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'm EMERGENCE OF WDICAL WOPXXNG CLASS KOVEENT IN U P P Y  
(1922 - 1938) 

The rudical working class movement which emerged i n  Alleppy 

Lp tha end of the 19308 has played an important m l e  in  the t ¶ e v e l o ~ t  

@f trade \mim an8 cammnist movements in southern Kexala. In 1922, 

the Trav-re Labour Association (TLA) was fcmed i n  Alleppy . It was 

then more a labour welfare organisation rathem: than a trade union for 

nllective bargaining. Sixteen years later,  Alleppy was embroiled in 

.-st a month long general strike in the coir industry, l& by the 

'XR. This strike was the culmination af the twin procesees of deterio- 

rating industrial relations ar.4 -@wing political involvement of the 

mrkur. The workers held m ~ t  heroically i n  the struggle, despite the 

hfaxml cuuprumise reached by the bourgeois nat ional  leadership w i t h  

*mnc0re government. This event, i n  1938, marked a new phase in 

tha de~lopment of the national movement i n  'pravancore as it heralded the 

sf the working class as an independent political force in me 

rtmgyle a(;ai.net hperhlism and feudal autc;cracy. The present pa+%. 

a t c b  to  analyse the xnakir~g of this radical working class movement- 

Though the growth of the trade union militancy and class con- 

ciamne8r was linked closely t o  the detericration cf the labok conditions 

ml the ccrllsequent upsurge of e c o n d c  struggles, the emergence of wo-g 

c l a n  r&calism cannot be explained by economic conditions alcne. 



X t  is important to understand tho tctafity of mdal rehiticma within 

which  the working class develcpe. In  particular we emphasise the 

radical streams in the E-va Social Reform Movement (ESlM). 

The interaction of caste and class in  the eocial dmlopaent 

of Lardla has r h i k d  widespread attention. A8 far back ia 1947, B.MJ 

Namboodiripad drew the attention of echclara to the contribution of 

in  preparing the ground for the npread of the cammist movement in 

ucuthetrn m a d '  Our a t  fort i n  the preeent paper is do dev%lop thi. 

theme of interrelatianship between caete and clans. through a detail& 
t 

eumminatlon of the early history of tho All* working class mvcment. . 
We begin with a discussion of the objective formation of h e  

. . 

coir working class. We briefly describe the developant of the coir 

weaving indust& in Alleppy. Iha coir weaving had no M i g e d  traei- 

. tion on the Malabar coast and was introduced by the European6 An the 

mid-nineteenth century, The social origin of coir workers frbai h e  

EGhava caate and the acute labour scarcity experienced by the id- 

'till the end of the 'twenties are important factors to be bojnre;.fn + 
'\. : 

while analysing the ayetema of labour regulation w i t h i n  the colr 

fetce. The Lkkers ,  on the other hand, exhibited l i t t le  interer(t i n  

organising againet their employers, 

They -re, hawever, deeply involved i n  the wcial ref- f e& 

within theit awn caste. The emergfng bourgeois elite in the m v a  61W 



h tboir effort tg p i n  r sc:~~. . :  st cis ti2itting their new econodc 

)rwer, brought the Ezhava masses into the agiizttional path acjainst the 

Y V m  dcaination in social and politicel life of Txavmcore. The cofr - 
mhra were actively involved in the anti-savarna mr,vcments yc? were 

*mgly influenceG by t h e m .  a Our discuesion mainly revt;lvcs around the 

pobleu, of transiticn from m s t c  concioueness to class concioueness i.e. 

the process through which the c d r  workere came tc ccnsider themselves 

~ i u r i l y  as members of a class rather than as members  of a particuar 

or cammmity ahd hcw the ~nti-savarnn struggle bc~iun8 but one aspect 

af tk general working cless struqgle. 

We discuss 'the deterioration cf the 1abob.r - canditions in the 

hdWzy due to in&d inter-capitallet rivalry and unregulated expaneion 

d fnluttial capacity. The epcntaneoua struggles ,of the workers forced 

&- b choose a path of active resietanee.and a new militant union . 

. . . .  . 
. . 

:; I. . . '. - 

ef eWatioa .if the cla& concicuenese fme the stage of aeccnoiim' to 

*ntr &ng the workers as opjmaed tb/different from those of 

the capiWi&i and their political movement61 and the conofction for - 

d d  to overthrow the capitalist s y s m '  itself! 'if -the workers intereats 

mn ta be permanently safbgui.ded. The general strike of 1938 proved 

b 4 thr lchool of m e  pdtlcal education. We emphasies the leading 
, 

:nb phyod by the Congress Cocialist Party {csP) i n  this latter transition. 



The process of class rcllpsisation was accelerated by the emergence 

of a class of coir.capitalists from the Ezhava ca33t.e itself and the ascen- 

dancy of conservative trends i n  tho Ezhava caste movement. The vacillating 

and ambivalent attitude of the caste leadership to the economic and poli- 

tical struggles of the working class, forced the workers to mcve away from 

the ccmmunaf. leadership and ideology. It was the working class movement 

that carried forward the radical legacy of the ESRM. 

The histmy of coir weaving industry at Allep,y 5egbs w i t h  the 

establishment of a coir manufactory at Allepgy beach by James Darragh, an 

Irish born American in 1859. It was the first of its kind on tho Halabar 
\ 

WMt." In EngZand, the industry had been established a qusrtet of  cent^ 

Oarliar . and . aubaequentlg spread even to ~ m e z % c a . ~  Xn fact, p r b r  to 

reteing out to India in 1855, James Darragh was an assistant fn his father 

Giture the weaving of coir mat and matting had no &ttdi(penow tra- 

&&in the Wdabar Coast, a new labour force EaU to be.txainedup in tt 

. . 
the renmanta of Xm.Darraghls unsuccessful at-t to sta?t the induetry 

and the desire to have a closer control over the &ill of the warkers, in 



rrlcr co prevent the en?.? of ..met?.t?.?rs, that explain the surprisingly 

luge rcale of rperations of the early ractories. The pioneering 

i,J f h  of James barragh employed 1170 mrkero in 1900,- The handloam 

trdmohgy emplaycd i n  the ccir manufactories ?id not necessitate t h i s  

of concentration of pro6uctian am2 wpyc labourers. The large scale 

cf operation of the early manufactories was ZR re an expression cf their 

8/ hlated character.- 

Inform~ti '~n regarding the deve1oj:ments i n  tho co ir  weaving industry 

chrring i t s  first half (I century of axisttnca is very much limited, Coir 

'Ylptactories came us. i n  other coastal towns such as colachei, Quilon, 

UL and ~alicut .?' In Allc;:;y, Darmgh ' 6 enterprise rapidly prospered 

-f his chief rival Sosiah,m 6 Sons, a 

The f inn und& the 6+le in the 18708,- 

itself to be the largest manufactlirer of 

air pmhcta in  the world, wil . the combined pm'uction of i t ' s  Allepm 

13 / 
II( Brooklyn esteblislmrents .- 

9tm exports of co ir  fabrics. on which the industry.h ig& 

W ma dependent for its survival, on the tdhttle, fluctuated a t  .a low 
I 

1 .  I( we. only in the early decades of the present century that the 

*rtm began to increaae steadily. In. 1908-09, the total exports of 

air fabriw fran Travmcorc was around 12,9.30 qtle, ' & 1'911-12j( it had 

iWnard to 68,401 qtls. w i n k  the F i r s t  world war );earb, the &ports 

mq8d atarad 30,000 qtls. Thereafter, the exports rapidly increased 

Irl ranged around 1 ;GO,O3O qtls. during 1921-22 to 1925-26 perid. 
l2J 



This peried of rapid ~ . t r m s i o n  w s  also marked by increasing 

profite. The r i s e  i n  prices of raw material8 and wage labour was rela- 

tively lower than tha t  of the unit  value of exports.E/ increase i n  

dearand for coir fabrics a s  wall as the "large p r o f i t s  ... made i n  the 

.Ilff\lfactureW-- 14' attracted the Ieadhg  European west coast mercantile 

bouees into the industry. They e i the r  set up new manufactcries $x tcok 

over the existing ones at  Alleppy. A number of Indian enterprises also 

up i n  the industry helped by the buoyant market corditicns. These 

entrepreneurs came frcm diverse m c i a l  backgrounds such a s  the Gujarati 

and hslim merchants i n  Nleppy, the prosperous Ezhava and Syrian 

Christian farmeaswho had taken tc trade i n  coconut pro6ucts and the 

fomer explc.yees of the European firms who had acquired the necessary 

wket  contacts anC mercantile skills w h i l e  i n  tho Baropean service. 

These upcomin~ Indian manufacturer-shippers i n  PAleppy 

\rere handicapped i n  many ways i n  t h e i r  competition with the European 

15/  he ~uropeans had greeter mmfactrtrer-shippers of coir f abrics  ..- 
acmw to and control &&? the markets, bet ter  c red i t  and discount 

facilitiee and s u p e r i o r t e c h n o l o ~ . i h  dyeing and packing of coir  fabrice. 

Rvth*+, the Ind& f i l s  were severely hisciirninated by.- shipping ' 

tb Indians was the re la t ive  cheapness of the i r  products m a d y  arising 

fm the savings i n  establi-nt charges and later prof i t  margins. 
. . 

'Ibe established European firms also had an a'd-te reservoir of skilled 

workers. 

Not before long, these two divergent in teres ts  i n  the industry 

began t o  c rys ta l l i t s  i n t o  two separate organised factions, each pursuing 



1!6/ its special interests and trading allegations a&.& the other.-- 

?be Mian8 took up the issue of exports of coir yarn, the raw materials 

fos weaving coir fabrics , to foreign countries. The coir yam export 

mu entirely cantrolleC by the European companies because of their 
that 

mmpoly over the baling f acilf ties. The Xndians held/the - European 

hh6tty, protected by high tariffs against the imports from Travancore, 

m e a n  coir rarving a s  ateadily undermining the home industry.-- 

 try enjoyed considerable competitive advantage from . signifi- 

m y  higher freicjht charges for shipping the  bulky coir fabrics from 

over the baleable coir yarn,- '" Further, powerloom weaving had 

kcaee common in Europe while in Alleppy coir fabrics continued to be 

Wan on traditional handloom. The Travmcoxean industry was able to 

The pro- ~ou'the ground because of the .lower cast of production,- 
. I .  

rrotibn of coir weaving Mustry in Alleppy through reetricting the 

One of the features of this perfod of expansion of the industry 

h tbe first two decade8 of tho century vtaa the localisation of the 

idPrtrg in and around the town of AlPeppy. Many factors such as the 

- W e  and s ib in i s tra t i .  facilittecr availsbl. in ~lleppy, the chief 

Prt'tbm of TravanccA, as well ae the pl&tfful and &ap supply of . region 
WB- &ns over' which the Travancore/had - a monopoly. ims rqxns ibh2  



The induetrial ex~ansl.2 of  this period was mainly through 

the expansion cf the-lare-scale manufactcries. In 1921, of the 36 

manufactories, 12 employing more than hundxed workers, accounted for 

22/ In 1931, there were at least 80 per cent of the  total  cnployrient,- 

16 such large-scale manufactortes accounting for nearly 90 per cent. 

23/ =he continuei~ expan- of the 7132 workers enployed in she induetry.- 

eior. of the large-sceile manufactories is partly explained by the use of 

mechanical power in t h ~  dyeing ant! finishing processes which increased 

2.4/ the 'optimum size of coir manufactories .- 

In the larger m2nufectcr'ies there was detailed division of labour 

both according to t h e  wares produced and the processes eolployed, The 

produrts of the indust.ry consfisted of var i~us  ty-pes of pile and noq*pilc 

rats, mbttings', carpets, mourzouks and rugs wcven on handlooms similar 

to the texti? 1 i:w:s fkvk very much more sturdier to handle the coarser 

25' The workforce yarn! or on wooden f-6 ox 'roards from coir yam.- 

26' women were mostly employed in the was predominantly adult - and male .- 
pm&soing of yarn an3 children. in the preparatory processes for weatlin! 

Thorsgh mechanical power came -.be used to a l imited extent,,in the fMr 

entirely based on manual labour. Thus,* coir weaving Was a labour 

intensive industry. Furthex, it also required a large reserve of 

workers to continue '.the production smoothly given the wide f l u c t u a ~  

' 2.71 
ia the export demand from month to month.-- 



Lz?boc.r scarcity seems. to have 5een a problem faced by the 

industry frm its inception. When James Darregh started his manufactory, 

hc had, to seek wcrkers f rcnr the rural areas ' since he, could not get 

. su€ficient 'hancis ' in the town, Accustomed t o  warkfng in tha open 

fields cnd not exposed tc the r i g ~ u r s  of factory discipline,most of the 

ml workers were hesitant tc accept work in the "fenced compound" 

33/ (as going tc wcrk i n  D~rragh's manufactory used to  be then callscl) .-- 
Q8te restrictions also probably played an important role in restricting 

tho supply of wage labourers .- "' The inedepuate supply of wacp labourers 

which seems to have been a general feature of Alleppy town in the early 

years of the cant=$' was further aggravated bi the rapid expanaim 

of the induetry after the First Worlti War. 

fabric&! nearly doubled fron 91 ,C26 qtls. in 

in 1931-32, the employment in the induetry, 

While the exports of coir 

1921-22 to 1,67,358 @AS. 

according to the Census of 

1931, had increased, only by around 40 per cent from 5107 in 1921 t o  

31/ 
7132 in 1931. 

A significant proportion of the *mk&e, especially in the pre- 

paratory and finishing ectiviti&, were employed throusgfi ytractar8. 

Tle management paid the contractor on a lumpsum basis: Por a l l  practical 

pwposea the contractor wa8' the employer of the workers. He was rea- . 

pmible for recruit~nent, fixing of wage rates, supervision of work, 

epayment of wages and ensurins the security of tenure of the workers 



The majority of the workers, especially tho weavers, were 
\ 

T-ly employe? by the company managements, Their wajcs and' service 
I--,, 

;$tiona were directly fixed by the managements. The supervisory 

32/ iRrkers .- 

Under 

Writ ensured 

wage payment 

&his well as the tasks ka of recrui t inq and su~eipfeinp workers according 

P -*r 
*'the demmds of the trade were combined in,.the: h 8 e i t u t i ~ n  of moopan. 

wmoopans were trusted ski l led  workers who had, been i.h the 'imp~oyment 

2of.dhe c q a n y  for a long peri&. Usually they wetiY='men of considerable 
W * C  

~ ~ u e n c e  acong the workers. They were respbnsible for the k in tenance  
P ', ' 
7 c : .  

~fidiscfpline &I t h e i r  respective departments andPhad' the righe to impose 

mee. The waqeezwere dispersed through d e  moopans whose earnings. 
.-. , . 

Whted oii[ d''&%&fsion (Moopan Kasu) deduclmd f r o m  the e g e s  of the 

conditions of labour scarc i ty  such systems of labour recruit-  
. . 

supply and c o n t r o l  of the labour. The piece ra te  system of 

universal ly prevelant i n  the industry also imposed a self- 

discipline on the worker .as h i s  earnings depended on the out-turn. A t h e  

wage, for instance, would ha6e invc~vedsuch questions as a guaranteed 

Binimum out-turn,' regular employraen-t and regular attendance. Enforcement 

of such discipline would have been extreme11 difficult given the produ- 

ction condit&b in the industry. 

mref ore, monetary incentives and disincentives ' formed an 

pportant element of the  system of labour regulations.. 'The work i n  the 

compound" started every day 'at 6 in-  tbeporqing. and c~nt inued to  7 

ihs .evening. Every one. who arrivad at the .#factom gate before:. 6 in the 
. . ..... h .'." 

g mi given a c-+ 'df coffee free;=': ..AX& ' ' f o z ~ t h o ~ ~  whb c G  i 
' ,  . - 



m a r l y  for the work there was a bonus for regular attendance a t  the 

ef the -th.E' In Darrngh mil & Co., there was a t radi t ion o f  

]wying a caarmission of 20 per cent cn out-turn till the mid 'thirties. - 
It was not a part of the wages ancl not a l l  tho workers were ent i t led  to  

it.2' X t  *a# s Siscrrtionnry payment given to workers baled on the 

W t y  and regularity of work. Some of tho European finnu used to even 

Wwfda . = jxpaion t o  the workmen who had been in their regular enploy- 

l of 1908) was circulated for e l i c i t i n g  public opinion, the coir f b n n  

Nw in it "=thing objectionable ,.. from a manufacturer's point of view" 

37/ apart fkm tlce need for reducing the  e l i g i b i l i t y  age of the children,- 

H i g h e r  wagee than those p ~ ~ l 8 n t  i n  the t radi t ional  occupatfone 
I 

M t o  be offered to a t t r a c t  suff icient  hnnds in to  the industry. According 

ta the 1931 Census, only' 'mbr repairers '  received higher wages than the 

wrrrrly huxllcapped by the scarci ty of d u l l e d  workers had to  lure them 
I 

. But there were fmth ertablished firm by offering advances. 

'hqetiag employers willing to pay still higher advances and the workers 

'mull move away, at times 'withcut repnying the advances taken. 1n1 

I 8i)ortitm of labour scarcity the task of maintaining labour discipline 

I wt have been very dif f icul t .  

The Indian manufactukeru aaw i n  the TW, the first union to 

be hrrd in  the indwtry, a possible instrument t o  decrease the labour 

Itunmc and i n s t i l l  a sense of discip'lise aumngst the workforce. In this, 

I UI qpam who took initiative i n  foxmfng the union also had a stake. 



The TLL was fcmc-$3 cn Me. cF! 31 , 1922 i n  a meeting convened by 

P.K.Bavn, the yard superintendent i n  a leading Gujarati firm, with the 

help of a nunbet: of his f r i d s  who were moopans fn  the  other companier, 

A. ICrishnan and X. M. Cheria@mana9ers of t w o  important Travmccrean cok 

f i m ~ ,  and matau i [ f m j i ~ r o p r i e t o r  .. of the Empire Coir  work^, actively 

co-operated i n  the venture. Stil1,when the intention of the formatia 

of the  u n i ~ n  was announced, there was a furore. According t o  P.K.Bava, 

it was only a f t e r  long discussions and explanations, i n  which ha and d 

of h i s  fellow moopans also participated, that the employers agreed t o  

the formation of the union. Bava was succeesful in convincing them 9 
4 v  the formation of a Labour Union would a lso  p m t e  t h e i r  interests.- 

However; the European managements continued to be hostile to the '1ZA. 

They were never friendly twards  the union and watched its activities 

4'2/ 
with suspicion.- 

The Indian mplnyers clsually attended the annual conference@, 

4, % and some among the .  regularly contributed to  the union fund#.- of- 

??.Krishnan, the  manager of Travancore Products and Industrials,eoen 

served as the President of the TLA fo r  a brief period. The secretary 

of the IZA i n  1937, writing the o f f i c i a l  history of the union, c o d  

the contribution made by the ndnrrgement of mire Coir &ks in tbe 

!!d development ~&RA, a matter that desemed formal acknowleclgement. 

Not  only did it's proprietor contribute t o  the union funUs and giw 

f a c i l i t i e s  f o r  union a c t i v i t i e s  within the factory premises, %utm 

declared t h a t  he w i l l  nct give job fcr a worker who did not join t4, 

union. According to a trade union a c t i v i s t  of the period, through 

measures in act ive support of the union, the management of the 



F th 
Works was able to w i n  - Beep loyalty of itv s workers. Aa a consequence, 

"the workers began to consider the jobs in that factory as their own 

and execute them very sincerely. All the merchants were i n  a g r e m t  that 

45/ no product could compete i n  quality t o  those of that 'factory" -- 

This cloee cordial relatbnship which the ma~gemsnt of the 

&ire Coir Works and some other companies had with the union was. a 

ilor~rce of bickerhga within the union, instigated by rival managements. 
t 

ifn 1924, M.L. Janardhana Pi l la i  of General Supplfee ?qency even epansored 
I 4'6/ 
la Dhart-lived rival 'Thozhilali Sangham' .- 

The social background of the coir workers was an important factor 

b l u t e d  the ,me of' extra econo* and coercive nthods for labour 

L t m e n t  and*manasement durhg the early periods of the industry when 
I 
/(be I lwur was scarce. Unlike in  Quilon, which developed into another 

or industrial centre i n  T~wancore, the supply of agricultural labourers 

jol Rilaya and Paraya castes tor the factory work was very much Ximited 

in ~ l e p p y . ~  herefore the coir workere had to be recruited from the 

8 o f t h e  inferior tenants and hutment dwellers of the EZhava caste. 

Accordw tb the inAustria1 Census of 3921, 65 per cent of the 

in the coir weaving industry were from the Ezhava caste. About 
4 

9 per cent of the mrkers were ~hris ths  and 12 per cent Muslims. 

lbhs, who constitute2 around 20 per Ant of the population were  

49/ bually &eat in the work force, constituting d iwe 0 .3  per cent.- 

to the Latin. Rite. Latin Chrf stians were largely converts from 

backward castes such as the Ezhava. During the following decades, the 



proportion cf the E Z ~ C J ~ C  :.ri t : ~  ..;irk icrce further increased. A t  the 

end of the 'thirtzeu A t  wa8 estimated to bd around 80 per cent. 9 m.1 

-ial origin of the- coir vorkers from the Ezhava czmte and thelr rela4 

hamgeneity bad important h p l i r ~ t r o n e .  As a worker himself noted in 

1926, "Unlike the workers in other per t8  of ~ a v m c o r e ,  the workerr in 

Alleppy, who are mere mbrin, prcgesnive an6 eBucated, have sane sense 

of rights an8 urge.eo develop. Thereforo the masters do not deal with 

:. thsm harahly. a To underatand thee= aspects of working claM develop- j 

The formation of the new social c,l;l$a.of wage labourere in 

Af1eppy.was taking place i , i  an atmasphere surcharged w i t h  great social 

an8 intellectual fennenc, uqrccedenced in the ar.nals of Ikavancore. 

m e  traditional social s-urea and values were being challenged by 

5.1 / the new social forces unleas!!ed by the naacent c a p i t a l i e  Trapped in 

the old world, the N d r  aristocracy could not take advantage of +he 

new possibilities .of bourgeoie ' enrichment that the mid-nineteenth cenq 

ojn3ned. The econcmic base of their social dominance 'was 'Steadily 

undenuin& by the new social chsses of camercial farmete, traaers, 

SyrianBhrcistinns and Muslims gave rise to a new social contradiction. 



'Ih. traditional inferior 

-im ru migned t~ by t b  

-rcrrrd.l w i t h  their new ecanamic 

social status, that tho emerging 

conventional c ~ s t e  hierarchy no more 

power. The traditional caste end .  

8Bcklrtruettnes - becaae barriers to the advsnC$ment of the emergbg 

hrgomL alite. 'Ihfa wae the background of the social reform movwrtats 

ir thq W v a ,  Chrirtian and Muslim camnunitie6 i n  Travancore i n  the 

Lits ~m UXI early 20th centuries: 

'Ihs lCsRn cdnetittrtea the most radical aepect of t h i s  8 0 6 A d  

& that aacaePpsnied the rise' of capitalism. In the traditional 

cut. Mrurahy, the Bthavas occupied an intermdbte position between 

 tim marl 6~~0~(1tfanal roles of the -was, they &re able to exploit 

Ib nru apporttmities that were emerging with the modernination of the 

W r p .  With thq rise in t!;~ demand for coconut productfa and liquor 

W1 )mcrrJng and trading of w h i c h  new the =st inportant traditional 

of the Ezhavau) many of tbem numetlo into the roles of -11- 

r a h  Mtalimtl and traders. A small segment of the eehavas ware able 

u aagxire q x l o r  tenancy right8 and landed property. A western 

uwatad rut. - who epearheaded the reforms - also emerged, 

lksraar ausodationa advocating refom sprang up w i t h i n  the 

k h a  The srmeanent received a new. impetus w i t h  the of 

t r r  lluiyu. ~mtr ,  a mintly ascetic, into pr- axmg the &mu. 

~n.~n)lu initiated a'ramr campaign to aankritise the s o d a l  cMar. 

r i a  & d e s  of the ~zhavas. 2Y 2/n apparently cxmmxwtitre 



t r d i t i o n s  that hau denied ritual purity to tho Ezhavas. And therefore, 

it fully accorded w i t h  the aspirations of h i s  fellcw men. The euccem 

of h i s  program@ gave the Ezhavas a new aense of pride and self reepect. 

Vhe Society for the Protection of Sree Narayana bharma' (Sree NaraYaW . .. 

developed into the met important and the cammron organisation of the 

The ~ l l e ~ j . y - ~ h e r t a l h i  r - h  was one of the most impportant 

centres of the ESRM. Beaides the SNDP Yogam, there were nume& othet 

caste associations active i n  the region. El P.X.nava, the guiding epiri'. 

&hind the formation of the TLn, wae a person who had been deepAy d 

by the reform movement. By hie own narration, his i n i  dat ive  i n  to& i 
, I 

the 'IZA was a reaction to the aodial inst:lte he had to  bear W e  be 4 

mrker . rsJ Tbe h a t  atraw seeme t o  have h e n  the htsmiliation he had b 

auffer in a 1-1 court. On tFc. insLstenco of &ma, a worker filed a 

case against saw rowdies who had brutall, assaulted him. The judge 

dismLesed the case ignoring the evidence produced by the worker who wa8 

from the l o w  caste. Whatever be the truth about this particular lnci 

it f a  certain that Dava was motivated by a deep sense of social justice 

i n  organising the trorkers. 

Numerous early trade union leaders like C.K.Velayudhan, V.K.* 

yudhan, P.K.Wadhavan and RStzguthan were important ac t iv is ts  of the 

m P  Yogam. The first three even served in the Doarc3 of Director8 of 

SIW Y-. mo imprtmce given ti tke -ram movement in tho 4 
act ivi t ies  of th;! TLR may be directly &aced t o  the influence of the 



h v a  tha4.t trsdftional occupation of to? g drawincj. It waa a part of 

kir cmpaign to raiae the ritual  status of the $chams. 

,. . 
Another fmpo&t dimension of the ESRM, apart from the campaign 

br refmnu w i t h i n  t h o  Ezhava caste, was the struggle against savarna 
I 

\ 
dabation in social and political$=heres. The coir workers entered 

th 0eCi.e-polltical arena of Trevancbre thraugh these ec-gles for 

d+illibartles, Such were the deep anti-upper caste mptiona that, 

57/ a t  -I, even In the economic struggles anti-Nair slogans were raised.- 

'I)ls mian -0 tleulllly opened w i t h  resolutions proclaiming loyalty 

b the Mng. The jubille of the nr1ti.b emperer. waa celeberated 

with yreat fatr fare. It slk.cld be remembered that th6p existed a strong 

sect i ra  in tbe B8Rn who advocateO a compramise with the Et i tAmh as well 

rr the Travaa&e wnarchy tr; get the caste griewancee redressed. National 

f r m a  without the destxucC:an of the caste s; stem held no Pleaning for 

tba. 2Y 

, 
I;arroer, it wae the nntionalist , atreams within the ESRH that 

lul m t e r  influence among the coir workers. Not only did the coir 

m)rurt present a purse to the Salt  Satyagraha Jatha from Travancare to 

Mi&, but they also vclunteexed to participate i n  the struggle. 59/ 

h a y  aim actiamts participated i n  the foreign cloth boyeott agitation 

a t  A l l e ~ y .  '*e TLA gave an official recc$)tlon to Jawahatlal #ebru - 

Carte leaders l i k e  T.K.Madhavan attempted to ' lM< the anti- 

s r v  k o p g l e  of the m v a s  with the broader national movaeent. 



Under his influence, the Indian National Congress began to a&vely 

take up the grievances of the lower castes i n  Txavanaxe. The sta& 

struggle at Vaikam temple in 9931, to end the pollution practices i n *  
1 

61/ temple and its premises, waa the culmination of this co-operation.- 

The Satyagraha which lasted for one year and eight montba m e d  4 
enthusiasm among the Ezhavao as elso among the coir workers i n  the 

adjacent idustrial  belt.  The TLA strongly protested against the repr 

a t  Vaikom and sent a batch of 51 volunteere, selected at  the Union 

62/ Conference, to participate in the arrugg1e.- 

In Shertallai, the Temple Entry Hovemeat w8a tramformed into 4, 

mwement to boycott the temples that obeerPed pollution pr-ea. 5.Y 

P.K.B&va uaa ;once dislnirsed fraa a coir feetoxybecauae of a pmnmcati'II 

leaflet he published in conneotion w i t h  the 'Temple Boyrott M m m a t l ,  

The temperance mu30- was alao reactivated w i t h  the oa-aperatlm of 

4 
Congress nationalists, whc perceived i n  it yet another opportunity fa 

govemnkt agitation, The coir workers in a d  around Shertallai mrzc 

active in ehie new phase of the temperance movement i n  the Alleppy- 

Shertallai region. The agitation drew severe govemmnt repre- d 
waa suppressed. 65/ 

I n  spite of the widespread en- it created, the Vaikm 

Temple Satyagraha had to be withdrawn w i t h  a face saving ccmpr0ab.r. 

The discrirafnatiohs againat the Behwas and the non-HindrP in pubUc 

emplomnt as w e l l  as legislative - reprementation oodlthued. All 

these aade the avarnae e w i c i a u s  of the sinearity of the savaraa wb 
I 

and the savarna national leaders. The ab8eno8 of a pawerful seclllat 



c l m t i c  aoPcllwnt reflecting the just demands of the avarnas prepare3 

way for the entry of their c-a1 pol i t ica l  ~rganisations.  

?.lt.Wclhwan, tho president of the TLA Euring the 1926-28 period, 

and N.#.Anintdhan, anc,ther iuprtnnt activist of the TLA, were the 

aggrieved cammities such as the Christians and the Muslime. In 

1932, thn organisatione joined together to launch the "Joint Political 

C ~ u r *  demanding ccmunal reservation in electoral representation and 

N)Uc mervice.. 

Thr agitation came to be known as the "Abstention Mov~ment" due to 

it@@ main a g i b t b n a l  platform of abstain21g from elections to the 

IyfofatiVB A s d l y .  The agitation soon envexoped the masses in the 

-ties an6 drtw t h d ~ ,  tor t?ic f i r ~ t  time, into a state wide 

me mleppy coir rorkre constituted one of  the MW witation,-- 

imprtant contingents of the struggle. It  was i n  Alleppy, that C.ICesavan, 

riw ltdcr of #a momment, chose to court arrest when he was charged 

with &tion. When he was arrested the workers all over Al l~ppy  struck 

w k  inprotemt. An employer later complained: 'No notice was given to 

dm ol,byers. They had either to close the factories or be prepared to 

-1 rwact thamselvea to a l l  ridicule that might be +brown upon them."-- .- 

Tha g o v ~ n t  was forced to concede moat of the demands of the 

W o n l l t s .  .Once the interests of the minorities hat? been safe 

4d, the Joint Political Congroar sought t o  join a wi6er alliance 



with the savarna natienalist~ to  fight for a cc -s+ituttonal monarchy 

responsible to the people. Theee efforts culminated the fannation 

701 af the Travancora State Congress in 1938,- 
' 

Thus,the ESRM brought into action the wkle Ezhava peoph ad 

was the moat meping maas movement that Travancore had known, The 

bourgeois class was able to mobilise the masses i n  t h i s  manner becam 

their challenge to the eetablished order reflected also the sent- 

of their less fortunate caste -. Their d& were in that seame 

the demands of the whole Ezhava caste, eventhough it was the ellte* 

utood to gain most from the success of the movement. Unlike the 

an8 Syrian Christians, the avarna EzhaM bowrgeo'ieie felt the injw 

of the caste hierarchy mare keenly and we= not weightea down by relid 

&timent. me&, their s-le was precisely against the RWtu 
I 

religious structures ~ W c h  relegated them to the bot- oi'tbe socW ' 

ladder. T h b  .implied an idc logical position that had etrong elereatr 
. , 

of bourgeois radicalisa~. The Radical rehetoric was neceserary to 

For euramph, in the heat of the Vaikom Satyagraha campaign, 

carried away by his own rhetoric K.Aiyya~fan exhorted the coir work0 

at their annual conferencar *Just as the FUssfane managed to obtaink 

by putting an end to their royal family, the ~eha&s also muat ffgMF 

the very end without caring for the guns of the Sepoys, batom o f p d  * 

"" Aiyyappan was banned from addre~ing pbU,  or even the Maharajaw .- 
.-tinge in Travancose for this speech. And a dht- man now 

that molrt of the agitator8 were *imbued w i t h  'sane foxm of ummunlm. 



my. .  .trlk (ed) of 

mf the 9rotherlmod 

7*2/ t b  w ~ i  r~jhcs of nenr'.- Aiyyappan, the founder 

Mofloment that preached inter-caste marriage and inter- 

d h b q ,  was very much ins;Ared by the? revolution in Russia. Re organieed 

m e  of earliest trade mione in  Ccchin an6 published a j o k l  

73' It was through Vd-an (Worker) from A l l @ ~ j > y  for brief peric;c?.- 

hi8 peaad that the news cf the Sovret Revolution firet reached the Alleppy 

741 w r k u ~  .- 

Refonere who preach& the renunciation of the caate ridden 

Rinlu rdigidn bad Hide paptilarity among the cair workers. There were 

r tn rq  raoocJtes for conversion to Xslm anB Chrietianity. P.A.Bava 

M mbrficed hlam far a brief period a* a young man.- "I R.S~gathan. 

uwtbsr. i q m k t  labour activist, entered public l ife as a worker of the 

''I The yili-at nember~ of the Sikh D W a t  mirnion at Al1eppy.- 

aorrrmity at Alleppy fousdci! by R.C.Ruttan, alias Sardar Jai Singh, were 

??' 
vary active in t2x? l&ur ~ ~ ~ v r : m ~ i ~ t  .-- 

Thr enthuoiasm of Muslims and Christitns fox pmsyeletisa-n 

created mmider'abh tension in Alleppey and resulted in a violent 

n r f  riot in 1936. Perheps, the riots only strengthened the belief 

in th. irrationality of a l l  religions annnget the cair workers. There is 

ne involvaent of mfr workers in the riots. It: was reported that the 

omployerr were nekue in moving about in the town and attending to work 

'kcrrul. theymf&ed that generally workers (would) have aome grudge 

rqrfrut factory m & s W  anC might try to settle their scores i n  the 

.7a/ 
yenerd turmil.- 



The ratioxalist ... :-..1 ~ t s ; i A i c  ; tlilc- s@iesc advocated by X.Aiyym 

ant! E.Madhavan spread rapidly amancj coi r  kxkers .  Sree Narayana ~ w ' [  

c a l l  for  "One Caste, Olze Religim, One God f o r  Man" was tranefonwd 4 
a novel slogan by them: "No Caste, No Religion, No Cod for Man". 

E.Madhavan rejected a l l  xeligions as irrational. He argued tha t  

should xenounce a l l  religions end declare themselves to be a 'free 

society' outside the  fold of a l l  religions and castes. There was nod4 

t o  be l o s t  by the rejection of the anti-scientific,  i r ra t ional  and 

unethical religious beliefs.  Wasn't Soviet Rwsia's success a great 

victory of the irreligious movement? This was how Soviet Union and id 
leader Lenin entered h i s  book 'Free Society' (Swatantra Samudayam). 

This book became the bible of a whole generation of Ezhava young men 

organised under Nrhila Kerala Thiyya m a  Jana Sangham which was'ttery 

"' ~t is important to ~rrdemq active i n  the Alleppy-Shertallai area.-- 

thesc influences i n  the makinq of L̂he Alleppy co i r  working class  i f 4  

want% to  explain the suprising *pace with which Mamist ideology sprol 

among the  workers at the  end of the 'thirties. 

It should be noted that the TLA was  never a caste organieath 

The union membership was always open to workers of a l l  castes and f r q  

it's h e p t i o n  many of the off ice bearers had been non-Ezhavas. 

P.S,Mbhamned, who presided over the f i r s t  gathering of the TLA, war 

the editor of the 'Muslim', a journal tha t  took strong mtion&liet pd 

during the khilaphat agitation. = M.X.Rntony, a local  medical ~tsdl 

t ioner,  was the  f i r s t  president of the Union. 



Though most of the Union ac t iv i s t s  were involved i n  communal 

ymiratione, the Union had carefully avdided any formal c o m a u ~ l  

affiliation. The Union, i n  1926, had appealed t o  the communal organisa- 

tiara i n  the s ta te  t o  hold separate labour meetings along with their . 

mrul conferences. Only ShPP Yogam conducted such a labour conference 

w i t h  it6 annual conference a t  Quilon. The participation of the l!IA 

kthr above meeting was misrepresented and c r i t i c i sed  by some aections 

d the press. Thereupon tho Union decided not t o  part icipate officially 

81/ ' in ruah mnferencee.- 

The open sympathy of the TLA with the anti-eavarna movements as 

ar the aff i l ia t ioh  of its ' off ice bearers with the conmnmal orgajrisa- 

Uw ~ t h a v e  been a squrce of many unsettled arguments within the TLA. 

TIwre warn always a smell section of "pure' nat ional is ts  who held a l l  

-dl organisatfans ac mti-national and disruptive. A perueal of 

thr procecilings of t h e  i2Ln .&ma; Ccnfurance of the ZZA i n  1937, gives 

twp interedthcj insights in to  the nature of these ccnflicts.  

. . 
' The following resolution was mved by some of the graternal 

d a l ~ t e r  from Quflon .Sn the Conference' "This great  conference of the 

m p  workers declares that the real interests of a l l  workers i n  different  

crrtlllitier of this country zre the same and t h a t  the different  ccmnmal 

reliqious organisations tha t  we see i n  t h i s  country are only for the 

;ruclnu of conceiilling th is  r e ~ l  unity of in teres ts  from the public. 

Tho nnfercnce appeals t o  the wage l&ourers t o  resign from a l l  ouch 

oryanirations and work f o r  the i r  economic and political in te res t s  in class  

82' The resolution created a furore in the conference. mu9.- 



The defense of the organisations ~ . f  t h  lower castes and their importd 

met with wide approval at the conference. It was alleged that the req  

lution was a clever move of the higher castes to deflect the labouring 

masses from the anti-caste struggle. It was the following resolution, 

moved by R.Sugathan, that was finally unanimously adopted: "This con- 

ference resolves that since the economic interdsts of all the labur 

organisations comprising of people from different comunities and 

religions are the same, within the labour organisations there is no 

83/ relevance for religiaus or camamural interestsn.- 

The latter resolution did not bar individuals in the union to 

work in caste organisations. However, the resolution perceived only 4 

economic interests of the working class. This line of co~promi8e war 

nothing new but a restatement of the broad policy that the TLA had be4 

following. 

Significantly, neither resolution reflected the platform of* 

whose influence was steadily increasing amongst the coir workers. Thq 

Congress Socialist party had emerged in Malabar in 1934 a8 the fond 

organisation of radical sectiom within the national d 
t e  

tho Congress leaderahip? CSP stood for strengthening the national 4 

in the native states and the development of independent class o r g d  

of workers an8 peasants. 

ft appears thdt CSP sympathissrs in illleppey did not have either 

sufficient mass strength or well articulated arguments to meke a detu 

intervention in the debate on workers and coumnmal orgimisations. lh 

the 
f ir8t resolution waa evAdently ' far removed f rom/CSP' - a attihde t ad i  





,07/ is something that both ,:lescrvc to be ccngzitulated. - 

.. As. we have already noted, the Indian employers actively co-operatJ! 
). . . .. 

i n  the formation of the TLA. The name of the union was changed froan 

'Labc~ir Union* t o  the less agressive sounding 'Travancore Labou Aascr 
\ 

ciation' within ei few months of it's formation. The TU, it was advised, 

should concern itself t o  improve the social status of the workers than 

their economic ccm3itions .- OD' !%cia1 welfare ac t iv i t i e s  such asthe  . 

formation of a reading ro6m'and library, an evening education centre, 

a death benefit  fund scheme, an ayurvedic houpital and co-operative sad .! 
for the  workers constituted the main tmrden of ' the ' T U  s functioning i n  

' 09' Speeches of .,the union l&t?era at labom meetiag8h the early years,- 

on such themes as the vfrtues ~f.thrift ;and education and the vices of, 

drinking and i n d i s c i d h e .  
, '  I 

These being the  natare of the main activities of the  union, the 1 
enployers were not seen a s  antagoniats but as friends. The early a p d  

I 

made by the TLA contained no reference t o  any capital-labour conflfcty 
I 

tho industry or the grievances of the  wrkers,  The misery, ill2 tern$ 

and poverty of the workers were all legacies of their uncivilised par! 

and the Association was se t t ing  out  to eradicate them w i t h  the help sf 

benevolent capitaXistsr "Knaw ye workers t h a t  the Labour Union is, f o d  . 
t o  o f fe r  you the.necesaary cbmforts, to  educate you and your c h i l d m i  

t o  mise you frm'the agonies of pverty and sdve you fKlm your d a d  
a 

W e  assure you that the union will be w i t h  you agbenevolent lor4  in., 

poveky, as a teacher in  ignorance, like daughters and son8 in m i e ~  

go/ i Therefore each one of you, dear friends, must join the Union...i."- 1 



?ram the progreas of t"no union membership it was evident that the 

wrtarr were not very enthusiastic about their union in the early 

rrrrkwr. joined the unfcrn by themselves. Therefore in many mmpanles 

M to be taken i n t o  the' exacutive camittee. It was Yeir 

irflumm? compulsion that connected the workers to the Aeecdatioh 

the capitaliets. However much I tried to change th is  under- 

rtusUnp I did not succeed. ?hey expressed the stand that they had 

93/ rwthiag 'against the eaaployers. *- 

lLhis att i tde  is not suxprising if one remembers thatt the 

mfrrr did not yet fonn a 'craae-in-itself'. The production of coir mat 

ad a8tfbg during the W a r  ye:xr m u e t  have been only around .1/3* of 

tbs level . of production in 1922-23. Racdly 30 per cent of the work 

tom, therefore, muat have had more than 5 years of industrial aperi- 

uw. This ia a conservative estimate given the fact that most of the 

~~~ agricultural workers and therefore had strong link8 w i t h  land. 

01 NCh a' situation one ahould expect a high labow turnover. 

.a equally important: factor in this connection i a  the probability 

af m hpmvearent in the material oon&itions of the workers ahifting 

agricultural activities i n t o  a e  inCustry. R S u g a t h a n ,  describes 



this  period t o  be the 'golGon a9e' of coir workers - a worker, at 

t i m e s ,  earning as much as Rs.  17. SO a week.%' Ruther , r e  have alr- 

seen t h a t  thb systems of labour recruitment and regulation were not hard 

o r  oppressive. 1 n . a  s i tuat ion of acute labour scarcity,  the moopans 

Jnd contrac+on had to develop patron-client type of relations w i t h  &t 

workers in order t o  ensure an adequate labour supply. On it% success 

depended t h e i r  position in the  mqxmy and prospects for prosperity. 

Theme .. cm4j t inns chnnged . rapidly from the end of tho ' kwenties. 

In the 'thirtiee. 1rr)w.m~ availrrhility frrr ++m being scarce 

any mre, exceeded the requirements of the itkustry. This WLIU part.1~ 

951 due to demographic cause- but mainly Cue t o  ths impact of the 

econdc 8epmseion.- %/ With the sharp decline i n  the price. of agri- 

c u t t k a l  pxxZucts there waa a significnnt reduction i n  the emplc-t 

of labour i n  plantations and coconut farms. The redundant labour 

flocked to  n l l ~ p p y  i n  mearch of j&s. resulted in the creationof 

a "floating population of which considerable portion (was] unabre to 

find regular full t h e  employmentn and hung about the factczy gates 

hoping t o  be "taken i n  as subst i tutes  o r  part  time workersn.- 97/ With s 

euch.'surplus population knocking a t  the factory gates the employera 

could successfully reduce the waws. The labour conditions rmidlY 

deter1 orated. 

Paradoxically, it was also  a period of rapid expansion of the 

industry. Because of the decline *the purchasing paer of the.. c o a r )  

people due t o  the economic depres&n, the dsllana fo r  cheap flcor'eoved 
t 

l ike  coir fabrics rapidly increaaod i n  the West. The export8 of coir 



f W c r  frca Travancore which was mx2?MC 91,826 qtls .  in 1521-22, 

r t u l l l y  increased to nrounci 2,69,150 *Is. in the jwnk year uf 

at t);e same time, thtr export prices of cdr fabrics rdtich ha~? 

h c p  rtar~~te fmm around the mid-' twenties, t q a n  tc! rayiCly c?ocline 

fm 1!W-28 unwarc!!~. The oxport prices slumr,:ci! to the l cr ses t  level in 

193344,tho mtpri- being 64 per cent and matting prices 50 per cent 
I 

k h  LLU 1325-26 level. From then onwards, the ]-prices began tc, slcwly 

r-r. Homver, till the Second World W a r  they continued to fa arcuw1 

4 1  Y 50 par cent bolm the prices i n  the miCJtuenties. 

2hx-e were amunr( 100 registiired shippers of ccir prducta in 

1;3& The f ~ u r  leading European mnnufacturer-ehippors ccntrolled SC, p r  cent 

@f YI rparta. Tho other irnport~nt urban manufacturer-shippers, nuuberinrj 

*round 15, controlled another 33 - 35 per cent of the aq~>rts. This 

B u r t  tht the rest of the 2:himers ha? iy? insignificant share of the 

cmttl. In fact, anund 30 of them made no ship~ents at all in 1938. 

Wt of the aaraller etii~pere mnc?e only occaesional shipments and they 

102/ 
c*a lab and dropped out cf husinese year after yoer.- 



representatives in foreign cc--?ts.les, :"he cnly way in which they could 

capture the markets was by cutting down tlr:. prices. The foreign i m p  

exploited the situation by circulating orders for coir products 1 
the shippers a d  encouraging them to underquote each o+her. Though the 

exports of each of these individual shippers was very small, their offem 

of low prices depressed the prices of the goods of all other shippers. I 
Often their agents in Europe fai le3 to honour the contxacts made and 

4 
consequently the goods had to be dumped in the market for whatever priee' 

they might fetch. 

Of the €9 shippers active in 1930, only 23 transacted any businest 

in 1929. Thus, the majority of.the shippers that existed in 1938 had 
of , 

entered the trade in the 'thirties. The ekrgollce of a large number!ri 

scale rural manufactories in the .'thirties was the backgrounc? of this 

proliferatkon of shippers in coir export business. 

Spurred on by.the rapid increase in demand,- industrial capacity 

had increased several fold in the 'th.irties.- In 1930, there were 299 

coir manufactories w i k h  4335 matting looms and 7350 mat looms employing 

acround 25C00 -30000 workers in the industry. Though the large-scale 

manufacturies continued to expand an2 the Alleppy t o w n  remained the majd) 

centre of the industry, the most important feature of the industrial 

expansion was the small-scale manufactory sector in the count$ 

side between Allep~y and Shertallni. 45 per cent of the matting loans 

& 70 per cent of the mat looms were in the manufactories outside the 

town of Alleppy. While the average number of looms in Alleppy coir 

manufactories was 111, the average number of looms in the rural manu- 

1 03/ 
factories was only 30.- 



The lawer cos t  of prcZuctic)ri i n  the countryside was the main 

attraction f ~ r  t h i s  lcca t iona l  spread cf the industry. LrroPer cos t  of 

l a d ,  building an8 other establishment charges, and "the many small 

economies t h a t  could he effect& i n  the vi33agesn a11 c o n t r i b u t d  to  

the cheaper production i n  t he  r u r a l  areas. The most important fcctm, 

h v ~ r ,  was the 'comp?wative cheapness of labour'. Accordinq to the 

factory returns data, the rural wages were around 50 per cent  below 

I O U /  the urban wages .- 
The .rural manufacturers mosffy came from the r icher  stratum 

of the Bzhava caste. I n  the  beginning, the relationship between these 

xiIra1 ranuf&cturers and the urban manufactkex-shippers who owned the 

hy@-scale mdnufactories was complementary, the former subsisting 

m the werf  low orders of t h e  l a t t e r .  There existed, i n  fact, a kind 

of d i h i o n  if' labour hetw&n the two sec tors  i n  terms of products 
. . 

manufactured and th'e work pzucseses carr ied on. The rural manufactories . 
nerr merely feeder establishments swplying coarser va r i e t i e s  of coir 

pmducts. in s semi-f inished condition t o  t h e  shi&ere who finished , 
md and packed them f o r  export. 

The mbcontracting system enaSled the urban manufacturer-shippers 

Goperate a t  an optimum level of production capacity, delegating the 

-8 order6 to rural manufa&urers, who bore the brunt of ' seasonal 

vlrirtiou in demand. 'It a l s o  enabled them to reduce the cos t  of 

pduct ion  and maintain the ~ r o f i t  mrgins, which was already under 

presrure due'to the rivalry amanget the  Indian and European manufactuter- 

8upper8. There was mnsiderable excess capacity i n  the rural m u f a c t o r i e s  



eo that the manufacturers campeted amangst t h ~ l v e s  to  secure orden!?:# 

1 O5/ a t  t h e e ,  even "execut(ing) odors  below the cost pricesa.- 

In course of time, some of the &al mtlllufacturers, who were 

endowed w i t h  better financial resources, developed i n t o  direct shipper# 

of coir products. Because of their  lcuer cost of pr~duction~these rural 

manufacturer-shippers were able t o  market their products a t  larer pricea 

than the established shippers. The cmpet l t ive prfce reductions began 

to  erode the profits.- I The cr i s i s  was aggravated by 'the operatiom of 

the efactorsl or merchant-shippers, who owned no coir manufactories 

but purchased their requirements from the small-scale sector i n  the 

aountrymide. Moat cf the factors had developed from the r a m  of coir 

depot owners who acted as middlemen between the urban manufacturer- 

shippera and rural manufacturers. With practically no establishment 

charges, the factors codd afford t o  work on very law'pmfit aargine 

and pass the burdens of canpetitive price reductiom t o  the unorganieed 

sarsli-scale manufactories. 

Because of the rivalry and lack of co-operation between the 

Indian and Buropean firms, the urban manufactu~t-8hipper~ could not prtd 

a comaon front against the new entrants into obir trade. They failed to 

w e e  upon a carnmon scheme to regulate the industry'and arrest the 

decline i n  profits.- '07/ &perien& had already shorn that i n  aleppy t* 

parerlocam were to compete with the -try locam". lee/ me 

increase in the praductlvity consequent upon the application of the tber 

available modern technology was not high enough to  out compete the rural. 

cheap labour based handloom production. 



The optlone before the urban manufacturers were therefore e i t he r  

* hCrea8e the subcontracts t o  rural manufactnries o 8 e d u c r ;  - the wages 

their urban manufactories. Thus, the urban co i r  workers oxperiancerl 

r lteady e r o s l ~ n  of their earnings, i n  a period of rapic? expansion of the 

f 
inhrtryym fmult of their o m .  Their keen awzreness of the  underlying 

?noear - the reckless i n t e r - cap i t a l i s t  r i va l ry  - increased their resent- 

mt. 

The workers alleged that wage r a t e s  f o r  cer ta in  items were reduced 

by as 8Uch aa 70 per cent  i n  acme of the  urban manefactcries between 1925 

ad 1938. We have summarlsed the data regarding the  t rend i n  the wage 

rater for certain typical  itema of work i n  the  four leading Xleppy 

wufactorier in the  Table 1. 

Even i f  one accepts the data provided by the  TbA, it is unlikely 

tbt thete war any Becline i n  real wage ra tes ,  However, a different 

?kt- emerges when- examines the earnings of the workers. There was 

rignificant reduction i n  the work available per worker during this 

rerid.  While the number of workers employed In the industry had increased 

.-.ruly four fold dw5ng t he  'thirties, the e w r t s  of coiz fabr ics  had 

lnrnard only by around 70 per cent even i n  the peak year of 1936-37 

r i u e  M e  begfnning of the decade. Thus, according to the working class 

i d l y  budget e u r ~ e y  of 1938, the weekly wage earnings cf Alleppy urban 

wllkrr a m  only Re..2,01 (see  able 2). For the  ru ra l  wrsrkers it was 

era lauer. A t  the same time it was estimated by the Baard of Trade 

kr-m that a COAX worker would have e m e d  minimum of Rs .3  and a maxfrmrm 

e f  k.10 a b e k ,  even a t  the r a t e s  exist ing i n  1938, i f  he had full time 



Average Wage Rates i n  Four Leading Alleppy Manufactories 

between 1925 and 1937 

(Real wages a t  1925 prices given in the brackets) 

mo rural  8 
1925 1930 1937 % Change manufacto? mu 

Items Rs. R s  . R s .  r i e s  ~ 8 e n  

(1 937) 

\ 

1. 2 shaft 4/4 size 6.19 4.63 3.06 -50.6 2.06 32.7 
Anjengo Matting (6.19) (7.19) t6.60) (+ 6.6) 

2. 2 shaft 6/4 size 12.06 8.63 4.75 -60.6 3.56 25.3 
Anjenso Mtting (12.06) (13.49) (10.25) (-15.0) 

3. 2 shaft 8/4 size 15.31 la.94 7.56 -3.6 4.06 %,I 
Diamond Matting (16.31) (76.99) (16.32) (+o. 1) , 

4. 4 shaft 4/4 size 7.30 5.56 3 -44 -53.4 2.56 25, 
Anj engo lYattin9 (7 .39 )  (R. 63)  (7.43) (+I -5) 

i 
5. No.1 t o  5 mats 3.55 2.63 1 .€3U -45.9 1.25 351 

binding rate per (3.56) (4.08) (4.06) (+14.G) 
1 or) 

6. No.1 M a t  weaving O.11 0.00 0.06 -42.0 0.04 37,i 
charges for 24/14 (0.71) (0.12) (0.13) (+10.2) 
size 

Source: Memorandum of the TLA submitted t o  Dewan of Travancore dt. 31/1-1/11! 

or r ~ a  porol 
Note: The money wages have been def iated with an appropriate price inded 

The prices of the commodities have been taken from relevant issues d 
the Stat is t ics  of Travancore and the weiqhts from the family budget 
survey conducted by the Board of Trade Disputes i n  1930. 
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mrk. 80.9 per ccnt  of the working class families surveyed were 

fomdto be i n  debt. The average doht per family was nearly three times 

#I average monthly inccrme of .the family f r m  a l l  sources. 



AccordincJ' to the &ard of Wade Disputes, "the average standard 

of living of the workers in the industry is not sdtisfactory. They live 

in small huts, entirely made of coconut leaves with a single living 

room in which an average family of 5.6 members huddle together, and 

considering the exhausting chaxacter of their work, particularly of 

those who labour at the looms, the quality and quantity cf their food 
4. 

cannot be regarded as sufficiently nourishing. We.do not aay that their 

standard of living is worse than that of thcso workinq in other indus- 

tries and agriculture. But we have no doubt their conditions call for 

11.0/ improvementn.- 

The moopan and contract systems of labour regulation became a 

source of widespread abuse and arbitariness, In fact, it was stated 

the rationale for the ccntinuation of the contract system in the labour 

surplus situation was that "the contractcrs Could bring down the wages 

I l l /  to the lowest possible limit ak which the la50uker wmld workw.- 

Illegal deductions from the wages, bribery,.nepotiern and heavy fLnes beac 
' 1  

common in the industry. A11 the fringe benefits like pensions, special: 

bonuses etc , .disa?peared. 

Perhaps, one should net exaggerate the role of the decline 

in the standard of living in arousing protest and promoting class con- 

ciousness among the masses, As we have seen, the whole inter-war period 
s 

was a period of rapid expansim of the industry and therefore a signifll( 
! 

segment of the laSour force must have been new entrants into the indud 

What was important was that a core section of the working class with 

sewice tenure dating to the 'twenties did exist in the urban areas, 



It wae they who sctuaily experianc& the  F-11 impact of the growing 

mini8 i n  the industry. n c i r  radical respcnsa t o  the si tuat ion struck 

nyupathetic notzo ~ m n g  the  masues of w r k s r s  given th ferment created 

by lsRM C l  scussed ear l ie r .  

The early resmnses cf thc workers t o  the wage reductions, UneOr- 

pl8yment am2 the increasing high handed b€!haVioUr of the contractore and 

mgaM were sporatiic and unorganised. In  some instances, the super- 

112/ tirsrs -re physically assaulted or warned through termri sing letters .- 
Thre were followecl by proter t  meetingssponsored by ' cap i t a l i s t s  against 

tmorium and equally strcng disclaimers by the TLA of any involvement. 

Tha emloyers suspected t h a t  t \e  coir k r k e r s  were tending nto borrow a 
I 

1 1.3/ 
h8f hmn the terrorist a c t i v i t i e s  of Dengal and Chicagoem- 

The f i r s t  reccrded strike against wage reduction took place in 1928 

at the W i l l i a m s  Goa7acrs i; cis. i..~ anion severely reprimanded the atriking 

a However, it was forced to c m e  o ~ t  against the management ae no 

ma wold justify the disciplinary dismissal of the en t i r e  work farce i n  

the factory. This inauguamtd a per108 of spontaneous strikes ;in a 

-.of manufactories. X t  becam a n o m l  practice f o r  the workers t o  
. s 11C/ 

Iscbze the s t r ike  f i r s t  imd then seek the stqport of the union leaderehi- 

T b  lmdership had a d i f f i c u l t  time trying t o  s e t t l e  "the numekow s t r ikes  
i 

that broke cut bne after another without damaging the  in te res t s  and prestige 

Need f o r  se l f  discipline of the capitalists as well as the workers". 

and rnatraint was a constant thcme of speeches of the paBident  of the 

t U t  ' . . It is most  necessary that you should. have respect anq affection 

t m m r b  your employers. You should keep i n  mind , a t  the prombi'ty o E a  



the employers is also your prosperity. ... It is because this understand 
is lacking mutually that the peace ant! calmness in the country is decli- 

The picture that emerges from a close perusal of the s t r i k e  move* 

ment of this perioi: is of a w i o n  lecdership whose thinking lagged beW 

the consciousness of the masses. According to President of the TLA, 

"To work for the friendly interaction between workers and'ca~italists 

[was] holding the principal attention of the don!'=/ It was alwaya 

the ordinary workers who took initiative for the struggles forcing thr . 
conservative leaderahip into action. Consequent tennions and pressures 

, 118/ were largely responsible for the frequent changes in the leadership.- 

In 1920, K,C.Govindan became the Secretary ousting P,K.Bava who 

had sided. w i t h  the management of Empire Coir Works in"a labour disputes. 

m .... a fluent Malayalam spee'm. . . ,  on several occassions advocating 

'I9/ he symbolised the new growing militancy of the unim. Re strikeen- 

led the three month long strike at Oombay Compmy in 1931 which was one 
the 

of the first well organiaed strikes called hyFfSI. - Sn 1934, P.S.Mohmd 

was remoed from tho ~residentshi~ and P.Kesavadev, a firey progressive 

writer, was elected as the Secretary. The Allepiry workers had been capti; . ' 
vat& by hie radical speech at the Annual Conference in 1933 and sought 

' 72'0/ 
him out to be their Secretary.- 

The short period in which Dev was actively aseociated with the 

may be coxrectly characterised aR a nodal point in it's history. It* 

la11 
the end of the collaborationist trends as the mainstream in the Fa-- 
The TLA decisively moved on to a confrontation path. 





wages prevelant i n  the other rural occupations than the traditional 

123' ~t shau~d aleo be urbm wage rates prevelant i n  the induetry.-- 

noted that the rural workers derived a significant portion of the 

reproduction costs of their  l a b u r  power from outside the induetry. 

As can bo seen frm ~ & l e  2, they derived 43 t o  26 pot cent of their 

monthly family inaonm fran other rural occupations an8 aseetn. This 

also tended tc keep the rural wages low. 

Tbe workers employed by the rural capitalimts were mostly hutae8t 

dwellers living on the lands of tho rural Ezhava capitalist# and famen 

a& therefore "more acaomdating and easy of control than tho work- 

meq in -the urban areas .*=' ltle caste affinity, the control over * 
Uwelling place and tho traditional custom8 enabled the n v a Z  capitalf3r 

to increase the exploitation through v n r i ' k  subtle waya, A'@ 

portion of the bajee of the workers were expropriated by the ma~m 

t t ~ c u a  reasons such as moopnn's cammiesione, tickets for dr-, 

!4 and other &tertainments, festival collecticns and charity dcmaU00U. 

The doard oi Trohe Diapures fully concurred w i t h  the T!A on the 

conditione of the rural wrkers. ".. . even &e low wages) are 

not paid a t  regular intervals or i n  fu l l  a t  any- time, They maintain 

rice and proddon shap., tea shops anti, i n  saw instances, even barber 

dmpm. A mmdng acc@mt is kept w i t h  the labourers uho receive, an 

accoont, 'cMtel to  these shorn. Only a small portion of the wages ir 

given in camh. Zn other words, the labourer is given enough t o  keep 

him aliwe and his account is eeldam completely aettled, an8 very ofta 

1 x/ the paor labourer does not knm what i e  due to him.- 



The trade union movement i n  Alleppy realised that  the existence 

ef an unorganised sector in  the rural countryaide was a major threat to 

.*ir bargaining power. Ihe Buropean .wuFactuter-uhippers hold that as 

lmg as the rural manufacturxs were permitted to continue their recklees 

a q h t i o n ,  the deterioration of the labour conditions in the urban 

rrar could not be arrested. The fault  lay with the TLA which had 

'neglected to endeavour to  improve the conditions outside mleppy where 

l27/ tRere Yam more wage cutting. . . " .- 
The TWI began t o  actively organhe the rural worker. by eetabli- 

Wng rural bramh;,s of the trade union arganiuation a t  Shertallai Md 

khrra. It brought the TLA into a head on ca l lh ion  with the &hava 

c a p i t a l . t . . s  The esplq~n also began to act in a con-- 

f r l & ' b  prevent the spread of the trade d o n  xmment. They argued 

tht ths lwer  wages were j-fied by the lower cost of living $n the 

matqmtde. They warneC asaii a t  any at-t t o  rair the &gets in tbe 

raal -try because A t  would .upset the general rural wage s+nrceUre 

l29/ rad mte social west.- 

ITw caste organfsatione like MDP fogam could do l i t t l e  to  

me., the growing class conflict within the Ezhava caate itself. 

'IL, mfflx of IYuthalali (the m a r  of capital) after the, nanm of the 

4b8va eatplayer became a camnon expremeion. The elam rivalrie8 were 

r*glacing the earlier caste af f ini t ies  . 
The growing class concioumneae found rich exprersion i n  the 

crltural l i f e  of the,workere. The Alleppy workerr had been deeply 

Wluenced by the liter- renaissance that a-ed the ESM. 



Coir workers had a surprisiagly high level  cf l i teracy. In 1938, 65.6 

per cent of the coie woxkers were 1 ~ t e r a t e . X '  The poems of lOaaran 

Aean and It,kiyyappan enjoyed wide popularity among the masses. These 

influences continued t o  f lourish i n  the peetry recitals a t '  labour k e e ~  

and the marching songs a t  demcnetrationa. The l i t e ra ry  ferment was WV 

wideepread among the masses and deserves a m r e  detailed study. Poet6 

and short-story writers emerged frcm the ranks of the workers, Many 

of these new writers published t h e i r  poems and s to r i e s  i n  small booklea 

and sang t h e i r  poem a t  workers' gatherings and factory gates, The sale 

13" A perusal of proceede often went to fund ecme cause of the Union.- 

this vast and scattered l i t e ra tu re  lsay not impress one with its l i t e r w  

qual i t ies ,  brrt they should be meen a s  the f i r s t  s t i r r ing8 of a clasa 

real is ing its identity. The advertisement of a Malaydm prose dram, 

'Raveendran o r  the Workerse Leader, produced by the cot+ workers enph84 

aThis story is about the poor, And the acto*.a of thia drama are thorn 

vrhc have through their l ife . xperience known the real s ide  of poverty 4 
132/ repression.*- 

Theehilali, a labour weekly published by the from 1924 (d* 

same brief perice of i l r t ~ r B 3 ~ t i o n  -1 if: was banned by the g o d  

1938) became a mirror of the emerging new conciousness and culture. 

Under the Impact of the growing etrugglea the Journal began to s lowly  

mwe away from its' early moderate positions. Wer the d i t o r s h i ~ o f  

ltesava Dev, the journal waa transformed in to  a radical cul tura l  weapm 

challenging every established crder and galvanising the workers into 

tempestous Wods. me ci tculat ion of the weekly, w h i a h  was around SO( 



1000 between 1924 2nd 1933 more than doubled t o  2000 i n  1934. 133/ 

?mu and shcrt  s to r i e s  dealing with the life and struggles of the 

6;llsrn. of the  workers were published. Thothilall  claimed tha t  the 

nw l i t e r a t k e  to be a ref lect ion of the growing social  struggle8 and, 

134/ tha social awarness generated thereby.- 

The new poetry was keenly aware of the 'nakedness of the 

m r u  who clothed the  world, the hunger of the peaeant who fed the 

ear#trg, the tot ter ing huts of the builders of palaces.. . . and the chains 

cn W e  who gave freedom to the worldt.- 13" B u t  it rss not rsigheti down by 

by any sense of t ragic  bewildermmt o r  helplessness. -'.the contrary, 

it reflected the m b w t  optimism of the growing working class movement: 

"'Mme calls on us to stand firm hand i n  hand, 

The path fcr forward march is a l l  c lear  new. 

. 'lhsre noes tF:: ~ ? r . - n ~  C ~ z i n  of remlution 
Come on Cauadesl Ehough have we suffered a The crueltv and hunger of this wicked world... 

t&te lCedamangclam PaFpukutty i n  !Fhozhilali. Pappukkutty, though, not 
> 
I 

hlwclf a coir worker, was closely associated with the d t u r a l  l i f e  

d the mir workers. A regular contributor to the journal, he was the 

fhrtproduct  of the new l i t e r a r y  t radi t ions that Thozhi1aI.i upheld. 

lh workers claimed him to  be the poet of their class  and honoured him 

dtb a gold medal a t  the 7th Annual Conference of the TIA. 
137/ 

emotional tempr Unleashed by theee cultural malrementS wa8 

m important factor tha t  made the  workers receptive to the radical 

idmlogy.' ' Though P.S.Mohamed, the president of the TUA, frequently . 
0 .  



assured' the employere that  the Alleppy workers were "loyal t o  their 

King and Country" ancl had n8 intention whatsoever "to hitate the w q  

movement i n  foreign countries "this was precisely the course upon wM4 

'=' R significant e p a e  of morhid &he Alleppy working class was set.- 

was set aside to  atplain the international developmnts, especially q 

i n  the Soviet Union. The basic principles of Marxism and sacialismwB 

explained i n  a popular 

The Union conferences, 

were another important 

style. Even parts of *CapitalD were s e r i a l i d J  

attended by prominent radical leaders and thidrl( 

source of dieemination of the radical ideas.. 4 

exaaple, a t  the 9th Annual Conference ~f the TWL, E . V . R a m a m  

who had just returned fram a t r i p  t o  the Soviet Union, apoke at l e d  

140/ appreciatively of the new social system there.- 

It waa in tho background of - p i n g  class concioueneire q 

the workers, that the -1 decide2 t; launch an agitation to  d r a  thc(L 
t im of the government t o  wage reductions. It was decided tha t  a 

of 50 workers ahculd march t o  Trivandnrm t o  wait in deputa& to thc 

Wahara ja, the 'Dear Lord and Bread G i v e r  ' . It gemerated great :.'en- 
among the workers. The jatha anthem written by R.Suguthan, exhiortin4 

rorken n3eetined to achieve the eqval world, to  start the marc$%" 8 d 
a very popular song among the workere.- 1 4 1  a11 these genera+edl a d  

among the capi ta l is ts  and tensions i n  the industrial belt. B o t h b e n  

anC the M i a n  Chambers of Comrmercee at Alleppy joined together to 

the TUL of dabbling in politics. They alleged that the jatha progra 

was intencled to  furthef t h ~ '  Abstention Movement which was i n  fu l l  4 
1 U2/ a t  that time.- 



The goverfiment bannet3 the jathn an? arrested the - jatha leaders. 

It wu w11vince6 that ."if the j a m  or the worker ' e demonetra'don was a l ~ ~  -- 
b proceed to Trivnndntm on foot, it would cceete erwity and dl.trwt 

the employeas and t h e  ~lnployers in the state.*% ~n an tin&- 

ldmkd exhibition of class sol5darity the wxkers 311 over the inBustrial 

beit rtnrdt wa& in p b t e s t .  They massed in f ront  of the police stat$on 

rl refused to dirpesse till the arreeted leaders on the request of the 

frutie police, appealed to the warkcre to disperse peacefully. 

The worker's struggle came into direct conflict with the state 

m. A n t i w m m e n t  sentiments began to mount bnd the workers began 

te l b e  faith in constitutional agitations. A t t a c k s  on the king were 

niud frcm the public platforms of the Union, ' When a lawyer, who happened 

k peride ever m a  ?.re& meetfnu, reprimanr?,d the speaker for critidsing 

thr P-mign and prevented . frun speaking, the  agitated .crowd hooted 

du loyalist president and resoloed that they should mt hwa gentleman 

hyara' to preside over the meetings. 1h f t c t ,  <~.~Bnicker. tha 
1 

R d & t  of the TLA, who hsd disasscciatsd with the Union on the eve of 

tba.- ban of the jatha, proved tc be the last of the gentleman 

p n d b n t a  of the Union. The msses were searching for a new leaderahip. 

Mn baava Dev, d e v i * ~  his radical conPiction8 was unable to bear the 

amb trnlioas in the industrial belt an8 had withdrawn, from the b a d e  

mvement. X t  -was at. this juncture that the CSP nrade i t ' a  entry ' 
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The his tor ica l  importance of the CSP lies in the role it played 

i n  giving an organiaed expression t o  the raclical and socialist trends 

among. the N1eppy wcrkers, The CS? led the discontent of the wcrkers inU 

revolutionary channels. From 1935, when the TLA participzted i n  the 

F i r s t  All Kerala Workers Conference organised by the CSF at Calicut, 

there roe active. interaction between the  tub.3' The CSP leaders began 

tc, regularly contribute articles on sxialist theory and internaticnal 

developments i n  Thoehilai. 'The W~rkers' Dramatic and Arts Society,at 

Alleppy developed i n t o  a centre of idsological training, where the CSP 

leailers like K-D-daran conducted political classes for ihe coir worker8 

It was fxam this s W y  c i r c l e  that the cadres of the CSP at Alleppy and 

146/ the future leaders of trade union movement emerged.- 

The workers refused &: .be pl~-cat&! by the labour b i l l s  initlatad 

hy the government or  by the  faxcical enquiry conducted by tho District 

Magistrate into the grievances of the  wcrkers. The indignation of the 

workers reached its zenith when the q ~ v e m e n t  nominated P.S.Mohame2, A' 

had by then Seen totally discredit& because of his reformist and c d  

v h v a  , as the mrker's representative i n  the Legislative Assembly, d@i 

the strong protests of the TLA. Further, the g o v d ~ e n t :  denied legal 

registration t o  the  Union. With a vcngance it continued the'prosecutim - 
'47/ ~ 1 1  the+ a t r e d  against t h e  jatha leaders and had them convicted.- 

! 

ened those who were arguing for a -*nerd strike i n  the indust&. T k  ' 
I 

Cm-grow began pushing the Union to take a bold stand i n  favouL of C)w 
148/ aqitatfon and strike action t o  end the wage reductions.- 



The r i s ing  tcmpoof t h e  wcrking class prc t e s t  coincided w i t h  

the agitation for the "ros;x;nsiblo government" s t a r t ed  by the Travantsre 

State Congress, The bru ta l  repression unleashed by the  goverhmant only 

helped t o  win cjreilter sympathy for tne movement. Since a l l  tho basic 

civil  r ights were Ccnied i n  Travancore, thn Stzte Ccngress decided to 
' I  I 

rbxt a c i v i l  disobedience moveu.c-nt from August 26th. Theroqmn tho 

149' There qcmrnment banned t h e  S t a t e  Congress anG the Youth Leage.- 

wr a popular u p s q e  of protest and f o r  t h e  next two months. The 

vbole of Travancore was thrum i n t o  a violent turmoil. Though the town 

a t  Alleppy was one of the r e l a t i ve ly  more peaceful centres of the,s t ruggle ,  

in the adjacent countryside the  ag i t a t i on  of ten took a violent  turn. 

Thr police bad t o  be ins t ructed not  t o  pursue the crowds to t he  country- 

1 50/ ride with& adequate armed strength,- 

I n  March 133C. i.2lcn C l r  : -.*.. Csre ra l  Body formally declared ita 

htmtion to organise a general s t r i k e  i n  ",he inzuatxy, the government 
, . 

hdthe union leaders arrest& under Section 90 Cr. P.C. The workers 

#tack work and col lected i n  f ron t  of the pol ice  s t a t i on  demanding the  

r d w e  of the leaders, Police l a t h i c h a ~ a d  t o  disperse t h e  crowds and 

1S l /  
one of the workas were k i l l ed  .- 

The S ta te  Congress leaders rushed t o  Alleppy and strongly 
* 

#ndmd the repression against  the  t rade union movement. They 

inttadu%ed a censuse motion i n  the Legislative Assembly on this issue,  

152/ 
the debate of which was prominently reportea i n  the ThozhilalL- 

'Rn above expression of so l ida r i t y  with the working class by the Sta t e  



Congress was an impartant fadtar  t h a t  won widespread sympathy among 

the workers f o r  the cause of the  State Congress agitation. Besides, 

many of the  impartant leaders of the TLA were also prominent Sta te  . 
Congress act iv is t s .  The q P  a l so  strongly advocated the workers should 

join the State  Congress i n  mass.- TO crem it a l l ,  the chambers of 

Comnercea ' and the employers in -?WepW, held the Sta te  Congress respavrl 

f o r  the growing labour unrest in  Alleppy. This left  l i t t le  choice for 

even thooe workera who were not po l i t i ca l  in a t t f  tude. Political d d  

of the  S t a t e  Congress began t o  be raised openly i n  connecticm w i t h  tb, 
b 

general strike. 

The dovelopent of the general strike may be divided into thm 

broad phases. The f i r e t  phase starts w i t h  the  preparations of the 

up t o  the end of tho en8 of the  f i r s t  week of the  struggle. Though tlw 

t3ecision f o r  the general s t r i k e  was taken i n  March, the leadership of 4 
TWL i n  the  character is t ic  S ta te  Congress style ,  had not made any eerk 

attempt t o  prepare the workers for  the  struggle.- '"/ ~y Octaber, d 

of them were i n  jail having courted m a t  i n  the State Congress S a m  

grab o r  were away from Rlleppy on po l i t i ca l  campaigns. Thus it wan d 
to  the  tSP cadres a t  Alleppy, who were assis ted by a group of c ( L & ~  d 

Malabar under the leadership of P.Xrishna P i l l a i ,  t he  main architect 

of the Comtunist Party i n  Kerala, t o  prepare the workers f o r  the ~truis 

The union w a s  reorganbed i n  factozy level  camnittees and a diecirjlfirl 

volunteer force was raised. The most important element .of the prepstr' 

tions was intense p o l i t i c a l  wllpaign through factory and regional 1 4  
I 

1ss/ .;'' . meetings of the workers.- 



Such was the politically surcharged atmosphere crested by t h i s  

cr).lgn that vhcn i n  c. massive gathering of workers on October 19th 

th mtrike declaration W ~ B  re~d, the loudest applause was for t h e  

of the CrimiaAl Law krienduant Act, release of ,mlitical prisoners and 

withdrawal of ban on the State Congress and the Youth League.- 

* d n  edanornic demands were - minimum wages cf Rs .3O a month, 48- 

bur work wek, unemployment allowance, maternity benefits and ending 

Of* truck system, contract labow and unjust fine8 in the induetry. 

The rtrike began as 21 a t  Octaber ; two days before the royal birth- 

d8y when the State Congress was planning a march of volunteere from all 

WWTYatnMX,re in  the cajdtal city. Perhaps, the  CSP leadership w a n t e d  

b ) m e t  any' canprcmise that d g h t  emerge between the Stat6 Congress 

rd * ,hs  government follasina the cuetornary release of the prisoners on 
1% 

th bi*y of the The strike was a complete succese and 

pwefuk, except for the police assault on sme of tho ricks& pullera 

Hwwer, the tension in the town was mcunting. The boatmen a l l  

nu T r a k r e  ware already cri an indefinite strike. Water 
birq the chief means of transport 
f k Tmvanuore, this strike had virtually paralysed the port taim of 

lS8' O i l  mfU 'workera had alp. declared their intention of Ww.- 

.puUcip.ted in the huge State Congrese demonstration In ~rivarrdrhm on 

W W u  23rb. They marched a t  the heaci of the demonatration t o  the 



beat of a scng that  declared the Getemination and tha reeolution 

cf. the striking workersr 

"Slaves no more we are, bcu d m  no more we shell, 

Stand* firm the bat t les  we wil l  fight,  

Oh tyrant rule1 we have seen your true caloure 

I n  death we shall  no more be frightened. rss/ 

The government maved in military reinforcement into the tcua 

as a prelude to  a general c rackdm on the working class mov~ment. A t  

the eame time, it tried. t o  pacify the S t a t e  Congress leaderehip by 

releasing the poli t ical  prisoners. Though none of the other dmanda of ! 
I 

the agitation were conceded, the vacillatory leadership of the State ' 

Obngress allowed thc tempo of the agitation t o  wane. m e  campaign 

warn 'drtual lY r d u &  t o  reception meetings for  the releamd political 

prisoners in varioue parts of the country. The majot denwad* of 

the boatmen were conceded as  a part of a concerted effor t  t o  have their 

161/ s t r ike  withdrawn.--- 

The military &nd the police began the offensive against the 

coir workers from the night of 23rd i teelf .  EY The  ati ion w a ~  

th. attempt of ~ m r o  of the uorkers returning from the worker's rally 

on the beach t o  obstruct the tramport of stoaks of coir goods fran 
I 

the factories. The violence by the police infuriated the crowd and a . 
coLr factory wae .et f i r e  i n  the night. The neJlt day, the police let 



lour a reign of terror In tae t.-WI rmeack?.ng the union off ice, 

boating up the piclte+cm-3, r ~ ~ . A i n g  t11; mrkinq class cpe-*era and 
. . 

m i n g  the arrested workers. Five :mAers \rere ki l l& in the police 

t b m .  The terror msde the v a n  fur~ctioning of the Won 

@oarniblo arrd broke up the old or~anieation. When the StWte Cbamittee 

ut to take rtock of the sitamtion, Vmre w a ~  no quorum for the Ccudttee 

f tS /  ta we.- 

Tbe second phase of the q%r.gral strike e4xwted w i t h ,  the 
4 

megdaation of the Striko Comkttee. In tho pUce of +he former 

het.rp N t t e e u ,  the tam €36 rubwb~, were divided into a number of 

w e ,  each mdex a ward colmitter?' of militante. By the epd of the 

e t l k d  out a p r o g r m  of picl:ekii,~. To nip in the bud the. rmmus 
L 

qmd by the Interested qtrarte?e t k s t  the 'Malabar leaders8 had with-  

~ u r  to d o t y  biter i i l ~ t i ~ a t ? n g  the tra-le, it,wae deoidsa that I=- 

(, cuirea wore to lead +- ,'\*01~7ii;c=r0 to th9 factory gatem defying the 

military. 'Ibe picketeera wrc  public?^ amaulted and tortured. and -s 

nrwl mngrt  the workers t h a L  K.X.Karsbcr, a much respected 



the 
phaee a set of young militant cadres began ta aesune/leadership of thr - 
merit at a l l  levels. The picketing programme m d  the resoluto ld,' 

given by the CSP increased itma prestige among, and hold over, t h e d  

The third phase of the strike consisted of the last one weelr I 

tho struggle, when the differences between the Strike Committee led by1 

CSP militants and the Managing Comittee,led by the State Congress 1 4  

came into the open. The older trade union leadere like R.Suguthan, 

Itunju, C.K.Velayuahrm, and V.K.Velayudhan,w?m had been jailed but dad 

along w i t h  the other political prieoners, were unhappy at tlie turnof 

event6 at Alleppy. They were partly motivated by a lurking fear of 

losing the leadership of the ralcn to the young dlitants.3 llord 

having lost the contact with the masses who had been rapidly poU* 

in the.pr~c(wding weeke;--they uadere-ted the m ~ s  mitatancy sld l( 

of  self-sacrifice. 'Iheir efforts were, therefore, dfrected to bring 

about a face-saving comprormise. They found the att i tude of the & 

Ccmmdttee militarrta a hinderanee to this course and an affront to 4 
authority. In the name of the Managing M t t e e  thky began to arhh 

interofere w i t h  the strike programmes and curb the. initiative of tbe 

mnB688. 

Matters took 

m~seive demonstration 

a collision course when the old guard decrsnl 

thatt%rike - Comnittea had planned as @-utharl 

and poatponod it. They feared that the secret negotiations thgt roc 

carrying on w i t h  the emplayers would be jeoparadised by the demtnud 

Fhnmrer, the negotiations failed and P.N.Krishna Pi llai , who waa ld 

the di.nraions, was arrested. Evidently, t%e negotiations were a4 



a clever 8chema by the authorities t o  cre3te a r i f t  among the workers. 

The nansging Qnarittee had t o  admit its mistake i n  calling off the 

dran8tration and make a public appeal t o  the workers t o  resolutely 

l6?/ @oatirme the struggle. Thie temporarily ceased the teneions.- 

Barever, the aecret negotiations continued behind the scene, 

b a t m a  tho employere, Hanaqing Committee leaders and the Diatrict 

14th  
)kgfrtrate. On Nevember 7 the Managing Ccfmnittee withdrew the etrfke - 
ud appealed to  the workers to  resume their work. The only tangible 

@n wao ah M i a t e  increase of 6f per cent rise ln wages. The 

u a g a m n t a  gave an assurance not to  victimbe the strikers and the 

qwmmmt reitrated the decision t& appoint a c d t t e e  with employer- 

1 68/ aplages representatives t o  enquire into the dieputen In the hduatrys- 

Ibw the conflict w i t h i n  the union became open. Angry workers 

evan attsPpted to  attack the house of V.K.Velayudhan where R--than 

l i ~ . ~  The StriLe.Conmrittee membete diamed the appeal &.held 

tht only it was authorised t o  take decbioas regsrding the  trike. 

The llraaging Cammittee retaliated by diesalving the S t r i k e  Camittee, 
170/ 

It took a whole nigh&isnusion and persuasion by CSP leaders, ULQ, 

?.Mdma P i l l a i  and A.K.Gopalan, t o  make the Strike C d t t e e  to 

a m  ta withdraw the struggle. It m e  resolved that the action of 

tbs )haaging Connuittee wae improper and inopportune. It had isolated 

ulweakeaed the position of the rural workere who were not covered by 

the rpreaent, There was also no aseuranco for the withdrawal of 

moor roglotered against the workers. Aowever, it would have been 

d c i d a l  to continue the struggle with dieunity i n  the rank8 in a 



si tuat ick when the  Sta te  Congrees agi tat ion had vi r tua l ly  subsided. 

Though the workers returned to  work in the factories ,  and the 

Managing Cornnittee leaders had t h e i r  way, they became thoroughly d i s c r d  

before the  class  conscious workers. Even within the Managing Committee 

i t s e l f  the  moderates began t o  lose support. It was P . N . K r i a h  Pillai  
a s  

and V.lC.Achuthan,who were still i n  j a i l  , that  the union ~~)minated/imrkers~ - 
representatives in  the Board of Trade Disputes. P.N.Krishna ~ i l ~ l  

a f t e r  h i s  release from the jail gravitated t o  a moderate position. He 

was w i l l i n g  t o  disassociate the Union from a l l  pol f t ica l  organisatione 4 
order to get  the arrested workers released. It made his position as ths 

?resident of the Union shaky and he dared not t o  c a l l  a general body 

meeting t o  pass such a reeolution. Workers &en expressed the i r  

dupleamre  o f t h e  moderate leaders by hooting a t  them publicly and 

172/ refusing t o  allow them t o  speck.- 

The CSP d i e  not wish to create a s p l i t  i n  the Union and des* 

the workers unity. &e refusal t o  Unccrtake any witch hunting enaq 

the genuine and devoted sections of the mderates  t o  continue i n  the 4 

Thus, while P.N.f(rishna P i l l a i  and V.K.Velayudhan dr i f ted  a way fm 

Wade union ac t iv i t i e s ,  leaders l ike  R . S u g u t h m  and C.~.Velayudhn grevl 

into soc ia l i s t s  and cormtunity party leaders. The experience of the 194 

s t r ike  radically transformed R. suguthan. It forced him t o  discard 

moderate positions. He was arrested and sentenced t o  3 years of iInpr 

1 741 
ment f o r  a mil i tant  p e n n  he wrote fo r  the Uay day of 1939.- 

. . 





the vacillations of the bourgecjis national Iradership. The soUdarity 

campaign started by these radical elemente brought them into close a m 4  

with the working cia=* movement.? W cdtaboration led to the for 

mation of the 'Wfcal  Group1 in May 1939, w i t h  M.N.Govindan N a i r  a6 i) 

 secretary.^ ma Radical Group was to function aa an organisad q ~ o d r l y  

fraction within the State Congyess on the lines of the CSP in Malabar. 

me auMoritiet6 watched this yolltlcal developtent with deep concern. 

.Iheir tlabour activistb.1 coalition w i t h  the Radical Section of the 

State Congress as exsmplified by 12 -era of Labour Managing C d t b e c  

joining tho Radical Section ie mdzwus" reported the police to tbe  

Radical Group, except for a mall faction led by 1.Sreekantan N&, 

became the leading core of -the Communfet. Party in Travancore. Frcm thh 

etr? came T.V.Thomas: ydm replaced P.NdCriahna Pillai a8 the 

the Onion in 1940. 

s u p  and movement was very evidenc to the workers. The victory of 'tk' 

Abeententiarmovement and the Temple Entry Proc?l.amation had aemaved tb 

immediate grievance= of the Eehhva elite. Pkak ae they I&, when 4 

,to the w e l l  entrenched ChrFstian.capitdbws, theywanted now to w i t b d  

of actfve ' state . intervention t o  pranote .rapid fndustridbation, an 



'Ihe chauvinist and ccnservatfve elements who were gaining 

urmdm!cy in the ESRM actively 6emanded a change in the tactics of 

lke Yogam . fn 1 933 # I 0 0 eminent EehaPas of mrth !Cravancore demanded 

thtC.llsmvan be removed from the secretaryship of the SNDP Yogam as he 

r u m  'atheist and rationalistH. They threatened non-cocperation if 

tk SLlDP Yogam continued to participate in thc agitations against the 
1 oa/ 

"since most of the grievances of the coaaatnity [had] been met."- 
; 

Rhma *.had join& the government service and ha& risen in the hier- 

archy were another impartant pressure group demandin9 a change i n  the 

pinally, in 1939, the SNDP PO- withdrew wlfeg 0f;the r n P  Yogam,- 
of 

811 it's rupport to the State Congress and all fonns&inti-pvernment 

The Ezhava ccir capitalists fully endorsed the fieciaion to 

withdraw fran the national movement. In the annual conference of the SNDP 

Yaya of Shertallai, in 1939, the report of the Secretary was allowed to 

hyuHd d y  after the deletion of the pas6agse that could have been 

la/ i-reted as veiled criticism againet the government.- 

This pro-government tilt in the policy of the SNDP Yoga severely 

unlmhd its hold ovdr the workers, Unlike in 1937, when any attack 

a q d m t  carte organisations led to emotional pmtests even in labour 

orfurnces, we now find sedre indictment of the SNDP Yagam labour 

:&en being wannly received even in caste gatherings. K.Aiyyappan, 
I 

ea+fAae hem of the Alleppy workers, but who now became the chief 

~rChittC'k of the new strategy of t.h& SNDP Y@gam, was often singled out 

ia c r i t i c i m a . ~ ~ ~ . ~ . V e l a ~  , who had been in the SNDP Yogm &dD 



aa a representative of Rlleppy workers, re;r;'lecteb the popular mood lldwr 

he declared in a local meting of SNDP Yogam at Afleppy~ "Z do not- 

that there is anying to be proud abotit the present situation In  SMEL, 

Sree Narayana Gurl held that all- and caetes rmst unite. 

I am not aware of the SMIP doing anything to remove chste c o n c i m  

and religious hatred.. . I w h o  know the inner eecrets of the 0-4 
can vouch thst in the near future t h  SNbP and i t t ?  hrwhal  are 

L 

1=/ going to fall into the hands of the reactionaries."- 

We do not claim that the workere left the aaate org- 

an wsse; Thhy continued. fomally to be Ate  members and sane of tbm 

continuad to be activists at ene luwer level. &cause of the unevea 

developamnt of the mass movement, the CSP ale0 could not give a &ll k 

out riqht rejection of the SNDP Yogam. Hawever, in Alleppy,tha clam 

as the prfmcry claiment of the workers all~gibnce. From a peraon wbo 

primarily considered hfmself as a member of the Eehava catke, the All* 

mrker came to ccnsider himseif as a member of the working clar~s. Tba 

mti-savam struggle became a part of the general .class struggle to  

transform the society. 

Thus, by the end of the thirties, the Alleppy workers deoelqwl 

fnto a class conciaue of i t r  aime and future, The change that Itad caw 

about between 1922 and.1938 ie beet exemplified in the following experla 

o f  K.C.George, the Provincfal secretary of the CPI in Travancore in tbr 

'forties. In 1926, the young George, freeh frm the-college and 



leademhip of t b  State Conqrees, he went once i tc/hfn . to rlllepj.jly 

*e th bakers  were heroically upholding the f la; c f  the strur;grlc. 

% working class continuing the etrugc$e fcr the fnd~pn:?enco c-\f thi. 

rmtry, fighting rn-st cruel repreosirm, w i t b o u t  the suppcrt of the 



[The paper is a revised version of a eer ics  of m c l a s  published in  
during 

Mdlayalam in mintha - / 1952-C3. I wish t o  ackn~wledge the helpful 

conunents and diecussions on the paper ky t h e  following peoplet N.Krishnaj 

A.Vaidyanathan, Mihir Shah, Nata D u V V U Y r  V.Mccra, P.R.Gop1nathan Nair, 

Ram Manohar Reddy* P.K,Michael Tharakan, Amit Mitra, Aehok Uabu and the 
. 

partlcipante of the  seminar in Centre f o r  Development Studios i n  

1902, Discussions with nunemus t rade union a c t i v i s t s  i n  Alleppy were 

extremely helpful i n  gaining impartant insights into the various aspects 

of the devrlopent of Alleppy working class. I would l i k e  to specially 

ackncwledge K.lt.Kunjun, V.A.SFmon, P.G.Padmanabhan, IC.Das, N.P.- 

and K.C.Covindan. The last mntioned made available tb the author 

numerous invaluable records cf t he  e8rly t rade unim movement, includfrg 

copies of the Thozhilali . I? 2 remeniscerfces of K.C.Govindan ' 8  e x p e r i d  

in the ear ly  trade union mooement i n  Iterala w i l l  b e , s b r t l y  published 

from Centre for Developeent Stadies , Trivandnna, a4. a :&txt of ,the 

A. D.#eelakantan Endowment Studies. heedless to say, n6ne .%f the above 

mentioned, is in no ray t e s p o m b l e  tor any ot UI. er rors  of Oll;bbiad 

or amauission present i n  tha paper] 



Nctes ~ m d  Ref ernncoc 

7hough Eohr woven praducts M heen Wit& st. the Madras exhibitions 
af 1855 md 1857, i.t is unlikely that there was m y  commercial pro- 
-on of coir imt ,md ms-ttinq. 'She exhibits were probably the 
products cf axperimontel attempts for only " f e w  [we=] emplcyed 
h t h e  induetry". N.T,Wenn, Cr~chin-Malabar Palms and P q e n t s ,  Cnlicut ,  - 
7948, p.197. 

r( H.G.Darey, 'Reminiscences of J-s Darragh Nnl Henry SmcFL', -- CIE;, 
?&mazy 15, 1980, typcscript cnpy h ~ l C  by T,D.Venketaraman, Ern&ulem= 

S8o V . Z . l m i n ,  T!m Devolopinent cf. ~ a ~ i ~ a l i s x n  ir. Russia-. Moscow, . . 

1977, p. 344. - .. . 

& t h ~ t e d  fmn the d a t a  given i n  Hewrt. EKTDMMI, ~7p.70-72.' st is 
unnd that value of .4GS6 qt2. of coir fSbrics was Rs.71 between 
1WC-03 and 1912-13 and t b z t  66.6 yda of matting weighea 1 ' ~ 1 .  

6 



The Mice6 of U n i t  Value of Exporr of Coir Products frcnn the Alleppy:~ 
Year - Coir fibre Coir yarn Mat Matting - 
1913-14 100 100 100 100 
1914-1.5/1918-19 16 72 116 100 
1910-19/1921-22 100 117 172 151 
1921-22/1926-27 135 160 1GG 197 

S~urce: Coir Board, Hand Bcok of- C o i r  Statistics, Kalamox,l%d 

A.M.Fergu son, A l l  Abaut Coconut P n h ,  London, 1865, p. 1 37 and 
Samuel Matesr, o~ .c i t . .  D-244. 

See K.S.VenkatMman, 'Coir Industry and Trade on the Malabar Coast', 
JUB, V o L l B ,  No.1, 3\11v 1941, pp.66 and M.L.Janardhana P i h i ' s  let- - 
t o  the Chief Secretary dt. 3.7.1937, Ex. Dept.No.D.Dis.306/37, 
~;Trivandrum. 

Ultimately there came in to  d s t e n c e  two Chambers of Commarcee a t  
Alleppy, the European dominated Travancore Chamber of Comnerce and 
the Alleppy dambcr of Commerce of the Indians. SeeN.C.John.and 
M.L.Janardhana Pillai ,  An Open Letter to the Dewan of Travancore 
Regarding the Fropoeed Tr~vancore Chamber of Ccarnnerce, Alleppy, 1920. 

of the 
For a detail& description. / tariffs against the coir products in 
fcrcip muntriss , see K. s.?enkatraann, opecite ,5[18 , ~01.10, Noel, 
July 1941, pp.73-5. 

*Introduction of Weightment System a t  Alleppy Port - Exemption of 
Coir Yarn Bales', g, Vol.III, Nc.2, February 19=, p.42 and 
CR, V~l.fXf, Mo-3, mrch 1937, p.05. - 
See the ccmparison of the cost of production of the coir fabrics 
in Canada akl Alleppy i n  Report o f  the Tariff Doard in  Reference 
No. 45 - Cocoa Fibre Mats and Mattins ,(mime01 , December 29, 1 934, 
RACC, Alleppy. See also Government of Travancore, Roport of the 
Econanic Depression Enuuiry Committee, IIkivadrm, 1 931 , p. 61. 

See Government of Travancore, Proceedings of the Meetings of 
Economic Developnent Doard, Trivandnmr, 1934, pp. 37- 8, 150 1601 
a98 papers regarding memorial submitted to  the Dewan by Alleppy ' 

~.~ .~enka*rcnm O J X ! ~ ~ .  D J U D ,  - Vol.0, 110.4, January 1940, p.70. 

Census of In8ia 1921, Vol.XXV, Travancore Part X I ,  p.100 



5' of India 1931 ,Vol.XXVIIl ,Travmcore Part 1 , p.253 and 
Oovummnt of Travancore, Statistics of Travancore 1107 =/1931-32, 
Tri~ndnrm, 1932, pp.134-49. 

?or a diMlesian of +he prmlucto and production pmcesees i n  co i r  
m a g  induetry m e  Council of Scientific and Irrdustrial Roeearch, 
-Coir Zt's Extraction Properties m d  Uses, New Delhi, 1960, pp.28-39, 
.nd K.Dhaskarm Unnithcn, C o i r  Industry in Indin with Special Reference 
to Wket ing  and Trade, Cochin, 19'10, pp.22-35. 

Uale 
2ural - Urban Average 
93.7 05.8 09.3 

Adult (r1.0 C5.4 83.0 
Child 10.2 14.6 16.2 

' Source: S t a t i s t i c s  of Trnvancore 11 t 3MB/l93(3-39. 

1)/' Par a ddeasti~tirm of the seaanal variations in demand for CoZt fabrics 
'Me 8.8raith8 Report of the Unemployment Enquiry C d t t e e ,  Emakulam, 
1952,.~.13. 

Ll.AtrfMdhan, ' C o i r  Vyavaayathil Researchum ~;nt#walkaranatnnr 
Animri-' , Souwenk- , p. 206. See also Volkar t 13ros.Ltd. , Product. 

, kport , Cochin , 1940, p. 3, quoted in Dhaskaran Unnfthan, op.cit. , 
. lo :  "&an aa early as 1900, two thirds  of the employee8 were 

3 % ,,I miti, ~ r k e r ~ ,  p & a a ~ y  , M * 
b e  in the factory and those who go out of the country, iil lcoked 

upon by home workere. 'Ihe fanner form thenselvee into separate 
8-ste13 and inter-marry. Dut the influence of wealth goes a great 
ny in all these mattere", Censue of Lndia I 921, VOL. XXVB Trawancore, 
lyt 11, p.156. 



- Interrriew w i t h  X.C.Govindan dt.4.9.19C1, hivandrum. 

- n' Sea t h e l e t t e r  from W e  Darragh Small 6 Ca., dt.30.1.1909 to the 
Secretary Legislative Council Leg.Dept.&/52J1916; Rc.~actorie&JBill 
Vol.III, eaC, Trivandrum. 

KCG Charitram, p. 179. Read a l s o  the follcrwing: "In tboee days 
of the industry, when the labour was scarce the moopans hod to  
go a b u t  and canvass the workers t o  whom the managements paid the 
advancesa, Report, XTDC'WX, p.01. 

.This tradition of 'Misd ip l ine '  s e e s  to  have continued in to  the 
'thirties; "In thie connection it hac to  be pointed out that mwral 
w r e n  leave thei r  work without the permission of their employere 
and get theanselves employed i n  other places. In certain cases the 
workmen are alleged to b-we l e f t  factories without the notice even 
af ter  r ece iv in~  ar!t*mcc ;?nymer.ts. It i s  therefore desirable that 
workmen seeking employment are required t o  clproduce cert if icates 
from their  former employerw. Coir Mi-.b and Mat- Xdsatryt 
Alleppy Chamhers Reply to the Mem~randm of Travancore Labour Asso- 
ciation, Xmimeo) , undated, RACC , Nleppy. 

K.li.Narayan, P.K.E3ava Vadappurdm Jeeva Charitza Sanprshsm. (Mal.) , 
(handscript) , Muhamma, 1 959, pp .l7-19. K. K.Narayan , a coir worker 
and a r e l a t i ve  of 2.K.13ava8 wrote this short biography based on 
eeries of interviews he had with Dava. 

- "' P.S.Mhamed, Thiruvithamcora Labour ?&sociatiofi.. Ettama- 
Varshika SamElnathil Sthiram President Mr.P,S.Moharrrmed M.L.C. 
Chaitha Swagatha Prasangham, (Ma1 . ) , Alleppey , 1 932, p .5 .  The, 
European mznagements did  n o t  permit the collection of the union 
f d S  within the factory premises. See K.K.Narayan, op.cit.,p.15. 

- 43' See the speech by K.C.Mrunakaran on the Adjournment Motion on the 
Lathi charge a t  Allep~ ,  Proceedings, SMh, V o L X f I ,  1939, p.112. 
Also interview w i t h  K,C.Govindan dt.25.3.83, Trivandnun. 



Pea the report on the speech of V. l(.Pv-shothaman a t  India 
Nut w y ,  Quilon dt.20.9.114. C.S.No.I?.CIs.39W/44,E8 T r i ~ ~ d n n a .  

Tha developent of extensive land reclamations MS. labour intensive 
oomrcial paddy cultivation i n  the adjacent Kuttanad area probably 
was reaponeible for the dearth of agricultural workers for factory work. 
?QX a history of the lan5 reclsmat.ions and conanorcia1 cultivation 
Ln Xuttanad see V.R.Pi1lni and P.G.K. Panikar, Land 2eclamation in - 
Itrrala, Bombay, 1965. See .also A.V. Jose, Trade Union Movement - 
k o q q  Agricultural Workers i n  Keralat The Case of KuttanaZ Region, 
CD8 Working Paper 80.93, Trivandnnn . 

y fee P.K.Wqhae1 .Tharakan, Modernisation of a r d a t  some Xsmes 
et.8 Working Paper (f orthccming 1 , Tr ivandrum; Robin Jeff m y ,  Decline 
of Nair Dominance Society and Pol i t ics  i n  Travancore 1047-1900, London, 
1976 an8 E.M.S.Nanhoditipad, op.cit. 

I?/ M.l(lanoo, $roe iarayana Guru ,(Hal. ) , Irinjalakuda, pp. 116-25, 185-200 
and 280- 5 ,  and M.S.A.Rao, Tradition - Rationality end Change, Earbay, 
1972, pp.125-3C. 

For or.. detailed history of the SNDP Yogam see P.S.Velayudhan, 
SMP Yoga Chritram, (Mal . ) , Quilon, 1 970. 

Dupite the rapid &mth of the  SNDP Yoga. into a -rehenaive 
and well: h.Lttorganisation, the strength and r d e n c e  of the local 
Lzhava organisationa i n  Shertallai - Nleppy area is avident from 
the fact that even in 1930, there still existed C Eehava caste . 
organieations in  that region ;szwninent enough t o  be listed in the 
'Liat of Political and.Quasi Political Societies and Sabhp~ in  
Travaneoh' , see  C.B.No.D.Dis. 746 J30 ,  EmC, Trivandrum. 



'1' Proceedings, SMA, Vol.VI1, P a r t  1, Trivandrtn, 1936, p.35. 

58/ E.M.S.NambooBiripad, -.tit., . . -- pp.261-2. Sea also 
3 . M .  S. Namboodiripad , .%antnu Malayala SahityavMI, (Hal. ) 'Priv- 
3983 

- "' For n detailed diecussion of the Vaikotn Satyagxaha struggle d 
subdued end, eee T.K.Raveendran, Vaikm Satyagraha and Gandhi, 
Trivandrm, 1975 and T.K.Raveendran Eight Furlon~gtc, FreeQcm, 
New Delhi, 1980, See also P.K.Madhavan, T.K.MmIhavante deem 
mcitrah Rantam Pusthakam , (Ma1 . ) , w o n ,  1 94 / , ~ p .  1 30-21 1. 

K.X.Kusuman, op. =it. , pp. 78-1 00.. Rlao see &he discuesicn on. 
the adjournment m t i o n  on ' th'e repression of Temperance 
Movement i n  Shertal ld,  Proceedhga,of the Legislative 
Council, VO~.XVX~X,. %931 v~pp. 171 -21 2. 



Population Tublic E l e c t &  representutives in Legis- 
(in lakhs) employment lative Assembly 
1931 1922 1925 192C 1931 

Source: P.S.Velayudhan, Sl?DP Ycqa Charithram, Quilon, 1920. 

K l  K . X . N u n a n  , The Abstention Movement, Trivandrum , 1 376 8 C .Kesavan, 
Jmitha Snmaram Moonnam Daga!n,(Mal.), KottAya~~, 13711 and P.X.K.Menon, 
History of the Freedm Movement in Kerala, Vol.II, TrivamkUIn, 1972, 
~p.333-76. 

-%-I: of to ~istric!$@hperintendant of hike &. 4.9.7899 
h h  Eundle, Na. 7, ERC, quotGd in Robin Jeffrey, 'Travancore: 
Status, Class an5 the G r o w t h  of Radical Politics In Ebbin Jeffrey (ed.) 
Paople, Princes and Parwunt Power: Society and Politics in the 
Indian Princely States,  Delhi, 1970, p.156. 



92-8 and 2% 
See X.Aiyyappan, Sahodarnte Paahiyakr~~thikal , Xcttayam, 1 901 , pp.1 
Is far backb.,.l913, Aiyyappan wklcomed the SCviet Revolution and 
held the revclutionary youth of Russia as the model for the EWava 
youngmen. 

See C. S-NO. D . ~ f  s .975/3h & : Particulars about the Managing Proprietcl 
of Travancore Coir Mills, EX, Trivandrum. 

Puthupally Raghavan,, Snkhavu Sugathante Jeeva Charitram,(~al.), 
mivandrum, 1979, p.2C. 

See C.S.No.D.Dia,29B/4O8 Re: Sikh converts in  Alleppy, Vaikoln &Ce; 
C.S.No.D.Dis.24D/31 Ret  Speeahee of Sirdar Thejo Shkgh; - C.S.#o. 

Fa: ~ird*ar Tejo Singh of Shertallait and C.S.NO.D.D~ 
Speech delivered by =.Jay Singh in the meeting of 

Veliyil Labour Union, ESC, T2ivandnau. 

Letter from K.C.Kamtnakaran to the Dewan dt.26.5.1936, C.S,No.D.Ih. 
1 SXV36,  nc, Trivandnm. See also G., Vol.MMIf, No.29, S e F  
12, 1936, p.6; C,S,No,D.Di~.l0C35/36 and C.S.VooD.Dis.1247/368 ERE, 
Trivananxu. 

See $.Madhavan, Swatantra Saxnudayam (Mal. ) , Trivandrum, 1979. 
I h i6  bask was a rcvi.mil version of the Presidential address deli- 
by E.Madhavan.at the 3rd Annual Conference of the Ethava youth 
c/rganisation at Pat+nac ad,, n e v  Shertall~i i n  1936. The publica 
the book was ndvert~sed i r ~  ' - ~ m z h ~ l n l i .  See Thozhilali, Sept. 20,181 

See Leq.Dept. No.R.Dis. lOO/3O Reg Return of the newspaper 'Muslb' 
and also, C.S.Nc.D.Dis.504/24 Re: The objectionable veraea printed 
in the 'Muslim'. 

t?.a.&laram, Xeralathile Cammist Prasthaatp wiya thlulcalilocd~, 
(Mal.) , Quikcn, 1973, pp.9C-105 and E.M.S.Namboodfripad, Keralaa 
Walayarikaluiie Mathrubhuml, T r i v ~ ,  1901, pp.306-37. 



i*. of tk, earlieat recorded distarbances in the industry before 
thr tirst OQorld War was cvor the working hours in the Wragh Smail's. 
The management had to concede to change the opening time in the 
mxning ikcm six to seven o'clock. R . P r a k a m D  Keralathile Trade 
h ion  Praathanathinte Charitram. (Mar. ) , Trirmndrrrm, 1979, PP. 34-5, 
? .K.&va narrates 3 incidents oi work &ppages before the- formation 
of  the lZh; see K.K.Narayan, pp. 5-6. 

Ia tlk firat one month 116 workera w e r e  -1led. (TLA; V i d - 8  

(nil,), fly sheet, &te wth-ebten, PKICG, Quilon) gr the end of the 
year, the nuttber of members had increcicred to neaxly 600. (TLA. 
l a t h  (Hal.), f l y  sheet, 2t.20.1.1923, EXCG, Quilon). A t  the end 
*I 1923.it  stood at EGO (P.K.Padaanabhan Asan, T h o z h i ~ l u d e  mya- 
nwavarthaym Nivnrann.~r~r?~alum, (Mall , i lleppy , 1924, p. 3) . Though 
tba aPberehlp increased rapidly in 1925 w i t h  the reduction in W r a h i p  
fw, thereafter it declined and h s  c?ly 251 in  1928 (KCG ~ h a r h a  Sanmahg 
p.11 and P.S.Mbhamed, Ezhamathu Vars 
t#mtha Praaansam, (Ma1 . , Allep~y , the 
.rbrrPbip steadily increased. In 9930, it 
it grew to 2145 (P.S.Mohamed, op.cit . ,-1.2 
W.1, Alleppy, 1931, PICG, m-. Ih 1930 the union ersNp 
n u  a- 14 ,000 (~,#rishna ~ i l l a i ,  'iilappuzhayile mthu pnnLPuCskkam' , 



Acoording t o  the Magistrete "this kind of txeatmont of the 
labourers [was] due 50 the fact. that thexe [were] more 
labourers than neceesary am3 conseqi~ontly labourern can be got 
for at very cheap rates, anrl alao d m  to the disorganieed d' 
of the labourers and keen camptitior? among then". See the let?, 
of the Division F i r s t  C l u s  M.?gistrate +s District lYagit3trata 
dt.15.2.113, Xnd.Dept.No,R,Dis,2707/30, ERC, Trivandxum. 

uni t  value of Exports of C o i r  M a t  and Matting f r o m  Alleppy W 
?in &.per q t l  . I  

1925-26 1931-32 1933-34 1936-37 193C3-39 

M a t  61 -77 41-10 22-13 37.49 
60.64 4,. 95 - 34-32 3 .  39.39 

Sourcer Coir board,fiaad b k  of Coir Statistics, Ralawa 

See the comments at Ms P t i ~ l i a m  Goodacre & Co. on the TLA M 
9ubrmLtted to the Enquh* O f f i c e r ,  Ind.Dept.No.R.Dis.2787/38, 
Tri.?urdrcrm. 

The Reqional DistribW.t.tn aqe the Average Size of Coir Eatabw 

bl f  s h n t s  t t i n g  mat no-of of )I 
ioom~ loans ' looms 

(1) (9) " (3) (4) (5) fit 
A ~ ~ ~ P P Y  4 1 2 3?4 2100 4554 111, 
~unnapra 54 11 723 734 11, 
f(alav0or 19 43 598 641 . 3 L  
S.L.Puram 15 316 557 073 51, 
Sher-llai 73 01 1 1272 2003 
Icuthiathode 7 394 179 573 

4 
81,, 

Vaikcm 5 103 4 0 143 
Muhanma 67 100 1700 100E 

9 172 2Y 193 
a, 

Quilon 21 ,, 
t 

mtal 230 43 35 7350 11685 ' 45, 



In 1930, the average daily wages of the urbn workers Was Rs.0.61 
while fa the rural worker receive6 only Rs.0.3G. Calculated from 
Statiekics of Travancore 1 11 3ME, 1938-39, Trivandrum, 1939 ,, pp. 

! - Ibid., &.13144 and 169-CO. 

K.C.Xa&akaran. 'Coco-Fibre l n d u s ~  i n  havancore' , MH, 30th 
Year Annual, 1935, p.30. See also, D.M.Amalsad, The Development of 
Coir Industry on the East Coast of Madras Presidency, Madras, ' I925 j 
Lp.2. 

1 - 0 ,  mid p.110. 

I See the evidence given by the workers of ~s~inwall. B Co. . Xbid. rp -22. 

Y #xi i. ~t intelligent Oehaviour t o  strike 
The present practice of striking first in 
the knowledge of the Union cannot be tolerated'. "P. S.Mohammed 
TLA Et&ma#u Vnrshfka Sawaelanathil Sthiram President Mr.P.S. 

, Mohanmed M.L.C.Chaitha Swagatha PrasamqamL (Mal.) Alleppey, 1932 p.5. 



- Presidents and Secretar ies  of the  TLR 

Date of Occasion 

1922 FounZation Ccjlference 
1922 Special  General M y  meeting 
1924 1 s t  Annual Conference 
1924 Special General M y  meeting 
1925 2nd Annual Conference 
1326 3rd Annual conference 
1920 Special CeneralBmdy meeting 
1921 4th Annual conference 
1920 Special General Body meeting 
1929 5th Annual Conference 
1930 6th Annual Conference 
1931 7 th  mnual  Con£ erence 
1932 Special General Mc?y meeting 
1932 Cth Annual Conference 
1533 Special General Dody meeting 
1933 Special General W y  meeting 
1934 9th Annual Conference 
1934 Special  General Mdy meeting 
1934 Special General &dy meeting 

1934 10th Annual Conference 
1935 Special General Lbdy meeting 
1935 Spcisl General XMy meeting 
1935 Special  General k d y  meeting 
7936 11th Annual Conferc ze 
1937 12th Annual Conicrencc 

President 

K. P. Fanicker 
P.K.Kunju 

n 

I1 

Secretary 

S . Vasudevan 
P.K.Dava 

(I 

Siva Prasad 
V.C.Vasu Vai. 

w 

Re Sugathan 

S& the pol ice  report  on X.C.Govhdan, C.S.No.D.Dis.I004/35, EIS, 
Trivandrum. 

A t  the  0th Annual Conference he bad won the admiration of the worken 
when he r idiculed the d ida t i c  spaeches of the other guests  and 
leaders and gave a new slogan to Alleppy workers: "Let us now be- 
rowdy rebels1'. Interest ingly,  the prominent among the workers wh@ 
approached him the next year t o  request  him t o  conteat  foq the  
secretaryship reemerge a t  the  en3 of the ' t h i r t i e s  as the CSP cadrere 
See P-Kesava Dev, Ethurp~u,(Mal.), Kottayam, 1979, pp'.3106,~1 

and the rural coir weaving ind&tzy, eee il. !Smith, op .cit. , ~rnakul-l 
1952, p.9. 



"'I Rewrt, a C r o m T ,  p.80. According t o  ; survey of coit workers at 
Shertallai , i n  1941 , only 12 per cent of the workers awned any land, 
19 per cent were tenants and the res t  were a l l  hutment dwellers. 
See Robin Jeffrcy, "Indian Working Class Revolt: Punnnpra Vayalar 
and Ccmnmist Cansfiiracy of 1946', The Indian Economic and %cia1 
Ristory Review, Vol.XVf11, No.2, April-June, 1983, p. 103. 

Sswrppikkarvla Memorandum, ( M a l . ) ,  Alleppy, 1938, p.3. 

See the c-en- by H/s W i l l i a m  Ocodacre b Sons on the aA Memorial 
8-tted to the Enquiry Officer , Ind.Dept. ~o.R.Dis  .2787/38, ERC 
Trivondnan. 

See for inswnce the speeches of union leaders labour meethgs a t  
Pans: dt.19.12.116 an6 25.2.115 in C.S.No.D.Dise401;4/44 and 
C.S.NoeD.Dis.3009/44, ERC, Trivandrm. See also report on the Annual Con- 
ference of MCFWU, - C.S.No.3.Dis. 3589/44, LSPT, TYivandrum. 

See the raaolution No. 2, t e  pmceedinpa of the Committee of ACISU dt. 
' 3.10.117, Minute Dook (Managing Camnittee), RACISU, ~herta l la i .  

Remrt. ETDMMI, p.201. Fee concession for the children of coir 
workers ha?, been-one of c ~ e  'earliest demands rahed by the %- 
See the rep% on t h e , . ~  Annual Conferen- o f  the TLA, ED Vol-Xgf, 
No.16, J'une 1 3 ,  1925, p.5. 

T h  jo 8lngh s 'Daridra Deepam: [light of Bwerty] , depicLLK) the 
travails of a cotiplc dedicated to the cause of the toiling masses 
"was mld everywhere with a view to raise funds for the expenses in  
connection with a labour meetinga to be presMed by K.P.Thayyi1 - 
the advocate of E~hava conversion to Islam. See C.S.No.D.Dfs. 
4187/44. ERC, Trivandnm. The proceeds iroln the sale of Vhozhilali 
Canam' i Songof aworker] went to fundareading rocmfor 
the workers. See M.K.Padmanabhan, Thozhilali Ganam, (Xal . )  , 1930 8 

8hctlallai. 







161/ - see the report of Mr.Haydon's interview with the Dewan dt.20.10.1938, 
Ind.Dept.No.R.Dis.27e7/38, E3X, Trivandrum and M.K.Raman, Ente JmdQ 
ICatha, (Mal.), Edappallykotta, 7977, pp.22-5. 

For an account of the police terror on Z3rd m d  24th of October, 
see F.Krlshna Fillai, 'Pothujanmg?alodum State Cangressionodum' 
(Mal. 1 , in Antalatt , 9. tic. , pg. 55-7 and also P .Krishne Pillai 
'Alappuzhilc. Thozhilalikalade, (Mal.) in Antallat, op.cit. , p.83, 

See the remeniscunces of P.R.So1-n of the strike in Antallat, c& 
p.471. 

See the letter t o t h e  Pewan dt.3.11.1930 f m m  Mr. Haydon, the 
manager of William Goodacres & Sons. "Factories are still idle 
but this morning ten men have been to me and announced whether the 
leaders allow them to do or not, they intend to return on Mcndey... 
The poor fellowe are literally starving. I have never seen such 
a change in the appearances of men in such a short -tLme."';.Ind.Dept. 
No.R.Dis.27@7/3CD ERC, Trivandrum. 

P.Krishna Pillai, 'Ala~uzhayila Pothu Panimu&Llkkamm , (Hal.) %n 
Antallat, op.cit., p.66. 

See the letter of the nistri to the Chisf Secretary 
dt.30.3.11 and the letter o Travancore Chamber of 

ERC, 'ki 
Comnercehm:f Secretary dt.li.ll.193O; hd.Dept.M.R.Dis.2707/3, 

"Yesterday we suceeded in getting a manifesto published by the 
labour union office bearers... to call off the strike. Knowing 
this, the other fellaws approached the extremists (the strike 
comnittee members) 'and persuaded them to disown the manifesm 
published by the union as that the str ike need be called off only 
after P.N.Kri6hn.a Pillai, Achuthan and others who are in custody an 
released. W knew about this only in the night and we persuaded 
the union to meet at once and dissolve the strike c d t t e e  so 
as to avoid its functioning any longer. Anyhow a split has been 
created in their camp." Letter of tho District Magistrate to the 



9 fir the report o: the S t a r e  Congress .mering at Alleppy dt .  ~1.12.l938. 
'*.C.X.Velayudhnn a mmhr oL"+Ae ).knagbg4 Canmitee of lCFWU who 
alcbq with R.Sur;u',han, the f o h r  gmerul secretary.. . . was largely 
nrponelhle "the temheticr?r of the 1a5rmr general strike.. . . wns 
bootecl d m  sovoral t i r m c ?  m d  ewn' after the requeet of the preeident, 
tbe gatherins * h . s  cor.siste4 minly cf t h r ?  workers did not allow 
Vl&yu!lhan tc rrscoed. " - C.S.No.D.Dis.21;3/,78, EM2, Trivadrum. 

Rx a discuseion aP tS.e Zncluatxhl Policy of Travancc)re -t 
we P.K.HicMo1 Tharakm ~3 T.Pl.Thcmue Isaaa, S b t e  and Indwtrfa- 
U#t icn  in Tramncore, CDS Wcrking paper, (f-ccoring), Centre 
for Devolo-t Studies, Tr5vmdmm. 



See the Presidential addraas of O.Madhavan, the retired Chief 
Secretary to the Government of Travanccrre, at the 3rd Annual Confd 
of the Shetallai SNDP Yogam. C,S.No.D.Dfo.3705/44, ERC, Trivandro 

See the prc~eedingt3 of the 3rd Annml Conference of Shetallai 
SNDP Yogam in February 1940. C.S.No,D.Dis.40W/44, ERC, Trivaadro~ 

See the speech' of V.K.Karunakaran dt .12.3.115 at annual meeting .ef 
the Punnaprn Vadakkumbagham SrJDP Union Branch No. 609. C. S.No.D.d$ 
369O/44, EX, Trivanclmm. 

See the speech of C.K.Velayudhan at Thekken Aryad the 4th annual 
conference of the 8JDP Union INPanch No.290. C.S.No.D.Dis.3660/% 

-iv~d.mtm. 

K.C.George, op.cit., e, Book 26, Uo.1,  February 21, 1901, p.4. 

lC,C.George, op.cft., IW4, Boom 26, tJo.32, September 19,19131, p.4- 



I3 ib l iwra~hica l  Abbreviations 

English Records. C e l l a r ,  . Govemumt & r e ~ i a t ,  
Trivandrrrm. 

Confidential ' Secticn . 
Cover Fi le .  

Development DepnrtxEnt. 

Excise Department. 

Industries Department. 

Papers of K.C.Govindan. 

Records of gleppy Chamber of Cca~merce, 

Records of Associated Cottage Induetiralibts and 
Shippers Won.  

K.George, Report of the Board of OonciliatiQn 
Trade Disputes i n  Mats and Matting mudustry 19=, 
T r i v ~ m ,  1953. 

K.C. Govindan , 'Thiruvithamcare Labour Aesociationta 
Charitrame,(Mal , ) , Snwenior . 
lC.C.Govindan, 'Thirwitharocoro Labour Associatfont~ 
Charitr? Sanqraham',(Mal.), Thozhilali ViseehalpraW, 
Alleppy, 1937. 

Commercial Review, Alleppy. 

Carpet and Upholstery Review, New Pork. 

Journal of University of Dambay, Oambay 

Malabar Herald, ErnakulsoD 

The Proceeding6 of the Sree Mulam Assembly, Trivandrunr. 

Thinwithamcore Coir Factory Workers Unim nandia 
Jubilee S o w e f i  , Quilon, 1972. 

Travancore Information and Liotner, TrivanBntm. 
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