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reface

he essay, Oral History Documentationof Indian Labour
Movemerit forms part of the output of an oral history
documentatioproject,jointly carriedoutby the Integrated_abour
History ResearciProgramme(ILHRP) andtheN.M. JoshiCentre
for LabourResearchand Education,NewDelhi. he project,in
two phasesdocumentedhe memoirsof more than 120 trade
union activistsand leaderswho were part of the Indian labour
movement,in its early phase.It also generateddetailed
biographicalmaterialon theseactivists.

Retrievalandpreservatiorof the memoirsof thekey actorsof
the working classmovementthrough specifically designedoral
history documentatiorprojectshasbeena core concernof the
Archivesof Indian Labour, which is the central componentof
ILHRR he ArchivesofIndian Labouris designedasa Digital
Archive andis perhapghe first of its kind in the country. he
archive systematicallypreservesdlocumentsrelating to labour
movementaswell ashistoricaldocumentgeneratedby thestate
andthebusines&nterprisesContemporarglocumentandother
materialdike personaharrativesyideoandaudiomaterialrelated
to labourare alsopreservedn the archive. he creationof oral
history collectionsin thearchive,notonly providesvaluableinput
to researcherandtradeunioniststo reconstructhe eventfulpast
of the Indianlabourmovementput alsoenricheghe profile and
contentof the archivesitself.

In the presentessay,the authorswho are the principal
researcheref the aforesaiduniqueoral history project, makean
attempto highlightcertaininterestingindingsfrom their effort of
documentinghe oral narrativesof variousintervieweesMany of
thesetrade unionistshaveseveraldecade®f rich experiencen
organising,the details of which have not yet receivedmuch
attentionfrom mainstreanresearcherslt is hearteningo note
thatthe essayhasbeensuccessfuin lucidly andbriefly explaining



he relevanceanduiliy of oral his oriographyin recons ruc ing
helos worlds of working classmovemen .

While using he echniqueof oral his ory documen a ion,he
au horshavecollec edda a hroughacombina ionof open-ended
in erviewsandas ruc uredques ionnaireTheau horshave aken
specialcarein gainingme hodologicakxper ise o carryou his
unique projec , by holding consul a ionsand workshopswi h
exper sandprac i ionersof oral his ory. The preliminaryfindings
of heprojec werepresen e@dnddiscussedn anln ernalSeminar
of helnsiue andalsoa he  nternational Conferenceon
LabourHistory; of he Associationof ndian LabourHistoriansat
he Na ionalLabourlns i u ein March2002.

On he whole, he essayprovidesvaluablema erialhi her o
unexploredin he mains reamhis ory of labourin India. | hope
ha he publica ionof he essaywill providea newdimensiono
he his ory of Indianworking classandinspirefur hera emp sof
oral his orydocumen a ion.

rifaxj

day Kumar Varma
Direc or



ral History Documentation of
Indian Labour Movement

Introduction

A lot of history is hiddenamongthe individual participantsof
the labourmovementA lot hasbeenwritten aboutandby the
individuals and organisationof labour on events,incidents,
movementslives, problemsandvariousotheraspectsNormally,
history, individual aswell collective, can be glimpsedin papers
and periodicalsand books. Not only the movementsbut the
personallives and habits of the individuals have beenpenned
down. A huge amountof literature is available: resolutions,
histories,journals, pamphlets/bookletgyeriodicals,books, even
tapesof interviews, newspapeandotherarticles, proceeding®f
meetings,conferencesseminarsand so on. Besides,there are
doctoral thesesavailable on the labour movementwith lot of
information.Biographiesandautobiographiearethere.Superficial
writings as well as in-depth analysesare available. There are
‘movemenstudiesfrom variouspointsofview, asalsodescriptive
workswith noview atall. Someclaim ‘objectivity in theirwritings,
while othersaresimply ‘subjectivé Thesubjecl/objectialecticis
atplay quite often. Therearecomplaintsthatfactsaresuppressed
and distortedin the descriptionof the mainstream-movement
studies.Well-known movementsare studiedandbroughtto light
at the costof the smallermovementsand the role of common
individuals. If atall the individual is focusedupon, it is aspartof
the organisednovementandorganisationsThustherole of the
individual is predeterminedthey complain.The dynamicsof the
individual areignored.How doesthe personevolve, notonly as
labour but as a multi-facetedbeing? What aboutthe non
movementnon-political,non-economi@aspect®f the individual,
for examplethe cultural or family aspect2Vhatis the positionof
thewomanin thewhole setting?



he movemenbfthelabourersandthelabourethimself/herself
is oftentreatedasan 'object of study,drainingthe persorof all the
life. he studyis often takento the extentof ‘guineapig for
experiments.Consequentlythe humanbeingsare treatedas
devoidof feelingsandlife, as'things, eventhoughit may notbe
theintentionof theresearchers.

elevance of Oral History Documentation

he other major problemwith the study of the labour
movements thatthoughabig amounof printedandothertangible
materialsareavailable(for examplein form of documentsmuch
more remainshidden or unknown) thesehave neverbeenput
downatall. his partof historyandlife, theinnerandouterself, is
availableonly with the personconcerneabr thoseto whomhe or
shewascloselyknown. Suchpersonswvere participants activists
and leadersof the work-places,organisationsmovements,
detachedobserversand so on. heir experiencesre lostto us
whenthey passaway. hey are neverable to sharethem with
othersor hardly much. Enoughis notbeingdoneto retrieveand
preservehis extremelymaterialandto payattentionto thesource
of this information. his partof facts hasnot beenput down in
writing. here aretensofthousandsfpersonsll overthecountry
of all kinds at all the levels,who are minesof extremelyvaluable
information,sourceof knowledgeandexperiencewho havegone
throughmuchin theirlives, haveseemmuchin the activitiesknown
andunknownto us.

All thesehighlightthe necessityto retrieveall thatis still available
in thememoryofthepersonkonnectedavith thelabourmovement.
he presenwork/projectis beingdonein severaktages/phases.
proposego getin touchwith the individuals, stalwarts,activists,
observersleaderscadresandothers.Many of themhavein fact
gone into obscurity,andseriousand intricate efforts haveto be
madeto find themoutandto talk to them.

Much of the materialis availableonly with theseparticipants.
Only a part of what they know hasgone into the documents.



ocuments andothermaterialsare generallyabstractionsyhile
talkswith the personss live materialreflectingnotonly barefacts
but also feelings. They tell not only aboutmovement/activity/
organisations put also aboutthe individuals inclinations,
intentions, personaldispositionand perceptions.They transmit
throughtheirindividuality theverydialecticof themovement. We
know nothingaboutthe personafeelingsof the participantstheir
emotions agoniesmomentof happinesspersonalnitiativesand
contributions,observationsand so on. In many cases they did
not intendto join the movementbut were draggedagainstheir
will by combinationof circumstances.

We haveatendencyto look uponthe respondentsnly asa
finished product, a leaderor activist and cadre, secretaryor
presidenbr someotheroffice-bearerandoftenignoretheiractual
humandevelopmentthe effortsthatwentto createhe personhis
or herownpre-history therelativelyindependengffortthatperson
putin during his/herown lifetime.

Besides,the oral history work has severalinterconnected
purposesto dig out or to know moreaboutthe movementsand
organisationstheir unique features,unknownor obscurefacts,
unknownpersonsand more aboutthe known persons,greater
and indepthandwider information aboutthe labourhistory, its
origins, evolution, disaapearancef activists and organisations,
their feelingsandperceptionsandso on.

In the courseof the extensivework of the lasttwo yearsor so,
we have come acrossa large numberunknown labour leaders
and activistsaswell asmovements/organisationd/e alsocame
acrossmany absolutelyunknown facts. In some cases,they
alonearethedepositorie®f importantfacts. It wasalsointeresting
to seethem scalingand comparingtheir efforts with the actual
results.

All this valuableinformationis likely to be lostif immediate
effortsarenotmadeto cantacthem.Someof theinformationwill
belostirretrievablyif contactwith the prospectiverespondents



elaye . Henceall the more necessityto emphasisehis

point.

oncerns of the Study

In the courseof work of collecting oral history, basicallythe
perio from the 1930sto 1980s,i.e. nearly half a century, has
beencovere . Talking to them, the whole history an eventsof
theperio comesalive. While thefollowing carryingoutthe work
concernsverekeptin min :

Retrieve an preserveas much of information an
experiencesspossible,an asquickly. Contactasmany
of suchpersonsspossiblewho arelate into theirlives, not
keepinggoo health,an aboutto losetheirfacultiesan
memory.Many arenotlikely to live long,an someofthem
havealrea y passe awayjustbeforean uring thework.
Delaywoul causammenseharmto thework of collecting
materialsof history of labourmovementtself. Contacting
such personswvasthe first priority. Contactingpersonsn
betterhealthan theyoungempersonsvasthe next.

Recor personabhistoryin the contextof labourmovement,
their sharein it, alongwith their own personalhistory,
achievementsfailures, experiencef cooperationan
conflict, theirown assessment/reviewf theirlivesan work
past,review of the presenttheirvision of the future, etc. It
wasalsoimportantto knowthepurelypersonaéexperiences,
problemsagonies,ifficulties, momentf happinesstole,
contributions, personalinhibitions, regretsan a hostof
otheraspectsan factors.

Retrieve all possibleinformation aboutthe relatively
betterknown facts/movements/organisations/in ivi uals,
etc.

Retrievemaximuminformationabouttotally unknownor
lesserknown eventsan organisationsan experiences
thereof.



ocus, in its phase,on railway workers movements,
organisationsand individuals. This wasparticularlydone
keepingin view the 150th anniversaryof the Indian
railways. At the sametime contactimportantrespondents
in thetextile & jute, iron & steel,coalandnon-coalmining,
unorganisednd othersectorsof industries,so thatother
industriesarenotignored.Thus,thework of oral historyin
thefirst phasewvasdone,asfar aspossible,industry-wise,
with focus on railway; at the sametime, peopledoing
aboundand mixed work, thoseworking in the TUs in
general,were also to be covered,and the facts and
documentselatingto themwerenotto beignored.

Provide more attentionto the contribution of women
activiststo the labourmovement.

Highlightthe uniqueformsof labouractivities/organisations/
movement®.g.palaceemployeesn someprincelystates,
soapstonesaltworks backwatemworkers movementgine
workers, rickshaw pullers, bidi workers, railway staff,
chaining of workersin the mines, temple workers and
‘pujaries, pickle-makingestablishmentsGorakhpur
Labour Office, worker-artists,khadi, householdworkers,
mathadi,pharma/medicakorkers,railway stenographers,
etc.

Retrievethe detailsof the contributions,experiencesand
alsoaboutthe life of the intervieweein the contextof the
labour/TUmovement.

Trace the origins and developmentsof various
organisationsrelated with labour and also their
contributionstowardsthe process.This would enableus
researchurtherin this field.

Situatethe roles of theseactivistsin evolution of labour
andindustriallaws andlegal labourmachinary.



Retrieve facts aboutundergroundife, movementsand
organisationsQuite often,dateaboutsuchperiodsarenot
documentedior fear of official or police action.

Retrieve information aboutinterconnectionsand spread
of movementsMore often they emergeor are formed at
oneplaceandthenspreadoutto largerareas,industries
with their own inherentlogistics and individuals play a
significantrole.

Understandhe phasesndproblemsof labourmovement,
mobilisationof labourandworkereducation.

Gatherthe respondentsviews on impact of new
technology,socio-economicfinancial structuralchanges,
structureof labourandindustry.

Documentthe intervieweés experiencesand views on
relationshipof pastandpresentiayworkers.

Understandthe linkages betweenlabour and social
movements.

Keepingthe above atentativelist of over300 (threehundred
plus) respondentsvas preparedas the potential interviewees
and then the more importantnameswere shortlisted. In the
courseof work, thelist hasgrownto 400-plus(four hundredplus).
Two phaseof work havebeencompleted,coveringmorethan
120 respondentsThey were interviewedduring 2001-02and
2002-03in two phasesgachlasting, in actualpractice,for alittle
more than six months.Thepresentessayis a summaryof the
main experiencesand observationsduring the conductof the
study.

While preparinghelist of potentialintervieweesdueattention
hasbeengiventowardstheiradvancedigeandexperiencestate
of health, geographicakpread,unique trade union affiliations,
contributionsto trade union, movementand so on. Later the
following criteriawereadoptedor short-listingthe interviewees.



Advanceage and fragile health: Advancedagewas the
primary criterion asalsowasthe stateof their health.Most
of theveterarparticipantsandleadersvould notlive long,
beingwell into advanceage.In fact, someof thempassed
awayunfortunatelyevenbeforetheprojectstarted Besides,
manyoftherespondentwerein il healthandgettingeven
worsethoughthey were not so advancedn age. It was
alomstimperativeto includethemin thelist. Thepreference
was made accordingto age and state of health. We
interviewedasmanyaspossiblebut manyarestill left with
valuablematerialattheir disposal.

Unique Biography and Contribution: The nameswere
chosemalsoon the basisof the contributionsmadeto the
trade union/labourmovement,in the way of novelty of
methodsand ideas, pioneeringwork underadverse
conditionswith steadinessnd perseverenceknowledge
anddirectexperiencef unknownandlesselknownpages
of labour history, direct participationor knowledgeand
experienceof participatingin famous movementsand
organisationsandotherfactors.In otherwords,thesenames
werevery importantin theirown right andwereoftenkey
links in the chainof labouractivities. Those,who areleft,
haveto becontactedn time, otherwisethereis everydanger
that a valuable part of labour history would be lost
alongwiththem.

Industry-wise: The Railways were given the primary
attention, particularly in the initial stages.Besides,focus
wasconcentrateen industireslike textile/jute, iron/steel,
mining, unorganisedetc. At thesametime, otherindustries
were not ignored.Simultaneouslythe mixed andgeneral
tradeunionistswerealsoincluded,whowerenotattached
to any particularindustry. Thus,therespondents other
industriesand movementswere not ignored. Railway
unionsweregiven moreattentionin the presenphase.



Wide Rangeof Trade Union Organisations:The lists also
took into accountthe coverageof a wide rangeof trade
unionorganisationsThe nameselongingto the AITUC,
HMS, INTUC, CITU, BMS, regional, non-affiliated and
independenbrganisationsvere included. Independent
individuals, not attachedto any organisationwere also
interviewed.Thelist tookinto accounthefactthatit is the
history, notof aparticulartradeunionorganisationshutof
the labour movementas a whole. Railway unionswere
givenmoreattentionin the secondphase.

Geographicalspread: The list coveredall the important
statesfrom the point of view of labour movement:from
Meghalayao Gujarat,Himachalto Tamilnad,metropolises
like Mumbai, Chennai, Kolkata, Delhi, Nagpur,
HyderabadBangalore centralstatedike M.R andothers,
a large numberof coastalregionsof Orissa, Andhra,
KarnatakaKerala, andso on. It coversall the cornersof
the country,andhasleft no importantcentreof the labour
movementuntouchedDetailshavebeengivenfurtheron.
During the secondphaseof the work, the list covered
basicallythree zonese.g.Northern,EasterrandWestern.
As far aspossible,all the importantstates/areagtom the
point of view of labour movement,were covered.The
Northern Zone included Delhi, Haryana, Punjab,
Himachal, Rajasthan,etc. The Eastern:Orissa, Bihar,
Jharkhand West Bengal. The WesternZone included
MaharashtraMadhyaPradeshChattisgarhetc. Thisis in
additionto the statescoveredin thefirst phase the details
of which aregiven elsewhereelow.

Provisionfor neiv names:It wasforeseerwhile preparing
thelist thatin the processnewnamesandnewfactsmight
cropupin courseof interviewsin variousplaces.Therefore
the list preparedandproposedvas a tentativeone. New
andimportantnameswould comeup. Theseleaderhad
to beinterviewedthenor laterin anopportunemoment.lt



ay bepossiblethatso e ofthe haveto beinterviewed
even before thosewho have beenplacedin the list
sub itted. As hasbeenentioned above,na es continue
to addedasthework proceedsand ore infor ation and
experiencegather.

ethodology, and Scope

A detailed questionnairavas preparedcovering personal
historyoftherespondeni connectiorwith thelabour ove ent.
It also ai ed to retrievethe i portant events,highlights and
experienceof the respondentThe questionnairedealtwith the
reasonsand circu stances in which the intervieweejoined the
ove ent/organisation, history of the organisationn ain
historical ove ents, infor ation on obscure ove ents,
undergroundove ents etc. Anotherpartof the questionnaire
dealtwith the views of the respondenbn various aspectsand
proble s of thelabour ove ent, ongoingchangesn industry,
ove ent, organisation,working class structure,views on
liberalisation, globalisation, privatisationetc. The questionnaire
also listed queriesaboutthe views on the i pact of world
onopolies, arket and scienceand technologyon the TU
ove ent. It was also saughtto relate the differencesbetween
olderandnewergenerationsftehworkers,unification andfuture
ofthetradeunion ovee nt etc. Thequestionnairgvasgenerally
sentto therespondenih advanceButin so e casesparticularly
if soe newnaes cae up, it was given on the spot.The
interviews were not confinedto the questionniarewhich only
servedas a eans of refreshingthe interviewws e ory and
syste atise his/herthoughts.Oncethe narrationbegan,it was
generallyallowedto go on excepwheninterventionrwasnecessary.
Supple entary questionswere askedto enrich the replies.The
interviews generally went beyondthe scopeprovided by the
guestionnaireMany new and unforeseenunexpectedactskept
co ing up afterextendingheinterviews.So e respondentgave
syste atic accounton theirown. Theyca e preparedanddid
notneeduch pro pting oradditional/supple entaryquestions.



ut manyothershadto be helpedin variousways,includingasking

repeatedand direct questions.Many respondentgiue to their
advanceageor sicknessphysical/mentaincapacitiespartialloss
of memories heededromptingandrepetitionof questionsand
reminding of their own involvementin particularevents.They
would oftentendto forgetor mix up events,dates,incidentsetc.
Theywould oftengo into unnecessargietailsandbe repeatitive.
Someof themwerereally difficult interviews.

Sinceit wasdecidedhatthe work in the secondohasewould
be industrywise, aworshopto discussseparat@uiestionnairgor
eachof the industrywas organised.This was in fact one of first
tasksin the secondphaseA lot of preparatoryork wasdonein
orderto draft the questionnaireso be put for discussionby the
participantsWe studiedthe history of thelabourmovementn far
greatedepthandscope We wentinto thedetailsof the history of
thelabourmovementn India, industry-wiseworkers movement
particularlyin railways,asalsoin thetextiles,engineeringmining,
unorganisedgeneralandso on. We collectedmore facts of the
biographiesand contributionsof the various participantsin the
TU movementWe talkedto many of them individually, andfor
this purposewentto their offices andvenuesof variousmeetings.
We got lot of factsthis way. We studiesvariousdocumentsand
journalsto gain moreinsightinto the activities of the personsas
well asinto the movementsandorganisationsAll this of course
took lot of time, muchmorethanexpected. esides, it alsotook
timeto coordinatehetimingsof the participants.

The workshopdiscussedhe draft questionnaires detail. A
large numberof valuablesuggestionsveregiven, on the basisof
which the questionnaresould be improved.ltwas decidedthat
themainfocusofthework duringthisphasevould be herailways,
notto the exclusionof otherindustriesandsectorsThis approach
wasquite helpful in thework of the oral history, in mostcasesAt
the sametime we do have,on the basisof our experiencesome
suggestiongegardingthe questionnaireswhich we mention
towardstheend.


improved.lt

he questionnairesthus, coveredpersonalhistory of the
respondenin connectionwith the labourmovement. hey also
aimedto retrievethe importantevents highlightsandexperience
of the respondenamongthe workersof the particularindustry
andin generatoo. he questionnaires/eregenerallysentto the
respondent& advanceBut in somecases particularly if some
newnamesameup, it wasgivenonthespot.In somecasesmore
than one questionnarehad to be sentbecauseahe respondent
workedin the Us of manyindustriesor in the generalUs.

he interviewswere taperecordedgenerallyon 90-minute
good quality tapesusing good-qualitytape-recorders.he
recordinggenerallylastedfor four to five hoursminimum spread
overwhole day. It was not alwayseasyto interviewthe old and
sickrespondentdocatingthem,fixing up appointmentsith them,
and yet be preparedfor a last minute changein timings,
postponementdueto suddemattacksof sicknessjn somecases
evenfetal. Sometime the repondentsvere so feeble that their
voiceswwere not evenaudible. For fixing an appointmentand
thento makeit materialisequite oftenthestayin aparticulawillage
or town hadto be extendedbeyondthe time budgetcould
permit. Sometime even locating a personitself becamea
problemdueto vague andcontradictoryinformationssincemost
of them were away from the mainstreamAs a result, we lost
some of them in the process.In some casesthe respondents
not quite clear about.theoral history and wonderedwhat it
was all aboutdespitebeing educatedand enlightened
otherwise.

In many cases,the respondentdook time to prepare
themselvesjncluding recalling their memory. heir mentaland
physicalhandicapsnterruptedthe processSomeof themhadto
visit thedoctorin betweersincetheywereundertreatment.hus
theinterviewsthatwerescheduledo be overin oneday, stretched
overtwo to threeor evenmore daysUsuallyone of us, on may
occasiongventwo personsventto interviewoneresponderdince
it facilitated other arrangementdike preparingthe recorder.



hanging assettestakingdown extensivenotes, he king upthe
re order and a essories, asking additionalquestionset. One
personmanagingall thesethings alone and at the sametime
ondu ting the interview, tendsto miss ertain thingsleadingto
somemistakesthat an be orre ted only later. Thus, it is found
benefi ial to entrustat leasttwo personsgo to ondut one
interview.

The studyteamvisited almostthe entire vaststret hesof the
ountry to lo ate and interview the respondentsin luding the
remotestorners. While in ertain asestheprogrammewasfixed
beforehandhroughphone alls and orresponden e,in othersit
wasnot possibleto ontat andinform the respondentaseither
theiraddressvasnotknownor theydid nothaveevena onta t
number.

The questionnaireweresentbeforehandin asespossible,if
addressewere availableor the persors lo ation wasknown. In
the Se ond Phaseof the work (2002-03), industry-wise
guestionnairewverepreparedandsent.

Thestatesvisitedin ourse of thestudyin lude Uttar Pradesh,
Uttaran hal, Bihar, JharkhandWestBengal Assam,Meghalaya,
Hima hal Pradesh,Chahdigarh,Punjab, Haryana, Gujarat,
RajasthanMaharashtraMadhya Pradesh Chattisgarh,Goa,
KarnatakaKerala, Tamil Nadu,AndhraPradeshQrissa,andDelhi
- makingit atotal of 23 states.

Within ea h state,one hadto go to differentpla es, manyof
themquitefarfrom ea h otherin termsof distan esandinvolving
lot of time. Thetime spentin ea h statedependedn fa tors like
numbetof interviews, onta ting thenewonesthat roppedupin

ourse of the interviews, the availabletransportfa ility to rea h
therespondentdp al assistan edistan efrom Delhi andseveral
others.Sometimeonevisit wasnotenoughto over the entirelist
of the availablerespondents s atteredin the whole length and
breadthof alargestatewhi h neededgometimenotonly onemore
but severalisits, and still many of themareyetto be overed.



everal statesand areashave beeninadequatelyor hardly
covered,or nor coveredatall. The outhern statesfor example,
needproperwork and coverage;so also North-easterrstates,
U.R, Bihar, Orissa, Chattisgarhand some others. Jammué&

Kashmirandthe Andamans& Nicobarhavenotbeencoveredat
all. Many importantbig areasin other stateshave beenleft
untouched.

In the secondphaseof the project, the preparationof the
questionnaireook considerabldime becausef their industry
wise nature.lt neededstudy of the labourmovementn eachof
the industry, a checkup on their leadersand activists, their
contributions,on particularproblemsof eachsection,andso on.
It tooktime time to explainthe natureandimportanceof work to
many of the respondentssomeof whomwerewonderingasto
what it was all about. Of course, many otherscould at once
understandnd cooperatelt may be pointedout thatthe entire
period of the projectphasewas highly packed,so muchso that
therewas hardly any time left for restevenin the situationsof
sickness.We have continuedworking evenwhen therewas no
formal projectgoing on, thoughwith a lot moredifficulty. In fact
thelist wastoo demandingandscheduleasa result,too packed.
Therewereotheradditionalfactorsalso, like spendingnoretime
with the respondenthan originally plannedin orderto retrieve
quantitatively and qualitatively more information, collecting
documentsetc. Undoubtedlythe work of almostone and half
years,with formal gaps,was quite satisfying, becausea lot of
importantrespondentdave beeninterviewed, considerable
valuablematerial/information/historyhas beenretrieved, which
otherwisewould havebeenlost, andlot of materialsandpapers
anddocumentshavebeencollected.

Theteamfacedgreatdifficulties in contactingandinterviewing
therespondentsThe namesn thelist, bothlargerandthatof the
selectfew, arethoseof still active leaders.They appearedo be
extremely busy and quite often complacent.Ilt was almost
impossibleo fix timewith them. ince thecity itselfwastheirwork



lace, theywerefoundto bealwaysin somemeetingor movement.

Theywerecom lacentin thesensdhattheywould be “available
anytime’, andthereforethe interviewswould be ost oned for
the “nexttime’. Cancellationf fixed rogrammeswereso often
thataninterviewconsistingofthreeto four hoursdraggedor over
four monthswith a s rinkling of forty minutesto one hourin a
sitting, u setting our otherschedulesThe teamwantsto makea
s ecial mentionof such roblems es ecially facedin Delhi.

nigue experiencesand observations

Theinterviewsconductedandrecordedunderthe Oral History
Projecthave their own invaluablesignificancein the countrys
labourhistory aswell asfor the movemenitself. The interviews
maybeusedas rimary sourcematerialfor researctinto the history
of the working classandthe formation and functioning of their
organisations the countryasawholeaswell asin variousregions.
In the rocess of collectingsuchmaterial,we havebeenableto
getmanyof the veteransn time beforeit wastoo late. In thetwo

hases of six-monthseach,we covereda large numberof the
veteransenlistedfor interview, thougha bigger ortion remains
uncoveredThework hasbeengoingevenoutsidethe rescribed
roject eriods, beforeandafter. Someres ondentshave assed
awayjustbeforeor immediatelyafterwe contactedhem.We may
mention here that at leastthree or four of very im ortant

res ondentscould notbecontactedn s ite of ourbestefforts,and
assedawaywithout our meetingthem. Someothershavebeen
lost becauseof ill-health beyondre air. It is tragicto lose such
valuable ersons, andit underlineshe needfor further effortsin

oral historydocumentation.

The res ondentshave rovided invaluable even unique
materialandinformationfor researchnto the labourhistory and
movementin the country. The intervieweesthemselvesoften
tendedto understateor ass overtheir own contributionswhile
talking abouttheir ex eriencesout of modesty.They hadto be
com elled by re eating the questionsto talk aboutthemselves



nd boutthetr de unionmovementn theirtimes.Theyprovided
sever linsidestories,unknownor little knownf cts, uniqueevents,
clues nd missinglinks of thel bour history. Theinterviewshelped
clrify sever | niyths in the | bour movement.The inform tion
providedby themm y proveto bethest rting pointsfor thefurther
nd deeperese rch. Someof the fe tures of | bour movement
broughtoutin the courseof Or | History Project nd interviews
my belisted s follows:

abour Movementin Princely Statesand British India

A very import nt fe ture comingoutof the interviewsw s the
distinctive n ture of the | bour movemenin the former princely
st tes nd theirdifferencewith th t of British Indi. A numberof
interviews were conductedin Gujrt, Rjsthn, Himchl
Pr desh,M dhy Prdesh,Andhr Prdesh,M hr shtr, Oriss,
etc, nd m ny interestingfe tures c me to light in the processA
| rge numberof princely st teswereconcentr tedin thesere s,
prticulrly in Rjsthn, Gujrt nd Oriss. Jodhpur,Jipur,
Ajmer,Jmngr, Probndr, Kthiwd, Hyderbd, Trvncore,
Cochin,Kolh pur, Dhenk n I, Nilgiri, PEPSUre s, Bhop | etc
were mong thosewhich provided much v lu ble historic |
m teril. Towork nd org nisetheworking peoplein mostof the
princelysttesw s h z rdous, difficult nd rduousjob s there
were Imost no | bour or civil rightsof ny kind. Eventhe rights
gr nted in British Indi were bsentthere.lt w s in theseextremely
dverse conditionsth t the pioneersbuilt the | bour nd tr de
unionmovementn thesest tesbefore nd just fter independence
(before their mergerwith Indi) fcing severepersecutionnd
expulsionsTheycouldsn tch some bsolutely element ryrights,
thoughth t tooonly gr du lly nd very tortuously.The ordin ry
ctivists nd le derswe tlked to, oftennrrted (Bmiy, for
ex mple in Porb nd r) how they could seetheir children only
whentheywere" sleep’, s theyh d tole ve e rly inthemorning
nd ¢ me b ck | te. Thustheynevers w their children‘vertic I’
only ‘horizont I', in bed.Prj P rish ds, Lok P rish ds nd Pr j
M nd Is oftenpl yed import nt roles s theiniti tors ofthel bour



ove ent, guidingthe throughdifficult ties asotherforus
andrightsto theworkerswereonly arginally available.In Jodhpur
andBaroda,eventhee ployees of theroyal palaces(described,
a ong others,by AK. Vyas) fored so e sortof uniona ong
the selves to presdfor theirrights.In any placesrailwaysacted
asthe ain sourceo initiate andspreadhetradeunionandlabour
ove nt in theseareas. In princely statesof Jodhpur,Niza 's
Hyderabadtate statein Orissaregion,etcalsoit wasthesa e. In
Jodhpufor exa ple, therailwayworkersandtheirunionsactively
helpedandguidedthe stonequarriesnvorkersin the for ation of
theirunion,andorganisingheir ove ents. Sa e wastrueabout
unicipal workers, nursesand co pounders ove ent, shop
assistantsorganisationsand so on. Advent of railways was an
i portant factorin thespreadftradeunion ove ent inJodhpur
stateandthe nearbyplaces.The Saurashtraegion (now partof
Gujarat) presentsso e uniquefeaturesof labourand peoples
ove ent notfound elsewheren India. Saurashtralone had
about245 or so princely statesout of 585 all overIndia, thatis
nearlyhalfofthe . Theyrangedfro thes allest toso e ofthe
biggestin the country and posedseroudifficulties in organising
the ass ove ents thoughtheyalsohadtheirownadvantages.
The industrieswere in a for ation stageand were scarceand
scatteredTheyhadonly begunto strikeroots,butlargelyre ained
attheele entary stagesTheindustrialdevelop ent wasstunted
becaus®fthetwin oppressiory thefeudalprincelyrule andthe
British ad inistration. It wasreflectedin both the natureof the
industriesand that of the labour ove ent. Therewere textile
unitsin Ja nagar anda few otherplaces,saltworkersalongthe
seacoastthat is at Salayaetc., unicipal, hospital, loading
unloading, transport, etc. Thesewere scatteredand largely
unconnectediueto feudalstatesboundariesTherewere other
li itations also.Textile andeveryothercategoryof workershadto
battlevery hardfor even ost ele entary hu an andworkers
rights. Hereit hasto be explainedthatthis partof historyof labour
ove ent hasin fact beenhardly entioned in the available
literature, not to talk of their docu entation. As a result, entire



Nt at ve towardslabour organ sat on,ts strugglesand
ach evements thesepartsof the country rema n hardlyknown
to the outs deworld, only the part ¢ pantsandthe rclosecontacts
havethefacts.Therewereno labourand ndustr allaws, noteven
the bas chumanr ghts. Work ng under nhumancond t ons the
workers had no f xed work ng hours, and whereverthey had
obta nedt throughpressureand struggles,the hourswerevery
long, almostfollow ng the ‘sun-r se-tossunset trad t onsor even
longer. Evensmall ch Idren were not sparedfrom work ng hard
andfor long. Theworkerswould bed sm ssedatw Il asthe rfate
dependealomstent rely n thehandsof those n the palace Any
smallcronyfrom theroyal palacecoulddo anyth ngto theworkers
andthe rfam | esandgo unpun shed.

Thestoryofthesaltworkers s alsobothun queandha rra s ng.
Theyandthe rch Idrenworkeddeep n h ghly saltedandbrak sh
watersevenw thoutsemblenceof protect ontll the rl mbswere
eatenawayby or d ssolved n the corrod ngwaters.The workers
andthe r ch Idrengotwounds, njur es, f ssures,deform t esand
sufferd.Uponbe ngdeadatwork, the rbod eswvouldjustbethrown
away ntothedeepseaNow salt-works n manyarease.g.around
Mumba ,arebe ngrecla medor construct onhous ng, ndustr al
andotherpurposesTheworkerstherearehav ngto m grateorto
look for otherjobs. The workers n other ndustr es, f atall they
could be so called, too had no soc al, pol t cal andtradeun on
r ghts. Evenwr t ng and d str but ng handb liswould nv te the
wrath of the rulers and the act v stswould be dumped nto the
royal dungeonsThe example s Jodhpurstate,wherethe ent re
fam | es nclud ngsmallch Idrenwerearrestecandkept n capt v ty
for months.Thetradeun onshadto f ght for the mostelementary
r ghts,andby them d-40stheygotsomeofthemconcededThey
also broughtsem -undergrouné@nd undergroundnewspapers.
In caseof searchand persecut onthey could escape nto the
ne ghbour ngor ncely states,and n caseof Rajasthan, nto the
‘democrat cnon-pr ncelyBr t sh reg on of Beawar,wh ch thus
becamea centreof labour movementand nat onal stand



evolutiona yactivities. O issa,Himachalthefo me PEPSUa eas,
Maha asht agtc, p ovidedmanyadditionalfeatu esofthelabou
movementn the fo me p incely states.The following we e the
p incely statesto nameonly afew, whe esomelabou activities
tookplacewith ce taindistinctcha acte isticsAdgad,Dhenkanal,
Kolhapu , Nilgi i, Patiala, egionsof PEPSUA ki in Himachaland
soon. Thep esent-day0 issahad26 big andsmallp incely states,
besidedgheusualB itish a eas.Outof these?6, fo cedo bonded
labou could be fi st eliminateddueto p essu eand movement
including social efo m movement,in Adgad state. The e was
powe ful statespeoplés movementin DhenkanalNilgi i, Adgad
andothe places.Theycont ibuteda lot to the building up of the
wo ke s st uggles,andvice-ve sa.Whenthe SecondWo Id Wa
b okeout, theJapaneseoopswe eplanningto landin Pa adeep
po tandthenadvancaiponAdgad.Wo ke s, alongwith students,
did gua dduty againsthe imminentJapanesattack.

The ewasbig peoplés movemenin Dhenkanakhgainsione
of the mostopp essivestates ule s in India, namedShanke
P atap.In 1942, Mu hee, a subdivisionin Dhenkanal,was
“captu ed by thefamouspeoplés andwo ke s leade Baishtam
Patnaik,andit wasdecla eda “F eeRepubli¢. Anothe inte esting
developmentook placein asmallp incely stateknownasNilgi i,
in O issa.Nilgi i wasthefi st p incely stateto me gewith India 13-
14 Novembe 1947.Youngstudentspeasantaindwo ke swe e
the mainstayof this a medst uggle, in which egula fight took
place. The ule ultimately su ende ed.This movement
cont ibutedalot to thewo ke s movemensubsequentliyBesides,
manyof its leade date becameg ominentlabou andt adeunion
leade sFo example NandKisho e Patnaikwasamongthedi ect
pa ticipantsando ganise softheNilgii movementwhop ovided
eye-witnessaccountof the up ising andwho himselfwasalsoa
p ominentwo king classleade . hopal: Bhopalalsowasavey
opp essivep incely state.lt hadto face massupsu geled by the
StatesPeoplés Confe encewhich hadhadShaki Ali Khanamong
themostp ominentieade s.Hewasalsoknownasthe ‘Gandhiof



adhya Pradesh The movementincludedactive workers and
trade union contingent,and was soughtto be brutally crushed.
ShakirAli hadto undergoinhumantorturesat the handsof the
rulers; for example he wastied to hugeice cubeshroughouthe
night and his backturnedblue. He waslaterto become,among
others, one of the mostprominentTU leadersof Bhopal and
adhya PradeshBK GuptawasamongthoseTU leaderswho
narratechis story.Heis sincedeceaseduringthe interviews,the
role of States Peoplesconferencesyariously known as Praja
Parishad ok Parishadandothershaveparticularlycometo the
fore in helpinggrowthof thetradeunionmovementn theprincely
states.States Peoples Conferencesvere the masspolitical
organisations the princelystateduringthe British period.Since
generallyspeaking,no other organisationsor partiesor trade
unionswereallowedto function, the PeoplesConferencescted
asthefomm for thestmggleagainsthefeudalrule, andfor voicing
of demand®fvarioussectionof people.Consequentlyin many
stateslike Hyderabad”areasof whatis now known asHimachal
Pradesh JamnagarPorbandar, arathwada, Jodhpur,Nilgiri,
Dhenkanal,Adgad, Bhopal etc, the Lok or Praja andals
(Parishadshelpedto guideandbuild thetradeunion movement
andevensuppliedcadres literature,materialsetc. This formsan
importantaspecbf the history of the labourmovement Someof
thetradeunionorganisationgvenreachednsidetheroyalpalaces
alsolike in Baroda,Jodhpur,Porbandaetcvoicingthedemands
of theroyal employeeshemselvesin Himachalareastheborders
of theprincelystatexchangedveryfew miles, e.g.from Kasaulito
Shimla.

olhapur in aharashtra contributedo thelabourmovement
in its own peculiarway. It was one of the enlightenedstatesin
termsof educationandsocialreforms.Thathelpedgive rise to a
moreopenlabourmovementjndustrialestablishmentandactive
leadershipsArki in Himachal saw severalmassassemblieof
ordinaryworkersin front of the Palacegatesin supportof their



eman s.

orkers' Movementin Railways

Amongthe majorareasof the work wasthe onerelate with
theworkers organisationan movementsn the railways, both
pre-an post-in epen ence.Thoseinterviewe belonge to the
variousall-In ia aswell aslocal level railway workers union, e.g.
AIRI; NFRU, WERU, GIP Rly Men's Union, BN Rly, BB & CI,
RailwayMaz oor Sanghan soon. Besi es, theactivitiesamong
therailwayworkersof manyof theprincelystatesvasalsocovere .
Theseinclu e Jo hpur StateRailway, Nizam Railway, various
lines in the central, northern,southern,easterran otherareas,
an soon. The organisationdn the railwaysbelonge to various
present- ayaffiliationslike theAITUC, HMS, BMS, INTUC, CITU
an in epen ent or non-affiliate onesaswell asto the category
wise unions. We met someliving legen s an stalwartsof the
railway workers movementTheinterviewsreflectthe factthatthe
railway workersmovementwas all powerful in the pre
In epen ence ays, an prove to bethelifeline for manyother
categoriesof workers/movementsg. Textiles. Mostly, illiterate
gangmenvereoftenthe coreoftherailwayworkers organisations.
Therewere somememorablean importantmovementof the
railway workersin the pre- an imme iate post-in epen ence
perio . GIP Rly Men's Union foughtsometoughbattlesin 1940-
46 perio in Bombayan otherwesternan centralregions.Their
supportfor 1942 movementtextile workers strikesan for the
RIN mutiny in 1946 playe an importantrole. Achievementof
DA for therailwaymenin the 1940swasagreatvictory won after
long battles. Interestingfacts cameup aboutrailway workers
movementn theNorthernZonean RajasthanThereweremilitant
movementdn theearly 1950sin Ambala-Kalkaregionin the early
1950s.Eyewitnessaaccountvashear fromtherespon entsabout
thefirings an killings of railway workersin Kalka firings of 1955.
Theorganisationila amixe an isparatecharactemn thepre
In epen enceperio , asthereweresomeprincely statese.g.,in
the Himachalan Punjabregions. Lot of facts aboutthe



ove ents inthe PEPSUregionca e to thefore.

Duringthosedays, it wasnoteasyto presenaMe orandu
or charterof de ands in therailways,asthe anage ents were
verytough.Oneoftherespondents awitnessto theMe o having
beensentto the anage ent througha youngboy, who then
dashedbackin fearto the apprehensivdaut cheeringcrowd of
railway en standingat a distance.This incidenttook place in
Delhi.

Anotherparticipanin therailway en 's activitiesdescribedhe
loco en helpinggeneralvorkers(sugamworkers,ce ent workers,
etc) strikesduringwinter, unloadinghotcoalto the agitatingworkers
to keepwar while onvigil. Suchincidentstook placeduringthe
British ti es. Loco staff usedto havetoughti e, both working
andgettingorganised! portant aspectandfactsca e upabout
the strikes of 1960, 1968 and 1974, The first two were also
participatedin by the govern ent e ployees and so e other
sectionoftheworkers.So e oftherespondentaerethe selves
e bers of thevariousactionco ittees including at all India
level. Lot of inside storiescould be hadaboutthe 1974strike. As
any various as possibleversionsaboutthe 1974 strike were
recordedandit all akes aninterestingstory. Many lesseiknown
and unknownfacts aboutthe railway workers ove ents also
ca e tothefore. So e innerdetailsofthe NCCRS(NationalCo-
ordinationCo ittee for Railway en’s Struggle)of 1974were
revealedby so e of its e bers and other respondents.
Viewpoints of various TUs like the BKS, HMS, AITUC, CITU,
category-wiseunions, and sectionsthereofwere recorded.
Interestingversionontherolesandcontributionsof PeterAlvares,
GeorgeFernandesS. A. Dangeandotherswerenarratedoy the
respondentsl heleadersofthecategory-wisainions,for exa ple,
were highly critical of the role of the nationalT.U.s in the 1974
railway strike, asalsoin other ove ents. Theyfelt neglectedy
the nationalTU leaders.The category-wisainionshadtheir own
opinions and felt sidelinedthroughout.A ong the, loco,
stenographergang en, etcwerei portant seg ents. Theywere



f the pini n thatthe nati nal railwayw rkers' uni ns deliberately
ign red themandt k theirhelp nly t furthertheir wn interests,
t theextent f frcing themt disslve themselvesand merge
with thenati nal nes againstheirwishes.Thecateg ry-wiseuni n
leadersappeared beagainsthewh le c urse f the 1974strike
itself. Theinterviewsf theindependenandth se nearetheCITU
andBMS, asals s me thers, gaveclear pini ns againshati nal
uni ns in the railways. F r example,the talk with Ved Prakash
Khli f All India Railway Sten graphersAss ciatin (AIRSA),
later f BMS andBRMS, wasuniquein manyrespectsasals that
f Bhang f Ic runningstaff. S me ther interviewswereals
imp rtant in thisc nnecti n. Accrdingt ne versin, the 1974
strike was helpful furthering the cause f the railway w rkers'
m vement. Butacc rdingt an therversi n thestrikedid immense
harmt them vementanddestr yedit. Besidegshe 1974railway
strike, the 1968and 1960m vementsweredealtwith in detail.

Inthec ntext f the 1968strike,thec ncept f ne-dayt ken
railway strikewasc nsideredby s me asharmfulf r thew rkers.
The 1960m vementwastakenasachallengeby theg vernment
anddealtwith severelyH w c uld centralg vernmentempl yees,
railway w rkers andth se in the infrastructureg n strike, it

bjected. The activists and the leadershad n vel experiences
duringthis m vement.

An interestingaspecthatcameup wasthe fact f the AITLIC
andthe BMS friendsw rking in thesameBar da H use Railway
Headquarterm New Delhiin the 1960s rganising theirrespective
activities,andyettheyremain n thebestf pers naltermst this
day. They keeprec mmendingeach ther fr infrmatin n
railway TH m vement.

ctivities in Other Industries

In c urse f the ral histry rec rdings, lab ur activitiesin the
entiregamutr wide range f industriesandsecti ns andsect rs
c ver: textiles,railways,beedi,snuff, p rt andd ck, r ad transp rt,



mall andhaveindu trie , tone work , wide rangeof mining, child
andwomanlabour, cinema,royal and princely e tate andthe
palace ,rik haw, temple , laundary,new paper ,toddy, ca hew,
tile , hotelandtouri m, tramway , Briti h governmenéemployee ,
electricity, water,autoandtonga,teaandotherplantation ,public
andprivate ector , dmg /phermaceutical medicalrepre entative ,
gold, hou eholdhelp, inland backwaterndriver tran port, oil,
teel, defence, hop a itant, municipal,con truction, alt, and
manyotherindu trie / ector , area andtheworker employedn
them.Theyall needfurtherinterview and tudy.

Someof the importantindu trie  ub equentto the railway
coveredin the tudy were: Textile, engineeringand iron- teel,
jute, bidi, unorgani ed,etc. Quite often it becamedifficult to
categori ethe re pondent ,a they haveworkedin a variety of
union . Theirworki ‘all-round or mixed, particularlyin the early
pioneeringtage andlate tage whentheyoccupyhigh po ition
and in that capacityhaveto look after the worker of everal
indu trie andcategorie .

Lot of informationcouldbe gatheredaboutthe irni  Kamgar
Union (GKU) of Bombay,andaboufTextile Worker ' Organi ation
el ewherein the country. A peru al of jute worker ' activitie in
Calcuttaandel ewhere how theirrie literally from the ground
level of noright to acquiring everalright afterprolongedand
difficult battle .

The GKU wa urpriingly well-organi ed union, which led
manycrucialbattle aloneand/omwith organi ation andworker'
of other ector. Womenplayedan importantrole in the GKU
activitie .

Textile and othermovement in the Bombayregion, and all
overlindia, areinextricablyrelatedwith the nameof S.A. Dange,
theout tandingTU andworkingcla leader.Thi wa corroborated
by every re pondentconcernedf all the hade , including hi
opponent .



n AmritsarandPunjab textile workershelpedgrowth of other
organisationsBoth A TUC and NTUC had strong unions in
Amritsar region in the 1950s. Textile MazdoorUnion launched
majorstrikesin themid-1950shavingimplicationsfor both Punjab
aswell asthe country. Strugglefor betterdealsin the piece-rated
systemwasamongthekey points.Textile MazdoorEktaCommittee
was formed. Embroideryworkerswere an importantsegment.
Therewas a historic strike in April 1955in Amritsar regionand
PunjabwhereA.K. Gopalan(M.R) alsocameto helpandaddress.
ChhehertanearAmritsar,cameup onthe mapofall ndialabour
movement.

Lot of facts cameto light aboutthe oldestunion in UF* the
KanpurMazdoorSabhaThis historicunionwasfoundedby such
outstandingpersonalitiesof the freedommovmentas Ganesh
ShankaWidyarthi andMaulanaHasratMohani. SutiMill Mazdoor
Sabhas anotheofthe historicorganisationsformedlateron after
the mergerof severalunions.The unionshaveconductedeveral
momentousnovementsandstrikes, eye-witnessletailsof which
weredescribedy therespondents.

ort and dock workers: nterviews in Orissa, Bombay and
Calcuttarevealedseverafeaturesaboutthe strength variety and
distinctivenes®sf the portanddockworkers movement.We met
peoplewho begarworking in the pre- ndependengeeriod. The
subsequenstagesof problemsand organisationgresenta
kaleidoscopicyet severepicture of the attemptsto organisethe
ordinary seamenand associatedvorkers. There was close
cooperatiorbetweertheport& dockworkersandthe navalmutiny
of Eebruary1946. For examplethe union atthe navaldockyard
in Bombay helpedthe mutinnersof the British ndian navy to
occupytheyard anduseits premisesasa vantagepointto fight
the British troops. The workers also helpedto locatethe water
supplypointscutoff by the British managementndthusensured
supplyof waterto the navalratings. One of prominentfigures of
thismovemenatthis particulamplacewaswasSamueAugustine,
a uniqueandunusualpersonality.



n Mumbai, Puri/Bhubaneshwagndelsewherdoo, we talked
to a numberof pioneersof the port & dockworkersmovement
belongingto the HMS, A TUC, independentsetc. Prominent
amongthemwereDr ShantiPatel, ManoharKotwal, Souribandhu
Kar and someothers.The variousorganisations/activitiesf the
sea-farersportmathadispn-shipemployeeswheat-loadergyort
and dock hands,transporterswater-borneand foreign-lands
centredworkers (and their peculiarproblems)andtheir aspects
andfeaturescameup to enrichthe information. Of particulamote
Is the spontaneouand greatmovemeniof the Bombayport &
dockworkersin 1955,whenaworkerwasbeatermercilesslywith
ahunterby the policesimply becauséedrankwaterfrom aplace
objectedby them. He got bloodied all over and therewas a
lightning strike.

The port and dock workers organisationgrovided a highly
organisedpicture. They are a powerful force in the labour
movementn the coastakegions.

n Calcuttaas well as in Bombay, the port/dock workers
movementrailway workers andthe weaversorganisationsare
peculiarlyinterlockede.g.in Khidderpore Theyeasilycomplement
eachother.

ome othercategories:Respondentaarratedexperience®f
theirwork amongsomeothercategorie®fworkerseg. Khadi, Lab
(Laboratory) assistantsmedical and govt, staff, rickshaw,
municipal, householdworkers (servantsand maid-servants),
teachersandsomeothers.

Big Khadi employeesmovementook placein Bihar in the
late 1950sand 1960s. n oneof the interestingincidentsof Khadi
workers agitations,womenworkers collected huge amountsof
sewagefrom sceptictanksin buckets,and not only littered it on
the floors of the establishmentbut threw it uponthe faresof the
policemen,who had cometo arrestthe leadersof the striking
employees.Thisis a uniqueincidentof its own kind.



ab assistanteind medicalstaffin Delhi andelsewheraverea
neglectedcategory. They struggledfor their recognitionin a
tortuousmanner,and there are many notableachievementso
theircredit. Theyareon educatecédndqualifiedlot, havingdetailed
knowledgeof chemicalandbiological processesTherefore they
havea psychologyof self-confidenceandtheir superiorscannot
easilyfaceor misleadthem. The lab assistantsften considetthe
morequalifiedasreally lessqualifiedin severafields, whichis not
entirelywrong. Doctorsandprofessorsiaveoftento takethehelp
of the empiricalknowledgeof the lab assistantsT. Sharmaand
othersrelatedinterestingeventsandactivities

Talking of medicalemployees,one must mentionthe great
role playedby the workers,employeesand staff of the Sanatoria
in Kasauli(present-dayHimachalPradeshandfew othernearby
places.Thereusedto be animportantSanatoriumn Kasauliin
the 1940snearthe military baseof the British army. It wasmainly
for theT.B. patients.Unionisationof theworkersbeganin the40s
itself, beforeandaftertheindependencdt wasnoteasy,asatthat
timetheentirearearom Kasauli,DharampurArki, Shimla,Kalka,
etcwasdottedwith smallandbig princelystateswhile someother
adjoiningareaswvereBritish-ruled. It is interestingto notethatthe
patientsadmittedin the Sanatoriurmbecamethe mainvehicle of
spreadinghe messagef forming TUs and of their importance.
They usedto receive handbillswith aims and demandsof the
employeesThe patientswould spreadthe messageavhen they
wentout. In fact, someof the future leadersand activistswere
influenced and trained there itself. A few evengot themselves
admittedor gottheirstayextendedn orderto work for the union.
The Kasauli Sanatoriumhelped organisehospital and other
employees/workerin the entire areamentionedabove. That
helpedthe labour movementn the regionsaroundthe Kalka-
Shimlaroadandotherareasin particularDharampuandShimla.
Theycontributed,in the subsequentears,the labouractivitiesin .
the roadways,railways, small-scaleindustries, PWD, govt
employeesdefenceandsoon.



edical representativesvere an importantsegmentof the
medical/pharmavorkers movement.They hadto strugglehard
to getthemselvesecognisedsthe ‘workers. Not only this; they
hadto explainto those concernedasto what exactly was this
categoryof workers.Theirmovement/organisationseganatstate
andlocal levels,leadingultimately to the formationof anall India
organisation.D.A. Rajimwalewas the initiator of this unique
movementan manyothersparticipatedasponeers.

The story of the saltworkersis alsoboth uniqueandthrilling.
Theyandtheirchildrenworkeddeepin highly saltedandbrakish
watersevenwithoutsemblencef protection. Now salt-worksin
many arease.g. around Mumbai, are being reclaimedfor
constructionhousing,industrialandotherpurposesTheworkers
therearehavingto migrateor to look for otherjobs.

Templeworkers: A few facts aboutBenaras,Puri and other
placeshavebeenmentionedurtheron. Interviewsbroughto light
fantastidactsaboutthetempleworkers movementsn theseplaces
andin the southernstateslike Kerala. Both the panditsandthe
sweepersvereorganisedn unions,andorganisedarea-wisdong
marchesandslogan-shoutinglemonstrationgastheir conditions
weretoo pathetic.They ultimately got regularsalariesand social
security.

egional Trade Union Movements

Thoughthe trade union movementll overthe country has
certaincommonalitiesgachareahasits own distinctive features
also. The labourmovementn the north east,regionsof Bihar
andBengalandseveralotherplaceshavetheir own dominating
featuresand tribal influence is one amongthem. The tea and
plantationworkersin the North-eastjute, oil, minesand other
industriesin Bengaland Bihar had tribal and local deprived
sectionsemployedandwere oppressedconomicallyaswell as
socially. Thetribalsin thesepartswereinnocentaboutthe money
commodity exchangeand labour value. But once they were



ons ious oftheirrights,theygotorganisedtronglyandtheirtribal
senseof unity playeda greatrole.

The tea plantationsin Assam and Meghalayahad a
onsiderablesupply of labourfrom Bihar and easternUR Jute
and oil industrieshave beenthe fields of many histori battles.
Butintrodu ing theideaof tradeunionin thenortheastermegions
havenotbeeneasyasis evidentfrom the interviews.

Biharhasbeenthe entre of severahmilitantlabourmovements.
Themineworkersin oal, mi a et haveformedimportantpartof
the tradeunion strugglesin the region, asthe respondentfrom
the areainformed. The mine workers from Jharia, Dhanbad,
JamshedpurHazaribagh ondu ted severalstrugglesfor their
demandsinderthe bannerof varioustradeunionslike AITUC,
INTUC andothersthathavetheir own signifi an e in the labour
movement.Tradeunion rivalries havealsobeensharpin luding
on aste lines.

Talking of mineworkers movementsadefinite pi ture emerges
fromtheinterviewsof theparti ipantsfrom Bihar, Bengal, Andhra
Pradeshstonequerriesin Rajastharand Gujarat,minesin Goa
andKarnatakajn luding thatof gold. In Kolar Gold Fields (KGF),
astrike took pla e in 1945-46for nealytwo months.Th workers
weretreatedasthe domesti servantofthe Britishers. Theywere
mostlys heduled asteworkers. TheyformedS Asso iationand
SCFederation.

They mineworkersplayeda pioneeringole in the formation
and onsolidation of the trade union movementn the ountry
and evenhelpedto organiseworkersin industrieslike iron and
steelet. Tile workers onstitute an importantsegmentof the
working lass andtrade union movementn Karnataka,Kerala
and few otherpla es. The tile workersand fa tories originated
duringtheBritish regimewhen onstru tion a tivities in theseareas
gatherednomentumparti ularly to meetthe olonial needsThe
workersin thesefa tories worked and lived in utterly appalling

onditions. They formed powerful basesfor the trade union



ove ent intheDakshinKannadaandotherdistricts.Eventoday

thelargenu ber ofworkersaree ployed in thesefctoriesthough
their conditionshavei proved dueto long struggles.Interviews
of leadersaswell asof ordinaryparticipantshavebeenrecorded
fro theseregionsaswell.

The trade union ove ent in whatwas the huge Madras
Presidencyandlaterin its constituenpartswasalsovery strong.
This was becauseof the spreadof railways, ining, textilesand
so e otherindustriesandshipping.

Shipping and port and dock constitutedan i portant and
distinguishingfeaturein theindustrialdevelop ent processn the
southernregion. Consequently port and dock workers unions
were very stron and i portant. Large proportionsof the
respondentsvho worked in trade union ove ent in south
India, were connectedwith the trade unions of dock and port
workers.

Besidesso e distinctandinterestingfeaturesn thetradeunion
ove ent werefoundin theseregiondlike te ple workersunion
andtheir ove ent in KeralaandTa ilnadu, toddytappersand
inland watertransportworkers union andthe strugglelaunched
by the. Nu ber of repondentavho worked in trade union
ove ent in southindia, wereconnectedvith theportanddock
workers ove ent. Besidesso e of the distinguishingfeatures
of the tradeunion ove ent havebeenfoundin the southern
regionsthat have beenreflectedin the interviews grantedand
recorded.

PondicherryandGoarepresentetvo uniqueplacesuledby
thecolonialpowersotherthantheBritish. TheywereunderFrench
andthe Portugueseule respectively Lot of tradeunion activities
in Pondywere conductedro Madrasprovince. Conditionsin
both the colonieswere ore difficult thanin British India, with
virtually no tradeunionrights. Theyre ained underthe foreign
rule well afterindia attainedfreedo .



onditions in Goa were particularly difficult. The labour
movementherewasorganisedvith the helpofthosein Bombay
and Karnataka.The trade union movementin Goa became
strongemafterliberationin 1961.Therewastremendougrowthin
industrialand economicsectorafterliberationthoughthe origins
and developmenbf the labour movementhasbeenclosely
connectedvith the period underPortugueseule, the liberation
struggleandthe postcolonialdays.

Labour movementn the region Bombayis wellknown and
someof it hasfoundreflectionin the interviews.Marathwadaand
its borderregionspresensomedistinctivefeaturedbecausef its
being part of Nizam state at one time, and by effects of the
developmentsfterindependenceAt onetime, the mainstream
tradeunion hadto fight againsthe armedgoonsof the Nizam or
the Razakartrade unionswho operatedasthe socalled“Yellow
Flag tradeunions.

Somesectionsof the tradeunion movementn Marathwada
andotherpartsof Maharashtraavetried to combinethe urban
workersalongwiththe rural workersespeciallyin sugarcaneand
constructionindustries.

The labourmovemenin UR PunjabandHaryanapresenta
wide veriety. UP andits regionshavehadtradeunion movement
sincepre-independengeeriodandhavecentredike in railways,
construction,transport,textile and many other industries. The
historical aspectof the movementn Kanpur, Agra, Mussoorie,
Dehraduretc havebeenreflectedin the interviews.

About historic movementsof textile, leather, railway etc in
Kanpur, Benarasand other places, the respondentgrovided
interestingdetails. The AITU was able to eliminate the hand
drivenrikshawsin Mussoorieandreplacedhemby pedaldriven
ones.

Punjabhasits own sharen theprocesof developmenofthe
labourmovemenandthecentresrestill functionalwhile Haryana
beinga relatively newstatehasonly recentlyformedbases.



egion-wise: Thework wasconductedone-wisen thesecond
phaseof thework: Northern,EastermrandWestern. It broughtout
someimportantcharacteristicefthevariousareascities,provinces,
princely-statesetc.

Bombagand Calcatta: Therichnes=f the traditionalworking
classandindustrialcentresvasclearlybroughtoutin the interviews,
talesanddocuments.Severalunknownfactsof local naturewere
alsobroughtto light.

In Calcutta,someinterestingmovementsook place,wherein
the rickshawpullersandbullock cartersplayedinvigoratingrole.
In the pre-independencéays, during a generalstrike in the city,
someenthusiastiteaderdecidedhattheadvancingroopswould
beblockedby thebullock carts! So, thesecartsbegangatheringn
asemi-circleto preventhearmedmen.Of coursetheywerebeaten
backandevenshotat. Wife of Dr. RanenSendiedthus.

Any movementor strike of the hand-pulledrickshawsin
Calcuttawasavery difficult taskto accomplish But this couldbe
donein one of the movementsn the pre-independencdays.
The pullers at thattime usedto be confinedwithin a protected
area.But Momin andothersmadeit possibleto contacthemand
setthemon strike course .Bankim Mukherjeewasoneof the cool
playersduringthosedifficult days.

Tram workers had to fight for such elementaryfacilities as
putting up a glasswindow at the front of the tram they drove.
Otherwise, it wasvery difficult in the conditionsof hot andcold
windsor duringthe stormsetc. This, again,took placein Calcutta.
Incidentally,K.L.MahendrathefamousT O leader begarhislabour
movementareerfrom Burnpurin Bengal.

Benaras: This religious and spiritual city comesalive during
theinterviewsasa city of workers struggleghroughthe decades:
weavers,temple workers, railway, sweepersgetc. Among the
interestingpersongalkedto is the priestor pandit Kanhaiyalal
Tiwari, who owns a portion of the religious spacebut who
participatedn someuniqueactivities including hiding of bombs



uring theanti-British ays. He i muchto helpthepan its get
morefacilities for theirreligiousworshipactivitiesan fortheirbetter
con itions.

rissa: Despitebeingabackwar region,theorganisationgn
movementsisplay their own features. Orissaha a rich an
vibrantmovementpressvorkers,theworkersin theglassin ustry,
mining, textiles,portan ock, an others. Oneofthefeaturesn
Orissawasits initial ivision into severaprincelystates.Thisfeature
eeply influence the labormovementin the state. Orissaha
somebig princely statesaswell asvery smallones. TO. movement
an itslea ersplaye nosmallrole in theirstrugglesActivities in
Barbil is anotherfeatureof Orissa. The TU an laborlea ersin
Orissahaveha closerelationshipwith the literary activities.

It wasnarrate uring theinterviewsthatOriyaworkersforme
animportantsectionin Calcutta,who mainly i thejobsrelate
with cleaningof rainage, sewagelanesan by-lanesan soon.
Someofthelea ers, particularlyof Orissa,starte theirTU life by
organisingthesevery workers,who were amonglowestrungsof
theirclassworkingan living in themostegra ing an espicable
con itions imaginable.

Bihar and Jharkhand:Bihar hasha a variety of activities of
workersin mining, railways sugar, textile, engineering,etc. the
movementhere hasbeenfar richerthan expecte . One of the
interestingmovementsthat took place was that of Kha i
Gramo yoga employeeswhich ultimately assume state-wi e
proportions, BiharRajyaKha i Gramo yogaKarmachariSangh
playe aleaing role in the organise movementslt hasbeen
mentione elsewhere.

Eventsof Jamshe puistruggles,inclu ing thatof 1958, were
broughtalive by the respon ents.Storiesof the famouslea er
Ke ar Das were narrate . Activities in Bokaro, Chaibasa,
Dhanba , an otherplaces,an in variousin ustries like iron/
steel,mining, engineeringgetcwere escribe in etail.



he problemsof organisingwvorkersin thetribal beltsalsocame
up, bothin JharkhandndChattisgarhAn importantinterviewin
this contextwas that of the woman U leaderLaro Jonko of
JharkhandShegavelot of informationaboutPurnendiMazumdar,
and aboutmine workers strugglesof the 1960sand othertimes.
Laro Jonkois a celebrity of sortswith the famousMahashweta
Devi having interviewed her, and the film-makers approaching
her. ara Reddyin Maharashtralsoworked amongthe tribals.
Roza Deshpandewvas anotherformidable woman leaderin
Maharashtra.

entral India: Strugglesof the centrallndian regionarewell-

reflectedin the oral historywork. he entireregionfrom Indore
andBhopalto RaipurandBailadilla (Kirandul) is full of activities
of workersin engineeringtextiles, mining, etc. Normally, this is
considereda backwardregion; but countryto the expectationst
wasfoundto behighly consciousactiveandorganisedOrdinary,
illiterate massedaveplayedsomegloriouspartin the sageof the
IndianlabourmovementIN UC andAl DC leadersandothers
providedlot of information aboutBHEL, NMDC, asalsoabout
IMWF, SKMS, andsuchotherunions.

In an interestingtradition establishedn Indoreregionis the
badgegivento theworkerseveryyearon the occasiorof Vijaya
Dashmiaftera hugeprcessionto the union office. hese badges
arepinnedby Homi Daji, theformerM.R andprominentU leader.
extiles wereanimportantindustryin theregion.B.K. Guptaand
othersdescribedheir experiencesf the strugglesin centralindia
beforeandafterindependenceicludingunderthe princely state
of Bhopal. Interviewsin the Indore-Bhopalbelt reflected highly
vibrantworkers movement.

NorthernRegion: he oral historywork for this regionmainly
coveredthe railway workersorganisationsand movements.
Besidestherewaslot of handloomindustry. he industrialgrowth
andthe consequenifabor activity in this regionis closelyrelated
with the demand=of the secondworld war and the immediate



ost-inde endenceneeds. Reorganisatiorof statesled to the
emergencef newkinds of industriesandlaboractivities.

overage of Trade Unions Organisations

The res ondentschosenbelongedto the trade union
organisationsf variousaffiliations, like AITUC, INTUC, CITU,
HMS, a sectionof Lohiaites,ShramikSanghatanasf Lal Nishan
Party and Lal Nishan Party (Leninist), Majoor Mahajanand
inde endentsaandunaffiliated.FromamongheAITUC members,
we had the largestnumberof res ondentsas it was the oldest
organisationEvensomeof the majortradeunioncentresvere, at
onetime or other, affiatedto the AITUC.

Interestingand unusualcontributionshavecomefrom some
of thesmallerandnon-mainstreanorganisationsThe beginning
ofthetradeunionlives of thesdeadersvererelativelyinde endent
and many of them had takenu fight againstsocio-economic
discriminationandmobilisedthelocalworkersformingtheirunions.
They had formed unionsof laundry boys, gasleakageworkers
etc. They also launchedfight againstbeatingof workers, like of
thosewho were known as Gorakh ur workers. However,these
Gorakh urworkerswerealsousedashiredgoonsto teachlessons
to the rebellingworkersand ke t se aratelyes ecially in Bihar
andthattoo in the colliery areas.Theseleadersusedto take u
social/family roblems of theworkersin laces like Kottagudem,
andcameu with organisationdike thoseof tem le workersin
Keralaandof womenandchild workers,thatof RoyalHousehold
Em loyees,workersin stonequarriesetc.

Theres ondentdrom majortradeunioncentreshave rovided
hugeamountofrich informationon andtheirown analysisof, the
variouswell known and not so known facts. Thesetradeunions
havedifferentreasonsand rocessesof emergencandevolution.
They have certain distinctive characterstics olicies, methods,
differentbasesn the industries trendsandcontributionsandalso
ers ective. At thesameime, theyhavealot in commonastrade
union organisations.Someof the as ects are coveredin the



nterv ewsrecordedThe un tedAITUC alsohadvar ouspol t cal
deolog caland att tud naltrendsas partof a broadandflex ble
massorgan sat onThe tradeun on centresdo d ffer asto the r
massbasesw th n the work ng classl ke ra lways, text les,
eng neer ngecooperat vespubl csectorenterpr sestc. Theyalso
d splayd fferencegegard ngyreateior lesselemphas nreforms,
soc al mprovementsmassstruggles,long term and shortterm
act vt esetc.

Therewasaw devar etyamonghew derangeTU. andlabour
organ sat onsovered.TheSh vSena-ledBhart yaKamgarSena
(BKS) wasan mportantadd t on.Talksw th ts leadersprov ded
lot of ns ght nto thefunct on ng,structure th nk ngandmethods
of the BKS and tsrelat onsh pw th the S.S.Onepo ntthatcame
up wasthat ts ma nfunct onar esvereappo nted rectly by the
Shv Sena“Suprem6 .e. Balasahebrhackeray.Many of the r
casesare referredto the local S.S. branchego dealw th. The
respondentglen edcarry ngpol t cstheypract sedn the S.S.to
the BKS. The BKS hasa well-ram f ed organ sat orunderstr ct
centralcontrol n thevar ous ndustr eslt sdeal ngw th asect on
of eng neer ngtext le, m ddleclassemployeesandothersect ons.
It bel evesn keep ngpeacew th n the ndustry. It alsocla med t
notonly bel evedbut n t atedjo nt act onsw th othertradeun on
centresn act ond ke the Maharashtra8andhandobservancef
all-Ind adays.The BKS opposesvhat ts leadersalledthe“LPG’

.e. | beral sat on,pr vat sat onand global sat on,and expressed
tselfaga nsthepol c esof the centralgovt. The BKS wasrelat vely
neworgan sat onformedal ttle moreth rty yearsago.

It salso nterest ngo notethatall therespondenteftheBMS
too po ntedout the fact thatthey were ass gnedoy the RSSto
work on the tradeun onfront. They cla medthatafterbe ngso
appo ntedtheyfunct onedfreely.

The HMS leadersand act v stswere extremely useful n
prov d ng nformat onaboutthe evolut on of labourmovement
and organ sat onsn the ra lways. S m larly aboutmovementn
other ndustr es.They prov ded a w de range of h stor cal



nformat on aboutvar ous nc dents,and aboutthe role of the

leaderd ke PeterAlvares, GeorgeFernandeskhedg kar,JPand
others,aboutwhomf rst-handaccountsouldbe hadfrom them.
Someofthe HMS leaderssuchasDr Shant Patel,Jagd stAjmera
andManoharKotwal, alsoothers,descr bedhe rexper enceand
eye-w tnessaccountof the format onof the HMS. AITUC and
HMS leadersn part cularmprov ded mportantieadsto the h story
of the labourmovementn ra lway, text le andother ndust res.

Importantleadsaboutan nterest ngorgan sat orknown as
NavjeevanSanghatanad,ttle-known outs deMaharashtrawere
prov ded n someof the nterv ews. Th s organ sat ornwas
establ shetby agroupofrad calyouth n Januaryl943 n certa n
areasof Maharashtrae.g. Bombay, Poonaetc. It wasa fallout of
the 1942 movementTh sgrouphadd fferencesw th the CPl on
the quest onof part ¢ pat onn the movementThoughanyouth
organ sat ontworkedact velyamongthe ndustr alworkers;the r
work ult mately led to the format on of severalTUs amongthe
text le and otherworkers. For example,they organ sedthe s Ik
workersof Bombayand led the r str ke last ngfor severaldays.
Not only th s; the Sanghatanded also to the format on of the
PeasantandWorkersParty (PWP),theWorkersandPeasantRBarty
(WPP), the Lal N shan Party and groupsof congressmerand
commun stswho d d act vework amongthe ndustr alworkers.
They havealso donecons derablevork mongthe unorgan sed
anddecentral sedvorkers.lts leaderd ke YashwantChavanvere

nstrumentaln organ s ncAll Ind aText le Eng neer ngNorkers
Conference.

Another nterest ngun on sthe amgar Aghodirun by Dada
Samantgelderbrotherof Dutta Samanbf the fame of thetext le
str ke of Bombay n the 80s. DadaSamantvas earl era PSPer
(act v stof PrajaSoc al stParty),andworkedassuch n thera lway
employeesun on. S ncethen he worked n var ousun ons,
ult mately tak ng over h s brothets TU. It hasmembersamong
text le, stonequarr es,unorgan sedetc workers.H s un on also
ex stsamongthe bustransporiemployees.



here areseveralotherindependenbr small splintergroups
of the Us. Among them household-helpvorkers (in Pune-
Bombay),AICP/UCPI-ledgroups,and someothers.Amongthe
well-organisedut unaffiliated ones,mentionshouldbe madeof
pharmaworkers, Crompton-Greaveshanks, GIC-LIC, govt
employeesetc.

A widevarietyof U andLabororganisationsindcentreshave
beencoveredin the courseof the presentphaseof Oral Histoy
program.All the national U centreswere coveredeg. Al UC,
HMS, CIU, INUC andBMS. Besidesjn variouszonesregions
and states,severalother labor and U organisationsvere
contacted Notableamongthemare: the Shiv Senain Mumbai,
Lal NishanParty-ledShramikSangathana/ariousindependent
organisationsed by Cl U leadersn EasternandWesternzones
eg. CromptonGreavesWorkersUnion led mainly by Cl U but
also by AlUC leaders,mixed organisationgarticipatedin by
various Us including the BMS, independentanghathana,
angha, a ociation, etc, governmentemployeesrganisations
(non-affiliated), railway employee's Us which did not attach
themselvedo any (loco, gangmen station master,etc), railway
employeesU, ledjointly by HMS andIN UC-oriented leaders,
U leadersowing allegianceo the UCPI, defenceemployeesU
organisation,railway leadersbelongingto SamataParty,
independenteachersassociationsandsoon.

Besides,within eachmajor U organisation,conflicting and
dissentingvoicescould be heard,who spokeopenly againstor
differing from otherleaders.his wasparticularlyapparenin the
railway segmentBut notonly in that. In othersegmentslso. here
were re-evaluationsye-appraisalsgriticisms and evennarration
of insidestoriesin severalnarrations.

abour Constituencies

his subjecthasnot found its due placein labourhistory. It
hasalmostbeenforgotten. But it was one of the most glorius



chievementsof the workingcl ss movement.The | bour
constituenciesverecre ted for the 1946gener | elections,when
the fr nchise w s limited. They were prelude nd trining
groundfor thesubsequerglector | nd constitution Ip rticip tion
of the I bouring m ssesin the post-independencikndi . S.A.
D nge's electionto the Bomb y Legisl tive Assemblyw s
historic eventin m ny sensesHis subsequent r thon speech
in the Assemblythe s me yer, |sting sever | hours, is still
rememberedby m ny peopleincludingthe respondents.

It is equ lly interestingto find out s to how ex ctly workers
nd unions org nised the electionc mp ign thosedys. The
workers constituenciesvere sep rte nd sever |, e.g. textile,
rilwy, etcconstituenciesMembersoftheunionsin e ch industry
constitutedhevoters.Respondentm Mumb i, s elsewherelso,
describeds to how theywould line up theworkersmuchbefore
the voting hours.Womenwerevery ctive nd enthusi stic.The
workers nd le ders would go throughthe ch wis nd bustees
g theringtheworkers.Theyg theredintheKmgr Midn nd
otherpl cesin the nightitself. Theysleptthere nd linedupe rly
in the morningbeforethe sunrise. Thusthey ensuredhe victory
of their f vourite ¢ ndid tes. Prep r tory meetingswere held in
thechwls, nd t fctories nd the mill gtes, in the mid ns.
El bor te org nistion| prep rtions werem de. Thosed ys, it
w s not e sy for the tr de unioniststo get elected.Hencethe

import nceis |l thegre ter.

We Iso le rned interestingdet ils of workers constituencyin
Oriss. Itis little-knownfct tht Bidy nth Rth ws elected
from the this constituencyin the 1946 elections.He hd
complic ted b ttles with the opponentsThe sm Il meetingsof
ctivists in thejungles nd vill ges outsideBhub neshw r,formed
theb sis ofthiswork. The re s tod y re tr nsformedinto urb n
outskirts,whereSh. R th still livesrec lling his oldend ys.



he 1942 Movementand Workers

he 1942movementurnedoutto beanimportaniandmark
from theviewpointof the history of thelabourmovementAl UC
leaderdike ara Reddyworked actively for the movementand
mobilisedthe workersfor the same. hay alsoopposedhosein
the movementwho did notagreewith the 1942'line’. he future
HMS and IN UC leaderswere amongthe most active in the
workers activitiesconnectedvith the 1942 movementWorkers
participatedn thismovemenbn abig scalein Bombay,UFJ Orissa,
Biharandotherregions.

Working classformed a hugemassof the peoplegatheredat
the ChowpattyMaidanin Bombaywhen 1942 Resolutionwas
announceth August1942. Workersstmckwork in severafactories
in Bombayandotherplaces. he ‘Satarayovt hadactivecontacts
with thelabourorganisationsRailwayworkers unionsin the GIP
and other railways played an active role helping the 1942
movementpboth undergroundand overground.

aval Revolt of 1946 and Workers' Movement

he workers contributionto the RIN (Royal Indian Navy i.e.
theBritish navy)revolt, alsoknownasthesailors revolt, of February
1946is one of the obscurechaptersof the labour movement.
Amongthe concretefactsthrown up by the Oral History work is
thatof activedayto day contactof the textile andotherworkers
leadershipswith the leadersof the Naval revolt. For example,
severalGKU leadersaandactivists(e.g.G.L. Reddy)usedto conduct
the leadersof the revoltto variousmeetingsandthentakethem
backto their hidingson the docksandthe ships.

Naval Dockyard EmployeesUnion is anotherorganisation
thatactively helpedthe navalratingsby helpingthe latterto setup
akind of basefor their activitiesin thedockyardsandby restoring
thewatersupplythatwascut off by the Britishers.

he GKU office atthe ParelNakain Bombaywasakey centre,
fromwhereactivecontactaverekeptup with the shipsin revolt. It



as justnearbythatt o omen textile orkers ere shotatbythe
maraudingBritish troops;oneof themdiedonthespot. Theoffice
andthe bridgestill standas itness to history.

abour Movement and Armed Struggle

The elknon Telanganaandlittle kno n Salaya(Gujarat/
Saurashtra)and severalother strugglesexpressthe occasional
pressurebuilt upbythe orking masseso expressheirsentiments
and articulatetheir demands.In Nanded,Sikka, Travancore-
Cochin,PondicherryHimachal, W. Bengal,North-eastermegions,
Marath ada, Nizam HyderabadNilgiri, Dhenkanalkndseveral
otherplacesn the country,thetoiling massefiadbeenorganised
in the tradeunionsand evenarmedstruggles ere launchedto
furtherthe causeoftheirmovementTradeunionmovementPraja
Mandal and anti-Nizam strugglesin Nizams Hyderabad,
particularlyin Telenganan late40s, ere closelyinter oven. The
orkers' movementin the rail ays, transport,mines, factories
helpedthe anti-feudalmassarmedstrugglesin theirturn, theantr
Nizam movementhelpedthe gro th of political/trade union
consciousnesy theindustrial orkers in theregion.Theintervie s
recordedearnestimonyto this. Thetradeunionsand orkers of
Hyderabadlid agreatdealof practical ork to sendandreceive
thehelpoftheundergroungberiod.Thisimpartedgreatemilitancy
to the tradeunion movement.The armedstrugglefor a limited
purposeandfor ashorttime helpedthetradeunion movemento

gro .

The militant, andto alimited extent,armed,movemerdf the
orkers of Salayaonthe Gujaratseacoastas uniquein several
ays. The orkers of ports, factories, salt orkers and others
along ith rural population‘captured theto n for severalhours
and‘liberated certainpockets.They had hopedto stretchfurther
in the ider areas.

A little-kno n factthatcameup in the courseof theintervie s
isthe alsura CampRevolt,nearJamnagain 1946.TheRIN revolt
of Bombayis ellkno n, butthisoneis hardlykno n. Theleaders



nclud nglabourleaderd ke Vasa,Bh kubha Vaghelaandothers
from Saurashtrandseverapr ncelystatesvorked nthem | tary

naval campsamongthe naval rat ngs and other personnel
prepar ngan armedrevolt aga nsthe Br t sh governmentThey

planneda generaktr ke.

The wellknown and | ttle-known strugglesexpressthe
occas onapressuredu It up by the work ng massedo express
the rgr evancesswell aspo ntsofv ew. In H machal W. Bengal,
MarathwadaN Ig r, Dhenkanaland severalotherplaces n the
country,theto I ng massefadbeenorgan sedn thetradeun ons
and evenarmedstruggleswere launchedo furtherthe causeof
the rmovementTradeun onandPrajaMandalmovementsvere
closely nterwoven.The workers movementn the ra lways,
transport,m nes, factor eshelpedthe ant -feudalmassarmed
struggles.In the rturn, they helpedthe growth of pol t cal/trade
un onconsc ousnessf the ndustr alworkers n thereg ons.The

nterv ewsrecordedbeartest monyto th s. Thetradeun onsand
workersd d agreatdealof pract calwork to sendandrece vethe

help of the undergroundmovement.Th s mpartedgreater
m | tancyto thetradeun onmovement.The armedstrugglefor a

I m ted purposeand for a shortt me helpedthe trade un on
movemento grow, though n thelongrun, unnecessarstretch ng
of tand tsunreal st wusew thouttak ng nto accounthes tuat on
greatlyharmedheTU movementArmedper odsoftentendedo

gnore greatpotent alsand poss b |t esof the open, legal,

const tut onaknddemocrat enethodsywh chweremoreandmore
develop ngMany un ons/movements.g. n thera lwaysarest |l

to fully recoverfrom the damagedoneby th satt tude.

The respondentstherefore,generallyrefusedto glor fy the
long-drawnarmedstrugglesand saw, n retrospect,the faults
nvolved. They havealsodrawnlessondrom suchexper ences.

nderground Trade nion Movement

Th s s an mportantaspecthathascometo | ght dur ngthe
ntervews.Ths s a per odwh ch s not well-recordedand



ocumente . Therefore,the importanceof the oral history
an recor ing of the personabln wi er reminiscencebecomes
greateras they presentseveralfacts not avaialble anywhere
else.

The 1942 movementhas alreay beenmentione . The
movementvashelpe greatly,in manysecretan openways,by
the labour organisations,nclu ing railway, textile, an other
workers. The socialistsbelongingto the CSPan othersplaye
an active role in mobilising workers for the successof the
movementThiswasparticularlyclearin MaharashtraC.R-Berar,
Northernregions,Orissa,etc.

In fact, 1948-51wasthe perio whenthe AITUC ecie to
takeamoremilitantline an opposehepoliciesofthegovernment
in amoreaggressivevay, inclu ing througharme strugglesEven
theestablishmentf aworkers stateconsequeniponthestruggle
wasvisualise . INTUC an HMS oppose thisline. Later,AITUC
with rew thisline.

During this perio, the AITUC largely functione semi
un ergroun , yetit organise some importantstrugglesn these
con itions. Theinterviewsprovie anumberof lea s'.

Someun ergroun activitieswerealsopartofthe 1974railway
strike, asalso of the 1960an 1968 strikes. Thesemovements
face severaepressionsAsresult,thelea ersan activistsof AIRF
an otherTUs ha oftento carryon theirwork secretly. NCCRS
an the variousorganisationforme , whereverpossiblean
necessarya wi e network of semi-un ergroun groupsan
in ivi uals to carry on the regularwork contacting,exchangeof
messagesn instructions,transportof literaturean materials,
organisingmeetingskeepingcontactith theJail Committeean
the NCCRS, organising efence againspolice attacks keepinga
checkon the workersagainstpolice provocations help workers
tie overlongperio ofstrike,an otheractivities.The 1974strike
wasawell organise effort mainly ue to countrywi e networkof
railwaymens organisations.



trikes and movementsof cotton textile, jute, tramways,
defencegngineeringportanddock, salt, municipal, mines,service
sectorand manytook placeduring this period. Interviews have
yieldedimportantfacts. Forexampletherailway andcity workers
of Hyderabadas also the bus employeesof the stateprovided
transportfor taking arms, ammunitions,literature and other
materials. They also helpedthe cadresand leadersto remain
undergroundand function from their hideouts.The exampleof
Kottagudiyam (Kottagudem),Calcutta, Asansol etc are great
example®f how ordinaryworkershelpednotonly thetradeunion
movemenbutalsothe entiresociety.

ublic Sector Labour Movement

Largely after independencethe emergenceand growth of
public/statesectorprovideda strongimpetusto the growth of the
modernworkersandtheir trade union movement.Centraland
stategovernmenemployeesgdefence petroleum steel,postand
telegraph railways, NCDC, nationalisedbanks,GIC, and other
nationalisedsectorsoil andnumerousothersemergeasactively
new areasA>ase®f the largescaldérade union movementoften
leadingto broad basedactionsleaving a deepimpacton the
countryasawhole. Modernworking classemergessanimportant
factor.A numberof interviewsemphasis¢éhesefactsandaddnew
dimensiongo the studyof history of the tradeunion movement.
Amongthevery importantbutlittte known or forgottenfacts, is
thatthebuildingof theVishakhapattananteel Plantwastheresult
of the huge massmovementin Andhra Pradeshas a result of
which the CentralGovernmenhadto concedehe demand.

Small Scaleand Household Sector

Theinterviewshaveyieldedlot of informationon theworkers
andtheirorganisationsn the householdectorindustries oftenof
a secondaryandtertiary kind. They bring to light, for example,
severalfacts aboutthe beediworkers organisations/movements
in Rajasthan,Marathwada,Andhra Pradesh,Tamilnadu,



arnataka, Bihar, Haryana,M.Rand eleswhere Theseworkers,
alongwiththeirleadersaswell astheirorganisationgaunchedand
foughtstrugglesfor mostelemenataryights and demandsand
ultimately spreadaroundthe countryasalargescalenovementit
maturedto a point, wherelike in Aurangabadn Marathwada
region,theyformedahousingcooperativeftheirown, something
unheardof till now. Pune andMumbai, for example,havewell-
organisechouseholdvorkers organisations.

egal Machinery

Among the majorachievementsf the labourmovementin
India hasbeenthe creationof a massivelabour/industriallegal
machinaryto addressdealandchannaliseéhe problems/demands
of the labour. This has mainly beena post-independence
achievementue to both to the trade union strugglesand the
changedavourableconditionsafterthe endof the colonialrule.
Various acts, labour courts, tribunals, awards, wageboards,
committees/commissionspnsultativeanechanismgsparticipation
in governmensponsoredand governmenbodies,cooperating
with ILO, workers education)eadershigrainingandsoforth are
nowthe partandparcelof thelegallaboursystem.

Besidesthe government representativeseconomistsand
scholars,variousmanagementstc, the labourleadersand the
trade unions have also made very important and historic
contributionsto this field. Someof the tallestleadershavebeen
associatedvith it, who haveleft a deepand lasting impression
with theirscholarlyaswell aspracticalknowledge study/research,
suggestionsactualcontributiongo theformulationandarticulation
of theissuesetc.

Someportionsandaspect®ftheseendeavourareto befound
in the interviews, on rationalisation,questionsof DA/bonus,
formulation of the variousbills and acts, laws and by-laws,
suggestionsn dispositionof labourin the contextof upgradation
andexpansiorof technologyandindustry, andseveralothers.



orakhpur Labour Office

n importantcontributionofthe Oral History Projecthasbeen
somefactsonthe Gorakhpur.abourOffice (GLO) thathavecome
up duringinterviews.Otherwisetoo, very little hasbeensaidand
written, andis knownaboutthe GLOs. But the interviewsyielded
somedetails, which needfurther study and elaboration.By
themselveslso,theyareundoubtedlya cotributionto the subject.

Incidents and facts about GorakhpurLabour have been
mentionedwhile interviewing respondentsn Kottagudam,
HyderabadPatnaetc. Theselabourerswere usedas a different
categoryin the mines,factories,andrailwaysduring the second
world war, andwerein existencdill afewyearsafterindependence.
They were kept in isolation in paramilitary form, were highly
exploited,includingphysicallyastheywerekeptin chainsatsome
placeslike in minesin Bihar and were often usedto divide the
workersanddestroythe tradeunion movementsHoweverthey
got assimilatedin the mainstreantrade union movementatthe
end.

Women Workers

This time severalwomen respondentsvere interviewed,
commonactivistsaswell asleadersTheypresentedeverafacets
andsidesthatnormallyare notbroughtto light.

Women workers and leadersconstitutedon importantand
militant contingenbftextile, mining, railway, smallscaleindustries
workers and other movements.For example,as someof the
interviewsshowedwomenworkerswereatthe forefrontin several
textile workers movemenin BombayandelsewhereThe Girni
KamgarUnion (GKU) andotherorganisationeweda lot to them.
It wasstatedhatIndiasfirst ‘Gheradbwasorganisedn 1937in the
Bitiya Textile Mills of Bombay;andthis wasdoneby thewomen
workersmainly. Thewomendid notallow the ownerto go outfor
almosta day. Evenhis food wasarrangedy the workers.It was
only the nextday whenthe negotiationsstartedthatthe gherao
waslifted.



he womenworkerscontributedo themilitancy of thestruggle
by keepingup thetempoandoftenforcedthe menworkersto go
into action. hey wereby meandehindthe menfolkin picketing,
sloganshouting,strikes,demonstrationandso on. hese mostly
illiterate workerswere a tremendousourcebehindthe militant
actions. Some of the outstandingleaderscame out of them,
including at worker-cadrelevels. heir histories have generally
beenforgotten. he chawls of Parel, PrabhadeviGirgam and
innumerabletherplacesveretheircentresof activities. hey even
fought off the police on severaloccasions.he chawlswould
reverberatavith the sloganeeringmeetings processionsandso

on.

Besidesthe womenworkerssawto it thattheir family duties
did notcomein theway of the movement.hey would look after
theirchildrenandfamiliesandtook careof anydisruptiveactivities.

hus, theyfunctionedin doublecapacity. hey alsolookedafter
the childreh andfamilies of the leadersand activists,who could
notsparetime duringstruggledor theirfamilies.

Duringthetextile strugglesn Bombayin the '30sand’40s,for
example,in the Bitiya Mills strike, the womenworkersrefusedto
go hometo look aftertheir little children home, lestthe gherao
was weakenedand the owner got an opportunityto scap !
hey hadto be convincedthat they should be going homeiin
batches.

Womenworkersonthe GIP andotherrailwayswerealsovery
active in movementsand could be countedupon for support.
Duringtherailway strikesof 1960,196&nd 1974, thefamiliesof
the workers had to bearthe brunt of repression.he women
memberf the familiesandwomenworkersthemselvesook an
active partin the movementandorganisation.

At onetime, thereweremorethan60 textile mills in Bombay,
beforeindependencelf theworkforce, morethan40,000were
women. But they hardly satin home, and were alwayson the

move.



omen constitutedoverwhelmingmajority of the bidi workers
in MaharashtrandelsewhereAmongthe respondentaerethe
leadersof the bidi workers. In one incident, the bidi workers
stoppedhe motorcadeof the thenprime ministerindira Gandhi,
andhandedverapetition. Of course alargenumberfwomen
were arrestedand their court casesdraggedon for long
years.This incidenttook placein Bombay neara place called
Haji All.

Oneaspecthatcameup wasthatoncedecided the women
workerswould not backtrackfrom the battle, in contrastto the
men, who often hesitated. omen were more decisive and
forthrightin theirresolve,andit wasnoteasyto convincethemto
go backto work, oncethe situationhadchangedTheydisplayed
moreinvolvementthanmen.

In this contextthe information on pharmagirl workers s
important.Theyconstitutedhe mainsegmenin the unionisation
of this sectionof workers. They were at the forefront of several
militant struggles Not only this; theydid not hesitateto bravethe
lathichargesand police attackson severaloccasionslt all shows
that their militancy and energiescould be channelisednto the
procesf unionisationwith right approachThesegirls werealso
aneducatecandadvancedectionof workers,consciousof their
responsibility.

This factis importantasit showsthatevenmoderneducated
workers, including womenworkers, cantake clear-cutdecisions
regardinglU activismandstruggles!f neededtheyareprepared
to foregotheirfamily interestan favourof the primary interestsan
thefactory.

Not only Laro Jonko, RozaDeshpandeTara Reddy, Malini
Tulpule, Mrs. Patnaik, Mrs. Vishwanathanand other women
repondentdut almostall the men respondentsighlighted
the tremendouscontribution and fighting spirit of the women
workers.



rade Unionism among Artists

n Bengal, Maharashtraand elsewheremany eo le 's or
worker-artistscame up out of the labor movement.They were
ordinaryworkers,who in the courseof time becameartistsand
singerssinging revolutionary songs, performing popularstreet
corner and stageplays, and so on. They played particularly
importantrole duringthe upsurgen the movementsTheybecame
so popularthat they could matchthe professionalktarsin the
appeabndperformance(Late) AmarSheikhwasthe mosttypical
of suchacategoryNarayanSurveis anotherwho alsocomposes
songsandpoetry. Their very namescould attractpeoplein large
numberswhich thenwould be a preludeto a hugemeeting.

Buttheirimportanceds notconfinedto only beingexceedingly
popular.An entiregeneratioror two andlargenumbersofyoung
artistsandfollowerswereproducedall overMaharashtraywho still
carry on and enrich the traditions establishedy theseworker
artists.With the onsetof the useof electronicmethodsthey have
also enetereadhe world of cassettesand albums. Besides,they
cooperatewith various other artists groups, both formal and
informal, in composingmusic and organisingcultural programs
on particularissues.

rade Unionism during the Great Famine

Therole of theworking massesannoteforgottenin thegreat
famine that engulfedBengaland Bihar in the 40s. Grainswere
collected food preparecandthendistributeddayandnightin the
food campsorganisedyy the simpleworkerswho worked either
ascooliesor otherwise The contributionsof thesecommonworkers
in suchmomentsof crisisempoweredhe labourmovemenitself.
Theseexperiencesvere narratedin greatdetailsby persons
involved while recordingtheir interviews.

Leadersandordinarycadresandworkersdid greatwork during
the 1943 famine. From Punjabto Bengal,andfrom South ndia
to North, peopleflockedto helpthevictims. Leadersandactivists



rom as ar as PunjabandMaharashtraventto Bengal or relie
work. Respondentsom Punjab(e.g. Pardumarsingh, Satyapal
Dangandothers)related irst-handexperiences this ield. Some
o themactuallywentthereto runrelie kitchensandotherkinds
0 work.

rissa /amine: ne ofthelesseknown actsisthatOrissawas
badlya ectedbythe GreatFamineo 1942-43 Morethan35000
peopledied dueto the amine.Workersandtradeunions,along
with othersectionsdid lot o relie work or thea ectedpeople.

he Days of Partition

The railway workers and trade unions played greatrole in
providing relie and shelter or su ering peopleo all the
communitiesduring the communalholocaustin the wake o
countrys partitionin 1947.Theyworkedday andnightsalvaging
andhelpingthevictims o communatiots. In placedike Panipat,
Delhi, areaso Punjab,Calcutta, Bombay, etc, goldenchapters
werewritten in thiswork. Therailway unionsin the north-western
andBombayregionshadto strugglehardto keepthe communal
unity o theworkersandto seethattheirunionswerenotdestroyed.
Similarly, the portanddockworkerswerealsoseriouslya ected,
andtheir organisationstruggledtenaciouslyagainstivisions.

Thedayso partition canbe cited in this connectiorwhenin
Calcuttathetramwaydepotsveretheshelteror su eringpeople
o all the communitiesand the uniorm o theseworkerswas
acceptedas the symbolo peace.They worked day and night
salvagingandhelpingthevictims o communatriots. Theleaders
helpedtheworkersto go to sa eplaces.TheTUsworkedday and
nightto guardandprotecttheworkerso variouscommunities.

Placeslike Amritsar and othersin Punjabhad traumatic
experiencesPartitionbroughtabouta changean the composition
o theworking classanddeeplya ectedthe TU movementand
organisationTheleadershadto strugglehardto seethattheydid
notkill eachotherin thecommunalrenzy, andthattheworkerso



he respec ivecommuni iesreach heir assignedtoun riessafely.
The pre-par i ionworkersin Amri sar were mainly Muslims, bu
af er he pariion, hey were predominan lyHindus and
Sikhs.

0 Sumup

The documen aionif oral his ory of he labour movemen
hasbeena very saisfying experience We have beenable o
uncoverand salvageconsiderablehis ory. There have been
severaimpor an discoveriesThe archaeologyf labouris really
akingshape,o whichvaluableinforma ionis beingcon inuously
addedl formsanimpor an basefor researctin hefield of labour
his ory. Lo of impor an responden shavebeenin erviewed,
considerablena erial/informa ion/his ornhasbeenre rieved ha
hasproved o be highly valuable,ando herwisewould havebeen
los . The personali iesin erviewed include some of he mos
ou s andingonesin he rich his ory of he labour movemen .
Besidesseverahewreponden €ouldbeloca ed,whowereno
includedin he original lis. Many youngerpersonswere also
alked o.

Thework needso be carriedforward. Many moreimpor an
aswell asno sowell known nameswill keepon beingaddedas
hework proceedsindaswe comeacrosamorefac s. Thespa ial
coverageof his effor alsoneedso be enhancedoveringmore
s a esand regions. Fur her, his unique exerciseof apping he
memoriesof ac ivis scanno bepos ponedaseverydelaywould
meanirre rievablelossof valuableda a.
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ndira Gandhi National Open University
Maidan Garhi, New Delhi - 110 068

Economicsfaculty of GNOU in collaborationwith V.V.Giri National
Labour nstitute has designed, developed and launched a new
programmeentitled ‘Certificate Programmen Labourin Developmerit

The Programmeaims to sensitiseand organisethe labourersin general
andthe unorganisedvorkersin particularthroughNGOs, TradeUnions,
nstitutions, functionaries of Labour departments, Panchayati Raj
nstitutions (PR S) and Social activists, etc. For achievingthis objective
the programme intends to impart the requisite training to the
functionaries of NGOs, Trade Unions, PanchayatiRaj nstitutions,
governmentdepartmentsyural educators,etc.

ADMSSON NOTCE

Applications are invited for admissionto the Programme'Certificate
in Labour in Developmerit Details are as under:

Programme Eligibility Maximum  Medium of
Code age nstruction
CLD 10-1-2 pass or No Bar English

10 + two years &

working experienceor Hindi

BPP from GNOU

General nformation

The StudentsHandbook& Prospectuganbe obtainedfrom any GNOU
Regional Centerwhose addressesare given below or from S.R. & E.
Division GNOU Hgs. on paymentof Rs30 (RupeesThirty Only) either
in cashor by PO/DemandDraft drawnin favour of GNOU payable
at the city from where the booklet is required plus Rs50/- towards
postal chargesif required by post.

Last Date

The admissionis openthroughoutthe whole year and there is no last
date. However, the candidateswho will submit their forms upto 30*'
Nov. for them sessionwill start from T* Januaryand those who will
submit forms from T* Decemberto 3T* May, their session will

commencefrom P* July every years.
Contd..”



ddresses of Regional Centres

©

20.

22.
23.
24,
25.
26.
27.
28.
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