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Abstract

This study examines the presence and role of Halalkhore communities in Madras (present-day Chennai) during
the 17th and 18th centuries, a period marked by significant colonial expansion and urban development. The
research explores the socio-economic position, occupational patterns, and cultural contributions of these
communities within the broader context of colonial Madras. While historical documentation specifically about
Halalkhore communities in Madras remains limited, this paper reconstructs their likely presence and experiences
through analysis of colonial records, municipal documents, and comparative studies of similar communities in
other parts of India. The study reveals that Halalkhore communities, primarily engaged in sanitation and
municipal services, formed an integral part of the urban infrastructure of colonial Madras, particularly in the
"Black Town" areas where non-European populations resided. Their experiences reflect broader patterns of caste-
based occupational segregation and the transformation of traditional labor systems under colonial rule. This
research contributes to understanding the complex social dynamics of colonial urban spaces and the marginalized
communities that sustained them.
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I.  Introduction

The history of Madras during the 17th and 18th centuries represents a crucial period in the formation of
colonial urban spaces in South India. Established by the British East India Company in 1639, Madras quickly
evolved into a major trading hub and administrative center.! While much scholarly attention has focused on the
European colonial administrators and merchants, the diverse communities that formed the backbone of the city's
social and economic structure remain understudied. Among these communities were the Halalkhore, a group
traditionally associated with sanitation work and municipal services.

The term "Halalkhore" derives from Persian and Urdu, literally meaning "one who earns an honest living"
(halal = permissible/honest, khore = eater/earner).? This nomenclature reflects the complex relationship between
occupational identity and social status within South Asian society. In colonial contexts, the Halalkhore
communities found themselves navigating between traditional caste hierarchies and emerging colonial
administrative systems.

This research aims to examine the presence, experiences, and contributions of Halalkhore communities
in Madras during the formative colonial period, drawing from available historical sources and comparative
analysis with similar communities in other colonial cities.

II.  Historical Context of Madras (1639-1800)
2.1 The Foundation and Early Development

Madras was founded when Francis Day, a factor of the British East India Company, obtained a grant
from the local Nayak ruler Damarla Venkatadri Naick in 1639.° The initial settlement consisted of Fort St. George
and gradually expanded to include two distinct areas: the "White Town" reserved for Europeans and the "Black
Town" where Indian merchants, artisans, and laborers resided.*

The city's rapid growth during the 17th century attracted diverse populations from across South India.
According to colonial records, workers and merchants migrated from various regions to take advantage of the
economic opportunities offered by the expanding British settlement.® This influx included various occupational
groups, including those engaged in essential urban services such as sanitation and waste management.
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2.2 Urban Planning and Municipal Services

The colonial administration in Madras faced significant challenges in managing urban sanitation and
public health. The tropical climate, dense population, and inadequate infrastructure created conditions that
required systematic approaches to waste management.® Colonial records from the late 17th century indicate the
establishment of formal municipal services, which would have necessitated the employment of communities
traditionally associated with such work.

The segregation between White Town and Black Town was not merely racial but also reflected
occupational and social hierarchies.” Essential services, including sanitation, were primarily concentrated in Black
Town areas, where the majority of the Indian population lived and worked.

III.  The Halalkhore Communities: Origins and Characteristics

3.1 Historical Background

The Halalkhore communities have their origins in the broader context of caste-based occupational
specialization in the Indian subcontinent. Historically, they were part of the complex social hierarchy that assigned
specific occupations to particular communities.® In the case of the Halalkhore, their traditional occupation
involved sanitation work, including the removal of night soil, cleaning of public spaces, and general waste
management.

The term gained particular prominence during the Mughal period and was subsequently adopted by
colonial administrations across various Indian cities.® The Persian origin of the term suggests connections to the
Mughal administrative system, which had established formal categories for various occupational groups.

3.2 Occupational Identity and Social Status

The Halalkhore communities occupied a complex position within the social hierarchy of colonial India.
While their work was considered essential for urban functioning, it was also stigmatized due to associations with
ritual pollution and impurity .!° This paradox — being simultaneously indispensable and marginalized —
characterized their experience throughout the colonial period.

In colonial Bombay, which provides the most detailed records of Halalkhore communities, they were
formally recognized as municipal employees with specific rights and responsibilities.!! Similar patterns likely
existed in other colonial cities, including Madras, though specific documentation remains limited.

IV.  Halalkhore Communities in Colonial Madras
4.1 Presence and Settlement Patterns

While direct references to Halalkhore communities in Madras are scarce in surviving historical records,
several indicators suggest their presence in the city during the 17th and 18th centuries. The rapid urbanization of
Madras and the establishment of formal municipal systems would have required the services of communities
traditionally associated with sanitation work.'?

The Black Town areas of Madras housed diverse communities engaged in various occupations. Colonial
records mention the presence of "various Hindu and Muslim Indian communities" who provided essential services
to the growing city.'> Among these, sanitation workers would have been crucial for maintaining public health and
urban order.
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Archaeological evidence and colonial maps from the period show the development of distinct residential areas
based on occupational and community lines.'* The areas surrounding the fort and the developing commercial
districts would have required regular sanitation services, suggesting the presence of specialized communities like
the Halalkhore.

4.2 Economic Role and Municipal Employment

The colonial administration in Madras, like other British settlements, established formal systems for
urban governance and service provision. The creation of the Mayor and Corporation system in the late 1 7th century
brought systematic approaches to municipal services.!” This would have included formal arrangements for
sanitation and waste management.

Records from the Madras municipal system indicate the employment of various Indian communities in
essential services. While specific mention of Halalkhore communities is limited, the nature of the work and the
patterns observed in other colonial cities suggest their likely involvement in Madras' municipal operations.

The economic integration of these communities into the colonial system represented both opportunities
and challenges. On one hand, formal employment provided economic security and recognition within the colonial
administrative framework. On the other hand, it institutionalized existing social hierarchies and occupational
restrictions.

4.3 Social Organization and Community Life

The Halalkhore communities in Madras would have maintained their own social organizations and cultural
practices while adapting to the colonial urban environment. Like other communities in Black Town, they would
have established residential areas, places of worship, and community institutions that reflected their specific needs
and identities.

The religious composition of Halalkhore communities was diverse, including both Hindu and Muslim
members. This diversity would have been reflected in the community's social organization and cultural practices
in Madras. The presence of various mosques and temples in Black Town areas suggests the accommodation of
different religious practices within the broader community framework.

V.  Challenges and Transformations

5.1 Colonial Policies and Social Change

The colonial period brought significant changes to traditional occupational and social structures. For
communities like the Halalkhore, these changes involved both the formalization of their role within municipal
systems and the reinforcement of existing social hierarchies.

Colonial policies often codified and institutionalized existing caste-based occupational divisions. This
had the effect of providing certain legal protections and economic opportunities while simultaneously limiting
social mobility and reinforcing stigmatization.

5.2 Urban Development and Displacement

The continuous expansion and development of Madras throughout the 17th and 18th centuries created
both opportunities and challenges for established communities. Infrastructure development, military conflicts, and
changing trade patterns affected the residential and occupational patterns of various groups.

The Halalkhore communities, like other marginalized groups, would have been particularly vulnerable
to displacement during periods of urban expansion or military conflict. The frequent wars between European
powers and local rulers during the 18th century created conditions of instability that affected all communities in
Madras.

VI.  Comparative Analysis with Other Colonial Cities
6.1 Bombay Model
The most detailed records of Halalkhore communities during the colonial period come from Bombay, where they
were formally integrated into the municipal system. The Bombay experience provides insights into the likely
experiences of similar communities in Madras.
In Bombay, the colonial administration established formal contracts and payment systems for Halalkhore workers,
while also maintaining traditional hierarchical relationships. This model of formal employment combined with
social marginalization was likely replicated in other colonial cities, including Madras.

4 Lewandowski, S. (1975). "Urban Growth and Municipal Development in the Colonial City of Madras." Journal
of Asian Studies, vol. 34, no. 2, pp. 341-360.
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6.2 Regional Variations

While the basic occupational identity of Halalkhore communities remained consistent across different regions,
local variations existed in their social organization, religious practices, and relationship with colonial authorities.
In South India, these variations would have been influenced by regional cultural patterns, local political structures,
and specific colonial policies.

VII.  Cultural Contributions and Legacy
7.1 Oral Traditions and Cultural Practices
Despite their marginalized social position, Halalkhore communities maintained rich cultural traditions and oral
histories. These traditions often emphasized themes of honest labor, community solidarity, and resistance to social
stigmatization.
In the South Indian context, these communities would have contributed to the broader cultural mosaic of colonial
Madras while maintaining their distinctive practices and beliefs. The interaction between different communities
in Black Town areas would have facilitated cultural exchange and adaptation.

7.2 Urban Infrastructure and Public Health

The contributions of Halalkhore communities to urban infrastructure and public health in colonial Madras cannot
be understated. Their work was essential for maintaining sanitary conditions and preventing disease outbreaks in
the densely populated city.

The success of Madras as a colonial trading center depended significantly on maintaining public health and urban
order. The work of sanitation communities was crucial to this success, even as their contributions remained largely
unrecognized in official records.

VIII. Limitations and Gaps in Historical Documentation
8.1 Archival Challenges
One of the primary challenges in studying Halalkhore communities in Madras is the limited availability of specific
documentation. Colonial records often focused on administrative and commercial matters, with less attention to
the experiences of marginalized communities.
The voices and perspectives of these communities are largely absent from official records, requiring researchers
to rely on indirect evidence and comparative analysis with better-documented cases from other regions.

8.2 Methodological Considerations

This research has relied heavily on comparative analysis with similar communities in other colonial cities,
particularly Bombay. While this approach provides valuable insights, it also has limitations in terms of capturing
the specific experiences and characteristics of Halalkhore communities in Madras.

Future research would benefit from more systematic examination of local records, oral histories, and
archaeological evidence to provide a more complete picture of these communities' experiences.

IX.  Conclusion

The Halalkhore communities of Madras during the 17th and 18th centuries represent an important but
understudied aspect of colonial urban history. While direct documentation of their experiences remains limited,
available evidence suggests their significant role in the development and functioning of colonial Madras.

These communities navigated the complex dynamics of colonial society, maintaining their cultural
identity while adapting to new economic and administrative systems. Their experiences reflect broader patterns
of social change during the colonial period, including the formalization of occupational hierarchies and the
transformation of traditional urban governance systems.

The study of Halalkhore communities contributes to our understanding of the diverse social fabric of
colonial Madras and highlights the importance of marginalized voices in historical research. Their contributions
to urban infrastructure and public health were essential to the success of colonial Madras, even as they remained
largely invisible in official historical narratives.

Future research should focus on uncovering additional primary sources and incorporating oral histories
to provide a more comprehensive understanding of these communities' experiences. Such work would contribute
to a more inclusive and nuanced understanding of colonial urban history in South India.
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