, factory-based methods that were better suited
to global trade.

The impact of these changes on Bhagalpur was multifaceted. On one hand, the region’s silk
industry played a crucial role in feeding the British textile industry and the global demand for silk.
On the other hand, the focus on raw material extraction rather than local manufacturing stunted
the development of an independent, industrialized economy in Bhagalpur and India as a whole.
Labor conditions worsened as factory-based work replaced traditional crafts, and local artisans
found themselves increasingly dependent on British-run economic structures.

Reflection on Bhagalpur’s Role in Global History:

Bhagalpur’s silk industry holds an important place not only in India’s colonial history but also in
the broader context of global trade patterns. As a key supplier of raw silk, Bhagalpur was an
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integral part of the transnational trade networks that connected India to China, Central Asia, and
Europe. Its silk, prized for its quality, traveled along these networks, contributing to the global
market’s demand for luxury textiles. This trade positioned Bhagalpur within the larger economic
and cultural exchanges that defined the Silk Road, linking the local economy to global trade long
before the full industrialization of India.

Furthermore, Bhagalpur’s silk legacy highlights the complex dynamics of colonial
industrialization. While the mechanization of silk production represented an early form of
industrial development in the region, it was a development that served British interests rather than
fostering local industrial autonomy. The extraction of raw silk for British textile mills ensured that
the wealth generated by Bhagalpur’s silk industry largely flowed to Britain, shaping both the
colonial economy and the global textile market.
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