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Abstract 
In theories of development, public infrastructure serves as one of the myriad 

mediums through which the state seeks validation. In the modern period, infrastructure 

has often served as the symbol of state led progress. Infrastructure is thus a project of 

endorsement and justification of state’s intervention. It is superfluous to say that 

infrastructure is a contested terrain within which the political economy of development 

unfolds. However, this thesis argues that it is through this iteration of infrastructure’s 

intricate ways of creation and functioning that private capital begins to accumulate in 

post-colonial India. The project looks at the discourse of industrial development and 

planning in late and post-colonial India, investigating the manner in which infrastructure 

appears as a trope not only for state’s validation but also for aggregation of the Indian 

industrialist class. 

How are the modernizing technopolitical state and infrastructure entangled? The 

thesis attempts to answer this question by studying closely the iconic Howrah Bridge, a 

cast iron structure which opened to the public in 1943 forever transforming the 

urbanscape of the erstwhile British capital in the east, the city of Calcutta. The Howrah 
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Bridge project allows entrance to the broader realm of public infrastructure and tests the 

boundary between ‘public’ and ‘private’ in development projects. 

Along with other engineering consultants the Tata group, a burgeoning industrial 

giant in the early 1900s took a pioneering role in this project by supplying almost 

singlehandedly the steel required to construct the bridge. On the one hand, Tata 

Company’s involvement underscores how the corporate house was mediating questions of 

economic sovereignty parallel to their negotiation with the British colonial market; on the 

other hand, like other native capitalists of the time, the Tata group was simultaneously 

deeply implicated in nationalist arguments for sovereignty of the nation-state, involving 

debates around tariffs, rights recovery and the like. This thesis untangles the relationship 

between private capital and its implications in the institutional development of national 

planning in post-colonial India. 

The thesis highlights the ways in which late colonial strategies negotiated 

questions of foreign and native enterprise by constructing what would become the largest 

bridge in India in 1943. I argue that the construction history of Howrah Bridge offers an 

alternate, albeit subverted history of infrastructure in which the infrastructural object 

backgrounds the functioning of capital, thus establishing infrastructure as the fulcrum 

around which to pivot reading the history of state and capital. 

 

Thesis Supervisor: Arindam Dutta 

Title: Associate Professor of the History of Architecture 
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1a. Introduction 
 

Infrastructure is a material manifestation of the politics of technology, 

development and modernity. The making of an infrastructural subject is a process through 

which myriad socio-political forces realise themselves. In this thesis, I argue that a specific 

form of private capitalism, by way of industrialisation contributes directly to infrastructure 

development in the post-colonial Indian context, thus claiming the mantle of a nation-

building force. Within this history lies a more nuanced understanding of the relationship 

between infrastructure and capital which is foundational in untangling the contingencies 

of infrastructural historiography. 

On the one hand, infrastructures are not only promissory and aesthetic but also 

aspirational of promoting the state’s competency and thus political. On the other, the 

boundary is murky between corporate and state in the ways in which they tackle 

infrastructure. In this thesis, I track the less visible politics of state-corporate complicity, 

passing through which infrastructure transforms into a modality of political action and 

capital. In the following sections, I will introduce the different actors that set motion to the 

politics of infrastructure and the historical context within which this thesis is situated. 
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1b. Section Outline 
 

In what follows, the short sections (sections 2-4) introduce the Tata Enterprise 

which manufactured and supplied a specific type of tensile steel, TISCOM, for 

construction of the Howrah Bridge. The Tata Company is a pioneering force in Indian 

industrialization, by providing a cursory historical perspective contextual to the building 

of Tata’s business empire. This history covers Tata Company’s involvement in the opium 

trading business in nineteenth century, the cotton mills in Maharashtra and stretching to 

their involvement in the Singul land dispute in West Bengal. 

The perspective view of Tata’s various ventures sets the background to focus on 

the historical project of the Howrah Bridge (1943), and to study closely the state-private 

interface. The subsequent sections (sections 5-9) outline the details of the bridge project, 

shedding light on the involvement of Tata Iron and Steel Company (TISCO) and the 

British enterprises in this project while also drawing from an understanding of the state of 

public works under colonial administration. In these short sections, I critically reflect on 

the nature and framework of collaboration among the native and British enterprises while 

centering the analysis around the bridge project. 

The analysis of the bridge allows a transition to attempting at a more nuanced 

understanding between private capital, nation-buidling (and thus modernization) and 

planning for the post-colonial nation. In the continuing sections (sections 10-15), I 
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scrutinize the gradual accrual of power by the Indian industrialist class that permitted 

them in parallel to the administrative and political leaders, to conceptualize national a 

planning scheme, namely the Bombay Plan (1944). In this analysis, I focus on TISCO and 

broadly on the Tata Company, studying annual reports, private papers, letters and most 

importantly the advertising material published by TISCO in promotion of  their 

contribution to various infrastructure projects. The promotional materials primarily 

include posters and pamphlets with significant textual content which, on reading closely 

against the narrative of Tata’s project of self-promotion, leads to a distinct understanding 

of the grains and textures of the politics of cultural production and representation of 

private capital. 

In conclusion, I reflect on the questions with which I started this project- i) what are 

the ways in which the ‘private’ navigates the ‘public’? and ii) what are the ways in which their 

negotiation impinges on architectural history? By highlighting the nature of 

entanglement between ‘state’ (public) and ‘private’ and the intricacies of their proximity, I 

allude that the both function through a peculiar complicity for which infrastructure acts as 

the site. 

I suggest that the embodiment of this complicity within infrastructural objects (in this 

case the Howrah Bridge, fig. i-ii and the Bombay Plan, fig. 19) renders it potent to operate 

as the lens through which to comprehend the state-private dynamic in reading the history 

of industrial capital. 
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Figure i: Howrah Bridge shortly after opening to 

throughfare. ca 1940. 

Source: Tata Steel Pamphlet. 

Figure ii: Bird's eye view of old pontoon bridge. 

Source: Tata Steel Pamphlet. 
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2 

The Tata Enterprise 
 

The business house of Tata, established by Jamsetji Nusserwanji Tata1 in 1868, was 

a prominent corporation in British India. By 1874, J.N. Tata had set up a cotton mill that 

he renamed as the Empress Mill in honor of Queen Victoria’s proclamation as the 

Empress of India in 1877. In an economy dominated by British merchants treating India 

as their market, entrepreneurs like Tata were on the one hand fighting a commercial 

battle; on the other, a struggle that soon found allies within the burgeoning nationalist 

politics in late nineteenth century India.2 I argue that infrastructure was the site where 

both nationalist and mercantile politics unfolded, the less visible traction of which is 

embodied in corporate-infrastructure entanglement. To demonstrate infrastructure’s 

political nature, and the role it plays in characterizing state-corporate dynamic at different 

periods in history, in varying geo-political contexts, I focus on the construction of the 

iconic Howrah Bridge in the city of Calcutta, India in 1930s. 

                                                           
1 J.N.Tata hereafter. 

2 The Indian National Congress (INC) was formed in 1885. The Indian capitalist class had close ties with 

INC since its founding. See Mukherjee(2002), Ray (1979), Chibber (2003). 
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The Tata Iron and Steel Company (TISCO), one of the most famous Tata 

establishment,3 supplied 23,500 ton steel required to construct the bridge. By the 1930s, 

TISCO was already supplying steel for colonial infrastructure projects of railway and 

engineerings industries.4 Until the 1940s TISCO was the only company in India 

manufacturing steel on a commercial scale.5 Their prodiction capacity grew ten times 

within a span of three decades. Between 1918 and 1947 the total output of finished steel 

increased from 74.8x103 tons to 767.8x103 tons.6 

However, TISCO’s involvement in this landmark project marks a significant 

moment in the company’s simultaneous project of corporate image creation. The bridge 

here serves as the tool of creating legibility of TISCO’s image as the contributor in 

infrastructure development. While railways and industries set up by the British are equally 

prominent infrastructural terrains, the bridge as an infrastructural object is a unique 

embodiment of engineering prowess and material imagination of steel as a proponent of 

modernity, thus giving birth to a new field of cultural production. In the national 

memorabilia, the bridge acts as a testament of the modernizing state, and of urban 

iconicity that is unmatched by the vastness of a railway network or the inaccessibility and 

                                                           
3 The other ventures under Tata Group include – trucks, salt, softwares, motors, engineering consultancy, 

building construction company, tea, jewelley, watches, cosmetics and hospitality business to name a few. 

4 TISCO Annual Report for 1931-32, p 4, The Commercial Printing Press, Fort Bombay. Retrieved at Tata 

Steel Archives (TSA hereafter), Jamshedpur. 

5 Ray, Rajat K., (1979), p 74, Industrialization in India, Oxford University Press, New Delhi. 

6 Ibid. 
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spatial unfamiliarity of industrial sites. The unique structural prowess and utilitarian 

aspect of the bridge which establihsed for the first time a stable link between Kolkata and 

Howrah, has a distinct appeal to the city dwellers and the administrators alike. The steel 

structure of Howrah Bridge, towering over the urbanscape, dominating the skyline of the 

city (Fig. 1-2) rendered an instantenous reminder of TISCO’s industrial competence like 

no other object did at the time when the bridge was built, encoding the image of a nation-

building company into the minds of the people, as they moved around the city and 

navigated the thoroughfare on the bridge. 

The history of TISCO’s involvement in nationalist politics is rooted in struggle 

against the foreign capital monopolies, put forth by the emerging Indian capitalist class in 

early twentieth century. On one hand, the politics of technology, expertise and governance 

surrounding the construction of Howrah Bridge is intertwined with the history of the 

incipient industrial and private capital in late colonial India. On the other hand, this 

industrial history is ingrained in the nationalist movement, which saw economic 

development through Indian enterprises as a way of nation building and claiming greater 

political power in the country. Thus, the Howrah Bridge project provides an opportunity 

to untangle the politics of Indian enterprise and British preferred companies. 

Infrastructure acts as a site where on one hand nationalist politics unfolded, and on the 

other, the politics of industrial capital. Through this intermingling infrastructure and 
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capital shape and reproduce each other. In what follows, I explore the roots of the business 

empire of Tata. 
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Figure 1: Howrah Bridge shortly after construction. 

Source: Ahmed Ali Collection, No. 0X_0326, Courtesy: Jadunath 

Bhavan Museum and Resource Centre, Kolkata. 

Figure 2: Howrah Bridge in the background of the city, seen from 

Maidan side. 

Source: Ahmed Ali Collection, No. 0X_0333, Courtesy: Jadunath 

Bhavan Museum and Resource Centre, Kolkata. 
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3 

Flashback: Tata and Opium Trade 
 

The involvement of the Parsi business community and particularly the presence of 

the Tata Company within the opium trading group, begs attention of this project. One of 

Tata Comapany’s earliest investment was in opium trade in the mid-nineteenth century. 

Ruttonjee Dadabhoy Tata was a signatory on behalf of Tata and Co. in a petition 

requesting changes to a proposed Bill entitled An Ordinance for the better regulating of the 

trade in Opium. The petition, dated March 25, 1887, addressed William Henry Marsh7 

who was a British colonial administrator in charge of governing Hong Kong between 

1882-83 and again between 1885-87.8 The petition demanded changes to the proposed 

Bill, or if found suitable, absolute rejection of the proposed Bill which proposed to curb 

opium trade in China, under the auspices of British colonial administration. The petition 

                                                           
7 William Henry Marsh, C.M.G., administering the government in the absence of Sir George Herguson 

Bowen, G.C.M.G. See Legislative Council No. 21, Friday, 25th March. Accessed on 4.12.2019, through 

https://www.legco.gov.hk/1886-87/h870325.pdf 

8 The other signatories were Shellim Ezekiel Shellim, of the firm of David Sassoon, Sons & Co., Jacob Silas 

Moses, of the firm of E. D. Sassoon & Co., Marcus David Ezekiel, of the firm of Abraham, Ezekiel & Co., 

Mahomedbhoy Khetsey, of the firm of Tharia Topan, Jafferbhoy Khetsey, of the firm of Jairazbhoy Peerbhoy 

& Co., and Hormusjee Meherwanjee Mehta, of the firm of Framjee Hormusjee & Co.           

See Legislative Council No. 21, Friday, 25th March. Accessed on 4.12.2019, through 

https://www.legco.gov.hk/1886-87/h870325.pdf 
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against the Bill does not hesitate from calling the Indo-China opium trade ‘smuggling’9 

Yet the signatories pointed out that opium trade into Chinese territory was manageable by 

“other and less objectional means”10 than the ones proposed in the Bill. The Bill proposed 

to limit the quantity of purchased or sold raw opium to less than one chest. Citing 

irretrievable loss to the companies that had invested capital and employed hundred of 

workers in the opium business, the signatories proposed a second reading of the Bill by the 

Council before which it was presented. 

Records show that the Bill received a second deliberation, the orders postponed 

and the Council before was adjourned till March 30, 1887. The opium trade had a vast 

territorial operation across eastern Bengal province, Patna (in contemporary Bihar) being 

one of the prominent centers of the trade. Thousands of workers engaged in stacking, 

storing and handling opium at these factories (Fig. 3a-b); ships sailed east frequently (Fig. 

4). Twenty of the forty-two opium trading firms in China were fully owned by Parsis11 by 

the end of 1830s. Jamsetjee Jejeebhoy (1783-1859), the first Baronet (1857) and the first 

Indian to be knighted, ruled the Indo-Chinese opium trade for more than two decades and 

went on to invest in public buildings in colonial Bombay giving shape to the city. 

Jejeebhoy also found several educational institutions and invested in industrialisation of 

                                                           
9 Ibid., p. 1. 

10 Ibid., p. 2. 

11 Parsis from India, mainly from Bombay and Navsari in Gujarat. 
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Bombay in the late nineteenth century, thrusting the city into modernization. The historic 

precint of south Bombay is dotted with buidlings constructed under Jejeebhoy’s 

patronage.12 The future owners of the Tata Company, were part of this predominantly 

parsi group of opium traders. The financial basis of the nation-building company was 

opium trade. 

Ruttonjee Dadabhoy Tata (R.D.Tata) made hefty fortune out of the opium trading 

business which provided capital for his son, Jamsetji Nusserwanji Tata or Jamsetji Tata, to 

venture into cotton and other factory based trades in which Jamsetji Tata saw faster and 

grater prospect during his travels around the world to expand his father R.D.Tata’s 

existing business. Although there are conflicting historical accounts13 of Tata’s initial 

profits from what was essentially a trade of smuggling, the company flourished from the 

opium business that allowed them investements in the emerging cotton trade in Bombay, 

and possibly other factory based industries. 

Tata Company’s claim to being nation-builders and its simultaneous aggressive 

business expansion, I argue, can be traced in, these earlier attempts at capital 

accumulation. Although this practice may be characteristic of nineteenth century 

capitalism, I argue that the trope of welfare of the nation can be decoded to arrive at a 

                                                           
12 See Amar Farooqui (2008), Opium City: The Making of Early Victorian Bombay, Three Essays Collective. 

13 Bandyopadhyay, D. (2008). “Please Pay Your Bill Before You Leave, Mr Tata!” in Mainstream 

Weekly. Vol XLVI, No 51. Accessed online4.14.19  via https://www.mainstreamweekly.net/article1077.html. 
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more nuanced historiography of  infrastructure to which industrial capital lays claim as 

creator. 

In the following sections, I will explore Tata Company’s involvement with 

infrastructure projects in West Bengal in order to familiarize with state-corporate 

complicity as a dominant discursive framework for this thesis. 
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Figure 3a: A busy drying room at opium Factory in Patna, India, c 1850. 

Source: Wellcome Library. Accessed online. 

Figure 3b: A busy mixing room at Patna opium factory. 

Source: Wellcome Libraray. Accessed online. 
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Figure 4: Ships containing opium set sail at Calcutta. 

Source: Columbia.edu. Accessed online. 
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4 

(Contextual) Fast-forward: Tata, State and Industrial Development 
 

In February 2018, Howrah Bridge completed seventy five years in service. On the 

occassion, TISCO published a coffee table booklet commemorating their contribution to 

the project. However, Tata Company’s involvement with industrial development in West 

Bengal traces back to the early twenty first century when they proposed  a car 

manufacturing plant at Singur in rural West Bengal. This venture was not as successful as 

the Howrah Bridge episode. 

On August 31, 2016, in a landmark judgment,  the Supreme Court (SC) of India 

ruled against the Government of West Bengal on the Singur land dispute case. The SC 

ordered the state to return the 997 acres of agricultural land to local farmers who were 

unwilling to give up their multi-crop plots for Tata Motor’s manufacturing plant of ultra-

small Nano cars. The court declared that the land acquisition for Nano factory was “illegal 

and void."14 

The dispute dated back to December 2006 when opposition leader from the 

Trinamool Congress party, Mamata Banerjee held a twenty-six day hunger strike opposing 

                                                           
14 See “What Singur teaches us about land rights” in Livemint, published on 9.5.16, Accessed online on 

5.1.19 via tinyurl. https://www.livemint.com/Opinion/NxdDt4uovM3BLzDU3PsbxN/What-Singur-teaches-

us-about-land-rights.html 
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the land acquisition by the state government of West Bengal administered under the 

leadership of chief minister Buddhadeb Bhattacharya who was affiliated with the 

CPI(M).15 Back in May 2006, Tata Motors had announced opening of the Nano plant in 

Hooghly district in West Bengal. Nano was promised to be “Peoples’ Car”, owing to its 

super affordable price and small size that would accommodate the modern Indian 

working class family, resembling the evolving nuclear family structure of the west. In 

many ways, Nano was Tata’s promise of an affluent, global lifestyle made affordable to the 

Indian middle class. 

Singur, a district block of Hooghly, is located barely twenty-four miles to the 

north-west of Kolkata, the state capital of West Bengal. It is one of the most agriculturally 

fertile blocks in Hooghly district as well as in the state of West Bengal. In a state 

handicapped by dying industries and rising rate of unemployment, the Tata Nano project 

was the leftist CPI(M) led state government’s attempt at boosting industrialisation. The 

state for years had not seen any major government investment in the industrial sector. The 

left-led government took an active role in acquiring land for the Nano project in tandem 

with their industrial agenda manifesting across the state through several other Special 

                                                           
15 Communist Party of India (Marxist) – CPI(M) 
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Economic Zones (SEZ) during that decade. Land acquisition for the Nano plant was 

unmatched in quantity and location benefits compared to the other proposed SEZs.16  

However, the state government ignored the fact that Singur had been the hot bed 

for peasant politics in the previous decades, with reflections in the works of contemporary 

artists in Bengal (Fig. 6-7). The Tebhaga movement17 in Singur area in the late 1940s was 

led by “the old and unsullied Communist Party of India.”18 Interestingly, Jyoti Basu of the 

CPI(M) was a strong advocate for the Tebhanga movement against the state government 

induced police violence. In reminiscence of the movement, he wrote the following- 

With law and order being the easiest excuse, the Police went on 

torturing the farmers; firing and lathi charges on peaceful 

gatherings were the order of the day.19 

                                                           
16 Singur is easily accessible and is located at a distance of 170 miles (approx.. 274 km) from the West Bengal 

state head quarters in Kolkata. 

17 Tebhanga movement 1946-47. Tebhanga translates to “divided into a third” or 1/3rd of a portion; the 

peasant movement was in demand of decreasing the landlords’ payment to a third of the harvest as opposed 

to half of total crops grown. The movement was led by Kishan Sabha which was the name of the peasants 

front of the undivided Communist Party of India. 

18 Bandyopadhyay, D., (2008), “Please Pay Your Bill Before You Leave, Mr Tata!” in Mainstream Vol XLVI, 

No 51. First published on 12.8.08, Accessed online on 4.30.2019 via Mainsteram Weekly web archive at 

https://www.mainstreamweekly.net/article1077.html 

19 See Jyoti Basu’s autobiography by Abhijit Dasgupta. Dasgupta. A. (1998). Jyoti Basi: It is a long journey, 

translated from original Bengali version entitled Jotodur Monepore, Kolkata: Dey’s Publishing, Kolkata. 

Accessed online via 

https://web.archive.org/web/20041211094617/http://www.ganashakti.com/jb/preface.htm on 5.1.19. 
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Contesting the railway constituency, Basu was elected into the State Legeslative Assembly 

of West Bengal in 1946, and served as the Vice-President of the All India Railwaymen's 

Federation. He was a prominent organizer of the CPI(M) party, rising to the rank of the 

Chief Minister of West Bengal in 1977 when the congress party lost to its communist 

opposition. In his biography, Basu ruminated that, 

Despite the many crests and thrusts, the people will finally emerge 

victorious and gain freedom in a classless,society free from 

exploitation of any form.20 

Five decades later, Basu’s party was involved in another peasant agitation at 

Singur – part of the demonstrations but this time on the wrong side. The land at Singur 

was prized possession of local farmers whose main source of income was the produce from 

the multi-crop land. Contrary to the state government’s claim that majority of the 

acquired land was wasteland, only 6% of the acquired plots were fallow land.21 To justify 

the acquisition of large quantity of fertile land to then be handed to a private industrial 

organization, the state authorities cited an increasing need for industrialisation and job 

creation. The state government had to look hard to rationalize state involvement in land 

acquisition. 

                                                           
20 Ibid. Accessed online via 

https://web.archive.org/web/20041211094617/http://www.ganashakti.com/jb/preface.htm on 5.1.19. 

21 See “What Singur teaches us about land rights” in Livemint, published on 9.5.16, Accessed online on 

5.1.19 via https://www.livemint.com/Opinion/NxdDt4uovM3BLzDU3PsbxN/What-Singur-teaches-us-

about-land-rights.html 
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 What better choice than the industrial giant of Tata with whom the leftist West 

Bengal government could entrust this task? In the Singur acquisition, the state 

government capitalized on the positive public image of the Tata Group. The history of 

industrial development of India was synonymous to the development of Tata’s industrial 

enterprise, as multiple historical accounts claim. Formerly known as TISCO (Tata Iron 

and Steel Company), the Tata Steel Company spearheaded India’s first native steel 

company from its largest plant at Jameshedpur, a company town about 170 miles west of 

Kolkata. While the leftist state government delegated Tata the huge parcel of land to set up 

their Nano car plant, part of the government’s justification for lending the highly fertile 

agricultural land to a private industry was Tata’s long standing reputation as an industry 

that contributed to nation building. 

However, given the long term consequences of giving up multi-crop land to a 

private industrial plant, in comparison to the compensation they were offered, this logic 

did not convince the farmers. About half the farmers in the area were unwillingly forced 

benefits in exchange of their plots and were driven out of their land in the acquisition 

process.22 Some of them refused the compensation offered by the Tatas, the rest protested 

against the state led land acquisition through demonstrations between the months of May 

and December, leading to police action and violence on December 2, 2007. While the High 

Court of Calcutta ruled to uphold the state’s land acquisition in early 2008, the disgruntled 

                                                           
22 Ibid. 
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farmers moved to the Supreme Court of India in January 2008. Mamata Banerjee initiated 

an indefinite dharna23 outside the Nano plant in August resulting into Tata Motors 

suspending works at the plant in early Spetember 2008, nineteen months after they had 

started construction to set up the plant at Singur.24 After multiple deliberations with the 

state government and the Trinamool Congress, the Tata Motors finally decided to 

abandon the project and moved out of West Bengal on October 3, 2008. 

Banerjee won by landslide votes in the state elections of West Bengal held in 2011 

and became the chief minister of the state. The Singur protests counted much to her 

advantage. Post this political victory, her first promise was to return the acquired land to 

the farmers of Singur. The Trinamool government’s Finance Minister, Amit Mitra 

famously called the chief of Tata Sons, Mr. Ratan Tata, senile and remarked that he should 

concentrate on his other hobbies such as flying fancy airplanes.25 One of Tata’s many 

firsts, the Tata Airlines company was established in the 1932 before becoming a 

publiclimited company after the secondwaorld war. Mitra’s joke was pointed to Tata’s 

long-standing reputation of pioneering in possibly all sectors of industry from steel to salt 

to softwares but it left a bitter after-taste, especially to those that saw West Bengal in the 

                                                           
23 dharna (Hindi)- Demonstration/Strike. 

24 Tata Motors started construction for car manufacturing plant on Januray 21, 2007. 

25 See “Ratan Tata has become senile, says West Bengal industry minister” in Business Line, The Hindu. 

Published 8.7.14, Accessed online via https://www.thehindubusinessline.com/companies/ratan-tata-has-

become-senile-says-west-bengal-industry-minister/article20837279.ece1 on 5.12.19. 
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light of its declining industrial progress.26 Following the Supreme Court ruling, in August 

that year, Banerjee sought to return the land within two weeks, starting September 14, 

2016. She expedited the process of transfer of land rights to the farmers. She visited Singur 

to sow new seeds (Fig 5) in the vast terrain once acquired for Tata’s car manufacturing 

plant, now being returned to the possession of farmers. Against the agro-scientific 

observations that it would take at least four years for the land at Singur to grow crops such 

as potato- a prime agricultural produce of the area, the new state government run by 

Banerjee (with affliation to Trinamool Congress) claimed that it would take only two years 

for Singur to reclaim its standing as a fertile agricultural producer. 

Tata Motors moved their Nano plant to the western Indian state of Gujarat, ruled 

by the then Chief Minister of Gujarat, Mr. Narendra Modi, also a prominent leader of the 

ruling Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP). The Singur dispute marked a dark episode in the 

history of Tata Sons which holds a special place in the industrial world as a company 

steered by an ideology of greater good of the country. The Tatas are reputed for thinking 

beyond the singular agenda of their own development as an industrial giant - a feat which 

history claims, has come to the Tatas by virtue of their philosophy of welfare through 

industrialisation. 

                                                           
26 Tata Technologies, Tata salt, tea, trucks, cars, and so on. 
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Central to my thesis is this inherent entanglement between industrialisation and 

national development, which I claim characterised India’s national planning endeavours 

and post-colonial policies of economic development. This entanglement not only includes 

encounters between peasants and industries but also the negotiations of ideologies and 

class interests. In the Singur dispute, the state acquired large amount of fertile agricultural 

land to hand it to the private sector (Tata Company) in the name of development and 

economic upliftment. To demonstrate the complex coalescing of state and private capital, 

and the ways in which the Tatas were able to carve out a niche status as a nation-building 

company, in the following sections I study closely the making of the Howrah Bridge in 

Kolkata. The construction history of the bridge served as the receptacle of complex and 

deeper politics than meets the eye. The bridge stands as one of the testimonies of TISCO’s 

claim to a nation building venture, rather than an ordinary project involving merchants 

dealing in steel. 

In the following thesis sections, I untangle the complexities of the infrastructural 

object, by situating the bridge project within the broader, discursive framework of 

nationalist politics, debates over expertise and an industrial class struggling to organize 

itself. 
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Figure 5: West Bengal Chief Minister Ms. Mamata Banerjee figuratively 

sowing seeds, marking the returning of agricultural land at Singur. 

September 2016. 

Figure 6: Wood engraving: a procession bound for Satibari in protest against jotedar tyranny, 

1946, Somnath Hore. 

Source: Tebhaga sketches by Somnath Hore, accessed online on 5/1/19 via 

http://www.indowindow.com/delhimagazine/sanam/shore/files/engrav4.gif 
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Figure 7a: Wood engraving: the night meeting at Tebhaga, 1946, Somnath  Hore. 

Source: Tebhaga sketches by Somnath Hore, accessed online on 5/1/19 via 

http://www.indowindow.com/delhimagazine/sanam/shore/files/engrav2.gif 

Figure 7b: Wood engraving: thrashing grain, 1946, Somnath Hore. 

Source: Tebhaga sketches by Somnath Hore, accessed online on 5/1/19 via 

http://www.indowindow.com/delhimagazine/sanam/shore/files/engrav6.gif 
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5 

The Howrah Bridge Project 
 

Howrah Bridge was constructed by the British-ruled government of Bengal, 

through a consortium of three construction companies, one located in Durham in the 

United Kingdom and the other two in Calcutta. TISCO promoted this project in the years 

following its construction, claiming ownership over the creation of this iconic engineering 

marvel. In the anniversary booklet27 published by TISCO, the company took charge of 

publicizing the occasion through several iterations of TISCO’s role in the project. This act 

of promotion is crucial in creation of the mantle of a nation-building company. 

On the one hand, TISCO as an organization was entering into a contract with the 

colonial government to supply steel for Howrah Bridge; on the other, they were promoting 

this act as industrial capacity building. TISCO manufactured a specific type of steel called 

TISCROM, to match British steel standards required for the type of structural design 

approved for Howrah Bridge. The metallurgy department at the steel plant enabled TISCO 

to built the technical capacity required to deliver the raw materials for the bridge project. 

The metallurgy department started functioning in 1925 but it was fully operational by 

1937 while the bridge was being built in erstwhile Calcutta. Sir Nowroji Saklatvala, then 

                                                           
27 Ghatak, A.R. (2018). Howrah Bridge: An Icon in Steel. Jamshedpur: Corporate Communications, India & 

SEA, Tata Steel Ltd. See Section 4. 



 
 
 

INDUSTRIAL/STATECRAFT 
 

 
 
 
 

39 

 

chairman of Tata Steel, formally inaugurated the Research and Development (R&D) 

Department on Septmeber 14, 1937.28 Important to note here is that research was an 

ongoing venture at TISCO, paving way for the manufacturing of Tiscrom steel specifically 

required for the bridge project. The infrastructure for research existed at the time of 

construction of the bridge and before this particular type of steel was invented at the Tata 

steel plant at Jamshedpur, unlike the indicated portrayal of this specific research in many 

of TISCO’s promotional materials. Thus, it would not be entirely wrong to infer that the 

narrative of progress was more a part of TISCO’s project of self-promotion than of 

national development. 

While the bridge serves as the icon of Calcutta, it a heuristic for a broader 

conversation about the role of private enterprise in the politics of technology. This thesis 

asks, what are the connotations of scrutinizing the involvement of a private enterprise in a 

public infrastructure project a private enterprise? What are the entanglements of the 

nation state and private capital in the context of national progress? The next thesis 

sections address these questions. 

 

 

 

                                                           
28 R&D: The Beginning, Tata internal publication, TSA. 
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6 

Building the Third Largest Bridge in the World in 1940s: From Proposal to 
Construction 

 

Howrah Bridge opened for public use in 1943 (Fig. 8-9, 11)  . TISCO manufactured 

TISCROM steel matching British engineering specifications. TISCO’s involvement in this 

project is not a reflection of their philanthropic endeavor. It is a business contract with the 

colonial government of Bengal. As exemplar of TISCO (and Tata Company)’s role in 

nation building, the company claims to have contributed to modernizing the nation. 

Dissembled in this rhetoric of nation-building is TISCO performing two crucial functions. 

First, the company immortalized its position as the nationalist protagonist in a historically 

significant urban infrastructure project. Second, TISCO firmly lodged itself in the national 

imagination, as the only Indian company to take a lead in realization of an infrastructural 

dream. Thie company’s own narrative never ventured into the corporation’s profit 

making motives or its intention of capital expansion.29 

TISCO’s self-appropriation of its role in public infrastructure projects is not 

exclusive to the Howrah Bridge project. The company built bridges, railways and dams; 

                                                           
29 The expense or capital undertaken to expand the business to generate increased profit. Expansion capital 

includes funding for increased expenses, increased levels of inventory, increased plant and equipment 

capacity, increased working capital levels, increased marketing costs, business acquisition capital, and 

transaction costs. 
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supplied steel to manufacture military tankers during the second world war before 

obtaining contract for the bridge project. Through their self-promotion, the company 

exploited infrastructure as a terrain on which to lay claim in order to establish significance 

of what was essentially a corporate venture. The nature and intensity of appropriation of 

contribution to infrastructure projects across scales and development sectors, does not 

reveal the company’s stakes and attachment to any specific project. I propose to argue 

that, TISCO utilized self-promotion to show the company in positive light to claim that 

their intentions were rooted in a zeal for progress and nation building. On decoding the 

example of TISCO’s continued promotion of the bridge project, this pattern begins to 

reveal. 

In 1875, Bradford Leslie designed a bridge supported over pontoons on the mighty 

Hooghly River, connecting the cities of Calcutta and Howrah. Leslie was, at this time, the 

chief engineer in India. In 1899 when the pontoon bridge completed twenty-five years in 

service, talks about a viable replacement began. However, a serious discussion for 

replacement began as late as 1909.30 The initial proposal recommended construction of a 

                                                           
30 “Hosanna to Howrah Bridge”; See also Statement by A.K. Ghuznavi in ‘Extract from proceedings of the 

meeting of the Bengal Legislative Council, held on the 27th August, 1924, relating to the Howrah Bridge Bill, 

1924’, p. 1, in Government of Bengal: Legislative Department, Accessed Online via 

https://archive.org/stream/in.ernet.dli.2015.47114/2015.47114.Bengal-Legislative-Council-Proceedings-

1924-V14-Pt1_djvu.txt and https://archive.org/stream/in.ernet.dli.2015.47125/2015.47125.Bengal-

Legislative-Council-Proceedings-1925-V18_djvu.txt on 3.3.19, last accessed 5.9.19; ‘The Howrah Bridge Bill, 
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new floating bridge,  but this proposition stalled due to the outbreak of the First World 

War. In 1909, a committee was appointed by the Ports Commissioners in the Public 

Works Department (PWD) under resolution no. 72931 to set the project in motion. It 

consisted of the chief engineers from the East India Railway, the Calcutta Corporation, 

and the Calcutta Port Trust.32 In its report from March 1910, the Committee stated its 

preference for “skeleton steel framework piers resting on screw piles” which in their 

opinion would not alter the riverbed.33 In June 1910, another Special Committee of five 

members including two engineers, was formed. 

The Special Committee of 1910 considered public opinion regarding the designing 

of the bridge and inferred that the common people would insist on a design that would be 

devoid of any structural risks. The interest of Calcutta Port Trust too was considered by 

the Special Committee of 1910, as they noted that CPT’s preference was for neither piers 

nor piles.34 This meant that the call for design proposals could only allow a single-span or a 

floating design for the new bridge. In the 1930s, the Calcutta Port was a heavily 

functioning port, ferrying passengers and goods alike. Till date it remains an important 

                                                                                                                                                                  
1926; Report of the Select Committee with the bill, as amended by them, annexed’ (23 Feb 1926), in Asia 

Pacific and Africa Collections, British Library (APAC): IOR/L/E/7/1471. 

31 Report of Howrah Bridge Committee, 1931, (RHBC 1931 herewafter) Calcutta Improvement Trust 

Library, pp. 1-2, Accessed through JBMRC. 

32 Ibid. 

33 Ibid. 

34 Ibid. 
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transportation node which the post-colonial government has been trying to revive to its 

old operational capacity. Naturally, maintaining a smooth thoroughfare of ships under the 

new Howrah Bridge was a pertinent concern for design considerations. 

In 1916-17, engineering expert Mr. Basil Mott was nominated by the Institution of 

Civil Engineers, to conduct an extensive analysis of various objections and opinions about 

the design for the new bridge. Among the different cases analyzed was one of Jubilee 

bridge, another railway bridge designed by Bradford Leslie, constructed between 1882-87, 

to connect the towns of Naihati and Bandel in Bengal province. To arrive at a design viable 

for the Hooghly River context, Mott considered several other cases, which were similar in 

geological and riverine settlement characteristics to that of the Howrah Bridge.35 He also 

considered the presence of wreckage of the Onipenta cargo ship in Hooghly riverbed.36 

Upon the extensive study, Mott’s report concluded that construction of a bridge on piers, 

additional to its structural challenges, was financially risky due to “possible expenditure 

on protective works.”37 The report pointed out the Port Commissioners’ concerns as 

follows, 

We do not suggest that the Port Commission did not raise a note of alarm 

regarding any obstruction, which might impede the tidal wave at an early stage 

                                                           
35 p. 1, RHBC 1931. 

36 Onipenta sank near Kidderpore dock near Kolkata in 1903. See 

http://www.theshipslist.com/ships/lines/bisn.shtml, Accessed 3.15.19. 

37 RHBC 1931. p.1. 
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in the consideration of this problem, but it is a point of some importance that 

the weight assigned to the various objections to piers has not remained always 

constant.38 

 Rajendranath Mookerjee was one of the most well-known engineers in Calcutta 

during the earlier half of the twentieth century. He was the owner along with Thomas 

Acquin Martin, of Martin and Co., which later took over the Bengal Steel Company. 

Martin and Co. was famous for constructing the Victoria Memorial Hall and Belur Math 

Ashram. The Committee of Engineers later came to be known as the “Mookerjee 

Committee.”39 This Committee consisted of Clement Hindley, chairman of the 

Commissioners for the Port of Calcutta and J McGlashan, chief engineer. 

The CE consisted of prominent administrators from British ruled Bengal 

Government, such as the Agent of Bengal-Nagpur Railway, George Godfrey, Clement 

Hindley and John Mcglashan, Chairman and Chief Engineer respectively, of the Calcutta 

Port Commissioners; Chief Engineer of Calcutta Corporation, James Coats; Secretary to 

the Bengal Government in the Irrigation Department, C. Addams Williams and Addams 

Williams’s counterpart in the Public Works Department, George Dey.40 The CE thus 

included only one member outside of British Administration. F. R. Bagley, former Chief 

                                                           
38 Ibid.  

39 Ghatak, A.R. (2018). Howrah Bridge: An Icon in Steel. Jamshedpur: Corporate Communications, India & 

SEA, Tata Steel Ltd. 

40 Ramnath, A. (2017). “Who’s in Charge of the Howrah Bridge? Engineering Expertise and the Political-

economy of Late-colonial India”, revised version of paper presented at Engineers and Society in India from 

c. 1850 to Present Times, EHESS Paris, March 27-28, 2017. p. 13. 
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Engineer of state-run railways in India, served as the consulting engineer along with 

involvement of Messrs. Humphryes and Radice of Braithwaite & Co.; and officials of the 

Calcutta Improvement Trust and East Indian Railway.41 

To further the existing complications, the Committee of Engineers, in 1921, 

disapproved of the proposal for a single span arch bridge, and instead, recommended a 

single span cantilever bridge.42 The Report added that the Committee of Engineers43  was 

rather quick to dismiss the recommendation for a bridge on piers, for the reason cited by 

them stemmed from reservations against a relatively new idea that could prove to be an 

experimental undertaking. In addition, an experimental design would cause delay in a 

project that demanded immediate intervention. The HBC report quoted the observations 

of CE, as the following, 

“We are not satisfied that further investigation and prolonged practical work 

on the river would not lead to a demonstration that such danger could not be 

kept by engineering means within negligible limits, but we are satisfied that the 

present knowledge is not sufficient to justify the Conservators in taking the risk 

of allowing the construction of piers, and that the accumulation of further 

experimental data which are required for the settlement of this difficult 

question would involve operations which might be in themselves a source of 

danger to existing Port facilities and might cause several years of delay in 

                                                           
41 Ibid. 

42 Ibid. 

43 Henceforth termed CE. 
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constructing the bridges, a delay which cannot be contemplated with 

equanimity either by the Government of the public.44 

It appeared that constructing a bridge with piers, in the Hooghly River, would obstruct the 

natural flow of the river causing hindrance to maritime movement. In 1921, Mott finally 

proposed for constructing a single span arched bridge as replacement for the existing 

pontoon bridge. 

 Following Mott’s consultation, responsibility for the project was transferred to the 

Committee of Engineers (CE), led by Rajendranath Mookerjee,45 a prominent engineer in 

Bengal province. The government already had access to Bradford Leslie’s design of two 

adjacent floating bridges.  The Bengal Government advised in 1921 that an opening span 

was not necessary, as there would not be much thoroughfare of sea-faring ships upstream 

from the bridge.46 The main task of the Committee of Engineers was to finalise the type of 

bridge to be constructed, keeping in mind the cost incurred by the colonial administration. 

The Committee had the carte blanche47 from the Bengal Government on selecting the 

specific design that would best fit the requirements of engineering design and the 

construction cost. 

                                                           
44 Report of the Howrah Bridge Committee, p. 2, February 1931, CIT Archives at the Jadunath Bhavan 

Museum and Resource Centre (JBMRC). 

45 Knighted around 1922, London Gazzette, June 3, 1922. 

46 Ramnath, A. (2017). “Who’s in Charge of the Howrah Bridge? Engineering Expertise and the Political-

economy of Late-colonial India”, revised version of paper presented at Engineers and Society in India from 

c. 1850 to Present Times, EHESS Paris, March 27-28, 2017. p. 13. 

47 Ibid., p. 5; 
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To expedite the process of finalizing a design, in August 1924 the Howrah Bridge 

Bill (1924) was discussed in consultation with a Select Committee (SC of 1924) appointed 

by the Bengal Legislative Council of (BLC). The SC of 1924, however, was unsuccessful in 

reaching any concluding decision as the Bill was still in dissemination in order to gather 

opinions.48  

 A small conference was organized on 15 March 1930 by the Governor, to discuss a 

potential way forward. At one point, construction of experimental piers was suggested to 

find out the extent of their effect on the original course of the river. In RHBC 1931, the 

geological concerns and their possible explanations are laid out with detailed analysis. 

Finally, the New Howrah Bridge Act was sanctioned in 1926 after several amendments. It 

took fifty-five years to sanction the act after which the project moved swiftly.49 The 

Commissioners of Port of Calcutta were made the Commissioners of the new bridge.50 The 

news of the proposal to replace the old pontoon bridge made its way to the daily edition of 

Times of India on September 18, 1935. At this time, the pontoon bridge was in service for 

                                                           
48 Ibid. 

49 The Howrah Bridge Act was first floated in 1871 at the Bengal Legislative Assembly, it was sanctioned 

finally in 1926 after a fifty five year long deliberation. 

50 Ghatak, A.R. (2018). Howrah Bridge: An Icon in Steel. Jamshedpur: Corporate Communications, India & 

SEA, Tata Steel Ltd p. 22. 
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about sixty years. The title of the article read, “All about the Sixty Year Old Howrah 

Bridge: History of Replacement Scheme.”51 

The rather long account of the evolution of the final form of the design of the 

bridge, at various points reveals that the decision making process considered deeper 

attention to financing public infrastructure projects under colonial rule in British India. 

For example, during a discussion at the Bengal Legislative Assembly in 1925, Emerson, 

who was a member of the Second Council of State,52 mentioned that, “cost was a prime 

factor that kept prolonging the process of arriving at a decision on a design solution for the 

bridge.”53 Emerson’s account includes the extended deliberation on forming multiple 

committees at different junctures of the new bridge project. 

If cost acted as one of the parameters for the final design, what exactly does that 

indicate about the state of affairs to do with public infrastructure under colonial rule and 

its relation to the native industrial endeavors? In the next section, I reflect on this question

                                                           
51 See “All About the Sixty-Year Old Howrah Bridge: History of Replacement Scheme: New Cantilever 

Bridge will be Third Biggest in the World.” in the Times of India. Published 9.18.1935. p. 6. Accessed 3.12.19 

through ProQuest online database via MIT Libraries. 

52 The Council Of State Debates Official Report Vol VII, Retrieved from archive.org on  3.18.19 via 

https://archive.org/stream/councilofstatede033429mbp/councilofstatede033429mbp_djvu.txt 

53 p. 61, Processings of Bengal Legislative Council Proceedings (1925) V.18, Retrieved from archive.org on 

3.18.19 via https://archive.org/details/in.ernet.dli.2015.47125/page/n75?q=Howrah+Bridge+committee 



 
 
 

INDUSTRIAL/STATECRAFT 
 

 
 
 
 

49 

 

Organizational Structure of Howrah Bridge Project 
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Figure 8: Location of Howrah Bridge (marked in white) over Hoghly River. Source: Google satellite image. 
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Figure 9: The Bridge taking shape. 

Source: Retrieved online from https://www.tata.com/newsroom/tata-steel-howrah-bridge-icon-in-steel. 
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7 

Colonial Administration and Public Works 
 

In his vivid memoir of public works in India, undertaken by the British colonial 

administration, G.W.Macgeorge, M.I.C.E.54 writes, 

In the whole history of governments – not excluding that of ancient Rome – 

no alien ruling nation has ever stamped on the face of a country more 

enduring material monuments of its activity than England has done, and in 

doing, in her great Indian dependency.55 

The “alien ruling nation” of Britain, in Macgeorge’s opinion had even exceeded the 

infrastructural inventions of that of ancient Rome. Extensive public works clearly made 

way for British colonial government to accrue political power in their Indian colony. They 

took pride in equipping the country with an infrastructure that it did not have before the 

British arrived. Though Macgeorge argues for a high level of dedication of the colonial 

administration in laying infrastructure across the India, the colonial rulers were not 

enthusiastic if the infrastructure projects did not generate enough revenue to pay for 

themselves.56 The British administration would rather have a private organization pay for 

public infrastructure than go through the enormous toil for revenue calculations to fund 

                                                           
54 M.I.C.E.- Masters in Civil Engineering degree. 

55 Macgeorge, G.W. (1894). Ways and Works in India: Being an account of the public works in that country 

from the earliest time. Westminster: Archibald Constable and Co. p.1. 

56 Ibid, p. 85. 
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these projects.57 This led to the creation of a market for foreign capital in the form of 

engineering and industrial works for colonial projects in India. By the end of the 

nineteenth century, India was still beginning to industrialize with a lackluster presence of 

Indian entrpreneurs in the heavy industries.58 The market was soon monopolized by 

British capital. The colonial state constantly rigged the playing field towards English or 

European metropolitan firms, creating a market environment which the Indian capitalists 

found difficult to penetrate. For example, Indian industrialists had a hard time trying to 

enter the colonial market of shipping, locomotives, chemicals, banking, and insurance.59 

Indian enterprises faced tremendous competition from the strong, almost monopolistic 

presence of foreign capital in Indian markets.60 However, when in the late nineteenth 

century, Indian capitalists were fighting a commercial battle of trying to find a footing in 

the Indian market, the Tata Company emerged as a prominent force which excelled 

inspite of the complex market dynamic. The story of Tata Company’s rise is deepily 

entangled in mutual complicity with the colonial state and the drive for congregating a 

small but powerful native capitalist force. 

                                                           
57 Ibid, pp. 80-91. See cost estimation for road and bridge construction in Bengal. 

58 See Rajat Ray, Bipan Chandra. 

59 Mukherjee, A. (2002), Imperialism, Nationalism and the Making of the Indian Capitalist Class: 1920-1947. 

Sage Publications, New Delhi. p. 42. 

60 Ibid., see footnote no. 39 in Mukherjee (2002:42). 
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 In the next section, I investigate TISCO’s entry to the Howrah Bridge project, 

keeping in mind the company’s standing with the colonial government and the political 

economy within within which the company operated to obtain the contract for this project 

 

 

8 

TISCO Enters the Howrah Bridge Project 
 

Howrah Bridge was an urban infrastructure project of unprecedented scale.  

Though it was located in an urban setting, the project conceptualized attempting to create 

a regional link between Calcutta and Howrah and their commercial and industrial 

catchment. In its operation and judicial autonomy, the bridge marked a territory of 

regional scale. The bridge had its own corporation, namely the Howrah Bridge Trust Fund 

set up through the Howrah Bridge Act of 1926.61 It was not built as a toll bridge. On the 

one hand, taxes were levied on the municipalities of Calcutta (Calcutta Municipal 

Corporation), and Howrah, covering a vast region that was to benefit economically from 

                                                           
61 The Howrah Bridge Act 1926, p. 143. Accessed online via 

http://www.wbja.nic.in/wbja_adm/files/The%20Howrah%20Bridge%20Act,%201926.pdf last accessed 

5.14.19. 
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creation of a stable link between the two urban centers.62 The distribution of stakes 

between central (national) and state governments were well defined. The Act quoted, 

The Commissioners shall for each year prepare an estimate of income to be 

received and expenditure incurred by them in accordance with, and for the 

purpose of this Act…for the words ‘Central Government’, wherever they 

occur, the words ‘State Government’ shall be deemed to be substituted.63 

The political cosequences of this colonial public-private venture, suffered the long delay 

due to what Lynne Sagalyn terms as “accountability dilemma.” Sagalyn poses the pertinent 

question of the friction stemming from concessionary agreements between the state and 

private capitalist entities that permits extension of ownership rights and asset creation by 

the private entities.64 While TISCO did not have the scope of advocating for long-term 

monetary benefit from the bridge project, the company transformed the conventional 

thinking around ‘ownership’ by aggressively advertising TISCO’s involvement in the 

project to use it in creating their brand of nationalism. This is evident in their on-going 

marketing campaign for the seventy fifth anniversary of the bridge. In the later sections, I 

explore the role of self-projection of a curated company identity. 

                                                           
62 Ibid, Section 8. 

63 Ibid. 

64 Sagalyn, L.B. (2011). “Public Private Partnerships in Urban Governance: Coordinates and Policy Issues.” 

in Global Urbanization. Ed. Birch E.L. and Wachter, S.M. Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press. p. 

208. 
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The citizens of Calcutta did not seem to have significant say in the British 

government’s workings to get this bridge constructed. Indian representation was limited 

to elites such as Rajendranath Mookerjee, who headed the Committee of Engineers. The 

discussion for the optimum design of the Bridge continued as TISCO entered this 

conversation. 

 Of the five tenders, Cleveland Bridge and Engineering Co. Ltd. submitted the 

second lowest tender. The colonial government had reservations against awarding the 

contract to the German engineering firm that submitted tender of the lowest amount. The 

contract went to Cleveland Bridge and Engg Co. Ltd. Construction finally began in 1936.65 

A technical paper published in the journal of the Institute of Civil Engineers (ICE) notes 

that even though the contract went to a company from UK, “Indian opinion66 strongly 

advocated” for enabling Indian steel industry’s contribution in the construction of the 

then third largest bridge in the world and the largest in India.67 The Cleveland Company 

agreed to this view and decided to purchase from any Indian company, the steel required 

for construction, provided that the terms between the Indian manufacturers were 

                                                           
65 Cleveland Company hereafter. 

66 The report does not mention specifically names of these representatives. 

67 Ward, Arthur M. and Bateson, E, MM.I.C.E., (1947). “The New Howrah Bridge, Calcutta:  Design of the 

Structure, Foundations and Approaches.”, Journal of the Institution of Civil Engineers, Paper no. 5601. 

October. p 180. 
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agreeable by the Cleveland Company.68 Braithwaite, Burn and Jessop Construction 

Company in Calcutta were given the sub-contract to supply the fabricated steel work while 

erection at site was under the contract of Cleveland Company. 

Another report of the ICE mentions that there was no “actual contract obligation” 

to use Indian steel for any of the permanent work of the bridge, but that the contractors 

should use Indian made steel “as far as might be found practicable.”69 What this means is 

that the deciding factors to engage Indian contractors and industries, were upto the 

discretion of the British agencies, revealing the contorted nature of interaction between 

the potential actors of the project. Although the raw material (TISCROM steel) was 

manufactured in India, the assembling of structural parts done at several engineering 

workshops in Calcutta, the British experts were in charge of making final call on technical 

decisions. 

It is through this friction between native and foreign, between private and state, 

that TISCO appeared in the history of the making of this bridge. As mentioned earlier, no 

other Indian company was part of the project. On the one hand, the internal management 

of the company was understandably concerned about profit from the project, the cost 

incurred to match imperial standard of steel; on the other, they were navigating the 

                                                           
68 Ibid. 

69 George Eric Howorth, Hubert Shirley Smith, MM.I.C.E. (1947). “The New Howrah Bridge, Calcutta: 

Construction.”, Journal of the Institution of Civil Engineers. October 1947. Paper no. 5612. p. 212. 
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uneven power structure of colonial political-economy. As they were navigating the 

corporate underpinnings, it was through this schism created by multitudes of political, 

economic and social forces that they curved the image of nation-builder. 

 The internal dynamic within TISCO, regarding its involvement in the Howrah 

Bridge project, provides a clearer account of this friction. In a meeting dated 27 March 

1934, the association of TISCO with Braithwaite Burn and Jessop was carefully considered. 

The discussion did not involve any other steel manufacturing firm as no other Indian 

company was able to file a tender to supply the huge amount of steel required for 

construction of this bridge.70 Which meant that in absence of TISCO, the contract was 

likely go to some foreign company. The internal discussion at TISCO raised caution 

against this issue, although not mentioning its ideological impetus. 

The amalgamation of the three firms as a Construction company was the only 

method of keeping the business in India. The Steel Company should, however, 

be free to quote for steel to any other firm.71 

With the intention of keeping the business within India, the steel company managed its 

position within the consortium. The rest of the meeting, evidently, discussed concerns 

around controlling the price of steel in a project of acute engineering and organisational 

complexity. I propose that TISCO’s ceaseless pursuit of capital was in direct collusion with 

                                                           
70 Minutes of Board meeting dated 27th March, 1934, Tata Central Archives, Pune. P. 79. Also see 

Rothermund (1993). 

71 Ibid. 
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nationalist ideals; it is in the shrude contrivance of supplementing one with the other that 

the company emerged to prominence. Thus, by no means TISCO’s involvement in these 

infrastructure projects were solely acts of nation building. This narrative of nation 

building carefully conceals the palpable anxiety about profit and expansion of business. 

Procurement of such historically landmark contracts72, and continuing to keep these 

involvements alive in public memory through tactical curating of the projects, as evident 

through TISCO’s published materials, is a means of claiming visibility within the national 

discourse of development (Fig 10). The focus is on the bolt in the poster. As the object of 

technology, the bolt is emblematic of the strength of the material steel, the spirit of 

modernity and the blessings of industrial development - embodied into one. 

Infrastructure, along with its promise of progress, thus serves as the everlasting receptacle 

for the simultaneous progress of private capital. Capital perpetuates itself through the 

material infrastructural object. 

 In what continues, I bring to fore the political implications of the involvement of 

native industry in the bridge project, by studying among other references, the public 

discourse around this project as captured in print media. 

 

 

                                                           
72 Post independence examples include Damodar Valley Corporation. 
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Figure 10: TISCO promotional poster showing newly constructed 

Howrah Bridge. Source: TSA Jamshedpur. 
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Figure 11: Howrah Bridge: Photographed during construction. 

Source: ICE Journal Online Archive. 
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9 

Negotiating Global vs. Local  
 

The report published by the ICE mentioned that there were no actual contractual 

obligation to use Indian-made steel for permanent work but there was firstly, a demand 

for strong Indian representation and secondly, a political underpinning of involving 

Indian vendors and industrial resources. Perhaps this predicament led to the re-

examination of the original tender submitted by the contractors whereby the steel work 

was to be undertaken in England.73 The re-examination indicated that it would be possible 

to sub-let the supply and fabrication of 23,500 tons of steel of the total 26,500 permanent 

steel works.74 The only Indian steel enterprise that was ready and able to supply the 

required amount of high tensile strength steel required for construction of the new bridge, 

was TISCO based at their Jamshedpur plant, a few hundred kilometers west of Calcutta.75 

The engineering fabrication work was entrusted to the construction company Braithwaite, 

Burn & Jessop (BBJ) which collaborated with TISCO on other prominent public 

                                                           
73 George Eric Howorth, Hubert Shirley Smith, MM.I.C.E., (1947). “The New Howrah Bridge, Calcutta: 

Construction.”, Journal of the Institution of Civil Engineers. Paper no. 5612. October 1947. P. 212. 

74 Ibid. 

75 Ghatak, A.R. (2018). Howrah Bridge: An Icon in Steel. Jamshedpur: Corporate Communications, India & 

SEA, Tata Steel Ltd. p. 24. 
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infrastructure projects including the King George VI Bridge over river Meghna at Bhairab 

Bazar.76 Construction at the site finally began in October 1936.77  

The public discussion about involvement of Indian companies in the bridge 

project garnered media attention in the national and local newspapers and journals, 

including but not limited to the  representation of Indian expertise and employment of 

Indian labour (Fig 12-13). As seen in these photographs, TISCO chronicles of the project 

captureing employment of Indian labour force in the bridge project, although at best 

served as tokenism for the cause, did encapsulate within itself the spirit of contemporary 

nationalist politics. In one such journal, Modern Review, J.M.Ganguli chornicled the 

public interest around this project and attempted to shed light on the political 

underpinings of the workings of public-private partnership in the colonial period. About 

the multi-national conglomerate, Ganguli noted, the outrage was not about the European 

nature of the engineering firms involved, but the fact that these firms in some ways might 

have crossed the moral boundaries by posing as ‘Indian’ firms while they were part of an 

Indian conglomerate. This might appear as an objectionable stance in “appealing in that 

way to the patriotic sentiment of the inhabitants of this country.”78 

                                                           
76 Ibid. 

77 George Eric Howorth, Hubert Shirley Smith, MM.I.C.E., (1947). “The New Howrah Bridge, Calcutta: 

Construction.”, Journal of the Institution of Civil Engineers. Paper no. 5612. October 1947. P. 212. 

78 J.M.Ganguli, “The New Howrah Bridge Contract” in Modern Review, Vol. 59 no.1, January-June 1936. 
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Braithwaite, Burn and Jessop came together to form a consortium known as the 

“Indian combine” to bid for the Howrah Bridge project. The Indian combine was the only 

venture with Indian roots to submit a bid.79 Industrialist Walchand Hirachand’s 

Hindustan Construction Company was associated with this bid.80 None of the companies 

submitting a tender was solely Indian owned. In fact the consortium of Briathwaite, Burn 

and Jessop was formed on January 26, 1935 particularly to bid for the Howrah Bridge 

project.81 The Modern Review article quoted, 

The Howrah Bridge contract is estimated at several lacs over two crore 

rupees, but the pity is that no Indian concern tendered for it, though the 

hugeness of the contract attracted a tender even from Germany.82 

As Ramnath notes, the Bridge project could have served as an opportunity for Indian 

industrialists and engineers to experience solving a complex engineering problem. The 

consortium of BBJ made no significant difference to the cause of native involvement, given 

BBJ was a collaboration with some Indian actors but not entirely an Indian company. As 

the Indian firms relied mostly on government contracts, and functioned under the 

                                                           
79 “Current Topics: Howrah Bridge.” In The Times of India (1861-current); Jul 11, 1936, p. 12; ProQuest 

Historical Newspapers: The Times of India. Accessed online on 4.18.19. 

80 Ramnath, A. (2017). “Who’s in Charge of the Howrah Bridge? Engineering Expertise and the Political-

economy of Late-colonial India”, revised version of paper presented at Engineers and Society in India from 

c. 1850 to Present Times, EHESS Paris, March 27-28, 2017; 

Also see the history of the Rights Recovery Movement. 
81 See BBJ Website. Accessed online via https://bbjconst.com/profile.html 

82 Ganguli, J.M. (1936). “The New Howrah Bridge Contract” in Modern Review, Vol. 59 no.1, January-June 

1936. 
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unfavourable stores policy, they were faced with a market which let all the government 

orders go to British manufacturers.83 Historian of India’s industrialization have ruminated 

over this on several accounts. 

However, in the alternative historical account by Tirthankar Roy, TISCO84 

navigated this grim situation by continentally supplying steel during the two wars. Though 

the company suffered losses due to worldwide overproduction, the colonial government 

(the Tariff Board in particular) treated TISCO differently compared to other companies.85 

In 1924, TISCO, already a dependable organization with promise of proven industrial 

performance (during the war), advocated for reconsideration by the Tariff Board so the 

company could continue with their ongoing expansion programme. TISCO further 

managed to obtain the contract to supply the entire requirement or rail for the railway 

projects.86 With this continued success in negotiating with the colonial government, 

TISCO stood out as an exception to the otherwise austere native steel industry. 

                                                           
83 Ray, R.K. (1927: 242); also see Bandopadhyay, A. (1988). Story of Jessop, 1788-1988: On the Third 

Century. Jessop & Company. 

84 Note, different historiographies term TISCO as Tata Steel, Tata Steel Company and Tata  interchangeably. 

85 The four large steel producers of this period were – TISCO; Indian Iron and Steel; Mysore Iron Works; 

Bengal Iron Company. TISCO was the wealthiest of them all. See Roy (2018). 

86 Roy, T. (2018). A Business History of India: Enterprise and the Emergence of Capitalism from 1700. 

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. p. 131. 
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In the early 1920s, the colonial government, on policy, granted economic 

protection to the Indian steel industry to enable it to compete with inexpensive steel 

imports from continental Europe, but with the clause of increased cost of production.87 

While the British firms could produce cheaper steel, this policy did not improve the 

situation for Indian firms. In this predicament, a project as huge as the new Howrah 

Bridge leaving little scope of involvement of Indian firms, left discontent among the native 

industrialists. TISCO’s involvement in the project, although portrayed as unique and 

historically significant for industrial progress of the country, I argue is an instantiation of 

the company’s ongoing strategic business expansion. Even in TISCO’s internal accounts, 

the project does not hold specific momentum other than the company leaders showing 

concern over capturing the project that would otherwise move to foreign companies. 

However, the bridge project marks another moment of successful negotiation 

between TISCO and the colonial government, emblematic of the negotiations of private 

and public that enabled the company to claim its nation-building role. In this moment of 

public debate about native industries, the private entity shows shrewd tactics in obtaining 

business contracts and ceases the political climate to continue its management of public 

perception. 

                                                           
87 Rothermund, D. (1993). An Economic History of India: From Pre-Colonial Times to 1991. London: 

Routledge. pp. 89-90; also see Roy, T. (2018: 131). 
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The following section concentrates on the dynamics of the Indian industrialist 

class which found ways to navigate national politics by intervening in development and 

planning, thus accrusing greater power over national economy. 
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Figure 12: Photographed during construction. 

Source: ICE Journal Online Archive. 
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Figure 13: Indian workers at the bridge construction site. Source: Online from 

https://www.tata.com/newsroom/tata-steel-howrah-bridge-icon-in-steel. 
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10 

Rise of Indian Capitalists 
 

At the beginning of the 20th century, when India actively intended on 

modernizing, infrastructure was understanbaly vital to India’s development.  However, 

Britain's colonial rule made it nearly impossible for Indian industrialists to obtain 

infrastructure contracts. India entered the Industrial period later than the western nations. 

It is possible to hypothesize that it was with the laying of the railway tracks, first in 1853, 

that India formally entered its industrial period.88 Shortly after, at the beginning of the 

twentieth century, Indian national leaders too acknowledged the importance of rapid 

industrialisation as a catalyst for economic development of the soon-to-be independent 

nation.89 While most Indian leaders saw immediate prospects of embracing the western 

idea of industrialisation,90 some saw early on the dangers of creating an economically 

unequal society in which a small but considerably powerful capitalist class would exploit 

the workers as machines of growth.91 

                                                           
88 First railway track was operationalized between Bombay and Thane, April 15, 1853. 

89 Chandra (1966: 69). 

90 See M. G. Ranade, “Exigencies of Progress in India”, in the Quarterly Journal of Poona Sarvajanik Sava, 

1893, Note – article does  not appear under Ranade’s name as mentioned in Ravinder Kumar (1968), 

Western India in the Nineteenth Century. Toronto: University of Toronto Press. 

91 Chandra. (1966). pp. 69-70. This issue has been vagulely addressed in most post-colonial narratives of 

native industries. It is not discussed in detail in this thesis but is worth mentioning to provide an appropriate 

context. 
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At this point, the established industries in India were indigo, tea and coffee 

plantations, which were exclusively European owned.92 As Bipan Chandra points out, 

Indian industrial enthusiasts were chiefly invested in factory led industries.93 Given the 

enthusiasm for modern technology and machine-led progress, it is perhaps not surprising 

that Indian leaders and entrepreneurs were interested in developing factories and large 

establishments with modern apparatus. Worth noting here is the idea of progress 

advocated by Mahadev Govind Ranade, a founding member of the Indian National 

Congres. Ranade asserted that the first requirement for society’s progress is to believe in 

the idea of progress.94 

Connected to this, was INC’s subsequent drive for industrial development guided 

by the idea of progress and modernization. It was J.N. Tata’s dream to establish a steel 

factory in India to promote modernization. The steel factory was one of his three dream 

projects, the other two being a center for scientific and technological education and a 

hydroelectric power plant. J.N. Tata did not live long enough to see any of his dreams 

fulfilled. His son Dorab Tata traveled both to the east and to the west to establish branches 

for the existing opium trade. During his travels, he was exposed to industrialized cultures 

that resolved his conviction to expand the manufacturing industry, which in India was 

dominated by foreign players. Dorab was motivated by hearing Thomas Carlyle speak at a 

                                                           
92 Ibid, p. 71. 

93 Ibid. 

94 Kumar, R. (1968). Western India in the Nineteenth Century. Routledge. p. 289. 
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gathering, saying “the country that has the steel, will have the gold.”95 Dorab Tata founded 

the Tata Steel plant at Jamshedpur, in a predominantly tribal land in Jharkhand in Eastern 

India. Over the ensuing years, as Indian entrepreneurs struggled to get some industrial 

footing, the industrialists created a lobbying organization called the Federation of Indian 

Chambers of Commerce & Industry (FICCI) in 1927. The industrialists engaged with the 

Indian nationalist movement in a personal capacity as well as on an organizational level, 

through FICCI and other Chambers of Commerce. 

During the Second World War,  most of the native industries profited through 

business in the black market. The political climate indicated that the British were likely on 

their way out of India, after the end of the war. The lobbying group of native industrialists 

took advantage of this situation. They were aware that it was this moment which they had 

to cease, to influence the independent government in making to advocate for an economic 

policy more conducive of accommodating industrial growth. They intended to align with 

the Indian National Congress (INC), with the motive of lobbying for a friendlier industrial 

policy. It was understood that the INC would form the independent government. Within 

this lobbyist group, the Tata Company was most prominent. 

                                                           
95 Lala, R. M. (2006). The Creation of Wealth: The Tatas from the 19th to the 21st Century. New Delhi: 

Penguin Group. 
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In the following section, I will investigate Tata Group’s involvement in national planning 

in the post-colonial period and their subsequent accrual of power over the national 

development policy of the newly forming independent Indian government. 
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11 

Capital Captures Planning: Tata and the Bombay Plan 
 

The opportunity to plan for a newly born nation accomplished a more significant 

task for both the native capitalists and the state. It brought at once the chance for native 

capitalists to advocate for and ingrain their interests into national policy, and for securing 

greater autonomy in an otherwise state-dominated market. Hence the Howrah Bridge 

became one of the many instances of the material demonstration of the emergence of 

native industrialists into the post-colonial discourse of national planning. As we shall see 

in thissection, national planning served as the ideal site for the materialization of the 

capitalist dream, which lay dormant under colonial rule, 

The Bombay Plan was drafted by a group of Indian capitalists to guide the 

economic growth of post-independence India. This plan responded to the Gandhian Plan 

drafted by Shriman Narayan Agarwal in consultation with Mohandas Karamchand 

Gandhi.96 The Bombay Plan was drafted under the auspice of the Tatas, including financial 

help for the drafting of the document and intellectual support through forming the expert 

group with several other prominent Indian industrialists. The signatories of the Bombay 

                                                           
96 Agarwal, S.N, (1944) The Gandhian Plain of Economic Development for India, Padma Publications Ltd, 

Bombay. Gandhi wrote the preface of this plan document. 
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Plan published in January 194497 included Purshotamdas Thakurdas, Jamshedji Ratanji 

Dadabhoy Tata, Ghanshyam Das Birla, Ardeshir Dalal, Shri Ram, Kasturbhai 

Lalbhai, Ardeshir Darabshaw Shroff, and John Mathai. The Bombay Plan was drafted as an 

economic plan, in anticipation of the exit of British imperial power and India’s impending 

freedom to become an independent nation state. The Plan received criticism from all 

political quarters. For the far left the plan was a proliferation of capital accumulating 

strategy of its industrialist authors. For the far right, it was a violation of the Bretton 

Woods Agreement to which Ardhesir Shroff had been an attendee. It also received flack 

from economists, with allegations of not being thorough enough with its strategies of 

industrial capital development which would lead to increased inequality and slow down 

the process of building national capital. 

The Bombay Plan is the blueprint of the ways in which the Indian capitalist class 

systematically advocated for their interests. As for most planning charters, the BP is often 

referred to as a tool for social engineering invented by the industrialist class to establish a 

post-colonial Indian society progressing faster towards a capitalist future. Such anxieties 

seem palpable in several historical accounts of certain sections within the industrialist class 

fearing in the post-Bombay Plan period of accusations of alienating public opinion in 

                                                           
97 Thakurdas et al., Memorandum Outlining A Plan Of Economic Development For India, Part I and II, 

Penguin Books 1944, first published in India, Accssed through 

http://www.isec.ac.in/Plan_%20of_%20economic_%20development_%20for_%20India.pdf on 3.31.19. 
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drafting the plan.98 Important to note here is that the negative response received from the 

colonial government to the Bombay Plan prevented several within the close-knit 

industrialist group from attending a meeting arranged by the colonial government in this 

regard- the hesitation had, at the same time, ideological roots as well as political. However, 

leaders of the Tata Company maintained loyalty to both the project of class advocacy 

through planning and their loyalty the colonial government by being part of the 

deliberation arranged by the government.99 The dominating discourse suggests that 

Indian capitalists supported state-led planning and that the Bombay Plan is a marker of 

the nationalist aspiration of this capitalist class.100 However, it is safe to argue that this plan 

was a medium through which the capitalists advocated for their business interests while 

maintaining an image devoted to the nationalist cause- much like Tata’s attempt at 

creating a self-image devoted to social benefit and prioritization of workers’ interests 

ahead of profiteering motives. 

While it is natural for a private corporation to aspire for profit, it is the careful 

mediation with the Indian National Congress (INC) in the late 1940s, and later with the 

post-colonial government of India that I call into question. The negotiations to back the 

industrialist class- to lessen state induced socialitst control over economic planning, and 

                                                           
98 Tyabji, N. (2015). Forging Capitalism in Nehru's India: Neocolonialism and the State, c. 1940- 1970. New 

Delhi: Oxford University Press. pp. 44-46. 

99 Ibid. 

100 See Ray (1979). 
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the attempts to weave capitalist interests into national planning through drafting a plan 

document by a group of industrialists, is a testament to the privilege of proximity to and 

interdependence with the state that the industrialist group enjoyed through different 

periods in history. Their class interest aspired to define the trajectory of national planning; 

their conflict with the socialist objectives of the state characterised the planning regime for 

which they advocated. 

Although the Bombay Plan or the Tata-Birla Plan, as it came to be called, was 

never formally adopted by the state, the subsequent Five-year Plans drafted by India’s 

Planning Commission drew significantly from this plan. It is alleged that the Five Year 

Plans were in continuum with the Bombay Plan. The capitalist interests strategically 

diverted from INC’s socialist ideology when it came to the question of national planning. 

At various stages, infrastructure planning served as the medium for the industrialist class 

to promote their group interest rather than greater good- a cause to which they laid claim. 

The story of TISCO or, Tata in general, is an example of the same. I argue that industrial 

infrastructure development is the prime-field for the collision and collusion of statecraft 

and private capital. 

Tata’s involvement in drafting the Bombay Plan calls for special attention for 

scholars aimed at historicizing private capital in the Indian context. The plan was drafted 

as part of the National Planning Committee’s activity. This Committee was set up in 1939. 

The Indian industrialist class being close to the Indian National Congress was part of the 
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plans that INC deemed necessary for building an independent nation. However, such 

proximity did not guarantee absolute ideological agreement between the INC leaders and 

the industrialists. There was a considerable divergence between INC experts and Indian 

businessmen.101 The fact that all eight ‘expert’s on the plan drafting team were 

industrialists, thus deserves closer attention. The capitalists were considerably alarmed at 

the presence of socialist ideology within the INC and some radical socialist elements 

which represented the far left of INC. INC’s leader Jawaharlal Nehru harbored a socialist 

ideology originating from the Fabian school of thought. The industrialists were anxious 

about the strong voices of socialism hindering the fast and desired growth of business in 

post-colonial India if the business class did not protect their interests by directly 

intervening in the drafting of the Bombay Plan. The Tata’s provided half of the research 

expenses for this plan while the rest was borne by other industrialists combined. The 

stakes were high for the Indian industrialists and they did their best to increase their 

economic and political power within the newly forming government. The Bombay Plan 

thus is the product of the capitalist effort of regulating the early post-colonial economy in 

favour of private Indian enterprise, even before the idea of economic planning evolved 

into state-led Five-Year Plans.102 Even within the INC, all members were bound to agree 

that any future economy in independent India would have a significant presence of the 

                                                           
101 See Chibber (2003). 

102 Chattopadhyay (1985: i). 
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private sector, which was self-aware of its need to gain control. As mentioned earlier, not 

only did the Tata Group play a prominent role in pursuing this goal through financial 

support, but they also assembled the team of experts to draft the plan. To make sure that 

India’s post-independence economy is conducive of the rapid growth of private capital, 

the Tata Group navigated national planning efforts through the trope of expertise, by 

gaining regulatory power to govern development in the years to come. From the second 

world war projects to the Howrah Bridge project and the drafting of the Bombay Plan - 

through the trope of development, the corporate house legitimatized its claim over the 

economy by institutionalizing its self-image at time through nationalist ideologies, during 

others, through creating expertise. 

In the following section, I briefly explore a prominent undertaking of TISCO- the 

company town named Jamshedpur where the TISCO steel plant is located. 
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12 

Further Planning Endeavors – Jamsetji’s Tatanagar  
 

Jamshedpur Railway station is located in the Kalimati area which used to be a 

village near Sakchi, the location chosen for setting up the Tata steel plant. In a January 

morning when I arrived at the Tatanagar Junction Railway Station, the deboarding crowd 

almost entirely comprised of men on business primarily with TISCO, on a day trip to 

Jamshedpur from Calcutta, and students at the XLRI management school who were 

returning to campus after winter break. Travelers of my demographic, i.e. female graduate 

student going to TISCO archives in the hope of demarcating the boundaries between 

industrial capital and national development, were nowhere to be found. The city gave an 

impression of having skewed sex ration- perhaps characteristic of industrial towns. 

 This experienced followed through as I landed at the tranquil campus of Russi 

Mody Centre for Excellence103 at the heart of Jamshedpur town. The campus is located 

right next to Jubilee Park, a landscaped garden spread across 500 acres (2.0 sq. km). 

Located to the left of Jubilee Park’s entrance, the CFE is house to an art gallery showcasing 

part of Tata’s art collection including original paintings of M.F.Hussain, an exhibition hall 

and the Tata Steel Archives (TSA).104 The TSA is a special and only collection of all private 

                                                           
103 Hereafter CFE. 

104 Hereafter TSA. 



 
 
 

INDUSTRIAL/STATECRAFT 
 

 
 
 
 

81 

 

papers and other documents periodically archived by TISCO. TISCO is the only Tata 

enterprise that has an archive of its own while the rest of the Tata undertakings are part of 

the Tata Central Archives105 located in Pune. The company township is one of its kind in 

India and is the most prominent among Tata Group’s industrial competence. 

In India, the Tata Group represents the Parsi community which has emulated 

many Indian practices while maintaining their own cultural identity. Under British rule, 

Parsis were part of the colonial elites in Bombay. J.N.Tata created Tata Sons from the 

existing merchant business set up by his father. On his Empress mills project, J N Tata was 

quoted as saying: 

We do not claim to be more unselfish, more generous or more 

philanthropic than other people. But we think we started on sound 

and straightforward business principles, considering the interests of 

the shareholders our own, and the health and welfare of our 

employees the sure foundation of our prosperity.106 

As the Tata ventures grew, his son Dorab Tata concentrated on starting India’s first steel 

mill. After a long search, the erstwhile eastern Indian state of Jharkhand was chosen for its 

ideal location with proximity to steel, coal mines and water resource. The Tata Group 

acquired a huge parcel of land here and started establishing a steel township. The different 

phases of this township were planned by different urban planners from around the world. 

                                                           
105 Hereafter TCA. 

106 Aman Nath and Jay Vithalani, Horizons: The Tata-India Century, Bombay: India Book House, 2004, 

p. 32. 
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The Sahlin and Kennedy Plan of 1912 was the first one that set up the core of the township 

with workers housing. Otto Koenigsberger in 1944-45 drafted the plan for 

neighbourhoods around the core based on the Garden City model. Thus the Tata venture 

of the company township served as the site of the confluence of the international exchange 

of expertise. The archives at Jamshedpur and in Pune highlight this strive for international 

expertise in conjunction with the modernist dream for a young nation. The planning of 

the company town claims legitimacy within the discourse of national development. 

 Not only the township, but most of Tata’s infrastructural ventures are tethered 

together with the thread of national development. As I scrutinize in the next section, the 

making of TISCO’s self-image, their quest for validation and recognition within the public 

imagination serves as a cue. This section explores the process of creation of TISCO’s self-

image. 
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13 

TISCO and Infrastructure: Making of Corporate Self-image 
 

Infrastructures are sites where the forces of technology and expertise come 

together with the political and economic factors and fuse into creating a medium of 

something much larger that enables the flow of resources, people and culture. 

Infrastructural objects also have architectural significance, for their forms bear meanings 

through their shapes, structures, scales, and materials. While talking about forms, Brian 

Larkin terms this as “the political aesthetics”107 of infrastructure. I employ Larkin’s 

concept of political aesthetics to untangle the politics of design of the Howrah Bridge 

project, specifically in the light of TISCO’s nation-building claims legitimized through 

infrastructure development. While the project is just another example of TISCO claiming 

ownership over an infrastructural dream – a project where they only supplied raw 

material, it is also a repository of TISCO’s negotiation with the consortium that 

constructed this iconic structure. The other contractors, although list the Howrah Bridge 

in their list of projects and take credit for their respective roles in construction, do not 

carry forward the legacy of is this British-Indian infrastructure marvel, as their own. 

                                                           
107 Brian Larkin, (2018), “The Promising Forms: The Political Aesthetics of Infrastructure” in Promise of 

Infrastructure, Akhil Gupta ed., pp. 175-176. 
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The question is why should we note this? How did the Tatas acquire this form of 

ownership? Bipan Chandra notes that the national leaders of India, during the freedom 

struggle were clearly able to see the contradiction between the Indian people and British 

colonialism – the contradiction based on the socio-economic experience of the Indian 

colonized people under British rule based on the economic oppression wherein India was 

serving as a site of manufacturing raw materials, with its indigenous small scale handicraft 

industry systematically destroyed through British economic policies.108 Chandra claims, 

India was going through a “process of underdevelopment” and that the nationalist leaders 

formed their anti-colonial ideology based on this complex and astute observation.109 

Chandra further claims that it is the national movement which is to be credited for 

bringing the Indian people together, strengthening their bond as the peoples of one nation, 

in a country which was still “a-nation-in-the-making” according to many national leaders 

such as Dadabhai Naoroji, Surendranath Banerjee, Balgangadhar Tilak, Gandhiji, and 

Nehru.110 While this movement was a result of the people of India uniting against common 

oppression by the British rulers, the economic impetus of the movement strongly 

influenced TISCO’s industrial motives. The idea of a-nation-in-the-making reflects in 

most of TISCO’s promotional materials around 1947 and could be traced back to much 

earlier times. For instance, in a series of posters from 1947, among others, the process of 

                                                           
108 Bipan Chandra et al., (1988), India’s Struggle for Independence 1857-1947, pp. 22-23, Penguin Books. 

109 Ibid. 

110 Ibid. 
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industrial ‘reconstruction’ describes TISCO’s pivotal role in it. Claiming that the nation is 

under ‘reconstruction’, these posters move from describing one sector to the other, 

inserting TISCO’s role in this narrative with terrific conviction. This is made possible 

through the leveraging of infrastructure as the medium of intervention. 

Infrastructure makes progress visible; it is the material manifestation of 

development efforts of the state in which TISCO then inserts itself. It is the infrastructure 

projects and the industrial development attempts, which make TISCO’s public image 

legible on a national scale. Infrastructure becomes the site for the creation of this public 

image. The image that lasts long after a certain infrastructural object came to exist. In 

other words, the infrastructural promise historically serves as the trope for the 

accumulation of corporate capital, irrespective of its other motives such as nation-

building. Acquiring technical prowess, and building capacity for research act as tools of 

the attempt at creating legibility, as explored in the next section. 
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14 

Research for Progress – Tiscrom Steel for Howrah Bridge 
 

The negotiations by TISCO to form a consortium for the Howrah Bridge project 

dates back to as early as 1934. It took more than two years of mediating with the other 

stakeholders as well as discussions within TISCO and Tata Sons, to form a conglomerate 

to undertake the humongous task of researching and manufacturing the specific type of 

Tiscrom steel required for construction of the bridge. In a meeting held in March 1934, the 

Board of TISCO considered association with Messrs. Braithwaite, Messrs. Burn and 

Messrs. Jessop & Co.111 During this meeting, several managerial heads of the company 

carefully considered the implications forming this consortium would have on their 

business. Their concerns revolved around the pricing of steel, supplying capacity, and 

engineering expertise to produce the required type of steel and their ability to follow 

stipulated fabrication standards.112 While much of the internal discussions at TISCO and 

Tata Sons boardrooms hovered around the pricing of steel, a considerable amount was 

reserved to find ways to adhere to strict standards specified by the British contractors. As 

TISCO went on to take pride in their research acumen to produce steel that matched the 

                                                           
111 Minutes of the Meeting, numbered 57, TSA Archives, Pune. 

112 Ibid. Also see pp 57-58 of this thesis. 
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exact British standards, much of this history bears witness to the continued struggle to 

keep up with imperial autonomy in technology and expertise. 

As much as this led to TISCO advancing its geological research unit at 

Jamshedpur, the fact that the aspirations were determined by matching imperial 

standards, I argue, impeded the process of industrial modernization of which TISCO 

claimed to be the flag bearer. A similar sentiment is echoed in Chikayoshi Nomura’s 

account of TISCO’s export potentials in the 1930s – a period when TISCO was the only 

Indian steel producing unit with modern technology at its disposal, due to its robust 

establishment at the Jamshedpur plant.113 The plant not only housed a geological research 

unit, additionally it had also established a technical training institute by the name of 

Jamshedpur Technical Institute (JTI) long before venturing into the bridge project. 

TISCO’s technical research was ongoing, the company had manufactured steel of specific 

standards to match British specifications for supply to other projects before they received 

the contract for Howrah Bridge. The claim that Tiscrom was an invention for the Bridge 

project was true but its portrayal as an instantiation of TISCO’s research for national 

development, one could argue, is an overstatement. 

                                                           
113 Nomura, Chikayoshi, (2012), “Why Was Indian Steel Not Exported in the Colonial Period?—The 

influence of the BritishStandard Specification in limiting the potential export of Indian steel in the 1930s” in 

Modern Asian Studies, Vol. 46, No. 5 (September 2012), pp. 1239-1276, Cambridge University Press. 
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Unlike the portrayal of the ICE report, the involvement of TISCO in the bridge 

project was a lone instance of a native industrial unit supplying a large amount of raw 

material for colonial infrastructure projects. The history of colonial infrastructure is 

characterised by this form of contention and negotiation between the colonial state and 

the native enterprise. Even as the Tata Group used these projects as vehicles of self-

promotion, the inherent economic oppression by the colonial administration is what 

made Tata’s industrial efforts analogous to the nationalist movement. As this thesis 

discovers, in historicizing infrastructure and private capital, the boundary between the 

nationalist movement and the rise of private capital would begin to blur. 

In the next section, I mediate on TISCO’s attempt at advertising the company as a 

proponent of national as well as nationalist development. 
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15 

TISCO’s Advertising Strategy 
 

A promotional poster (Fig. 14) of TISCO from the 1950s, reads, “Private 

enterprise serves the Nation.” The consciousness about ‘private’ and ‘national’ is 

palpable- the two words are capitalized in the poster.114 It is viable to argue that these 

words are capitalized on, to promote the industrial steel giant. Between 1920 and 1980, 

TISCO produced steel for several large-scale infrastructure projects across India. These 

projects spanned a timeline cutting across pre and post-independence periods in India. 

Naturally, the discourse around infrastructure development transitioned from being the 

site for colonial state’s modernization projects to the post-colonial state’s 

‘developmentalism’ model assisted by various foreign aids and development banks. 

Through such acts of developmentalism, the post-colonial Indian state was trying not just 

to achieve development ‘post’ the British colonial rule, but also to build the modern 

independent Indian nation. 

The term ‘modern’ begs scrutiny. ‘Postcolonial’ was not just defined by doing 

away with the colonial rule but also was the opportunity to find the identity of India as a 

                                                           
114 D’Souza, D. (2018). “How JRD Tata came up with a marketing strategy that ran through Tata ads for 

nearly a century” in Scoll.in. Published 9.12.2018. Accessed online via 

https://scroll.in/magazine/892183/how-jrd-tata-came-up-with-a-marketing-strategy-that-ran-through-tata-

ads-for-nearly-a-century on 2.6.19. 
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modern nation-state on its path of modernization. The idea of development in the post-

colonial period was thus rooted in the newly independent Indian state’s quest for 

modernization. TISCO’s carefully crafted self-image, I argue, utilized this state desire, to 

forge an enduring corporate partnership not only with the state but also its people, 

through the trope of infrastructure. On delving deeper into this corporate narrative of 

progress and development, the iconic Howrah Bridge appears as one of those projects. 

 For example, a series of promotional materials published by TISCO in the 

financial year 1946-47, depicted several infrastructure projects, which were not directly 

linked to the steel industry. The poster captioned “Food for the Million” (Figure 17) 

comes with an illustration of a scene from a mining site. To stay true to its Indian (and 

authentic) roots, the illustration includes human figures - possibly deep sea miners, 

wearing turbans – an Indian head covering also worn by constables of the British ruled 

Indian army, as a marker of their ranking within the army. The poster explains, in two 

lines – succinct and straight forward – that deep-sea mining is dependent on the 

“scientific development of the fishing industry”, which in turn lends room for 

contribution by the iron and steel industry. The appeal in this poster is based on the fact 

that the steel and iron industry was pioneered in India by TISCO. In this poster, the claim 

goes beyond a single project or a specific type of intervention, which directly benefits from 

TISCO products, but has a broader connection, which is at times farfetched. It asserts how 

TISCO’s venture is among other things, also responsible for securing nutrition for the 
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people of India. Consecutively, in the 1990s, TISCO’s advertising campaign read “we also 

make steel”- indicating at TISCO’s broader role in all things development in India, 

additional to the steel industry. 

In the poster attached as (Fig. 14), it is the textile industry, which is at the center of 

TISCO’s self-promotion project. Posters and pamphlets similar to this one provide textual 

evidence of TISCO’s aspirations for industrial progress. In this particular poster, the steel 

industry’s expansion is justified by explaining its use in the textile industry in 1950S India. 

The poster reads, “How far will 15 yards of cloth go?” claiming textile industries as an 

arena where steel would be necessary for production. It is worth noting that before Tata’s 

foray into the iron and steel industry, Jamsetji Nusserwanji Tata was invested in textile 

mills around the 1880s.  

The nature of appropriation of positive capitalism or “welfare capitalism”, a term I 

borrow from Margaret Crawford, is central in decoding TISCO’s form of industrial 

capitalism. Crawford’s description of the progressive movement in America in the 1900s, 

as a causality behind the transformation of definition of the “enlightened individual”115 is 

allegorical to TISCO foraying into the steel and iron industry, which posed itself as the 

engine of national progress. Much in the lines of Marx’s prognostic critique116 of 

                                                           
115 Crowford. (1995). pp. 46-47. 

116 Walter Benjamin, The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction, Ed. Hannah Arendt, 

translated by Harry Zohn, 1969, Schocken Books, New York. 
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capitalism, this thesis forecasts the way in which infrastructure development is shaped by 

the forces of industrial capitalism, following its historical pattern; here industrialisation 

being a direct manifestation of capitalist modes of production. In the historiography of 

TISCO’s infrastructural branding, a nationalist tone is candid if not raw. This nationalist 

tone becomes instrumental to TISCO and more generally, Tata Group’s project of 

legitimating their brand of industrial welfare capitalism. 

Jamsetji Tata conceptualized the Tata Sons as early as in the 1870s. The steel plant 

and the adjoining township of Jamshedpur were inaugurated in 1907. During the 

seventeenth meeting of the Indian National Congress, the presidential address stressed on 

industrial development. The presidential speech mentioned, 

[…] The revival of the former may be most problematical for the simple reason 

that steam and electricity have entirely revolutionised arts and industries of the 

old fashioned type, which almost wholly depended on manual labour; The arts 

and industries of India, which flourished and prospered so well prior to the 

period which wrought the industrial evolution in Europe, and especially of the 

United Kingdom, were all attended to by manual labour, especially the finer 

class of cotton fabrics. So long as this country was on a par with Europe 

previous to the age of steam and mechanical science, it was no doubt able to 

hold its own. [,,,]117 

The core management of Tata was influenced by the nationalist movement. But what is 

more intriguing is the way in which the contemporary political current was integrated into 

                                                           
117 p. 66, Detailed Report of the Minutes of the Meeting of the Seventeenth meeting of Indian National 

Congress, December 26-28, 1901. 
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the overall marketing strategy of the corporate giant. It is one thing to find allegiance in a 

certain political movement, and another, to leverage that movement to expand a private 

enterprise. For example, a pamphlet from the 1950s, quotes part of the then Prime 

Minister, Pandit Jawaharlal Nehru’s speech, as follows, 

Production depends on many factors and one of the most important of 

those factors is the psychology to produce, apart from the technical 

apparatus etc., that we may have – and one should have the efficiency 

and there must be the capacity and the psychology to produce.118 

This appeal to cultivate the ‘psychology’ to produce is preceded by Nehru’s call to 

particularly address the needs for strengthening India’s power resources, which he 

demands, must be done “fast and speedily.”119 This pamphlet is titled “Pandit Nehru on 

the Psychology to Produce”. It does not mention any of the technical details usually found 

on promotional posters of steel companies, such as details of production capacity or 

specifications of a particular type of product. The act of selecting a certain part of the 

speech, to highlight it for public circulation and consumption, thus becomes part of a 

project of influencing the public psyche. I argue, that infrastructure, at various scales and 

its myriad forms, provides for the public enterprise to enter into the realm of 

development. These promotional materials serve as the archive of the private element’s 

                                                           
118 TSA poster collection. 

119 Ibid. 
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aspirations of not only developing the nation but the development of their industrial 

empire. 

Historian Aditya Mukherjee attributes the formation of the Indian capitalist class 

in his seminal work Imperialism, Nationalism and the making of the Capitalist Class: 1920-

1947. He describes in detail the incidents that led to the drafting of the Bombay Plan. 

Mukherjee notes the way in which the investment by Indian landholding class in business 

enterprises, has been interpreted without the apparent disregard of the “transitional 

phase” of industrial capitalism in India, which intended to utilize the pre-capitalist 

accumulations in the new emerging system.120 

Mukherjee notes that connecting dots between the old order and the new order, 

and finding a pattern of evolution of private capitalism, is far less helpful than posing a 

question on the direction of the economy at that time.121 The economy for TISCO and the 

Tata Group was moving towards infrastructure development on territorial scales, which 

intensified the involvement of private capital in the process. In 1946-47, with the 

announcement of the Damodar Valley irrigation project, TISCO took the pre-emptive 

initiative to publicize one of the biggest infrastructure projects announced by the 

independent Indian state. This project was of utmost importance for Nehru’s vision of 

                                                           
120 p. 47, Aditya Mukherjee, (2002), Imperialism, Nationalism and the Making of the Indian Capitalist Class: 

1920-1947. Sage Publications, New Delhi. 

121 Ibid. 
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nation-building, announced at the wake of the independent Indian state in 1947. TISCO 

takes the first step to claim a direct role in the making of this important infrastructure. The 

scale and impact of these projects are noticeable. The Damodar Valley project promised to 

build eight dams and a barrage across the Damodar River, for which steel would be 

required as a necessary construction material, which TISCO aspired to apply. In another 

instance, the dream of modernity promised through infrastructure is utilized by Tata’s 

entrepreneurial objectives (Fig. 15-17). 

The infrastructural dream of the nation-state and the nationalist undertone/nature 

of it, blend seamlessly with the business objectives of Tata. It is more crucial to understand 

if the entrepreneurial objectives are guided exclusively by profit-seeking motivesor if there 

exists an intersection between the industrialist and the nationalist dream. Either way, this 

is an instance of the modernist infrastructural imagination and the entrepreneurial self, 

coming together through the common medium of development, the narrative 

convenience of which lies at the foundation of this project of corporate image making. 

In the concluding section section, I reflect on these questions with respect to the 

historical references studied in this thesis. 
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Figure 14: TISCO poster from 1950s stating “Private Enterprise serves the Nation.” 

Source: TSA Jamshedpur 
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Figure 15: TISCO poster titled "Vision in Steel" describing the 

process of industrial 'reconstruction' of India, 1947. 

Source: TSA Archives, Jamshedpur. 
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Figure 16: Steel Smelting Shop at Tata Iron and Steel 

Works, Jamshedpur c. 1950. 

Photographer: Sunil Janah. 

Source: Journal of South Asian Screen Studies, 2017. 

Figure 17: TISCO advertising material depicting 

deep sea mining efforts by the Indian state, 

1946-47 

Source: TSA Archives, Jamshedpur. 
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16 

Concluding Thoughts 
 

This project started with the goal of decoding the nuances of infrastructure as a 

political terrain – politics of development, nation-building, private actors, and expertise 

among other things. The main task of the project is to trace the state’s management of the 

economy from which private capital took its cues and to which it adjusted itself to play to 

its advantage, the state-dominated market dynamic in post-colonial India. The history of 

infrastructural politics thus can be seen as coterminous with the history of the making of 

the industrialist class in 20th century India. In that context, the 1940s defines a critical 

moment of change in the study of infrastructure and modernization in India, owing to the 

shift from colonial to an independent government. This period chronicles the process, 

actors and politics of modernizing a state, and the degree to which the private was 

entangled with the public. 

In the end, then, the question remains as to how we define ‘public’ and ‘private’, 

and what kind of entanglements are appropriate lenses through which to look at the 

nation-state and its endeavor of infrastructure development. In the 1940s, the dominant 

factor was the burgeoning Indian industrialist class, the members of which were trying to 

organize to become a strong united front of interest. The entanglement between the state 

and the capitalists is revelatory of the nuances with which specific forms of capital became 
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dominant in post-colonial India. The interactions between national leaders and Indian 

capitalists were more collaborative than contradictory, as many economic historians have 

portrayed. This collaboration with the colonial state might thus be seen as transitioning 

into a successful association with the post-colonial state as well – remarkably even 

assuming the mantle of nationalist progress in the process.  

If the Indian industrialists were motivated by the ideology of progress, this thesis 

alternatively reflects that the crux of Indian industrial capitalism in its formative years lied 

at the intersection of the ideology of progress and an ideology of accumulation. The 

question was not about choosing between purpose and ideology but about curating a 

juxtaposition of the two to utilize a given political economy of the post-colonial state. A 

more nuanced structure emerged when the industrialist class acted on its foresight of 

formation of a largely capitalist society in India in the post-independence period. The 

industrialists did so by pairing up with the nationalist movement. The nuance lies in the 

fact that within this capitalist class, which otherwise portrayed a novel outlook of national 

development as seen in my account of the Tata Group, there existed a strong opposition to 

any form of socialist ideology. The industrialists feared that socialist ideals would capture 

the independent Indian administration, impeding industrial growth in a young nation 

suffering from stunted economic development. 

This fact is chronicled in multiple histories of the late-colonial economy that bear 

proof of conflict between the capitalist led FICCI and the socialist sect of the INC, 
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including Jawaharlal Nehru whose ideologies, seemingly leaned to the left.122 It is the fear 

of socialist planning that led the representatives of private capital to lobby strongly within 

the INC – a move that crystalized clear post the exit of the socialist sect of INC from 

Congress. 

The actions of the leaders of Tata Group, during the period of India’s 

independence in the 1940s, project the dichotomy as the company continued portraying 

on public platforms, an image dedicated to nation building and showing abhorrence to 

profit in subtle ways. JRD Tata, a close aide of Nehru was one of the first signatories in the 

letter that openly opposed Nehru’s socialist speech, which he delivered as the President of 

Congress in the mid-1930s.123 How Nehru’s socialist tendencies and his economic policies 

would affect business in India was to unfold later. However, the industrialist class with 

premonitions was alarmed and tried their best to prevent socialist ideals from affecting 

planning and policy. JRD Tata, in his later years, spoke of the difference in opinion 

between Nehru’s and his understanding of economic development, to the extent that Tata 

Group began funding other political parties.124 Even though there were conflicting 

ideologies, state and private capital, in this instance, functioned through inter-reliance 

with private capital constantly attuning loyalties to the changing political regimes. On the 

                                                           
122 See Rajat Ray. 

123 Ray, p. 325. 

124 Guha, R. (2017). “When JRD called for a strong opposition” in Hindustan Times. Updated 9.24.17. 

Accessed online via https://www.hindustantimes.com/columns/when-jrd-tata-called-for-a-strong-

opposition/story-P6rWvjlwmtd4XUzkGDiNBI.html 
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one hand, the industrialists were financially supporting the nationalist movement, on the 

other, they continued accruing power over the public sector, through engagement with 

infrastructure projects. The connection thus forged, operated from the colonial period, 

lasting through the political turmoil of transition of governance, and continuing into the 

workings of the post-colonial government. The industrialist class no longer was competing 

against the state forces but was operating in tandem with the intricacies of the nation-state. 

 

Corporate/Nationalism: Capital of Performance? 
 

The question that most intrigues me, then, is one about the extents of the 

connection between capitalists and the state, and the ways in which this connection 

influenced planning and infrastructure development. The answer perhaps lies in the 

negotiation by capitalists with the changing politics and ideologies that run the state. 

For example, as much as JRD Tata had opposing economic views, the company 

maintained strong ties with the Nehru family in the post-independence period. Their 

association goes beyond multiple layers of proximity, with JRD’s private airline 

functioning as Nehru’s private charter jet. Important to note here is the fact that Tata 

crafted its position as the private venture that was perhaps the closest to the prime 

minister’s office, and consequently, had a closer social connection with the powerful and 

the significant of the country and abroad. 
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In a letter dated April 4, 1949, shortly after Nehru’s accession to the position of 

Prime Minister, he made the following request to JRD Tata, 

I want to give you a little trouble. I should like to take a parcel of 

mangoes with me for the Mountbattens. I suppose you will be able 

to get fairly good alfonso mangoes by the time I go. I do not want to 

add too much to my luggage. So do not give me many. 

 

Yours, 

Jawaharlal.125 

 

In another instance, JRD Tata wrote an elaborate letter to Nehru, the newly elected Prime 

Minister of India, regarding the possible choices for Indian National Anthem. In the letter 

dated August 29, 1947, JRD Tata stated his preference for an appropriate anthem befitting 

the spirit of the country, describing unabashedly his opinions on each of Nehru’s choices, 

contradicting most of them.126 

The nature of proximity demonstrated the ways in which the Tata Group was able 

to navigate the political and hence the economic terrain in India. This interaction is 

representative of multiple other interactions (see Fig. 22) that show incisive understanding 

between the private and the state. State and capital were never in conflict with each other 

in the first place. Accumulation of capital was only possible through mutual complicity. 

                                                           
125 Letter from Nehru to JRD Tata, Accessed at TSA January 2019, Reference: FP-NO-130-JRDT-

NEHRU=COR-1949-04-04-PG-NO-01.tif 

126 Letter from JRD to Nehru, Retrieved January 2019 from Collection of Chairman’s File, Tata Central 

Archives. Cited without permission. 
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The ideological tint painted over industrial capitalism- the scale of projected 

magnanimity, I argue, is a distraction for those outside this dynamic. Infrastructure, here, 

acts as the material manifestation of the carefully crafted bewilderment that captured an 

entire nation by generations.127 

The perceived proximity with the state- the cultural capital of the industrialist 

class that lies at the heart of the state-capital dynamic. As ubiquitous as this connection is 

in the history of global private capital, in the Indian example, this association is monolithic 

and thus problematic in any democratic society. While the state is accountable to its 

electorate, the private sector is not legally bound to put public interests ahead of their own. 

Concentration of unbridled economic capital by the private sector, through state’s 

vanguard and trope of national progress is thus the breeding ground of inequality. Large 

scale infrastructure projects therefore, serve as sites for manifestation of private capital. 

The genealogy of private capital in India is intertwined with state formation. 

TISCO and the industrialist class in late and early post-colonial India attempted 

reimagining the country through industrial modernization and planning. For a select 

group of private capitalists to be able to guide the dynamic of economic development of a 

newly independent nation, is of great historical importance in understanding the 

dynamics of public-private partnership and the political economy of development, 

                                                           
127 Tata continues to be the most loved brand. See “State Bank of India, Tata Motors and Patanjali are 

India’s most patriotic brands” in YouGov.in.  Accessed online via  https://in.yougov.com/en-

hi/news/2018/08/13/state-bank-india-tata-motors-and-patanjali-are-ind/ 
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irrespective of the philosophical veneer with which it presents itself- nationalism, 

modernism or welfare capitalism. 

In studying the materials form TISCO’s poster collection and Tata Company’s 

continued curation of a corporate image, the company’s performative armor shines 

brighter than the steel it manufactures. TISCO has come a long way from “we also make 

steel” to “#wealsomaketomorrow”, in keeping with the age of the internet. This veneering 

of ‘good’128 capitalism successfully manipulated the laissez-faire of the war period under 

the colonial government; found a voice in the nationalist politics of the 1930s to advocate 

for economic reforms directed toward industrial development, and continues to utilize the 

neoliberal political economy of “make-in-India.”  At play here is Tata’s project of what 

Arundhati Roy terms as perception management. The performative task of capital by way 

of politics of representation (via print media and digitial medium in 21st century), I argue, 

is rooted in the infrastructural terrain (Fig. 18, 20). I claim that the history of the Howrah 

Bridge is one externalization of molding into an alloy the forces of nationalism, 

modernization, and capital. 

The bridge, on the one hand, functioned as an iconic structure significant to any 

urban scheme for Kolkata in the years following its construction. For instance, in Fig. 21, 

the chief minister of West Bengal, Bidhan Chandra Roy is seen explaining to prime 

minister Nehru, what would perhaps be an urban project, around the Howrah Bridge. On 

                                                           
128 See Tyabji (2015: 40). 
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the other, the bridge provides an entry into the broader conversation around native and 

foreign capital. I argue that the construction history of Howrah Bridge illuminates the 

constant shifts of forces of politics through which capital performs. The story is in the 

relentless shift of capital. The careful calibration of the “economic cartography”- a term I 

borrow from Manu Goswami,129 characterizes Tata’s project of corporate image-creation 

(through promoting the Howrah Bridge project among others), which is central in 

understanding the performative nuances of private capital. Irrespective of the nature of 

political current, capital would find ways to accumulate, and I argue, it most often does 

through infrastructure. 

The more astute question to ask, then, is, what are the epistemological 

contingencies of this shared history between capital and infrastructure? In what ways does 

infrastructure embody politics and how does this understanding inform the most 

prevalent form of a state-capital alliance of public-private partnership? How might the 

historians of space analyze the materialities of infrastructure that are emblematic of 

complex systems? In conclusion, I propose for an endured engagement with these slippery 

yet less explored histories of infrastructure characterized by their architectonic flourishes 

and material richness, which backdrops the reading of the histories of the modern times, 

the histories of capital and certainly of the built environment. 

 

                                                           
129 See Goswami (2004). 
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Figure 18: TISCO Poster on first anniversary of 

Howrah Bridge. Source: TSA Archives, Jamshedpur. 

Figure 19: Cover of the Bombay Plan with names of 

Authors of which three (JRD Tata, Ardheshir Dalal, 

John Mathai) were part of Tata Company's 

administration. 

Source: from Bombay Plan document, accessed online. 
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Figure 21: West Bengal Chief Minister, Bidhan Chandra Ray nad Prime Minister Nehru, with a moderl of  Howrah 

Bridge and surrounding urban area, ca. 1950. 

Source: Ahmed Ali Collection, No. 0X_0331, Courtesy: Jadunath Bhavan Museum and Resource Centre, Kolkata. 

Figure 20: Tata website celebrating Howrah Bridge anniversary. Notice the latest tagline #WeAlsoMakeTomorrow. 

Source: Tata Steel website. 
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Figure 22: Sarvepalli Radhakrishnan, Jawaharlal Nehru and JRD Tata in New Delhi, October 28, 1958(PIB). 

Source: Accessed online via https://www.hindustantimes.com/columns/when-jrd-tata-called-for-a-strong-

opposition/story-P6rWvjlwmtd4XUzkGDiNBI.html 
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