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CHAPTER T

INTRODUCTION

The object of our.stuiy isrtﬁe conditions of women
workers in the Cotton Textile Industry of Madras Presidency
in éhe first half of the present century, The under lying
purpose is to trace the general hisforical feagturesg of women
assuming the role of primary producers in a system of produc-
tion characterised essentially by wage-labour, Admittedly,
in this task, we have been constrained bv the nature of our
éource-material, the time at our disposal and, not the least,
the limitations of our own historiographical talents. Never-
theless, we make an attempt to make our way through the
several layers of complexity that envelope the sub ject, viz.,
the compendium of ideology - itself in flux under the
influence of transition to new conditions of production -
which renders the sexes unequal, the particularities of
capitalism in regard of gender ineguality and the environment
of nascent industrialisation under the watchful eye of a

colonial administration.

It is g truism to say that women have been an integral
part of the economy of éociety since its inception., But,
over time, their eiistence at work has been shagped by
different conditions in different stages of historical
development. Industrial Capitalism the world over openéd

avenues to the women in a @qualitatively dif ferent manner.



By separating, to a large extent, the home from the work-
place and situating some section of women at the workplace,
it pfovided women with the potential scope for easier and
wider access. It paved the way for expression of discontent
in different forms and generated in them an awareness of
their oppressed, exploited situation. Initially, undef

the influence of the Bnlightenment, the call for giving
women equal rights was raised by Feminists like May Wpll-
stonecraft, etc., who spearheaded the ideological battle
for property rights and voting rights for women in the

19th century.

Most organised efforts, utopian as well as revolu-
tionary, to liberate humanity from a demeaning social order
since then have paid special attention to the women's
question. Radicals ranging from Robert Ow en and Charles
Fourier to Marx, Engels, Bebél, Clara zetgkin and Lenin

have given us valuapble insights into the subject.

The 20th century has witnessed the mobilisation of
women into larger and larger spheres of active public life,
The suffragette movement, the Russian Revolution of 1917,
the two world wars, all thess have lent impetus to the
women's guestion in their own ways. Women have functioned
‘as the most malleable segment of the reserve army of
labour, welcomed to the workplace when men are called

away tO wage wal or prove too innumerous or expensive to



meet the labourforce requirements of the day and, alter-
natively, shooed back into the beckoning folds of the family

when conditions dictate a cut in the workforce.

Increasingly, women themselves have come to the fore,
both as part of and outside socio-political movements, to
question the structures of gender inequality. Intellectual
enquiry of th= problem, at the theoretical and empirical
levels, has been an important part of their effort, Simone

de Beauvoire's ‘The Second Sex evoked interest at large.

We present below a bri=fly annotated 1list of some

of the major works that have contributed to our studv,

Michele Barrett's Women's Oppression Today breaks

new ground in defining a theoreticél approach to the women's
question. She combines aspects of women's oppression along
with a stuly of the exploitative structure of the society.
Her attempt is to bring Marxism and Feminism closer, and

to study women's oppression in a more complete sense within
the social system of oppression and exploitation. The

study is an analytic account of various works of women's
studies, and provides the clearest presentation available

of the Marxist Feminist per spactive, She cautions against
reductionism of all kinds in approaching the problem either
of economy or gender and argues for a more complete, complex
study of the problem. However, her emphasis on the role

of the family as the principal centre of gender ideology



presénts some problems,

Undoubtedly, the ideolOgy of gender is cultivated
and bred in the sphere of the family. However, it 1is our
opinion that the family is, in fact, in each phase of
history, representative of the whole society in the sense
that the social formation structures the family in a way
most compatible to it, In other words, gender ideology
has to be located in the entire configuration of societal

structures and the dynamics of social production,

There are many theoretical works approaching the
woman's question differently ranging from Shulasmith

Firestonets ™Dialectics of 35ex ', in which she tries to

displace the category of social classes to understand
class as male and female, to works of Juliet Mitchell
‘et al premised on psychoanalytic theory. It was, however,

Kate Millet's 'sexnal Politics which saw sex as a status

category with political implications involving ‘power
structured relationships*' in which one group of persons -
Women - were controlled by men, which seriously evoked
response and challenge from various quarters. According
to Millet, consent in society to female subordination was
secured through socialization under a primarily partiar-
chal society. It followed that the need was for a 'sexual
revolution’ to liberate humanitv. Thus., she poses the

problem of women's liberation as being-independent of the



larger context of social production. This trend of percei-
ving women's liberation was also part of a tradition that

developed in understanding women's history.

There are a number of articles studying conditions
of women workers in industries most of which are regional
studies, e.g. aAngela John's study of Wwomen workers in coal ynines
England, Jan Lambert's stuly on sexual harassment in the
19th century cotton industry. These are all microlevel
studies pertaining to analysing and placing women's posi-

tion in these occupations.

In the Indian context, a very early and significant
contribution to the literature on women is Neeri Desai's

Indian Women Today . It is a comprehensive survey of the

development of Indian society and its consequent ramifica-
tions having a bearing on the status of Indian Women. Its
significance lies in this, that it is one of the first well
researched historical reconstructions of the changing posi-
tion of women in India covering the influence of a tradi-
tion of religion from the vedic period to now, culture,
society and institutions shaping them to their present
mould, However, it is a very general study of the deterio-
rating status of Indian women from pre-Rritish times to
Independent Indis., A small secticn has dealt with the
condition of women workers and their utterly decadent condi-

tions of existence, their unequal position in wage slavery




and the implications industrial isation had in increasing

the burden of work for them,

The bulk of contemporary Indian literature on womeﬁ,
however, is not on the women workers but rather revolves
around themes such as the relationship between womén and
nat ionalism, women and social reforms and women in 1 itera-

‘ture. Kumari Jayawardana, 'Teminism and Nationalism In

The Third Wor 1d Countries<:Prague 198%>and C.S. Lakshmi,

Face Behind the Mask‘,(?elhi 198{>can be cited as examples.
The first is a study of £he issues around which women were
mobil ised during thevnational liberation struggle and the
negative consequences of the women not raising their own
problemé for a revolutionary transformation. Being focussed
on social reforms, nationalism and Indian women in the
struggle for national liberation, this work has little to
say specifically on the impact of the struggle for national
liberation on the women worker's state of exploitation., The

second book, C.S. Lakshmi's ‘Face Behind The Mask ', makes

a sensitive analysis of the roles assigned to women in

Tamil literature, Her conclusion is that a traditional,
submissive sterectype of womanhood is perpetuated by most
of the women writers, which she attributes to their middle-
class background and the whole envircnment in which their
consciocusness was structured - a male dominated partiarchal
society whereir women merely saw themgselves as images of

male percention.



Most of the work done on labour in India has, conscious
ly or unconsciously, ignored the effects of modern industrial
work on the lives of women workers and has been preoccupied

with the stuly of labour unions and strikes.

Radha Kumar in 2Zity Lives: Condition of Women Worker s

in the Cotton Mills of Bombay, 1919-19239 attempts to evolve

me thods to make women the subject of discussion. However,
the focus on women soon gets dif fused and the study veers

to being one on labourers in general,

another study 1is that of Eamon Murphy on Madras

Presidency, Unions in Conflict 1919-1939,(Sussex 1982)
The author emphasizes that what he wants to highlight is
not the importance of caste in the working class movement
in terms of lcbbying for union control, but how the tradi-
tional caste-ctratified social structure impeded, at
various levelsg, the growth of class consciousness in the
varicus unions he makes a study of, But in the process,
the work appears to have been unduly preoccupied with the
caste factor in the mental make up and consciousness of
the labourers =zt the expense of the oppression of the
factory svstem. Though it is a discussion of the evolving
consciousness of workers, his analysis is not very convin-
cing. This 1s so because it is not possible to comprehen-
sively capture the consciousness of workers in colonial
India by resort to their classification on the basis of

affiliation to caste and political party, as Murphy has

~



attempted to, There were other mediating factors as weil,

It is noteworthy that the reconstruction of history
premiséd on an analysis of the unions in operation in these
areas as pursued by Murphy, misses out the active role/
played by women workers as activists during protests and
strike picketting: according to Murphy women were not
actively involved except for stray incidents as they were
tied down to familial duties assigned by society, 1In fact,
our evidence suggests quite the contrary. It was not as
if because of the women's primary role as wife/daughter/
mother, they were absolutely non-participatory in the
labour movement., Although it is not possible to construct
sequentially vear by year, mill by mill, their active
involvement in protests and strikes {given the limitations
of the source mater ial consulted), we do have quite a rich
record of women protesting against the inhuman conditions
of work at the cotton mill, What is noteworthy is that
despite the limitations posed by the ideology of familial
responsibility and social norms, consistently, attempts
were made to recsist and challenge the oppressive apparatus
at work by these women workers, That is to say, these
women experienced oppression but were not subsumed and
swallowed by it and, in fact, tried to reinterpret and

change it in their own way.



Scope_of the Present Work

Because we find that most works of an histor ical
nature terd to ignore the problem of women labourers,
there is considerable scope for a study on the conditions
of women workers asg part of the workforce, The chbice
of the subject, the worker woman, is based on the need
felt to investigate the commonality in 'oppression' of
the woman worker, as not only a woman but as a worker
equally, the premise h2ing that the two are integrative
as both the woman on becoming worker as also the worker l
being woman faced multiple problems, gquite a few of which
were dissimilar to those confronting their male counter-
parts, With industrialisation, the workers are the most
‘oppressed larger category in society within which the women
workers are placed at the lowest rung of the socisl scalé,
The gtudy would entail, on the one hand, defining the
empirical details of their entrég into the work force,
and, on the other, exploring the social implications of

such a development,

The first task would require us to examine the
following: The women's share in the workforce, the condi-
tions governing their entry and exit as workers, their
wages as compared to social requirements and the wages
given to male workers, the types of work siven to them,
other conditions of work, their marital status and the

extent of their participation in the struggle of 1abour

against capital.
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Following this, the question of social implications
could be studied in its particular aspects, which fall
broadly into two categories: (a) those dealing with the
impress of traditional society on women as workers, and
(b) the implications of women becoming modern industrial

workers for traditional societvy,

The manner in which tradition defines women workers'
role in society, the articulation of gender subordination
through new forms such as lower wagés and sexual exploita-
tion at the work place, the obstacles to the unionisation

of women workers could come under Category (a).

The significance of women acquiring independent
earnings, the changes in the family structure and women's
role within the fanily consequent on women becoming wor kers
and the far-reaching implications of women workers acquir-
ing proletarian consciousness and organisation would consti.

tute the other set of questions to be investigated.

.

The examination of the above cited questions would
converge on a study of the develorment of the consciousneés
of proletarian women. It would seek to throw some light
on how traditions and customs of Injian society impeded
the process of wonen acguiring the freedom to play a role
outside the limited repertoire of mother, daughter and
wife assignedl by society and obstructed women overcoming

the limitations of thesz roleg themselves,
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However, we have not been able to do full justice,
in the present study, to all the guestions posed above,
owing to the limitations of the source material accessible
to us. For example, the marital status of the women °
workers, the changes in the relations in the familiaL
plane and the caste-wise bregk-down c¢f the female work-
force are some of the important issues that we have not
been able to deal with, adequately or at all., The common-
place tendency of government documents to either subsume
women workers in the general labour force being dealt with,
or, in accordance with the male-dominant perceptions of
society, keep them outside their purview altogether (the
family budget series for Madras 1936, is a case in point
as it excludes women workers) presents obstacles to our

invest igation, often insurmountable,

The present work has been divided into the following
theree chapters, apart from this introduction and a post

script,

EMERGENCE OF WOMEM IN THE WOR KFORCE

The historical context of the study, that is, the
development of industries in Madras Presidency in a colonial
setting and, further, the development of cotton mills in
the three areas under review - Madras, Madurai and Coimbatore.
Along with it, the composition of the workforce in terms of

sex, and the origins of labour in these industries.
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CONDITIONS OF WORK

This deals with the conditions of work at the mills
and the special problems women workers faced on becoming
part of the modern industrial wor%force as also the special
facilities availed by them, the wage structure, the various
pieces of legislation introduced during the period 1914~

1939 and, specifically, the Madras Maternity Bill of 1934,

STRUGGLE OF T,AB0UR AGAINST CAPITAL
In this chapter, we attempt to locate the space

women workers used to protest against their exploitative
conditions of work and their emerging consciousness of its
oppressive nature. The modality of attempting it has been
to take up incidents of protest of various kinds in whicﬁ
the women were participants, such as for increased wages,
against sexual harassment as also poor conditions of work
at the mill. In this, both organised actions through the
‘union and spontaneous protests and strikes have been dealt

with.,

We have relied, primarily, on two kinds of sources,
apart from the Census reports. These are "The Hindu"
Newspaper from 1315-1939 and Government sources. The

Government sources compr ise

a) Sovernment Orders of the Public, Law, Develop-
ment and Labour Departments of the Madras

Presidency as well as some secret files;



b) Native Newspaper Reports for the period 1914-
1932; and
c) Strike Enquiry Committee Reports of Madurai

(1930), Coimbatore (1938) and Madras (1938).

Besides, the Report for Mxlras Presidency administration

of the years 19314-1939 also yielded some useful material,



CHAPTER II

EMERGENCE OF A WORKFORCE

Pattern of Development of Cotton

Mills - Origin of Labour - Compo-
51t10n of workforce

This chapter seeks to discuss (a) the pattern of
induétrialization in the region considered,i.e. Madras
bPresidency, (b) origin of lapour, and (c) the composition
of the workforce. Such an attempt involves the study of
the changes in the pattern of industrial development
between 1914-1939 and espacially, the factors that contri;
buted to the developm=nt of the cotton textile industry
in Madras, Malurai and Coimbatore. Alongside a study of
the origin of labour for work in the cotton mills would
help us understand why the cities grow in the areas studied
as it did, the gradual settlement of towns on villages and
their transformation to industrial units. In Madras
Presidency towns, with an emcrgent settled working popu-
lace with their own living quarters - the slum known better

as the ‘cheri' - assumed a nature of permanence as the

locale of working class settlement by the end of the
period of study. Aand, the composition of the workforce
which entails (a) the workforce in major industries, and
(b) in the cotton mills would help us reconstruct gquanti-

tatively as to what percentage the womenfolk constituted



in the workforce of Madras Presidency in general and the
cities of Madras, Madurai and Coimbatore in specific. and,
these empirical details would be useful in analysing the
changes in the workforce between 1914-1939 and the impli-
cat ions the expansion of the cotton mill industry Had for
women workers - whether they were well integrated as a
permanent component of the workforce or were marginaiised
because of technological innovations and expansion of cotton

mill industry in this region.

The development of modern industry in Madras took
place in a colonial context and therefore this factor
played a decisive role in shaping the pattern of industrial
development. It was undoubtedly a phase of partial develop-
ment - with the establishment of certain industries encou-
raged and at times aided by the colonial state, e.g. hide
and tanning, textiles, tea industry, armanent factories
etc.1 The urban townships of Madras, Madurai and Coimbatore
grew along with the development of these industries, The
policies of the colonial state, pressures from foreign and
indigenous capital, labour market, raw material resources,

and market were the main forces which influenced the

course of industrial development,

1. Imperial Gazetteer of India Provincial Series, vol,I,

Madras, 1911, p.498,
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In the Madras Presidency during the early twentieth
century, partial industrialization under the aegis of the
colonial state was initiated by both foreign and Indian
capitalists., Initially most of the cotton mills were
owned by British capitzl - Stanes in Coimbatore, Harvey
in Madurai and Buckingham and Carnatic of the Binnys in
Madras.2 Very few were Indian owned - Choolal under Guja-
rati and sSouth India Spinning Wesving Mills under Parsi
management.3 Most of these cotton mills developed in
the latter part of the nineteenth century., The labour
employed in industries of these towns - Madrasg, Madurai
and Coimbeatore came from the neighbouring rural areas and

4
were gradually incorpor ated into the urban setting.’

Except for a few tanneries near Madras town and
some cotton ginning and pre=ssing industries as also in
a few mica mines at Nellcre, the Presidency lacked any

=
major industrial base unlike Bombay or Calcutta.~ This

2. The House of Binnv, Bicentenary Year Publication,
Madras, 199, p.l03.

3. Ipid.

4, Gupte, R.C., Labour and Housing in India, Bombay,
1925, p.41.

S. Imperial Gazetteer of India, Frovincial Serieg,
vol.I, Mxdras, 1911, pp.4°8-29.
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is because the process of industrialisation was late in
this region.

Pattern of development of
Cotton Mills

The foundations of the cotton industry in Madr as
Presidency was laid by the Binny enterprise inlg&76 which
began as a managing agency under British capital. "The
decade of 1676-1886 had seen the successful foundation
of Binny's small textile empire - a development undoubtedly
beyond the widest dreams of the founder.6 In the 1880s
two other cotton mills were started in Madras under Indian
management -~ the Southern Indias United Spinning and Weaving,
2 Parsi management, and the Madras United Spinning and
Weaving under Gujarati Entervrise better known as Choolai.’7
In Madurai the founding of the Madurai mill in 1889, by
the Harvey management, marked the beginning of modern
cotton mill industry. and, in Coimbatore in 1888, the
establishment of the Coimbatore Spinning and Weaving Mills,
.a Stanes Enterprise, spearheaded the growth of textile

mills in this region.

6. The House of Binny, Bicentenary Year Publication,
Madras, 199, p.102.

7. Ibid., p.103.

8.  Inid.
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Different factors influenced the development of the
cotton mill industry. Handloom industries in both cotton
and silk was a flourishing occupation and trade of the
Tamils right through the medieval period and continued to
have consider able market in the nineteenth century also.
With the influence of industrial capitalism under colonialism
with the large market available for cotton goods it was but
natural that an expansion of cotton mills would take place
with availability of capital for investment, This occurred
as we noted above in the last guarter of the nineteenth
century. The mills also produced yarn for the handloom
industry and they.proved to be cheagper than the handspun
yarn which they gradually replaced.9 In fact, later on,

a number of mills concentrated on productich of cotton yarn
and this was the case especially iﬁ some of the mills in
Coimbatore (e.g. 3ri Ranga Vilas in Peelamedu).10 The
Binny's B&C Mills in Madras developed and sustained itself
on government uniform cloth contract especiglly in the post

1
1914 period. 1

A large number of mills were opened in the post-

depression perioldl in both Coimbatore and Madurai which

9, Development Department, 5.0.-2866, 31,12.1937.

10. Coimbatore Mills Strike Committee Report, Madras, 1938
p.106.

11, The Housz of Binny, Bicentenary Year Publication,

Madras, 1969, pp.176, 177,
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had easy access to the cotton belt of South India - the

Tinnelvely tracts, also the necessary labour base and

as
. . 12 . . . . ;
capital to invest, Indian mills increassed in number

and expanded their production during the inter-war period.13
In the Madras region, this was the period in which indi-
genous Indian cabital cane to the fore in establishing
new mills, e.g. Sarada and Saroja mills in Coimbatore,

and Rajah and Mahalkshmi mills in Madurai.l4 The number
of cotton mills in the Madras Presidency in 1911-1912 was
fourteen with a total nuwber of 386,124 spindles and
employees numbering on an averags, 22489, of whom 2574

15

were women and 1065 were children. By 1937 there were

47 cotton ﬁills with 1,134,122 spindles and 5,866 looms.16
By the third decade of the twentieth century, especially
in the newly established mills a large number of looms,

greater mechanisation and measures to increase productivity

12, Coimpbatore Mills strike Committee Report 1338,
pp.104-5,

13. Morris D, Morris, "Growth of Large Scale Industry"
in Dharma Xumar (ed.), Cambridge Economic History of

India, vol.II, Cambridge, 1982, p.604.

14. Development DJepartment, 3,0. 889, 2.7.1932.

15. Report on administrastion of Madras Presidency, 1911~
12, Madras, 1912.

16. Develoosment Department, 35,0. 2866, 31-12-1937,
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were introduced as an outcome of which thes2 mills not
only thrived in a period of economic crisis and trade

depression but could expand easily later on.

The nexus of colonialism and industrial capitalism
in the Indian suwcontinent assumed certain forms specific
to it, 1In Madras Presidency the process of industriaslisa-
tion - partial that it was - was not only uneven in its
spatial distribution, but also centred around a few indus-
tries - cotton textiles, cotton ginning and aluminium
vessel making, tanning etc. in our period of stidy. 1In
Madras, Madurai and Coimbatore it was mainly the cofton
mills that developed fast in the period from the first
World War to the second. But this growth was challenged
by free, in fact, unfair competition from Japanese yarn
and textile, superior in quality because of better techno-
loéy and more importantly, availability at cheaper rates.17
The price advantage enjoyed by imports could be accounted
largely to the British policy followed during the period
of not only not offering protection to the colony's textile
industries, but also overvaluing the Rupee. Only after
the severest years of the Depression hal passed did the
British begin to give Indian industry some protection,

an outcome of which a number of mill owners were forced

17. Development Department (confidential), G.0. 859,
19-7-1933,



21

to adopt measures to economise production by way of techno-
logical innovations, wage cuts, retrenchment of "excess"
labour and sometimes cut in production in times of economic
s . 18

crisis, e.g. the period between 1927-1933. To understand
the microcosm of textile industries and their development,

it is crucial to study what factors contributed to their

expansion or posed a barrier, Undoubtedly, the reason

i;}y this industry expanded, in spite of impmediments as
#ited above, is that it not onlyv had a wide indigenous
!market but also could face the challenge of foreign compe-
tition by working on higher counts, better guality and

. \ s . 9
adopting a nunber of measures for overall eft1c1ency.1

6:

5;; The colonial stste intervened in the course of

;: industrial development by introducing various legislations.

}_ In the second decade of the twentieth century, by when
unionization of workers in the form of unions like the
Madras Labour Union in the B&e Mills and the Madura Labour
Union of the Madura Mills had taken place the government

promulgat=d legisl ations on trade disputes and trade

organisation procedure and rules, Hence the Workmen's

18. Morris D. Morris, "Growth of Large Scale Industry".
in Dharma Kumar (ed.), Cambridge Economic History

of India, vol.II, Cambridge, 1982, pp.522-23.

19. Tbid., p.619. Also Department of Industry and

Lahour. L—nglég (7). 19374_,‘ N, A, T,
331.4877210954 '
W257 Co ‘.
B 8 P
. TH2781 ;

——— e .
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Compensation Act of 1923, Trade Union Bill of 192620 and
the Trade Disputes act of 1929.21 These legislations were
made keeping in visw the developments in the labour move-
ment - increasing unrest, disturbances and strikes, As
the leadership of most of the trade unions was dr awn from
social reformers and political activists and not necessa-
rily from within the workers themselves, the trade union
bill had a provision "that no outsider should hold any

. . . 2
office in the trade unlons."2

This was vrecisely what

the management in the B&C Mills in Madras wanted to get

B. Shiva Rao off their backs. As both in Madura and
Madras the leaﬁers of the union George Joseph and B. Shivav
R a0 resgpectively in the second decade of the twentieth
century were not workers themselves. However, the provision
was not successful as most of the leaders continued to be
elther social reformers or leaders of various parties.
However, the government continued to intervene through

its hold on policy making in the industries throughout

the period.

20,  Madras Native Newspaper Report, Swadeshi, 2-2-1926.

21. Sen, Sukomal, Working Class of India - History
of Emergence and Moveﬂent 1830-1970, Calcutta,
1977, p.291. also Report on_ Administration of
Madras Presidency, 1924 and 1926.

22. Madras Native Newspaper Report, Swarajya, 2-2-192%.




Origin of Labour

In Madras Presidency, as is true of other areas;
the labour for industries was drawn from the villages
circumscribing the towns., In fact, the cities of Madras,
Madurai and Coimbatcre grew cut of clusters of villages.23
All of them by the end of the per iod under review became
major industrial arees of sputh India. Most of the
factories recruited labour for their units from the
villages adjoining the towns in which they were built.24
The workers therefore hald a live contgct with their
villages and went there whenever they had the Qpportunity.
Besides, in Madras Presidency there were no migrants from
outside the province and also little migration between

e 25
the natural divisions.

This was unlike the process of
settlement pattern of cities like Bombav and Calcutta
which thrived a lot on migrant labour from the hinter-

land.26 Hence Iin Madras it meant that there was some

23, Imperial Gazetteer of India, Provincial Series,
vol.I11, 1911,Madras, p.=247.

24, Public Works and Labcur Department, G.0. 2746L -
Madr as Government Memor andum to Royal Commission
on Labour, 1929,

25, Gupta, R.C., Labour and Housing in India, Bombay,
1925, p.41.

. 26, Morris D. Morris, Emergence of an Industrial Labour

g

Force in India, Bombay, 1954, p.63.
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homogeneity among the workers at least in their belonging
to a particular region or villzge. Aand it continued to

exist because of their proximity to the village.

The outcome of such g live relationship between
the urban settilement pattern and its rural satellite is
multifar ious for the labouring class as a whole., It
probably had, koth its positive and negative aspects.
The positive being that the workers in times of crisis
éould retrace their steps back to finding work in the
agricultural sector and could easily cart some additional
resources from their villages.27 and in the interest
of the future generation of workers, the women workers
were taken to their villages to avail nstive conveniences
and observe traditional custcms before child birth, This
meant that, there was no total bregk in the life of the
city worker on becoming part of the modern industrial

unit, and, therefore, into the new urban world of the

cheri, the male/female worker carried with them a backlog

of tradition through which they perceived the universe -
be it marriage, child birth, death or festivals, For
example, the celebration of the coming of age of daughters

was celebrated with gaiety even in Madras city by the

27. Development Department, G.C. 1C50, 21-4-1938.
.When there is a lockout in Madura the workers
return to their villages where paddy harvest gives
employment &t the time, :
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worker extravagantly spending around '>5°50+.28

Similarly
another examnle of upholding traditions among the worker
is the example of labourers spending séturday afternoons'
at Hari Katha p=srformances in Madras in 1918.29 Hence-
forth solidarity in the cheris was forged by a multipli-
city of mediating factors - caste, clan and religion

‘besides class.

The negative aspect of the close links the workers
had with the villages, was the mill management's shrewd
and calculzted exploitation to brezk workers solidarity
through kinship ties, community ties and communal ties,
This was especially easy in a place 1like Madras where
cheris were clearly divided on caste and community lines.
There were Paralya cheris, Adi dravida cheri, Nayadu
cheri and Muslim cheri, And during strikes conflict was
encour aged between these lines.30 The modality of recrui-
ting workers to the mills through the maistri led to the
control of the workers by the maistris from their parti-
cular communi ty or regicn - a Navadu or an Adi-dravida

because of filial ties, Such communal af finity and

28, Rao, B, Shiva, The Industrial Worker in Indisa,

London, 193%, p.134,

29. Wadia, 3.P., Lzbour in Madras, London, 1921,
p.104,

30. Law (General) Departmenrt, G.0. 1557, 21-1-1921,



conscicusness was engendered and encourzged by the labour
department as also the police in their dealings with the
workers problems either of strikes in the workplace or
political activism in the Naticnal movement.31 For
example, the Adi-dravidas were used to break a strike in
the Madura mills in1930. And similar tactics were used
by fhe 3uckingham mill authorities of Madras in 1920 to
break the strike spearheaded by the Madras Labour Union.32
But through involvement in industrial work, through
protests and strike solidarity, through unionisation,
gradually forms of working class conscicusness developed,

though at points mediated by caste influence in deciding

their political linkages.

Thouagh the woman worker could expect a steady
demand for her labour, her access to work was defined
by traditional notions of womanhood. Therefore, in the
te%tile mills we find them mcstly confined to the work
‘of the winders, reelers anl waste pickers with a few of
them getting work in the ring frame department as spinners

though very rarely as weavers,

Though in pre-capitalist societies women 1aboured

in the fields alongside their male counterpart, there

31. Law (General) Department, G.C. 1957, 21-11-1921.

32. The_ Hindu, Puhanthope Disturbances, Committee of
Enquiry, Aug, 13, 19211 Madras. ’
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TABLE -1

NUMBER OF OPERATIVES IN FACTORIES OF MADRAS PRESIDENCY
‘ FOLLDWING UNDER THE IFA, 1°11

. e e e e e i e P EE e e m e T —— . e —— —————

Year Total no. of operatives

of which

Women Boys Girls
1272 - 8587 4557 1152
1913 - 13264 4223 1777
1914 - 14176 4488 1926
1215 | - 135091 4277 1805
1916 - 15700 4818 2577
1920 - 17523 5432 2822
19021 05294 18938 4569 2478
1922 . 20356 4775 2540
1023 - 23101 4485 2322
1924 - 25420 4722 2390
1925 - 26884 4006 2422
1926 127411 27096 3746 2095
1027 136074 30860 4253 2455
1928 136973 320095 4091 2275
1920 143217 35036 4310 2328
1930 14254 0 34082 42609 2086
193] 137377 33761 4094 - 2388
1932 132960 33212 6246
1033 137775 34189 6235
1934 146779 371095 6312
1935 162745 39655 6495
1036 170800 44115 8141

Sourcer 1°12-1916 - Dept. of Commerce and Industry, F-April 1-17
Part B, 1918,
1916-24 - Development Dept. G.0.880, 17.6.1925.
1925-28 - Public Works and Labour Dept. G.0.321L, 1.2.1930
1929-1931 - Development Dept. G.0.886, 2.7.1932.
1038-1936 - Development Dept. G.0.1455-57, 29.6.1037.
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TABLE It
COMPOSITION OF WORKFORCE IN ALL INDUSTRIES OF A CATEGORY

COIMBA TORE MA DRAS MA DURA I
101314 9 1036-37 % 101314 %  1936-37. % 1013-14 % 1936-37 %
Male 3281 64 18171 56 19575 87 21469 02 1652 66 9318 57
A
dult o male 1125 30 11095 34 674 3 347 ] 406 16 4863 29
Adole- Male - - 2208 7 - - 687 3 - - 607 4
seent ¢ male - - 535 2 - - - - - - 250 2
Children 723 6 200 ! . 2296 10 98¢ 4 465 18 1350 8
Total 5129 100 3220° 100 22545 100 234922100 2523 100 16487 100

Source: Compiled from IFA 1913-14 - Judicial dated 24th July 1914, N.A.lL, and
IFA 1936-37 - Development Department, G.0.1455-57, 29.6.1937.
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was a qualitative change for them when they were employed
in the modern cottocn mills. This is so because, (a) un-
like agricultural work which well complemented domestic
work, factory labour created a disjuncture between the
home and the workplace and (b) it gave them an oppbrtuﬁity
to become conscicus of their rights as individuals of

the explcitative conditions they found themselves in and
provided a potential opportunity for them to be indepen-

dent.33

Composition of the workforce

From the available data it appears that over the
period there was taking place greater industrial develop-
ment in all the three cities. In the category A indus-
tries34 whose computation in the form of percentage is
given beside are those units engaging more than ten people
with some machinery., These are Arsenal, Gun Carriage,
Iron works, and foundaries, leather works, municipal
works, cement works, coach building, engineering work-
shops, tramway workshops, non-steam printing press and

of course the cotton spinning, weaving and other mills.35

et i D o et A il - et

33. Marx, ¥Xarl, Capital, vol.I, Moscow, 1954, p.490.
For thesoretical understanding.

34, Thes? are th2 large industrial units as d=fined by
the Indian Factory Act employing more than 100
people.

35, ITndian Factory Act 1911, Report for Madras, Judicial
24-7-19314, N.A.I.
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In all thesz industries in Coimbatore it increases from

5129 in 1913-1914°° to 31609 in 1936-37, in Madras from

22545 to 23492 and in Madurai from 2523 to 16487.37

This
is a six-fold increase in Coimbatore and 6} fold increase
in Madurai which gives us a fair idea of the pace éf
industrial developmént in thes® two towns. As can be
seen from Tavle-I, except for Madras, where there 1is a
decrease in the percentage of women in the workforce
from 3% to 1.4% between 1913 and 1937, there has taken
place greater enrolment of women in the workforce. In
Coimbatore it rose [rom 30% in 1913-1914 to 33% in 1936-
37 and in Madurai from 16% to'19.5%. In actual numbers
in Coimbatore it rose from 1125 women in 1913-1914 to
11095 women in 1936-37 and in Madﬁrai from 405 in 1913~
1914 to 4853 in 1236-37 while in Madras there was a fall
from 674 in 1913-14 to 347 in 1936-37, This is signi-
ficant from this angle that the period being one of
expansion of industries in Madras Presiiency38 is also
indicative of the fact that the process of industriali-
sation was larqgely incorporative of female labour in

the industrial workiorce at this stage.

36, Ibid,

37. Developmaent Department, G.0. 1455.57, 29-.6-19337,

38, Department of Industry and Labour, L-1823(7), 1934,
N.A.I. Also Development Department, G.0.-2059,
23-8-1938. Southern India Mill Owners' Association
Letter to the Jovermment of Madras, p.2.



TABLE - III

COMPOSITION OF WORKERS IN COTTON SPINNING AND WEAVING MILLS, 1913-14, 1936-37

COIMBA TORE MA DRA S MA DURA I
1013-14 % 1936-37 % 1o13-14 % 1936 % 1913-14 %  1036-37 %
Agu  Male 1664 63 13386 62 0582 80 2711 86 ' 715 52 7308 57
u

Female 560 21.5 5506 25 480 4 174 1.5 274 20 3326 26

Adole- Male - - 2145 10 - - 531 5 - - 505 5
scent Female - - 520 2 - - - - - - 258 2
Children 401 15.5 1 96 1 1905 16 844 7.5 393 28 1303 10
Total 2605 100 21753 100 11976 100 11260 100 1382 100 12720 100

Source: 1°913-14, Judicial, 24th July 1914, N.A .l

1236-37, Development Department, G.0.1455-57, 29,6.1937.



In the cotton spinning anid Qeaving mills during
the sam= period, we find once again that except for Madras
where there is a drop in the percentage of women in the
workforce, there has b=zen greater employment of women.
Betw=en 1213 and 1727 in Coimbatore there was a decline
in the percentage of adult male in the workforce from 63%
to 61.5% and an increase in adult female from 21.4 to 25.4%
39
However , in Malurai during the same period the male work-
force percentage increasad from 52 to 57% and the female
from ZO to 26%. The- -increase in parcentage of women in
‘the workforce in Madurai by 1936-37 is because of their
displacing the child lahour, against which legislations

had come about in Madras.

Over <the period‘1913-1914 to 1936-37 the number
of women in all industries rose in the three cities -
Madras, Madurai and Coimbatore - from F.4% of the wor k-
force to 22{ﬁ§nd in the cotton, sninning and weaving
mills from ¢.2 tolqﬁ%,4o which is a tremendous jump.
The main reason fo: this is the massive expansion of
cotton spinning and weaving mills in the vicinity of
Madurai and “oimbatore as also the more obvious reason,
the undue exploitation of the cheap source of labour
39, Comoput=2d from Table ITI.

40, See Tapble IL and Table TII,
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that woinen constituted in the workforce.

As per the census of 1921 the general feature is

- an almost reductinn in the proportion of women workers,
except in mining, transport and professinns compared to
the situatlon obtaining a decade ago. In the textile
industries too an enormous fall was registered in the
number of women employed in mills or cottage industries.

Table IV

TEXTILE INDUS'IRIES41

Occupat ion o Year Variation %
B 1531 1311

aAll textiles 195954 292076 ~32.9

Cotton spinning

weaving & sizing 102595 194350 -47,2

Cotton ginning 5700 12548 -54,6

Silk spinning

& weaving 8958 15452 -42

Wweavers unspecified 31833 - -

From a comparison of the number of women employed
.in cotton spinning and weaving mills in 1913 and 1921,
we find that in fact there has been reduction in women
employed in the mills, as from a share of 40% in the

workforce in 1913 they comprise a mere 16% in 1921. This

41. Census of India, vol.,XIII, part I, 1921, p.179,



Table V

WORKFORCE IN COTTON SPINNING aND

WE AVING MILLS IN MADRAS, 1913 & 192142

——— et et ey i o it et —

——

Ye ar Male % Femgle % Children % Tot al

T ot e e e s D Al A it e i s S b 8 bt

1913 1192 36 1323 40 795 24 3312
1921 17454 66 4205 16 4615 18 26324

—— ———

was probably so as the new mills in Madurai and Coimbatore
had not yet been comnissioned, and there were only few
mills operative, as an outcome of which more male workers
were engaged as may be seen'in the Table V ghove, Besides
the Factory Commission of 1908 as also the Indian Factory
Act of 1922 added certain restricticns to employing women
and children therebyv adding to their prohlems to securing
work in the mill., As this did lead to 'Preferential
recruitment of male labour to large scale industries'.43
The Factory act cof 1€91 compelled emplovers to give women
workers an hour ani a half rest while men were allowed
only half an our,4/z the IFa of 1911 reduced women workers

hours of work at the mill to eleven ani the Act of 1922

42, Judicial Depzrtment, 24

- 4, N.A,I. and Develop-
ment Departrment, G.0. 263 )

, 2-2-1923,

43,  Das, R.K., Factery Labour in India, Leipzig, 1923,
p. 204.

44, Rac, B. Shiva, cop. cit., p.211,
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prohibited night work for women. Such benefits were

impediments to the employment of women in large scale

Il

A
industries.

However, cver the qguarter century or so between
1213 and 1937, there was a slow increase in the number
of women employed in the workforce both in industries
in general &s s1s0 the cotton mills in particular. Nume-
rically speaking in Coimbatore the number of women in
mill work increased from 560 in 1913-14 to 5506 in 1936-
37, in Madurai from 274 in 1913-14 to 3326 in 1935-37
while in Maldras alone there was a decrease from 489 women

in 1913-14 to 174 in 1936-37.

Concluding Remarks

We find that between the period 1914-1939 the
cities of Madras, Madural end Coimbatore the textile
industries formed the major basis of their development
as industrial centres of greal importance in South India,

The number of cot ton mills increased from 16 in 191446

4
to 47 in 1937.‘7 4 nunoer of cotton mills owned by

Indian entrepreneurs of large =cale were set up in the

45, Boserup Ester, Yomen's Role in Economic Development,
London, 1970, w.113.

e pnmmnre ey e

1214-1215.

46 Report on adrinistratiorn of Madras Presidenc
- e 32 SR ad - 1Ty,

47. Develo ment Department, 5.C. 2866, 21-12-1937,



inter~war period especielly in Coimbatore and Madurai.
Hence as in many other areas of India, the per iod witnessed
the gradual expansicn of the cotton mill industry in the
face of tne non-protectionist economic policies of the
colonial governinent as also the challenge from the'compe-
titive prices of Japanese varn and cleth in the domestic

market,

During the period the workforce‘in the cotton mills
of Madras, Madural and Coimbatore combined increased in
leaps and bounds from 159%3 in 1913-14 to 45803 in 1936-37,
And, as we have seen, the employment of women workers also
increased over the period from 8.2% of the workforce to
23% which is 3 significant development. But a drawback
of the scurce mat=rial is that we do not have any idea
about the marital status of thege women workers to be
able to comment on the cat=gory of women who assumed
work in the mills, except that most of the workers had
been of agricultural workers wﬁo came to work in the
mills because the remuneration wWwas a little more. It is
also very clear from Table I and II that except for the
Madras mills where women were not more than a mere 1,5%

by 1936-37, they constituted a quarter of the workforce,

From our evidence it appears theat most of the
labour in the cotton mills of Madras were recruited

from the villages around the tcwns in which they were



situated. and, therefore, the mill workers continued to
have an organic link with the villages and so into the
cheri household of the worker were carried a backlog of
traditions, customs and attitudes. These, in the use of

' Adi-Dravidas as blacklegs, were utilised by the mahaQEment
at times with police support to break combinations of
worker s in protests and strikes and create dissensions

within them.

The entry of women as workers, mostly unskilled
labour in the mill was itself an uneven preocess with
certain areas like Madural and Coimbatore using them as
a cheap source of labour while in Madras they were gradually
excluded as may be viewed in Table I. DnDifferent factors
6perated at times to lead to their exclusion or inclusion
as ingredients of modern mill work. The value system of
the time, the culture of the area through traditions ard
customs Impinged on developing a material culture in the
mill which helped endorse the Mailstris domination over the
female worker easily of separate categories of work for
male/female workers and viewirg women as dependents there-
by making it easy to exclude them from work when necessary

as we shall see in chapter 1V,

48, Also noted by Arnold David, Police Power and Colonial
Rule, Magdras 1859-1947, London, 198, p,169,




CHAPTER TIIX

WOMEN AT T'w WORKPLACHE

Condi tions of WO”“—waga -

e e o~ strnrts

Lpnglathﬂ” for wogk rs -
Madras Matarnity %nﬁeflf B*l 1934

gl A o3

Gruesome and unsanitarsy con?itions of living was of
course one part of the worker's 1ife but the conditions
at the workplace was in no ways better. Crule machinery
under unilus stress of overusaqge, voor lighting conditions
and unhealthy ventilation syvstem in the cotton mills were
reasons contributing to the short lifespan of the workers.
Uneven industrial development alcng with limited investment
. in the Indian colonv by both 3ritish and Indian entrepre-

neurs meant that the instruments of productiocon were not

T‘ﬂ

necess arily wel) taken care of anﬁ undues exploitation
made of it affected producticn., 18 a result the machinery
was rusted, cverused and poocrly maintained and the poor
labourer bhore the brunt of it, accidents, cotton dust,
poor ventilaticn along with insufficient wages doomed the

werker s and reduced their stiate of existence to the lowest

possible level,

Industrizlisation simplified the orocess of produc-
tion but it =lgo nroduced z vhole set of new problems for
the worke~e«, The industri-list tried to maintain the mill

product inn witk the ~wotive of cptimum vrof iteering through
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minimum possible expenditure, 3Sut in the process basic
-conditions of work, safety measures and adequate wages
were not provided for which the workers had to wage conti-
nuous struggles. This fight was on issues relating to

conditiong of work which is the theme of this chapter,

In this chapter, the asvects we will examine are:
(a) conditions of work, (b) the wages, (c) the various
legislations, (d) the Madras Maternity 3111 of 1934. This
entails an snalysis of working conditions in the mills; a
compar ison between male and female workers' wages and the
factors determining the differential bargaining power of
male and female workers. To enumerate the various legis-
lation made during the courss of the veriod and to examine
its implicaticns for the female workers is an important
part of this., This would help us understand whether welfare
measureg like Maternity Benefit Bill and other Factory Acts
had positive imwact on conditions of work for women. And
more iﬁportently whether women workers had specific problems
as workers. If sc, how was it tackled? How did the legis-
'lafions, gnecifically those for women affect women workers.,
For example, did the Maternity Benefit Bill of 1934 and the
Indian Factory Act, of 1922 help improve the condition or
adversely affect them. These are some of the questiorgthat

will be discussed in detail in this chapter.



Conditions of Work

The parameters that definred the conditions of work
for women wcrkers had the added dimension of vulnerability
on their belongingness to the female gender. It is there-
fore import.nt to £ind out what additicnal constraints they
faced at the workplace. Like their male counterparts they
Were forced to leng hourg of work with hardly any interval,
It was strencus and especiallv so in the mills where there
was no Dbrovision made against the high degree of humidifi-
cation along with poor light and bad ventilaticn system
which was highlyv unhealthy.l There was no vrovi<ion of
rest rocms, =~narate latfrines or even the most basic
necessity - =dequate Adrinkiny water, 1In fact, in Coimbatore

-~

in 1627¢ when the mil]l worker= went on strike, the only
demand which they managed to get from éhe authorities, was
provision of alecuate Ar inking water. along with these
‘hardshipg Lacel hy #dorkers at large, the additional problems
for women workers, was lack of facilities for locking

af ter their children, while they were absent from home or

facilities in the form of pregnancy with pay were not avai-

lable to them for ~uite come time.

In Mzxdurai mills when women workers were harassed

by the maistri (the headmalstri) on account of their having

1. Inii=n Factory Commission Report, 1°0€, p.46.
2. Depvartment of Tndustry and Labour, L-878(14), 1928,

N.A. I,



joined the worker ‘s uniocn, they made a representation to
the manager. However, no action was taken against the head-
maistri.3 In Coimbatore cottcon milles in 1938 agcording to
the labourers' union's petition when women protested against
the conditions of work and pcor wages and demandedlthe exa-
mination of accounts they were made té stand in the hot sun
for more than an hour.4 What is even more gruesome and cruel
to note was a precondition laid down by the Rajalakshmi mill
management for emplecying a woman worker - a promise not to
have children for the first five years of their employment.5
When the menbers of the Royal Commission on Labour
interviewed women workers in Madurai, they complained that
there was no place in the factory where they could sit
peacefully and have lunch., "when we eat lunch the watchman
drives us awav because the Zuropean must not see us eat all
over the place".6 Begideg this women did not have enough
or even some facilities to look after their children who‘

need feeds. Thouqgh there were provisions to allow women

to feed their children the supervisors generazlly reprimanded

and shoutei »t tham by asking - "why have you been so long

3. . Madras Native Newspgper Report, Desabhaktan, 14th April,
1920.

4. Development Dept., G.C.-2059, 23-8-12938,

5. Ibid. (Though this was denied by the mill manzgement).

6. RCL, vol.NI1, Part IT, London, 1930, p.S9.
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over it?z2*® 3esid=es the women on leaving work during the

. —~ - ~ . .
per iod of confinerent had to pay 2%5.4 to %.5 to the maistri
to obtain the jcb once again. This was stated by workers
all over the country to the officials of the Roval Commission
. 3 , . ~

on Labour in 1229, The premise for an increment for women
spinners in ths Rajah mills of Madur al was dependent on
the discretion of theé mansgement, which meant that it was
of immense imvortance to be in the good hooks of the
o LD s : . :
maistri. Nt this entalled may be guessed from the
nunber of protests ajyeinst the maistris lodged by women
wOrker s to th= Roval Commnission on Labour in 1929, another
problem which women workers faced was the domination of
the mailstri /supervisors at the workplace who coerced them
to work harl. They at tirmes used bad words, calling women
workers immoral ete. if th-ir ovreductivity came below the

. I . . . 10 .
expectations of the supervisors in the mill, Varadarajulu

’

Naidu, aldrecsing a labour we- ting in Maiurai apnealed to
the manage-ent o anpoint & nwlic employing agéncy so
that the pre<ent malprectice in the mill would be rid of.

"He alluled t0 az ~=~tain case that haprened in the mill,

- ——T—— e S e e s e e

7. RCL, va1.Y1T, Part IT, Lonion, 1932, p.60.

8. Ivid., p.14E.

9. Ibid., n.61.

10. Developr=rt Devt,, 3.C.-1384, 30-5-1938. "Madura

5«1
Mills “nul~v Renort and Award®, p.4



of a woman fzalling prostrate at the feet of a maistry
for a slight f£ault of hers.™ Trherefore suggestions for

female maietrig in departments dominsted by women workers

-

were maide by the libourer's union. As most of the women
workers were zupointed in the mill through the maistri
from whom th=y ~ven lcaned monev when in need, it made
them quite inliebteld to him. In fact, because of this

tem of recr:itment women had to keep good relstions

n
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s aftesr tae p~ricd of confinement they
depended on tim 0 get back to work, Such was his impor-

tance that they could not but at most times try to be in

his gocd hooks.

That, Joren were emplcws»d for long hours, between
5 a.m. and & p.m. "hadl certain conszquences, The hard-
ship under this system was ajyjravate? 9y the nractice
that chiliren and women not infrejquently remagined in
the mill until such a times when their relations were
free to accomsany them to their home~.' This was because
popular fesliay was ajalnst tne practice of permitting
women to .3 our alone at niqht.lz Its outcome was the
total perio! ol absence from the howms for the women was

13 .
between 14 to 11k hours.”” After this, the women had

11.  The “indu, June 11, 1930.

12. Indian Fucrory Commission R2port, London, 1908, p.46.

13. Ibild. Similar conditions have been observed in
Englzan? 2v Ingels F. in Conditinn of the Working
Class_in ngland, po.1231 ani 165.



domegtlic duties to render in the form of cooking, feeding

and l-ook'ing after the familv.

The con

9]

equences for the women from participating

in the modern textile mill was a combination of the domes-
‘tic role along with the one of a worker at the mill, But,
for most women workers, who genera%ly can2 from a rural
background where they alrealdy nad a dual role of working
in the filelds, along with managing the household, all this
new role amounted to, was the displacement of one kind of
work with anothar -~ the agricultural by the industrial.

The difference is immense as the agricultural work was
well integrated with the domestic work of the woman labourer
and ther=fore not very inconveniznt, But the industrial
work clearly delineated the workolace from the home and

did not provide facilities like creche, restroom etc.
initially. Unhealthy unsanitary work conditions and
stinking cheris combined to make life difficult for women
workers, but also proved harmful during pregnancy., To
ensure the safs~ty of the social reproduction of labour,

the world over, capitalism r=2sorted to innumerable measures
to protect the woreén worker and children., In Europe this
came about in lfgislations in the cecond decale of the

twentieth century which take aleruate steps in this regard,

The_Wage guest ion
During the period undsr review a very Important

aspect of our stuly is the evolving perceptions regarding
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the wagss of workers in the textile mills. The outcome of
the active involvement of varicus political groups - theoso-
phists, women's Indian Association, Congress, Justice Party,
Congress Socialists as also the labour unions apd the
colonial government - was the emergence of certain concrete
ideas regarding what changes ought to be introduced to
enhance the living and working conditions of workers, espe-

cially what their wag=s shodld be,

In Madras Presidency after an initial rise in wages
towards the end of the sacond decade of the twentieth
century, a nunoer of mills introduced wage cuts after

14 e, ; -

1926, After this there was a decline because of the
depress ion., This manifestel its=2lf in decline in the rural
15 e 3 . .

wages too. and the thirties witnes=~d a period of low
economic developrent, with a major recession in the cotton
mill industry in the face of nonevrotection and therefore
'stiff competition from Japanese yarn and textiles in the

£

market.lO In one mill the cut came in 1926 and in another

seven mills in Julv, August or Septenber 1933, There had

been a decreare of 12k% in half the mills which respondei

—— e e (o i it e - n > -

14, Public Works and Labour Depnt, (Ms.), 5.0.-121 L,
15-1-1930.

15. Public "lorks and Labour Dept., 5.0.-1586 1, 28-7-1932.
Also Tanhle-VI.

16. Development D=2pt, (conidential), 5.0.-1242 (Ms.),
10-H-12939,
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Tahle-VI

AVER AGR DAILY R ATES OF WAGES IN FACTORY OF MADR AS
PRESTDENCY

. Ay o e o o

Class of Labour 1930 1331
Weaver (men) 1-0 -10 0 - 10 - 11
Weaver (bovs) 0-7 -11 0~ 5 -2
Spinner (men) 0 - 12 -.7 0 - 10 - 7

Unskiliasd labour:
Field cooliers (male) 0-8 -0 0 -7 -0
Field coolies (female) 0 - 5 =2 0 -4 ~ 5

Female coolie (ginning
mill) 0 -5 -2 0 -4 - 10

Male coolie ( ") 0 -8 -~ 3 0 -7 =~ 4

D i i et o e e i et o iem — st o oo g

Source: Indian Factory Act, 1931 Report. Develop-
m‘.’i’lt Dept., G.O."‘886I 2—7—19‘320

to the gquestionnaire by Madras Sovernment to the mill
management.17 Between September 1933 to 1934 there were
massive cuts in the already low wages of the workers in
the cotton mills all over Madras.lB and this slackness

in wage rates continued upto th2 end of the period under

17. Dept. of Industry and Labour, L-1823(7), 1934,
N.a.I. (Sovernment investigation on wage cuts in
cotton mills in Madras Presidency).

18. Ivid.
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review, which witnessed a number of cost reducing measures

" in these mills.

Minimum wage

In 1929 in the Legislative Council a resolution was
introduced advocating a minimum wage for skilled and un-~
skilled labour along with a committee for enguiring into
lgbour emplovment among skilled and unskilled workers and
their m:’mimumlwages.]'-9 However, it was viewed, that since
standardisatién was 1tself g difficult task to achieve,
the fixing of a minimum wage was even more difficult, if
not impossible. This was the point of view of the Commis-
sioner 6f Labour who in fact saw it as inexpedient and
against the interest of labourers. 1In September 1930, the

corporation workers of Madras in their representation to

the corporation too demanded the fixing of a minimum wage

20 By 1937, in Coimbatore which

for men and women workers,
witnessed a climax in the form of widespread strikes, in
the cotton mills, the press communique stated that the

strike committee demanded a minimum monthly wage of Rs.20

for men, Rs.20 for women and .15 for boys.21

19, Public Works and Labour Dept., G.0.-2806, 5-10-1929,
20. Dept. of Industry and Labour, L-878, 1931, N.A.I,

21, Development Dept., G,0.-2711, 6-12-1937,
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Such a move is significant from two angles. First,
it could at least have made amendments to the absolutely
depressed wage structure of the time. This was so not
merely by the economic crisis in this period but also,
long term factors, in which low wages paid to certain cate-
gories of labour in general and women labourers in parti-
cular plays an important role. Secondly, the raising of
this demand may be viewed as the ability of the worker to,
comprehend the dif ference in wages as between men and
women and between adults and children as a general depressor
of the wage structure.22 and, therefore the need to get

'a minimum lower limit fixed for all categories of work.
Thirdly, the workers probably saw in such a measure a means
of preventing the management from a policy of substituting
male labour by other categories of labour available at

cheaper rates.

Living wage

By the 1930s the idea of a living wage for the
worker assume§ importance. In a study of Bombay mill
workers made by Radha Kumar such an idea of a family
wage is discussed, It is through this family wage concept,
according to her, that the management of Bombay mills |

successfully sold the idea of & woman's wage as supplementary

22. Dobb, Maur ice, Wages, London, 1928, pp.123 and
126.
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and the male wage as primary.23 In Madras, right from
1917 when G. Slater & Co. carried out a survey of worker's
living and working conditions, the inadequacy of the wages
éarned by the worker to lead a reasonable life had been
pointed out.24 By 1930 this assumes great importance. In
1930 in & dialogue between the chief Inspector of factories
and the commissioner of labour, we begin to get ideas
recognising the need for a living wage for a working
class household from the labour administrstors. This
is seen to be necessary not merely for the welfare of
workers, but also s¢ that, there would not be too many
troubles and strikes by workers.zsl
Equal wage

Another interesting insight we get, is regarding
perceptions of the productivity of male and female labour.
~The basis of wage discrimination between male and female
worker was rationalisation by the mill management of the
irregul ar attendance, irregular hours of work and lesser
productivity of female workers. Hence the socially cons-

tructed gender perceptions cf the male-strong female-wesk

23. Radha Kumar, City Lives: Women Workers in the Bombay
Textile Industry 19191939, unpublished Dissertation,
CHS, JNU, 19¢€2, pp.7 =78,

24, The Hindu, "Cost of Living in Madras", Jan. 18, 1917.

. " o i e

25. Public Works and Labour Dept. {(Ms.), G.0.-1101,
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dichotomy was creatively exploited by the entrepreneur to
his advantage and proved to be disadvantageous to the

female worker,

The Coimbatore Labour Union took up the issue of
uneqgual wages. In 1936, when the long drawn out mill
strikes ensued in the cotton mills of Coimbatore, at a
labourer’'s meeting, the resolution put forth by the strike
committes reads as follcws - "Men and women workers be
assigned e-~ual wages."26 Aanother prime example of such
an ideologicel position cof parfity or eguality between
male/female wages is to be found in the (December 1937)
Coimbatore Labour Union's demand in its memorandum to the
managen@nt.z7 Strong protest against unequal wages was
-lodged and it was suggested that women be paid as much
as their male counterpart as they worked as much. There-
fore, in this presidency unlike in 3ombav, where Radha
Kumar's work opines that since women worked in different
departments from men there did not arise the demand for
egual wages,28 in fact there was a demand from the workers

un ions for enual wages, vehemently so by the late 1°230s.

Though the concept of a living wage for the worker was

26. The Hindu, Jan. 3, 1935.
27. Develcopment Dept., G.0.-2711, 6-12-1°37,

28. Radha Kumar, op. cit., p.vi,
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evolving, there were'contradictory ideas of equal and
minimum wage also evolving; gradually the family wage
became the dominant idea no doubt but its implementat ion,

we may note, did not go unchallenged.

The Women's Indian Association of Madras conducted
an enguiry into the condition of women workers in 1926
and the conclusicns were - the women got low wages and
most of them were irdebted. Of the 23 women examined in
the B&C Mills of Madras, only one woman was out of debt.
Of the remaining 22, 5 borrowed at 25% interest, 9 at 75%
interest and 8at 150%.29 The general conditions were
observed as being unsatisfactory. The living as also
the working conditions were primitive, with no private
sanitary arrangements, rest house or room to feed small
children. This survey alcng with the evidence on wages.

women workers received gives us a fair idea of how impove-

rished they were,

Thus, there is a clear cut distinction of men and
women workers in the factories not only in terms of the
kind of work they were engaged in, but also in the remune-

ration for their wage slavery. From Table-VII it appears

29. RCL, vol.VII, Fart II, London, 1230, p.144.
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Table-VII
WAGES IN COTTON TEXTILE INDUSTRY OF MADRAS

(monthlvy)

—— r—

- _ faaras ___ Madurai Coimbatore
. Male Femgagle Male __Pemale Male Female
1905 Coolies "7 2. 4 - ) - - -
1208 Ccolies ns. 7 %, 4 *5. 7 5. 4 - -
1210 Coolies .7 %, 2 5,7 5.4 s, 7 2.4
Neaver ns, 20 -
Spinner Ps, 8 Rs.€ + €
1912 Coolies Rs. 7 %5, 5 25, 9 Rse 4 Ps. 7 Ps. 4
1218 Roving dept., 05,.E-.10
' Women worker s 85 7=Rs. O - - -~ -
1921 Coolies Ps. 8-95.12 5. E=Rs. & -
1925 Reelers - ps. 18 - - - -
192& Spinners - - .- - b5, 12 Ps. 12
1930 Reelers 5. 10-%5. 1% to P53, 025,10
s, 4R35, €
1534 Reelers Rs. =6-0
1237 Spinners . 11-8 to Pse11 to 13
18
Rs.6

Waste pickers

contd...
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Madras Madurail Coimbatore
contd... M F M P M F
1938 Reelers )
Unskilled 55,15 to 16to
Labour P, & to 10 Ps, 12-5 ps, 7-8-0

Spinners

8 St o . ok b, . AR e et o st . ke . Al . A AP M MM e e S g St g . P e g e S M b S —— et e o o e e ot e s PUREpEY

Source: 1906 - Freg No.15 - 1905 (Factorieg) N, a, ;9(8 - Ju41013] 292 Taly,
Cemmerce & Industry, N.a,I.; 1910 - Cormmer strv, 1193, 6th
August; 19312 - Factories, No,1-14, Nov.,A., N.A.I.; 1918 - The Hindu,
"Enclceure of Choclzi ™ill hands demands ™, June 28, 1918&; T
1226 - Industry and Zommerce, Labor. L-£€78 (16), N.A.I.:

1928 - RCL, vol.VII, Madras Presidency, pp.243
1050 -~ Irtustry and Commerce, L-878(16), N.A.TI.
1934 - PW&L . L-2507, 20-11-1935, T.N.A.
O37 - Develcpment Dept. -~ 2711, 6—14-19
___-_’.5___@ - Develcument vept. - 989, 11-4-193
& Derelcoment Dept. - 2248, 9-02-13

QW
A
(_u

37 T,N. Al
€, T.N.A.
g8, T.N.A,



that the lower limit for the male wage seems to be the

-upper limit tor women workers in some sections of the mill
work, From «n analvsis of the evidence available we can

certainlyy make voints against the justifiablity of diffe-

rential wgye rates for male gnd femazle spinners. In.Coimba-

tore wages Giffered for female from male spinners, being

.12 and M. 19 respectively despite no difference at all

20

in the wowrk Jon-= It is oloar that the difference is

based primarily on o sccial {actor - the internalisad

values of ale mweilng weaker, fragile and less able
then men., This £ .0t seems t0 have been used to economic

ends by industeialists agll over the world, and the ares

revie s 3 .o ny cvorztion,  Trough the groductivity level
of wom=n wor=rs are not avalilalle separately as indus-~
1al prolwcciedity 1s acos b=l Lor the unit as a whole,
it is cledac frus the fact thet the demani or  ejual wages
was ralsed th.i it was in no wvay ower., 3esides 1if so,

women receivel lower wages, as in the dap.Ctments whare

[

reel

0]

women worked in largye numbars - th ng departyent -

4
AL

sis, In fact, in

(U]

wayes were assigned on pleces Tat2 be

J)

oy

U

this department, there exists evidence of some women bheing

bettar than theirX malz coun.>-parts, "a woman of average

30, RCL, 7o', VIfl, Part I, Londlon, 17230, pp.243-44,

31, Devalooment Dent., (Ms.), 5.0. 1384, 30-5-1938,



abilities and regular attendance earrgbetveen .15 to 16,

A man earns less because he is lesgs skillful.“32

Our
evidence sugjyests that the arguaent that women were poor
workers, and worked less hours and hence were poorlv pail
in relation to her =zle counterpart, does not in fact

hold gocd as female reeslers in “aldura mills were better

than their male counterparts.

With Industrizl Capitalism came legislation intro-
duced by the govarnment to regulate work in the factories
and for gJenerating consent armong the workers, The Indian
Factory act of 18¢1 marked the beginning of the colonial
government's endeavours tn influence labour regulations
and industrial management in Inilia by 3ritish laws and

practices. This Act lefined what a factory unit was and

industrialist to operate a factory. There were clauses
to protect vyouny children from overwork but not much of
. N ~ Ces o q - 1 33

ment ion of measures specifically for women workers.
Therefore, there were reguests from the Indian Medical

department for the need to incorporate women also as a

category to be protectsd from overwork, night work and

T o e e s ot o it ot e cenew

32' ‘l‘};).‘;i\—'j.

33. ée(}sL§§ive Jepartment Pgocee@}ggg, 1e21, N.a.I.
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long hours.34 These were to be included by the government
in due course, in a numbsr of Acts. The fact that India
was a colony of the most industrislised nation in early
twent ieth century had great consequence not only for the
course of industrialisation that took place but also for
legislation in the pattern as énacted in Britdin regarding
working hours, t=rms of emplovment and conditicns of wark.
These legislations wer=s the outcom2 not only the extension
of the logic as appli=2d to England, to legitimise the state
in the eyes of the Indians as the supreme benign sovereign,
but also becauss of pressure coming from the industrial
lobby at Dundec. For example, in 1876 the Dundee Chamber
of Commerce drew the attention of the Secretary of State

for India to -

7"(1) injustice of competition with home textiles permitted
by the laxity of Indian Factory Act as regards the
"long hours of work Jduring which machinery is operated
by women, young persons and children may be wrought -
22 hours by women and young persons, 15 hours by
children as against 10 hours at home.
(2) adersuate want of systematic inspection,

(3) evils naturslly incident to and experienced in this

34. Ipid.; also in Engels F,, Conilitions of Working Class
in Enagland, po.161, 182, Similar conlitions of work
of women in ®nglish factories are made,
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country of employment of women and young persons
during long hours and all night has been sufficiently
considereld in permitting under the provisions of the

shift system a new industry so to develop itselfo"35

Therefor=s, a numd22r of enguiries were conducted in

the various Pesidencies of India. The enguiry conducted

in Madrags came to a conclusion that -

“(1)

(2}

night labour is far from being injurious in an
Indian climate and that it 1s probably wise to

work as much as practicable by night. Wherever
possinle to secure enough light for the purpose

of gool lishting to minimize the occurrence of
immorality in night work.

with reference to the length of hours-women can be
emplov~1, it was point=i out that section 5 of the
Indian ractorv act prohibits the employment of women
for more than eleven hours and children for more

than seven hours for the day, while at the same
036

time fixel intervals of

d

rec

U

t are prescrined,

Thus, oy the 1891 Factory Act there was an attempt

on the part of the jovernment to restrict the number of

. S e iy o . i S o o 1 A e

35,

36.

Home Jutlcial/A/405-45&/February 15%, N,A.I,

Ibid.
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hours a woman could work in the factory as also the pro-
vision of rest hour for the women workers, The enquiry

in Madras found that both women and children were generally
irregular and given to taking breaks, holidays without
leave and that their conditions of work was as a ruie
better than their own surroundings at home, as also that
their work in the factory is much better for their health
than their earlisc occupation, It is added in the report
that women engaged in factories in Madras were by no means
overworked anid the entire absence of complaints on their

37 What is

‘part is viewed as evidence of satisfaction.
interesting is that absence of protest is not seen as the
inability of the worker to do so because of the possible

fear of losing work, an eventuality she/he could ill-afford.

In 1908 the Indian Factory Commission further advo-
cated meagsures to curb the "oVer~eXploitation" of women in
industries. Henceforth a sujygestion was mooted that the
working hours of women should be identical in all respects
to those fixed for young persons...38 The limits of work
time were to be between 5 a.m. and 7. p.m., for women. The

reason for reduction from 8 p.m. as used to be the norm.

till 1905 was, if women were yorking till 8 p.m. they would

37.  Ibid.

38. Indian Factocy Commission Report, 1308, p.48,
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walt till such a time as their male relations became free
from work to accompaﬁy them, Therefore women workers spent
almost 14 to 14% hours at the workplace. The Indian
Factory Commnission felt that if women were left a little
earlier; it would be in the interest ofvwomen workef‘s
health as also the heazlth of workers at large because
‘women would be able to discharge their domestic functions
well.B? However, the Factory Commission excluded the
category of ginning mills from the ban on employ ing women
and children at night for 12 hours.4O The reasons given
were, firstly, that most of the women employed in these
mills were middle;aged and therefore di® not have moral
problems as younger women and, secondly, that most of the
employees were women in these departments.41 Hence it
would not be difficult to get women to work in these
industries. The Commission was absolutely against the
employment of women as cotton openers as they felt that
women's attire was not suitable to work here as "it catches
£he cotton {lUFF nd therefore they'are more prone to

I

accidents, The impact of all these observations was

the enactment of the Indian Factory Act of 1911 whereby

39. Ibid., p.46.
40.  Ibid., p.E4.

41. Ibid., p.47.

42. Ibid., p.€4d.
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there wag reduction of hours of work for womeén to eleven

along with an hour and a half rest time.

The Factory Commission in 1908 in Madras Presidency
found tacit acceptance from C.3. Simpson and Binny Co.,
Madras, the policy of grouping young persons and women

T

in the same class. What is to be borne in mind is the
advantage such a clubbing together would entail - a notion
of women's work being less productive than that of a male
worker - the segregaticn of sexes providing a firm basis
for dif ferential wages, 3Besides, as the Factory Act demanded
that women workers be granted one and a half hour's rest
time, the employers of B&C Mills in Madras gradually began
displacing women workers by young perscns on half time
basis.

The next Act of consequence for women workers, was
the Act of 1922, whereby the government excluded women and
children from al)l heavy work., Act I1 of 1922 demanded
complete prehibhition of night work of women workers.44
The Act recommended fewer working hours for women, more
creches for small children and a sizeable maternity allow-
ance for women. The éonsequence was replacement of female
labour in heagvy inﬁustries bv male labour which was nowhere

near scarce and the outcome for women was unemployment.

Later too, there were recommendations for a shorter working

S ——— o " ot e et e o M it

44. Develcpment Dept., G.0. 263 (Ms.), 19-2-1923,
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day of & hours for women by the chief Inspector of Facto-

ries to the Commissicner of Labour in 1930.45 N

This was made in the light of the incicdence of high
infant mortality, as a meagure to help bring it down.46
Fewer hours of work, if implemented with the benefits
prescribed for the women workers, would obviocusly have
reduced the profitability of employing women for the
entrepreneurs. The effect of this Act cn loss of employ-
ment for women workers is difficult to gauge from thé
source materizl available. In Madras the Choolai and
the B&C Mill authorities by this time were vehemently
against the emplcyment of women. In B&C Mills they
gradually completely eliminated them while in Choolai
théy limited them as far as possible to exploit the cheap
resource of female labour, For example, in the new
mills in Coimbatore like Sarada, Saroja, Lakshmi, Pankaja,
as also the ﬂ@iurdi Mills and Menaskshi Mills, women
‘continued to find a place for themselves in the work-

place.

Madras Maternity Bill, 1934

"3i]ls are an outcome of real desire on the part

of enlightened gentlemenf to put down evil practices

45, Publ ic Works and Lahour Dept. (Ms.), G.0.-2121L,
1-2-17230.

46.  Ioid.
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and prays that the government will attach much weight to
the advice of the honourable members in the legislative
council."47 The context of the above statement was not
maternity benefit but rather the marriage age bill intro-
duced in the legislative council by Jambulingam Mudaliyar
and Ratnasabhabati Pillai in 1898, Similarly, an attempt
Qas made through members of the legislative council in
var icus presidencies to introduce a bill for maternity

benefit., It was championed by socisl reformers like N.M,

Joshi, V.J, Patel and V. Ramaswamy, Mudaliyar Avargal.

*“The length of time that women abstain from work
after confinement varies considerably in different parts
of India. Religious and social customs prescribe certain
periods varying from 10-40 days, during which a woman
cannot return to her ordinary advocation sf ter confine-
ment..."48 Hoﬁever, women belonging to a lower caste
did not easily conform to these rules especially if
working, as economic circumstances along with customs
determined the length of absence on account of child
birth., According to B.M. Rroughton an interval of two :

to three weeks or menths elapses before the women come

back to work, While in Bombay women leave a fortnight

47. Madras Native Newspaper Report, ‘Sasilekha®, Feb.§,
1898.

48, Law (senersl), G.0. 846, 15-7-1921,
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before and return a fortnight after child-birth,

In Madras, maternity benefit was first introduced
in the Basel Missicn in the 1920s., The scheme was first
proposed in the Draft convention passed at the first
International Labour Conference held at Washington in
1919.49 The Royal Commiss ion on Labour in India expressed
the need to implement such a benefit scheme on the ground
of social justice and humanitarian principle - "the
gener al standard of living being so low, there be a greater
value attached to the health of women worker and her child

at a vulnerable per iod in the lives of both., Legislation

is necessary to make it compulscry in respect of women

4

N t
workers.50 It was on this basis that V., Ramaswamy Mudaliar

Avargal introduced the Maternity benefit Bill in the
Madras Legislative Council in 1932, The government soon
enough legislated on it and presented the Madras Maternity

Bill of 1934.

In aivanced capitalist countries legislation came
against emrployment of womén before child-birth and provi-

ding of maternity benefit as shown in Table-YIII beside.

49, Dept. of TIndustry & Labour, L-1150(e), 1924,
M. A, T.

50, Dept. of Tndustry & Labour, L-1806 (1), 1932,
N.A. T,



Table-VIII

INTRODUCTICN OF LEGISLATION FOR PROHIBITION OF
WORK DURING PREGNANCY AND MATERNITY BEWNEFIT IN
SCME (I)T_}V\T'I'RIE:S,Sl

——n— — e — —

Prohibition Maternity

Countries

of work Benef it Schéme
Denmark 1901 1915
Austrie 1885 1888
Fr ance 1208 1913
Germany 1878 183
Britain 1891 1911
Italy 1902 1910
Narway , 1892 1909
Sweden 1891 1912
Switzerland 1877 1911
Madras Presidency - 1934

— ———

The Government in colonial India preferred to entrust
the task of providing maternity benefit scheme to volun-
tary associations. In fact, the first step in this direc-
tion was to fcster their growth, BResides this, it felt
the need to d¢ so through registered trade unions. The
urgency of the need was realised in the Enquiry Report
of the Royal Commission on Labour in India in 1928-29.
This came about in Madras in 1934 as the Maternity Benefi£
Bill.52 However, most factories including the cotton mill
management evaled payment of the benefit by resorting

R o . e e e A s O s WA Wt

51. Dept. of Industry & Labour, L.1156(14), 1927,

N.A.IO

52.  The Bill was similar to the one passed in 3

omb
Presidency. See appendix 1. ey



to loopholes in the clauses of the Bill,

There was not in fact much cooperation from the
managements of the mills in implementing the benefit scheme.
In fact, initially, one of the more conservative mill owner
had stated clearly to the chief Inspector of factories
that, if such a legislation was introduced, women would
be dispensed with in his mill.53 and in fact, the South
Indian Chambers' Memorandum could not see any reason as to
why such compulscry internment was asked for and wanted
the penalty on employers not to exceed ps, 100 in place of
the proposed ps.SOO.54 In Madras the Choolai mill management

~dismissed two women workers in an advanced stage of preg-

nancy in 1926, kbut had to reinstate them on account of

o
-

pressure from the Madras labour union. Despite given
légal permission to absent themselves for child.birth,
women on returning for work, sometimes bhad to pay %&.5 to

Rs. 10 as bribe to get the job back,56

Given plenty of scope to manipulate and utilise the

loopholes in the Maternity 8ill of 1934, very few women

53. Public wWorks and Labour Dept. (Ms.), G.C.-1101L,
3-4-19320,

54, The Findu, Maternity B3il) South Indian Chambers
Memor andum, June 26, 1934,

55. The Yindu, Madras Labour Union, april 21, 1926.

56, The Hindwu, Choolai Mill hands grievances, Jan., 12,

1927.
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workers actual}(concretely benefitted by way of enjoying
these benefits, Coming to the guestion of maternity bene-
fits the replies to the guestionnaire in Coimbatore in

1938 show that the amount of benefit given by the mills
‘was me agre given the number of women employed on an aver zge

being 6458.

Table-IX
_ . 57
IMDI AN FACTCRY ACT, 1936
MATERNITY BENEFITS PAID
District No, of In pe- VNo. No. Oth- Tot'al No. De-
women renni- clai- paid ers  M.B. cided
al fa- ming M.B. paid ’ by .pro-
ctor- M. B. M.B. "pot ion
e ies
Co imbatore 11630 8207 171 148 1 3412 3
Madr as 347 347 3 3 - 57 -
Madurai 5122 3948 506 363 - 922012 -
Total 46070 30324 1268 938 9 21211 8
Tabie~-X
MATER2NITY BENEFIT IN QOIM3 ATORE MILL558
Year NG, of 7T Tav. wowen/  Benefits amount
————_M “llls,-__,____«_@SX;__,,_,-_Daid -
1936 11 4021 143 3219.8
. 1937 16 4654 189 4327,.0

P it + A8 e P o o ol e e D AR A Ao A Ll i | et ! 4% o o S e i s el U it St 8 b o . AT

— o gt o . O e 2 e o Se

57. Devel oomant Dept., 5.0.-1455-57, 29-6-1937,

58, Mairas T.ahour FnﬁUlfv-Vﬁq

— . - — - PO SRR S

Katramayva Committee
Report, Madras, 1238, n.159,



Of the 24 mills employing over 5,000 women only 11
employing around 4,900 women paid any benefit in 1936 and
only 16 mills emploving arounl 4,500 women did so in 1937.
Therefore 13 mills with 2,000 women in 1936 and 9 mills
with more than 1,500 women in 1937 pail no benefit; The
percentage of benefits paid being 2% in 1936 and 3% in
1937.59

According to survey conducted by T.A. Anantha Iyer6o,

the maternity benefit Bill did not cover most of the women
as they did not find themselves within the scope of the

Act for they did not gualify the conditionality regarding
periocd of work, Of the 35,000 odd women in factories in
19230 in Malras Presidency., 15,000 were seen to be excluied,
of the remaining 20,000 even iZ 50/1000 is taken as estimate
for maternity benefit,;;ould be a maximum of Rs.24, 000/year
on the basis of the ratio fixed. This is higher than that'

seen in an analysis of maternity bencfits in Italy in the

—— -t i i sras i . et

-
. . A . . 51
International Labowr 0Organisation,

53. Ioid,
60. The !lindu, Maternity 3enerfit, auqust 8, 1934,
61.  1bid.

Note: Confinements in Italy between 192932 vary

betwzen 38,1 to 44.7/1000 in the survey carr ied
out ror the International Labour Organisation.
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The reagon for the limited access to the Act was -
(a) section V of the Maternity Benefit act, according to
which nine months work in the factory preceding pregnancy
is a must. Therefore, when a woman worker during pregnancy
was absent even for a day she lost the ben=2fit of the scheme.
As an outcome, the lacunae was successfully exploitéd by
the management® depriving deserving women of the benef it,
AS observed by the Coimbatore Enguiry Committee, it was
in the nature of things for women workers to tgke a day
of f or s0 while pregnant, BRBesides this there were also
a number off complaints from women workers who were not
given theic comnensation by the mill, Though they denied
taking leave, the management claimed that absenteeism was
the reason behind their inelilginility., Therefore recom-
mendations we ‘. ade to introduce the persomal card system

in the mills by the Coimbatore Strike Enquiry.62

It appears from the Malura award headed by D.N,
Strathie, the Commissioner of Labour that the Madura
mill managemsnt were better than their Coimbatore counter-
part. They maintained a creche at each of their factories
and made special expensive provisions for the health and
treatment of the workers, wWith 1/6th the total women

labourers in the Presidency, they pay more than half the

62. Madras Labour Enquiry -Venkatramayva Commit tee
BEEQEE Madras, 1938, p.161,
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. ; , A 6
total maternity benefits dishursed. 3

Thus, the various legislations enacted by the
government in colonial India, as far as women workers
were specifically concerned, had resolved arounl a few
issues - working hours, maternity benefit, kind of work,
rest rooms and creches. Thev had both positive and nega-
tive consequences. This was sO because it added further
to the disagbilities tﬁat women workers were seen to have
and was used differently by various capitalists to suit
their convenience. Though, by itself maternity benef it
scheme and reduction in work time were in fact meant for
the welfare of women labourers, their conseqguence directly
at times, was dismissal from work or not being given
‘an equal status. The maternity benef it scheme, for example,
led to the displacement of female labour by male in somev
mills where it was possible. Begides this, where there
was the neel to reduce the number of workers, women were
the first group to be retrenched. 1In Malura mills in
September 1937, women numbering 614 were dispensed with.64
To the labour leader, S.R, Varadarajulu it was a move by
the management to avoid paying maternity benefit, The
management's point of view, was that, because of the

63. Development Dept., (Ms.), G.O0. 1384, 30<5-19338,

64. The Hindu, "Madula Mill Dispute - viewpoints of

i At . st

Wworkers®", October 6, 19337.
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introduction of night work to meet the competition, women
could not be employed owing to legislation preventing it.
Since there were too many women for day work they were
dispensed.65 Whatever the real reason for the di;missal‘
or retrenchment of women workers, the fact remains that
their inability to work at night caused by legislation of
the kind, was detrimental in their abilitv to secure work
. hour,
‘as winders or reelers, A shorter workinqAﬁenacted, was
used to rationalize the lower wages pail to them while, in

fact, the reduction in wage was not in provnortion to the

reduction in working hours.

In some industries we note that the necessary and
adequate measures are taken by the emplovers to incorpor ate
women as a compenent of the lapour force in terms of effec-
tive labour management by way of implementing var ious
measures as in Madura with creches and restroom for women
workers. However, in some mills, for example, Choolai
and B&C Mills, it led to the strengthening of the mill
authorities' policy of exclud ing women as far as possible
from the workforce. aS a general rule, the implications
of such legislation were additional burden on the employer
of women workers anl ther«fore the preference to displace

female by male. The statement of C.3. Simpson and B3inny

o s s it

65. The Hindu, "Malura Mill Dispute Examination of
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Co. Madras in 1908 is - "they had not employed women in
their mills since the amenided Act male it imperative to
give one and a half hours interval during the day."66
However, it significant to not2 that the exclusion of
women from the 3&C mills came only in‘1926. This too,
because the womén workers joined the Madras Labour Union,
to demand their rights on an equal footing with men.67
S50, when there is elimination of the women workers, or
an attempt to d0 so, a coalition of forces operate - not
merely of noi being economically viable or socially
problematic but also factors such as unionisation and
political challenge. Further, the loopholes in the

legislation were availed of, as easily then as today,

by mill] owners.

Concluding Remarks

Undoubtedly from our evidence it is clear that
the conditions of work in the cotton mills were certainly
tough and in fact hazardous to the well-being of workers;
Women faced '"lirect expleoitation by capital via their
wage labour and indirect exploitation via vicar ious

dependence on the wage of the male breadwinner."68 a

R

66, Indian Factory Commission Report, 1908, p.43.

e o e . . Sl R A i s s

67. RCL, vel.V1I, Part I1, p.186,

68. Barrett Michele, Women's Oppressicn Todav, London,
19e0, p.129.




.woman worker not cnly hal the work =t the cotton mill

to do hut also the all comprehensive domestic labour to
renéer. Though this was not a creétion of gapitalism it
did "creazte a set of social relations in which pre-existing
divisions were not only reproluced but eolidified in

a9 This

different relations in the wage labour system.
we have seen in the present chapter affected the time
available for women workers in cotton mills to lock after

their household chores along with work at the mill,

The systemn of recruitment of labour as we have seen
led to the perpetuation of a system of exploitation wherein,
the poor worker was also absolutely under the maistris
control. For the women workers, this system was even
more evil and bind ing as the degree of their dependence
on the maistri was qgreater because they required his help
to get back work in the mill after a pericd of absence on

childbirtt,

There certainly was a jreat deal of varisation in
'the wage structure not cnly on the lines of work dif ferences
but also o gender. as our €vidience clezrly shows that
the womer wcrkers received lesser wages for similar work,
apart from this in areas live winding where women were

. . . = [] .
more skillful, wages were assigned on pjgce rate basis.




This again is an instantiation of the tendency of capital
to exploit lapbour to its optimum in which the women as
part of the workforce suffered most.. However, it was .
possible to pay 3if ferent wages, and assign lower produc-
tivity to women workers as over centuries the idea was
deeply rocted and ingrained in society at large. It was
-the'social construcﬁion of gendervinfmriorityfﬁ)and the
ideology of the female as weaker sex which contributed

[

to assigning women workers lower wages.

another interesting point zbout wages is that,
though gradually the concept of a living wage or family
wage for the worker was gaining currency, there were
challenges from the workers unions demanding equal wages
for male and female workers which undercut the above

mentioned raticnale of family wage.

The varicus pieces of lazbcur-relzted legislation
introduced in the period under review should be viewed
as part ani parcel of the capitalist State's venture to -
(a) rationrzlize its role and legitimize its existence as
’a civilizer of a 'harnarian' people - Indiazns, (b) an
extension of the srme logic in which these acts were
legislated in contenporary England to legitimize its

role as a welfare state and rost important, (c) for
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ensur ing the social producticn of the labour force on
whose expansion the next gensrat ion of the proletariat
is assured. Though legislaticns were introduced there
certainly existed 3 lack of cnrrespondence between its
introduction asnd imnlementation, thus redjucing its impact

and application to a great extent,



CHAPTER IV

STRUG3LF OF LAZOUR ASATNST CAPITAL

The experience of authority and domination in the
familial sphere of male suzerainty certainly makes an
imprint in the shaping of the mentality of women as part
of the workforce too. The family structure was one which
reproduced the necessary characteristics for the subordi-
nation and supmission of women to the patriarch. This
was as common to the Tamil women as to women anywhere
else experlencing such ideological hegemony over them,

’ :
In the Indizn context, the pativrata syndrome and the
éonCOmitant symbo 1ls of comprehensive_female subservience
are woven into the fabric of our great tradition, Different
currents from dif ferent pericds influenced social conscious-
ness through culture, religion and ethos to construct and
reconstruct notions of womanhood. Images of Sati the
sacrificiel wife, Sita the devout wife, influenced and
shaped meéntality at a very general plane of almost the
entire society.l 3y the 1620s with the growth of the
non-brahmin movemer.t Kannagl also becaeme part to the
tradition of iiesl woman who was worghicped and respected

for all her sacrifices.

1. Lakshmi, C.5. Face Behinpl the Mask: Women in
Tamil Literature, New Delhi, 1984, pp.2, 25.




The period of our discussion, 1914-1939, was one
when the naticnal liberation movement was growing strong.
By the 1720s the Congress had realized the need to mobilize
the immense potential that existed in Indian women. This
Wwas especially espoused by Mshatma Gandhi during the cour se
of the Civil Disohed ience Movement.2 It was done by a
evoking a spirit of sacrifice” in women as shown by Sita
or Savitri, Undoubtedly such picturisation of ideal woman
would also have made a dent in the worker's conscicusness,
leading to similar perceptions of women. 3esides, the
customs, the rituals and traijition impingea on women's
right to be independent of her guardian male, be it the
father, huspband or son, The consciousnéss produced by
~everyday soclial practices therefore did not easily render
space for women workers to become awszre of the structural
oppression they were facing - of class, caste and sex,

But despite such constraints we do have evidence of women
mill workers trying to transcenl these barriers through

display of activism In strikes, in campaign for temperance
and political protests of the freedom struggle in Madras

o]
Presidency.,”

2. Home Political 3°/1/1931, N.A.I.

3. The Hindu, Madrua Mill situation, April 3, 1931,
Note:~ Pichaimuthu ammal, a prominent Congress
leader of Madurail congratulates Madura Mill women
workers' active participation on Congress call and
asks them to hold on the strike as long necessary,
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In this chapter what we attemct to do is to locate
the space in which women reacted to the oppression at the
workplace. We try to answer the following questions: What
were their perceptions of the modern mill work and their
‘wages? What was the level of consciocusness of women workers?
How participative were they in the labour unions and strike
activities? and, ultimately to what extent were they
brought into the mainstrea=m by the unions through their
charter of demands and movements as an integral and vital
part of the struggle of lasbour against capital in the period

*

under stuly,

A problem for ths stuly of cOnsgciousness is that
evidence of protests, strikes and participation in politics
cannot be taken as an indicator of the consciousness of
women, as Jdifferent factors me:liate between action and
development of the thought process generating class
consciousness, Nevertheless, the fact of women protesting’
against various restrictions imposed upon them at the work-
place is significant as an indicator of emerging conscious-
ness. The interaction of women at the workplace with their
male counterparts, with worker's organisations and unions
certainly projuced an impact on the female workers, 2%

We do not have a rich source of evilence, whereby we could
get a fair Ilea of how the mill wWwork helped women come

A

out of their homes and activelv challenge measures of
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the managewnent in regard to the conditions of work, and
also what their participatinon in the political movements
of the time meant to them. 3ecause of such limitations
it is extremely difficult to make anv conclusive remarks

on the consciousness of the women workers.,

Unionisation of Workers

The process of urbanisation and industrialisation
in Madras Fresidency contributaed to the develooment of
cities where over vears of habitation and through gener a-
tions the Jorking class was developing. ‘uch before unio-
nisation the workers had protestel in difierent forms
against the& hard, unhealthy difificult conditions of work

4
“r

in the mills. 3y the end of ths fFirst World wWar unioni-

sation of ~wurksrs over thelir .lemands first took place in
the B&C Mills on ap~il 27, 19185. Then a number of unions
came into existence like the kerossne oil workers union,
the Public Works Dept. workers union, the Maldura Cor pora-—
tion Workers union6 etc. The cause of the threatened
epidemic or strikes dur ing the per iod after the first
decade or the twentieth centwy was seen to be the high

. —— e o e e A it ot

4, House of 7inny, 3icentenary Year Publication,

5, Wadia, 3.P., Lawour in Madras, London, 1221, p.S.

——— P et e s it o

6, Punlic Works and Labour, 5.0.-3148 1, 31-12-1928,
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. s . 7
cost of Ioacl and other necessitizs of 1life,’ Before the
war industrial wages were to a great extent based on a

level of Hgrea subsistance, and therefore with the rise

in price, the workers unable to support themselves broke
out in protest, In the 3&C Mills the aver age wages for

mill operatives anl the gost of bare living between 19214-
1918 gives us an inlication of the great difficulties

the workers hal in tiling cvec’ the crisls because of
price rise. It is hera tuzt the genesis of organised
labour moverent in the Presilencvy of Malras lavy. The
1920s was a tumualtous perin? of industr ial upsurge in

this region. In 1230, a number of strikes were waged in
Madras. The !Madras corporation demanded a minimum monthly

wage of .25 for men, ™.20 {9 women ani also asked for
e e : ) 10

SpeedrlmplQm?ntdtion of ths ~aternity benefit scheme.

Similarly the public =worxs union too Aemanded minimumn

wages for men anl vomen alonqg vith provision of facilities

like creches maternity benefit and milk for children of
11 . . . .
women workecs. an interesting strike 1is that of the

kerosene oil workers who in 1930, on Sentember 13, struck

B IR T T SO SUY

7. Commerce and Industry (i), Nov, 56, 1919, W.A.TI,
8. Ibid.
9, See appendix-TI.

Al

10. Dept. of Inlustry and Labour, L853(16), 509-a,
8 Jan., 1930, N.A.1.

11. Dopt. oL Inltustry and Labour, L-878, 1931, N,A.I.
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work opposing retrenchment of 35 women workers in search
- . . 12 . .

of cheap mofussil lahour. By late thirties the cotton

mill cities of Madras, Madurail and Coimhatore witnessed

a series of strikes for better wages in specific and

working conditions in general as we shall see in which

women were extremely active.

Given the combination of colonial domination and
societal subjugation, the discoOntent vis-a-vis existing
conditions of work in the form of demonstrations and
strikes was not easy. It was mediated undoubtedly by
factors of caste and community as also region which was
exploited to the optimum by the managements of the mills
as noted in an earlier chapterg during strikes to quell .
labour organisations. Aapart from these, the colonial
government's innumerable pieces of legislation as hasw
been discussed in chapter I{lprevented easy organisation
among the workers., Thus, two kinds of impediments posed
by (a) the regulations of th® management as also govern-
ment and (o) the society, one of immznse complexity in
fact dividing the workforce in all fashions, prevented
easy organisation of workers. In Madras as in other
industrial centres there were many legislations introduced
during the course of these years - the trades disputes

- —— TS 1 et i Bt i o b

12,  Ibid.



Act, anld trade union bill etc. a3ll of which defined the
par ameters within which the workers could function and

express their opinion. So, one finds that these legis-
lations did hinder, easy, free participation of workers
in protests of strikes and limited their access, aﬁ the
same time, thereby increasing the power of capitél over

labour.

And, for the women workers not only the above noted
impediments, but also their ~ender, posea prob lems. Women
in the three cities unler review, as in tralitional Indian
society Were viewed primérily as mothers, wives of daughters
subhservientyd io the male watriarch., Gender based role
Jivisions of the mal= superior, female inferior was an
integral nari of soaialisation right from their birth tnto
a family, Threrefore when = women worked in a cotton ﬁill,
it was not a«s il fhe Jhole bhacklog of traditions were
"inoperative. ather, these forms of suhordination was
funct ional on the fLamilial 1lane for the exploitation and
subordination of the women in wocker's families. And this
was in f-ct another means which the management resorted
to, to quell anv nrotest emerging among women workers
against workinqg contitions in the mills, There are
» malstris/supervisors corplete control
over th= wo-»n whom he recruired for work in the 13 mills
at Coimbatonre. Thre suscentibility of the women workers to

the power of *he natriarch in the familv proved to be
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useful in easily generating consent in the women to the
whims an? fancies of the maisrri, They were subdued by
him becaus2 their access to their means of livelihood
was throush him. The relatrinnship estahlished between
them was almost the transfornation of +the patriarch from

the familv to the mill,

The ne=d to look after the Jomestic work along
with mfll wor¥ limited womsn's access to time for political

activ ism, USHet:

[ty
o]

ets uo before 4 in the morning, prepares

fool for husoani, his paralvtic mother, children, herself
& A ’

in

finishes housework goes with her husbani, in very truth
miles awav... £C begin a hard
day of lavuiw irsile the mills. "' Thus, = combination of

the role i 5 house lre 1o -t o a wrker was burdignaome

o
’

3

ani had to e granrlel with as theéce were agepriori assigned
in socierv (o women since the tire when such division of
labour evolee-t, Tence the ol lturally dAefined role of
womanhoo! coalescirg in mother-honl further 1lirited scove
For women'- involvewept din grivap work,  This was s0 hecause

after lonag hnur

[52]

of work at the mill it was next to impossible
with theic hnmelv dutries £o atiend late evening meetings

and Adeliherat icns on issues »v the union.

13. Deve lopment Jent., 5.0.-2532, 12-10-1938,
i4. Ramabhail, M., "The WJomen labcurers in Madras®" in
Stri Dharma, Jaly, 1925,
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Women_in the Union_and Menbership

Though we éo not have evidence of women's membership
- on any large scale ir unions and their active involvement
in the process of unionization,it is quite interesting

to note that they were members of the unicn by the late

- 1920s and 1930s.

Table-XI

TR ADE UNION MEMBERSHIP

Unicns regis—  No. at NG. joined left No. =t the end
tered for beginning ___ during ~  Male Femsale
membershic e 17920 1930

1927-28:"°

B&C Mills 3948 120 1951 2117 -
MLU 7428 64 52 7320 120

1929-30:7°

B&C Mills 20560 162 1361 868 -
MLWU 4035 1876 178 5504 229
1932-33:"7

B&C Mills 325 63 128 263 -
MLU 3206 100 817 2459 30
Madura Union 1586 728 1889 325 103
Coimbatore Inion 102 142 - 244 -

contd.,

15. Punlic wWorks and Lapour, 7.C.-25461,, 16-1(0-1928,
16, pPublic Works and Lahour, C.0.-3031-22, 27-10-1930.

17. Public Works and Lahour, 3.0.-47/L, 24-2-1934,



contd-.;
1933-24¢

B s

1e

B&C Mills 263 116 950 329 -
Madras LU 2489 386 - 2798 77
Madura LU 427 526 382 446 125
Coimbatore LU - - -~ 219 -

a— - ——— —

In Bnagland Female Cﬁartist Associat icn was forrmed
in the 014 3arleyv on October 17, 1842 under Mary Anneg
walker.19 And, it was only in 1885 that Rev, Henry wWilliam-
son formed the Dundee Mill and factory operative unions
aimed specifically at involving women mill and factory
WOorkers in England.zo Here too they faced problems because
of dual responsibilities women workers had, cf the home

and the workplace.

The {irst instance of women's activity, partici-
pation in unicnr proceedings is in 1918. According to a
C.I.D. report on December 92, 1918 at a public meeting
of the Maziras Lahour Union at Perambur barmacks addressed
by B.P. Waiia, there wevre 3,000 men and 20 women and it

. - . . 21
was announced that 100 more women hal joined the union.

18, Public "orks and Labhour, 5.C.-15L, 3-1-1934.

19, Frow, Puth antl Edmuni, "Women in the Early Radical
and Labcur Movement" in Marxism Today, vol.12, No.4,
April, 1%¢, p.l12,

20, Gordcn Eleancr, "wvomen work and collective Action -
Dundee Jute Works, 1870-1206", Journal of Social
Historvy, Fall 1987, p.25.

21, Public crdinary (Confidenti=l), 5.0.-388, 3-7-1919.



These women bhecame part of the union, working against the
tide - the familizl pressure, the manasgement's pressure as
also the societal pressure. Instances of their militant
fight against manoeuvres trying to prevent their activism
in the unicn is available for both the Madura mills, Madura
and the B&C Mills, Madras, which we discuss below.

The Madras Mill Strike april 22-
June 1, 1920

"The reason for the strike is not increased wages or
. et L« w 22 ,
shorter hours of work but protection of honour®. This
had been the general impressicn in var ious vernacular news-
papers of the perind, The immediate reason for the strike
was the behaviour of Surussamv Naidu, the head maistri,
with a woron Vel lavawnsl who was Jliesmiccsed on a [ limsy
. 27 .
reason of wasting cotton. Thus on 12th April women
demanded the dAismissal of the maistri and his replacement
by a female maistri. This incident was the culmination of
a process whicn irked the mill management - the desire of
these women to joir the union to fight for better conditions
24 . .

of wark. "vhen the women expressed their desire to
organise themselves the maistri began a systematic bullying

22, Madras Native Newspaper Report, "Desbhaktan", April

T4, 1920,

23. The Yindy, april 22, 1920.

—— —— -~ —

24, The Hindu, ™lalura Labour Inion", april 22, 1920.



and abusing of the women making their workﬁife miser gble

and unbearable."45

This strike of women was the first

of its kind in the annals of Indian history go far recorded.
By April 25th, the workers at large struck work on demands
ranging from recognition of the union to dismissal of the
head-maistry.26 Wwhile the strike was generaslly attr ibuted
to infringement of the women's honour, very few bothered

to see that it was essentially attempts to quell the
burgeoining attempts of the women to resist their exploi-
tation as workers that manifested as offences against their
decency and self-recspect as 'good' women. It was left to
‘the HYindu to note the clzss-basis of the event, ™he point
to note is t®at the evolving consciousness of women workers -
their protest against the maistry's language and attitude
was viewed from a traditional angle, as a fight to preserve
the honour of the women - the ir chastity and self-réspect.
This may be because of the sccial scenario within which
such a protest was staged - cne where chastity of women

was consider~d sacred and in whose defence even lives

could be lost. And, therepy an anclysis of women worker's
subord inaticn at the workplace by the maistri was not seen

in terms of power in & total sense, but rathér as being

used to sexually exploit women bv calling names, manhandling

25.  Ibid.

abour Union", April 27, 1920.

l

26, The Hindu, "Matura

gt o e i
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etc. Thus, the strike was‘viewed as a battle to maintain
the honour of women workers and not as a challenge to the
mill management's oOppression o women workers by preventing
them the right to organise. Such influences, 2spoused in
society at large, were obstacles in these workers tfans~
cending boundaries drawn by th2 social structure through

norms, customs and culture to attaining a class conscious-

ness.

In Maluwra as 1in the case with issues of this nature,

the mill management sided with the maistry and killed the
- . . _ L . 27

strike with police repression and backlegs. By June 1,
1920 almost all the workers wers back at the mill. This
instance may & viewed as a classic example where women's
protest against working conditions 1is portrayed to be a
purely gender «u@stion. It was another channel through

which sexual ideology permeated and shaped mentalities in

the workers and imn=aded development of consciousness,

Dismissal of Women in Perambur Mills 1926

Almost similar a sequence of events took place in

Mairas. On Julv 1, 1926, over 207 women were dlismissed

O

A

by the 3&C Mill authorities. The reason given by Mr. Kay,

. ettt ot > e o et . o oot

27. The Zindu, "Malura Hill Strike", June 5, 19320.
28.  Mgdras Native Newspaper Report, "Swarajya®, July S,
1926,
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the manager, was tﬁat since 1311, it was a policy decision
of the management to avoid employing women. B. Shiva Rao,
the Presiient of the Maldras Ladbour Union rightly raised
the quaestion as toc why the dismissal cams after fifteen
years.29 The reasons are apparent - the impfudencé and
audacity of the women workers as reflected in their joining
the union. 35imilar views are expressed by the vernacular
paper - Sdarajva as to why women were dismissed - "The
management gtartedl with the women workers thinking that

it would e an easy matter to bully the women workers into
submission.., However the women proved to he more tough
and united than the men for they have in a body resolved

. L. \ . 3
to face Ai-micnial rather than disown their unlon.*o

To the labour department, 1t appeared that the dis-~
missal cam= asbout because the management wanted to avoid
‘having women on its rolls on account of the lurid stories
presented of their conditions of work at the mill by the
Madras Labour Union, and therefcre dismissed these women.31

However, the MLYJ leader denied having ever presented any

such account of the conditions of work of women at the

29. The Hindu, "Madras Choolai Mill sStrike®, July 6,
1

325,
30.  Madras Mative Newspap®r Report, "Swarajya", July 5,
1926
31. public Ylorks and Labowr, 5.0.-2434L, Oct., 16,

1927,
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B&C Mills in any of the MLU m@etiﬁgs.BZ Ahat this amounté
to is this. The union deni=d the fact that the management
sought to affirm - that the digmissal was because the
managem=nt wanted to relisve women from the sorry state

of work st the mill. So, on the basis of our evideﬁce it
appears most olausible that these women were dispensed with
on account of their political activism, of their associatdon

with the union.

Besgides, when women workers of the 3§C mills became
mempers of the Madras Labour Union, the Managing Director
wrote to 8., Sniva Rao, the pPrecident of the Union, whether
he would proviide employment for the 250 women workers of
the B&C Mills whe were to be dismissed on 1st July 1926

e . 32 L s .
on account of joining the union, This intimidation of
the women workers was revoked only when the middle class
women's organisation like the Women's Indian Association
of Madras ‘demonstrated ocutsiie Sovhale Hall against the
. . - 34 , , s . s
3&C Mill authorities., Such an instance of victimization
had a negative impact on the cnnscinusness of women workers
of the B&C Mills. The women workers soon severed connection

. , 35, . ) oy .

with the union. Much as women were getlting integrated
32.  Ibid,

33, RCL, vol,v1I, Part II, London, 1930, p.185.

Py

34. lpﬁol P-187o

35.  1bid.



into the protest movem2nts of the time, the disabilities
imposed on them in society continued to be used consciousily
or unconsciously oy the managements. For example, in the
B&C Mills Madras, as noted, it was lurid stories spread on
women's problems at the mill that was used by the mill to
dismiss women workers from the mill work and thereby deprive
them of work, Hence if women dared to be part of the union

there was stiff oopposition.

Women in 3trike Action

i . sy ik o i Tt

During the period, 12i4-1939, we do have plenty of
instances of women workers either snontaneously or as part
of the unicn, reacting to issues affecting them at the
workpléce, b= it a -juestion of wages, sexual oppression or
victimization, The earliest instance in our study has
been the strike of women workers in the Maﬂﬁra Mills in
1320 to protest agalnst the behaviour of the head maistri
because of their desire to join the union as mentioned
earlier., 1In 121 there werrs strikes in Madras where
women workers proizsted agalinst a decreagse in wage. From
4th to 5th aoril and again from 4th to 11th May seventy
women workers of the reeling department of Choolail mills
went on strike bHut the management did not accede to their

35

demands. Tharafcre they resur2d work without success.

—— — i D i A" e et e Wl ot o

"Misnutes in Madras®™, June, 1923,

36. Labour 53
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In Malura in 19331 there was 2 major strike. The
reason for the strike was the demands of the union which
Jas not even recognis2d by th® managements. The number
involved was 2,000 of whom ove~ 2,000 wers women.37 The
management tried to dissolve the union »ut came to logger-
heads with the lanourers. The astonishing reaction was
the sgpirit of the WOmeh workerg, "Theylwere willing to
hold out for another six weeks 1if necessary for the asser-

n38 Their

tion of their elementary right to form a union,
discipline at the m=etings were perfect and the word of the

. 39 . . . . :
union was law to them, Similar ly in the Kaleswara Mills
Coimbator= when the management did not keep its promise
of reducing the cut in wages from 25 to 15%, on February
15, 1934 women of the reeling section numbering 210 struck
work., In the afternoon 230 men of the spinning section

. . 40 .

struck work in symnathy with the women, The strike
assumed larqger propor+icon with the union taking up the
issue and »an increase in wages was secured in the settlement
made on 23 Jeh7aafs,  On Julv 15, 1934, 247 women coolies,

of the reelingy Jdevariment of rankaja Mill, Coimbatore, struck

37. Public Works and Labour ({(confidential), 1454 L,
30~5-1931.

38, Ibid.
39, Idid.

40. Public works and Labour {Ms.), G.0.-1502 L,
17-7-1935, :



work demanding an increase in wages for reeling yarn. All
returned to work on 17 July, 19235 as the demand for increa-

. . 41
sed wages was complied with,

Similaerly on calls given by the unicns in the mills
too, women workers were in the forefront at times., The
1930s was a periocd of great protests in Madurai, Coimbatore
and Madras leading to forming cf Court of Enguiry to over-
come the conflict. From ocur evidence, scarce though it is,
we can certainlv conclude that women workers were quite

deeply involved in strike activity.

In Marcth 1231 the Madura Mill lock-cut affected
over 9,000 workers c¢f whom 2,000 were women. Again in
the major vextile mill strile in Madura in 193€ there was
consider -t ly involvement of women workers in the strike.
On February 5, a mecting of Labourers was held in the
evening around 7 p.m. where =bout 3,000 men and 500 women
came.42 in yvetr ann*her weeting on 11-2-1938, 500 men and
200 women attended the meeting near Pasdyan Mill and on
19 February 17318 In a4 meetiry of Pandvan mill workers who

met at Manalw=du (5O women workers gddressed an audience

4 .
of 250 mer and 3% oraen .,
41.  Ibin.
4o, Sevelorwent )nt., 5.C.-1050, 24-1-193¢,
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Coimbatore witnessed tremendous industrial disputes
between 1936-19392, This was an outcome of the development

of organisations among the workers, their greater involve-

'

ment and last but not least wage cuts, price icrease which
brought them to the lowest level of existence economically.
There were widegspread strikes at Saroja, Sarada, Rangavilas,
Coimbatore spinning and weaving Lakshmi and Rajalakshmi
mills. 1In these strikes women played an extremely active
.role. On 5 COctower 1237, a large crowd of striké& were
outside Réjalakshmi mills., Women in large numbers mobbed
Abbéy Naidi: who was taking uacklegé to work at the mills,
and in three mills in Singanallur, women workers were
picketting pefore the mill gates, armed with shoes and
broomsticks.qr/J In Saroja mill a new tactic was adopted
during ths strike. The picketting lesders dissuaded the
women working in the reeling section from going to work

and thereby paralysed the work as without them the last

45 This was on

process of reeling work could not go on.
1st March 1937 and the management wWas forced to bring
women labourers from outside the next day. In Sarada
Mills, Coimbatore, 65 workers sitting inside refused

to go out. They squatted on the road in front of the

mill entrance hinder ing movement of the mill manager's

44, The Hindu, "Coimbatore “ill Workers' Striken,

Nov . 3, 19370

45, Develcpment Dept., G.0.-28%, 11-4-1938,
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car. some viomen labourers vrostrated themselves before

the car. However the police let the car go whereupon the
labourers stoned the vehicle heavily. 'This was on 18th
February 1938, In Lakshmi mills in the etrike on 12-11-1937,
the number of males involved were 4€0, female 320 and night

shift workers 350.47

women workers did however face specific difficulties
even during strikes. For example, during the strike period
in the Lakshmi Mills in 1937, one Rangaswami, an ex-employee
of the mill, molested some female coolies proceeding to
the miil. Devrajulu Naidu, the manager also reported that
on 2-10-1937 a Karumba caste coolie woman was roughly
48

handled by some women picketters, But this was not

corrobor ated by other evidence by the mill authorities.

In Malura mills in Septenmber 1937, the management
to accommodate women workers gave a notice that men
spinners in the ring frame department would be reqguired
to do two weeks night shift and one week day shift.

This wasvione as the mills were working at night at a
time when women cculd not be employed because of restric-

tions imposed on night work for women since 1922, Hence,

46 . Ibid. Also Development Dept., G.C.-448, 21-2-1938,
47. Develcpment Dept., G.C.-448&, 21-2-1938,
- 48, Development Dept., 5.C.-2352, 19-10-1937.

49, Development Dept., 5.0.-2153 (Ms.), 21-9-1937,
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if the mill wanted to continue employing women labour it

- could be done only by displacing a larger proposition of
male workers from day work to night work, This was not
acceptable to the male workers of the ring frame depart-
ment., On Septemrbar 6th, the men workers decided td go on
strike.”’ The battle instead of getting pitched collecti-
"vely against cut in production and wages instead became

a divided one - the managément successfully alienated the
women and the male workers from each other. and women in
fact continued to work. A number of cémplaints from

women workers cf molestaticn by picketters were recorded. !

Women at times because of their gender were not
favoured with supplies during strikes. In the distri-
bution of paddy among strikingy workers of Madurz in 1937,
Qomen were not given paddy. As an outcome they were Xeen
to join work as sonn as the mill opened.52 So we find
that women were alienazted frorm the section of striking
worker s needing doles because of misperception of their
role arising from contemporary social values where women

were not seen to be the bread-winners, instead were viewed

as dependents., However, despite these handicaps faced

50. Development Dept., 3.C.-2735, 7-12-1¢37.
51. ‘I—.—-bﬁ.

52, pevelopment Dept., G.C.-2532, 12-1C-1938.



‘both at the workplace as alsc at home there is evidence of
women's active involvement and membership in a pre-dominantly
male sphere - the union and strike activity dur ing the period

under review,

If cne gauges the rise of militancy in the wdrkers'
acticn, the contribution of women workers are immense. They
were in the forefront in picketting, in brickbatting and ston-
ing. This denies the substance of statements regarding the
submiss ive nature of Indien women. 1In fact, in a culture
df violent militancy that development in Coimbatore, Madurai
and Madras in tumultous industrial strife, women were extre-
mely active. Though through mobilisation in protests,
activation in strikes, political soluticn to the women's
problems at the workplzace was sought, their human question
remagined unsclved, in the sense *that they continued to be

exploited dually - as a worker and a woman,

There were 3 number of meet ings specifically called
for women labourers. This was especially done regularly
by the Madras Labour Union where women from the women's
Indian organisation also came and took up special schemes
like baby welfare, creche etc. for the women workersgs,

Through such me&thodis women were becomming involved in the‘

<

- s 53 . T
labour movenent of the city, It is astonishing to note

53, The Hindu, May 21, 1926,



their participation in late hour meetings and demonsfrations.
In 1926 as we have noted hefore, with the intervention of
some women of the women'‘'s Indian Association problems of
women workers were taken up and discussed in speéial meet-
ings of women workers in the Madras Labour Union.54 On a
similar note such meetings also took .place in Coimbatore

énd Madura. In 1939 on May 30, S.R. Varadarajulu on behalf
'of the Madura Labour union aldressed a women workers'
meeting. The discussion was on the amendmant introduced

to the maternity benefits bill and the need to fight for

pension for women workers as also a number of other con-

[9)]
(82

cess ions.

Though these unions were predbminantly male, they
did take up sone of the demands of the women workers.
The Madras Labour Union, the Coimbatore Labour Ynion,
the Madura Labour Union and the Coimbatore Socialist
Text ile Workers Union as cited before took up women's
issue like the dem-nl for maternity benefit scheme, rest
hours,vincroaéej wages in gen=2ral and provision of creches.
The Madras Labouwr Union in Choolai mills in 1929 demanded
an lincrease in wages for women in the reeling department
and as wastepickers -which hal beesn drastically reduced by
54, Publ;c Aorks and Lapour, G.0.-2434L, 16=10-1927.

55. The Hindu, "Medura Labour Union*, May 31, 1939,
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the managem=nt as there was shortage of work in the mill
556 i . . .

for them.”" . In Coimd>atore Mills, the CLU in its Charter

of demands had a se2parate section of women's demands in

its strikes on Septembsr 15th, 1927 which was successful.

It was:
(1) Everwv pregnant woman be entitled to one month's

holiday with Jages and one without,

(2) arr angecents for keeping little children for feeding
if rquest will come from the womnen workers,

(3)  every worker will be given two sets of clothes every

year at cost price.57

In the workers' movements of the pericd under review,
demands for better wages for women, spccial facilities of
wofk time and maternity benefit were raised. In fact, in
the Madura mill strike of 1930 the union demanded maternity
benefit and creches for women workers from a hezlth point
of vieW.58 This was because the cotton dust in the mills
‘were seen to be the cause for high infasnt mortality and
so to prevent health hazsrds for a pregnant women leave

59
was demand~ 1,

56. RCL, vol.VII, Part II, p,140.
57. Dept. of Industry and L-bour, L-878(14), 1928.
58, Punlic Works and Lzavdour, 3.0.-703L, 27-2-1930. -

59.  Ibid.



A numper of union lmaderd were themselves stressing

the need to unionize women and:help change their miserable
. L}

condition. The MLU IGPFESEntaéiVQ Mr. R, Naidu for example,
1

when descr ibing the. women workéfs in th= factories said -

"The condition of women worker¢ was more unsatisfacﬁory than
)

those of men because of their &omesticvwork, they are unable

!
to attend meeting and their hapdship is greater than men.

Thelr wages are lower and the Jabsance of a woman jobbher

leads to many complications."60 Similarly, 8, shiva Rao,

president of the MLJ in a pubYic meeting on 8th June in
Madras said - "The men at any]rate had only the employers

to deal with, but the women hgd to serve their emplovyers

and their emplovyees, He wantéd men workers to realise that
unless they treated thelir women-folk well at home they should

61

not expect so from their empIOyers.“ He was clear that *

the "trale union movement could not grow strong and healthy
. . . s . . . . 52
wilthout women's active particination in union work, In
Madras, when Mr. Maidu was arrested and then released under
the restrictiong of section 144, he approinted his wife as

the Presildent of the Union to carry on the strike plan. His

intention was, to work through his wife in organising the

60, RCL, vol,VIT, Part II, 1930, p.173.<}4aciuva Lpﬂgour(1“10t>
61. Ibid., p.186,

62. Ibid., p.412.
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movement, what 1s =significant is that despite traditional

barriers, a woman was placed in such a position of importance,

Concluding Remarks

From our evidence it appeacs that there were strikes
of dif ferent kinds where some issues assumed primacy ranging
from demand for increasing wages to protesting against sexual
assault of a woman worker. At times as @e have noted in the
Madura strike of 1220, a complex set of factors ranging
from sexual overtures, danger to women's honour as also
bad working conditions gener sted protest among the workers,
br inging the women to the forefront. And i1t was not as if
they were meraly being led., There are instances of protests
which came about spontaneously for wage increas2 as we have
seen in Madres in Choolai in april 1924 or in Madurail on
april 12, 1920 to demand the removal of a head maistri who

had misbehavel with a woman worker.

That there 1is scarcity of evidence on women workers

gt large in protesting ajainst their working conditions is
true, but the little evidence that we have is proof enough
that they wer- in no way apathetic to issues of the workers'
movement, In fact, théy d il express their discontent against
the hard working and living conditions. Their reaction to
the enviromment which they faced, of low wages, poor sani-
tation and scarce facilities is startiing, if viewed within

o

the general scenario of worker's movement in a colonial
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situation. As women workers like their male counterparts
had also acguired somg consciousness of their right to
be treated bettey ° for which they did combine with the
workers at large-representing olements of trade union

consciousness,

The context of the labous movement being a colonial
one, it is imperative to make it integral to study its
inf luence on thé developing consciousness of workers., It
is cf utmost iﬁportance to keep in mind, the fact that the
protest movemtnt and combination of workers emerged with
two pronged attacks - (a) from within the badkward pre-
capitalist patron client based Indian social system as also
the challenge, (b) from outside, of a sophisticated colonial
set-up with intricate details of regulations, Acts etc.
through which it controlled the Indian economy and society,.
And, to add to it the study being centred on the development
of consciousness of women workers, it makes it important
for us to keep in mind the traii£ional notions of the role
of women in the {amily andl socistv, All these factors

impeded and mediated the manifestation of consciousness.

f



POST SCRIPT

In this secticn, we make an attempt to draw together
the different threasds describing the particular features
that attended the entry of women as workers in colonial

South India, and trace the general pattern they produce.

Not very surprisingly, we find that the basic contra-
dictions of the new fonn of production, industrial capitalism,
have pride of place among the factors that condition the
existence of women as the primary vreoducers of the new form
of producticn. The drive to accumul ate and, therefore, to
maximise profit is basic to the dynamics of capitalism.

Thié internal logic of the systems gets translated into
practice as the ruthless pursuit of the capitalist to cut
costs to the minimum, i.e., to pay the least for each unit
of the purchased inputs and to extract the maximum out of
whatever is purchased. The chief purchased input being
labour power, the capitalist tries to get it at the cheapest
rate possible and to exploit the labour so placed at his
command to the fullest possible extent. Ne think it

suf ficient, in this context, to state that the limiting
level in either of the two cases is determined not by
technical feasibility, but scciszl viability. The notionsA

of female intericrity we find, are effectively used by the

capitalist to these ends,

Lower -ages for women workers are rredicated upon
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the notion of femsle inferiority, obviously enough. The
division of lsbour which sets aside Jdomestic chores, inclu-
ding child rearing, exclusively for women also fits in well
with the reguirements of the capitalist system, something
which the Indi an Factory Commission, as we noted iﬁ‘the
Chapter on ‘'Wwomen at the Workplace', explicitly recognised.
The result is that the general notion of the subordinate
status of women is integrated into the capitalist value
system and reproduced in its every-day practices. These
included the exclusion of women from certain better paying
occupation, azs we have seen, asnd even their sexual exploi-
tation at the workplace (in our case, strongly suggested
by the evidence of the women workers® persistent complaints

against the Maistris).

We may note that the state also actively intervened
in the reinforcement of received values about women in
the new conditions of producticn. By expressing solicitous
concern for the welfare of women and clubbing them along
with admittedly vulnerable child workers, in the legisla-
tions regulating work at the factories, by tolerating diffe-
rential levels of wages and occupaticons for men and women,
‘ by championing their ‘morality' defined as susceptibilityl
to corruption by the night and the absence of trusted male

escort and py accepting domestic work as the exclusive

domain of the women for which special allowances could be
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made, the stste contributed directly to building the
ideological framework in which gender inequality was given
the forms suitable to the new conditions of product ion.
The role of the state in maintaining the material and
ideological condition for the perpetuation of gendér
inequality included, naturally, its support of the exis-

-ting social, economic and political order.

We have also seen how gender ideologv was utilised,
on the one hand, to make women work harder (e.g. inrough the
exerciée of the patriarchal authority of the Malstri) and;
on the other, to foil their attempts to resist their exploi-
tation (as in the reported case of infringement of women

workers' homour an1 the molest sticn of women pickets).

The rol= of the Maistri is a3 particular form of the
articulaticn of gender ideoclogy in relation to industrial
labour, whose origin can be traced to the nature of social
groupings vrevalent in the time and place of ocur study,

and their continuance into the industrial phase,

The incighte that Karl tarx of fers on the subject
in the first velums of Capital seems whollv relevant. The
process of enterinyg the industrial workplace meant, for
women, additional misery; The displacement of the previous
agrarian existence where work con the farm blended with

domestic work and itsg

ry

eplacement by a disjunction between



the workplace and the home placed a heavy double burden
on the women which constituted a chief component of their

additional miservy,

At the same time, by becoming an integral, direct
participant in accial producticn, new avenues for self-
realisation anl eventual emancipation potentially opened
up for women., To what extent this potential was realised,
we have not heern zble to investigate fully: We have seen
that women managed to groWw to a guarter of the wc. <place
in the pericd cof our study, that they managed to join the
struggle of lapour against capitai, at times on issues
specific to them, even if based on male-3ominant percep-
tions about themselves occasicnally., But the changes of
fex;nale workers has posed constraints as we could not make
use of it and therefore does not reflect the use of womeﬁ
worker's wages. Apart from these, aspects neglected are
the working cluss home, the social relaticns of the workers -
the male and the female and the perception of the women

workers at greater depth.

The mill wor gave women a potentizl to break free
from traditiconallv imposed curbs on their movement though
such a thing di4 not really ocour., In Malras society this
was a perioi of social reforms - of fight ajainst child
marr iage, of preventing indenture system, of temper ance

movement, of anti-n=zutch moverment and measures to emancipate
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women through educat ion., However, the women workers were
'a category largely ignored by such reformists, except a
few theosophists like B.F. Wadla and anne Besant., And
thérefpre their problems remzined. Though the process

of unionisation did involve some women WOrkers in fhe
cotton mills - 1i%e in the Madras Labour Union, Malura
Labour Union, Coimbatore Textile Workers Union, they were
not pulled into the ambit of labour movement. The lanour
movement dil vrovide a political solution to the. problem
by raising demands for equal wages of greater need to
involve women in wWorkers prot=sts and union demands 1ike
maternity bensfit, rest room and other such demands but a
Buman gsclution of their problem by freeing them from domestic

drudgery along with mill work remained »nd remains till today.



2Append ix-1

CCSM oF LIVING - BUZKINGHAY AND

CARNATIC MILLS, MADRAS

Wag=s 1214 1918
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Ca nat ic 10-5-6 14-0-9

Buck in-than *Mills 10-5-8 14-2-2
o Co;;”;? Livi;;‘in Six typ;cal ;;useholds‘— T
- ) 1914 1018
1. Father, mothrr & child 13- 9-3 17~ 2-5
2. Mothsr & 2 sons 12-13-4 27~ 9-9
3. Cne man, 3 women &

chila 25-10-1 32- 4-2
4, 3 mPn, 1 woran & a

chila 25-14-11 32- 8-3
5. 2 men, 3 womer &

a child 28-11-8 36-11-1
6. 2 men, 2 women &

5 children 42« 0=7 53~ 9%-6

> — e S s o o ol Y | W S s i i et b Aot e e e e g 8+ P et

* a1l irdebted

Cost o) living incluies food, rent, clothing,
no luxuries,

Sources: &1 (i) 171¢, Nov.€, Filed N,A.I.



Append ix-IT

MAPDR AS MATER NI'TY BILL, 1934

Section 5 of the Act reads as follows:

5(1) Subject to the vrovisions of this act, every woman
worker in =z factory not being a seasonal one shall be enti-
tled to the payment of maternity bennfit at the rate of
eight annas a day tor the actual dayvs of her absence during
the period immediately preceling her confine i 1d for

the four w2eks lrms ilztelyv following her confinement as

-
o]
Lo
N
pa—
.

mentioned irn sub-coct

Proviizd that 2 woman shall not be entitled to
maternity nene it onless she has been employed in the
factory of the englcevsr from whom she claims maternity
benef ite for a perici of not less than nine months preced-

ing the dates on which she gives notice under sub-section (1)

of Sectirnn 4

)

Source: Coimbatore Mills 5trike Enquiry

S A8
Madras, 173€, p.160.
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