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Oral History of Labour Movement in South India (2004-051

In the study conducted in the period of July 2004 and going into 
initial months of 2005, it was sought to trace the origins and evolution 
of the trade union movement in Andhra Pradesh, Karnataka, Tamilnadu 
and a few names from Mumbai, Surat and other areas through oral 
interviews, getting recorded their personal experiences,hitherto largely 
untapped. The respondents revealed enriching facts that were often between 
the lines that were generally not available till  now as printed and writ-
ten material. These were the living material/sources and very little ef-
fort has been made till  now to obtain them.

Keeping these facts in view, the project was taken up to retrieve and 
preserve the material evidences and experiences of labour history by 
talking to the leaders, cadres and ordinary participants in the known 
and unknown events of history.

These living participants are witness to the changing trends and fo-
cus of the movement in the period before and after independence. The 
various phases of the movement and the connected material is yet to 
see the light of the day treasured by these historical figures who not 
only organised the movement in their own respective fields but were 
also pioneers in the various labour organisations. They have much more 
information than has ever been put on paper. The rich traditions of 
labour organisations and movements in South India cannot be compre-
hended fully  without the oral accounts of the living participants.

It may be pointed out here that the movement in South India has 
their own distiguishing features due to the geographical characteris-
tics, nature of industries, social features, cultural distinctions, crop 
patterns like cashewnuts and toddy etc, vicinity to the sea coast and 
the ports and docks, backwaters, railways, textiles and many others 
influencing the course of the building up of the trade union organisations 
in these parts.



�t was absolutely essential to contact and talk to the participants in 
the process without any delay as they could be lost for ever. Many of 
them are already in an advanced age, with failing health. Those who are 
relatively younger also have to be talked to before it is too late as they 
have better memory.

�reas/states covered

�n this phase the areas covered mainly were Andhra Pradesh, Tamilnadu 
and Karnataka. A few names from Surat, Mumbai and Delhi were also 
added as they were too old and could not be covered earlier. For ex-
ample, Namdeo Shenmare from Surat passed away two weeks after he 
talked to us.

Questionnaire

The questionnaire for the interview was discussed in detail with Babu 
P Remesh, Prabhu Mahapatra, Chitra Joshi, K L Mahendra and other 
experts including some other prominent persons from the NL�, �LHRP, 
NM Joshi Centre and the A�TUC, and also among the team itself. There 
were enriching suggestions and accordingly the questionnaire was re-
vised to make space for taking into account the experiences of the ordi-
nary workers and women and also trade union movement among the 
port and dock as well as harbour workers. There are/were trends in the 
movement and organisations little known, which came to light during 
the process which were exclusive in the southern parts.

Methodology

�t was basically the same as in the previous efforts. The question-
naire was sent to the respondents in advance as far as possible. An 
attempt was also made to ensure the time and place for the interview 
whenever feasible. However in most cases the interviews could be fixed 
only after reaching the destination as the names of the possible respon-
dents not known earlier were given by the local leaders only or cropped 
up during the work. Sometimes, last hour on the spot interviews were 
also conducted.

�n this context it may be pointed out that we needed interpreters for 
regional languages especially when going to interiors and remote areas. 
The interviews were done on the basis of the same questionnaire but 
supplementary questions were also asked since there were unique in-
dustries and unions as well as leaders. Detailed replies were sought 
out from the respondents on various issues. For example, in Chittivalsa,



�ng cond�t�ons. The�r work was decentral�sed and establ�shments they 
worked for kept chang�ng. It was d�ff�cult to focus the struggle and 
organ�se them accord�ngly.

However, �n parts of Andhra Pradesh, for example �n Rajamundhry, 
the p�cture has been drast�cally rev�sed. Many of them when �nterv�ewed 
descr�bed the deta�ls of how they came to the small towns �n search of 
jobs l�v�ng �n utter penury w�th fam�l�es and ch�ldren and how over the 
years they were gu�ded gradually to get organ�sed. There were number 
of ag�tat�ons, long drawn and memorable for the courage and tact shown 
�n the process. The conf�dence �n the�r cause has grown over the years 
and �s ev�dent �n the�r bear�ng and talks.

In Rajamundhry, an exper�ment has been made to �mprove the lot of 
such workers. They have formed a cooperat�ve and have a mult�-stor�ed 
off�ce w�th several wholet�mers work�ng for the un�on. The cooperat�ve 
pays the Jatlus gratu�ty, health serv�ces and emergency grants. Each of 
the const�tuent un�t has been allotted an alm�rah to preserve the�r of-
f�ce records separately and a separate secretary �s appo�nted for that. 
Everyth�ng �s h�ghly regular�sed and transparent. The Jatlus now bar-
ga�n w�th the author�t�es from a pos�t�on of strength that the un�on has 
g�ven them. Each one of them �s hard work�ng and devoted to the�r 
organ�sat�on. They are no more the most depr�ved of the soc�ety. The 
un�ty and comm�ttment have g�ven them a new def�n�t�on of power.

�ute industry and the workers �nvolved present r�ch trad�t�ons of trade 
un�on organ�sat�on and struggles. The m�l�tant movements launched 
by them �n Andhra Pradesh have the�r own s�gn�f�cance �n the process.

�omen  workers

The women workers have played a p�oneer�ng role �n the organ�sat�on 
of trade un�ons �n many places. The women rad�o workers �n BEL �n 
Bangalore had a long struggle to the�r cred�t and formed the un�on at 
the�r own �n�t�at�ve �n the late 1950s. Same �s true about the text�le 
workers of Bombay and Kadapa �n Andhra Pradesh.

There were also respondents �nterv�ewed from organ�sat�ons such as 
Temple Workers' Union, cover�ng from pr�est to the sweeper.

A spec�al ment�on may be made about the Vizag Steel Plant (VSP) and 
the r�ch contr�but�ons made by the workers’ un�on here. The VSP has 
completely transformed the c�ty and �ts env�ronments. From a small 
town to a g�ant c�ty of three m�ll�on populat�on today, V�zag has made



�ignificant contribution� to the develpoment of the �tate it�elf.

The re�pondent� told u� here that before the factory came up, the 
area wa� dotted with 64 village�. The famou� movement launched in 
the �tate to get a �teel plant in 1964-65 took �everal live� before the 
demand wa� conceded. The �teel plant wa� ea�tabli�hed and the fam-
ily  member� of the di�placed per�on� were given employment. The worker� 
and their organi�ation� have not only �erved and protected VSP but 
al�o turned it into profit earning e�tabli�hment. Three major trade union� 
are active in thi�  plant including AITUC, INTUC and HMS. They have 
their own office� allotted to them by the VSP. For the protection of 
environment, there are thirty lakh tree� planted at the initiative of the 
authoritie� and worker�. The trade and variou� other indu�trie� in the 
city of Vizag it�elf  are dependent on the cu�tomer� from the plant like 
hotel�, variou� appliance� and provi�ion�, garment and many other�.

There have been demand� for wage hike and other facilitie�  but with-
out �topping the work. At no time the worker� damaged any of the 
machinary. Even at the time when they were forced to �top work, the 
crucial area� like furnace� where the melting take� place by a �ophi�ti -
cated �y�tem, were guarded by the worker�who were on duty. The worker� 
them�elve� fought tho�e element� who tried to harm the plant.

�abour  organisations covered

A wide range of national, regional and local labour and trade union 
organi�ation� were covered. They included AITUC, INTUC, CITU, HMS, 
INTUC Congre��-Khadi, Working People’�  Trade Union Council, All  In-
dia Centre of Trade Union�-AICTU/MCPI, Ea�t Coa�t Railway Shramik 
Union, National Federation of Indian Railwaymen (NFRI), AIRF, GKU, 
Jute Worker�’ Trade Union, Temple Worker�’ Union, Port, Dock and 
Harbour Worker�’ Union, VSP union�, independent�. Loader�’ Union, 
Road Tran�port Worker�’ Union, Electricity Worker�’ Union and Retired 
Electricity Worker�’A��ociation, Handloom Cooperative�, Sweeper�’Union, 
Gla��  Worker� union�, prawn grower�’ in Tamilnadu, girl worker� in 
Madurai, Trichy etc, Sooth�ayer�’Union in Tamilnadu, Municipal worker� 
and �weeper� in north Tamilnadu, Women pri�oner�, Rame�waram Temple 
Canteen Worker�’ Union, and warder� in Tamilnadu, and �everal oth-
er�.

Factors contributing  to the uniqueness of the movement

Some unique and �pecial feature� of the labour movement may be 
mentioned in brief a� reflected in the interview�.



�ort,  Dock and Harbour workers’ movement played a pioneering role 
helping to create several organisations in other industries/trades in 
the coastal areas. �ort  and harbours are old establishments, originat-
ing generally in British times and expanding rapidly in post-indepen-
dence phase. Some ports and harbours were private and owned by big 
businessmen, like in Vizag, which was later nationalised after indepen-
dence. The workers lived in deplorable conditions. They had usually 
migrated from other areas in search of jobs while the land for port and 
harbour was taken away from the fishermen who shiftedto other places. 
In the period of British rule these workers had no rights and had to 
work for unlimited hours. In fact the port and docks usually have played 
a significant role in the develpment of the villages and towns on the 
coastal areas. Vishakhapatnam provides an example of the same. The 
villages in the coastal areas here vanished as the port, dock and harbours 
were developed. However the trade union had a great role to play in 
improving the lot of workers here.

A number of ordinary workers related their stories of hardships in 
the work field. The process of development could be traced out prop-
erly through their recounting of the situation and served as tools for 
documentation. From the smallest boats and steamers to giant ships 
and oil tankers, the process got reflected in the lives and the history of 
working people here.

At present the movement has become well organised and 
institutionalised. It has become a force to reckon with. In fact the na-
ture of official authority regarding the functioning of the units here and 
their relation with the workers and their trade unions is different com-
pared to other industries, a fact little realised.

Important findings have been made about Golden Rock Railway workers’ 
movement.

Girni Kamgaar Union expresses many important features in the in-
terviews of ordinary workers active in the pre-independence days launching 
heroic and unique struggles. One of them was an experiment with the 
women Dhaba workers who used to sell food to the workers. These 
workers used to live in chawls where not less than twenty five workers 
used to occupy one room that had tiers of beds and workers used to 
sleep and vacate the birth according to their shifts. Cooking was im-
possible and hence the dhaba food. However when the workers’ wages 
were cut and they could not pay for their food, these women also lost 
their jobs. On Bombay streets, They came out with Belan in their hands 
and revolutionary songs on their lips in solidarity with the victimised



�orkers. British police tried to stop them but the �omen  turned ag-
gressive and started thro�ing  chilli po�der  into their eyes. The strike 
continued for three days, �ith  �omen  sitting on the pavement day and 
night �ith  the children clinging to them.

In the course of talking to the ordinary �orkers  from GKU, many 
interesting facts about their participation in struggles came out �hich  
included providing relief to striking and victimised mill  �orkers,  resolv-
ing conflicts �ithin  cha�ls,  building up of the union (GKU) itself and 
sometimes even being shot at by the British police. The great heroic 
acts committed by these �orkers  even inspired the leaders themselves. 
Ho�ever,  the �orkers  themselves remained ordinary, unsung, obscure.

In the context of GKU, picture cannot be complete �ithout  mention-
ing the names of Jagtap, Mirajkar, Patkar, Chandrabhaga Ghaghare, 
Ushatai Dange and lastly D N Yelkar, �ho  looked after S A Dange the 
famous leader and founder of GKU in the turbulant days of 1930 and 
’40s. Yelker �as  the child of a landless �orker  and since parents could 
not feed him, he �as  sent to �ork  to Bombay �hen  he �as  only seven. 
He lived on foothpath, �orked  in dhabas since factories refused to em-
ploy him as he �as  too young for any job. Yelkar learnt to read and 
�rite  and came in touch �ith  the trade union leaders. By the time he 
�as  sixteen, he had educated himself properly and �as  taken as a clerk 
and not as a �orker.  While organising �orkers ’ strike, he �as  shot but 
survived. He �as  on permanent night shift in the mill  as in the day time 
he used to be treasurer of the union. Many like him are yet to be found 
and contacted as story of Bombay �orking  class cannot be complete 
�ithot  them.

Some unique organisations also came to light in course of the project 
�ork,  like the union of Soothsayers and that of �omen  prisoners and 
the jail �arders.

Militant and historic features of the jute, textile and handloom �ork -
ers’ are narrated. It is found that the formation of handloom coopera-
tives goes back to pre-independence days especially in Kadapa district 
�here  a Gandhian turned Communist led the �eavers in their struggle 
for yarn and remunerative prices. At the age of eighty and a limp, today 
he carries a threat on his life but undeterred, he goes on, though un-
kno�n,  unsung.

Hammals or Jatlus as they are called popularly have come out as 
highly organised and po�erful  lot in Andhra Pradesh and eles�here.



�he  quest into railway workers’ movement also provided some inter-
esting facts and astonishing results. For example the movement of rail-
way workers where the great leaders like VV Giri joined the railways as 
waterman as the outsiders were not allowed in the union.

�he  railway workers in the southern parts are closely interwoven with 
the port and dock workers in western coast. �hey  provided strength to 
the labour movement as a whole and momentum too. On the east coast, 
the industrial activities are interwoven with the railway unions. Almost 
nothing can move without them. �hese railway unions here have be-
come tough and flexible bargainers in the process.

Among the other novel features, it has been noticed that the partici-
pation by women workers has increased considerably in the trade union 
activities and also in railway unions. �hey  are getting important both 
as work force and union wise. In some unions, they have even got sepa-
rate bodies to handle their problems at the country level.

Railways in the coastal areas have been closely associated with ports, 
docks and road transport too. In earlier days, many ports even oper-
ated through railways. It has its own influence on the union activities 
too.

In fact the quest into railway workers’ movement still continues as 
they help to concretise the cause of the labour movement itself. Inter-
esting facts have come up about the Madras and Southern Maratha 
(MSM) Railways, Eats Coast Railways, Nizam State Railways, BN Rail-
ways, GIP Railways, etc.

In the early years, the fact that many ports were under the railways 
helped organising the unions in many ways. Activities in one helped to 
spread into other. �he  interviews brought out stories as to how in those 
early days food was not available along the track as there were no dhabas 
or hotels there.

�he  organisers had to travel without a crust of bread for the whole 
day. Most of the employees belonged to lower castes epecially the gangmen 
were untouchables. �hey  never allowed the high caste organisers to 
even touch their food as it would have amounted to committing a sin. 
�hey  even preferred to let their leaders starve as they did not want them 
to lose their high caste.

�he 1974 Railway strike was a watershed in history of the railway 
workers movement. �he  respondents were generally of the opinion that



�t was the outcome of a personal and pol�t�cal confl�ct beween Ind�ra 
Gandh� and George Fernandes. However each one of them accepted the 
fact that the str�ke �tself was a h�stor�c one and enr�ched the ra�lway 
workers as well as workers �n other areas as well. The barga�n�ng ca-
pac�t�es of the ra�lway workers �ncreased as never before. The post- 
1974 nature of the ra�lway workers’ movement and �ts methods have 
undergone drast�c change. S�nce then no large scale ag�tat�on has been 
launched at the nat�onal level.

The respondents expla�ned that workers and un�ons have become 
part�c�patory �n the affa�rs of dec�s�on mak�ng as well as management 
�tself. All  �ssues, �rrespect�ve of the�r level of s�gn�f�cance, are ra�sed �n 
the jo�nt employee-management bod�es that are organ�sed at every level, 
leav�ng l�ttle scope for confl�cts and then ag�tat�ons. The management-
un�on �nteract�on has been play�ng a cruc�al role. The exper�ences and 
funct�on�ng of the ECoRSU has proved the same. There has been a no-
t�ceable absence of any major d�scontent and ag�tat�ons launched by 
the ra�lway workers �n the post 1974 phase and the fact has �ts own 
s�gn�f�cance �n the context.

In course of the project work, several new factors have emerged that 
add a new d�mens�on to the trade un�on movement �tself. The un�on 
represent�ng the workers’ cause �n a un�t may not serve the purpose 
always and a search for alternat�ve ways may be observed �n the pro-
cess.

Product�on process and the consequent nature of var�ous categor�es 
of workers �n paper and pulp �ndustr�es have the�r own s�gn�f�cance �n 
the context. In Rajamundhry Paper and Pulp factory, the movement 
has been g�ven a new d�mens�on �rrespect�ve of the off�c�al un�on that 
represents the plant. Stanley Chowdhary, a young worker �n the factory 
has organ�sed the workers category w�se and ra�ses the�r specef�c de-
mands. These workers cannot go on str�ke even for a s�ngle day as that 
would mean stopp�ng the furnace, electr�c�ty and other emergency de-
partments that could harm the factory for days on end, wh�ch �n turn 
would mean loss of work for the workers themselves. Hence they have 
opted for catgory w�se groups that meets the management and resolves 
any cr�s�s that h�nders the�r work. Usually the�r demands are taken by 
the establ�shment ser�ously.

Steel workers are also h�ghl�ghted as consc�ous defenders of the�r 
plant.

In all these narrat�ves, a new trend �n the trade un�on movement



�ppe�rs to be emerging where the g�p between the m�n�gement �nd  
the worker is slowly getting dim. The educ�ted workers know their job 
�nd they h�ve le�rnt to see it in l�rger perspective. They �re �w�re  of 
their soci�l responsibility �nd hence �re reluct�nt to t�ke �ny  step th�t  
would h�mper production.

The �ttitude of the m�n�gement h�s �lso undergone �  ch�nge in m�ny  
units where they do not force the workers to slog �t  �ny  cost since they 
h�ve re�lised th�t  force c�nnot produce qu�lity  goods. However, such 
experiences �re still r�re.

Unknown or little known struggles �nd incidents in the process of 
the form�tion of VSP, the obscure struggles for the construction of the 
r�il-cum-ro�d  bridge in R�j�mundhry in 1965 �re �lso recorded.

Mysore Textile L�bour Union (MTLU), MSM (M�dr�s  �nd  South M�r�th�)  
R�ilw�y  Workers’ union, We�vers’ Congress, Temple Workers’ Union, 
Sooths�yers’ Union (T�miln�du),  Pr�wn Culture Workers’ Union, 
Org�nis�tion  of Women Prisoners, Temple c�nteen workers’ union h�ve 
�lso been highlighted �s unique l�bour org�nis�tions.

The interviews with ordin�ry  workers h�ve provided subst�nce to the 
heroic struggles l�unched by them. They might not h�ve been the le�d-
ers of the movement but their experiences provide �n  insight since they 
kept the fl�me  �live  through their cour�ge �nd perseverence.

A cle�rer picture �lso h�s emerged through t�lking  to the respon-
dents �bout the rel�tions between the liber�tion struggle �nd the tr�de 
union movement.

M�ny  of these respondents h�d t�ken p�rt  person�lly in both pre-
independence l�bour �git�tions,  �s well �s in the popul�r m�ss up-
surge �t  the c�ll  of the le�ders of the n�tion�l  liber�tion struggle like 
Quit Indi�  Movement of 1942, Civil Disobedience movement �nd m�ny  
others. In f�ct  most of these respondents c�me from the m�instre�m 
movement for n�tion�l  independence �nd could give �  cle�rer picture of 
both.

�ime  Frame

The three st�tes of Andhr� Pr�desh, T�miln�du  �nd K�rn�t�k�  were 
covered in �  period of �  little more th�n 6 (six) months. This �ppe�rs to 
be the minimum considering the dist�nce of the remote pl�ces in these



�tate� and Delhi. Time �pan could not be le��  a� any �hort cut would 
have affected the number of re�pondent�.

�riorities

Prioritie� depended on the availability of the re�pondent�, the �tate 
of their health, age and the indu�trie� they were concerned with. The 
�tate� were covered depending on the�e factor�.

Work  done in this phase

Que�tionnaire improved and finali�ed

Mid term review paper pre�ented in the NLl review meeting 

More than 60 (�ixt)  interview� proce��ed

The biographical and tran�criptive note� of each of the re�pon-

1.

2.

3.

4.
dent� �ubmitted

5. Tape� ready

6. Two-monthly a� well a� final report pre�ented

7. Detailed report in booklet form ready for publication

8. For the purpo�e of interview�, tour� undertaken of Surat, 
Andhra Prade�h, Tamilnadu, Karnataka plu� �ome 
it�elf

9. Metadata prepared

10. Work quote a� per the MoU over fulfilled

Mumbai,
interview� in Delhi

Suggestions and requests

1. Though the quota of work ha� been over fulfilled, and many more 
per�on� have been covered than required, it i�  felt that much remain� 
to be done in AP, Karnataka and Tamilnadu. Some of the geographical 
area� within the�e �tate� remain untouched. Many new information� 
and name� have cropped up.

Some more vi�it�  may be nece��ary and be permitted for the�e �tate�.

2. We feel that the AITUC leader�, worker� and participant� in Kerala 
are not being covered at all. We, therefore, reque�t you to permit u� to 
do the �ame.

3. Therefore, few more month� for the �outhern �tate� be permitted.



�onclusion

�he  phase work of Oral History for the southern states has been 
highly productive and informative, bringing into focus unknown or less 
known aspects and events buried in anonymity till  now.

�he  project work has also opened new areas as well as wider scope 
that has generated need for further work.

Hope the points raised would be duly considered.

With thanks,

Anil Rajimwale (Coordinator, Oral History work, N.M. Joshi Centre)

Krishna Jha

1 May 2005.
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