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

In the study conductedin the period of July 2004 and going into
initial monthsof 2005, it wassoughtto tracethe origins andevolution
ofthetradeunionmovementn AndhraPradeshKarnatakalTamilnadu
and a few namesfrom Mumbai, Suratand other areasthrough oral
interviews, gettingrecordedheir personakxperiences,hithertiargely
untappedTherespondenteevealeenrichingfactsthatwereoftenbetween
the lines thatwere generallynot availabletill now as printedandwvrit-
ten material. Thesewere the living material/sourceandvery little ef-
fort hasbeenmadetill now to obtainthem.

Keepingthesefactsin view, the projectwastakenup to retrieveand
preservethe materialevidencesand experience®f labour history by
talking to the leaders,cadresand ordinary participantsin the known
andunknowneventsof history.

Theseliving participantsarewitnessto the changingtrendsand fo-
cusof the movementin the period beforeand afterindependencelhe
various phase<f the movementand the connectedmaterialis yet to
seethe light of the day treasuredby thesehistorical figures who not
only organisedthe movementin their own respectivefields but were
alsopioneersn thevariouslabourorganisationsTheyhavemuchmore
information than hasever beenput on paper.The rich traditions of
labourorganisationsndmovementsn Southlndiacannotbe compre
hendedfully without the oral accountsof the living participants.

It may be pointed out here that the movementin South India has
their own distiguishingfeaturesdue to the geographicakcharacteris
tics, natureof industries, social features,cultural distinctions, crop
patternslike cashewnutand toddy etc, vicinity to the seacoastand
the ports and docks, backwatersrailways, textiles and many others
influencingthe courseof the building up of thetradeunionorganisations
in theseparts.



t wasabsolutelyessentiato contactandtalk to the participantsin
the processwithout any delay as they could be lost for ever. Many of
themarealreadyin anadvancedge,with failing health.Thosewho are
relatively youngeralso haveto be talkedto beforeit is too late asthey
havebettermemory.

reas/states covered

n this phasaheareasoveredmainlywereAndhraPradeshTamilnadu
and Karnataka A few namesfrom Surat, Mumbai and Delhi were also
addedas they were too old and could not be coveredearlier. For ex-
ample,NamdeoShenmardrom Suratpassedawaytwo weeksafter he
talkedto us.

Questionnaire

The questionnairdor theinterviewwasdiscussedh detailwith Babu
P Remesh PrabhuMahapatra,ChitraJoshi,K L Mahendraand other
expertsincluding someotherprominentpersondrom the NL, LHRP,
NM JoshiCentreandthe A TUC, andalsoamongthe teamitself. There
were enrichingsuggestionsand accordinglythe questionnairevasre-
visedto makespacefor takinginto accounthe experiencesf the ordi-
nary workersandwomen and also trade union movementamongthe
portanddockaswell asharboumworkers.Thereare/wererendsin the
movementand organisationdittle known, which cameto light during
the processwvhich were exclusivein the southernparts.

Methodology

t was basicallythe sameasin the previousefforts. The question
naire was sentto the respondentsn advanceas far as possible.An
attemptwas also madeto ensurethe time and placefor the interview
whenevelfeasible.Howeverin mostcaseghe interviewscould be fixed
only afterreachingthe destinatiomasthe namesof the possiblerespon
dentsnot known earlierweregiven by the local leadersonly or cropped
up during the work. Sometimesjast houron the spotinterviewswere
also conducted.

n this contextit may be pointedout thatwe needednterpretergor
regionallanguage®speciallywhengoingto interiorsandremoteareas.
The interviews were doneon the basisof the samequestionnairebut
supplementargjuestionsvere also askedsincetherewere uniquein-
dustriesand unions as well as leaders.Detailed replieswere sought
outfrom therespondentsn variousissues.For example,n Chittivalsa,



ng cond t ons.The rwork was decentral seé@nd establ shmentthey
worked for kept chang ng.It was d ff cult to focus the struggle and
organ sethemaccord ngly.

However, n partsof AndhraPradeshfor example n Rajamundhry,
the p cturehasbeendrast callyrev sed.Many of themwhen nterv ewed
descr bedhe deta Isof how they cameto the smalltowns n searchof
jobsl v ng n utterpenuryw th fam | esandch Idrenandhow overthe
yearstheywere gu dedgraduallyto getorgan sedTherewere number
of ag tat onsJong drawnandmemorabldor the courageandtactshown

N the processThe conf dencen the r causehasgrown overtheyears
and s ev dent n the r bear ngandtalks.

In Rajamundhryan exper menhasbeenmadeto mprovethe lot of
suchworkers.They haveformeda cooperat vaandhavea mult -stor ed
off ce w th severalwholet merswork ng for the un on. The cooperat ve
paysthe Jatlusgratu ty, healthserv cesandemergencyrants.Eachof
the const tuenun t hasbeenallotted an alm rahto preservethe r of-
f ce recordsseparatelyand a separatesecretarys appo ntedfor that.
Everyth ng s h ghly regular secand transparentThe Jatlusnow bar
ga nw th the author t esfrom a pos t onof strengththatthe un onhas
g ven them. Each one of them s hard work ng and devotedto the r
organ sat onThey are no more the mostdepr vedof the soc ety.The
un ty andcomm ttmenthaveg venthema new def n t on of power.

ute industryandtheworkers nvolvedpresent ch trad t onsof trade
un on organ sat omand struggles.The m | tant movementdaunched
by them n AndhraPradeshavethe rown s gn f cancen the process.

omen workers

Thewomenworkershaveplayeda p oneer ngole n theorgan sat on
of tradeun ons n many places.The womenrad o workers n BEL n
Bangalorehad a long struggleto the r cred tandformedthe un on at
the rown ntatve n the late 1950s. Same s true aboutthe text le
workersof Bombayand Kadapan AndhraPradesh.

Therewerealsorespondentaterv ewedfrom organ sat onsuchas
TempleWorkers'Union, cover ngfrom pr estto the sweeper.

A spec alment onmaybe madeaboutthe Vizag SteelPlant (VSP) and
the r ch contr but onsmadeby the workers un on here. The VSP has
completelytransformedthe c ty and ts env ronmentsFrom a small
town to a g antc ty of threem Il on populat ontoday, V zag hasmade



ignificant contribution to the develpomenbf the tate it elf.

The re pondent told u herethat before the factory cameup, the
areawa dottedwith 64 village . The famou movementlaunchedin
the tate to geta teel plantin 1964-65took everal live beforethe
demandwa concededThe teel plant wa ea tabli hedandthe fam-
ily member ofthedi placedper on weregivenemploymentTheworker
and their organi ation have not only erved and protectedVSP but
al o turnedit into profit earninge tabli hment. Threemajortradeunion
are active in thi plantincluding AITUC, INTUC and HMS. They have
their own office allotted to them by the VSP. For the protection of
environmentthereare thirty lakh tree plantedat the initiative of the
authoritie andworker . Thetradeandvariou otherindu trie in the
city of Vizag it elf aredependentn the cu tomer from the plantlike
hotel , variou appliance andprovi ion, garmentand manyother .

Therehavebeendemand for wagehike andotherfacilitie butwith-
out topping the work. At no time the worker damagedany of the
machinary.Even at the time when they were forcedto top work, the
crucial area like furnace wherethe meltingtake placeby a ophi ti-
cated y tem, wereguardedy theworker whowereon duty. Theworker
them elve foughttho e element who tried to harmthe plant.

abour organisationscovered

A wide rangeof national,regionaland local labourand tradeunion
organi ation werecovered.TheyincludedAITUC, INTUC, CITU, HMS,
INTUC Congre -Khadi, Working Peoplé TradeUnion Council, All In-
dia Centreof TradeUnion -AICTU/MCPI, Ea t Coa t Railway Shramik
Union, National Federationof Indian Railwaymen(NFRI), AIRF, GKU,
Jute Worker' Trade Union, Temple Worker' Union, Port, Dock and
HarbourWorker' Union, VSP union , independent .Loader’ Union,
RoadTran portWorker ' Union, Electricity Worker ' Union andRetired
Electricity Worker’ A ociation, HandloomCooperative ,Sweeper Union,
Gla Worker union, prawngrower’' in Tamilnadu,girl worker in
Madurai, Trichy etc, Sooth ayer'Union in Tamilnadu,Municipalworker
and weeper in northTamilnaduWomenpri oner , Rame waranTemple
CanteerwWorker' Union, andwarder in Tamilnadu,and everal oth
er.

Factors contributing to the uniquenessof the movement

Someunique and pecial feature of the labour movementmay be
mentionedn briefa reflectedin the interview .



ort, Dock andHarbourworkers movementplayeda pioneeringrole
helping to createseveralorganisationsn otherindustries/tradem
the coastalareas. ort andharboursare old establishmentspriginat
ing generallyin British times and expandingrapidly in post-indepen
dencephase.Someportsand harbourswvere private and ownedby big
businessmeriike in Vizag, which waslaternationalisedafterindepen
dence.The workerslived in deplorableconditions. They had usually
migratedfrom otherareasn searchofjobswhile the land for port and
harboumwastakenawayfrom the fishermernwho shiftedtootherplaces.
In the period of British rule theseworkers had no rights and had to
work for unlimited hours.In factthe portanddocksusuallyhaveplayed
a significantrole in the develpmentof the villages and towns on the
coastalareas.Vishakhapatnamprovidesan exampleof the same.The
villagesin the coastakhreasherevanishedastheport,dockandharbours
were developed.Howeverthe trade union had a greatrole to play in
improving the lot of workershere.

A numberof ordinaryworkersrelatedtheir storiesof hardshipsn
the work field. The processof developmentould be tracedout prop
erly throughtheir recountingof the situation and servedas tools for
documentationFrom the smallest boatsand steamergo giant ships
andoil tankers,the procesgyot reflectedin the lives andthe history of
working peoplehere.

At presentthe movementhas become well organisedand
institutionalised It hasbecomea force to reckonwith. In fact the na
ture of official authorityregardingthe functioningof the units hereand
their relationwith the workersandtheir tradeunionsis differentcom
paredto otherindustries,a fact little realised.

ImportantfindingshavebeenmadeaboutGoldenRock Railwayworkers
movement.

Girni KamgaarUnion expressesnany importantfeaturesin the in-
terviewsof ordinaryworkersactivein the pre-independenagayslaunching
heroicand unique struggles.One of themwas an experimentwith the
women Dhabaworkers who usedto sell food to the workers. These
workersusedto live in chawlswherenot lessthantwenty five workers
usedto occupyone room that had tiers of bedsand workersusedto
sleepand vacatethe birth accordingto their shifts. Cookingwas im-
possibleand hencethe dhabafood. Howeverwhen the workers wages
were cut and they could not pay for their food, thesewomen also lost
theirjobs. On Bombaystreets,They cameoutwith Belanin their hands
and revolutionarysongson their lips in solidarity with the victimised



orkers. British police tried to stop them but the omen turnedag
gressiveand startedthro ing chilli po der into their eyes.The strike
continuedfor threedays, ith omen sitting on the pavementay and
night ith the childrenclinging to them.

In the courseof talking to the ordinary orkers from GKU, many
interestingfacts abouttheir participationin strugglescameout hich
includedprovidingreliefto striking andvictimisedmill orkers, resolv
ing conflicts ithin chals, building up of the union (GKU) itself and
sometimeseven being shot at by the British police. The greatheroic
actscommittedby these orkers eveninspiredthe leaderghemselves.
Ho ever, the orkers themselvesemainedordinary,unsung,obscure.

In the contextof GKU, picture cannotbe complete ithout mention
ing the namesof Jagtap,Mirajkar, Patkar, Chandrabhag&haghare,
UshataiDangeandlastly D N Yelkar, ho lookedafter S A Dangethe
famousleaderand founderof GKU in the turbulantdaysof 1930 and
'40s.Yelker as the child of alandlessorker andsinceparentscould
notfeedhim, he as sentto ork to Bombay hen he as only seven.
He lived on foothpath, orked in dhabassincefactoriesrefusedto em
ploy him as he as too youngfor anyjob. Yelkar learntto read and
rite andcamein touch ith the tradeunion leaders.By the time he
as sixteen,he hadeducatedimselfproperlyand as takenasaclerk
andnotasa orker. While organising orkers' strike, he as shotbut
survived.He as on permanenhight shiftin themill asin thedaytime
he usedto be treasurepf the union. Many like him areyetto be found
and contactedas story of Bombay orking classcannotbe complete
ithot them.

Someuniqueorganisationslso cameto light in courseof the project
ork, like the union of Soothsayerandthatof omen prisonersand
thejail arders.

Militant andhistoric featuresof thejute, textile andhandloomork -

ers are narrated.lt is found thatthe formation of handloomcoopera
tives goesbackto pre-independencdaysespeciallyin Kadapadistrict
here a GandhianturnedCommunisted the eavers in their struggle
for yarnandremunerativeprices.At the ageof eightyanda limp, today
he carriesa threaton his life but undeterredhe goeson, thoughun
kno n, unsung.

Hammalsor Jatlusas they are called popularly have come out as
highly organisedandpo erful lot in AndhraPradeshandeles here.



he questinto railway workers movementalso providedsomeinter-
estingfactsandastonishingesults.For examplethe movemenof rail-
way workerswherethe greatleaderdike VV Giri joined the railwaysas
watermanas the outsiderswere not allowed in the union.

he railwayworkersin the southerrnpartsarecloselyinterwovenwith
the port anddockworkersin westerncoast. hey providedstrengthto
thelabourmovementisawhole andmomentuntoo. On the eastcoast,
the industrialactivitiesareinterwovenwith the railway unions.Almost
nothing can move without them. hese railway unionshere have be
cometoughandflexible bargainersn the process.

Among the othernovel features,t hasbeennoticedthatthe partict
pationby womenworkershasincreaseatonsiderablyn the tradeunion
activitiesand alsoin railway unions. hey are gettingimportantboth
aswork force andunionwise. In someunions,theyhaveevengot sepa
rate bodiesto handletheir problemsat the countrylevel.

Railwaysin the coastakreashavebeencloselyassociatedavith ports,
docksandroad transporttoo. In earlierdays, many ports evenoper
atedthroughrailways. It hasits own influenceon the union activities
too.

In fact the questinto railway workers movementstill continuesas
they help to concretisethe causeof the labourmovementtself. Inter
estingfacts have come up aboutthe Madrasand SouthernMaratha
(MSM) Railways, EatsCoastRailways, Nizam StateRailways,BN Rail-
ways, GIP Railways, etc.

In the earlyyears,the fact that many portswere underthe railways
helpedorganisingthe unionsin manyways. Activities in one helpedto
spreadnto other. he interviewsbroughtout storiesasto howin those
earlydaysfood wasnot availablealongthe trackastherewereno dhabas
or hotelsthere.

he organiserdhadto travel without a crustof breadfor the whole
day. Mostof the employeedelongedo lower castespeciallythe gangmen
were untouchables.hey neverallowed the high casteorganisersto
eventouchtheir food asit would haveamountedo committinga sin.
hey evenpreferredo let theirleadersstarveastheydid notwantthem
to losetheir high caste.

he 1974 Railway strike was a watershedn history of the railway
workersmovement.he respondentseregenerallyof the opinionthat



t was the outcomeof a personaland pol t cal confl ct beweenind ra
Gandh and GeorgeFernandesHowevereachoneof themacceptedhe
fact that the str ke tself was a h stor cone and enr chedthe ra lway
workersaswell asworkers n otherareasaswell. The barga n ngca
pac t esof the ra lway workers ncreasedas never before. The post-
1974 natureof the ra lway workers movementand ts methodshave
undergonalrast cchange.S ncethenno large scaleag tat onhasbeen
launchedat the nat onallevel.

The respondent®xpla nedthat workers and un ons have become
part c patory n the affa rs of dec s onmak ngaswell as management
tself. All ssues, rrespect veof the rlevel of s gn f cancearera sedn
thejo nt employee-managemenbd esthatareorgan sedateverylevel,
leav ngl ttle scopefor confl ctsandthenag tat ons.The management
un on nteract onhasbeenplay nga cruc alrole. The exper encesand
funct on ngof the ECoRSUhasprovedthe same.Therehasbeena no
t ceableabsenceof any major d scontentand ag tat onslaunchedby
the ra lway workers n the post 1974 phaseand the fact has ts own
s gn f cancen the context.

In courseof the projectwork, severalnew factorshaveemergedhat
add a new d mens onto the tradeun on movementtself. The un on
represent nghe workers causen a un t may not servethe purpose
alwaysand a searchfor alternat veways may be observedn the pro
cess.

Product onprocessandthe consequenhatureof var ouscategor es
of workers n paperandpulp ndustr eshavethe rown s gn f cancen
the context. In RajamundhryPaperand Pulp factory, the movement
hasbeeng ven a newd mens onrrespect ve of the off c al un onthat
representshe plant. StanleyChowdhary,ayoungworker n the factory
hasorgan sedhe workerscategoryw se andra sesthe r specef cde
mands.Theseworkerscannotgo on str ke evenfor a s ngleday asthat
would meanstopp ngthe furnace,electr c tyand otheremergencyde
partmentghat could harmthe factory for dayson end,wh ch n turn
would meanloss of work for the workersthemselvesHencethey have
optedfor catgoryw se groupsthatmeetsthe managemerdnd resolves
anycr s sthath ndersthe rwork. Usuallythe rdemandsaretakenby
the establ shmenger ously.

Steelworkers are also h ghl ghted as consc ousdefendersof the r
plant.

In all thesenarrat ves,a new trend n the trade un on movement



ppe rs to be emergingwherethe g p betweenthe m n gement nd

the workeris slowly gettingdim. The educ tedworkersknow theirjob
nd they h ve le rnt to seeit in | rger perspectiveThey re wre of
their soci | responsibility nd hencere reluct nttot ke ny stepth t
would h mper production.

The ttitude ofthem n gementh s Iso undergone ch ngein m ny
unitswheretheydo not force theworkersto slog t ny costsincethey
h ve re lised th t force c nnot producequ lity goods.However, such
experiencesre still rre.

Unknown or little known struggles nd incidentsin the processof
the form tion of VSP, the obscurestrugglesfor the constructiorof the
ril-cum-rod bridgein R j mundhry in 1965 re Iso recorded.

MysoreTextile L bour Union (MTLU), MSM (M drs nd SouthMrth)
Rilwy Workers union, We vers Congress,TempleWorkers Union,
Sooths yersUnion (T miln du), Prwn Culture Workers Union,
Org nis tion of WomenPrisonersTemplec nteenworkersunionh ve
Iso beenhighlighted s uniquel bour org nis tions.

Theinterviewswith ordin ry workersh ve providedsubst nceto the
heroicstruggled unched by them.They might noth ve beenthele d-
ersof the movemenbuttheirexperiencegrovide n insightsincethey
keptthe fl me live throughtheir cour ge nd perseverence.

A cle rer picture Iso h s emergedthrought lking to the respon
dents bout therel tions betweenthe liber tion struggle nd thetr de
union movement.

M ny of theserespondentdhr d t ken p rt person lly in both pre
independenceé bour gittions, s well s in the populr m ss up-
surge t the cll of thele ders of the ntion | liber tion strugglelike
Quit Indi Movementof 1942, Civil Disobediencenovementnd m ny
others.In f ct mostof theserespondents me from the m instre m
movementor n tion | independencend couldgive cle rer pictureof
both.

ime Frame

Thethreest tesof Andhr Prdesh, T miindu nd Krntk were
coveredin periodof little moreth n 6 (six) months.This ppe rs to
be the minimum consideringhe dist nce of the remotepl ces in these



tate andDelhi. Time pan couldnotbele a any hort cut would
haveaffectedthe numberof re pondent .

riorities

Prioritie dependedn the availability of the re pondent ,the tate
of their health,ageand the indu trie theywere concernedvith. The
tate were covereddependingn the e factor .

Work done in this phase

1. Que tionnaireimprovedandfinali ed
2. Mid termreview paperpre entedin the NLI review meeting
3. More than60 (ixt) interview proce ed

4. The biographicalandtran criptive note of eachof the re pon-
dent ubmitted

5. Tape ready
6. Two-monthlya well a final reportpre ented
7. Detailedreportin bookletform readyfor publication

8. Forthe purpo eofinterview , tour undertakerf Surat, Mumbai,
AndhraPrade h,Tamilnadu,Karnatakgplu ome interview in Delhi
it elf

9. Metadataprepared

10.Work quotea perthe MoU over fulfilled

Suggestionsand requests

1. Thoughthe quotaof work ha beenover fulfiled, and manymore
per on havebeencoveredthanrequired,it i felt thatmuchremain
to be donein AP, Karnatakaand Tamilnadu.Someof the geographical
area within the e tate remainuntouched.Many new information
andname havecroppedup.

Somemorevi it maybenece aryandbe permittedfor the e tate .

2. We feelthatthe AITUC leader ,worker andparticipant in Kerala
are not beingcoveredat all. We, therefore,reque tyou to permitu to
do the ame.

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



onclusion

he phasework of Oral History for the southernstateshas been
highly productiveandinformative, bringinginto focusunknownor less
known aspectsand eventsburiedin anonymitytill now.

he projectwork hasalso openednew areasaswell aswider scope
thathasgeneratedheedfor furtherwork.

Hope the pointsraisedwould be duly considered.

With thanks,

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

KrishnaJdha

1 May 2005.



	‎C:\Users\PUB\Desktop\Archives of Indian Labour\Oral History of Labour Movement in India\Phase III\Final Report-2004-05\sc0001.tif‎
	‎C:\Users\PUB\Desktop\Archives of Indian Labour\Oral History of Labour Movement in India\Phase III\Final Report-2004-05\sc0002.tif‎
	‎C:\Users\PUB\Desktop\Archives of Indian Labour\Oral History of Labour Movement in India\Phase III\Final Report-2004-05\sc0003.tif‎
	‎C:\Users\PUB\Desktop\Archives of Indian Labour\Oral History of Labour Movement in India\Phase III\Final Report-2004-05\sc0004.tif‎
	‎C:\Users\PUB\Desktop\Archives of Indian Labour\Oral History of Labour Movement in India\Phase III\Final Report-2004-05\sc0005.tif‎
	‎C:\Users\PUB\Desktop\Archives of Indian Labour\Oral History of Labour Movement in India\Phase III\Final Report-2004-05\sc0006.tif‎
	‎C:\Users\PUB\Desktop\Archives of Indian Labour\Oral History of Labour Movement in India\Phase III\Final Report-2004-05\sc0007.tif‎
	‎C:\Users\PUB\Desktop\Archives of Indian Labour\Oral History of Labour Movement in India\Phase III\Final Report-2004-05\sc0008.tif‎
	‎C:\Users\PUB\Desktop\Archives of Indian Labour\Oral History of Labour Movement in India\Phase III\Final Report-2004-05\sc0009.tif‎
	‎C:\Users\PUB\Desktop\Archives of Indian Labour\Oral History of Labour Movement in India\Phase III\Final Report-2004-05\sc0010.tif‎
	‎C:\Users\PUB\Desktop\Archives of Indian Labour\Oral History of Labour Movement in India\Phase III\Final Report-2004-05\sc0011.tif‎

