Workers and the Working Class in the Freedom Struggle:
Reflections from the Contemporary Context

Indu Agnihotri

The struggle against imperialism represents a crucial phase in the history of India and, more specifically, its emergence as a modern nation. Popularly referred to as the freedom struggle it had very specific components in terms of its objectives. While at one level it represented opposition to ‘foreign/ British rule,’ its essence lay in opposition to imperialism which imposed a specific set of policies on its colony in India, with support from their allies in India, the feudal classes. 

The Background
To understand the intensely political nature of the anti-imperialist anti -feudal struggle there is a need to reiterate the crisis generated in Indian society by imperialist policies. To begin with, this involved the adoption of policies aimed at increasing the cultivation of commercial crops required by Britain, which made the peasantry in India more dependent on the market and its price fluctuations. To do this the colonial rulers garnered from its Indian lackeys—the feudal classes, with the Princely States and the landowning classes succumbing to their pressure. With the exception of a few, such as Tipu Sultan and Maharaja Ranjit Singh, the rest mostly acquiesced to bolstering imperialism so long as their privileges were left intact after an initial resistance. The revenue demands of the British regime and the exaction of high rents by the landlords wreaked havoc on the Indian peasantry, leading to the revolt of 1857-- popularly seen as the First War of Independence. The years after the Revolt saw the advent of modern industry.However, the nature of industrial development in  British India, including its spatial spread, broadly followed a pattern which prioritized the industrial needs of the Empire. This was a situation vastly different from the context in which industrialization had proceeded in Britain and in other European countries. It was marked by a concentration of capital and business in the hands of the Europeans and was accompanied by the adoption of policies which ensured  huge profits to them, apart from the mechanism of the ‘Drain’ evolved to finance the extractive process in favour of the imperial power. 
The Context of Industrialization

The growth of modern industry in India, in selective ways to suit the needs of the Empire, has to be seen in this context. The formation of enclaves of indigenous capitalism were, to start with, permitted only in segments which were not directly in competition with British industry, or in the backdrop of the two World Wars, when British industry could not fulfil the imperial needs.  Historians of Modern India have analyzed both the financial foundations of the British Raj, as well as the policies of selective industrialization. With this a small group of Indian industrialists emerged, who sought to take advantage of  the concessions given by the British regime as part of war measures. They sought to put pressure on the colonial government to concede to its demands, including through the platform of the Indian National Congress, whose leaders saw support for the nascent Indian industrialist class as an expression of nationalism. Historians have documented how the Indian economy was ‘underdeveloped’to suit colonial needs due to political subjugation and the circumstances in which Indian industry came up later as also how the industrialists organized themselves to represent their interests. Comparatively speaking, histories of the working class and their struggles are fewer. This gap needs to be addressed by the trade union movement, especially if the lies perpetrated by those who seek to counter the role of the working class are to be exposed.

With the colonial state intervening at every stage to uphold its interests, both industrialization and the absorption of dispossessed rural poor in India did not happen through natural processes as was the case elsewhere. While inequality is an integral feature of class society, the levels of poverty, famine, hunger and devastation that British India saw were unprecedented.  It is in this background that the modern working class in India emerged, drawn from the rural poor and those facing ruination due to the destruction of the artisanal industries. This explains whyworkers, together with the peasantry in India,representeda significant component of the masses who struggled for independence and for the formation of the Indian nation state. They struggled to realize the aspirations and dreams of the people of India for a life with dignity, justice and equal citizenship, irrespective of class, caste, gender, ethnicity, region or religion. While there are earlier histories of work and of resistance to injustice, the colonial context welded these struggling people into a force which stood for national independence, against imperial rule, to also put an end to feudal exploitation. 
Some of the earliest industries developed were the railways, the printing presses, the jute and textile mills. By the end of the 19th century a sizeable workforce had developed in the cotton/ textile and jute mills, apart from the railways; dockworkers; Municipal and Postal workers. Calcutta, Madras, Kanpur; Sholapur, Bombay and Ahmedabad emerged as major centres -- the last two seeing a visible concentration of Indian-owned industry- while the rest, including the plantations, remained British dominated. This is important since during the freedom struggle, the emerging Indian capitalist class, sought to influence the ‘nationalist’ agenda from their standpoint. Also, that confronted with workers’ struggles, the British were willing to usher in some ‘regulations’ for workers, which aimed to curbthe functioning of the Indian capitalists. 
Issues, organizing and struggles

The emergence of struggles for workers’ rights is linked to this history. While the conditions of indentured labour taken to the plantations is well-known, the evidence that came before the Factory Commissions and Enquiry Committees testified to the miserable conditions of work, wagecuts and disparity, wage contracts; bonus; child work,accompanied by the lack of security. The Royal Commission on Labour estimated that in most industrial centres the proportion of families/ individuals in debt was not less than 2/3 of the whole, with debt generally exceeding three months’ wages. In Madras 90% and in Nagpur, above 80% workers/families were in debt. The struggles focused on the right to form organisations,conditions of work, long working hours, low wages,  standardization  of wages, rationalization, retrenchment, housing and the lack of security of jobs, which resulted in a continuous flow of migrants and continued links with the ‘village.’
While strikes and struggles took place earlier too, the presence of labour began to register itself significantly in the early 20thcentury. From 1905 onwards, there were reports of strikes in different parts of the country, with the railway workers and the printers’ strikes being some of the earliest. Narayan Meghaji Lokhande from Punefounded the Millhands' Association. Hehad earlier joined the Satyashodhak movement of Mahatma Phule, devoting himself fully to social service and theMumbai Kamgar Sangh, with Phule also addressed textile workers in Bombay. The demands included a weekly holiday for workers on Sunday; a half-hour recess; that  the mills work from 6:30 a.m. and close by sunset andworkers be given their salaries by the 15th of each month.
In 1899, one of the earliest strikes in the Indian Peninsula Railways, drew  support fromTilak. The Swadeshi movement in Bengal, in opposition to the partition of Bengal, saw early signs of political consciousness among workers,going beyond sporadic action around specific grievances. A number of unions came up, though these are seen as representing strike Committees. 
The years 1918-21,around the time of World War I, saw several strikes and collective action by labour and also the emergence of the first trade unions.  The Madras Labour Union was formed in 1918. Similar developments took place in other industrial centres. These led to the setting up of the All India Trade Union Congressin 1920, with Lala Lajpat Rai as its President. The workers being drawn primarily from the railways, seamen, post and telegraph workers; the textile/ cotton mills in Madras, Ahmedabad, Bombay, and Kanpur; jute mills in Calcutta; Kharagpur; Jamshedpur, where the iron and steel industry was located and Municipal workers. The major centres for the Railways remained active sites of trade union activity through most of these years.  In later years bidi and coir workers as well as othersectors joined the struggles. 
The decade of the 1920s was critical for the working class movement, though the existence and activities of the unions continued to be seen with a lens of illegality, till the passage of the Indian Trade Union Act in 1926, when unions got some legal protection. While the number of strikes showed a decline, thework days lost continued to go up and the B&C Mills in Madras saw intense action in 1921. The late 1920s saw an upsurgewith textile mills and the railways emerging as hotspots. The textile workers’ strike in 1925 in fact led to the suspension of the cotton excise duty, a significant achievement. It has been observed that‘the Bombay proletariat had won for the country a central nationalist demand of 30 years standing…though this achievement of theirs has seldom been acknowledged.’
The years 1928-29 were a hectic period, with asix- month long strike byworkers inthe Bombay mills in 1928. The 1920s also marked the advent of the left in trade unions in this period.
The history of working class in the struggle for independence is rich and vast. It cannot be captured in a short piece. There were many flashpoints, and instances of heroism, especially in the background of growing nationalist sentiment. These included Calcutta jute mill and transport workers; an upsurge in Peshawar when Badshah Khan was arrested; the refusal to offload foreign goods by dock workers in Bombay and Karachi and much more. Topping these was the Sholapur uprising in 1931 which saw the setting up of the Commune forcing the British to impose martial law and the martyrdom of Mallappa Dhanshetty, Shrikisan Sharda, Qurban Husain, and Jagannath Shinde, all hanged to death.In the 1930s, marked by the General strike of 1938, Lal Kanpur emerged as a major challenge. The Mutiny in the Royal Indian Navy in 1946 marked another historic moment, when the city of Bombay saw huge unrest and turmoil, especially in the working class areas, including firing and deaths of workers. 
The Response of the Colonial Regime

Brutal repression by the colonial state was accompanied by what the government projected as ‘regulatory mechanisms,’ which often served the contrary purpose. These included the three Factories Acts, 1881, 1891 and 1911, and the setting up of an official machinery for inspectionsetc. The Assam Labour Enquiry of 1922highlighted the excesses linked to recruitment procedures and that there had been no wage increase for a quarter of a century! The detailed report of the Royal Commission on Labour (Whitley Commission, 1931)leading to the Factories Act of 1934.  A Cawnpore Labour Enquiry Committee was setup in 1937. A comprehensive Labour Investigation Committee in 1947 was followed by the Factories Act of 1948 and the Rege Committee recommendations. Official machinery aside, there were  a series of Acts pertaining to specific industries: cotton, mines  and plantations; the Workmen’s Compensation Act; the Maternity Benefit Act Bombay 1929, followed by other states; the Public Safety Ordinance of 1929 and the Trade Disputes Act of 1929 and  thePayment of Wages Act, 1936; and, The Bombay Industrial Disputes Act, 1938which sought to eliminate all strikes and lockouts Undoubtedly, restrictive measures and the penal provisions were taken up with enthusiasm by the colonial regime, while the regulatory provisions were implemented with uneven effect, with no thought being given to their enforcement and some not being adopted by certain provinces. This was also the case with several of the ILO Conventions after World War I, which raised issues of women and child labour, night work, underground work in the mines and unemployment, in the aftermath of the depression. 
Meanwhile, a pattern seemed to emerge where moments of hectic political activity were marked by significant struggles by the working class. Starting with the Swadeshi movement in the early 1900s, the workers joined in the political hartal in Mumbai against Tilak's conviction. The war years, the Khilafat agitation, the Rowlatt Satyagraha and the Gandhi led  Non Co-operation Movement, the protests against the Simon Commission, the Civil Disobedience, the  Quit India movement in 1942 and the RIN mutiny in 1946, all saw workers take to the streets to confront the imperialist forces. 

Apart from the British authorities, responses to workers’ struggles came from different standpoints. From the decadeof the 1930s it became clear that the ideological understanding which shaped the movements was as important as the struggles themselves. While more workers came into unions, there was clearly atleast one alternate model of TU organisation, including one put forward by Gandhi himself. The Majoor Mahajan Sabha, as represented by the Ahmedabad Textile Labour Association (ATLA) definitely stood apart/ aloof from the mainstream TUs. Differences existed at the level of ideas, understanding and political standpoints. Alongside events in India, the Soviet Socialist Revolution in 1917 and the emergence of the Left in India marked a high point, opening up new possibilities, raising the hopes, spirit and consciousness of workers’ movements. The influence of socialist ideology was seen not only among the Communistsbut, for a while, even in sections of the Congress leadership, the most visible being the Subhash Chandra Bose and Jawaharlal Nehru apart from leaders at the regional level.
By the 1920s the trade union movement had developed across sectors and regions. While TU membership amongst women remained low, several women leadersemerged during this period. The significant presence of the Communists in the trade union leadership was also clearly visible.

These developments evoked particularly ruthless responses from the colonial rulers, who promptly initiated a series of  Conspiracy Cases ( Meerut, 1929) against the emerging left leadership, while also imposing a ban on the CPI. Meanwhile, disparate voices began to emerge within the Congress, especially when it was in power in the 1930s in the Provinces. Tensions came to the fore due to this and ideological differences with regard to the German aggression under Hitler and the Second World War. 
This period also marked a critical point witha visible growth of the  communal tide. Communal riots were by now known to be a strategy in the arsenal of the ruling classes. While this was most visible in the aftermath of Bhagat Singh’s martyrdom, not surprisingly this was used as a strategy to break strikes, as documented by labour historians.
 In the political sphere, while the Muslim League’sputting forth the need for reservations for Muslims and subsequently the demand for partition are common knowledge, the tactics of those who championed ‘Hindu nationalism,’while choosing to stayaloof from the anti-imperialist struggle topush a narrow sectarian agenda for a Hindu Rashtra also emerged as a clear strategy to break workers’ unity in this phase. Reflecting on this period it is clear that the different currents underlying these political movements posed critical challengesbefore the working class movement. It is remarkable that the workers were not swayed by these sectarian, communal agendas and pursued their class issues on the basis of a broader understanding, focusing on their demands and opposition to imperialism. While many leaders emerged in the movement, it should be noted that Dr. B.R. Ambedkar, who prior to his role and responsibility in the Constituent Assembly, emerged as the leader of the Depressed Classes,opposed the introduction of the Industrial Disputes Bill, in 1937 because it sought to take away the workers’ right to strike. Ambedkar was the Labour Member of the Viceroy’s Executive Council in 1942. His interventions on abolition of the khoti system in Konkan/ agriculture and on untouchability were significant,especially in view of the linkages between caste and labour. Dakshayani Velayudhan, the only Dalit woman member of the Constituent Assembly, raised the issue of agrestic slavery and economic bondage. 
There was a clear impact of socialist ideals/ ideology, especially after the Russian Revolution, seen as a victory for workers across the world.As the red flag came to symbolize the fight against tyranny and misrule, the aspiration for freedom from exploitation was reflected in a proliferation of pamphlets, publications and poems by workers invoking the red flag, the hammer and the sickle.This was reflected in the mood in urban industrial centres. The workers’ movement forged solidarity across regions, caste, religion, language and gender, while also developing links with international labour movements and organisations. The influence of Communist ideology was clearly seen in the movement as the language of socialism was widely embraced. This was also reflected in the debates in theConstituent Assembly. Thus the active participation of the working class in the anti-imperialist struggle gave a new meaning to the idea of freedom.

In Independent India: New Challenges and the Changed Context of ‘Nationalism’

The imposition of the Emergency in the mid-1970s, the debt crisis and the loans negotiated with the IMF were a symptom of a deepening crisis. These   signaled a clear assertion of state power in favour of industry in independent India and infliction of ruthless repression on the working class.The nature of capitalist growth has, since, seen remarkable changes. The advent of a new trade regime imposed by international funding agencies such as the IMF and the World Bank under the GATT and WTO have changed the context of industrial production and production relations. Industry has been transformed, as also the forms of unions/ unionization.

The context of work and workers’ struggles has changed vastly. With the collapse of some of the erstwhile Socialist states, international capital has seen an opportunity to launch the strategy of liberalization, privatization and globalization (LPG), launching relentless attacks on the working people of India. The expansion of the unorganized sector and a planned strategy of informalization of the economy are effectively aimed at denying existing rights to workers, many of whom are even denied formal recognition as workers.  This phase poses fresh challenges of reaching out to an increasingly contractual, dispersed working class, often operating from outsourced sites of production.At a time when new categories of workers and sites of work are emerging, when the definition of work and place of work is changing, organising workers and waging struggles poses multiple challenges.  Vast segments of work and sections of workers are not even recognized as workers. This is especially the case in those sectors/ spheres where women were concentrated. The recent Labour Codes are a case in point, whereby the state seems to implement a strategy of dismantling all existing labour laws which ensured some rights to the workers won over a century of struggle in India.This phase is signified by the complicity of institutions of the state against the working class.  

As at the time of the freedom struggle, the actions of the working class in India remain critical to the present political context. This enjoins a special responsibility on those engaged in organizing the working classes/ masses to ensure that the forces they represent consciously intervene to preserve and strengthen democracy while remaining committed to united struggles. Their success in this strugglerests on their keeping alive the rich history of their struggle which began with the working class unitedly standing up to take on the might of the British Empire.As ‘nationalism’ acquires new meanings in present times, workers and the unions need to refresh debates from earlier times, to ensure that the history and tradition of diversity is kept alive and the language of nation and nationalism are not allowed to become tools to divide the working class, or the people in general. In present globalized times there is a need to think how the critique of imperialism and the idea of working class unity are to be taken to newer sections of the working class, to also bridge gaps on the basis of caste and identity. 
There is an urgent need to understand how the changed nature, forms and locations of work in this globalized worldimpact forms of consciousness, especially as these are shaped by parallel processes, imbibing a heady mix of culture, politics, religion and the law?Forging unity to develop a trade union consciousness, challenging by itself, needs to tackle the changed context of politics. There are many complex challenges to the efforts to buildunity, especially as the global seems to merge with the national and the local, forging links to facilitate exploitation in ways which are truly baffling. The pandemic made this challenge visible as worker-migrants walked on never- ending tracks which led to their nowhere homes, 

The history of the workers’ movement in India, records the struggle and conscious engagement of vast masses of people in India came together, building solidarity across regions and religions to change their lives.One of the main features of the freedom struggle was to counter divisive trends and retrogressive social practices, whereas today many who wear the mantle of ‘nationalism’ seek to reinforce structures which uphold inequality in the name of ‘tradition.’  These undermine the gains of the anti-imperialist anti feudal struggle, reducing it a narrow fight against ‘foreign rule,’ devoid of the essence and spirit of the anti-imperialist anti feudal struggle. Development of a progressive outlook includes challenging irrational beliefs and practices in what is seen as the home or the private sphere in our lives. As B.T. Ranadive said, the worker is often the feudal master at home. In this sphere reside many elements which are in fact inimical to working class ideology: caste consciousness, patriarchal elements and beliefs which prompt us to discriminate on account of sex and gender; false notions of ‘honour,’ superstition and irrational beliefs which form part of our consciousness, prompting us to adhere to practices which uphold inequalities, even as we seek to assert equality in public life. Confronting ideologies which uphold such beliefs and discriminatory practices is as much a part of trade union work as the task of organizing workers across social groups. It involves understanding the changing role of the state,identification of gaps and tensions on account of the different social location of workers. At the present juncture it is necessary to confront retrogressive trends within the movement and forms of consciousness which seek to draw people towards fundamentalism and obscurantism and ideologies which are opposed to unity in struggle.  

The Idea of India, as envisioned during the freedom struggle, rested on principles of equality, liberty and democracy which embrace diversity in different fields and spheres. Today fundamentalisms of different hues seek to smash this vision, introduce a concept of differential, graded citizenship even as the nation and nationalism are being re-defined by those who disagreed with the basic values of modernity and secularism which were the core ideals upheld by those who struggled to build a new India. 
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