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THE LerT AND LABOUR

The huge and diverse groups of working classes became organized in the decade of

the formation of several trade unions. A convergence of varioys ‘Socio-conomg

the 1920;, through
¢ and ‘ideological-
de Union Conference (AITUCQ) in 1920: it

¢ unions and the ones that were 1o emerge

cultural forces' led to the formation of the Al India Tra

by the Ahmedabad union, before coming together in a ¢

The Congtess, of course, was not homogeneous in its political thinking; nor were its leaders the
only organizers of trade unions. The workers showed great initiative, and they were aided by different
groups of Communists and revolutionaries in different parts of the country. The early phase of trade
unionism (1919-23), writes Sanat Bose, was characterized by ‘Gandhian, nationalist, and moderate’
trends. By the middle of the 1920s, the trade union movement had gathered force and momentum,
and all-India bodies, such as the Indian National Trade Union Congress (INTUC), Centre of Indian
Trade Unions (CITU) and the National Federation of Trade Unions (NFTU) had

come into being to
coordinate the activities of the numerous trade unions (Bose 1979b: 3). As we h

ave seen in Chapter
8, workers’ struggle had intimate links with the nationalist movement, but workers did not necessarily

abide by the dictates of the Congress or of moderate trade union leaders.

The Communists had a clear sense of divergence of interest between the struggle of labourers and
the nationalists. At the second Congress of the Communist International (Comintern), M. N. Rc.>y had
separated the ‘nationalist anti-imperialist movement of the bourgeoisie from the ‘real re\'olutloila}ln'
movement’ of the class-conscious (Indian) proletariat and landless peasantry (Roy 19§4t ?9?)- ‘ h:
bourgeois national democrats in the colonies strive for the establishment of a free nal:lonah s:t;.mv
had argued, ‘whereas the masses of workers and poor peasants are re.volfmg, ;\'en 1[9;;15: o Mos.[
e Hnconsciously, againse the system which permits such brutal exploitation (Bose

, | . l ‘ l F C in[Crn U \\'Ll!‘dS

ian revolutions in the metropolis, as well as t
Nationaljsy struggles

, : 499-500).
in the colonies (Bose 1979a: 26; Ray 1987; R(.)) 1964-. 419 f the narionalist struggle
¢ Communists or the Left, however, were not united in their appraisal 0
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or on the strategy to be adopted by workers in colonies. Their attitude to the Congress and
varied, as did the workers’ own understanding of the nationalist struggle. Small gr viny Workers
who did not form a part of the Communist Party of India, had b g— ©1Ps of Communig,
! ty of India, had become very active in the trade ;.
'from the mid-1920s. They were instrumental in bringing a definite concept of class and (g o
into trade unions and labour-capital relations (Bose 1979b: 6). The Congress, in turn, made ass-Str,ugglc
and concerted attempt to rally the workers, in spite of fissures among the Right, the Modem:‘)nsmtent
Left within the Congress. All this made for periods of convergence and divergence of distincl terand -
noted in the last chaprer. ends, as

The withdrawal of the Civil Disobedience movement in 1933-34 saw a resurgence of Commup;

flctivities. In the summer of 1935, the Communist International decided to adopt the strategy :fm
united front’ and the Congress Socialists and Communists worked together for a time (Bandyopadh a
2004: 380). In 1930, the Comintern had directed the Indian Communists to start activities am;,:y
Indian workers, and the Communist Party of Great Britain had urged its Indian members to return (f
India in order to help Indian Communists (Mitra 1981: 1843).

The Communist Party of India and the Red Flag Trade Union Federation were banned by the
British government in 1934. Consequently, the Communists who were released from prison after the
end of the Meerut trials were left with no choice but to renew their membership of AITUC in order
to continue with their work (Chandra et a. [1972] 1975: 195). Increased enthusiasm and militancy on
the part of the working classes were bolstered by the formation of popular ministries in the provinces.
AITUC and moderate NFTU also came together and held a joint meeting in Nagpur in April 1938.

All this led to a 50 per cent increase in the membership of trade unions between 1937 and 1938.
These years were marked by strikes all over the country—a general strike in the Bengal Jute Mills
(March—May 1937), recurrent hartals in Kanpur cotton mills, textile strikes in Amritsar, Ahmedabad
and Madras, strike in Martin Burn’s Iron and Steel Works located at Kulti and Hirapur in 1938 and a
prolonged and bitter struggle in the Digboi oil works in Assam (April-October 1939).

Prior to the provincial elections in 1937, leaders of the Congress Left had made serious efforts
to enlist the support of workers. Jawaharlal Nehru toured Tamil Nadu in November 1936, where the
Congress Socialist Party had been established in 1934 by Jayaprakash Narayan and Acharya Narendra
Dev. Nehru, the Congress President at the time, had aroused great expectatiohs by declaring in rallies

that if people voted for the Congress, independence would be achieved, and after independence the
uld be solved through the introduction of socialism (Krishna
Rajagopalachari and others

did not even contest

problems of poverty and unemployment wo
1992: 1497). Pandit Nehru’s appeal and the thorough work of Satyamurty,

created an accord between the AITUC and the Indian National Congress. AITUC
all the labour seats in order to make way for the Congress.

The Congress tried to retain labour suppo.rt for a short while after taking _
and Subhas Bose organized a big labour rally in Calcutta in 1937 where they urged the workers to unité
organize and join hands with the Congress. Conservative Vallabhbhai Patel, Rajendra Prasad and J B.
Kripalani founded a Hindustan Majdur Sabha in 1938. It was relaively easy for the Congress Worklgg
Committee to empathize with the Bengal jute workers and criticize the harsh measures adopted bY

te
the rival coalition ministry of Fazlul Huq and his Krishak Praja Party when it passed the Bengal Ju

office. Jawaharlal Nehru
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dccxg[o}rrllcli?r’s:f:iat:l;,l{::c entire trade union movement, with the exception of the Ahmedabad unjon
under Gandhian leaders Gurzarilal Nanda and Khandubhai Desai, opposed the act, and ne‘a}rlly ;ll nz;x;
Congress parties, the Muslim League and Ambedkar’s party among them, colla.boratj(li‘\:\:tt) dt k:r t;n :
unions. A rally addressed by Communist leaders S. A. Dange and Indu¥al Yagnik an . ¢ o
November was attended by 80,000 people, and the following day,-a Stl'.lke rocked thc. c:nnr;zuptr(})lad n(;
Interestingly, Nehru only had some objections to the clause of regl.stratlon of new unions, e had ne
problems with the act as a whole. Subhas Bose, the Socialist Pre?ldent of the Congress, p
private to Sardar Patel, but did not make any public statement ag:.unst the act. .
Even in Madras, where the Congress had got full cooperation from AITU. .an' NN
leader V. V. Girj had become the industrial and labour minister, thc? Corfgress r:m;s;r:m;n Sty
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Congress ministry, argues C. S. Krishna, did not ‘advance the class interests of workers’ and the (;‘”'Xﬂrm
union ook a ‘reformist’ rather than a ‘revolutionary’ approach towards the proletariat (ibid . 1504),

In David Arnold’s view, Congressmen in office often found themselves torn between the w”’l‘-’?r;,
many of whom had voted for or identified with the Congress, and the industrialists. More '.i;',niﬁc:;nﬂy,
British capitalists managed to manipulate the ‘ambiguities and conflicting ambitions of (:‘”l;',rc“l
effectively to ‘espouse their interests during industrial disputes’, a fact that became evideny iy ¢
industrial conflict in the Nellikuppam sugar factory in South Arcot between 1937 and 1939 (Arnofy
1977b: 17). The European-controlled management successfully made the Congress ministry ta, its
side. Even though ministerial support for European industrialists was ‘neither automatic nor i"CVitahle,
in the end the ‘pull of capital’ turned out to be stronger than ‘the appeal of labour’ (Arnold 1977b:172
18).

Itis true that the Communists and the workers were united, to a certain degree, by a commonaliy
of interests—both were opposed to capitalists and the state. At the same time, ‘shared antagonismg
did not automatically result in an alliance (Chandavarkar 1994: 41 1-12). There were other factors a
work. Communists were outsiders in factories and had no base in the workplace. Their endeavours o
present themselves as an alternative source of patronage, therefore, had to take into account existing
social relations among workers in their neigbourhoods. At the same time, the development of pey
institutional structures and a legal framework made the services offered by Communists very valuable
for the workers. Mutual interest and constraint enabled an alliance in which Communists gained 2
strong foothold in trade unions, but made frequent use of ties of caste and religion in organizing the
workers in general and strikes in particular (Joshi 1985).

On the whole, Communist participation lent a radical edge to the workers struggle, best
demonstrated in recurrent strikes all over India from the decade of the 1920s. The brief period of
cooperation between Congress Socialists and Communists in the mid-1930s produced another waveof
strikes in 1937-38. This cooperation came to an end as Congress governments began to adopt severe
measures to curb labour militancy. The Congress Left failed to persuade the Congress leadership to take

a more sympathetic attitude towards trade unions and Kisan Sabhas,

The Communists, it has been argued with reference to Bengal, failed to understand the close
links between jute mill workers and jute growers. Migration to the jute mills of Calcucta was largely
cyclical; most mill workers retained their connection with villages and went back during times of harvest
(Chakrabarty 1989), since lack of land was not the only factor for migration (De Haan 1995). This lack
of understanding on the part of Communists meant that they could not encourage the growth of united
workers’ and peasant movements (Mitra 1981: 1846-47).

The crisis of the Congress Left became clear in the T ripuri session of the Congress in 1939. Subhas
Bose, elected President of the Congress in the Haripura session in 1938, decided to stand for re-election:
In his first year as president, Bose had tried to push for swaraj as a ‘National Demand’, opposed the idea
of a federation and sent an ultimatum o the British government. Bose’s candidacy for the 1939 session
was rivalled by Sitaramayya, whom Gandhi declared (o be his nominee, Subhas Bose won by 1,580 votes
against Sitaramayya’s 1,377, and got massive leads in Bengal and Punjab and substancial ones in Kerald

Karnataka, Tamil Nadu, UP and Assam,
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of thirteen men ng Jawaharly| Nehry, tesigned and

Gubhas Bose Was _ dance with the
1 resolution moved by Govind Ballay Pant. The resolution won in ¢

directed to nominate his new executive ‘in accor

f

by means © R . .

¥ ccount of disunity within the Left. Subhas Bose tried in vain for rwo mon
on a

ths to set y a :
; wor
e that was acceptable to all. He was forced to resign ( P kmg

. Bandyopadh L
committe . yopadhyay 1984: 323-35; Gord
1974: 274-75)- He started the Forward Bloc within the Congress in an effort to bring the Left tog:h:n
s L

but did not achieve much success. Rajendra Prasad, a staunch Right-winger, replaced Bose as the

Congess President.

In 1942, when the ban on the Communist Party was lifted because it backed British War efforts
the tug of war between the Congress apd Communists over the leadership of workers got a distinct’
wwist. Soviet Russia was Britain’s ally in the Second World War, and Indian Communists were directed
to support the War. This pro-state stance of the Communists made workers move away from them and
turn towards the Congress. Once more, the workers demonstrated autonomy in their dealings with
capitalists, Communists and the state; they did not render unconditional support either to the Congress
or to the Communists. Different meanings of freedom and distinct modes of achieving it continued to

lend dynamism and diversity to the nationalist struggle (Bandyopadhyay 2004: 381).

THE FEDERATION AND THE PRINCES

The provincial part of the 1935 Act became effective with the elections in 1937. The federal part,
however, remained a ‘non-starter’ since no one seemed interested in it (Bandyopadhyay 2004: 326;
Sarkar [1983] 1995: 338). As discussed in the last chapter, Muslim leaders felt that the federal structure
was still too unitary and would result in the domination by the Congress and Hindu majority at the
centre. The princes, who had initially suggested that princely states and British India should form a
federation, became unenthusiastic once the prospect of Congress takeover of the central government
receded with the waning of the Civil Disobedience movement. In the perception of a contemporary
observer, the division between British India and the native states ‘greatly complicated and retarded” the
‘political progress of India’ (Farley 1942: 96).

The 562 princely states, comprising almost two-fifths of India’s territory, had remained ‘walled off
and relatively autonomous internally since they were under the loose supervision of British residents
posted at their courts, although their external relations remained under British control (Fisher 1991;
Kooiman 1995: 2125, 2002: 15; Lee-Warner 1894). The outbreak of the First World War brought the

la : . ilieary service and
T8er princes close 1o the Raj. They donated generously to War funds, provided military service .
welcomed arm | some recognition of their services

’ y recruitment in their states. Consequently, they wantec
r

0 '- 1 increasing vigilance
ey government at the end of the War. They asked to be spared from the increasing vig
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