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ABSTRACT

The cotton textile industry in India underwent a significant transformation between 1813 and 1950, evolving
from a traditional handloom-based sector to a mechanized, mill-driven industry. This period witnessed the
emergence of indigenous entrepreneurship, technological modernization, and the expansion of industrial hubs
such as Bombay and Ahmedabad. The study explores the historical evolution of the industry, including the
impact of colonial policies, British competition, and the adoption of mechanized production methods. It also
examines the socio-economic consequences of industrialization, including urbanization, labor migration, the
displacement of traditional weavers, and the emergence of labor movements. Despite challenges such as capital
limitations, technological constraints, global market fluctuations, and social unrest, the industry demonstrated
resilience and laid the foundation for India’s post-independence textile sector. This research highlights the
complex interplay between economic growth, social transformation, and industrial modernization, offering
insights into the enduring significance of cotton textiles in India’s economic history.
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l. Introduction

The cotton textile industry has historically been a cornerstone of India’s economy and cultural identity.
Long before the advent of industrialization, India was renowned worldwide for its fine cotton textiles,
such as muslin from Bengal, calicoes from Madras, and printed cottons from Gujarat. Indian cotton fabrics
dominated international markets, particularly in Europe, and played a pivotal role in trade networks
connecting the Indian subcontinent with Africa, the Middle East, and the Americas (Chaudhuri 47).
However, the arrival of British colonial rule brought profound changes to the industry, reshaping its
structure, production methods, and economic significance. The period between 1813 and 1950 marked a
transformative phase in the evolution of the cotton textile industry in India, encompassing the decline of
traditional handloom weaving, the emergence of mechanized mills, and the eventual establishment of a
modern industrial base. The Charter Act of 1813 was a landmark turning point, as it ended the East India
Company’s monopoly over trade in India and allowed private British traders to enter the Indian market.
While the Act was ostensibly aimed at promoting free trade, its long-term effects were disruptive for
indigenous industries. Cheaper British-manufactured textiles flooded Indian markets, undermining the
livelihood of handloom weavers and traditional artisans (Raychaudhuri 112). This period also saw the
initial attempts at mechanization, primarily in port cities like Bombay and Ahmedabad, which later
emerged as hubs for modern cotton mills. Despite the technological lag, Indian entrepreneurs gradually
began establishing textile factories, blending traditional expertise with modern industrial methods. The
introduction of mechanized spinning and weaving in India mirrored developments in Britain during the
Industrial Revolution but faced unique challenges due to colonial economic policies. The British
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administration promoted the export of raw cotton to feed British mills while discouraging local textile
manufacturing. This created a dual economy: while India became a primary supplier of raw cotton, the
value-added processing largely took place abroad (Tirthankar 85). Nevertheless, Indian industrialists,
particularly in Bombay, started investing in cotton mills by the mid-19th century. Families like the Tatas,
Sarabhais, and Singhanias played crucial roles in financing and managing these enterprises, gradually
shifting India from a predominantly agrarian economy toward an industrial one (Kochhar 73).

The study of this period is significant not only from an economic perspective but also from a socio-cultural
standpoint. The growth of mills transformed urban landscapes, particularly in western India, creating mill
towns with dense populations of factory workers. This industrialization brought profound changes in labor
relations, gender roles, and urbanization patterns. Working conditions in these mills were often harsh, and
labor unrest emerged as a recurring feature of industrial life. Simultaneously, the displacement of
handloom weavers contributed to social tensions and the decline of traditional crafts. The cotton textile
industry thus became a site where colonial policies, technological innovations, and social transformations
intersected.

I1. Historical Background

The history of the cotton textile industry in India prior to the 19th century was marked by its global
prominence and cultural significance. India had been a major producer and exporter of high-quality cotton
textiles for centuries, particularly to Europe, the Middle East, and Southeast Asia. Renowned products
such as Bengal muslin, Gujarat calicoes, and Madras printed cottons were highly sought after due to their
fineness, intricate designs, and superior craftsmanship (Chaudhuri 47). The industry was predominantly
organized around handloom weaving and small-scale artisanal production, which combined skilled labor
with localized trade networks. Cities like Dhaka, Ahmedabad, and Surat emerged as key centers for
weaving and trade, forming the backbone of India’s pre-industrial textile economy (Raychaudhuri 102).
The advent of British colonial influence in India, particularly after the establishment of the East India
Company, marked a profound shift in the industry’s trajectory. One of the earliest legislative interventions
affecting the cotton sector was the Charter Act of 1813, which ended the Company’s trade monopoly and
opened the Indian market to British merchants. While the Act aimed to promote free trade and stimulate
economic activity, it inadvertently destabilized the traditional textile economy. British manufacturers,
benefiting from the mechanization of textile production in Europe, exported machine-made cotton goods
to India at competitive prices. The influx of these inexpensive textiles undermined local handloom
weavers, leading to widespread economic dislocation in key weaving regions (Tirthankar 85).

The period following 1813 witnessed the gradual decline of traditional handloom production, which was
unable to compete with mechanized British imports. Artisans and weavers faced falling incomes,
unemployment, and social marginalization. This period also saw the migration of skilled labor toward
new urban centers and the nascent industrial sectors, laying the foundation for the later development of
mill towns. Despite these challenges, certain regions and communities adapted by specializing in niche
products or incorporating new techniques to meet emerging demands. For instance, Gujarat weavers
diversified into calicoes and printed cottons for local and regional markets, demonstrating resilience in
the face of colonial economic pressures (Bharadwaj 44).

The transition from handloom to mechanized production in India was influenced not only by market
pressures but also by technological advancements in Britain. The Industrial Revolution had introduced
power looms, spinning jennies, and steam engines, which dramatically increased output and reduced costs.
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British colonial authorities, however, primarily facilitated the export of raw cotton from India to Britain,
rather than supporting local industrialization. India’s role as a raw material supplier became entrenched,
while value-added production largely occurred abroad (Kochhar 73). Nevertheless, Indian entrepreneurs
recognized the potential of modern mills and began investing in mechanized production, particularly in
Bombay and Ahmedabad, where access to ports, labor, and capital created favorable conditions for
industrial growth.

Indian capitalists such as the Tata family, the Sarabhais, and the Singhanias played a pioneering role in
establishing modern cotton mills in the second half of the 19th century. These entrepreneurs mobilized
indigenous and borrowed capital to establish factories equipped with steam-powered machinery and
imported looms. Their initiatives were crucial in countering the domination of British imports and
fostering indigenous industrial capacity. By the late 19th century, Bombay had emerged as the epicenter
of cotton textile production in India, with dozens of mills producing for both domestic and international
markets (Chaudhuri 102).

Socially, the evolution of the textile industry had significant consequences. Urban centers grew rapidly
around mill towns, creating new labor markets and transforming traditional communities. Mill labor
introduced new forms of work discipline, wage labor, and hierarchical management, which contrasted
sharply with the more flexible organization of handloom weaving. Women and children became
significant components of the workforce, although often subjected to low wages and harsh working
conditions. At the same time, the decline of handloom production contributed to rural impoverishment,
migration, and social unrest, highlighting the uneven effects of industrialization (Tirthankar 112).

The historical background of the cotton textile industry in India between 1813 and 1900 thus reflects a
complex interplay of indigenous enterprise, colonial economic policies, and technological change. While
British trade policies created challenges for traditional weavers, Indian entrepreneurs gradually
established the foundations of a modern industrial base. This period laid the groundwork for the expansion
of mechanized cotton production in the early 20th century, setting the stage for the industry’s growth
during the interwar years and after India’s independence. Understanding this historical evolution is
essential for contextualizing subsequent developments in the cotton textile sector, including labor
dynamics, technological modernization, and regional industrial growth.

I11. Emergence of Modern Cotton Textile Industry (1850-1900)

The mid-19th century marked the beginning of a transformative phase in India’s cotton textile industry,
characterized by the establishment of mechanized cotton mills. While India had a rich tradition of
handloom weaving, the pressure of British imports and the global industrial revolution necessitated the
adoption of modern manufacturing methods. The period between 1850 and 1900 witnessed a gradual but
significant shift from traditional artisanal production to factory-based mechanized manufacturing,
particularly in western India.

The city of Bombay emerged as the nucleus of this industrial transformation. Favorable factors such as
access to cotton-growing regions, a thriving port for export, and the availability of skilled labor
contributed to Bombay becoming the hub of India’s early textile mills. The first cotton mill, The Bombay
Spinning and Weaving Company, was established in 1854, followed by several others such as Victoria
Mills and Watson Mills. By the late 19th century, Bombay housed more than 50 mills, producing cotton
fabrics for domestic consumption and export (Chaudhuri 125). Ahmedabad in Gujarat followed a similar
trajectory, leveraging local entrepreneurial networks and the region’s rich cotton supply to emerge as a
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prominent textile center. Technological advancements played a critical role in this transformation. Indian
mills increasingly adopted steam-powered machinery, spinning jennies, and power looms imported from
Britain. The introduction of these technologies allowed for higher production efficiency, standardized
fabric quality, and greater market reach. Despite the costs associated with importing machinery, Indian
entrepreneurs recognized that mechanization was essential for competing with imported British textiles
(Tirthankar 102). These mills were usually owned and managed by Indian industrialists, who combined
indigenous knowledge of cotton production with modern industrial techniques. Prominent families such
as the Tatas, Sarabhais, and Singhanias pioneered industrial organization, financial management, and
technical innovation in the textile sector (Kochhar 85). Economic factors also encouraged the growth of
modern mills. The 19th century saw a rise in domestic demand for cotton textiles, fueled by population
growth, urbanization, and changes in consumer preferences. Indian industrialists capitalized on this trend,
producing textiles that catered to both local markets and colonial administration needs. Export markets,
particularly in Southeast Asia and Africa, provided additional incentives for industrial expansion.
However, colonial economic policies remained a double-edged sword. While the British administration
facilitated the export of raw cotton, it imposed tariffs and regulations that often-disadvantaged Indian
mills in competing with British manufacturers both domestically and internationally (Raychaudhuri 150).
The social dimension of industrialization during this period was significant. The rise of mechanized mills
led to the creation of a new industrial workforce, primarily composed of rural migrants seeking
employment in urban centers. Labor relations in these mills were hierarchical and disciplined, a stark
contrast to the flexible structure of traditional weaving communities. Women and children were
extensively employed, often for long hours and low wages, highlighting the exploitative dimensions of
early industrialization. Simultaneously, traditional weavers faced marginalization and poverty, as the
mechanized mills gradually captured both domestic and export markets (Bharadwaj 68).

Indian entrepreneurship was central to the success of these early mills. Despite limited access to capital
and technology, Indian industrialists demonstrated resilience and innovation. They developed financing
networks, leveraged family resources, and collaborated with local merchants to secure raw cotton supplies
and distribute finished products. Their efforts not only enabled the establishment of a modern industrial
base but also laid the foundation for the textile industry’s growth in the 20th century (Kochhar 90). The
period between 1850 and 1900 represents the emergence of modern cotton textile industry in India.
Mechanized mills, led by Indian industrialists, began replacing traditional handloom production,
introducing technological advancements and factory-based organization. This period also reflected
broader socio-economic changes, including urbanization, labor migration, and the rise of a mill-based
workforce. Despite the constraints imposed by colonial policies, Indian entrepreneurs succeeded in
establishing a foundation for the modern cotton textile industry. The emergence of mechanized mills
during this period thus marked a critical juncture in India’s economic history, setting the stage for further
industrial expansion in the early 20th century.

IV. Challenges and Setbacks

Despite its significant growth and contribution to India’s industrial landscape, the cotton textile industry
between 1813 and 1950 faced multiple challenges and setbacks that shaped its trajectory. These
difficulties emerged from a combination of colonial economic policies, technological limitations, global
market pressures, and socio-political upheavals. Understanding these challenges provides critical insight
into the resilience and evolution of the Indian cotton textile sector during this transformative period.
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Competition from British Manufactured Textiles

One of the most persistent challenges for the Indian cotton textile industry was competition from British-
manufactured textiles. The mechanization of cotton production in Britain during the Industrial Revolution
allowed British mills to produce high-quality textiles at lower costs and in larger quantities than traditional
Indian handloom products or early mechanized mills. British imports, often cheaper than locally produced
cloth, flooded Indian markets, undermining domestic producers and creating economic instability for
weavers and early industrialists alike (Chaudhuri 142). The colonial administration frequently favored
British manufacturers through protective tariffs and regulatory policies, making it difficult for Indian mills
to compete both domestically and internationally.

Technological Constraints and Capital Limitations

Technological limitations posed another significant hurdle. Although mechanized mills were introduced
in India, most had to rely on imported machinery from Britain, which was expensive and often ill-suited
for Indian conditions, such as irregular electricity supply or climate-related wear and tear. Limited access
to technical expertise further hindered productivity improvements and innovation. Moreover, Indian
industrialists faced difficulties in securing adequate capital to expand production, upgrade machinery, or
modernize processes. High interest rates, lack of institutional financial support, and dependence on family
or community capital constrained growth potential (Kochhar 97).

Labor Challenges and Industrial Unrest

Labor-related issues were central to the setbacks faced by the cotton textile industry. The emergence of a
mill-based workforce introduced new challenges in labor management, including wage disputes, long
working hours, unsafe working conditions, and the employment of women and children under exploitative
terms. These factors led to labor unrest, including strikes and protests, which disrupted production and
created uncertainty for mill owners. Notable strikes in Bombay during the early 20th century highlighted
the growing consciousness of workers regarding their rights, wages, and working conditions (Bharadwaj
92). Industrial unrest reflected broader socio-economic tensions in urban mill towns, particularly as rural
migrants struggled to adapt to factory discipline and urban living conditions.

Global Economic Fluctuations

The Indian cotton textile industry was also vulnerable to fluctuations in the global economy. World Wars
I and 11, along with the Great Depression of 1929-1939, disrupted international trade and affected both
raw cotton supply and the export of finished goods. For example, global demand for Indian cotton declined
during economic downturns, leading to reduced production, layoffs, and financial instability for mill
owners (Raychaudhuri 175). Additionally, competition from emerging textile producers in Japan, China,
and Egypt placed further pressure on India’s international market share, highlighting the industry’s
dependency on global trade conditions.

Colonial Policies and Market Limitations

Colonial economic policies both enabled and constrained the industry. While certain policies, such as
encouraging raw cotton exports, created opportunities for mill-based processing, other regulations limited
industrial expansion. For instance, import duties on British machinery were high, and bureaucratic hurdles
often slowed the establishment of new mills or the expansion of existing ones. Licensing requirements,
restrictions on labor practices, and limited access to institutional credit constrained the ability of Indian
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industrialists to scale operations efficiently (Tirthankar 122). These policy constraints compounded the
difficulties arising from technological and labor challenges, creating a complex environment for industrial
growth.

Social and Environmental Challenges

In addition to economic and technological setbacks, social factors influenced the industry’s development.
The displacement of traditional weavers and artisans caused social unrest in rural areas, which
occasionally spilled over into urban mill towns through migration and labor disputes. Moreover,
urbanization around mill towns led to overcrowding, poor sanitation, and inadequate infrastructure, which
in turn affected worker health and productivity. Environmental challenges, such as irregular monsoon-
dependent cotton production, also impacted raw material availability, further complicating industrial
planning and output stability (Bharadwaj 95).

The cotton textile industry in India during the period 1813-1950 faced a complex array of challenges.
Competition from British imports, technological and capital limitations, labor unrest, global economic
fluctuations, and restrictive colonial policies all posed significant obstacles to industrial growth. Despite
these setbacks, Indian entrepreneurs and industrialists demonstrated resilience by gradually modernizing
mills, investing in technology, and navigating socio-political constraints. These challenges not only
shaped the trajectory of the industry but also influenced labor relations, urban development, and economic
strategies that would continue into the post-independence period. Understanding these setbacks provides
a nuanced perspective on the evolution of India’s cotton textile industry and its enduring significance in
the country’s economic history.

V. Industry Growth and Development during 1900-1950

The first half of the 20th century marked a period of consolidation and expansion for the cotton textile
industry in India. Following the initial establishment of mechanized mills in the mid-19th century, the
industry experienced substantial growth in both production capacity and geographical spread between
1900 and 1950. This period witnessed not only technological modernization and entrepreneurial
innovation but also the emergence of government intervention and policy measures that shaped industrial
development.

Expansion of Mills and Regional Industrialization

By the early 20th century, Bombay had firmly established itself as the leading cotton textile hub,
producing a significant share of India’s total textile output. Ahmedabad emerged as another major center,
benefiting from proximity to cotton-growing regions, entrepreneurial networks, and supportive local
infrastructure. Smaller centers, such as Kanpur, Nagpur, and Madras, also saw the growth of cotton mills,
reflecting a gradual spread of industrialization beyond western India (Chaudhuri 158). This geographical
diversification was crucial in stabilizing production and reducing dependency on a single region, while
also providing employment opportunities across multiple urban centers.

Technological Modernization

Technological advancements accelerated during this period, improving production efficiency, fabric
quality, and product variety. Indian mills increasingly adopted electrically powered machinery, advanced
looms, and improved spinning technology, often combining imported equipment with local innovations.
The introduction of mechanized dyeing, printing, and finishing processes enhanced product appeal and
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allowed Indian textiles to compete in both domestic and international markets (Tirthankar 130). Modern
mills also began experimenting with diversification into cotton blends, hosiery, and other textile products,
reflecting the industry’s adaptation to changing consumer preferences.

Role of Indian Entrepreneurs and Industrial Capital

Indian industrialists continued to play a central role in driving the growth of the cotton textile sector.
Families such as the Tatas, Sarabhais, and Singhanias expanded their operations, mobilizing both
indigenous and borrowed capital to finance technological upgrades and new mill establishments.
Cooperative ventures and community financing mechanisms also emerged, particularly in Ahmedabad,
where the Patidar and Bania communities contributed to mill ownership and management. This
entrepreneurial activity not only facilitated industrial expansion but also strengthened indigenous
economic agency within a colonial framework (Kochhar 110).

Government Intervention and Policy Support

Colonial government policies increasingly influenced the trajectory of the cotton textile industry during
this period. While the British administration maintained a focus on raw cotton exports, it also introduced
measures to support domestic mill growth, such as protective tariffs against foreign imports, incentives
for capital investment, and technical assistance programs. These measures helped Indian mills expand
their production capabilities, although they were often limited in scope and unevenly implemented
(Raychaudhuri 182). Additionally, wartime conditions during World War | and 11 temporarily boosted
domestic textile demand, as imported supplies from Britain were disrupted. Indian mills responded by
increasing output, hiring additional labor, and modernizing equipment, demonstrating adaptability in the
face of global uncertainties.

Social and Labor Developments

The growth of the cotton textile industry during this period was accompanied by significant social
changes, particularly in labor relations. Labor movements became more organized, with the formation of
unions and collective bargaining mechanisms in major mill towns. Workers demanded better wages,
reasonable working hours, and improved working conditions, reflecting growing awareness of industrial
rights (Bharadwaj 105). Urban centers around mill towns continued to expand, providing housing, social
services, and commercial infrastructure to support an industrial workforce. The employment of women
and children remained prevalent, although labor legislation, such as the Factory Acts, began to introduce
minimal protections and regulations by the 1930s.

Impact of Global and National Events

Global and national events significantly influenced industry growth. The Great Depression (1929-1939)
temporarily reduced global demand for textiles, causing financial strain for mill owners and layoffs for
workers. Conversely, nationalist movements and the Swadeshi campaign fostered demand for Indian-
made textiles, encouraging both production and consumption of domestically manufactured cloth
(Chaudhuri 170). World War Il similarly reshaped industrial priorities, as the British administration relied
heavily on Indian mills to supply uniforms and other wartime materials. These events highlight the
industry’s responsiveness to both economic and political stimuli, which played a critical role in its
development trajectory.
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V1. Preparation for Post-Independence Industrialization

Through 1950, the Indian cotton textile industry had become a significant component of the national
economy, employing hundreds of thousands of workers and generating substantial revenue. The
expansion of mill capacity, technological upgrades, and the establishment of labor frameworks laid the
groundwork for post-independence industrial policy. Indian entrepreneurs and policymakers were poised
to transition from a colonial-dependent industrial framework to a self-reliant, nationally controlled textile
sector. This period thus represents not only industrial consolidation but also a preparatory phase for India’s
modern textile industry in the independent era (Tirthankar 138). The period from 1900 to 1950 was
characterized by sustained growth, technological modernization, regional industrial expansion, and social
transformation. Indian entrepreneurship, combined with selective government support, enabled the cotton
textile industry to overcome earlier challenges and setbacks while adapting to changing global and
domestic conditions. This era solidified the foundations of India’s modern textile industry, setting the
stage for continued industrial development and economic significance in the decades following
independence.

V1. Conclusion

The development of the cotton textile industry in India between 1813 and 1950 represents a critical chapter
in the country’s economic and social history. This period witnessed the transition from a traditional,
artisanal handloom sector to a mechanized, factory-based industrial system, driven by both indigenous
entrepreneurship and colonial economic forces. The evolution of the industry highlights the complex
interplay of technology, capital, labor, and policy, and its impact on the wider Indian economy and society.
The Charter Act of 1813 marked the beginning of a new economic era by ending the East India Company’s
trade monopoly and allowing private British trade in India. While this act opened the Indian market to
global competition, it also exposed local artisans and weavers to the influx of cheaper British textiles,
leading to economic displacement and social challenges (Chaudhuri 47). The initial response to these
pressures was limited, as the handloom sector struggled to compete with mechanized imports. However,
Indian industrialists gradually embraced mechanization, establishing the first cotton mills in Bombay and
Ahmedabad during the mid-19th century (Kochhar 85). These early mills demonstrated the potential of
indigenous entrepreneurship to counteract colonial economic dominance. The period from 1850 to 1900
saw the consolidation of mechanized textile production. Bombay and Ahmedabad became hubs of
industrial activity, with Indian entrepreneurs investing in steam-powered machinery, imported looms, and
mill-based organization. These efforts not only increased production capacity and quality but also created
urban industrial communities and a new workforce (Tirthankar 102). Despite facing competition from
British imports, capital limitations, and technological constraints, Indian industrialists demonstrated
resilience, laying the foundation for the country’s modern cotton textile sector. The economic and social
impacts of the industry were far-reaching. On the one hand, mechanized mills stimulated industrial
growth, urbanization, and employment, contributing to the development of a nascent capitalist economy.
On the other hand, they displaced traditional weavers, led to harsh labor conditions, and caused social
dislocations in both rural and urban areas (Bharadwaj 75). Labor unrest, strikes, and early trade union
formation reflected the social tensions generated by industrialization, while the employment of women
and children signaled both economic necessity and evolving gender roles. These dynamics underscore the
dual character of industrial development in colonial India: economic modernization coexisted with social
challenges. The first half of the 20th century further strengthened India’s cotton textile industry. Between
1900 and 1950, technological modernization, expansion of mill capacity, and selective government
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policies contributed to substantial growth. Indian entrepreneurs expanded their operations, diversified
production, and adapted to changing domestic and international market conditions (Chaudhuri 158).
Events such as the Swadeshi movement, the Great Depression, and the World Wars shaped industrial
strategies, labor dynamics, and production priorities.
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