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Infroduction .

The radical working class movement thch emerged in Alleppy
by the end of the 19308 has played an important role in the development
of trade union and communist movements in southern Kerala. 1In 1922,
the Travancore Labour Association (TLA) was fcrwed in Alleppy. I‘t was
then more a labour welfare organisation ratherr than a trade union for
sollective bargaining. Sixteen years later, Alleppy was embroiled in
almest a month long general strike in the goir industry, 1e§ by the
WA, This strike was the culmination of the twin processes of deterio-
rating industrial relations and growing political involvement of the
werkers. The workers held sut heroically in the struggle, despite the
infermal compromise reached by the bourgeois naticnal leadership with
-the Travancore govermment. This event, in 1938, marked a new phase in
the development of the national movement in Travancore as it heralded the
entry of the working class as an independent rolitical force in bpe
struggle against imperialism and feudal autccracy. The present pz;;iét_

attempts to analyse the making of this radical working class movement.

Though the growth of the trade union militancy and class con-
ciewsness was linked closely to the detericration of the labouxr conditions
and the consequent upsurge of econcmic struggles, the emergence of working

class radicalism cannct be explained by economic conditions alone.



It is important to understend thc tctality of social relations within
which the working class develcps. In particular we emphasise the

radical streams in the Eghava Social Reform Movement (ESRM).

The interaction of caste and class in the social development
of rerala has received widespread attention. As far back in 1947, B.Mié
Namboodiripad drew the attention of schclars to the contribution of BN
in preparing the ground for the s;?read of the communist movement in
scuthern Kerala .l/ Our effort in the present paper is to develop this
theme of inter-relationship between caste and class through a detailed

examination of the early history of the Alle;Spy working clase movement.

We begin with a discussion of the objective formation of the
colir working class. We briefly des;ti.be the development of the coir
weaving :Lndustr-y in Alleppy. The coir weaving had no -indigenous traci-
tion on the Malabar Coast and was introduced by the Buro;»eans- dn the
mid-nineteenth centuf:y. The social origin of coir workers from ‘the
Ezhava caste and the acute labour scarcity experienced by the :lnd\nt:y
"till the end of the 'twenties are iﬁpottant factors to be botnein lﬂ,
while analysing the systems of labour regulation within the coir ma\m!l
cturies. Thgy also explain the support extended to the TLA by the Indi;
coir firms at the time.'of it's fomati%hne. Ind}an p%?elé%qg in the TIA
poaﬂbie inqtrument to instill a sense of discipline amongst the work-
force. The :ror':kers » on the other hand, exhibited little interest in

organising againgt their employers.

They were, however, c_leeply involved in the social reform feimer

within their own caste. The emerging bourgeois elite in the Eghava oan



in thei? effoﬁ to gain 2 geezsl stitus Lolitting their new eccnomic

pever, brought the Ezhava masses into the agitational path against the
savana domination in sccial and political life of Travancore. The coir
werkers were actively involved in the anti-savarna mcvements anc. were
swwengly intluepced by them.  Our discussion mainly revilves around the
medlems of transition from castc conciousness to class conciousness i.e.
the process through which the ccoir workers came tc ccnsider themselves
primarily as members of a class rather than as members of a particular
caste or community and how the anti-savarna struggle became but one aspect

of the general working class strucgle.

We discuss the deterioration of the labour-conditions in the
industry d\;e; to intense inter-capitalist rivalry and unrequlated expansion
of industrial capacity. The spcntaneous struggles.of the workers fo;ced
the ‘l.l to choose a path of active resistance and a new militant union
l;alexlhip 'émei:ged. Working clarss sc-lidarity grew and the conciocusness.

of eommon ecc_;nomic interests developed amo..g the workers.

!ﬁa mic str\igglé of the worl;era begén to intermingle with
the !.u'al poiitical movements in Travancore. .- We describe the course
of evelution 'o"f.' ',t"..h\eA class concicusness £rom the. staée of 'econ-clauﬁ'm' to
rauﬁi politiémf Eonéi'ousnesa f.e. the awareness of common political |
hhlreﬂ_tl ;mng the woricers as opposed to/different from those of
th‘o capitalists and their political movementg and the conviction for
the nedM to overthrov the capitalist systen; itself if the ‘wcrkex;a interests
ﬁn te be permanently safequardcd. The general strike of 1938 proved'
bl e the lcﬁool of mass political education. We émphasise the leading

'rele played by the Congress Cocialist Party (CSP) in this latter transition.



The process of class ralprisation was accelerated by the emergence
of a class of coir capitalists from the Ezhava caste itself and the ascen-
dancy of conservative trends in the 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 communal leadership and ideclogy. It was the working class movement

that carried forward the radical legacy of the ESRM.

The Coir Weaving Industry

The history of coir weaving industry at Alleppy begins with the
establishment of a coir manufactory at Alleppy beach by James Darragh, an
Irish born American in 1859. It was the first of its kind on fhe Malabar
coast.?” 1n England, the industry had been established a quarter of centu
sarlier and subgsequently spread even to America ;3/ In fact, pricr to
setting out to India in 1855, James Darragh was an assistant in his father

sanufactory in America .-4-/

Since the weaving of coir mat and matting had no indigenous tra-
dition in the Malabar Coast, a new labour force had to be trained up in ¢t
new art.r In'Darragh's manufactory, a mmpe.r of Bengali weavers (probably
the remanants of Mr.DarrAgh'é unsuccéénful attempt to start the industry
in Calcutta) undei the supervision of a master weaver from England, traine
the iocal uotke:s.é/ “The art was known only to the newcomers and they
had confined to themselves all the secrets of the art zs well as trade in
the manufactuxed goods" .é/ Perhaps, it was the need for close supervisio

and the desire to have a closer control over the skill of the borkers. in



srder w prevent the entrv of ‘omnetiters, that cxplain the surprisingly
large scale of cperations of the early mam “actcries. The pioneering
firm of James Darrach employed 1170 workers in 1900.-2'/ The handloom
technology emplcycd in the ccir manufactories 'id not necessitate this
scale of concentration of production and waGEe labourers. The large scale

cf operation of thc carly manufactorics was mv re an expression cf their

isslated character .E/

Informatiun reqarding the developments in the coix weaving industry
dming its first half a century of cxistence is very HIIUCh limited. Ccir
‘mamfactories came u; in other coastal towns such as Colachel, Quilon,
Seshin and Calicut .2/ In Allcppy, Darragh's enterprise rapidly prospered
and took over the manufactory ~f his chief rival Josiah‘Dowe & Sone, a
m_éntrant intc the industry in the 18703.10—/ The firm under the style
harragh Ssmail & Cc., Pridcd itcelf to‘ be the largest manufacturer of
ooir rroducts in the world,wi. . the combined pro“uction of it's Alleppy

aad Brooklyn establishments ..ﬂ/

The exports of coir fabrics, on which the industry in Malabar
Geast was dependent for its survival, on the whole, fiuctuated at a low
Ilml. It was only in the early decades of the present century that the
uperts began to increase steadily. In 1908-09, the total exports of
oir fabxics from Travancore was around 12,930 gtls. By 191 1-15" it had
isexeased to 68,481 qtls. During the First World War years, the eRports

raged around 30,000 qtls. Thereafter, the exports rapidly increased

wd ranged around 1,190,000 gtls. duxing 1921-22 to 1925-26 periq:d.-"-g/



This period of rapid c.aransion was also marked by increasing
profits. The rise in prices of raw materials and wage labour was rela-
tively lower than that of the unit value of exports .1—'1/ The increase in
demand for coir fabrics as well as the "large profits ... made in the
Ianufacture"li/ attracted the leading European west coast mercantile
houses into the industry. They either set up new manufactcries or tcok
over the existing ones at Alleppy. A number of Indian enterprises also
came up in the industry helped by the buoyant market conditicns. These
entrepreneurs came frcem diverse sccial backgrounds such as the Gujarati
and Muslim merchants in Alleppy, the prosperous Ezhava and Syrian
Christian farmexswho had taken tc trade in coconut procducts and the

former emplc-y_'ees of the Eurcopean firms who had acquired the necessary

market contacts and mercantile skills while in the Buropean service.

These upcoming Indian manufacturer-shippers in Rdleppy
were handicapped in many ways in their competition with the European
manufacturer-shippers of coix gal?rica.-ﬁ/ The Europeans had grcater
access to and control over the markets, better credit and discount
facilities and auperior-technélogy-. in dyeing and packing of coir fabrice.
Further, the Indian firms-'we're severely discriminated by the shipping .
lines which were Eur.opean controlled. The main competitive asset of
the Indians was the relative cheapness of i:hgig: products mainly arising
from the savings in eat#b_lhhment charges and lower profit margins.

The established European firms also had an &dequate reservoir of skilled

workers,

Not before long, these two divergent interests in the industry

began to crystallise into two separate organised factions, each pursuing



its gpecial interests and trading allegations aga:i.nét the othet.lf-s-/

The Indians took up the issue of expoits of coir yarn, the raw materials
for weaving coir fabrics, to foreign countries. The coir yarn export

was entirely controlled by the Buropean companies because of their
lonppoly over the baling facilities. The XIndians hefg;:::he European
industry, proteci:ed by high tariffs against the imports from Travancore,
ws gteadily undermining the home industry.lzl The Mpean coir waaving
industry enjoyed considerable competitive advantage from - signifi-
cantly higher freight charges for shippir;g the bulky co.ir fabrics from
Alleppy over the baleable coir yarn.lg/ Further, powerloom weaving had
become comucn in Eurcpe while in Alleppy coix fabrics continued to be
wwen on traditional handlooms. The Travancorean industry was able to
0ld the ground because of the lower cost of production.lg/ The pro-
“cuon of coir weaving industry in Alleppy through restricting the
Omérts of coir yarn and the endingjthe discrminations against _the Indian
mnufacturer-shippers became a squect ;f-.memorandtms to the government
a™ inconclusive debates within the Travancore Legislature and Economic

: hnlopﬁent Board .EQ/

One of the features of this period of expansion of the industry
in th;.ﬂ.rst two decades of f;he century was the localisation of the
thy in and a.z'ound the town of Alleppy. Many factors such as the
mecantile and administrative facilities available in Alleppy, the chief
Prttown .of 'i‘ravancore, as. well as the plentiful and cheap supply of

_ . . region
waving yarns over which the Travancore/had a monopoly . was revponsible

ia making Alleppy the centre of coir weaving industry.z-l/



The induetrial expansi 1 of this period was mainly through

the expansion ¢f thc large-scale manufactories. In 1921, of the 36
mapufactories; 12 employing more than hundred workers, accounted for

80 per cent of the total employment.g—z—/ In 1931, there were at least
16 such large--scale manufactories accounting for nearly 90 per cent .

of the 7132 workers employed in the industry.——z-z/ The continued expan-
sior. of the large-scale manufactorics ig partly explained by the use of
mechénical power in the dyeing and finishing processes which increased

24/

. :
the optimum size of coir manufactories.—

In the larger manufactories there was detailed division of labour
both according to the wares produced and the processes employed. The
products of the industry consisted of varicus types of pile and nonrpilé
mats, mattings, carpets, mourzouks and rugs wcven on hanalooms similar
to the textilc loorme fhed verv much more s'turdier to handle the coarser

2
yarn! or on wooden frames or “oards from coir yarn.—é/ The workforce

was predominanﬂy adult and male .-2—6-/ Women were mostly employed in the
pmoéssing of yarn and children- in the preparat-;ory processes for weavinc
Though mechanical power came tc be useé to a limited extent in the fini:
.and packing processes, the rest of the prbducticin pmces&é continued tc
entirely based on manual labour. Thus,the colr weaving was a labour
intengive industry. Further, it also required a large ieserve of
workers to continue “the production smoothly given the wide fluctuati

in the export demand from month to month ;2?_/ |



The Workers in {he Indvsiy

Lebotur scarcity seems to have heen a problem faced by the
1_ndustry frem ite inception., When James Darragh_ started his manufactory,
he had to seek workers from the rural areas since he could not get
. sufficient 'hands' in the town. Accustomed to working in the open
ﬂelds end not exposed te the rigours of factory discipline,most of the
rﬁal workers were hesitant tc accept work in the "fenced compound”
{as going tc werk in Darragh's manufactory used to be then called) .2—8/
Caste restrictions alsc probably played an important role in restricting

29/

the supply of wage labourers.~~ The inadequate supply of wage labourers

vhich seems to have been a gencral feature of Alleppy town in the early
years of the centuryiq/ was further aggravated b); Ithe rapid expansion
Iof the industry after the First World War. While the exports of coir
fabrics nearly doubled from 91,826 qtls. in 1921-22 to 1,67,358 gtls.
in 1931-32, .the empléyment Iin the industry, according tq the Census of
1931, had increased; only by around 40 per cent from 5101 in 1921 to

132 4n 19312

'A.significant'proportion of the workers, especially in the pre-~
,pmtorly and finishing Qctivitieé, were employed through contraétora.
The management péid the contractor on a lumpsum basis. For all practical
?xposés the contractor was the employer of the workers. He was res-~
pngible for recruitment, fixing of wage rates, supervision of work, .
*¢ payment of wages and ensurin;; the security of tenﬁre of the workers

wder him,
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The majority of the workers » especially tbe;- weavers, were
5 dfrectly employed by the company managements. Their wages and’ service
;;@tions were directl} fixed by the'managementé.. The sﬁpervisory
{#1e as well as the tasks of recruitin§ and- supervising workers according
H&the demands of the trade were combined in the'institution of mocpan.
Ww were trusted skilled workers who had been in the employment
f;pf_i.the cecmpany for a long period. Usually they weré ‘men of congiderable

Fodeytia,

wdifluence among the workers. They were responsible for the maintenance
thoed ) i
I

pfidiscipline in ‘their respective departments and had the right to impose
Hfes, The wagés”-‘were-'di-spersed through the moopans whose earnings.
Son81sted of{d“;’ééi‘nﬁis‘siqn (Moopan Rasu) deducted from the wages of the

workers .2/

Under conditions of labour scarcity such systems of labour recruit-
ment ensured supbiy and control of the labour. The piece rate system of
wage payment. univeréally prevelant in the industry also imposed a self=-
discipline on the worker as his earnings depended on the out-turn. A time
wge, for instance, would have invclvedsuch questions as a guaranteed
‘Mnimm out-turn, regﬁar employment and reqular attendance. Enforcement
of such éiscipline would have been extremely difficult given the produ-

ction conditigfis in the industry.

Teersfore, monetary incentives and disincentives formed an

Apportant element of the system of labour regulations.. The work in the

d compound” started every day at 6 in'the:morning and continued to 7

‘the -evening. Every one who arrived at the-factory gate before:6 in the

fiing vas given a cu'of Coffee free.—’—:’{ “And ‘for-those who came:

i
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regularly for the work there was a bonus for regqular attendance at the

od of the mnth.—sﬂ/ In Darragh Smail & Co., there was a tradition of

pying a commission of 20 per cent on out-turn £i1ll the mid@ 'thirties.

It was not a‘part of the wages and not all the ‘workers wexre entitled to
1t.—$4-/ It was a discretionary payment given to workers based on the

qul.ity and regularity of work. Some o.f th: Buropecan firms used to even
previde < jgnsion to the workmen who had been in their regular employ-~
-t.il It is interesting tc note that, when the Factories Bill (Regulation
¥ of 1908) was circulated for eliciting public opinion, the coir firms

sav in 1t. “aothing objectionable ... from a manufacturer's point of view"

apart from the need for reducing the eligibility age of the children.—sl/ :

Higher wages than those prevelant in the traditional occupations
had to be offared to attract suffi,cient Rands into the industry. According
te the 1931 Census, only 'wmctor repairers' received higher wages than the
seir votkets.gl The uvpcoming incian manufacturer-shippers who were more
severely handicapped by the scarcity of skilled workers had to lure them
frem the established firms by offering advanceé .-3—9/ But there wex?
smpeting employers willing to pay still higher advances and the workers
wuld move away, at times withcut repaying the advances taken.ﬂ/ In 2
siwation of labour.: scarcity the task of maintaining lahour discipline

. mat have been very difficult.

The Indian manufactutere saw in the TLA, the first union to
be foumed in the industry, a possible instrument to decrease the labour
'tursever and instill a sense of discir;llne amongst the workforce. In this,

| the megpane who tock initiative in forming the union alsc had a stake.
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The TLL was formed on Mook 31, 1922 in a meeting convened by
P.K.Bava, the yard superintendent in a leading Gujarati firm, with the
help of a number of his friends who were moopans in the other companies.
N,Krishnan and K.M.Cheriartl-'_?emanagers of two important Travanccrean coir
firms, and Khatau Kimji,JSroprietor of the Empire Coir Works, actively
co-operated in the venture. Still,when the intention of the formatica
of the unicn was announced, there was a furcre. According to P.K.Bava,
it was only after long discussions and explanations, in which he and »d
of his fellow moopans also participated, that the employers agreed to
the formation of the union. Bava was successful in convincing them ﬂq
the formation of a Labour Union would also promote their intereats.ﬂ/
However, the European managements continued to be hostile to the TIA.
They were never friendly towards the union and watched its activities

with suspicion .ﬂ/

The Indian employers asually attended the annual conferences
ogﬁ‘m\ and some among them regularly contvibuted to the union funds.!’
N.Krishnan, the manager of Travancore Products and Industrials ,even |
served as the President of the TLA for a brief period. The secretary
of the TLA in 1937, writing the official history of the union, consil
the contribution made hy the management of Empire Coir Wof:ks in the
development gg?n.z\, a matter that deserved formal aclmowlédgement.g/ '
Not only did it's proprietor contribute to the union funds and give
facilities for union activities within tﬁe factory premises, but ew
declared that he will nct give jcb fcr a worker who did not join tllg

union. According to a trade union activist of the period, through

measures in active support of the union, the management of the Empin
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b :

Works was able to wixti}: ,geep loyalty of it's workers. As a consequence,

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

and execute them very sincerely. All the merchants were in agreement that

| 4
0 product could compete in quality to those of that 'factory" .-—5-/

This close cordial relationship which the management of the
apire Coir Works and some other companies had with the union was a
ce of bickerings within the union, instigated by rival managements,
1924, M.L.Janardhana Pillai of General Supplies Agency even sponéored
A short-lived rival 'Thozhilali Sangham'.ﬁ/

The social background of the coir workers was an important factor

bat limited the use of extra economi¢ and coercive methods for labour

tment and management during the early periods of ‘the industry when
labour was Qcarce. Unlike in Quilon, which developed into another

. jor industrial centre in Travancore, the supply of agricultural labourers
7 Pulaya and Paraya castes for the factory work was very much limited

;j Mleppy.ﬂ/ Therefore the coir workers had to be recfuited from the

g of the inferior tenants and hutment dwellers of the Ezhava caste.

Atcording to the Industrial Census of 1921 » 65 per cent of the

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

: per cent of the workers were Christians and 12 per cent Muslims.

“ Rairs, who constituted around 20 per cent of the population were

ly abgent in the work force, constituting a bare 0.3 per cent.ﬂl |
er, it must be remembered that most of the Christian workers

ed to the Latin Rite. Latin Christians were largely converts from

8 backward castessuch as the Ezhava. During the following decades, the
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proportion of the Ezhovas “a t.c wixi icxce further increased. At the
end of the 'thirtieu it waz estimated to pc around 80 per cent.g-g-/ mj
soccial origin of the coir workers from the Ezhava caste and their rehtﬁ
homogeneity had important implications. As a worker himself noted in
1926, “Unlike the workers in other pa.rf,a of Travancore, the workers in
Alleppy, who are more uvrhan, prcxgressive' and educated, have some sense
of rights and urge -to develop. Thereforc the masters do not déa.l with
them harshly.'ég/ To understand these aspects of working class develo-.
ment in Alleppy we ha've to shift our Aiscussion from coix industry to q

Travancore soclety at large.

The Coin Wonkers and the Anftd-Savarna Caste Movements

- The formation of the new social c.uss of wage labourers in
Alleppy. wés taking place i. an atwosphere surcharged with great social
and intellectual ferment ’ anprecedenced in the arnrals of Travancore.
The traditional social st'x:uc':.urea and values were being challenged by
the new social forces unleashed by the nascent capitaiism?—y'rrapped in
the old world, the Nair aristocracy could rot take advantage of the
new possibilities .of bourgeoie 'enricmﬁent that ‘.the mid-nineteenth cent
opened. The economic base of their social dominance was steadily
undermined by the ncw social classes of cc.mmercial farmers, traders,
petty capitalists and induastrialists emerging in Travancore. The ori;l‘
of these forces from the M\n-domix;;nt castes and communities of Ezhavm)

Syrian @hristians and Muslims gave rise to a new social contradiction.
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The traditional inferior social status, that the emerging
bourgeeis was migned to by the conventional caste hierarchy no more
acoerded with their new economic power., The traditicnal caste and
secial structures -~ became barriers to the advantement of the emerging
bourgesis elite. This was the background of the aoc:l.al‘ reform movements
in the Eshava, Chxhtian and Muslim communities in Travanccre in the

late 19th and early 20th centuries.

‘The ESRA constituted the most radical aspect of this social
m that accompanied the rise of capitalism. In the traditicnal
caste hirearchy, the Eghavas occuplied an intermediate position between
the ex-slave Palayas and‘ the Bevarna Nairs. Because of the diversified
tcaditienal occupaticnal roles of.the Ezhavasg, they wére able to exploit
the nev epportunities that were emerging ﬁith the modernisation of the
e ay. With the xise in f‘*e demand for coconut products and liquor
(Vhe precessing and trading of which were the most iﬁportant traditional
«ospations of the Ezhavas) many of them moved into the roles of _mll-
1tale capitalistes and traders. A small segment' of the VEzhavas were able
o aequire superior tenancy rights and landed property. A western

sincated olits - who sepearheaded the reforms - also emerged.

Wumercus associations advocating reforms sprang up within the
kbava caste. The movement received a new impetus with the ascendancy of
T lu'.ym Guxu, a iaintly ascetic, into prominence among the Ezhavas.
Sree Narayana :I.nitlated a mass campaign to sankritise the social cuat;ms.
-iwals and ceremonies of the Ezhavas.22’ This apparently conservative

szoqramme was a radical challenge to the caste hierarchy and it's
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traditions that hau denied ritual purity to the Ezhavas. And therefore,
it fully accorded with the aspirations of his fellow men. The success
of his programme gave the Ezhavas a new sense cf pride and self respect.

‘The Society for the Protection of Sree Narayana Dharma' (Sree Narayams

Dharma Paripalana Yogam hereafter SNDP Yogam), under his patronage,

developed into the most important and the commen organisation of the

Ezhava gaste .2/

The Alleppy-Shertallai reginn was one of the most important
centres of the ESRM. Besides the SNDP Yogam, there were numerous other
caste associations active in the region.ﬂ/ P.K.Bava, the guiding spirit

-behind the formation of the TLA, was a person who had been deeply influd
by the reform movement. By his own narration, his initiative in formisi
the TLA was a rcaction to the social insults he had to bear while he ‘l!
workar.s—sl The last straw seems to have been the humiliation he had %
guffer in a legal court. On tbe insistence of Bava, a worker filed a
case against some rowdies who had brutall, assaulted him, The judge
dismissed the case ignoring the evidence prcduced by the worker who v
from the low caste. Whatever he the truth about this particular}ncih‘

it is certain that BDava was motivated by a deep sense of social justice

in organising the workers.

Numerous carly trade union leaders like C.K.Velayudhan, V.K.Vely
yudhan, P.K.Madhavan and R.Suguthan were important activists of the
SNDP Yogam. The first threc even servéd in the Board of Directors of
SNDP Yogam. The importance given to the temperance movement in the aq

activities of thé TLA may be directly traced to the influence of the
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refexn mt.--sg/ Srec Nawvana advocated that the Ezhaves should
leave thedr traditional occupation of toc y drawing. It was a part of

his campaign to raise the ritual status of the Ezhavas.

Another importaxit dimension of the ESRM, é;;'aart from the campaign
for rofomy}vithin the BEzhava caste, was the strusgle against savarna
i-nil"ution in ‘social and political gheres., The coir workers entered
the ncio-political arena of Travancore thicugh these struggles for
elvil lihertieé. SBuch were the deep anti-upper caste emotions that,
at times, even in the economic struggles anti-Nair slogans were ra.i.sed.-él/
The mion emedtings usually opened with resolutions proclaiming loyalty
te the N.ng The golden jubille of the British emperasr' was cei;sberated
with gqreat fan fare. It slic:1d be remembered that there existed a strong
section in theA BSRM who advocated a compromise with the British as .woll
as the Travgnobxe monarchy tc get the caste grievances redressed. National
frecusm without the destruct ' on of the caste @& stem held no meaning for

then. 2/

]

Rowever, it was the nationalist . streams within the ESKM that
had greater influence among the coir workers. Not only did the coir
workers present a purse to the Salt Satyagraha Jatha from Travancore to
Calicut, but they also velunteered to participate in the struggle.s—g/
Many wnion activists parlticipated in the foreign cloth boyeott agitation
at Allepry. "n;e TLA gave an official reccption to Jawaharlal Nehru -

vhen hs visited Alleppy.ﬂ/

Caste leaders like T.K.Madhavan attempted to link the anti-

saprna struggle of the Ezhavas with the broader naticnal movement.
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Undexr his influence, the Indian National Congress bagan to actively
take up the grievances of the lower castes in Travancore. The satyagﬂ.
struggle at Vaikom temple in 1931, to end the pollution practices in thl
| temple and its premiees, was the culmination of this co-operaticl)n.-él/
The Satyagraha which lasted for one year and eight months aroused wl.dei
enthusiasm among the Ezhavas as also among the coir workers in the
adjacent industrial belt. The TLA strongly protested againat the repm
at Vaikom and sent a batch of 51 volunteers, selected at the Union MJ

Conference, to participate in the srrqule.gl

In Shertallai, the Temple Entry Movement was transformed into L3
movement to boycott the temples that obsarxrved poliution practicee.éy
P.K.Bava was once dismimsed from a colr factoxybecause of a provocativ
leaflet he published in ccnneotion with the 'Temple Boycott lbvmwt'A
The temperance movement was also reactivated with the co-cperation of-
Congress nationalists, whe perceived in it yet another opportunity fe
government agitation. The coir workers in and around Shertallai were
active in this new phase of the temperance movement in the Alleppy-
Shértallai region. The agitation drew severe government repression d

was suppressed.-s—s/

In spite of the widespread enthusiasm it created, the Vaikom
Temple Satyagraha had to be withdiawn with a face saving compromise.
The discriminations against the Bzhavas and the non-Hindws in public
employment Aa well as legislative ' representation oontinued.-6—6/ All
these made the avarnas suspicious of the sincerity of the savarna calI‘

and the savarna national leaders. The absence of a powerful secular
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\he vay for the entry of their communal political crganisations.

P.K.lladh&van, the president of the TLA Auring the 192€-28 perxiod,
ind N.$.Anirudhan, ancther important activist of the TLA, were the
seetaries cf the "All Travancore Ezhava Political League" formed in
1932.:1/ Shila.;' communal political organisations also came up in the
other aggrieved commmities such as the Christians and the Muslims. In
1932, these organisations joined togdther to launch the "Joint Political

Cengress” demanding communal reservation in electoral representation and

sublic l_ervice .

The agitation came to be known as the “Abstention Movement" due to
it's main agitational platform of abstain.ng from elections to the
lagislative Assembly. The agitation- soon enveloped the nmasses ‘in the
aeve cemmnities and drew the.., fog the first time, into a state wide
nisg agitation.ﬁ-g/ The Alleppy coir workcrs constituted one of the
impertant contingents of the struggle. It was in alleppy, that C.Kesavan,
*he leader of the movmment, chose to court arrest when he was charged
vith sedition. When he was arrested the workers all over Alleppy struck
<ok in protest. in employer later complained: "No notice was given to
the employexrs. They had either to close the factories or be prepared to

subject themselves to all ridicule that might be thrown upon them.“g/

The govermment was forced to comede most of the demands of the
teationists. -Once the intoerests of the minorities had becn safe

ded, the Joint Political Congress sought to join a wider alliance
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with the savarna naticnalist- to fight for a cc-stitutional monarchy
responsible to the people. These efforts culminated in the formation

of the Travancore State Congress in 1938.7—0/

2

Thus, the ESRM brought into action the whcle Ezhava people amd
was the most sweeping mass movement that Travancore had known. The
bourgeois class was able to mobilise the masses in this manner becaus
their challenge to the established order reflected also the sentiments
of their less fortunate caste men. Their demands were in that sense
the demands of the whole Ezhava caste, eventhough it was the elite wh
stood to gain most from the success of the movement. Unlike the Muslh
and Syrian Christians, the avarna Ezhava bourgecisie felt the injustin
of the caste hierarchy more keenly and were not weighted down by x;eu;i
sentiment. Indeed, their struggle was precisely against the Hindu
religious structures which relegated them to the bottom of the socid:
ladd:y. This implied an ide logical pcsition that had strong elements
of bourgeois radicalism. The Radical rehetoric was necessary to mobil

the masses.

Por example, in the heat of the Vaikom Satyagﬁaha campaign,
carried away by his own rhetoric K.Aiyyarpan exhorted the coixr workes
at their annual conference: “Just as the Russians managed to obtain fn
by putting an end to their royal family, the Ezhavas also must !ightt.:
the very ‘e.nd without caring for the guns of the Sepoys, batons of pau

oxr even the Maharaja® .1—1/

Alyyappan was banned from addressing publis
‘meetings in Travancore for this speech. And a disturbed Dewan noted

that most of the agitators were "imbued with some form of communiss.
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They...talk{ed) of the equali r.ghts of men".—-——/ Aiyyappan, the founder
of the Wrotherhood Movement that preached inter-caste marriage and intex-
éining, was very much inspired by thz revolution in Russia. He organised
vne of the earliest trade unions in Ccchin ané@ published a journal

33/

Vel an (Worker) from Alleppy for brief pericd, It was thrcugh

his peems that the news cf the Soviet Revolution first reached the Alleppy
T4/

verkers .—

Reformers who preached the renunciaticn of the caste ridden
Hindu religion had wide popularity among the ccir workers. There were
streag advocates for conversion to Islam and Christianity. P.K.Bava
had embraced Islam for a brief pericd as a young man.-7—§-/ R.Sugathan,
anether important labour activist, entered public life as a worker of the
Sudhist mission at Alleppy.-?-@-/ The militant members of the Sikh
sermunity at Alleppy founded by K.C.Kuttan, alias Sardar Jai Singh, were
very active in the labour mowm«.-n:..zz’l

The enthusiasm of Muslims and Christiane Zor prosyeletisation
created considersble tension in Alleppey and resulted in a violent
semmunal rict {n 1936. Perheps, the riots only strengthened the belief
in the irrationality of all religions amongst the coir v'vorkers. There is
ne invelvement of coir werkers in the riots. It was reported that the
epleyers were nervous in moving about in the town and attending to work
"because they'feai‘ed that generally workers (would) have some grudge
anuinst factory owners" and might try to settle their scores in the

general turlloil.v—s/
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The rationalist .nl atscizicpnilisophiessadvocated by K.Adyyapm
and E.Madhavan spread rapidly among coir w.rkers. Sree Narayana Guru'(
call for "One Caste, Oma Religion, One God for Man" was transformed iﬂ
a novel slogan by them: "No Caste, No Religion, No God for Man®,
E.Madhavan rejected all religions as irraticnal. He argued that E:ham‘
should renounce all religions and declare themselves to be a '"free
society' outside the fold of all religions and castes. There was notﬂ,ﬂ
to be lost by the rejection of the anti-scientific, irrational and
unethical religious beliefs, Wasn't Soviet Russia's success a great
victory of the irreligious movement? This was how Soviet Union and it]

leader Lenin entered his book 'Free Society' (Swatantra Samudayam).

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

organised under Akhila Kerala Thiyya Yuva Jana Sangham which was- very

active in the Alleppy-Shertallai area.',—%/

It ie important to undersuy
these influences in the making of the Alleppy coir working class if a‘
wants to explain the suprising - pace with which Marxist ideology spred

among the workers at the end of the 'thirties.

It should be noted that the TLA was never a caste organisation
The union membership was always open to workers of all castes and frog
it's daception many of the office bearers had been non-Ezhavas.
P.S.Mohammed, who presided over the first gathering of the TLA, was
the editor of the "Muslim', a journal that took strong nationalist pod
during the khilaphat agitation.ﬂ/ " M.,K.Antony, a local medical prach

tioner, was the first president of the Union.
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Though most of the Unlon activists were involved in communal
etqanisations, the Union had carefully avo'idea any fcrmal conmrnunal
'tltiliation. The Unior'n, in 1¢26, had appealed to the comnunal organisa-
tiens in the state to hold separate labour meetings along with their
ammual conferences. 01;11y SNDP ¥ngam conducted such a labcur conference
aleng with its annual conference at Quilon. The participation of the TLA
ia the above meeting was misrepresented and criticised by some sections
of the press. Thereupon the Union decided not to participate officially

ia such conferences .ﬂ/

The open sympathy of the TLA with the anti-savarna movements as
well as the aftiliat.ion. of its' office bearers with the communal organisa-
~ ®dons must have been a source of many unsettled arguments within the TEA,
There wal always a small section of "purc  nationalists who held all
semmunal organisations ac cnti-national and disruptive, A perusal cf
the procecdings of ﬁhe i2tn :'-ul.uuc‘l Ccnicreance of the TLA in 1937, gives

very interesting insights into the nature of thése ccnflicts.

' The following resolution was moved by some of the fraternal
dde'gutes. from Qui]_.on in the Conference: "“This grcat conference of tha
wage workers declares that the real interesta of all workers in different
commmities of this country cre the same and that the different communal
and niigious organisations that we see in this country are only for the
wepese of conce“aiing this real unity of interests from the public.

The sonference appeals to the wage labourers to resign from all such
erqanisations and work for their economic and political interests in class

. 82/

lines The ragolution created a furore in the conference.
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The defense of the organisations cf the lower castes and their 1mportq
met with wide approval at the conference. It was allcged that the resy
lution was a clever move of the higher castes tc deflect the labouring
masges from the anti-caste struggle. It was the following resolutionm,
moved by R.Sugathan, that was finally unanimcusly adopted: "This con-
ference resolves that since the econcmic interdsts of all the labour
organisations comprising of people from different communities and
religions are the same, within the labour organisations there is no

relevance for religious or communal intereets".ﬂ/

The latter resolution did not bar individuals in the union to
work in caste organisations, However, the resolution perceived only L |
economic interests of the working class. This line of compromise was
nothing new but a restatement of the broad policy that the TLA had bed

following.

Significantly, neither resolution reflected the platform of the
whose influence was steadily increasing amongst the coir workers. Th
Congress Socialist Party had emerged in Malabar in 1934 as the formal
organisation of radical sections within the national movement .8—4-/ unl
the Congress leadershi;;: ? e(:SP stocd for strengthening the national move
in the native states and the development of independent class organisf

of workers and pcasants.

It appears thit CSP sympathiseérsin alleppey did not have either
sufficient mass strength or well articulated arguments to make a deta
intervention in the debate on workers and communal organisations. T

the \ !
first resolution was evidently far removed from/CSP's attitude towards
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esammunal organisations. TSP correctly nerceived the link between the
ati-imperialist struggle anc’.t}%:tuggle against savarna domination, and
thtefofe, had suppcrted the Abstention movement despite its communal
evertones. At the same time ,t_/%%P stocd for the development of inde-
pendent class organisations of workers and peasants, which were to rise
te ' the leadership of the national and anti-savarna struggles. The
uwanimously edopted compromise resolution, as we have already noted, set

m political task for the working class.

The mass of workers were won over to the political platform of the
80 only during the tumultous general strike of 1938. This meant a
decisive end to ideological hegemony of the communally inclined moderates
or the workers. This general
trike was the culmination of a long process of deterioration of indus-

trial relations. It is to these issues that we shall turn in the following

sections.

- The Peterionation of Labour Conditions and the Accentuation of Capitak-
Tibowr ConfTicts

85
Though one may trace isolated instances of disturbances—r—/

generally speaking, the relationship between the employers and employees

ws cordial during the early periods of the industry.gﬁ/

It was stated. at.the
the 3rd Annual Conference of the TLA in 1926: "It must be admitted that

»itherto there has not been any serious difference of opinicn between the
wrkers and the industrialists. Likewise, it _cannot be said that the

wployers have cavged any great hardship tc my labour bretheren....

wen in the matter of working hours and wage rates there have not been

ay irreconcilable competition between the employers and the workers
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is gomething that both lescrve to be congratulated.“gz{

':_Ag.we have already noted, the Indian emplovers actively co-Opeunﬂ
in the formation of the TLA. The name of the union was changed from
'Labour Union' to the less agressive sounding 'Travancore Labour Asso-
ciation' within a few months of it's formation. The TLA, it was advised,
should concern itself to improve the social status of the workers than
their economic CUnditiona.EE/ Social welfare activities such as the
formation of a reading rocm and library, an evening education centre,

a death benefit fund scheme, an ayurvédic hnapital and co—opepative mxﬂ
for the worke;a constituted the main burden of the TLA's functioning in
the early yearéagg/ Speeches of - the union leaders at labour meetings'l
on such themes as the virtues of thrift and education and the vices of,

drinking and indiscipline. i

These being the natare of the'main activities of the union, the
employers were not seen as antagonists but as friends. The early appl
made by the TLA contained no reference to any capital-labour'confiiéth
the industry or the grievances of the workers. The misefy, illiteracy
and poverty of the workers were all legacies ofltheir uncivilised pasy
and thec Association was sctting oﬁt to eradicate them with the help of
benevolent capitalists: "Rnow ye workers that the Labour Union is ford
toaoffer you the necessary comforts, to educate you and yodi childnw‘
to railse you from the agonies of pverty and save you from your danged
We assure you that the union will‘be with you a;{benevolent lor§ in‘
poverty, és a teacher in ignorance, like daughters and sons in misa*

Therefore each one of you, dear friends, must join the Union;..p"ggq
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Thus read one cf thu r.arlice* »r"nted apneals circulated by the TLA

in 1922, .

From the progreas of ine union membership it was evident that the
wickers were not very enthusiastic about their union in the early
yutl.ﬂ/ In the words of K,C.Govindan: "It was very rare that the
wrkers. jpined the unicn by themselves. Therefore in many companies
moogps had to be taken into the exescutive committee. It was their
influsnce and compulsion that connected the workers to the Association
hitiauy."g/ _ P.K‘.Bava admitted: "Apprently the workers were under
the impression that organising_‘-/llabour un:Lcn wag a subversive ac.t.‘tvity
suinst the capitalists. However much I tried to change this undex-
standing I did not succeed. "hey expressed the stand that thgy had

nething against the ewployers."-'?gl

This att;.:lt\nde is not surprising if one remembers that the

workers did not yet form a ‘caass-in-itself'’. The producticn of coir mat
amd matting during the War ye.rc must have been only around .1 /3:"'?d of

the ldni - of production in 1922-23. Hardly 30 per cent of the work
ferce, .t.heretore, must have had more than 5 years of induati'ial experi-
ense. This is a conservative estimate given the fact that most of the |
c'o;.z workers came from the poorex strata of the pa.ssdntry rather than the
hhlé_u agricultural workers and therefore had strong links with land.

In such a situation one should expect a high labour turnover.

. An equally important factor in this connection is the probability
of an improvement in the matoerial conditﬁions of the workers shifting

frem agricultural activitics into the industry. R.Sugathan, descxibes



28

this period to be the 'golden aqge' of coir workers — a worker, at
times, earning as much as Rs.17.50‘ a week.-?g-/ Further, we have already
seen that the systems of labour recruitment and regulation were not harsh
or oppressive. In a situation of acute labour scarcity, the moopans
and contractors had to develop patron-client type of relaticns with the
workers in order to ensure an adequate labour supply. On it"™:® success
depended their position in the company and prospects for prosperity.

These conditions changed rapidly from the end of the ‘twenties.

In the ‘thirties, )Jabour aveilahility far from being scarce

any more, exceeded the requirements of the industry. This wua partly

due to demographic causes-g—s-/ but mainly due to the impact of the
economic depteasion.%/ Wwith the sharp decline in the prices of agri-

cutt\ln:al products there was a significant reduction in the emplcyment
of labour in plantatiocns and coconut farms. The redundant labour
flocked to Alleppy in search of jchs. This resulted in the creation of
a "ufloating populaticn of which considerable portion {was] unable to
£find regular full time employment” and hung about the factcry gates
hoping to be "taken in as substitutes or part time workers".g?-/ With
such. surplus population knocking at the factory gates the employers
could successfully reduce the waqea.ﬁ/ The labour conditions rapidly

deteriorated,

Paradoxically, it was also a period of rapid expansion of the
industry. Because of the decline in the purchasing power of the. common |
people due tc the economic depreasion » the demand for cheap £1cor coveril

" 1ike coir fabrics rapidly 1ncreasod_ in the West. The exports of coir
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fadrics from Travancore which was arcund 91,826 gtls. in 1921-22,
stesdidy increased tc arnund 2,6%,150 gtls. in the peak year of

19%6-37.2/

At the same time, thu export prices of ccir fabirics which had
requn to staqmate from axound the mid-‘twenties, Legan toe raridly cecline
frem 1927-28 onwards. The export prices slumi:ed to the lowest level in
1933-34, the mat prices being 64 per cent and matting prices 50 per cent
|
selw e 1925-26 level. From then onwards, the prices began t. slcwly
recever, However, till the Seccnd World War they continued to Le arcundd

‘0 % 50 per cent below the prices in the mi(l-‘twenties.-"—o—o/

The Eurcpean manufacturer-shijpj.crs zgreecd w!.thth‘i}\, that "althcugh
it [eccaemic depression] may have had scme bearing on the decline of
evsert prices, it was primarily due to the unintelligent, ungesctricted

4 mnesessary competiticn nong the shippers".m'!/

There were arown? 100 registered shippers of ccir products in
1538, The focur leading Buropean manufacturer-shippers controlled 50 per cent
¢! She emports, The other important urban manufacturer-shijpers, numbering
‘reudd 15, controlled another 39 ~ 35 per cent of the exports. This
et that the rest of the shippoers had an insignificant share of the
sxsorts. In fact, arcund 30 of them made no shipments at all in 1938.
Yset of the smaller shirpers macde only occassional shipments and they

<@ into and Aropped out cf husiness ycar after yeer .m/

The small scale of the business transacted by the smaller

srippers did not allcw them the services of any reputable agents as
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representatives in forcign -oatrl:is,  The only way in which théy could
capture the markets was by cutting down th:. prices. The foreign impo

expleited the situation by circulating orders for ccir preocducts

the shippers and cncouraging them to underquote each other. Though ﬂwf
exports cf each of these individual shippers was very small, their offen
of low prices depressed the prices of the goods of all other shippers.j
{
Often their agents in Europe failed to honour the contracts made and |

consequently the goods had to be dumped in the market for whatever price

they might fetch.

Of the €9 shippers active in 1938, only 23 transacted any business
in 1929. Thus, the majority of the shippers that existed in 1938 had
of

entered the trade in the ‘thirties. The emergence of a large numbeg[mui

scale rural manufactories in the 'thirties was the background cof this

proliferation of shippers in coir export business.

Spurred on by .the rapid increase in demand,thé industrial capacity
had increased several fold in the 'thirties. In 1938, there were 299
coir manufactories with 4335 matting looms and 7350 mat looms employing
acround 25C00 -30000 wcrkers in the industry. Though the large-scale
manufactories continued to expand and the Alleppy town remained the mﬁd
centre of the industry, the most important feature of the industrial
expansion was the growth3§ small-scale manufactory sector in the counuf
side between Alleppy and Shertallai. 45 per cent of the matting looms
and 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-

factories was only 30.19§/
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The lower cost of prciuction in the countryside was the main
attraction for this lccaticnal spread <f the industry. cwer cost of
land, building and other estahlishment charges, and "the many small
econcmies that could bhe effected in the villages"” all contributed to
the cheaper productioﬁ in the rural areas. The most important factcor,
however, was the 'comparative cheoyness of labeour'. According to the
factory returns data, the rural wages were around 5G per cent below

the urban wages o4/

The rural manufactuxers mostly came from the richer stratum
of the Bzhava caste. In tﬁe beginning,-the relationship between these
rural manufacturers and the urban manufacturer-shippers who owned the
large-scale manufactories was complementary, the former subsisting
en the overflow orders of the 1a£ter. There existed,_ in fact, a kind
of division of labour between the two sectors in terms of products
ranufactured and the work processes carried on. The rural manufactories
were mereiy feeder establishments supplying coarser varietj:es of coir

pseducts in a semi-finished condition to the shippers who finished,

smded and packed them for export.

The subcontracting system enabled the urban manufacturer-shippers
te operate at an optimum level _of production capacity, delegating the
-x'uu orders to rural manufacﬁurers, wh¢ bere the brunt of seasonal
variations in demand. It also enabled them to reduce the cost of
preduction and maintain the profit margins, w;rhich was already under
presgure aue"to the rivalry amongst the Indian and European n;anufactu:er-

shippers. There was considerable excess capacity in the rural manufactories
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so that the manufacturers competed amongst themselves to secure ordes,

at times, even "execut(ing) orders below the cost prices".m/

In course of time, some of the rural manufacturers, who were
endowed with better financial resources, developed into direct shippers
of coir products. Because of their lower cost of production,these rural
manufacturer-shippers were able to market their products at lower prices
than the established shippers. The competitive price reductions began
to erode the profits.lﬁ/ The. crisis was aggravated by the operations of
the 'factors' or merchant-shippers, who owned no coir manufactories
but purchased their requirements from the small-scale gsector in the
countryside. Most cf the factors had developed from the ranks of coir
depot owners who acted as middlemen between the urban manufacturer-
shippers and rural manufacturers. With practically no establishment
charges, the factors couild afford to work on very low profit margins

and pass the burdens of competitive price reductions to the unorganised

small-scale manufactories.

Because of thé rivalry and lack of co-operaticn between the
Indian and Buropean firms, the urban manufactufer-shippers could not pnl‘
a common front against the new entrants into coir trade. They failed to
agxee upon a common scheme to regulate the industty and arrest the
decline in ptofits.ﬁ/ Experience had already shown that in Alleppy the
powerlooms were "unable to compete with the country looms® .-129/ The
increase in the productivity consequent upon the application of the then
available modern technology was not )'ﬁgh enoﬁgh to out compete the rural

cheap labour based handloom production.
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The options before the urban manufacturcrs Qere therefore either
te increase the subcontracts to rural manufactorics crtfreducc the wages
in their urban manufactories. Thus, the urban ccir workers cxpericnced
8 steady erosicn of their earnings, in a period of rapid expansicn of the
hﬂmuyf?r no fault of their own. Their keen awarcness of the underlying

rrocess - the reckless inter-capitalist rivalry - increased their resent-

mont.

The workers alleged that wage rates for certain items were reduced
by as much as 70 per cent in some of the urban manafactcries between 1925
ad 1938. We have summarised the data regarding the trend in the wage
rates for certain typical items of werk in the four leading Alleppy

uﬁfact.ories in the Table 1.

Even 1f cne accepts the data provided by the TLA, it is unlikely
that thete was any cdecline in real wage rates. However, a different
picture emerges whename cxamines the carnings of the workers. There was
a2 very significant reduction in the work available per worker during this
seriod, While the number of workers employed in the industry had increased
~sarly four fold during the 'thirties, the exports of coir fabrics had
Inereased only by around 70 per cent even in the peak year of 1936-37
sinoe the beginning of the decade. Thus, according to the working class
‘anily budget survey of 1938, the weekly wage earnings cf Alleppy urban
vesker was only Rs.2.0t (see Table 2). i’or the rural workers it was
evan lower. At the same time it was estimated by the Board of Trade
9.sputes that a coir worker would have earned minimum of Rs.3 and a maximum

of ’2,10 a teek, even at the rates existing in 1938, if he had full time
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Trhle

Average Wage Rates in Four Leading Allceppy Manufactories

between

1925 and

1537

(Real wages at 1525 prices given in the brackets)

Two rural )

1925 1930 1937 % Change manufacto» met

Items Rs. Rs. Rs. ries e

(1937) 44

M (2) (3) (4) (5) ON 0

1. 2 shaft 4/4 size 6.19 4.63 3.06 -50.6 2.06 ]
Anjengo Matting (6.19) (7.19) (6.60) (+ 6.6)

2. 2 shaft 6/4 size 12.06 8.69 4.75 -60.6 3.56 25.
Anjengo Matting (12.06) (13.49) (10.25) (=15.0)

3. 2 shaft 8/4 sizc 16. 31 10.94 7.56 '53.6 4.06 6.}

Diamond Matting (16.31) (16.99) (16.32) (+0.1) ;

4. 4 shaft 4/4 size 7.38 5.56 3.44 -53.4 2.56 254
Anjengo Matting (7.32) (8.63) (7.43) (+1.5)

5. No.1 to 5 mats 3.56 2,63 1.88 -45,9 1.25 35.
binding rate per (3.56) (4.08) (4.06) (+14.c¢)

100

6. No.1 Mat weaving 0.11 0.08 0.06 -42.8 0.04 kT8

charges for 24/14 (0.11) (0.12) (0.13) (+18.2)

size

Source: Memorandum of the TLA submitted to Dewan of Travancore dt. 31/11/1

Note:

of focd prim

The money wages have been deflated with an appropriate price index/

The prices of the commodities have been taken from relevant issues of
the Statistics of Travanccre and the weights from the family budget
survey conducted by the Board of Trade Disputes in 1938.
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Takble 2

Monthly Earnings by Scurce and Indebtadness cf Coir

Workerd' FPamilies (in Rs.)

t
& of the Family Income

frem
Celre Cclr manu- Other nll other Total hverage bPercen~ Average
factories nCccu~ SouYces family income tage ¢f Debt per
pations like assets income per wor- families indebted
etc. ker from in debt family
manufacto-
ries
b (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) ()
Mieppy 13,59 2,61 0.70 16.29 3,04 9.4 39.2¢
*naapra 10.31 2.95 1.18 14.44 7.36 93.6" 32.15
L3 iloazhi 8.16 2.29 1.4¢ 11.94 5.91 1.1 €3.11
hama .57 2.43 1.5¢C 12.50 6.12 Y2.2 45.27
!’ttallai 7.99 2,34 n,eq 11.14 5.96 94.6 12.35
4
I¥hiathode 10.40 2,39 1.69 14.40 6.50 77.5 25,91
-hravoor 10.44 4.31 3.5¢ 1€.33 7.10 8. G 35.3%
‘Ml Centres 10.73 2.46 1.42 14.63 7.11 £0.9 35.35

$eurce: Repcrt, BCTDMMI, pp.206, 207, and 217,

mrk.w 8.9 per ccnt of the working class families surveyed were

found to be in debt.

the average monthly income of the family from all sources.

The average debt per family was nearly three times
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According to the Joard of Trade Disputes, "the average standard
of living of the workers in the industry is not sétisfactory. They 1live
in small huts, entirgly made of coconut leaves with a single living
room in whigh an average family of 5.6 members huddle togethef, and
considering the exhausting character of their work, particularly of
those who labour at the looms, the quality and quantity of their fcod
cannot be regarded as sufficiently nouria;ing. We do not ény that their
standard of living is worse than that of.those working in other indus-
tries and agriculture. But we have no doubt.their conditions call for

improvement“cllg/

The moopan and contract systems of 1abodr regqlation became a |
scurce of widespread abuse and arbitariness. In fact, it was statedth&
the rationale for the ccntinuation of the contract system in the labour
surplus situation was that “the contractcrs could bring down the wages
to the lowest possibile liwit ac which the labourer would work".lll/
Illegal deductions f£rom the wages, bribexy, nepotism and heavy f.nes hﬂ

common in the industry. All the fringe benefits like pensions, spaﬁui

bonuses etc. disappeared.

Perhaps, one should nct exaggerate the role of the declinec
in the standard of living in arousing protest and promoting class con-
ciousness among the masses. BAs we have seen, the whole inter-war perid
was a period of rapid expansicn of the industry a;d therefore a signiﬂ#
4
segment of the labour force must have been new entrants into the indum#
What was important was that a core section of the working class with

gervice tenure dating to the 'twenties did exist in the urban areas.



It was they who acthaily experianced the frll impact of the growing
crisis in the industry. Their radical respcnsce to the situation struck
symathetic notzs among the masses of workers given the ferment created

by the BSRM Ciscussed earlier.

The early responses ¢f the workers to the wage reductions, unem=
Pleyment and the increasing high handed behavicur of the contractors and
2’2& were sporacdic and unorganised. In some instances, the super=~
visors ware physically assaulted or warned thxough terro;ising letterxs .1—13/
Tese were followed by protest meetingssponsored by capitalists against
tmorin;n and equally strcng disclaimers by the TLA of any inwvolvement.

"~ The emnloyers suspected that the coir workers were tending "to borrow a

~ lsaf from the terrorist activities of Dengal and C_.hicago."m/

'l‘hé first reccrded strike against wage reduction took place in 1928
at the Willlams soodacr: « €u. s Union severely reprimanded the striking
wykers, BHowever, it was forced to ccme cat against the management as no
e could justify the disciplinary dismissal of the entire woi:k force in
the factory. 'This inauguarated a period of spontaneous strikes in a
amber. of manufactories. It became a noml practice for the workers to
iec_lr.fe th; strike first and then seek the support of the unicn leadership;-w-/
The luider_ship had a difficult time trying to settle "the numerous strikes
that broke cut one after another without damaging the interest:.s and px;est:_t.ge
of the capitalists as well as the workers".-u'“s-/_’ Need for ég]_.f discipline
and restraint was a constant theme of speeches of the presi&ent of the
TA: "... It is most necessary that you should have respect anq affection

tovards your employers. You should keep in mind that the prosp}a.r.:i.t:y of-.a
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the employers is also your prosperity. ... It is because this understand
is lacking mutually that the peace and calmness in the country is decli-
ning. .-."1—163/ »
The picture that emerges from a closge perusal of the strike move-
ment of this period is of a uninn leadership whose 'thinkinq lagged behis
the cbnsciousness nf the masses. According tc President of the TLA, |
*To work for the friendly interaction between workers and capitalists
{fwas] holding the principal attention of t_he union:‘lﬂ-/ It was always
the ordinary workers who took initiative for the struggles forcing the
consexvative leadership into action. Consequent tensions and pressurs

were largely responsible for the frequent changes in the leadership.m/

In 1928, K.C.Govindan became the Secretary ousting P.K.Dava who
had sided with the management of Empire Coir Works in a labour disputes.
".... a fluent Malayalam spee’ 2r.... on several occassions advocating

119/

strikes" he symbolised the new growing militancy of the union. He

led the three month long strike at Combay Company in 1931 which was ome
of th'e first well crganised strikes called b;;;‘em. In 1534, P.S.Mohami
was removed from the Présidentship and P.Kesavadev, a firey progressiwve
writer, was elected as the Secretary. The Alleppy workers had been capti

vated by his radical Speech at the Annual Conference in 1933 and sought

him out to be their Secretary.lzg/

The short period in which Dev was actively associated with the 0
may be correctly characterised as a nodal point in it's history. It sm
1310

the end of the collaborationist trends as the mainstream in the '{LA-—

The TLA decisively moved on to a confrontation path.



39

Towards a New Concicusness

The struggles in the individual factories began to get inter-
limked with each other and solidarity strikes became commen. The TLA
vas successful in bringing a settlement in the first strike at the
swwrban branch of the William Goodare Co. in 1928, by threatnening to
draw in the workers at the main manufactory alsst into the struggle. The
theee-month-long struggle at the Bombay Co. in 1931 needs special men-
tien in this regard. The TLA was able, through generous contributions
frem the rest of the workers aé well as public sympathisers, to provide
ald-day meal to the striking workers throughoxit the strike period. Though
the struggle was only a pari;.i:..". success, it gathered all the workers in
class solidarity and brought fcrth  new leaders like V.K.Achuthan and
C.K.Velayudhen from the ranke.-lz'?—/ Under Kesava Dev's initiative,the
T2 even deliberated abowt tli: nossgibility of oirjanising a general strike
{n the whole industry to protest against the wage reductions. The
werkers began to become conscious of their common economic interests

as epposed to those of the capitalists.

The workers found that the labour conditions of the rural manu-
facteries of the Ezhava capitalists were the worst even thamgh the latter
belonged to the same caste as the majority of the workers. The excess
labewr supply situation tended to depress the wage rates that were being
fized in the new rural manufactories. Further, given tl';e close connections
wtween the workers in the rural industry and the agricul;:ural sector,

the wages in the cbuntry‘manufactories tended to conform more to the low
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wages prevelant in the other rural occupations than the traditional
urban wage rates prevelant in the industry -1-3-31/ It should also be
noted that the rural workers derived a significant portion of the
reproduction ccsts of ‘their labour power from outside the industry.
As can be seen from Teble 2, they derived 43 to 26 per cent of their
monthly family income from other rural occupations and assets. This

also tended tc keep the rural wages low.

The workers employed by the rural capitalists were mostly hutment
dwellers living on the lands of the rural Ezhava capitalists and farmen
and therefore “more accommodating and easy of control than the work-
men in the urban areas."l:ﬂ/ The caste affinity, the control over the
dwelling place and the traditional customs enabled the rural capitaliss
to increase the exploitation through various subtle ways. A~good
portion of the wajes of the workers were expropriated by the managemeay
varicus reasons such as moopan‘'s commissions, tickets for dramas, cinm
and other entertainments, featival collecticns and charity donatiom.-w
The Board of Trade Disputes fully concurred with the TLA on the niueql
conditions of the rural workers. "... even {&e low wages) are
not paid at regular intervals or in full at any time. They maintain
rice and provision shops, tea shops and, in some instances, even barber
shops. A rumning account is kept with the labourers who receive, on
account, 'qhits' to these shops. Only a small portion of the wages is
given 1n cash. 1In other words, the labourer is given encugh to keep
him alive and his account is seldom completely aet_t;led, and very ofte

fhe poor labourer dces not know what is due to hi.m."ﬁ/
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The trade union movement in Alleppy realised that the existence
of an unorganised sector in the rural countryside was a major threat to
their bargaining powér. The Buropcan manufactuter-shippers held that as
long as the rural manufacturirs were permitted to continue their reckless
competition, the deterioration of the labour conditions in the urban
areas could not be arrested. The fault lay with the TLA which had
"neglected to endeavour to improve the conditions outside Alleppy where

there was more wage cutting.. .".127/

The TLA began to actively organise the rural workers by establi-
shing rural branches of the trade union cxganisation at Shertallai and
Muhasma. It brought the TLA into a head on collision with the Bzhava
capitalht’s.w 'i‘he Ezhava employers also began to act in a concerted
fashion to prevent the spread of the trade union movement. They argued
that the lower wages were justified by the lower cost of 1living in the
oumtryside. They warnec agaii st any attempt to raise the wages in the
reral industry because it would upset the general rural wage structure

and create social \mrest.m/

The caste organisatione like SNDP Yogam could do little to
stem¥r , the growing class conflict with.in the Ezhava caste itself.
%he suffix of Muthalali (the cwner of capital) after the names of the
‘ava employer b.ecmne a common expression. The class rivalries were

replacing the carlier caste affinities.

The growing class conciousness found rich expression in the
celtural life of the workers. The Alleppy workers had been deeply

influenced by the literary renaissance that accompanied the ESRM.
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Coir workers had a surprisingly high level cf literacy. In 1938, 65.6
per cent of the coir workers were J.iterate.m/ The poems of Kumaran
.Aeém and K.Aiyyappan' enjoyed wide bo;aulaxity among the masses. These
influences continued to flourish in the poetry recitals at labour }eeﬂm
and the marching songs at demcnstrations. The literary ferment was very
widespread among the masses and deserves a more detailed study. Poets
and short-story writers emerged from the ranks of the workers. Many

of these new writers published their poems and stories in small booklets
and sang their poems at workers' gatherings and factory gates. The sale
proceeds often went to fund some cause of the Union.m/ A perusal of
this vast and scattered literature may not impress one with its literary
qualities, but they should be seen as the first stirrings of a class
realising its identity. The advertisement of a Malayalam prose drama,
'Raveendran or the Workers' Leader, produced by the coir workers enphuq
“This story is about the poor. And the actors of this drama are those

who have through their life - xperience kmown the real side of poverty i
132/

repression.

Thezhilali, a labour weekly published by the TLA from 1924 (witd
some brief pericd cf inturreption until it was banned by the governms
1938) became a mirror of the emerging new gonciousness and culture.
Under the impact of the growing struggles the journal began to slowly
move away from its' early moderate positiona. Under the ed:lf;orship of
Kesava Dev, the journal was transformed into a radical cultural weapon
challenging every established crder and galvanising the workers into

tempestous Moods. The circulation of the weekly, which was around 500
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1000 between 1924 and 1933 more than doubled to 2000 in 193’4.133/
Poems and shcrt stcries dealing with the life and struggles of the
werkers of the workers were published. Thoghilali claimed that the

nev litqratui#e to be a reflection of the growing social struggles and.

the social awarness generated thereby.—’i‘l-/

The new poetry was keenly aware of the 'nakedness of the
weavers who clothed the world, the hunger of the peasant who fed the
: imntry, the tottering huts of the builders of palaces.... and the chains
135/

en those who gave freedom tc the world'. But it was not weighed down by

by any sense of tragic bewilderment or helplessness. On'the contrary,

it reflected the robust optimism of the growiné working class movement:

"P?ime calls on us to stand firm hand in hand,
The path for forward march is all clear ncw.
-There aces th: arane %vain of revelution

Come on Comrades! Enough have we suffered 13
The cruelty and hunger of this wicked world..."—-sf

\;;kte Kedamangalam Pappukutty in Thozhilali. Pappukkutty, though not
l'iihlelf a coir worker, was closely associatdd with the cuttural life
of the coir workers. A regular contributor to the journal, he was the
finest product of the new literary traditions that Thozhilgli uphéld.
The workers claimed him toc be the poet ofitheit class .and honoured him

vith a gold medal at the 7th annual Conference of the m.lﬂ/

The emotional tempr unleashed by these cultural movements was
an hpoztanf factor that made the workers receptive to the radical

idsology. Though P.S.Mohamed, the president of the TLA, frequently
[} .
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assured the employers that the hAlleppy workers were "loyal to their
King and Country” and had n6 intenticn whatsoever "to imitate the workif]
movement in foreign countries “this was precisely the course upon whid
the Alleppy working class was set.m/ A significant space of 'rhozhil_li
was set aside to cxplain the international developments, especially thlj
in the Soviet Union. The basic principles of Marxism and socialism wef
explained in a popular style. Even parts of 'Capital' were seriansed
'l'hé Union conférencos, attended by prcminent radical ieaders and thinkgy
were another important scurce of diseminai:ion of the radical 'ideas. N
gxample , at the 9th Annual Conference 5f the TLA, E.V.Ramaswamy Naiclut‘
who had just returned from a trip to the Soviet Union, spoke at length .?
appreciatively of the new social system there .14—0/

It was in the background of this growing class conciousnese ay
the workers, that the TLM\ decidel t5 launch an agitation to draw the"
tion of the govermment to wage reductions. It was decided that a M
of 50 workers shculd march to 'rriv'andmm to wait in deputatiob to the
Mraja, the 'Dear lord and Bread Giver'. It generated great enthu*
among the workers. The jatha anthem written by R.Suguthan, exhnrtin!
workers "destined to achieve the equal world, to start the ma.rqﬂi", beef
a very popular song among the workera.ﬂ/ All these generated: apprdl
among the capitalists and tensions in the industrial beit. Both\the N
and the Indian Chambers of Commexces at Alleppy joined together to édd
the TLA of dabbling in politics. They alleged that the jatha prograsg
was intended to further the Abstention Movement which was in full svij

at that time.la—zl
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The goverhment banned the jatha and arrested the m; leaders.
It vas convincea that "if the jatha or the worker's demonstration was allowed
te proceed to Trivandrum cn foot, it would create enmity and distrust
mween the employesms and fhe employers in the state.™ —4?-/ In an unpre-
eedonted exhibition of class solidarity the workers :111 over the 1nduat.ria1
beit struck work in protest. They amassed in front of the police station
&l refused to digpotse till the arrested leaders on the request of the

fraatie police, appealed to the workers to disperse peacefully.

The worker's struggle came into direct conflict with the state
nnt Anti-government sentiments began to mount and the workers began
to lese faith in constitutional agitations. Attacks on the king were
nised from the public plétfoma of the Union.  When a lawyer, who happened
te preside r;ver ~nc svch meetino, reprimanded the speaker for criticising
the £-verign and prevented h® - frcm speaking, the agitated crowd hquted
the lwﬁiﬁ president and resolved that they should not havz gentleman
lwyezs' to preside ove.r the meetings.w In f_act, K;P.Panicker, the
Presideat of t.f;e TLA, who had disassociated with the Union on the eve of .
the qovernment. ban of the jatha, proved tc be the last of the gentleman
pmidoﬁta of the Union. The masses werc searching for a new leadershj._p.
tven Kesava Dev, despite his radical convictions was unable to bear the
uute tensions in the industriel belt and had withdrawn, from the ‘trade

don sovement. It was at this juncture that the CSP made it's entry

Inte the coir industrial belt.
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The Congnress Sociakist Parnty wnd the General Staike of 1938

The historical importance of the CSP lies in the role it played
in giving an organised expression to the radical and socialist tyends
among the Alleppy werkers. The €SP led the discontent of the workers ia
revolutionary channels., From 1935, when the TLA participated in the
Pirst All Kerala Workers Conference organised by the CSF at Calicut,
thexre was active interaction between the two.ﬁs—/ The CSP leaders began
to regularly contribute articles on socialist theory and internaticnal
developments in Thozhilai. 'The Workers' Dramatic and Arts Society,at
Alleppy developed into a centre of ideclogical training, where the CSP
leaders like K.Damodaran conducted political classes for éhe colr workers
It was from this study circle that the cadres of the CSP at Alleppy and

46/

the future leaders of trade union movement emerged.-"———

The workers refused to be placated by the labour bills initiated
by -the government or by the farcical enquiry conducted by the Distri,.'c,t
Magistrate into the ¢grievances of the werkexs. The indignation of the
workers reached its zenith when the government nominated P.S.Mohamed, v
had by then been totally discredited because of his reformist and commnl
views , as the worker's representative in the Legislative Assembly, despit
the strong protests of the TLA. Further, the govdrnment denied legal
_registration to the Uniocn. With a vengance it continued the"prosecutim
against the jatha leaders and had them convicted.ﬁ/ All theég strengﬂ_-!
ened thoge who were arguing for a general strike in the industr:;'. The :
CSP group began pushing the Uﬁion to take a bcld stand in favou}lr: of open

agitation and strike action to end the wage reductions.ﬁg/



47

The rising tempc of the werking class prectest coincided with
the agitation for the "responsible government" started by the Travancore
State Cohgress. The brutal repression unleashed by the goverhmmnt only
helped to win greater sympathy for the movement. Since all the basic
civil rights were denied in Travancore, thz: Stete Congress decided to
ltaxt a civil disobedience movement from August 26th. Thereupon the
government tanned the State Congress and the Youth Leage. 149/ There
vas 2 popular upsurge of protest and for the next two months. The
vhole of Travancore was thxcwn into a violent turmoil. Though the town
of Alleppy was one of the relatively more peaceful centres of the struggle,
in the adjacent countryside the agitation often took a violent turn.
The police had to be instructed nct to pursue the crowds to the country-

side without adequate armed strength,—— 130/

In March 133C, then #L» TT% Corexral Bedy formally declared its
intention to organise a general atrike in <“he incustry, the government
had the Vunion leadcrs arrested under Section 90 Cr, P.C. The workers
struck work and collected in front of the police station demanding the
rolme‘of the leaders. Policc lathicharced to dispersce the crowds and

e of the workors were killed. as1/

The State Congress leaders rushed to Alleppy and strongly
undumed the repression against the trade union movement. They
introduced a censufe motion in the Legislative Assembly on this issue,

152/
the debate of which was prominently reported in the Thozhilali.

The above expression of solidarity with the working class by the State
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Congress was an important factor that won widespread sympathy among
the workers for the cause of the State Congress agitation. Besides,
many of the important leaders of the TLA were also prominent State

Congréas activists. The CSP also strongly advocated the workers should
join the State Congress in mss.1—5—3-/ To czcwn it all, the Chambers of
' Commerces and the employers in ‘Alleppy, held the State Congress responsl
for the growing labour unrest in Alleppy. This left little choice for
even those workera who were not political in attitude. Political demadl
of the State Congress beg.an to be rais?d openly in connection with the

general strike.

The development of the general strike may be divided into thw
broad phases. The first phase starts with the preparations of the strll
up to the end of the end of the first week of the struggle. Though the
decision for the general strike was taken in March, the leadership of |
TLA in the characteristic State Congress style, had not made any series
attempt to prepare the workers for the struggle .ﬁ‘}/ By October, most
of them were in jail having courted arrest in the State Congress Saty
graha or were away from Alleppy on political campaigns. Thus it was 1‘
to the CSP cadrxes at Alleppy, who'were assisted by a group of cadres ol
Malabar under the leadership of P.Krishna Pillai, the main architect
of the Communist Party in Kerala, to prepare the workers for the strik.
The union was reorganised in factory level committees and a diacipli;ﬂ
volunteer force wag raised. The most important element of the prepaf‘l"
tions was intense ‘political ?ampaign through factory and regional le'nl

meetings of the workets.-!g/ o
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Such was the politically surcharged atmosphere created by this
campaign that when in & massive gathering of workers on Octobexr 19th
the strike declaration wes read, thc loudest applause was for the
pelitical demands for astabliskhment of & responsible government, repeal
of the Criminal Law Amendment Act, reclease of political prisoners and
vithdrawal of ban on the State Congrees and the Youth League.-ﬁ/

The main economic demands were — minimum wages ~f Rs.30 a month, 48-

heur work week, unemployment allowance, maternity benefits and ending

of the truck system, contract labovr and unjust fines in the industry.

The strike began as 21st 40ctober , two davs before the royal birth-
day when the State Congress was planning a march of volunteers from all
ever Travancore in the capital city. Parhaps, the CSP leadership wanted
%o prevant any‘ comprcmise that might emerge between the State Congtess
and the government following‘ the customary release of the prisoners on
the birthgay of the King.-isl’ The strike was a complete success and
ienc:ful;, except for the police assault on some of the rickshaw pullers

vhe had also struck work in sympathy.

However, the tension in the town was mcunting. The boatmen all

ever Travancore ware alieady cn an indefinite strike. Water transport
being the chief means of transport
/i» Travancore, this strike had virtually paralysed the port town of

EB_/ 0il mill workers had alsc declared their intention of

~

joining the strike movement. 25 rcd shirt uniformed workers ft&}m Alleppy

Alleppy.

parvicipated in the huge State Congress demonstration in Trivandrum on

Sstaber 23zd. They marched at the head of the demonstration to the
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beat of a sung that declared the cdetermination and the resclution

cf the striking workers:

"Slaves no more we are, bow down no more we shall,

Standing firm the battles we will fight,

Oh tyrant rulel we have seen your true colours
159/

In death we shall no more be frightened.

The government moved in military reinforcement into the town
as a prelude to a general crackdcwn on the working class movement. At
the same time, it tried to pacify the State Congress leadership by
releasing the political prisoners. Though none of the other demands of °
the agitation were conceded, the vacillatory leadership of the State
Congress allowed the tempo of the agitation to wane. The campaign
was virtually reducéd to reception meetings for the released political
prieoners in varioug parts of the country.lég/ The major demands of
the boatmen were conceded as a part of a concerted effort to have their

strike withdrawn.lél/

The military and the police began the offensive against the
162/
coir workers from the night of 23rd itself. The provocation was
the attempt of somc of the workers returning from the worker's rally
on the beach to obstruct the traneport of stoecks of coir goods from
the factories. The violence by the police infuriated the crowd and a

coix factory was set firxe in the night. The next day, the police let
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lesse 2 raeign of terrov in tae t-~tm ransacking the union office,

baating up the picketcers, ra.ding th. working class cuarters and
tecturing the arrested workers. TFlve <ro-kers were killed in Q-:iie police
firings and more than 260 workers injuwreZ in the lathicharges. The
watkers put up sporadic resistorce by felling trges to set up road

blecks and resisting tne rowiiles with arma. However, the odds were
iquinst them. The terxor made the »oyen functioning of the Onion
buu.ble‘and broke up the o0ld organisation. .When the Stiike Committee
mt to take stock of the situation, there war no quorum for the Committee

te maet OL(-!,

The second phase of the gs=iaral strike started with the
resrganimation of the Strikao Coumiitea. In the plac;a of the former
factery committees, the town @ad rubrvbr were divided into a number of
wirds, each under a ward cowrsi‘ten of militants, By the end of the
seoend week of the scriai, . I~trco3ion and starvation had begun to
sk their impact felt on the morale of the workers. hbrkers' began to

164/ The Strike Committee ‘

triskle back to work into the €antories.
chalked out a programmz of pickecli«;. %o nip in the bud thé_nmoura

. spread by the interested gnarte:s trhac the ‘Malabar leaders’ had with-

b.ln to safety after instigating the trouble, it.was decided that leading
@ cadres were tc lead the volu.icers to the factory gates defying t.he
Iilli.ury. !';:e picketeers were publ:‘.c.’.y_v ascaulted and tortured and posours 5
nmad apongst the workers thac K.X.Vargicr, a much respected CEP

caize fro.u Malabay, had.died in the velice lock-up. The indignation

. N\
rallied the lagging spivits ani the tide tumed.'lg-s-/ Thus, in this
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the
phase a set of young militant cadres began to assume /leadership of the
7

movement at all levels. The picketing programme and the resolute lesd

given by the CSP increased it's prestige among, and hold over, the mamw

The third phase of the strike consisted of the last one week §
the struggle, when the difforences between the Strike Committee led byl
CSP militants and the Managing Committee,led by the State Congress lel|
came intc the open. The older trade union leaders like R.Suguthan, H
Kunju, C.K.Velayudhan, and V.K.Velayudhan,who had been jailed but relw
along with the other political prisoners, were unhappy at the turn of
events at Alleppy. They were partly motivated by a lurking fear of
losing the leadership of the union to the young militants, 188/ Moresrl
having lost the contact with the masses who had been rapidly pol:ltich!
im the preceeding weeks, they underestimated the mass militancy andl‘
of self-sacrifice. Their efforts were, therefore, directed to bring
about a face-saving compromisc. They found the attitude of the StiiM
Committee militants a hinderance to this course and an affront to ﬁl‘
aut.hority. In the name of the Managing Committee they began to arhik
interefere with the strike programmes and curb the initiative of the

Matters took a collision course when the old guard declard
massive demonstration t.hatt_g%rike Committee had planned as *unauthor]
and po.stponod it., They feared that the secret negotiations t.hey wep
carrying on with the employers would be jeoparadised by the demonsta
However, the negotiations failed and P.N.Krishna Pillai, who was lef

the discuasions, was arrested. Evidently, the negotiations were oalj
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a clever scheme hy the authorities to crecte a rift among the workers.
The Managing Committee had to admit its mistake in calling cff the
demonstration and make a public appeal to the workers to resolutely

sontinve the struggle. This temporarily ceased the tensions .ﬁ/

However, the secret negotiations continued behind the scene,
between the employers, Manacging Committee leaders and the District
Magistrate. On Novemg)g‘r"}:/ the Managing Committee withdrew the strike
and appealed to the workers to resume t-heit work. The only tangible
sain was an immediate increase of €} per cent rise in wages. The
mMpagemgnts gave an agsurance not t-o victimise the strikers and the
severnment reitrated the decision to appoint a committee with employer-

mployee representatives to enquire into the disputes in the industry;ﬁ/

Bow the conflict within the union became open. Angry workers
even attempted to attack the house of V.K.Velayudhan whera R.Suguthan
11v.d.1—62/ The Strike Committee members disowned the appeal and held
that only it was authorised to take decisions regarding the strike.
The Managing Committee retaliated by dissolving the Strike Comittee.m/
It took a whole nigh!:_%iscussion and persuasion by CSP leaders, like
?.Xrishna Pillai and A.K.Gopalan, to make the Strike Committee to
asres to withdraw the struggle. It was resolved that the action of
the Managing Committee was improper and inopportune. It had isolated
ad weakaned the position of the rural workers who were not covered by
the agreament. There was also no assurance for the withdrawal of
cases registered against the workers. However, it would have been

suicidal to continue the struggle with disunity in the ranks in a
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situation when the State Congress agitation had virtually subsided.

Though the workers returned to work in the factories, and the

Managing Commnittee leaders had their way, they became thoroughly discred.ﬂ
before the class conscious workers. BPBven within the Managing Committee
itself the moderates began to lose support. It was P.N.Krishna Pillai
and V.K.Achuthan,who were still in jail that the union nominateg_?workersﬂ

- representatives in the Board of Trade Disputes. P.N.Krishna Pillai,i
after his release frcom the jail gravitated to a moderate position. He
was willing tc.>- disassociate the Union fr_om all polii:ical organisations i
ordei' to get the arrested workers released. It made his position as the
Preéident of the Union shaky and he dared not tc call a general body
'meeting to pass such a resolution.m/ Workers often expressed their
digpleasure of the moderate leaders by hooting at them publicly and

refusing to allow them to speak.m/

The CSP did not wish tc create a split in the Union and destrop
the workers unity.m/ The refusal to undertake any witch hunting enabi
the genuine and devoted sections of the moderates to continue in the i |
‘I'hué, whiie P.N.Krishna Pillai and V.K.Velayudhan drifted a way from
trade union activities, leaders like R.'Suguthan and C.K.Velayudhan grev,
into socialists and community ;;arty leaders. The experience of the 19ﬂ
strike radically transformed R. Suguthan. It forced him to Aiscard hi
moderate positions. He was arrested and sentenced to 3 yearé of impr

ment for a militant poem he wrote for the May day of 1939.m/
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The Emergence of Radical Hegemony

The general strike of 1938 was a turning point in the history
O;thppey working class. It provod to be a school of mass education
for the workers. Reviewing the struggle,P.Krishna Pillai noted that the
videspread repression and violence by the police had convinced even the.
st backward sections among the workers of the repressive class nature
of the st.ate.l?é/ The experience left behind a strongstreak of anti-
wvermment feelings in the subconcicusness of the Alleppy workers. Defen-
iing the decision of the Union to host the All Kerala Labour Conference
of 1939, an union activist declared to an approving audience: "I heard
mmebody saying that it [the Lubour Conference}] is revolutionary. I wish
te say that the workers are nothing but re~lutionary. The disruption
of the pwu' of thds autocratic government and destroying it to build a

'w state and society -~ve what tho workers desire and struggle for.... Ji

The strike decisively isolated the moderates in the Union
leadership. The workers began to perceive their interests as distinct
trem the bourgeois national mcvement that had virtually ignored the strike
sfter their compromise of October 23rd. The participation of the State
angress in the struggle was limited to a resolution of the Working Omlnitt’:ee
ad a formal visit of an enquiry committee, whose report never saw the \

light of the day.‘—-’l/

The determination of the Alleppy workers to continue their
swruggle against all odds wan the admiration of the Yocuth Leaguers and

‘» radical elements within the State Congress who were disillusioned by



56

the vacillations of the bourgecis national lecadership. The solidarity
campaign started by these radical ciements brought them into close contaf
with the working class mvement.lzﬁ, This collaboration led to the for
mation of the 'Radical Group' in May 1939, with M.N.Govindan Nair as i§
secretary.—‘l?/ The Radical Group was to function as an organised-aodlh
fraction within the State Congress on the lines of the CSP in Malabar.
The authoritieg watched this political development with deep concern.
"Their [labour activiags'] coalition with the éad:lcal Section of the
State Congreass as exemplified by 12 mu.tbe:s of Labour Managing Commitoee
joining the Radical Section is ~minous™ reported the police to the
Distriot Magisttate.lg-'o-/ The fears were well founded. The members of W
Radical Group, except for a anu.all faction led by N.Sreekantan Nair,'
became the leading core of ihe Comnj.st- Party in Travancore. Frt;:m this
stream came T.V.Thomas; who replaced P.N.Krishna Pillai ae the presidel

the Unicn in 1940.

The rapid politicisation of the masses and the emergence of th
socialist leadership undermined the communal hegemony over the worken.
‘l'h‘ slow transformation f.hat was taking place in th¢ Bzhava cagte-lead’
ship and movement was very evidenc to the workers. The victod of the
Abgent entimmovement and the Temple Entry Proclamation had xemoyéd tbl
immediate grievances of the Bghava elite. Week as they wéte, when oofl
to the well entrenched Christiancapitalisu. they-w}anted now to withid
frcm all anti-government agitations. Given the new industrial poncy
of active state interventipn‘ to promote rapid Mdusm&tiop, an
attitude of"cwpmiae..rmmmo&m the _interests

of the :Ezhma—bmgmiygy
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The chauvinist and conservative elements who were gaining
aseendancy in the ESRM actively demanded a change in the tactics of
the MDP Yogam, In 1933, 100 eminent Ezhavas of North Travancore demanded
that C.Kesavan he removed from the secretaryship of the SNDP Yogam as he
ws an "atheist and rationalist". They threatened non-cocperation if
the ROP Yogam continued to garticipate in the agitations against the
sverment "since most of the grievances of the community [had) been met."lgy
ehavas who had joined'vthé government service and had risen in the hier-
archy were angth'er important pressure group demanding a change in the

slicy of,.-the SNDP Yogam.lﬂ/ Finally, in 1939, the SNDP Yogam withdrew

. of
ill it’s support to the State Congress and all forms/anti-government

witations.,

The Ezhava ccir capitalists fully endorsed the decision to
vithdraw from the national movement. In the a;mual conference of the SNDP
fsgan of Shertallal, in 1939, the report of the Secretary was allowed to
be passed only after the deletion of the passages that could have been

istexpreted as vailed criticism against the government.ﬁ/

This pro-goverrment tilt in the policy of ‘the SNDP x;ogam severely
indermined its hold ovdr the workers. Unlike in 1937, when any attack
ininst caste organisaticns led to emotional protests ;even in labour
nnferux_mces, ;ve now find sewdre indictment of the SNDP Yogam by labour
‘sders being warmly received even in caste gatheringe. K.Aiyyappan,
on,—the hero of the Allepply workers, but who now became the chief
architect of the new strategy of the SNDP Yogam, was often singled out

‘or uidcim.LGE/C.K.Velayudhan » who had been in the SNDP Yogam Board,
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as a representative of Rlleppy workers, reilected the popular mood whe
he declared in a local meeting of SNDP Yogam at Alleppy: "I do not thisk
that there is anying to be proud about the present situation in Sﬁtl’...
Sree Narayana Guri held that allreligicps und castes must unite. But
I am not aware of the SNDP doing anything to remove caste conciousness
and religious hatred... I who know the inner secrets of the organisatl]

can vouch that in the near future the SND? and ite bhranches are
86/

going to fall into the hands of the z'naact:iomari.es."1

We do not claim that the workers left the caste organisatiom .
en masse. They continued formally to be its members and same of them
continuad to be activists at tne lower level. Because of the uneven
development of the mass moveme;'xt, the CSP also couid not give a f;all for
out right rejection of the SNDP Yogam. However, in Alleppy, the class
organisetion of the vorhers hal® Jecizively replaced the ca;te organisatly
as the primary claimen£ of the workers all;gipnce. From a person who
primarily considered himself as a member of the Ezhava caste, the Allegp
worker came to consider himself as a member of the working class. The
enti-gsavarna struggle became a part of the general clags struggle to

transform the society.

Thus, by the end of the thirties » the Alleppy workars developd
into a clzss concious of it s aims and future. The change that had came
about between 1922 and 1938 is best exemplified in the following experiw
of K.C.George, the provincial gecretary of the CPI in Travancore in the

'forties. In 1926, the young George, fresh from the-college and
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brimming with enthusizsm pail a visit to Dlle;py, the major working
class centre in Kerala. Bedng a 'pure'! nationalist whe could stand
- semmunal cr;ganisa.tion, he hai t: Yeturn deepdy Jisenchantald with
te wogkira, "It was 2 time when cven the workers qculd not rise akove

6

wamm1l feellngs,™ he rec«:llectslr—— ‘In 1938, disappointed with tiae
lﬁldorship of the Stats Congress, he went once again to NMlepny

vhare the workers were heroically upholding the flag cf the struggle.
e working class continuing the struggle for the indepondence of the
trmtry, fighting most crued repression, without the suppert of the

State Concress and xelying on their own strenyth showad me a new

A
tiel? for work and new style of work."—'-e_-i-’l

It is this transformaticn of the Alleypny workers that ww have

ittwpcwed to chrxomicle in this paper.
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[The paper is a revised versiocn of & serics of articles jpublished in
Malayalam in Chintha (?_‘/lrjig%%m. I wish to ackncwledge the helpful
comments and discussions on the paper ky the foliowing people: N.Krishnaj
A.Vaidyanathan, Mihir Shah, Nata Duvvury, V.Mecera, P.R.Gopinathan ‘tjli}i'.i[:e
Ram Manohar Reddy, P.K.Hicbael Tharakén,. Amit Mitra, Ashok Babu and 1_:1'xe
participants of the seminar in Centrc for Development Studies in March,
1982. Discussions with numerous trade union activists in Alleppy were
extremely helpful in gaining important insights into the various aspects
of the deveclopment of flleppy working class. I would like to specially
ackncwledge K.X.Kunjan, V.A.5imon, P.G.Padmanabhan, K.Das, N.P.Puruahoth.
and K.C.Govindan. The last mentioned made available to the author
numerous invaluable records cf the e&rly trade union movement, including
copies of the Thozhilali. T!. remeniscences of K.C.Govindan's experiencell
in the early trade union movement in Kerala will be shortly published
from Centre for Development Studies, Trivandrum, as-a ‘part of the
A.D.Neelakantan Endowment Studies. MNeedless to say, none BE the above

mentioned, is in no way responsible for any of the errars cf omisﬁiom

or commission present in the paper])
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-—" The Indices of Unit Value of Export of Coir Products from the Alleppy-!

D

Year Coir fibre Coir yarn Mat Matting
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&/ The Populaticn, Public Employment and Electoral Representation of
Varicues Commmities in Travancere (percentage distribution given in

brackets]

Population Public Elected representatives in Legis-
(in lakhs) employment lative Assembly
1931 1922 1925 1920 1631
Total 50.95{(100.0) 24,725(100.0) 23(Y00.0) 23(100.C) 23(%00.0) 23({106.0)
Nair 8.68(17.04) 13,435(54.33) 12(52.17) 13(56.52) 14(60.87) 15(65.22)

Nehavas 8.70(17.08) 913( 3.69) 0( 0.00) O( 0.0G) GOC ©C.00) O ( r,00)
other de~

pressed

Castes 9.20(10.06) 422( 1.71) C( G.00) O( 0.00) 0O( G.20) 1(4.35)

$ther non-
depressed
castes S 4.79( 9.40) 5,257(21.26) 4(17.39) 3(13.24) 2( B8.70) 3(13.14)

Shristians16.05(31.50) 4,042(16.35) 7(30.43) 7(30.43) €(2¢.09) 4(17.39)
Kuslims 3.53( 6.93) 513( 2.40) 0O( 0.00) G{( 0.00) 1( 4.35) 0(v.00)
ethexs 0.004(0.00) 46(0.19 ) n( v,00) =( 0,00) =~-( C.00) =~( 0.00)

Source: P.S.Velayudhan, SNDP Ycga Charithram, Quilon, 1928.

I/ P.K.Madhavan, op.cit., p.11.
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¥.K.Sanco, Sahodaran aiyyappan ,(Mal.), Kottayam,K 1960, p.362.
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Trivandrum, 1979, p.22,

See C.S.No.D.Di8.298/40, Re: Sikh converts in Alleppy, Vaikom etc.;
C.S.No.D.Di5.248/36 Re: Speeches of Sirdar Thejo Singh; C.S.MNo.
D.Dis.298/42 Re: Sirdar Tejo Singh of Shertallai; and C.S.No.D.Dis.
1638 Re: Speech delivered by Mr.Jay Singh in the meeting of
Veliyil Labour Union, ERC, Trivandrum.

Letter from K.C.Karunakaran to the Dewan dt.26.5.1936, C.S.No.D.Dis.
1538/36, ERC, Trivandrum. See also M.H., Vol.XXXII, No.29, Sepeﬁl
12, 1936, p.6; C.S.No.D.Dis,1085/36 and C.S.No.D.Dis.1247/36, BN,
Trivandrum.

See E.Madhavan, Swatantra Samudayam (Mal.), Trivandrum, 1979.
This bock was a revised version of the Presidential address deliver
by E.Madhavan at the 3rd Annual Conference of the Ezhava youth

vrganisation at Pattanac ud, near Shertall:i in 1936. The publica
theé book was advertised an ihozhilali. See Thozhilali, Sept.20,19

See Leg.Dept. No.R.Dis.100/30 Re: Return of the newspaper 'Muslin'
and also, C.S.Nc.D.Dis.584/24 Re: The objectionable verses printed

in the 'Muslim'.

KCG, Charitra Sangraham, p.12.

See the report on the 12th Annual Conference of the TLA, Kerala'
Raumudi, Trivandrum, 1937 May 30, p.1e.

Ihid., p.17.

N.B.Délaram, Keralathile Communist Prasthanam Adiya Nalukaliloode,
(Mal.), Quilen, 1973, pp.9C-105 and E.M.S.Namboodiripad, Keralas

Malayalikalude Mathrubhumi, Trivandrum, 1981, PpP.306-37.




@ne of the earliest rccorded disturbances in the industry before

the rirst World War was cver the working hours in the Darragh Smail's.
The management had to concede to changce the cpening time in the
meening fxom six toc seven o'clock. R.Prakasam, Kerelathile Trade
Union Prasthanathinte Charitram, (Mal.), Trivandrum, 1979, pp.34-§.
P.X.Bava narrates 3 incidents of work stoppages before the formation
of the TIA; sec K.K.Narayan, pp.5-6.

Report, BCTDMMI, p.S51.

E.Govinda Panitker, op.cit., p.4-5.

~ See the speech by N.Krishnan at the Union's General Body meeting
ir April 1922. KOG, Charitra Sangraham, p.7.

w M3, Charitram, p.182-3,
»/
= WA, Vigjapanam, (Mal.), flysheet, PKCG, Quilon.
L ’ _ o
In the first cne month 116 workers were -enrolled  (TLA, Vigjapanam,

(Mal.), fly sheet, cdate moth-eaten, PKCG, Quilon) By the end of the
y!u'. the number of members had increased to nearly 600. (TLA,

(Mal.), fly shect, 3t.20.1.1923, FKCG, Quilon). At the end
of 1923 it stood at 800 (#.K.Padmanabhan Asan, Thozhilalikalude Daya-
negyavasthayum Nivaranap gangalum, (Mal), 7lleppy, 1924, p.3). Though
the membership increased rapidly in 1925 with the reduction in membership

fee, thereafter it declined and was cnly 251 in 1928 Wﬂ&

p.11 and P.S.Mohamed, Ezhamathu Vars Sammelanathil Chai
Swvagatha Prasangam, (Mal.), Alleppy, 1931, p.1 ). But since the
mmbership steadily increased. 1In 1930, it was 10968 and in 1931

it grew to 2145 (P.S.Mohamed, op.cit., p.2 and Secretari Report
(ml.), Alleppy, 1931, PKCG, Quiion). In 1938 the union
ws around 14,000 (P.Krishna Pillai, 'aAlappuzhayile Pothu Panimudakkam'
(ml.) in Antallat (ed) Shakhakkale Munnottu,Vol.lI,
1978, p.59).

X6, Charitra Sangraham,/p.7.

"é.

E.X.Rerayanan, op.citwi p.34.

3

R.Soguthan, Thiranjedgtha Lekhanangal, (Mal.), Trivhndrum, 1979,p.73.

@ .

The decenial. Mg’towth of populaticn of ‘Travincore was 16.2

iz the firsat geoades of the century. During f1921/3%;

ppulation Lnﬁ.;.a by 27.2 per cent. See P.G.K.Panikar,.T. Nuxttlhnan
ond . -Krishnadyi, Populat.on Growth and Agr‘cultural Developkent X A Case

wxa]‘_ wro, Reme, 1973, c.1.
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Government of Travancore, Repcrt of the Economic Depression
Enquiry Committee, Trlivandrvnm, 1931, .p.26-2.

Revort, BCTDMMI, p.02.

According to the Magistrate "this Xind of treatment of the
labourers [was] due “o the fact that thexe {were] more
labourers than necessary and consequantly labourcrs can be got
for at very cheap rates, and aisc due to the disorganised condiV
of the labourcrs and keen competition among them". See the letk
of the Division First Class Magistrate to District Magistrata
de.15.2,113, Ind.Dept.No.R.Dis.2787/38, ERC, Trivandrum.

Repoxt, DCTDMMI, p.72.

Unit value of Exports of Coir Mat and Matting from Alleppy Port
(in Rs.per qtl .)

1925-26  1931-32 1933-34 1936~37 1938-39

Mat o1.77 41,10 22,13 20,85 37.49
Matting 66.64 4..99 34.32 £3.186 39,39

Source: Coir Board, Hand Dook of Coir Statistics, Kalavoa

See the comment3 ot Ms wiiiiam Goodacre & Co. on the TLA Memoriy
submitted to the Enquirv Officer, Ind.Dept.No.R.Dis.2787/38, EW,
Trivendriam,

Report, BCTDMMI, pv.77-8 and 121-31,

The Regional Distribution and the Zverage Size of Coir Estab

in 1938.

0.0L egta= . .

blishments tting mat no.of of L

iooms locms * looms ‘

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) U3
Alleppy 41 2374 2180 4554 ",
Punnapra 54 11 723 734 1
Kalavoor 15 43 598 641 !}
S.L.Puram 15 316 557 873 - 5,
Shertallai 73 811 1272 2083 a|
Kuthiathode 7 394 179 573 81,
Vaikom 5 103 40 143 - N
Muhamma 67 10€ 1780  180€ B
Quilon 9 172 24 193 2,
Total 290 4335 7350 11685 &

Scurces Report DCTDMMI, p.73 .
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~ In 1930, the average daily wages of the urban workers was Rs.0.61
- while in the rural worker received only Rs.0.30. Calculated from
. Statistics of Travancore 1113ME, 1938-39, Trivandrum, 1939, pp.

" Report, DOTDMMI, p.13C |

.

© bid., p.1it,
{ Ibid., pp.131-44 and 169-€0,

. K.C.Karmlakaran, 'Coco-Fibre Industry in Travancore', ﬁﬂ_ » 3Cth

. Year Annual, 1535, p.30. -See aleo, D.M.Amalsad, The Development of
* Coir Industry on the East Coast of Madras Presidency, Madras, 1925,
,lpu20 ’

¥ Report, BCTDMMI, pp.111.

'“ mid., p.110.
4 . See the evidence given by the workers of Aspir'xwall‘ & Co., Ibid. ,‘p'.22.

© P.G.Padmanabhan, 'Coir Factory Thozhilalikalum Commm:.st Partiyum',
(Mal,)., Squvenir-- , p.20.

8ee the statement issued by Alleppy Chambex of Commerce m MH,
Vol xx:x, No.43, January 27, 1934, p.3. '

' "It 18 not intelligent behaviour to strike out mentary anger...

. The present practice of striking first in mosty nies without

the knowledge of the Union cannot be tolerated®. "P.S.Mchammed

| TA Ettamathu Varshika Sammelanathil Sthiram President Mr.P.S.

§ Mohammed M.L.C.Chaitha Swagatha Pragamgam, (Mal.) Alleppey, 1932, p.5.

, Charitram, p.165.

£ p.S.Mohammed, op.oit.

£, bid., p.2.
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Presidents and Secrctaries of the TLA

Date of Occasion President Secretary
1822 Foundation Cunference M .K.Antony P.K.Dava
1922 Special General Dody meeting T.C.Kesavan Vaidyiar "
1924 1st Annual Conference N.Krishnan "
1924 Special General Cody meeting " K.Velayudhan
1925 2nd Annual Conference " ®
1626 3rd Annual conference P.K.Madhavan S.Vasudevan
1928 Special G eneral Body meeting " P.K.Dava
1920 4th Annual conference P.S.Mohammed "
1928 Special General Bcdy meeting " K.C.Govindan
"

1329 5th Annual Conference "
1930 6th Annual Conference " "

1931 7th Ahnual Conference " Siva Prasad

1932 Special General Dody meeting " Vv.C.Vasu vai

1932 €th Annual Conference " "

1533 Special General Body mectinj ® M.C.Narayana

1933 Special General Body meeting " V.K.Achuthan

1934 Sth Annual Conference A.Calakrishna Pillai P.Kesavadev
]

1934 Special General fody meeting V.K.Velayudhan

1934 Special General Body meeting " Pandavathu m
P

1934 10th Annuval Confeérence N.Krishna Menon "

1935 Special General Lody meeting " K.C.Govindan

1935 Special Gencral Dody meeting K.P.Fanicker "

1935 Special General DBody meeting DP.K.Kunju

193¢ 11th Annual Conferxe ze "

1937 12th Annual Conftcrence " R.Sugathan

KCG, Charitram, pp.179-200.

See the police report on K.C.Govindan, C.S.No.D.Dis.1004/35, EKC,
Trivandrum,

At the 8th Annual Conference he had won the admiration of the workers.
when he ridiculed the didatic speeches of the other guests and
leaders and gave a new slogan to Alleppy workers: "Let us now become
rowdy rebels". Interestingly, the prominent among the workers who
approached him the next year to request him to contest for the
secretaryship reemerge at the end of the 'thirties as the TSP cadres.
See P.Kesava Dev, Ethurppu, (Mal.), Kottayam, 1979, pp.3106.-

P.Kesava Dev, ‘'Adiyte Oru Panimudakku', (Mal.), Scuvenir , pp.15-¢,-

KCG, Charitram, pp.193.

For a description of the linkages between the agricultural aecto¥
and the rural coir weaving industry, see H.Smith, op.cit., Exnakuls
1952, r.9. g
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Report, BCTDMMI, p.80. according to «~ survey of coir workers at
Shertallai, in 1941, only 12 per cent of the workers owned any land,
19 per cent were tenants and the rest were all hutment dwellers.

See Robin Jeffrcy, 'Indian Working Clase Revolt: Punnapra Vayalar
and Communist Conspiracy of 1946, The Indian Economic and Social
History Review, Vol.XVIII, No.2, April-June, 1981, p.103,

R.Suguthan, Thiruvithamcore Labour Associationte Managing Commnittee
Samarppikkenna Memorandum, (Mal.), Alleppy, 1938, p.3.

Report, BCTDMMI, pp.130-1.

See the cocmments by M/s William Goodacre & Sons on the TLA Memorial
sumitted to the Enquiry Officer, Ind.Dept. No.R.Dis.2787/38, ERC,
Trivandrum,

See for instance the speeches of union leaders labour meetings at
Paruz' dt.19.12.116 and 25,2.115 in C.8$.No.D.,Dis.4014/44 and

C.S8.No.D.Disg.3809/44, ERC, Trivandrum, See also report on the Annual Con-
ference of MCPWU, C.S.No.D.Dis.3689ﬁ4, EERC, Trivandrum,

See the resolutiocn No.2, the proceedings of the Committee of ACISU dt.

3,10.117, Minute Book (Managing Committee), RACISU, Shertallai.

Report, BCTD ) P.201, Fee concession for the children of coir
workers had- been one of e earlicst demands raised by the TLA.

See the report on the .2nd annual Conference of the TLA, MH, VOl.XXI,
No.16, June 13, 1925, p.5.

Thejo Singh's 'Daridra Deepam} (ILight of Povertyl, depicting the
travails of a couple dedicated to the cause of the toiling masses
"was s0ld everywhere with a view to raise funds for the expenses in
connection with a labour meeting®™ to be. presised by K.P.Thayyil —
the advocate of Ezhava conversion to Islam. See C.S.No.,D.Dis.
4187/44, ERC, Trivandrum. The proceeds from the sale of ‘Thozhilall
Ganam' | Song of a Worker] went to fund a reading rocm for

the workers. Sce M.K.Padmanabhan, Thozhilali Ganam, (Mal.), 193G,
fhottallai. '

—' fThozhilali, (Mal.), Vol.9, No.33, Number 7, 1935, Alleppey, pP. 7.

See the returns of the news paper Thozbkilali in Le g.Degt.Eo.
D.Dis.50/25, Leg.Dept.No.R.Dis.9/31 and Leg.Dept. No.R.uis112/3 )
BRC, Trivandrum.

Thozghilali, (Mal.),December 2G, 1934, _‘ Alleppy, p.8.
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Kedamangalam Pappukkutty, Kadathu Vanchi, (Mal.), 1953, pp.126=.

Ibid., p.128. see alsc his poem 'Velakkarude Pattu' (Song of the ¥

Thozhilali, Thulam 28, 111, Allepry, p.1.

138/
139/

140/

Ibid., p.76; and KOG, Charitram, p.193. The Union activists pub
a2 collection of his poems titled Aswasa Niswasam [Sigh of Relief].
The advertisement of the book in Thozhilali carried the caption:
"poal Literature must be the reflecticn of ordinary peoples' dally

1ife". Thozhilali Viseshalprathi, dlleppy, 1937, p.51.

P.S.Mchammed » op.cit., p.5.
N.E.Balaram, op.cit., pp.t7-€.

GG, Chaxitra Sangraham, p.19.

141
12V puthupally Raghavan, op.cit., pp.50-1.

142/ _

RCG.' Charitra Sangraham, p.22. See also the article 'Pactory BiN
183 Nere' (Mal.), Thozhilali, Vol.9, No.36, November 28, 1935, p.S8.
3y N.E.Balaram, op.cit., p.99.
144 | ' '
14/ M.T.Chandxasenan, ‘Alappuzhayile Communist Parttyude Ulbhavas' (Ml

Navayugam, 3ook 31, No.33, Trichur, February 13, 1982, p.2. |

145 .
185/ %{mceedmga cf the Lakour Conference at Calicut were explain
at ;

rkers meetings. See the report of the Jatha Propaganda m‘,
in Thozhilali, December 25, 1935, Alleppy.’ ’

M.T.Chandrasenan, op.cit.

KCG, Charitra Sangraham, p.25-7.

In September 1937, a meeting of the CSP cadres was called in
Cochin by P.Krighna Pillai to discuss the possibilities of a
general strike. See M.T.Chandra Senan, op.cit. P.Krishna Pillai
describing the labour situation in Alleppy, in an article
published in Mathrubhumi in 1935, argued that the only solutim
a general strike in the industry. P.Krishna Pillai, ‘Alappuzhsy

Thozhil Vazhakku' (Mal.) in Antallat, op.cit., p.51.
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For a detailed description of the struggle of the State Congress

see C.Narayana Pillai, Tiruvithamcore Swatantriya Samara Charitram,
(Mal,), Trivandrum, 1972. The Youth League was a locse group of
young radicals who actively participated in the Congress activities

but claimed themselves to be a separate organiamation. Though they

had no clear ideological perspective, they opposed the wa.ccillations

of the State Congress leadership and stood for uncompropdsing

struggle against the Cewan. For a brief description of contemporary CSP

-perspective on the struggle see K.Damodaran, 'Thiruvithamcorile Swatantri

Prakshobam', 'I'hozh:.lal:., 1938, August 25, p.2-3.
See -C.S.Nc.D.Dis. 195/49, Re: Shertallai Diaturbancea, ERC, Trivandrum.

See the statement of the TLA Managing Committee dt.3.4.1938, in
Antallat, o op.cit., p.75.

The Proceedings of the Sree Mulam Assembly, Vol.XII, 1939, Trivandrum,
rP.297 and Thozhilali, Vol.11, No.38, July 21, 1938, Alleppy, p.1.

- See the speech of K.Damodaran at the labour meeting at Muhamma,

C.Marayana Pillai, op.cit., p.328.

*rill the party cadres ceached Alleppy, because of the lack of
experience,; pretty little had been done by way of preparation except the
passing of the resolution for a general strike. Even among the

workers there was lack of confidence that the strike will materialise".
P.Krishna Pillai, 'Alappuzhayile Pothu Panimudakkam', Antallatt,

op.cit., p.62.

K.K.Warrier, 'Marakanavatha Sambavam', (Mal.) Souvenir., pp.241-2.
Also see the articles by K.K.Warrier and K.Kunjan in Antallat op.cit.,
Pp.496 and 475.

P.Krishna Pillai, op.cit., in Antallat, op.cit., p.61.

dated
Interview with K.K.Kunjan/5.6.81, Alleppy, See also P.Krishna Pillai,

gB.Cit.. in Antallat, E.Cit. » p.60

M.R.Ramn.' 'Navika Thozhilali Samghathinte Ulbhavavum Valarechayum' ,
(Mal.), Souvenir, pp.83-4.

T.V.Haridas, 'Thiruvinanthapurathu Chuvappu Sena' (Mal.), Souvenir,
p.104.- : —

See C.Narayéha Pillai, op.cit., pp.678- 94, K.C.‘George.' 'Ente Jeevitha
Yatre (Mal.), MMA, Dook 26, No.27, September 12, 1981,p.13 and 41

and K.C.George, op.cit., (Mal.), MMA, Dook 26, No.27, September 5,
1961, ’
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see the report of Mr.Haydon's interview with the Dewan dt.20.10,1938,
Ind.Dept.No.R.Dis.2787/38, ERC, Trivandrum and M.K.Raman, Ente JeeviJ
Katha, (Mal.), Edappallykotta, 1977, pp.22-5,

For an account cf the police terrcr on 23rd and 24th of October,
see F.Krishna Fillai, 'Pothujanangalecdum State Congressionodum'
(Mal.), in Antalatt, cp.cit., pp.55-7 and also P.Krishna pillai
'Alappuzhilc¢ Thozhilalikalcde, (Mal.) in aAntallat, op.cit., p.83.

Sec the remeniscences of P.A.Solcman of the strike in Antallat, op.c
p.471.

See the letter to the lNewan dt.3.11,1938 from Mr. Haydon, the
managexr. 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 nct, they intend to return on Mondey...
The poor fellows are literally starving. I have never seen such

a change in the appearances of men in such a short time." | Ind.Dept.
No.R.Dis.2767/38, ERC, Trivandrum.

K.K.Warrier, cp.cit., p.241.

P.Krishna Pillai, 'Alappuzhayile Pothu Panimudakkam',(Mal.), in
Antallat, op.cit., p.G6.

Ibid., p.6€-9,

See the letter of the Nistri Magistrate to the Chief Secretary
dt.30.3.114_and the letter o irman of Travancore Chamber of

Commerce v:ﬂg&ief Secretary dt.15.11.1938, Ind.Dept.No.R.Dis.2767/3,
ERC|, Tri rum.

N.Sreekantan Nair, 'Kashinjakala ChitrangalfMal.), Kottayam, 1976,
P.26.

"Yesterday we suceeded in getting a manifesto puklished by the
labour unicn office bearers... to call off the strike. Knowing
this, the other fellows approached the extremists (the strike
committee members) and persuaded them to disown the manifestc
published by the union as that the strike need be called off only
after P.N.Krishna Pillai, Achuthan and others who are in custody are
released. Wc knew about this only in the night and we pexrsuaded
the union to meet at once and dissclve the strike committee so
as to avoid its functioning any longer. Anyhow a split has been
created in their camp." Letter of the District Magistrate to the
Dewdan ¢t.30.3.114, C.S.No.R.Dis.2767/38, ERC, Trivandrum.
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Bse lotter fiom Y.C.Xaruaakaran tn p-. jonal secretary to Dewan
Dt.19.1.1933, ti.S.D.pis.!-lo.46/39, ERC, Trivandrum.

See the raport »f the Stace Congress meeting at Alleppy dt.11.12.1938.
“Mr.C.X.Velayudhan a mamvaxr of*4he Managing Committee of TCFWU who
aleng with R,Sujuthan, the former gereral secretary.... was largely
responeible %c. the terninatiou o€ the labour general strike.... was
hooted dcwn soveral timer and even arfter the request of the president,
the gathering thac corsisted naiunly cf the workers did not allow
Velayudhan to jroceed.™ C.8.No.D.Dis.213/38, ERC, Trivandrum.

See P.Krishna Pillai, Alappuzhryiie Thozhilalikalodu, (Mal.)

in Antallat, cop.cit., pp.77-E5. The cmphasis of this appeal

was on the need to presexve the mity: "What is immediately needed
is that wc shoulé forget the mpleasent incidents among us for
sAny reascns... Our future lies in 2 strong organisation®,

Puthupally Raghavan, opwcit.; p.1710-1.

P.Ekrishna Pil1a4,’ \lappt-hayile Pothu Panimudakkam,’ in Antallat,
2.01‘. » p-“n

See the lottcr n%&nspect‘or of Pojice to the District Magistrate

dt. 11.10.114, C.S.N».N.Nig,295/39, ERC, Trivandrum, Sea also the reports

rf the spceches cf R.Sug*han ard ¥.K.Purushothaman, C,S.No,D.Dis,239/39
w2C, Trivandryr. ’ 2

X.K.xunjan, “haruvithamcore Col: Factory Workers Union Ettamathu
Varshika Rep~rt, .Jdleppv, 1554, nn.1" 1.

K.C.George, cp.cit., I'MA, Vol.3i, No.2€, Kottayam, September 1981,
pp.4 and 13,

Puthupally Raghavan, op.cit., »p.111-26; N.Sreekantan Nair, op.cit.,
pp.70~2 and K.C.George, cp.cit., MR, February 20, 1982, p.4 and 15,

Lettexr of the Inspector of Poiijce to the District Magistrate
dt.11.10.11%, C.5.No.D.Dip.295/39, ERC, Trivandrum.

For a discussion of the Industrizl Policy of Travancore Government
ste P.K.Michacl Tharakan :n3 T.M.Thcmas Isaac, State and Industria-
1isaticn in Travancore, CDS Working paper, (forthcoming), Centre
for Devolopment Studies, Trivandrum. '

S8¢e C.5.N0.D.P19.4098/44, ERC, Trivandrum.
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See the Presidential addrees of O.Madhavan, the retired Chief
Secretary tc the Government of Travancore, at the 3rd Annual Conft'tl
of the Shetallaji SNDP Yogam. C.S.No.D.Dis.3785/44, ERC, Trivandrs

See the rrcceedings of the 3rd Annual Conference of Shetallai
SNDP Yogam in February 1940. C.S.Nc,D.Dis.4098/44, ERC, Trivandrm

See the speech of V.K.Karunakaran dt.12.3.115 at annual meeting =f
the Punnapra Vadakkumbagham SNDP Union Branch No.609. C.S.No.D.ds
3690/44, ERC, Trivandrum,

See the gpeech of C.K.Velayudhan at Thekken Aryad the 4th annual
conference of the SNDP Union DB®anch No.298. C.S.No.D.Dis.3660/44,
ERC, Trivandrum.

K.C.George, op.cit., MMA, Book 26, No.1, February 21, 1981, p.4,

K.C.George, op.cit., MMA, Boom 26, No.32, September 19,1981, p.4.
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Alleppy, 19337.
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Carpet and Upholstery Review, New York.

Journal of University of Dombay, Dombay

‘Malabar Herald, Ernakulam

Malayala Manorama Adchapathippu, Kottayam

The Proceedings of the Sree Mulam Assembly, Trivandrum.
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