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Abstract:   Capitalist Bengal in Time and Space, 1847-1914.

This thesis examines the economic and social history of Bengal over a period of almost seventy years, from the mid-century world economic crisis of 1847/48 to the collapse of the belle époque and the onset of imperialist war in Europe. In so doing, it argues that past attempts to explain capitalist development in Bengal have been largely inadequate in tracing the intricacies of social relations, not merely ‘on the ground’ in Bengal, but in relations governed by both the world market and British imperial matrix. As such, the thesis takes account of a range of modes of surplus appropriation that through a period of world economic restructuring – beginning before the 1847/48 crisis but largely being forced by that event – become subordinated to capital. In order to explain the specificities of such capitalist development in Bengal, and the production of differences (uneven development), the thesis focuses upon relations between different levels, for example, between rural credit mechanisms and rates of interest that govern the circulation and turnover times of capital in the world economy. At the specific level of agrarian Bengal, a number of use-values are studied (indigo, jute, tea and rice), taking into account relations of production and exchange, ecology etc., and it is argued that what is commonly described as underdevelopment, de-industrialization, feudalism or semi-feudalism, obscures the fact that such social relations have largely been produced by capital and must therefore be considered within capitalism rather than outside such development. At the level of the world market, Ernest Mandel’s notion of long waves of capitalist development is employed to examine the impact of shifts in the world economy and how such shifts produced uneven development and a different experience of capitalist development in Bengal. At this level, questions regarding the construction of railways India are analysed in relation, not just to the ‘developmental intent’ (or lack thereof) on the part of the colonial regime, but also with regard to the requirements of British capital. Given the global-local dimensions of social relations studied here, the analysis of capitalist development in Bengal is one that focuses heavily on changes in temporalities and the production of space by capital, both in the world economy, and on the ground in Bengal, and it is through this prism of time and space that I hope the thesis will contribute to a sounder explanation of the complexities and specificities of capitalist development tout court.

