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BLOCK 2 : SOCIAL MOVEMENTS IN INDIA
In the previous block of this course, we have discussed the meaning, types and
approaches to social movements. This block will look at different old social
movements in India particularly during the period of colonial and post-colonial
period. Social movements involve collective action by the people. Any form of
collective action cannot be labelled as a social movement, even if it is directed
towards changing the existing social values.
This Block consists of four Units. Unit 1 describes different types of social reform
movements in India. Unit 2 provides an insight about the peasant movement in
India. Unit 3 discusses some major tribal movements in India and its reasons. Unit 4
attempts to present the meaning and development of working class movement in
India.
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INTRODUCTION

Social reform is a popular term used in the social science academia. It is mostly a
voluntary activity. Social reform movement normally originates from the awareness
or promises of liberal philosophy, for example, ‘Suffrage movement’ which
demanded right to vote for women in Great Britain in the late nineteenth and early
twentieth century (Gore 1987). Social reformers in any movement make a plea to the
affluent or powerful sections to leave an advantage and share the same with the
powerless. A social reform movement generally occurs in an environment where
there is an existence of right to freedom of expression or right to free association. In
India, the eighteenth and nineteenth century’s social context, which led to the rise of
middle class people and more specifically the secular or liberal or democratic norms,
provided the impetus for social reform movements.
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1.2

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

After studying this Unit, you will be able to:
 Conceptualize Social Reform Movement (SRM) in the early 18th and 19th
Century in India;
 explore the interpretation of Social Reform Movement under the broader
arena of Social Movement;
 describe the contribution of various socio-religious organizations in bringing
social reform and social change in India.

1.3

DEFINING ‘SOCIAL REFORM MOVEMENT

There are many incidents of social reform activities in India during the nineteenth
and twentieth century. The age old traditional practices that threatened the social
harmony and constrained social development had been reformed during those days.
The social reform movements tried to establish a new order in the society by
developing favorable conditions and establishing modified values and practices in
the social institutions and social life. According to Oxford Advanced Learner’s
Dictionary, the word ‘reform’ refers to ‘making changes (in something, especially an
institution or practice) in order to improve’. Merriam Webster Dictionary defines it
as ‘improvement by removing or correcting faults, problems, etc’. In order to make
the concept further clear, Srivastava’s (1958) understanding can be cited here i.e.
‘Social reform entails change or replacement in the institutions which have become
functionally irrelevant (totally or partially) to the contemporary social order causing
loss of quality of life, deprivations, unrest and misery to sizeable section of the
society.’ Sociologist Prof M. S. Gore’s (1987) perspective is little wider that includes
cultural or behavioral aspects. He states, social reform ‘involves a deliberate effort to
bring about a change in social attitudes, culturally defined role expectations and
actual patterns of behavior of people in a desired direction through processes of
persuasion and public education’ (ibid.). Abolition of Sati, promoting women
education, advocating women rights, struggle for improving the social life of the
harijans or scheduled castes are the examples of social reform movements in India.

1.4

HOW IS ‘SOCIAL REFORM MOVEMENT’ DIFFERENT
FROM OTHER RELATED CONCEPTS?

The term ‘social reform’ is different from other related concepts like ‘revolt’ or
‘social movement’. Though there are some similarities in all these three terms, i.e.
there is dissatisfaction in existing social situation, leaders mobilize other people of
the society to wake and fight for the cause, and attempt to promote social life, sharp
differences are found among those concepts. ‘Revolt’ is basically a violent action
against an established government or ruler that attempts to radically overhaul or
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overthrow existing social structure or system or basic values that regulate them. For
instance, revolt of Netherlands, often known as the Dutch Revolt, started in 1568,
Nat Turner’s revolt in 1831 in Southampton County in Virginia, can be cited here.
Social Movement is a broad term used with multiple meanings and interprets any
collective effort on mass scale to tackle some widespread social problems that exist
in the society for a long time. Few examples are labour movement, cooperative
movement, peasant movement, reform movement, etc. The studies on social
movements are domain of many academicians and important personalities namely
historians, sociologists, political activists, journalists and so on. Herbert Blumer
(1951) defines social movement as ‘collective enterprises to establish a new order of
life’. According to Gusfield (1970), ‘social movements are socially shared demand
for change in some aspect of social order’. Borrowing from Wilkinson, Oommen
(1977) conceptualizes social movements as ‘those purposive collective mobilization,
informed of an ideology to promote change or stability, using any means – violent or
nonviolent – and functioning within at least an elementary organizational framework’. There are many classifications of social movements. Few classify it from
socio religious movements to secular movement, revolutionary movement,
cooperative movement, etc. Some others classify movements into grassroots and
macro movements. Some of the movements are known as the ‘forest’, ‘civil rights’,
‘anti-untouchability’, ‘linguistic’, ‘nationalist’ and other such movements. Some are
based on the participants, like peasants, tribals, students, women, dalits, etc. Other
modes of social movements are reformist, redemptive or transformatory, and
revolutionary. In all these social movements, there is basically a desire of change in
social order and a convergence between old and new values are found.
The above discussion indicates that social reform movement is a part of larger social
movement. Social reform movement is normally non-violent in nature as many
people remain satisfied with the existing practices and belief and believe that the
whole system cannot be overthrown. A particular category of social reform
movement may target removal of malpractices, irrational beliefs and values which
cause sufferings of the people and establish rational values and practices in the social
institutions or social system and create a more just and healthy society. Though
diverse social movements are propagated by large number of masses, social reform
movements in most cases are promoted by social reformers who challenge the social
institutions and the evil practices. Reformers also influence powers to formulate new
policies or enact laws in certain areas of life. For example, Raja Rammohan Roy
advocated for abolition of Sati and finally the Bengal Sati Regulation Act 1829
emerged. Similarly, in response to the campaign made by Iswar Chandra Vidyasagar,
Hindu Widows’ Remarriage Act 1856 came in operation. The 19th and 20th century
social reform movements of India took place mainly against the education, caste and
gender discriminations but social movement comprises collective responses to a
varied social problems.
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Check Your progress Exercise 1.1
Notes:
I.
Write your answer in the space given below.
II.
Compare your answer with the one given at the end of this Unit.
Q.1 What do you understand by the term ‘Social Reform Movement’?
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
Q.2 What is a ‘Revolt’?
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
Q.3 What is the difference between Social Movement and Social reform
Movement?
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………

1.5

SOCIO-POLITICAL ROOTS AND CONTEXT OF ‘SOCIAL
REFORM MOVEMENT

We all know that the entry of several European powers like the Portuguese, the
Dutch, the British and the French in search of trade and commerce since 1498 made
India a theatre of conflicts in the middle of the eighteenth century. By 1750, the
British emerged as a single power and could establish their political supremacy in
India by 1750 and followed the French strategy to interfere in internal affairs or
politics of the Indian states. In the next hundred years, the British wanted to have
more and more economic gain from India by adopting different means like war,
diplomacy and administrative measures. During that period, two important acts
passed by the British Parliament made huge impact, i.e., one, the Charter Act of
1813 that abolished the British East India Company and allowed every British citizen
to trade in India; and two, the Charter Act of 1833 which permitted the British
citizens to own property in India. The enactments led many British people to
establish factories, landlords to invest money for tea and coffee plantation, indigo
and cotton cultivation, etc. The ultimate situation resulted the ‘Drain of Wealth’ and
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the process was called colonialism. Several nationalists like Ramesh Chandra Dutta,
Dadabhai Naoroji, Ranade and Malaviya proved that India then became very poor
and the cause of impoverishment of farmers or artisans was impact of colonial
policy.
The British knew that they were morally and ethically wrong. In order to justify their
actions, they used many ideological bases i.e. mercantilism, orientalism,
evangelicalism and utilitarianism. Mercantilism views that exports add to a country’s
wealth and imports detract from it. Adam Smith criticized it though it was a
dominating ideology for the European nations in the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries. It was basically an economic policy and a system of state regulated
exploitation through trade. Orientalism is a view that refers to the study of culture
and civilization of the orient. According to Romila Thapar (2002), orientalists are the
scholars interested in Asia as this part of the world was understood to be unique and
its glory lied in its spiritualism and other-worldliness. Orientalists are also called
Indologists, i.e. who were interested in knowing India through its texts,
predominantly religious. Orientalism influenced the establishment of both Asiatic
Society in 1784 and Fort William College in 1800 in Calcutta. This policy helped the
British to take initiative to educate every British officer on local language, customs,
laws or traditions for better work at their place of posting. Evangelicalism is a
Protestant Christian movement that appeared in the eighteenth century England.
Unlike the ideals of Orthodox Church, it wanted to initiate reform. Evangelists were
against ‘Indian Barbarism’ and wished to ‘civilize India’. They proposed
‘improvement’ and ‘the policy of assimilation of India with the mission of Britain’.
The idea was well accepted by many British people as it was useful to acquire more
properties in India. Macaulay suggested western education to civilize Indian, though
his view was against the orientalists. Finally, many debates, discussion and
intervention of Raja Rammohan Roy helped to introduce western education.
Utilitarianism refers to philosophy or ethics to judge whether an action is right or
wrong. Utilitarians have strong faith in pragmatism or rationality or reason. Sir
William Jones, Charles Grant and James Mill were well known utilitarians of British
India. They thought that law could bring change in the barbarian image of India and
therefore a series of laws including penal codes were enacted to civilize and improve
India. Thus, in the name of ‘progress’ or ‘improvement’ or ‘civilizing India’, the
above ideological bases helped to firm the root of ‘British Raj’ in India.
The introduction of western education as one of the many initiatives to civilize India
had a tremendous impact. In spite of the huge debate between the ‘Orientalists’ and
‘Anglicists’, the constant push from the Christian missionaries, liberals and
utilitarians compelled the British colonial ruler to introduce western education after
1813. Several provisions in this regard were made i.e. low budget allocation for
oriental learning; availability of English books in low prices; replacement of court
language to English from the Persian; opening up of English colleges in Dacca,
Patna, Varanasi, Allahabad, Agra, Delhi and Barielly; etc. The Wood’s Despatch of
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1854 further guided educational development in India and thus Calcutta, Bombay as
well as Madras Universities were established in 1857. The western education
ultimately brought the spirit of nationalism, self-rule and self–reliance; faith in
rationalism; awareness on colonial exploitation; new idea on justice and welfare
concern for the underprivileged; etc.
It was noticed that the British rule developed a new social group in India, i. e. the
salaried class who were engaged to run the British administration, for instance,
managers, clerks, teachers, doctors, lawyers, etc. They were known as ‘middle class’.
Introduction of western education enriched the middle class and their consciousness.
Number of English educated people increased, many of them developed western
outlook and emerged as intelligentsia. They wanted to aware common masses to
fight against social evils, parochial casteism, British exploitation and injustices. They
used many newspapers as their weapons to raise consciousness. There were 475
newspapers in India by 1875 and many of the powerful newspapers were run by
fearless nationalists. Important personalities like Raja Rammohan Roy, Vidyasagar,
Bankim Chandra, M. G. Ranade through influential writing wanted to develop the
spirit of nationalism and a change through social reform. Renaissance started in
India. Many voluntary organizations or religious organizations emerged to fight for
the social cause to bring a reform.

1.6

AREAS OF ‘SOCIAL REFORM MOVEMENT’ IN INDIA

Social reform initially started as a movement on education and opening up of new
schools or colleges to promote education. Western educated people realized and
identified superstitions and social evil practices among traditional Indian
communities with regard to spread of education, i.e. education was restricted to the
upper caste communities like Brahmins, Khastriyas and Vaishyas due to their social
status and engagement in certain occupation such as village record keeping, village
court, etc. The lower caste shudras were not allowed to enter the orbit of education
system. The British educational drive played an important role towards engagement
of a number of occupational communities as well as social groups. British vested
interests along with social reform movements helped many communities to come
forward to get modern education.
Another concern was spreading education to women. The importance of formal
education to women was recognized by the social reformers in early nineteenth
century. Efforts were made to spread education initially in metros and the pioneering
steps came from the Christian Missionaries in the early era of nineteenth century
who established a number of schools and colleges especially for women. Some of the
reformers those advocated for women education were Raja Rammohan Roy in
Calcutta and Jotiba Phooley in Pune. Phooley established special school for women
to educate not only to urban women but also to the rural unreached. A few reformers
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like Ranade and Phooley educated their wives first. Dhondo Keshav Karve in
Maharastra, P.S. Sivaswamy Iyer in Madras also advocated for women’s education.
The movement for spread of education among women followed another direction,
i.e. improvement and amelioration of women. A number of social reformers
recognized the discrimination, customs, superstitions or evil practices towards
women and believed those practices need to abolish. One of such evil practices was
Sati system among upper caste Hindu community. Women represented a helpless
condition and had extreme low status, i.e. they had no education rights or property
rights or provision of remarriage. Child marriage was highly prevalent and overall
status of women was always low and dependent. The social reformers advocated for
raising marriage age and widow remarriage. These new values were inculcated and
established through a number of initiatives, i.e. through writings in newspapers,
discussion in the public forums, speeches, argument, dramas, etc. Though the
message was advocated strongly, the change in the women status was slow.
Another area of reform was related to Caste. Caste based discrimination was very
much prevalent in Indian Society for allocation of jobs or purity concept. In the rural
areas the supreme power was in the hand of the land owners or moneylenders or
Brahmins who practiced it always. British rule for the first time established a
centralized system of administration but these people got upper hand and acted as
gate keepers. Though British or Christian missionaries wanted a casteless society,
Brahmins whether in the north or east or west or south India, took it as a ritual. Some
of the upper caste liberal minded people, who spoke at the public places for removal
of caste system, followed it very much at home. In the railway compartment,
government offices and urban areas casteism was less prevalent. Our constitution
makers and religious reformers proclaimed abolition of untouchability through social
reform movement.
Check Your progress Exercise 1.2
Notes:
I.
Write your answer in the space given below.
II.
Compare your answer with the one given at the end of this Unit.
Q.4 Why ‘Social Reform Movement’ in the 18th and 19th Century India took
place?
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
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Q.5 What were the areas of Social Reform Movement during 18th and 19th
Century in India?
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………

1.7

CONTRIBUTION OF SOCIO-RELIGIOUS
ORGANIZATIONS

1.7.1 Arya Samaj
Social reform movement in North India was led by Arya Samaj. It was founded by
Swami Dayananda Saraswati on 10th April, 1875 in Bombay. Swami Dayananada
Saraswati, one of the makers of modern India, expressed the need for modification of
indigenous orientation and realized an importance of new social, religious and
economic orders. He was not a follower of western education or western culture and
explained the significance of Hindutva. Swami Dayananda Saraswati was inspired
by the Vedic values, wisdom and truth and at the same time wanted to change the
evil practices under Hindu religion. He developed Arya Samaj with the principles of
Veda as the ultimate source of truth. Opposition to dowry, caste system, idol
worship, opposition to child marriage, polygamy and believe in female education
were the various areas of work of Arya Samaj. Swami Dayananda Saraswati noticed
that lower caste people had no access to Veda. Arya Samaj advocated that caste
system should be removed and Veda should be accessible to everyone. Arya Samaj
believed that Hindu society was rich in its tradition and Vedic values and with the
modification of the evil practices it could regain its glory in the society. It improved
social status of Hindu religion and prevented many Hindus to join other religions.
Arya Samaj also advocated for women rights and criticised the practice of Sati and
Purdah system. It believed that women used to enjoy equal status with men during
the Vedic period and later on their status in the society degraded. Arya Samaj
emphasized a liberalized society where women would enjoy their freedom, dignity
and worth. In order to encourage women’s education, Swami Dayananda Saraswati
initially opened Kanya Pathshalas (schools for women) in 1870 and later on Arya
Samaj established a number of such educational institutions like Gurukuls, Kanya
Gurukuls, Schools and Colleges for the education of both males and females. Arya
Samaj gained its popularity at the end of nineteenth century and became a powerful
organisation to spread education and to bring social reforms especially in Punjab and
Uttar Pradesh considering the Vedic religion and the best to revive the lost ideals of
India.
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1.7.2 Brahma Samaj
Raja Rammohan Roy was a liberal person who refused to believe that Veda is the
only source of true religion. He was rather in favour of the best principles of all
religions and advocated for humanity, monotheism and social regeneration. He
established Brahma Samaj in 1828 in Calcutta. He was one of the pioneer social
reformers who was deeply influenced by the western ideas and advocated for
removal of the evil practices or superstitions in the Indian society. Rammohan Roy, a
linguist and western educated scholar, started Atemiya Sabha in 1814 to struggle
against idolatry and evil practices or superstitions in the Hindu society. He also
reached to the masses through print media and wrote Bengali articles in newspapers.
The Brahma Samaj which he established played a very crucial role in Bengal
renaissance. Roots of modern thinking can be traced back to the Brahma Samaj
Movement. Raja Rammohan Roy advocated for the principles of Supreme Being and
brotherhood and invited people to join them. He started the Brahma Sabha
(Association of Brahmins) along with Dwarkanath Tagore in 1828. The main
objective of this association was to spread the message of true religion. The Brahmo
religion was founded in 1849 at Calcutta by Debendranath Tagore with the
publication of “Brahmo Dharma” where the central belief was one God who is
omnipresent and omniscient. This work established Brahmoism as a separate religion
apart from all others. Later on, Brahmo Samaj was founded at Lahore in 1861 by
Pandit Navin Chandra Roy to propagate the same.
Apart from philosophical ideals, Brahma Samaj became popular for its contribution
to the social reform. It advocated for the abolition child marriage, removal of Sati
practice and austere widowhood. Brahma Samaj also condemned polygamy, caste
system, dowry system, and subjugation of women and promoted widow remarriage,
opposing to devdasi system and other practices of women oppression. Brahma Samaj
advocated for western education and scientific knowledge, spread of knowledge to
every segment of the society and universal access to information. Debendranath
Tagore, who was also associated with Brahma Samaj, gave more priority to the
indigenous language and culture and the development of Vedanta. Another
intellectual Kesab Chandra Sen who started Bharatiya Brahma Samaj wanted a total
social revolution and social reform especially for the women. He opened schools for
girl and encouraged inter caste marriage.

1.7.3 Prarthana Samaj
The Prarthana Samaj (‘Prayer Society’ in English) was founded by Dr. Atmaram
Pandurang in Bombay during 1867. The society was inspired by Brahmo Samaj but
it was more liberal than the principles of Brahmo Samaj. Brahmo leaders Keshab
Chandra Sen, Justice Mahadev Govind Ranade and historian Ramkrishna
Bhandarkar also joined the Prarthana Samaj. The main faith of the Prarthana Samaj
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was to believe in one god and promulgation of theistic worship. They wanted to
develop a changed socio-religious outlook among the people in general. Prarthana
Samaj opposed the existing caste system and discrimination practices based on caste.
Abolition of untouchability was also combated. They advocated for the change
where Brahmins were in superior power and the lower caste community and the
dalits were oppressed.
They took initiative to uplift lower caste communities and promoted inter caste
marriages. The low status of women was also a major concern for the followers of
the society. During that time, child marriage was a prevalent practice. Prathana
Samaj advocated for abolition of child marriage and introduction of widow marriage
as widows had significantly low status. Other important areas of concern were
spreading of awareness on female education, opening of night schools, opening of
orphan homes and widows’ shelter homes. Though Prarthana Samaj criticised the
evil social customs and practices, it was not radical to break orthodox Hindu
tradition and never forced members to give up caste or idol worship or the traditional
social customs.

1.7.4 Ramkrishna Mission
Ramkrishna Mission was conceived and started by Swami Vivekananda towards the
end of nineteenth century, i.e. in 1897. The Mission was founded on the philosophy
of Shri Ramakrishna Paramahamsa. Shri Ramakrishna’s ideology stood on the truth
in religion and spirituality. He expressed the selfless devotion for God and
compassion for serving human suffering. He advised to practice spiritualism of Veda
and Upanishad to have a simple as well as pure life. Though Ramakrishna allowed
idol worship, he emphasized on spiritualism instead of customs or practices. His
disciple Swami Vivekananda interpreted the Hindu spiritual concept with modern
rationality and logic. The doctrine of the mission was to serve mankind to serve the
god. The ideology of Ramakrishna Math and Mission consisted of the eternal
principles of Vedanta and Gita as lived and experienced by Sri Ramakrishna and
expounded by Swami Vivekananda. Ramakrishna Mission played an important role
in social reform in the nineteenth century. The major areas of work initiated under it
were serving the mankind. Education was realized as an important tool for rational
thinking. Ramakrishna Mission started providing free and basic education to the
children. Apart from excellent academic performance, the students won laurels in
sports and other extracurricular activities. They also started working with the relief
and rehabilitation work during different disasters and distresses. One of the
important mandates was women welfare work that included a number of activities
like educational services to the girls, care and protection for women, old age homes
and shelter homes, etc. As they believed that youth was the symbol of energy, youth
welfare activities were initiated by setting up of different centres, for instance,
recreational and cultural centres called Balak Sanghas (for children), Yuvak Sanghas
(for youths), etc. Services in rural and tribal areas were also another area of work
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where a number of developmental activities including livelihood development,
educational and vocational development, and medical services were promoted.

1.7.5 Christian Missions
Christian Missionaries played a significant role in India during British rule. Though
initially Christian Missionaries were not allowed to spread their activities in Hindu
dominated area, British government soon realised the need for religious and moral
improvement among the inhabitants of India. One of such examples was William
Carey’s work against Sati practise and banning of the same. British authorities
started helping missionaries financially to spread the outreach. Considering the lower
caste communities had a low status and a stigma of untouchability in the
predominating Hindu society, Missionaries started working on depressed classes and
tribal through conversion into Christianity and also providing education and
livelihood support. Bulk of tribal communities mainly from the Chotanagapur,
Orissa and North East India were converted in the nineteenth and twentieth century.
Missionaries also worked for health and hygiene and provided medical support to
women as well as children. A number of livelihood projects were initiated by the
missionaries to engage the backward communities. The most pioneering work of the
Christian Missionaries was spread of English education by establishing a number of
schools and colleges across country. Some of the outstanding Christian schools and
colleges of India including those for women today are the result of the revolutionary
efforts of missionaries. The Christian colleges and schools played an important role
on Indian education by introducing English and scientific method of education. It
was the result of that education that the enlightened Hindu social activists realised
the need to reform their religion. The missionaries not only stressed on moral
reforms, they also questioned social evils like untouchability, caste discrimination,
oppression of women, etc. that existed in Indian society. They also argued against
the practices like widow burning, child marriage, drowning of children in sacred
rivers and so on.

1.7.6 Theosophical Society
The Theosophical Society emerged in southern and western part of India after a few
people got inspired by the old Indian thoughts and culture of our nation. The word
theosophy derived from the greek words theos and sophia which meant god and
wisdom. Thus, theosophy meant wisdom concerning god or the knowledge of the
absolute. The Theosophical Society was founded in late 1875, in New York City of
the
United States of America, by Russian noble woman Helena Petrovna Blavatsky and
American Colonel Henry Steel Olcott, along with attorney William Quan Judge and
a number of other individuals interested in the philosophy expounded by Madame
Blavatsky. In 1879, the principal founders, Madame Blavatsky and Col Olcott,
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moved to India, where the Society spread rapidly. They established the Society's
International Headquarters in Adyar, a suburb of Chennai, where it has since
remained. The Theosophical Society of India was established in India in 1986 and a
number of centres were opened at various places like Bangalore, Bombay, Surat,
Ludhiana, etc. Its main exponent in India was Mrs. Annie Besant. In her words, the
mission of the Theosophical Society was revival, strengthening and uplifting of
ancient religions like Hinduism, Zoroastrianism and Buddhism. This brought a new
sense of self-respect, a pride in the past, a belief in the future and as an inevitable
result, a great wave of patriotic life or beginning of rebuilding of the nation. The
theosophical society believed in karma, rebirth, mokshay and also nirvana.
Theosophical society contributed to the social reform. It not only stood for
revivalism, it also sought for the abolition of child marriage, illiteracy and
alcoholism. Apart from it, the society’s contribution towards education and research
was worth mentioning. Besant laid the foundation of the Central Hindu College in
Benaras which was integration of Hindu religion and western science. Despite its
achievements, the spread of theosophical society and its ideals were limited to
certain population mainly to the upper class community with westernized values.

1.7.7 Satyashodhak Samaj
Jyotiba Phule realised the problems of existence of lower caste community (like Mali
community) and the dominance of upper caste community like Brahmins in the
society. He was a reformer and organized a movement against it in Maharashtra. The
Satyashodhak Samaj (Truth Seekers Society) was established by Phule, as a part of
his movement, with the leadership of the backward class community mainly from
Malis, Telis, Kunbis, Saris and Dhangars. The main objective of the movement was
to spread awareness, provide social services and spread education among lower caste
community. Phule’s work towards Sarvajanik Satyadharma was accepted by the
common masses. His aim was an ideal society with a complete abolition of caste
system and socio-economic inequalities. This movement targeted the lower caste
community for uplifting and giving them a sense of identity. Phule contributed
towards women education. He along with his wife started schools for the girls. Phule
also advocated for widow remarriage which was one of the pioneering initiatives of
his movement.

1.7.8 Other Initiatives and Social Reformers
Many other social reformers also played significant roles in Socio-Religious
movement. One of the great intellectuals of Bengal, Pandit Iswar Chandra
Vidyasagar, played crucial role in Bengal renaissance. He was popular as a great
Sanskrit scholar and his major contribution included spread of education including
women education, emancipation of women and widow remarriage. The western
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India also witnessed a number of social reformers during the second half of the
nineteenth century. The most notable personalities were Mahadev Govind Ranade,
Vishnu Parashuram Shastri Pandit, Ramakrishna Gopal Bhandakar, etc. They
encouraged widow remarriage, education for the backward communities, preached
monotheism and denounced caste distinctions. In the regeneration of the Muslim
society, Sir Syed Ahmed Khan played a vital role. He was fascinated with the
western education, tried to modernize Muslim outlook and encouraged Muslim
population to accept services under the British government. He criticized the narrow
interpretation of Quran and realized that Muslim youths needed holistic education
including science and technology. Anglo-Oriental College of Aligarh was
established by him in 1875 where both western sciences and Islamic theology were
subjects. Later on, it became Aligarh Muslim University. Aligarh Movement was
also started with the vision of education for Muslim youths and religious and cultural
revival of the Muslim community. Among the Sikhs, Sing Sabha was formed by the
prominent Sikhs in 1873. The Sabha aimed to restore Sikhism to its past purity and
brought the benefit of western enlightenment through modern education to the Sikh
community. Dayal Das, a pioneer Sikh reformer, started Nirankari movement and
preached against idol worship as well as Hindu ceremonies. Another Sikh reformer
Baba Ram Singh spearheaded Namdharai movement with a vision of total reshaping
of Sikh community.
Check Your progress Exercise 1.3
Notes:
I.
Write your answer in the space given below.
II.
Compare your answer with the one given at the end of this Unit.
Q.6 What is the main philosophy of Ramakrishna mission?
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
Q.7 What was the role of Christian missionaries in social reform movement?
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………

1.8

LET US SUM UP

The above discussion shows that the age-old traditional practices or superstitions or
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orthodox beliefs were challenged and criticized during 19th century social reform
movements. The movements brought a new order for scientific reasoning, removal
of unjust practices and the need of a more liberalized society. The present unit also
portrays the actual seeds for social reform movements that were sown during 16th,
17th and 18th centuries with the advent of European powers, their domination and
influence. The Europeans brought transformation in India in the power structure and
governance systems along with socio-cultural, religious and intellectual changes.
The reform movements those emerged in various parts of India, whether in the north
(e.g. Arya Samaj), in the east (e.g. Brahma Samaj, Ramkrishna Mission, Christian
Missionaries), in the west (e.g. Prarthana Samaj) or in the south (e.g. Theosophical
Society), focused more on the religious perspective and wanted to make rectification
in the age-old religions with liberal ideas and changes. Thus, the reforms were
dictated by the ideas and institutions of colonial and indigenous patriarchy. It has
therefore been argued that though reform movements initiated changes in social life,
these had less impact on women status. It is true that educational reform or
introduction of western education during the British rule had tremendous impact on
certain sections of our society. But that could not check social evils likechild
marriage, dowry, or casteism. No legal machineries were also available in this regard
in India till framing of the Constitution.

1.9

GLOSSARY

Satyashodhak Samaj:

It was a social reform society founded by Jyotirao
Phule in Pune, Maharashtra. It espoused a mission of
education and increased social rights and political
access for underprivileged groups, focused especially
on women, Shudras, and Dalits, in Maharashtra.

Social Reform Movement: a type of social movement that aims to bring a social
or political system closer to the community's ideal.
Theosophical Society:

1.10

The movement was popularized by Annie Besant in
India. The main mission of Theosophical Society was
revival, strengthening and uplifting of ancient religions
like Hinduism, Zoroastrianism and Buddhism.

CHECK YOUR PROGRESS: ANSWER KEYS

Answer to Q.1:

Social reform movement refers to change or
replacement in the institutions which have become
functionally irrelevant to the contemporary social order
causing loss of quality of life, deprivations, unrest and

14

Answer to Q.2:

Answer to Q.3:

Answer to Q.4:

Answer to Q.5:

Answer to Q.6:

Answer to Q.7:

misery to sizeable section of the society.
‘Revolt’ is basically a violent action against an
established government or ruler that attempts to
radically overhaul or overthrow existing social
structure or system or basic values that regulate them.
Social Movement is a broad term used with multiple
meanings. Few examples are labour movement,
cooperative movement, peasant movement, reform
movement, etc. Social reform movement is a part of
larger social movement. Movement for abolition of
caste system, emancipation of women, promoting
education for the weaker section, etc are the examples
of social reform movement.
Social reform and its context in the 18th and 19th
Century India had been seeded long before the colonial
rule. The entry of the Europeans - the French, Dutch,
British, and Portuguese made a significant change in
the Indian history. During the British rule,
improvement in technology, in the area of
communication, industrialization and also spread of
education enlighten the educated people and they
realized the need for reform in the existing Indian
society.
Social Reform movement during nineteenth century
was directed to certain broad areas. Initially it stated
with movement on education and opening up of new
schools or colleges to promote education.
The Mission was founded on the philosophy of Shri
Ramakrishna Paramahamsa. His ideology stood on the
truth in religion and spirituality. He expressed the
selfless devotion for God and compassion for serving
human suffering.
The most pioneering work of the Christian
Missionaries was spread of English education by
establishing a number of English schools and colleges
across country.
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INTRODUCTION

Among social movements in India which have attracted attention historically, for
their intermittent yet widespread struggle are the peasant movements. In fact peasant
movements in India have a long history going back to the colonial period which
belies commonly held doubts regarding the revolutionary potential of Indian
peasantry. But before referring to that debate, it is necessary to elaborate what the
term ‘peasant’ stands for.
Ghanshyam Shah (2004) finds the term ‘peasant’, misleading and an inadequate
translation of the term Kisan or Khedut normally used for cultivators of land in local
parlance. Rural people are differentiated in terms of their relationship to land. The
English referent ‘peasant' attempts to be of an encompassing nature not quite
revealing the differentiations within such as agriculturist of a supervisory nature,
owner-cultivator, small peasant, share croppers, tenant cultivator and landless
labourers. According to Shah (2004), the ambiguity in usage also results because the
term peasant is used differently by different authors or variously by the same author
in different studies. These categories of people have different kinds of vested
interests in land and therefore, different propensities towards mobilization. While the
middle peasant has been known to provide leadership to peasant movements,
because of their relative stability in terms of landownership and other resources, the
spirit of radicalism and aggression is known to be the highest among the landless
peasants. In other words, the term peasant needs to be used and understood in a more
nuanced and cautious manner.
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Another debate that needs to be recounted here before one launches full-fledged in a
discussion of the peasant movement pertains to the revolutionary capability of the
peasantry in India. Following Marx who while speaking about the Asiatic mode of
production thought of peasants in Asia as ‘potatoes amidst a sack of potatoes’, i.e.
without any consciousness, it was assumed by many a western scholar like
Barrington Moore Jr (1966) and others like Eric Stokes (1978) that the Indian
peasantry is ‘fatalistic, docile, unresisting, superstitious and passive’ and lacked the
revolutionary potential. But this has been proved to be without any foundation as
many scholars have shown how agrarian mobilizations have been persistent
phenomena in rural countryside over a long period of time (Gough 1974, Dhanagare
1983, Mukherji 1978, Desai 1979, Guha 1983). But this should not lead us to believe
that peasants were active only during the colonial period. In contemporary times,
large scale agrarian mobilizations continue to make their presence felt under varied
organizational identities. In fact ‘political parties, sabhas, sanghas, sangathans and
unions have become the organizational expressions of contemporary unrests and
mobilizations’ (Mukherji and Sahoo 1992). In other words, contemporary agrarian
movements do not present a uniform picture as they have different objectives, goals,
strategies, vastly different ideologies and nature of leadership. In fact the above
authors feel that these contemporary manifestations have two kinds of goals: i) to
identify conflicting structures of power towards which their conflict is directed, and
ii) to project new loci of power (pressure groups) in the regional and/or
national/political scene.

2.2

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

After studying this Unit, you will be able to:
 be aware of the different critical aspects of the peasant movement, the range
of issues raised by them and the changes within;
 discuss the historical overview and the importance of situating peasant
movement in particular socio-historical contexts;
 explain different dimensions of social movements.

2.3

TYPOLOGY OF PEASANT MOVEMENTS

Peasant movements have been studied and classified in different ways in social
movement literature. Classification and formation of typologies has been understood
as a way of making sense of the enormous diversity that prevails in society. But there
are several limitations of typologies too.
Scholars who have studied peasant movements in India have classified these
movements along several lines. According to Ghanshyam Shah (2004) peasant
movements have been grouped according to those in the pre-British, British or
colonial period and in the post-independence period. Peasant movements in the post18

independence period again, have been classified as pre-Naxalbari and post Naxalbari
or pre-green revolution and post green revolution. The latter has been further
subdivided into movements occurring in the pre and post Emergency period.
Movements occurring in the post green revolution period are termed as farmer's
movements, as they mainly dealt with the issues and demands of the middle and big
farmers who emerged more strongly in the post Green revolution period. The shift in
nomenclature is indicates the differentiation in the nature of actors. They have been
studied by Dipankar Gupta (1997) Tom Brass (1995) among others. Gail Omvedt
has classified the peasant struggles into 'old' and 'new', whereby the former is known
by the term peasant movements, and the latter as farmers’ movements.
A. R Desai (1978) in his study classified the struggles in the colonial period as
'peasant struggles' and those in the post independent period 'agrarian struggles'. The
usage of the term agrarian struggles indicates the presence of a broad coalition
consisting of peasants and other classes in these struggles. Desai further sub-divides
struggles in the post-independence period into two categories - 'the movements
launched by the newly emerged proprietary classes comprising of rich farmers,
viable sections of the middle peasant proprietors and the landlords and the
movements launched by various sections of the agrarian poor in which agrarian
proletariat have been acquiring central importance' (cited in Shah 2004). Kathleen
Gough (1974) records 77 uprisings and also classifies peasant movements on the
basis of their goal, ideology, and the method of organisation.
According to her, there are five types of revolts namely,
a) Restorative rebellions to drive out the British and restore earlier ruler and
social relations.
b) Religious movements for liberation of a region or an ethnic group under a
new form of government.
c) Social banditry
d) Terrorist vengeance with the idea of meting out collective justice
e) Mass insurrections for the redressal of a particular grievance (Singh 2001,
Shah 2004).
Ghanshyam Shah is critical of the above classification because he feels it places
undue focus on the goals rather than upon the nature of the peasant actors or the
strategies that they adopt in attaining their goals. Inspired by the framework of class,
D. N Dhanagare believes that the peasant movement in India can be analysed
through the model of agrarian classes, though he reiterates in his study that the
studies need to be both historical and comparative in nature.
Oommen (1985) observes that there are peasant movements that have continued till
today irrespective of the change in political power. These movements started during
the pre-independence period but they continue till today, though their goals have
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undergone change. Ghanshyam Shah (2004) feels that peasant movements differ
according to the variability of agrarian regimes or structures and as the latter undergo
changes, the nature of the peasant movement also varies. For example, a contrast can
be drawn between the actors and the goals of the peasant movements under the
British and those during post-independent India where the nature of the peasantry
and their demands/goals became more differentiated.
K.P Kannan (1988) divides the rural labour struggles according to the development
of class consciousness. Therefore there are,
a) Protest movements based on caste or religious identity and consciousness but
those which are basically a response generated by the emerging capitalist
mode of production
b) Secular movements arising from category (a) that rejects caste identity and
consciousness but appealing to the 'rationality' and 'brotherhood' of man.
c) Nationalist movement culminating in radical political consciousness, the
seeds of which were in category (b) culminating in 'class consciousness' and
class based movements (cited in Shah 2004: 42-43).
Often typologizing becomes difficult, because of the significant overlaps between
social movements which makes construction of pure categories difficult. For
example, Kathleen Gough’s documentation of the innumerable peasant revolts
during colonial period largely consisted of tribal revolts over land against the British.
Another example of such an overlap is Ramachandra Guha’s study of the Chipko
movement in the 1970s, which is popularly understood as one of the earliest
articulation of an environmental movement in our country but was also
simultaneously raising concerns of protecting and controlling ‘jal, jungle aur
jammen' as sources of livelihood of peasants in the Uttarakhand region. Similarly
peasant struggles today in special economic zones against displacement of
cultivators and other landholders no longer represent the interests of peasants only.
In this manner it becomes evident that typologies do have their limits.

2.4

ISSUES RAISED BY THE PEASANT MOVEMENTS IN
THE COLONIAL INDIA

Historically, the peasants have come together over myriad issues, though these issues
and concerns have changed over time, since the colonial period. Sometimes these
movements have even gone beyond the immediate concerns of the peasants. It is
interesting to see how peasant movements have got connected with the larger
ongoing social movements like the national movement for independence during the
colonial period or protests against global capital and land grab in the contemporary
period.
In the colonial period, for example, peasants rose up in protest against changes in the
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property relations and in the land tenure system which evicted and dispossessed them
of their rights over land. The peasant economy before the British came to India was
based on subsistence economy, oriented towards the satisfaction of basic needs. The
British transformed Indian agriculture by creating property rights in land, drawing
Indian agriculture into the larger world capitalist system, created land markets,
encouraged commercialization of land and changed the nature of productive relations
in land to one of contract. As new classes came into being, profit motive became the
most important interest to be sustained for the government as well as the class of
zamindars and rentiers that they created. This conflicted with the interests of the
peasant cultivators and led to their mobilization.
Among other reasons for peasant mobilisation during the colonial period were the
experience of begar or forced labour, which was widely prevalent in different forms
in our society. Begar was performed for the rulers as well as for the upper castes.
The agricultural labourers and members of the lower castes were compelled to do all
kinds of work including supplying water to the ruler’s family, constructing buildings,
roads, dams, carrying load from one place to another. Terrifying atrocities are part of
the system, even leading to the death of a few peasants. In fact poor peasants rose up
against this exploitative system in several places like Oudh, Telengana in the
colonial period and in Banaskantha district of Gujarat and Naxalbari region in the
years after independence.
Rise in prices of inferior foodgrains consumed by the tenants and agricultural
labourers led to several agrarian unrests in North India in between 1918-22. Kapil
Kumar (cited in Shah 2004) found that tensions in the rural society of Oudh were
because of the rise in prices of essential commodities especially during the war
period. Hardiman (1981, cited in Shah 2004) mentions how peasants of Kheda
district in Gujarat joined the satyagraha in 1918 because of their deteriorating
conditions during World War I, which resulted because of the failure of the Kharif
crop, rise in prices of various commodities including the wages of labourers.
Famine was a recurrent feature of rural life in the colonial period during 18th and
19th centuries, though a section of social scientists feel that no effective mass protest
was witnessed during famine despite the extreme suffering which the people
endured. This was because of the ‘reciprocity’ of peasant proprietors and labourers
and the acceptance by the former of the moral responsibility for the latter. Though
the reciprocity thesis has been challenged by a section of scholars who felt that
famine caused a deepening Division between landowners and labourers, as it
reflected their separate class interests. Ghanshyam Shah (2004) mentions that in the
early days of the famine, the poor peasants, agricultural labourers and other subaltern
groups including women participate in collective action against the rich villagers but
subsequently as the drought conditions worsen, there is a fragmentation in the
subaltern group mobilization and often appropriation and violence takes the form of
a riot.
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Eviction of tenant cultivators by money lenders, landlords and government officials
was one of the causes for widespread disturbances which involved peasants. The
auctioning of land for the collection of land revenue by the East India Company and
the emergence of new owners of land namely the government officials and traders
led to the eviction of common people and cultivators from land. These new owners
raised the rent and evicted the cultivators on the pretext of getting more rent. The
revolt of 1857 was a rebellion against the collusion between the British officers and
moneylenders. Though occupancy rights were conferred on tenants in Bengal by the
Rent Act X of 1859, agrarian movement continued in Pabna and other areas of
Eastern and Central Bengal who wanted their tenancy rights to be secured and saw in
this act an opportunity to do so.
In some cases religious issues got implicated with economic issues as in the case of
the Moplah Rebellion in Malabar where Hindu landlords conflict between Moplahs
(Muslim peasants) and upper caste in the late 19th-early 20th century and in the
cases of Wahabi Faraizi uprisings in Bengal in the 1930s. The peasant protests were
against the exploitation and oppression perpetrated on them by the landlords who
were from the Hindu community. Religion provided a sense of solidarity and unity to
the protesting peasants.
Doing away with the rights of occupancy which was conferred on tenants of Bengal
was the central issue in the peasant struggle, as landlords did not want to honour the
Act. Their control over the tenants was so strong that they succeeded in evicting
from their land, dishonoring their inheritable rights of occupancy. Such a situation
created tensions and led to uprisings in Oudh in the decade of the 1920s and 30s.
Similar issues led to peasant movements in Rajasthan in early 20th century and the
Telengana movement during the late 1940s and early 50s.
Check Your progress Exercise 2.1
Notes:
I.
Write your answer in the space given below.
II.
Compare your answer with the one given at the end of this Unit.
Q.1 What was the role of Mahatma Gandhi in peasant movements?
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
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Q.2 Did women play a role in the peasant movements?
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………

2.5

PEASANT MOVEMENTS IN INDEPENDENT INDIA

In the post-independence period, some of the issues and problems of the peasants
continued to be raised in the peasant movements though the nature of these
movements underwent a change. The nature of the peasant questions in the postindependence phase was characterized by a dramatic shift.
Studies of peasant movements generally point towards the existence of structural
contradictions in the system of land relations and movements as the creation of those
contradictions. The peasant struggles were earlier directed towards the zamindars
and jagirdars at a micro level and towards colonialism at a macro level. Rajendra
Singh mentions that ‘the agrarian contradictions now begin to be located mostly
around a) the civil society versus the state and b) the emergent, aggressive middle
peasantry versus the rural poor and the landless. The swollen middle class peasantry
constitutes the rising new kulaks of rural India at present’ (Singh 2001: 238). It is
they who confront the state for achieving more gains as is evident in the farmer’s
movements. One of the most enduring impacts of the Green Revolution has been the
emergence of the class of middle peasant who now confront the state above them and
the landless and the rural poor located at the lowest level of the socio-economic
hierarchy. The landless, rural poor in turn are also defiant rather than passive, in this
fight which involves them, the state and the middle peasant.
The post independent period saw a change in the nature of agrarian classes and
interests resulting from the state policies. Accordingly, two categories of rural
struggles could be identified by A. R Desai (cited in Singh 2001): a) the movement
launched by newly emergent proprietary class comprising of rich farmers and middle
peasant proprietors, and b) movements launched by various sections of the agrarian
proletariat. The rural poor consisting of the poor peasants, women, a rapidly rising
agrarian proletariat belonging to the lower castes and from a varied ethnic, linguistic
and religious faiths wanted to establish a radically different and qualitatively new
type of society where a decent, dignified existence could be ensured.
These contradictions are said to be a consequence of the sweeping developmental
policies of the state, democratic participation of the people in the sharing and
shaping of power in the making of the state, the new production technology, the
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heightened sense of rural-urban exchange, the rise of the dominant class of rich
peasants, the relatively unchanged conditions of the rural poor and the lower castes,
accelerated process of social mobility, migration and communication etc. Though the
Bhoodan and Gramdan movements attempted to address the issue of inequality of
land ownership in the decade of the 50s by acquiring land by peaceful means and
redistributing it amongst the landless and poor, the attempt was not long lasting.
Vinoba Bhave’s successors were not charismatic enough to secure land from the
landed. The land that had been secured were not of good quality and hence unfit for
cultivation in some cases and lastly the management of land which had been
collected was also not carried out efficiently. In other words the agrarian questions
were not resolved following independence. These unresolved questions themselves
sowed the seeds of severe agrarian tensions subsequently.
Anand Chakravarty (1986: 229) makes an in-depth study of one such struggle the
Santhal Bataidars (share croppers) of Purnea district which took place in the 1970s.
He highlights the nature of the failure of the land reform policies, the persistence of
land domination by traditional landlords and maliks of the oppressed sections, the
struggle and uprisings of the oppressed against the oppressing sections of the maliks
(owners), the listed scope the success of the struggles of the oppressed and the nature
of the persistence of the conflict-core in the countryside keeping alive the agrarian
conditions for peasant revolt.
Thus, peasant mobilizations have been regarded as an unfinished struggle; they
emerged due to the failure of land reform policies in India. Change in the mode of
production in agriculture did not disturb the traditional relationships in any
significant manner in that the exploitative, feudal, hierarchical relations continued.
Further commercialization of agriculture was not accompanied by modernization of
agriculture. One of the most significant rebellions which took place during the
decade of the 60s, whose implications were far reaching was the Naxalbari
Movement of 1967-68. The movement demanded the abolition of the zamindari
system and land to be restored to the tiller, protesting against tenant eviction, land
alienation, cultivators’ rights to go on cultivating without surrendering and so on. It
enjoyed the support of rich peasants (who had undergone a downward mobility due
to loss of land over the years) as well as the sharecroppers and poor, landless
agricultural labourers but it was fragmented. It was found that as a section of the
peasantry succeeded in meeting its own demands it withdrew from the struggle,
though there was a worker-peasant alliance in the early part of the struggle. Later on
the movement was overtaken by the urban youth and it gradually lost its goals of
peasant upliftment and lapsed into acts of violence.
The peasant movements in independent India have become more internally
differentiated. The class interests of the rich peasants and landowners have diverged
from those of the small cultivators, sharecroppers and landless labourers. Since the
green revolution which was accompanied by capitalist agriculture, a deeper
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penetration of the market economy and globalization, peasant struggles have
undergone a change. Subsequently in this period farmers’ have been demanding
remunerative prices of their produce, concessions and subsidies in the prices of
agricultural inputs, lowering of water, fertilizer, electricity and irrigation charges and
betterment levies, easier terms for agricultural loans etc. Farmers’ organizations like
the Shetkari Sangathana in Maharashtra, Bharatiya Kisan Union (BKU) in Uttar
Pradesh, Khedut Samaj in Gujarat, Tamil Nadu and Punjab have come to wield a lot
of political importance and clout. ‘Farmer’s movements have been quite content
staying outside national parties and have found that they were most effective when
they work as a pressure group outside established structures’ (Gupta 2002: 197).
Although some farmer’s movements like Shetkari Sangathana have given rise to a
dichotomy between ‘Bharat versus India’, in a study Dipankar Gupta (1997) has
shown how the Bhartaiya Kisan Union has tried to win over the urban areas by the
call of ‘Jai Jawan, Jai Kisan.’ These movements primarily see themselves as
concerned with economic issues and its enemy is the state, not the local overlord or
exploiter. In other words they do not absolve the government of its alleged apathy
towards rural issues.
Post 1970s also saw a change in the nature of peasant struggles, which led to the
forging of peasant workers alliance initially during the Naxalbari movement and
later on in political groups like Mazdoor Kisan Shakti Sangathana which calls itself a
non-party people’s movement of the landless and rural poor striving for issues like
the redistribution of land, and minimum wages. Having found a niche in Rajasthan,
the MKSS went beyond the issues of peasant cultivators, and raised concerns about
certain basic rights like the workers’ right to work and receive minimum wages
under the NREGA program which they were denied in the absence of records. This
led to the demand for ‘right to know’ in view of people’s right to freedom of speech
under Article 21 of the Constitution and even right to life and liberty.
Another trend in the contemporary peasant movements is the forging of transnational
networks by certain farmer’s organizations like Karnataka Rajya Raitha Sangh
(KRRS), who agitate against farmer’s distress due to drought, pest attack and price
fall. Farmers organizations have been protesting against the introduction of
genetically modified seeds, marketed by companies, bought at a huge cost, leading
farmers debt ridden when crops fail, often resulting in their suicides in different parts
of the country.

2.6

IDEOLOGICAL DIVERSITY IN PEASANT MOVEMENTS

Peasantry consists of a large, substantial section of Indian society. Being the most
numerous group it is characterized by enormous social and structural contradictions
and hence it is also said to be ‘the natural site of ideological mobilizations’ (Singh
2001: 231). Studies of peasant movements generally tend to express two different
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approaches to achieving the goals and objectives of peasant struggles. The first set of
studies drawing from radical Left views present the peasantry as a revolutionary
category. Examples of this type are the Telengana and Tebhaga movements which
were inspired by the Communist ideology and were violent in nature. The role of
Naxalite ideology in violent peasant uprisings during late 60s-early 70s is also well
known.
The second group comprises of pacifist, non-violent resistance movements such as
Satyagraha, Sarvodaya and Bhoodan Gramdan movements. These studies articulate
the Gandhian model of peaceful and non-violent action on peasant issues and social
reconstruction. They moved away from the use of force or violence in the method of
distribution of land and tried to bring about a change by adopting peaceful means.
Through Bhoodan, Vinoba Bhave aimed to show the peasantry that there was an
efficient alternative to the Communist programme. The Sarvodaya Movement
inspired by the Gandhian philosophy which was advocated by both Vinoba Bhave
and Jayprakash Narayan subsequently, also emphasized the redistribution of land
along with other forms of upliftment of people. In fact Bhoodan and later on
Gramdan became a very important focus of Sarvodaya movement. Land and other
means of production were to be collectively owned by the village community and
were to be under the control of the users, the movement also emphasized a limit that
the owners could possess.
In some studies like that of Krishnarajulu (cited in Singh 2001) the concept of the
peasant movement has been treated as the peasant’s search for identity. The study on
peasant movement in the state of Karnataka, adopts the identity oriented framework
adopted by Alan Touraine and refers to the collective actions of peasants to produce
a sense of solidarity and identity leading to acts of self-reproduction. During the
period of 1980s and the 90s the ideological orientations changed as peasant
movements gave way to the farmer’s movements against big capital.

2.7

FORMS OF PROTEST

Closely related to the idea of ideological diversity is the manner in which peasant
protests took place. In fact protests by peasants took many forms. In his study of 5
peasant movements namely Dhanagare (1983) mentions that in many cases peasant
rebellions took on the character of peaceful, constitutional agitation as in the case of
the no-rent, no-tax campaigns, satyagraha and social boycott etc. His study also
posited a broad interdependence between two aspects, namely, between the type of
movement and the strata of peasantry. In other words, he found that the poor peasant
class generally participated in the insurrectionary and the millenarian movements,
whereas the rich and the middle class peasantry would generally involve itself in the
nationalist, non-violent resistant movements.
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Pradhan Prasad (cited in Shah 2004) notes how in some parts of Bihar, the organized
movement of the poor peasantry mounted pressure on landlords and rich peasantry
successfully. They resorted to strikes for higher wages, public meetings and
demonstrations to protest against unlawful and exploitative actions of the rural rich.
They even took to armed intervention to prevent the eviction of sharecroppers. David
Hardiman mentions that in the Kheda satyagraha, on several occasions middle
peasants pressurized the rich peasants into joining nationalist agitations. They
launched a satyagraha which also received support from the subsistence peasants
because they had endured a lot of hardship in the early decades of the 20 th century.
In the early years of independence when the Telengana and Tebhaga movements
raged, many acts of protests even led to violent outcomes. In the case of the Tebhaga
movement where a substantial number were Rajbansi share croppers, Santal landless
labourers and Oraon tribal peasants, they cut crops and defied custom by taking
away paddy to their own threshing floors. The peasant’s interests were confined to
retaining two-thirds share of the produce to themselves, the bargadars did not
attempt to seize lands or to set up a parallel administration or government. In some
places they were even willing to give one third of their produce to the jotedars, but
the latter gave the names of Kisan Sabha workers and turbulent bargadars to the
police for repressive action. This led to clashes between the police and the
sharecroppers which were often violent.
The forms of protests adopted by the movements also vary according to the different
phases. For example, as one witnesses in Dhanagare’s account of the Telengana
movement (1946-51) that in the first and the second phase the peasant insurrection
had a reformist orientation, but in the last phase when the peasant leadership deserted
the movement, the poor tenants started to seize lands. Lands seized forcibly were
distributed among the agricultural labourers and evicted tenants. Village soviets were
set up especially in about 4000 villages in the districts which were communist
strongholds namely Nalgonda, Warangal and Khammam. Police action by the
Government against the peasants and the communist dalams were also equally
strong and harsh in these regions.
T. K Oommen (1985) has observed that protest studies in India are marked by a
relative neglect of individual protests and micro mobilizations. Both left wing and
liberal theorists of revolutionary political action give a privileged position to
organized movements. The underlying assumption is that these are unorganized,
unsystematic and individual acts and have no revolutionary consequences. But
following James Scott, we now know that collectively these small events of
everyday resistances may add up to a large event. Acts such as pilfering, foot
dragging and false compliance among peasants cannot be sustained without a high
level of cooperation among those who resist.
The state response to peasant uprisings and revolts resulted in the implementation of
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various land reform measures. These measures reflected the response of the state to
the various peasant struggles of the 1940s and the 50s and led to the abolition of the
zamindari and the jagirdari system, fixation of ceilings on landholding size etc.
These land reform measures in turn produced a number of historically ‘new’
conflictual forces in the countryside. The large scale pauperization of the rural poor,
and consequent scaling down of the importance of erstwhile zamindars and jagirdars,
the rise of an aggressive and entrepreneurial middle caste-class peasantry and finally
the generally unchanged socio-economic conditions of the rural landless, the poor
and wage earning sections gave rise to new social contradictions and forces in the
countryside.
Check Your progress Exercise 2.2
Notes:
I.
Write your answer in the space given below.
II.
Compare your answer with the one given at the end of this Unit.
Q.3 What is the role of ideology and organisation in peasant movements?
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
Q.4 What has been the state’s response to peasant movements?
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………....

2.8

LET US SUM UP

Peasant movements in India therefore go far back in history. Though it is hard to say
whether the peasant movements and revolts contributed substantially to the larger
and more distant goals of complete restructuring of the social order, yet their
significance lies in raising fundamental issues about land, lives and livelihood. The
state responded to their agitations by initiating land reforms, imposing the land
ceiling act, abolishing the zamindari system though these reforms remain unfinished
as yet.
A significant aspect that is being recognized today is the existence of a considerable
overlap of concerns and interests of the peasant movement and the environmental
movement as we can find in the Chipko movement or between the interests of the
peasant-cultivators and landless labourers dependent on land or in the farmers and
others protesting against displacement in anti SEZ movements in the context of
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globalization in different parts of our country. Therefore the presence of
intersectionality is a persistent, ubiquitous phenomenon in all peasant movements
today.
In addition these movements have also effectively challenged several myths
prevalent in literature, regarding the revolutionary potential of the peasant. In the
Indian subcontinent we find that contrary to the dominant theoretical understanding
in the West, the agricultural labourers and the small and middle peasants have
always engaged in persistent struggles and revolts against the king as well as against
the colonial authorities. Secondly, another conjecture that has been falsified concerns
the vanishing category of the peasant itself. Despite modernization, the peasant
cultivator is here to stay, though in the contemporary context of huge land grab all
across the world and even in India, their existence is in peril. But as long as land
continues to be the source of our sustenance, peasants will remain significant a
category.

2.9

GLOSSARY

Peasant:

A peasant is a pre-industrial agricultural laborer or farmer
with limited land ownership, especially one living in the
Middle Ages under feudalism and paying rent, tax, fees, or
services to a landlord.
Peasantry:
smallholders and agricultural labourers of low social status
(chiefly in historical use or with reference to subsistence
farming in poorer countries)
Zamindari System: It was one of the land revenue systems in British India.
Zamindars were the feudal royalty in India, major holders of
land and in accordance lived like kings

2.10

CHECK YOUR PROGRESS: ANSWER KEYS

Answer to Q.1:

Mahatma Gandhi played a very important role in the peasant
movements of the colonial period. It was he who devised the
method of satyagraha, abjuring violence, mass civil
disobedience, as a means of protest and struggle. Satyagraha as
a means of protest continues to be a potent weapon practiced
even today. Another important contribution of Gandhi is that
along with Sardar Patel he gave political leadership and
direction to the localised peasant struggles. He linked them to
the national mainstream and made them participants of the
larger struggle for independence. Thirdly, at Champaran and
Kheda, he advocated social reform, i.e. encouraged building of
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Answer to Q.2:

schools and hospitals, and urged the village leadership at the
panchayat levels to do any with purdah, untouchability and the
suppression of women.
Women played a significant role in the peasant movements
though there is a paucity of research in this aspect. One of the
unique features of the Tebhaga movement (1946) was the large
scale participation of women along with men. Rural poor
women belonging to families of sharecroppers and agricultural
labourers were doubly oppressed under the feudo-patriarchal
rule of the absentee landlords and the jotedars. They worked
more but were paid less.

Answer to Q.3:

The role of ideology and organisation in peasant movement
has been quite significant. Its importance has been felt in at
least two instances very strongly. The first was Gandhi’s
efforts to link the cause of the peasants with the goals of the
national movement. Nationalism provided an encompassing
ideology and a reason for the peasants to protest against the
landowners as a representative of the British, during the Kheda
and Bardoli Satyagraha. Secondly, the importance of ideology
was realized when the activists of the Communist Party of
India actively mobilized the peasants and gave leadership
during the Tebhaga and Telengana movements.

Answer to Q.4:

The colonial state’s response to the peasant movements was
repressive. It allied with the landlords and tried to effectively
jettison the demands of the peasant cultivators regarding a
share of produce, tenant’s right to cultivate land etc. The state
in post independent India half-heartedly initiated land reforms,
brought in land ceiling, abolished the zamindari system and
attempted to bring about change in the agrarian structure.
These initiatives were partly successful in some parts of the
country like West Bengal and Kerala. In the post 90s, there has
been a radical shift in the stance of the state. It has not only
withdrawn from its responsibility towards its people, it has
encouraged and participated in anti- farmer, anti-people
activities by encouraging a process of land grab to give it away
to big business, which has hit the farmers hard.
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INTRODUCTION

India is known for its tribal or adivasi inhabitants. The term ‘adivasi’ connotes that
they were the first or original inhabitants of the land, having original habitat, native
to the soil. Rivers has defined a tribe as a social group of a simple kind, the members
of which speak a common dialect and act together for such common purpose as
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welfare. Tribes live in a definite habitat and area, remain unified by a social
organisation that is based primarily on blood relationship, cultural homogeneity, a
common scheme of deities and common ancestors and a common dialect with a
common folk lore. Their habitat and culture not only provides them a sense of
freedom, self-identity and respect, it also empowers them to stand united against any
kind of exploitation, oppression and harassment by outsiders like zamindars, kings,
British and others. As a corollary, the tribal history of India is abundant with stories
of uprising against the exploiters as and when such occasion arose (Wilson 1973).
Before independence, tribal revolts stood primarily against alien rulers. According to
Mahapatra (1972), most of the tribal movements had their origins in religious
upheavals. Vaishnavist movements were one of the important religious movements
found among the Meithei tribe in Manipur, Bhumij in West Bengal, Nokte Naga in
Assam, Bathudi in Orissa and tribals in Jharkhand (Bihar), Orissa and south India.
These were also found among Gonds in central India, Kondh in Orissa and Bhils in
Rajasthan. In the early years of colonization, no other community and even rulers of
so many dynasties in India could put forward such heroic resistance to British rule
and faced tragic consequences as did by the numerous Advise or tribal communities
of present Jharkhand, Chhattisgarh, Orissa and Bengal. Shah (1977) has stated that
there were also movements against oppressing landlords, moneylenders and
harassment by police and forest officials in Bihar, Bengal, Orissa and Chhattisgarh.
For example, Bhagat movements were found among Oraon of Chotanagpur, Bhils of
Rajasthan, etc (Bose 1975: 64-71). These were also revivalist movement for
avoiding animal food, liquor and blood sacrifices. Apart from that, Mundas
reformative movement was also reported under a powerful charismatic leader Dharti
Aba who preached Hindu ideals of ritual purity, morality and asceticism and
criticised the worship of priests (Singh 1985).
Extinction of two important resources of the tribals namely land and forest were at
the helm of many tribal movements. Xaxa (2012) has argued that the erosion on land
rights of tribes began with the coming of the British rule and administration. It was
brought about by a combination of forces that were at work during the British period.
Of these the most important were the introduction of the private property in land and
the penetration of the market forces. The two taken together opened up the way for
large-scale alienation of land from tribes to non-tribes especially after the tribal areas
came to be linked by roads and railways. The mechanisms through which this was
achieved were fraud, deceit, coercion and the most widely debt bondage. Despite
much protective and even restorative legislation to stop land alienation in the postindependence period, there has been little success to this effect. Of course the major
source of land alienation in the post-independence period is not so much the
encroachment of the non-tribals into the tribal land as the process of development
that the Indian State has followed during the period. The large scale industrialization
and exploitation of mineral resources and the construction of irrigation dams and the
power projects that the tribal areas have witnessed during the period have been the
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single most factors that have uprooted more people out of their lands than the
transfer of land from tribals to non-tribals on the individual basis. These issues have
also influenced the contours of Maoist movements in India (Ghosh 2015).
At the extreme end, there are instances of tribal movements for the agenda of
liberation. We can include the instances of Naga revolution, Mizo movement, and
the Gond Raj movement, under this category. Thus, on the whole, tribes of India
have launched different kinds of movements and these were mainly related to their
issues of livelihood, socio cultural security, oppression and discrimination, neglect
and backwardness, poverty, hunger, unemployment and exploitation.

3.2

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

After reading this Unit, you will be able to:
 highlight the major tribal rebellions in India;
 explain the main reasons of tribals’ movements;
 describe the consequences of tribals’ movements.

3.3

MAJOR REASONS OF TRIBAL MOVEMENTS

Various reasons have stimulated the tribals for uprising. Historically speaking,
however, there is a qualitative shift in tribal movement in independent India as
compared to the period before 1947. Let us begin by explaining this difference.

3.3.1 Before Independence
It is possible to classify tribal movement in India before 1947 into three types
(Mahapatra 1972). The first type is called the ‘reactionary’ movement. It attempted
to oppose political or social reform by the tribes mostly in the context of mixture
with non-tribes. Such movement was mostly seen among the tribals living a simple
and isolated life in forest. Whenever they saw alien groups creating obstacles in their
life, they became offensive and tried to bring back the ‘good old days’. The second
type is ‘conservative’ which opposed any kind of changes in tribal life and culture
and sought to maintain status quo. And the third type is ‘revolutionary’ that aimed to
replace certain traits of their traditional culture or social order with a progressive
one. This movement is also termed as ‘revivalistic’ as the leaders of such movement
also sought to ‘purify’ certain elements of culture by eliminating evil customs,
beliefs and institutions.
Apart from these, there are several other attempts to classify tribal movements. For
instance, Singh (1982) has suggested a fourfold classification which is based on i)
political autonomy (e.g. Jharkhand movement), ii) agrarian (e.g. Santhal Movement)
and forest based issues (Koi movement), iii) sanskritization (e.g. Bhagat movement),
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and iv) cultural movements for script and language (Bhil movement). Again, Sinha
(1968) has classified tribal movements into five types: a) Ethnic rebellion; b) Reform
movements; c) Political autonomy movements within the Indian Union; d)
Secessionist movements; and e) Agrarian unrest. For Dubey (1982), these
movements are of four categories namely, a) Religious and social reform
movements, b) Movements for separate statehood, c) Insurgent movements and d)
Cultural rights movements. Shah (1990) too has categorized them in three groups
which are Ethnic, Agrarian, and Political.

3.3.2 After Independence
After independence, the Government of India and various state governments have
made great and incessant efforts in the direction of tribal welfare and development.
Various efforts have been made by these governments to improve the socioeconomic status of the tribals and to guarantee constitutional safeguards given to
tribal people. Special programmes for their development have been undertaken in the
successive Five Year Plans. But, at the same time, the establishment of heavy
industries, construction of dams and launching of development plans in tribal zones
has necessitated displacement of local population. Destruction of forests as a
consequence of felling of trees for industrial purposes has threatened the small
communities of hunters and food gathers. In spite of some rehabilitation and
resettlement programmes here and there, unfortunately a large section of the tribals
became the victims of developmental projects and they could not also adequately
adopt themselves with new challenges (Rao 1978). Against rising economic and
social disparities, the tribals started raising their collective voice in independent
India. The tribals especially in central India had reacted sharply against their
exploiters. These movements were directed towards freeing their land from all those
who exploited them economically and culturally (Roy and Debal 2004). At the same
time, each of these movements put emphasis on revitalization of their culture, their
traditional culture which was swayed under the impact of the outsiders. So, the basic
issues behind the tribal movements in India after independence are: land alienation,
unemployment, deprivation, cultural sub-mergence and unbalanced development.
It is possible to categories various tribal movements by their reasons in the following
way.
Table 3.1: Kind of Movements with their Examples
Kind of Movement
Examples

Sl
No.
1
Movements due to exploitation The Santhals and the Mundas
by outsiders
2
Movements due to economic
The Gonds in Madhya Pradesh and the
deprivation
Mahars in Andhra Pradesh

35

3
4

5
6
7

Movements due to separatist
tendencies
Movements seeking political
autonomy and formation of a
state
Agrarian movements
Forest based movements Muriya
and Mariya movement
Socio-religious or socio-cultural
movements

The Nagas and Mizos
Nagas, Mizos, Jharkhand

Santhal Movements
Muriya and Mariya movements
The Bhagat movement among Bhils of
Rajasthan
and
Madhya
Pradesh,
movement among tribals of south Gujarat
or Raghunath Murmu’s movement among
the Santhals.

Check Your progress Exercise 3.1
Notes:
I.
Write your answer in the space given below.
II.
Compare your answer with the one given at the end of this Unit.
Q. 1 What were the main reasons behind any tribal revolt?
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
Q. 2 What are the major differences between the social movement during the
British rule and those taking place after independence in India?
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………

3.4

PATHS OF TRIBAL MOVEMENTS

There are only two paths of any kind of movement: nonviolent and violent. The nonviolent path is based on bargaining and negotiating with the government and using a
variety of pressure tactics without resorting to violence/revolts. On the other hand,
the violent path is militant path of revolts or mass struggles based on developing the
fighting power of the oppressed tribal strata. The importance of both these paths is
different. One indicates struggle generated to reshape and reform, while the other
indicates structural transformation of the community. For example Tana Bhagat
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movement was nonviolent and Muriya Movement was one of the violent insurgent of
tribals. The Tana Bhagat movement is also an example of what M.N. Srinivas called
as ‘sanskritization’. These tribals found solutions to their problems by the acceptance
of new life style, values and beliefs. Those who converted to this new life are known
as Bhagat.

3.5

SPECTRUM OF MAJOR TRIBALS MOVEMENTS IN
INDIA

In 1976, the Anthropological Survey of India had identified 36 tribal movements in
the country. Raghavaiah (1971) has listed 70 revolts from 1978 to 1971, while
various other scholars (Mathur 1988; Fuchs 1965; Shah 1990; Sharma 1986; Singh
1972) have argued that instances of tribal movements could be traced even before
1768. Singh (1982) has divided all these movements into three faces. The first face
was between 1778 and 1860 and these coincide with the rise, expansion and
establishment of the British Empire. The second face covers the period of
colonialism when merchant capital penetrated into tribal economy affecting their
relationship with the land and forest. The third phase deals with the period from
1920 till the achievement of independence in 1947. During this phase the tribals not
only began to launch the so called separatist movement but at the same time
participated in nationalist and agrarian movements. Apart from these faces, we are
able to identify the fourth face of the insurgents which started from 1947 and
continuing at present.
There have however been attempts to identify several tribal movements basically as
peasant uprisings. It is true that the tribals mostly live as forest dwellers and simple
peasants. According to Shah (1990) despite tribals joining movements of different
types, land question predominates in all these. Many other scholars have also treated
tribal movements as peasant movements (Gough 1974; Desai 1979; Guha 1983).
Historically speaking, since the introduction of the permanent settlement by Lord
Cornwallis, increasing instances of alienation of tribal land led to general
discontentment among them (Hardiman 1981). It has also been argued that the tribals
revolted mostly against those alien groups who wanted to acquire their culture,
habitat, farm, forest as well as solidarity (Gopalankatty 1981). For example, Mundas
joined the Sardar movement which was a peasant movement based on agrarian
reforming. Similarly, the Gonds of Andhra Pradesh protested when they lost their
traditional privileges in the forest. According to Verier Elwin (1965), the tribals
firmly believe that the forests belong to them and they have a right to collect forest
products. They also worship forest as their ‘god’. They have been there for centuries;
it is their life and they consider themselves justified in resisting any attempt to
deprive them of it. On the whole, most of the tribal movements, during the British
rule in particular, were organised in order to mobilize tribal peasants against
oppressors like land lords (Zamindars) money lenders and officials of British.
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3.6

SOME MAJOR TRIBAL MOVEMENTS

3.6.1 The Chuar Revolt
The Chuars were inhabitant of north western Midnapur. Basically they were simple
farmers and hunters and also worked under local zamindars. They received tax free
land instead of salaries. During colonization period of East India Company, when the
zamindars had imposed huge tax burden, the Chuars revolted. The uprising
continued for around three decades from 1768-69 to 1799.

Periods
1768-69

1771

1783-84
and
1789-90

3.6.2

Table 3.2: Three Phases of the Chuar Revolt
Leader
Significant Aspect
Jagannath Singh, the It was initially an armed uprising backed by
zamindar of
local zamindars and 50,000 Chuars. The
Ghatshila or
frightened Government who returned the
the king of
zamindari to Jagannath
Dhalbhum
Dhadkar
Chuars rose again, but they failed that time
Shyamganjan
Durjol Singh

This was the most significant uprising. In 178990, it was brutally put down by the
Government. The revolt covered Midnapur,
Bankura, Birbhum and Dhalbhum. It was a
spontaneous and extensive uprising of poor and
lower classes. Peasants were the pillars of this
movement.

The Kol Revolt

The Kol tribe was the inhabitant of Chotanagpur. They preferred an independent life.
The main reason of Kol revolt was imposition of new taxes by the king of Porhat. In
1820, the king of Porhat agreed to support the British and pay them huge taxes
annually. In return, he claimed the neighboring Kol region for collection of taxes. He
went on to collect taxes from the Kols. The Kols resented against this kind of taxes
and a few officials were killed by them. The British then sent troops in support of the
king. The Kols took up traditional arms like bows and arrows to face British troops
armed in modern weapons. They revolted very bravely but had to surrender in 1821.
In 1831 the Kols rose again because the region of Chotanagpur was leased out to
Hindu, Muslim and Sikh money lenders for revenue collection. The oppressive
tactics of money lenders, high revenue rates, and British judicial and vulnerable
revenue policies devastated the traditional socio-cultural framework of the Kols.
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They gathered under the leadership of Bir Budhu Bhagat, Joa Bhagat, Jhindrai
Manki and Sui Munda. In 1831, Munda and Oraon peasants first took up arms
against the British. It encouraged the tribals of Singbhum, Manbhum, Hazaribagh
and Palamou as well. But, after two years of intense resistance they lost to modern
weapons of the British. Thousands of tribal men, women and children were killed
and the rebellion was suppressed.

3.6.3 The Santhal Revolt
The Santhals were mainly agriculturalists living in the dense forests of Bankura,
Midnapur, Birbhum, Manbhum, Chotanagpur and Palamou. The Santhals fled their
original land (Bhagalpur and Manbhoom) when the oppressive zamindars brought
that land under Company’s revenue control. They started living and farming in hill
of Rajmahal, calling it Damin-i-Koh. But their oppressors followed them and
exploitation started in full swing. Apart from the zamindari and British Company,
local moneylenders also cheated them with high interest rates. The simple minded
Santals reeled under loans and taxes and had to lose everything. Sidhu and Kanhu,
the two brothers, rose against these dreadful activities. Santhals assembled at the
Bhagnadihi fields on 30 June 1855 and pledged to establish a free Santhal state. The
rebels’ ranks swelled and they numbered nearly 50,000 from early 10000. Almost all
the postal and rail services were thoroughly disrupted during this movement. They
bravely fought with only bows and arrows with the armed British soldiers. At last, in
February 1856, the British could suppress this uprising by slaughtering 23,000
rebels. Overall the Santhal Revolt was essentially a peasant revolt. People from all
professions and communities such as potters, blacksmiths, weavers, leather workers
and doms also joined in (Chandra 1998). It was distinctly against the policies of
colonial rulers in British India.

3.6.4

Koi Revolt

Koi revolt is an important mass uprising among the tribals of Bastar. The people of
the Jamindaris, who were involved in the cutting of trees, were known as Kois,
which subsequently became the name of the revolution. The rebellion stood against
the autocratic and dominant British rule. A vital revolution among the other tribal
rebellions, Koi revolt is considered as a serious uprising that resulted in a
considerable change in its aftermath. The tribal people denied the decision of the
British, which offered the contracts of cutting of Sal trees to people outside the
region of Bastar. The outside contractors who were offered the contract of cutting the
trees were also known to exploit the innocent tribal people in many ways. This added
to the problem and the tribal men were exploited both economically as well as
mentally. When the water rose above their heads, the tribal people of Bastar
collectively decided that they would not tolerate the cutting of a single tree. The
British wanted to suppress the unrest and used various methods to stop the
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opposition led by the tribal people. But the tribals were very rigid in their decision.
They stated that forest and its trees was their mother and they would not allow the
exploitation of their natural resources and forests. Finally, they decided that they
would not allow the exploitation of their natural resources and rich forests. After this
insurgency, Britishers became alert and modified their rules in order to use their
natural resources.

3.6.5

Paralkot Rebellion

In 1825, the Paralkot rebellion was a symbol of protest against foreign rules by
Abujhmarias, who were the inhabitants of the present day state of Chhattisgarh. The
anger of Abujhmarias mainly originated against the foreign rulers like the Marathas
and the British. Gend Singh led the revolt of Paralkot and the other Abujhmarias
supported him. The purpose of this rebellion was to acquire a world that is free from
all outsiders. In the time of Maratha Dynasty, Abujhmariyas were levied heavy tax,
which was impossible for them to pay. So, they revolted against the injustice by the
foreign powers. One thing noteworthy of this movement was the desire of the
Abujhmarias to build an independent Bastar, free of foreign intrusion. The Paralkot
revolt is one of the important tribal rebellions in the history of the Indian state of
Chhattisgarh.

3.6.6

Halba rebellion

The event of Halba rebellion took place in the Bastar District in Chhattisgarh. The
Halba rebellion started against the Marathas and the British in the year 1774 after the
decline of the Chalukyas. The governor of Dongar, Ajmer Singh, was the initiator
leader of the revolt of Halba. The movement of Halba was aimed at creating a new
and independent state in Dongar. The Halbas stood beside Ajmer Singh as the
soldiers. Another reason for insurgency was lack of money and food in the hands of
the common people. Added to this huge problem, there was the pressure and fear
caused by the Maratha and the British which eventually resulted in the uprising.
Many of the Halba tribal people were killed by the British and Maratha armies.
Subsequently, the army of Halba was also defeated. The Halba revolt created
conditions for the decline of the Chalukya dynasty which in turn significantly altered
the history of Bastar. It created circumstances for first bringing the Marathas and
then the British to the region.

3.6.7

Maria Rebellion

The uprising of Maria Tribe was a prolonged rebellion in Bastar; it continued for
twenty years from 1842 to 1863. It was apparently fought to preserve the practice of
human sacrifice. The Anglo Maratha Rule forced the aboriginal tribes to part with
their tribal faiths and practices. The British and the Marathas used to enter the
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temples constantly, which according to the innocent beliefs of the tribal people
polluted the sacred atmosphere of the temples. The only way to save the identity of
the Marias was to revolt against the invaders. The Maria Rebellion is considered one
of the major tribal rebellions for their expression of particular identity and sociocultural specificity.

3.6.8

Muria Rebellion

Muria rebellion of 1876 is another revolt that appeared in the region of Bastar. It is a
great booster for the ill-treated and suppressed people of all ages, all over the
country. In the year 1867, Gopinath Kapardas was selected as the Diwan of the state
of Bastar. Gopinath Kapardas used to exploit the simple and innocent tribal people.
The tribal people appealed to the King to remove the Diwan from the position, but
the King did not support their subjects. Being repeatedly neglected by the King, the
Murias were left with only one option: to revolt. On second March of the year 1876,
the raging tribal people enclosed Jagdalpur, the abode of the King. The Muria people
besieged the King and blocked all the ways of exit. Surrounded by all sides, the King
faced real inconvenience to inform the British about the unrest that had generated
among the tribal people. Much later, the British Army was sent which rescued the
king and suppressed the revolution. Despite such suppression, the Muria rebellion
encouraged the common people to raise the voice against injustice done against
them.

3.6.9

Tarapur Rebellion

Tarapur rebellion is a great example of the tribal rebellions in Bastar, the present
Chhattisgarh. The common people of Bastar stood against the foreign rulers. The
revolt of Tarapur took place from 1842 to 1854. The native people of Bastar felt that
their local tradition and culture were being considerably harmed and the social,
political as well as economic interests were being hampered. Thus, they stood
against the Anglo-Maratha reign in order to restore their native culture and protest
against imposition of heavy taxes. The local Diwan, who used to collect the taxes
from the common people, became the symbol of oppression for them. The tribal rage
grew more and more, resulting in the Tarapur rebellion. It was an assertion of tribal
identity against the tampering with their traditional aspects of living. For tribals, the
experience of coercive taxation was alien and therefore they opposed them. As a
result of such taxation, the annual tribute paid to the Nagpur rulers in Tarapur had
increased which was opposed by Dalganijan Singh. The latter decided to leave
Tarapur after being pressurized by the Nagpur rulers.

3.6.10 Bodo Movement
The Bodos are recognized as a plains tribe in the Sixth Schedule of the Indian
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Constitution. The major objective of the Bodo movement was to have a separate
state of their own. Since the colonial period, there had been attempts to subsume the
Bodos under the umbrella of Assamese nationalism. Therefore, it was under the
British rule that the Bodos first raised the demand for a separate homeland along
with the hill tribes of the northeast. The formation of the All Assam Plains Tribal
League (AAPTL) in 1933 was evidence enough. Subsequently, formation of
organizations such as the Bodo Sahitya Sabha (BSS) in 1952, Plains Tribal Council
of Assam (PTCA), and All Bodo Students’ Union (ABSU) in 1967 reflected the
Bodo people’s quest for political power and self-determination. The movement of
ABSU began with the slogan “Divide Assam Fifty-Fifty”. In order to spearhead the
movement, the All Bodo Students Union (ABSU) created a political organization
called the Bodo People’s Action Committee (BPAC). Initially, the ABSU and PTCA
worked in tandem to put forth the demand for a separate homeland for the Bodos, but
ABSU withdrew its support to PTCA in 1979 when they felt that the PTCA had
failed to fulfill the aspirations of the Bodo people for a separate state during the
reorganization process of Assam. This movement officially started under the
leadership of Upendranath Brahma on 2 March 1987; but the movement was
suppressed by the Government and ended up with the creation of Bodoland
Autonomous Council (BAC) through bipartite Bodo Accord in 1993.

3.6.11 Jharkhand Movement
The Jharkhand movement in Bihar is a movement of tribal communities consisting
of settled agriculturalists who are sensitized to Vaishnavism. There were major
cultural changes in the life of tribals since 1845 when the Christian missionaries first
arrived in Jharkhand. Many tribes were converted into Christianity and many schools
including higher institutions for both the sexes were established for educating the
tribals. The impact of modern education on the changing aspirations of the tribal
boys and girls became evident later. As against such positive development, the
tribals also had to face many problems due to extraction of mineral wealth from
Jharkhand. The region is a rich source of coal and iron. Even bauxite, copper,
asbestos, limestone and graphite are also found there. Coal mining in this region had
started in the year 1856 itself. In the year 1907, the Tata Iron and Steel Factory was
established in Jamshedpur. Since independence, much emphasis was laid on planned
industrialization concentrating on heavy industries especially on the expansion of
mining. Interestingly, the Jharkhand region contributed to 75 percent of the revenue
of Bihar. The Government began acquiring the lands of the tribals, but did not
resettle and rehabilitate them. The local people also felt that the prices of different
forest products, which the Government paid them, were much less. In the course of
time, these problems continued and were intensified. In the early part of the
twentieth century, the Jharkhand movement was initiated by the Christian tribal
students and it was later continued by the non-tribals and the non-Christians too.
Interestingly, the Jharkhand movement developed in phases from ethnicity to
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regionalism since 1950. The social base of this movement later got broadened to
include the non-tribals so as to transform it from an ethnic to a regional movement
(Ghosh 2001).The movement was based on the demand of autonomous state owing
to the exploitation of local tribal people by dikus or non tribals. It was a result of the
interplay between historical, cultural, economic and political forces which
culminated in the emergence of Jharkhand Party in the Chotanagpur division and the
Santhal Parganas of Bihar in the late 1940s. The tribal autonomy in the Jharkhand
movement comprises the whole of the Chotanagpur plains, some districts of Orissa,
Bengal and Madhya Pradesh. The formation of the Jharkhand party in 1950 gave a
new direction to political and other welfare activities in the Jharkhand region in
Bihar. The history of Jharkhand movement has passed through four phases since
independence: first from 1947 to 1954, second from 1955 to 1963, third from 1964
to 1969 and forth was 1970 onwards. The Jarkhand Mukti Morcha was formally
formed during the first period. It contested the 1952 general election and emerged as
the main opposition in the Bihar Legislative Assembly. The second phase started
with the States Reorganization Commission’s rejection of the demand for a separate
Jharkhand State and ended with the merger of the Jharkhand party with the Congress
Party. During the third phase, there emerged factions and cleavages among the
Jharkhand cadre. The movement which lasted for more than five decades which
started since 1845 and significantly the movement ended with the formation of new
separate Jharkhand State.

3.6.12 Bhumkal
The Bhumkal rebellion took place in the year 1910 in the present Indian state of
Chhattisgarh. It was a widespread rebellion. Tribal people of forty six out of the
eighty four parganas of the district of Bastar participated in this movement.
According to most of the historians, the origin of the Bhumkal protest movement
was rooted in the previous rebellious movements that took place in this region. It
was a movement based in the earlier struggle of the tribal people of Bastar to protect
and preserve their tradition, culture and customs. The revolt of the tribal people of
Bastar was to reassert their rights on the forests and other natural resources of this
area. It is because all their customs, culture and economic activities depended on
their basic belief about the relation between man and nature. The sudden
dispossession of the forestland since 1908 when the British declared the forests as
‘reserved zones’ initiated the Bhumkal rebellion.

3.6.13 Bhil Rebellion
The Bhils are a tribe of central India, mainly distributed in Rajasthan and Madhya
Pradesh, who traditionally had an identity of guerrilla fighters and warriors. Under
the Moghul Emperors, they could peaceful live the life of a hunter-gatherers; but
they faced persecution under the Marathas. They took to the jungles and became less
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acquiescent to authority. In 1818, when the British organised the princely states of
Central India into the Central India Agency, centred on the town of Neemuch (northwest Madhya Pradesh, close to the border with Rajasthan), they attempted to bring
the Bhils from the hill. But the Bhils did not like this. The Bhil’s main objection was
similar to that of nomadic hunter gatherers anywhere in the colonised world, whether
it is Apache or Sioux in America, Bushmen in South Africa and aborigines in
Australia. Therefore, in 1825 the British created a Bhil Agency, specifically to deal
with them and a Bhil Corps was formed, in an attempt to quell the less cooperative
tribesmen. But the British failed to control them completely and Captain Henry
Bowden Smith died at Neemuch in 1831 because of “wounds received in action
against the Bhils” (Singh, 1972). The Bhils being nomadic hunters operated from
thick jungle and the regimented British forces clearly found them difficult to
overcome. The guerrilla war lasted for over twenty years

3.6.14 Tana Bhagat Movement
Tana Bhagats is a tribal community of Jharkhand. This community were formed by
Oaron saints Jatra Bhagat and Turia Bhagat. In its earlier phase, it was called as
Kurukh Dharam. Kurukh is literally the original religion of the Oraons. The
movement was against the Zamindars, missionaries and British. Tana Bhagats were
followers of Mahatma Gandhi and believes in Non-violence. They opposed the taxes
imposed on them by the British and they staged a Satyagraha (civil disobedience
movement) even joined Gandhi’s satyagraha movement.

3.6.15 Nagas Rebellion
Nagas were once head hunters, as they used to cut off the heads of the enemies and
preserve them as trophies. But with the advent of Christianity and education, the
Nagas, comprising more than 30 tribes, have evolved a rich culture and tradition.
The Naga national movement is the consequence of the intermingling of ethnicity,
geography, history and most significantly the indomitable spirit of the Nagas who
belong to Mongoloid race under Tibeto-Burman category. They have customs and
traditions which are very different from those of the plains people. One of the
theoretical paradigms of how an ethnic group becomes a nation is when that group
faces a common enemy (Fuchs, 1965). This may be said to be true in the case of the
Nagas as the emergence of their national movement and simultaneously that of their
nation have their moorings in their interaction and contact with the outside world,
which is riven with unpleasant exchanges. Oral tradition indicates that the Nagas
fought battles with the people of other plains. In order to protect their indigenous
culture, they demanded independent homeland for the Nagas.
The objective of the NSCN (Nationalist Socialist Council of Nagaland), that led the
movement, was to establish a Sovereign State by unifying all the Naga inhabited
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areas in the North East of India and Northern Burma which the organisation and the
people of the area proposed as Nagalim. Unification of all Naga tribes under one
administration and 'liberating' Nagalim from India is listed as one of the supposed
main objectives of the organisation. Its manifesto is based on the principle of
Socialism for economic development and a Baptist Christian religious outlook. The
leaders however had to forgo many of their demands when the new state of Nagaland
was finally formed on 31 January 1980. The name of the Government was called
"The People Republic of Nagaland (Nagalim)".

3.6.16 Munda Rebellion
This rebellion was led by Birsa Munda in the south of Ranchi in the year 1899
against of land alienation. The “Great Tumult” aimed to establish Munda Raj and
independence. Traditionally, the Mundas enjoyed a preferential rent rate known as
the khuntkattidar, which meant the original clearer of the forest. However, in course
of time, the Mundas realized that this system of khuntkattidar is being corroded by
the jagirdars and thikadars who came as moneylenders and as traders. After the
establishment of the British rule, the movement into the tribal regions by the nontribals increased. This, in turn, led to increase in the practice of forced labour. The
tribal people became more aware of their rights due to the spread of education,
which was provided by the missionaries. The social cleavage between the Christian
and non-Christian Mundas deepened due to which the solidarity of the tribals got
diluted. Therefore, there were two reasons for the revitalization of the movement,
one was agrarian discontent and the other was the advent of Christianity. The
movement aimed to reconstruct the tribal society from disintegration, which was
staring in its face due to the stress and strains of the colonial rule.

3.6.17 Dongria Kondh’s Struggle
Dongria Kondh tribe have resided in the Niyamgiri Mountains for generations. They
have sacred and symbiotic relationship with nature. One of the mountains in the
Niyamgiri hill range, Niyam Dongar, is regarded by the tribe to be the abode of their
divine God, Niyam Raja (The King of Law). As a part of their customs, felling trees
on mountain tops is considered taboo and a sign of disrespect to their supreme deity.
The peaceful life of the tribe was brought under threat, when on June 7, 2003
Vedanta signed a Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) with the Government of
Odisha for the construction of one million ton per annum alumina refinery, along
with coal based power plant in the Lanjigarh region of Kalahandi district. For the
purpose of obtaining bauxite for this alumina refinery, Vedanta owned Sterlite
Industries also entered the picture, with plans to construct an open pit, bauxite
mining plant at the top of the sacred Niyam Dongar Mountain.
The Dongria people clearly understood that any mining activity at the top of the
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mountain would cause these perennial streams to dry up. So, they stood together and
prevented workers from Vedanta from entering their sacred hill. They strongly stand
against the mining process in Niyamgiri. The movement against Vedanta was not
only lead by the local tribes, but it also gained massive support from international
communities. Organizations like Survival International, Amnesty International and
Foil Vedanta visited the protest site in India regularly and also organized mass rallies
outside the company’s London office. For seven years, Survival International
organized demonstrations at the Annual General Meeting of the company in London.
The organization also launched an international campaign, encouraging major
shareholders of Vedanta Resources to disinvest in the company until it removed its
operations from Niyamgiri. Witnessing the company’s atrocious treatment of the
Dongria Kondh and its involvement in the blatant violation of human rights, many
international investors like the Norwegian Government Pension Fund, Martin Currie,
the Church of England and Marlborough Ethical Fund sold their stocks in the
company.
Check Your progress Exercise 3.2
Notes:
I.
Write your answer in the space given below.
II.
Compare your answer with the one given at the end of this Unit.
Q. 3. What were the major objectives of the Bodo movements in Assam?
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
Q. 4. How did the tribals organise their movements?
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………

3.7

LET US SUM UP

The tribes of India since time immemorial have been engaged in protecting their land
and culture from the outsiders including powerful rulers like the British. Their
potential, strength and energy for holding their fort till the last person is alive had
always been a matter of great inspiration for common man and activists.
Interestingly, the spirit of their revolutionary action has not shown any marked signs
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of abatement in independent India. It is because of these movements that the Indian
state today recognizes the rights of tribal to live and manage forests. Tribals have
time and again resisted the exploitation of natural resources by the nexus of moneylenders, bureaucrats, politicians and corporate honchos. In recent times, the
transnational corporate companies are invited by the state to take control over the
mineral rich landmass in the tribal areas. Uncontrolled infiltration in the tribal
domain by the national and multinational corporations aided and abetted by the state
machinery without any commensurate wergild provided to the ‘sons of the soil’ have
led to their marginalization. A feeling of lack of empowerment and lack of effective
governance, compounded with appalling poverty has given rise to belligerence
amongst tribal population in India. It is also a major cause of the rise of Maoist
influence in the hilly regions domesticated by the tribals. It appears that when the
government and its machinery fail to protect the tribals, they are forced to take up
arms against their exploiters. The instances of tribal movement therefore remain a
source of inspiration for all those who are exploited and marginalized.

3.8

GLOSSARY

Tribe:

a social division in a traditional society consisting of
families or communities linked by social, economic,
religious, or blood ties, with a common culture and
dialect, typically having a recognized leader.

Tribal Movement:

Social movements among tribes aim at collective
action to alter, reconstitute, reinterpret, restore and
protect social structure, with a view to improve social,
cultural, economic and political conditions of the tribal
people.

3.9

CHECK YOUR PROGRESS: ANSWER KEYS

Answer to Q.1:

Tribes of India have time and again protested against
any acquisition of their land and exerted their rights
over forest resources. In recent times, displacement
due to industrial and developmental projects has
affected them the most. There have also been
movements for social, cultural and political reasons.

Answer to Q.2:

The British policies were harmful for the socio-cultural
life of the tribes. Out of sheer ignorance they neglected
their rights and customs. They established a system of
law which encouraged the outsiders to enter into the
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tribal hinterland and exploit their life. Movements
during the British rule were therefore launched mainly
against such policies as well as for ignoring tribal
rights over the land. After independence, the Central
and State governments have introduced various kind of
development programmes for tribals. But, at the same
time, developmental projects launched by the
governments contributed to large scale eviction of
tribals. The state failed to rehabilitate them properly.
The process became more faster in the current phase of
economic globalization. Tribals also grouped
themselves for demands of political autonomy
including rights for separate statehood.
Answer to Q.3:

The major objective of the Bodo movement was to
have a separate state of their own. Since the colonial
period, there had been attempts to subsume the Bodos
under the umbrella of Assamese nationalism.
Therefore, it was under the British rule that the Bodos
first raised the demand for a separate homeland along
with the hill tribes of the northeast.

Answer to Q.4:

The tribals who are expert in guerrilla warfare mostly
use weapons like bow and arrow to fight their enemies
violently. For example, members of the Soora tribe of
Andra Pradesh revolted violently against the forest
department. But, some of the tribal movements are
non-violent. For instance, in Bhagat movement and
Kharwar movement in Bihar tribals participated in the
forest Satyagrah in 1930s demanding restoration of
their customary rights to extract timber and collect
forest produce for consumption.
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INTRODUCTION

Industrialization and development of capitalism in India was a slow process. Until
the middle of the nineteenth century coal mining was the only industry in the modern
sense. The course of Indian industrialization was controlled to suit the interests of the
British. Naturally, the growth and development of industrial working class and its
organizations that closely followed industrialization and factory employment was a
belated process. Till the beginning of 19th century, industrialization was mainly
confined to cotton industries in Bombay and jute industries in Calcutta.
Establishment of railways also provided some scope for working class activity in the
early days of industrialization. There were however workers employed in large
numbers in tea plantations who sporadically protested against exploitation and
oppression by their owners and managers. But these workers were categorized under
non-industrial activities and thereby their protest activity did not draw the attention
of scholars.
The earlier record of worker protest was in 1862 when about 1200 railway workers
went on strike in Howrah station (Shah 1990: 185). In 1877 and 1882, textile
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workers in Nagpur and Bombay went on strike for longer period for better wages.
Though detail records of these protest activities are not available, the Bombay strike
is argued to be the beginning of labour movement in India (Karnik 1966). From time
to time, after that, sporadic and short-lived stoppages of work were reported from
factories and textile mills in Bombay, Calcutta and Madras. By 1890s, strikes
became a frequent activity for industrial workers in India involving more and more
workers. On issues related to price rise, declining real wages, bonus, shortage of
food stuff during the First World War, workers of cotton textile mills in Bombay
called general strike in 1991 and 1920. The situation was similar in other centres of
industrial activity. This means that even before the formation of any trade union,
there have been various forms of labour protest activities against low wages, long
working hours, poor condition of works, and the like in the cotton and jute
industries, in the railways, mines, ports and docks, mint and presses, plantations and
other non-factory concerns. After the First World War, the two major external
factors that also influenced our working class movement were Russian revolution
and Gandhi’s call for non-cooperation movement.
The first organisation to be formed on the lines of a modern trade union was the
Madras Labour Union, founded in 1918 (Ramaswamy and Ramaswamy 1981: 86-7).
The Textile Labour Association in Ahmedabad was founded in 1920 under the
guidance of Mahatma Gandhi. The most important incident in the history of Indian
labour movement was, however, the formation of the All India Trade Union
Congress (AITUC) in 1920 as a national body to coordinate trade union movement
throughout the country. The AITUC received lot of support from the Indian National
Congress. By that time several unions were formed in Bombay, Calcutta and
Madras. According to a rough estimate, there were 125 unions in India by 1920
consisting of 2, 50,000 members even though many of those were temporary
members. Interestingly, the leaders of the trade union movement were also the
leaders of the nationalist movement. The trade union movement became a part of the
wider struggle and gained its strength and vitality from the latter. The trade union
movement in India has, therefore, assumed a political character from the very
beginning. In spite of workers’ concern for immediate economic gains, mainly
wages, trade union struggles in India were influenced by anti-colonial and antiimperialist politics which broke from time to time under the barricade of economic
demands and made the workers utilize their strike weapon to protest against colonial
and imperialist repression. Yet, the history of working class movement is marked by
split, inter-union rivalry, state intervention in different forms and concentration of
struggle in the organized sector of our economy (Ghosh 2009). The failures of our
trade unions to cope with challenges of liberalization much later cropped up partially
from these failures. This story therefore speaks both about the success and failures of
our old trade unions to foresee larger interest and act judiciously. In recent times,
however, unions have started reacting pragmatically and a new beginning of Social
Unionism has raised new hopes for working class struggle in India.
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4.2

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

After studying this unit, you should be able to:
 Discuss the rise of Political Unionism in India;
 analyze the issues and challenges of working class movements in India.;
 explain diverse structural processes and discursive conditions which are
responsible for changes in the nature of working class struggle in India .

4.3

RISE OF POLITICAL UNIONISM IN INDIA

Ideological discussions about the role of trade unions in India started after the
formation of AITUC. There were three distinct ideological groups in the trade unions
federation: Communists led by M.N. Ray and Dange, nationalists led by Gandhi and
Nehru and moderates led by N.M. Joshi and V.V. Giri. Serious differences prevailed
among these three groups on important questions such as the nature of relationship
between trade unions and the broader political movement, the attitude to be adopted
towards British rule and affiliation to international bodies. As a result of these
differences, AITUC suffered a split first in 1929 and then in 1931. By 1931, there
were two more national federations of trade unions apart from AITUC. These were
namely, Indian Federation of Trade Union (IFTU) formed by moderates and
reformists and Red Trade Union Congress (RTUC) formed by the Communists.
Later in 1935, AITUC and RTUC came together and need for workers’ unity was
again felt among all our trade unionists in the context of intensified nationalist and
anti-imperialist struggles. In 1940, such unity could be forged when NFTU merged
with AITUC.
Ideological and strategic debates among our trade union leaders continued even after
Independence and ultimately these led to the formation of several trade union
centres. In May 1947, nationalists and moderates formed Indian National Trade
Union Congress (INTUC), since by then the Communists had acquired control over
AITUC. The Congress socialists who stayed in AITUC at the time of the formation
of INTUC subsequently formed Hind Mazdoor Sabha (HMS). A few years later the
HMS was split up with a faction of socialists forming Bharatiya Mazdoor Sabha
(BMS), and again when there was split among the Communists, the United Trade
Union Congress (UTUC) and Centre of Indian Trade Unions (CITU) were formed.
Later a splinter group of UTUC formed another federation, i.e. UTUC, Lenin Sarani.
With the birth of regional parties since the 1960’s almost each regional party now
has a trade union wing. Today, trade unions’ association with political parties is
almost an all India feature. Even parties with sectarian or nativistic feeling started
organizing workers. It is argued that the ‘politics of nativism’ has helped Shiva Sena
to acquire a considerable presence in the trade union scene in Bombay (Gupta 1978).
Short-term objectives and electoral considerations also became the tenets of trade
union politics. The origin and growth of trade unionism in India is riddled with
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fragmented politicization that has also led to the perpetuation of inter and intra-union
rivalries (Ghosh 1988).
It is therefore argued that political unionism leads to party dominance over unions,
encourages outside leadership and stands in the way of working class unity. On the
contrary, non-political unionism has been held out as the only solution to the
problem of trade unions (Giri 1958). There are, however, claims opposed to it. From
a study of the Textile Workers’ Union of Coimbatore, Ramaswamy (1982: 228)
shows that politicisation provides the ‘union with a nucleus of committed members
who are actually involved in union affairs and assume leadership. Without such
committed members, trade unions can never become organisation of workers’. The
reality is that most workers in India do not feel committed enough to the union to
aspire for an office. The politically committed workers are more willing to shoulder
responsibility because of their double identification with the Union. Ramaswamy has
found that although the unions have been started and politicized by partisan leaders,
they (unions) have developed a logic and momentum of their own. A study
conducted by Vaid (1965) also shows that, in general, political and sociopsychological considerations provide the greatest motivation for joining the union.
In spite of the increasing involvement of political parties in the trade union
movement in India, a reputed Marxist trade union leader has argued that trade union
‘consciousness reflected here does not show much advance beyond economic
demands’ (Ranadive 1984: 41). Economism is a dominant trend in the Indian trade
union movement. Shah (1990: 194) has however argued that economism of trade
unions and the working class is often over emphasised. Ramaswamy (1981) and
Vaid (1972) have also shown that political issues figure prominently in working
class strikes in post-Independence India. Workers have resorted to strikes or other
actions when their economic condition deteriorated. Yet, our trade unions on an
average hardly saw beyond a factory or industry. Their weakness regarding the
defence of the peasantry and agricultural workers or other oppressed section of the
masses is equally well known. It is, therefore, acknowledged that what is being done
relating to the nature of the trade union struggle in India is just the beginning. Hence,
it is difficult to assess the extent, to which ideologies or various ‘left’ or ‘right’
unions have accounted for the growth of trade union movement in the country. The
‘Datta Samant Phenomenon’ in Bombay is an interesting example of what can be
termed as an ‘end of ideology’ where a left union (AITUC) has lost its stronghold
among the textile workers following the shift in affiliation of these workers to the
charismatic leader, Datta Samant (Pendse 1981). There also examples of trade union
leaders appealing to caste and kinship sentiments for mobilising opinions among
workers (Ramaswamy 1976, Ghosh 1988). While V.V. Giri (1958) and H. Crouch
(1966) argue that trade unions have not made themselves free from the parochial
loyalties, N.R. Sheth (1968) has found that bulk of the workers refrain from union
activity mainly because of their primordial ties with the employees.
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A major shift in the Indian trade union movement has occurred through the adoption
of the principles of ‘industrial harmony’ and ‘responsible unionism’ by some major
trade union centres like the Indian National Trade Union Congress (INTUC) after
independence (Ghosh 2008). In the aftermath of Independence, INTUC leaders had
argued for unhampered industrial production and rapid economic development and
these responsibilities were assigned on the workers. It was later found that such
principle has in reality weakened the basic foundation of trade unions in some
places, as they have become poor representatives of industrial workers and
ineffective articulation of their interests. Even in case of Gandhian Textile Labour
Association in Ahmedabad, Sujata Patel (1984: 862) has found that the capital was
able to set limits on the nature of worker’s movement. Also in case of TISCO, the
workers considered the only recognised union affiliated to the INTUC as
management’s dalal and mere ‘rubber stamp’ (Mamkoottam 1982). It is quite natural
for a management to extend all possible help and patronage to a union, which in turn
is prepared to provide a peaceful industrial work force.
Another consequence of too much of involvement of political parties in trade union
activities is the rise of independent unions since mid-1970s. These a-political unions
are led by leaders like Datta Samant, A.K. Roy, Shankar Guha Neogi, Ela Bhat
among others. The unions led by them are less hierarchical and bureaucratic, stressed
on day-to-day issues of the workers and did not believe in radical changes. Datta
Samant, for instance, mobilised a sizeable sections of textile workers in Bombay
through his Maharashtra Birni Kamgar Union by stressing too much on immediate
economic issues. Worker’s apathy for politically affiliated unions became evident in
many part of India.
These independent unions however could not create any large scale impact on the
strength of trade union movement. What is most important for us to note is that the
industrial workers in India have largely remained unorganized despite some efforts
here and there. It should be noted that even the growth of trade unionism in India’s
formal sector has occurred unevenly. In certain states and some industries, they are
strong, while in others they are just on papers. In spite of a long history, therefore,
unions in India are weak. More importantly, the growth of membership in unions has
been far from adequate, as compared to the disproportionate growth in the number of
unions. The mushroom growth of unions has reduced the average strength of
membership per union and has eroded their financial viability. The number of
registered trade unions in the country has gone up from 29,391 in 1975 to 84,642 in
2008. But the number of unions submitting returns has surprisingly declined in
percentage terms during these years. Hence, we know very little about their total
membership strength.
It should also be acknowledged that despite the neo-liberal axiom that ‘unions are
dying’, the aggregate membership of all central unions has increased from 12.2
million in 1989 to 24.5 million in 2002 to 89.5 million in 2012. The verified
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membership strength of five of our major central trade unions (INTUC, BMS,
AITUC, HMS and CITU) has gone up from 9.1 million in 1996 to 79.4 million in
2012 (Business Standard 2013). Three new bodies namely, the Self-Employed
Women’s Association (SEWA), the DMK affiliated Labour Progressive Front and
the CPI (ML) supported All India Central Council of Trade Unions, have been added
to the list of central unions as their membership has crossed the mandatory 5 lakh.
Not only this, the average membership per trade unions submitting return in India
has increased from 747 in 2000 to 938 in 2002 and to 1919 in 2012 (GoI 2012).
While analyzing the role of trade unions in India, we should note that wherever trade
unions are operative, they have been able to make some gains after Independence.
Trade union activity created an atmosphere for passing of important legislations.
They have been able to increase wage rates and acquire some other statutory
facilities for at least a section of the labour force. All that can be said about trade
unions in our country is that if they had not existed, even workers in the large and
registered factories would have lost much. But considering the gains made by trade
unions for a small section of labour force in India, it is argued that they have created
an ‘aristocracy of labour’ (Holmstrom 1976). Trade unions, by confining themselves
mainly among the ‘factory sector’ workers, have contributed to the perpetuation of
cleavages among the workers.
Though this thesis is true to certain extent, it is possible to look at the issue from
another angle. Thus, there are differences in the socio-economic aspects of the labour
force in the formal and informal sectors. Yet, the terms and conditions of
employment vary not only between various industries or within an industry, but also
within the units in the so-called formal and informal sectors. It is misleading
therefore to characterize the whole factory sector as a ‘citadel’ and their workers as
the ‘privileged class’. All that can be said about trade unions in our country is that if
they had not existed, even workers in the large and registered factories would have
lost much. Ideally, a permanent job is secure; but in reality, factories close down or
lay off workers in bad times. Even legal rights, especially job security, are effective
only where there is a strong union. Indian entrepreneurs, far from being
‘nationalists’, have mostly remained ‘unprofessional’ and ‘paternalistic’ in handling
labour issues. As a corollary, even schemes like Workers’ Participation in
Management or institutions like collective bargaining could not make any significant
headway in pre-reform Indian society.

Check Your progress Exercise 4.1
Notes:
I.
Write your answer in the space given below.
II.
Compare your answer with the one given at the end of this Unit.
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Q 1. How has political affiliation helped our unions?
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
Q 2. What is meant by ‘aristocracy of labour’?
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………….

4.4

NEW CHALLENGES BEFORE TRADE UNIONS TODAY

Market liberalism has posed some serious challenges before our old unions for the
first time in its history. The introduction of the LPG (liberalisation, privatisation and
globalisation) model in India since the middle of 1980s has opened a veritable
Pandora’s Box with far reaching implications for labour, their unions and
management as well (Ghosh 2008). In the pre-liberalized Indian society, the state
maintained a complex set of labour regulations that aimed at strengthening trade
unions, improving wage outcomes and increasing job security in the formal
economy. Governmental intervention to strengthen the position of workers vis-à-vis
employers has led to the passing of nearly 200 labour laws by both the central and
state governments. Apparently, these labour regulations have contributed to the
strength of Indian trade unions by making job security, wage rate and other benefits
‘statutory compulsions’ for the employers of factories. But, it may as well be argued
that, these laws have also made our unions and workers dependent on the
Government machinery for settling any issue. The pre-reform industrial relations in
India are, therefore, typically marked by third party intervention that stood in the
way of a rapid growth of genuine collective bargaining. In fact, it has been argued
that state regulations have perpetuated, if not also actively contributed, to a weak and
divided labour movement that remained dependent on external props (Ramaswamy
and Ramaswamy 1981: 201). Problems like fragmentation and intra-union rivalry,
narrow sectarianism and lack of ideological base, short-term objectives, economism
and electoral considerations for trade union struggle, corrupt leadership with
managerial support, etc., broadly characterize trade unionism in post independent
India. The existence of a vast pool of unorganized labour has made our unions
inherently weak.
It is in such a context liberalization has fostered, among others, new forms of
industrial organization including enormous growth of information technology and
informal work relations, spatial reorganizations, flexible specialization,
subcontracting, feminization, changes in the skill levels of working ‘classes’, etc. All
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these have initiated qualitative changes in our industrial life today (Jose 2000: 32).
Since the introduction of the New Industrial Policy in 1991, which virtually freed the
domestic investors from all licensing requirements, Government expedited the
process of reducing public sector investments, closing down loss making PSUs and
even selling the share of high profile PSUs. Voluntary Retirement Scheme (VRS)
and the Exit Policy were being indiscriminately adopted to retrench the organized
workforce and to close down most of the sick industrial units in both public and
private sectors. Government is also trying to amend the Industrial Relations Act to
break down the strength of organized labour further.
It should also be noted here that some state governments like Gujarat, Andhra
Pradesh, Madhya Pradesh, Maharashtra and Karnataka have proposed to introduce
‘flexible labour policy’ applicable to the units working under Special Economic
Zones. Such flexibility removes working hour’s compulsion and many other legal
stipulations related to employment and management. It is due to such open or tacit
state support and political encouragement for the capital and the expanding culture of
‘free market’ that trade unions now face writings on the wall. There were several
instances of political, administrative, legal and police support or protections being
provided to prospective investors, the Haryana Honda Motors case being the
brightest one. There have also been certain attempts by the employers to shift the
location of the industry from highly unionized regions, such as Kerala and West
Bengal, to less militant regions or to free-trade zones (Mamkoottam, 2003: 71-2).
Hence, even the Left parties and their governments could not take the risk of
providing blanket support to trade unionism that could have antagonized the
prospective investors or hamper productivity of a firm. Opposition to traditional style
of militant unionism is almost common in today’s life and the greater society has
little sympathy for any kind of militant unionism. Market reform has, therefore,
changed the concept of work. Today, capital-intensive work organizations look lean
and thin stressing on competitiveness, multiple skill and higher productivity. Our old
trade unions do not fit into this structure.
Disinvestments or privatization of the public sector industries, and mass scale
casualization of labour force have further aggravated trade unions’ agony (Ghosh
2009). While casualization is causing increased employment opportunities for some,
it also means loss of jobs for others. On the whole casualization displaces the betterpaid, more protected workers and increases insecure and low-paid employment (Pais
2002, Jhabvala and Sinha 2002). Today, the process of casualization has also
intensified another labour process called ‘feminization’ of workforce in several
industries. Although technical changes have eliminated many jobs traditionally
performed by women, there has also been mass scale replacement of permanent male
workers by casual female workers in some industries. In the Public and Private
sector organized industries as a whole, the number of women workers has increased
rapidly. This ‘gendering’ of jobs helps the employers to pay less and get rid of
powerful protesters as well. Women workers hardly join any union activity and their
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image of ‘supplementary wage earner’ helps in perpetuating the myth that they are
easily ‘dispensable’ (Ghosh 2001).
Obstacles to successful trade union mobilization also emerge from the fact that
casual and temporary workers in the informal sectors generally remain less
enthusiastic about union activity. With little or no job security, they also cannot
always take the risk of engaging their masters. The growing size of the informal
employment, therefore, is a major challenge before the existing unions. The entry of
subcontractors or third party in between the workers and employers makes such
endeavor even further difficult.
Apart from informalisation, modern electronic (henceforth ME) technologies also
have caused fragmentation of the labour processes and consequent segmentation of
the workers (Bagchi 1995). Centralized unions with compactness now find it
difficult to handle such diversities. Trade union leaders today are concerned about
the effects of new technologies, but they cannot seriously oppose them. Because,
technological superiority is required for any survival in the competitive market. ME
technologies not only increase profitability and productivity, they also heighten the
prestige and pride of the workers. Trade unions are, therefore, often seen engaged in
suggesting and implementing plan and programmes of modernization. This is despite
the fact that new technology causes redundancy and unemployment, and consequent
shrinkage of union’s power. Again, it creates a new set of ‘elite’ workers whose
interests are distinct from traditional workers. More importantly, the new technology
has strike breaking and labour control capacity. All these contribute to deunionization, weakening of bargaining strength of trade unions and formation of
independent or local trade union. The issue of technological modernization thus traps
most trade unions into a vicious circle. If they oppose modernization, workers’
bargaining strength deteriorates. If, on the contrary, they give consent to such steps,
management gains. The critical situation thus, becomes an ideal ground for company
unionism and syndicalism.
Furthermore, the entry of global traders or TNC’s into local market has brought a
new factor, international division of labour, into play. Now local disputes are to be
solved internationally with the real master either hiding himself or remaining far
away from the reach of any union activity. Working class then requires a new
weapon to strike the far off targets. This calls for qualitative changes in the modus
operandi of existing unions. In other words, trade unions’ fight against capitalism
then becomes a political fight against imperialism eating into the economic (and
political too) sovereignty of the nation. The expanding horizon and challenges of
trade union struggle introduce both compulsions and hope for the future of working
class struggle in the country.
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4.5

RESPONSES OF OUR UNIONS TO NEW CHALLENGES

There are certain perceptible changes in the plans and programmes of our unions
today as they have to comply with the compulsions of the market on the one hand,
and also to act against the social and economic consequences of liberalization, on the
other. Initially, however, our trade unions particularly of the Left variety have
protested vigorously against the anti-labour policies of government. But as it
gradually became clear that the pressure in favour of market reforms could not be
obstructed for long due to several national and international factors, unions have
accepted globalization as a force to reckon with in spite of reaching some sort of
consensus against its anti-labour consequences. Indian trade unions have however
become able at least partially to halt privatization of the PSUs and to obstruct labour
law reform. It may be argued that on the whole Indian trade unions have responded
to the new challenges with a kind of pragmatism that seeks to forge the long
cherished ideal of working class unity while accommodating and adjusting with the
new reality. The dilemma of both cooperating and opposing the management at the
same time now haunts our union leadership. This does not however mean that
unionism has died down in the country. In spite of certain marked changes in their
stratagems, trade unions are able to make their presence felt in both service and
manufacturing sectors. The pattern of their responses however differ at the national,
regional, sectoral or enterprise levels depending on factors like productivity and
profitability of an organization, history of trade union struggle, political affiliation,
level of unity among workers and their unions, response of the government and the
like. The divergent faces of the same union at different levels explain the complexity
of union politics today. Let us now discuss the major changes in trade union’s
actions and policy prescriptions in brief.

4.5.1 Defensive Strategy
A cursory look into the lock-out and strike statistics in post reform period would
make one believe that our unions have become defensive today. The limits of trade
union action have become much more exposed today with the state providing
‘protection’ to the capital. Hence, strikes or Gherao’s are now being converted into
gate meetings at lunch break, wearing a black badge during work or other innovative
protest actions to draw public attention. As a corollary, the proportion of strikes in
industrial disputes has declined even more sharply as compared to that of lock-outs.
Almost similar experiences have been documented in other developing countries
(Chakravarty 2002). Strike no longer appears to be a viable weapon of working class
struggle today. Contrarily, if such an activity results in job losses through closure of
the unit, workers become suspicious and skeptical about any attempt to ‘organize
them’ (Roychowdhury 2005: 2252).
Most remarkably, lock-outs are not only frequent; they also now last longer than
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strikes. The share of lock-outs in work stoppages was a mere 8 per cent during 19611964 and they increased to more than 30 per cent during 1990s (Sundar 2004: 4378).
This, along with the increasing use of layoffs and closure, increase in unilateralism
in rule making, and weakening of collective bargaining clearly support the ‘employer
militancy’ view. Economic reforms have, thus, exposed limitations of our unions in
the formal sector and force them to compromise with capital. Union’s docility in
general, however, does not rule out the possibility of sporadic aggression under
certain conditions. Thus, for instance, unions are generally militant against closure or
mass retrenchment. In most cases, industries adopting such steps witness the rise of
‘Bachao Committees’, a type of union formation stressing the unity of workers and
depending on whatever options that are feasible. The workers of some cotton mills in
Haryana, for instance, formed a Trade Union Council (TUC), a non-political joint
front of INTUC, AITUC, HMS and CITU. The formation of TUC has led to the
return of militant trade unionism in an otherwise peaceful Haryana. In the jute mills
and engineering units of West Bengal a number of ‘save committees’ comprising all
the workers irrespective of their union membership were formed during the last ten
years (Ghosh 2008).
Sundar (2015) has shown that post reform period, especially the 2000s, saw a
tremendous surge in worker’s mobilization in industrial conflicts. The newly
industrializing areas and sites in Haryana, Punjab, Uttar Pradesh, Maharashtra and
Tamil Nadu have witnessed some serious, even bloody, and prolonged conflict and
protest in recent years. In many places, the employers initiated the move for work
stoppage through lockouts. As a result, India figured among the top five workstoppage-prone countries in the world. “As employers looked for green fields for
investment, trade unions looked for green fields for unionisation” (Ibid. 49)

4.5.2 Acceptance of Labour Flexibility Measures
Majority of our unions today cannot but have to accept labour flexibility measures.
Initially, however, these measures are not welcomed by trade unions in any part of
the world (Mamkoottam 2003: 67). But unions gradually understood that they
couldn’t resist the process for long in the greater interest of workers and industry. In
a study of 234 collective bargaining agreements during 1990s, Ratnam (2000: 261)
has found that unions were not a hindrance to introducing labour flexibility measures
in the firms. The trade union leaders in Mumbai, for instance, have accepted
management’s right to introduce new technology. In some engineering organizations
in and around Mumbai, the introduction of computer-controlled technology did not
meet with much resistance. Because, the unions and workers were satisfied with ‘no
retrenchment’ assurance given by the management (Bagchi 1995). Similarly, rice
mill owners of Burdwan were allowed by the CITU to set up some completely
mechanized ‘Mini Rice Mills’ to cut down labour cost. The union also had to scale
down militancy for the sake of saving the industry facing crisis due to cheap import
of rice (Ghosh 2001). Again, in the textile mills of Coimbatore, no major dispute
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regarding the VRS was noticed. There was also no evidence of a single strike in the
modernized firms. The unions accepted the process of modernization and consequent
VRS as the industry was going through bad phase for the last few years (Chakravarty
2002: 748). In the Indian Drugs and Pharmaceuticals as well as in Hindustan Copper,
unions have agreed to defer wage revision. There are several other instances of
unions accepting wage freeze. All these not only reflect a widening gap in the salary
structure of our employees; it also exhibits a declining importance of collective
bargaining as a method of resolving disputes.

4.5.3 Concern for Competitive Efficiency and Productivity of the Plant
Acceptance of the goal of competitive efficiency and productivity is a new role that
many of our trade unions have picked up at plant level. Obviously, they are
compelled to think seriously about the efficiency and productivity level of workers in
a world that have no sympathy for the non-performers. There are several instances of
union’s negotiating with the management to ensure higher productivity through
technological changes in return for higher wages (Mamkoottam 2003: 105-129) and
also cooperating with the management for the introduction of techniques and
processes that lead to reduction in manpower and union’s strength. One direct
consequence of such a realization is that labour productivity levels and work culture
in several industries today show definite signs of improvement. In Tata Steel and
NICCO, labour productivity could be raised by 30-35 per cent after liberalization.
Similarly, Maruti Udyog’s productivity has increased to 120 per cent after
reengineering during 2001-2002. The Report of the National Commission on Labour
(2002: 64) also documented ‘impressive increase’ in our labour productivity. Many
Indian companies have introduced quality circles and obtained ISO certificates.
Cordial industrial relations in PSEs have also facilitated the process of productivity
bargaining in many Indian industries. In recent years several PSEs have introduced
productivity linked incentive payment schemes. As a consequence, Indian companies
today are noticing better work culture.

4.5.4 Stress on Decentralized Bargaining & Company Unionism
The rise in company unionism and decentralized bargaining is an important
development in post-liberalized India. Such developments normally take place when
the rank and file workers become dissatisfied with the leadership of centralised
unions and proceed to register their spontaneous will without any outside support.
Often, the concern for survival also forces unions to strike a deal with the
management at the local level without the involvement of any third party so that the
interest of union members can best be defended. Sundar (2015: 46) has noted that
28.47 percent of industrial conflicts were resolved through mutual settlement in
between 2000 and 2009. This also means that managers are also promoting better
board practices and more responsible corporate governance (Balasubramanian, 2004:
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64-83) notwithstanding large scale resistance. Of late, there are many instances of
workers forming independent unions while defending their immediate interests
against the will of established trade unions (Davala 1996). The growth of such small
and independent unions is a reflection of the inability of major political unions to
meet workers’ need. When established unions break down into smaller units for
political, ideological or local issues, not only the unity of the working class gets
weakened, more and more workers also lose their faith on the competence of union
leadership.
What is more disturbing is that the retrenched, unemployed, underemployed or
dissatisfied workers in the informal sectors are frequently turning to ethnic, linguistic
and regional movements for assistance. The rise of communal fury in Gujarat or
those occurring in Mumbai a few years back have been partially attributed to the
closure of textile or cotton mills there. We have also noticed that the tea plantation
workers of North Bengal or the cotton textile workers of Mumbai had earlier
changed their loyalty from the Leftist trade unions to nativistic organization like
GNLF and Shiv Sena almost en masse (Ghosh 2001: 91). When workers turn their
back to class solidarity and join a platform that divides them on caste or community
lines, the very objective of trade union movement is made unproductive and
ineffectual.
Decentralized bargaining however necessitates a measure of cooperation between
labour and management at the plant level to escape state regulation or outside
pressure. The stress today is on solving a problem quickly through bilateral process
or at best the intervention of a conciliator as arbitration or adjudication involves a too
long and often unpredictable process. The prolific growth of decentralized
bargaining in many factories in India has also given rise to independent company
unions who basically concentrate on economic issues sacrificing their political
radicalism or even affiliation to political parties. The trade union leaders of such
units, in most cases, have even preferred to be with the ‘insiders’ or those who still
continue in the job. But as the number of such insiders is getting incessantly less
these days, trade unions face an uphill task to increase their support base. These
developments have reinstated the need for broad base struggle of different sections
of workers on common issues.

4.5.5

Shift from Leader Centred to Activist Controlled Unions

With growing importance of company unionism and decentralized bargaining, our
unions are gradually moving from leader centred to activist controlled unions.
Traditionally, unionism in India had encouraged outside political leadership to join
the vocation and rank and file leaders hardly had any prominence in the trade union
hierarchy. But, as Ramaswamy (1988) demonstrates, an activist controlled company
union also minimizes the need for outside political control. Along with this, the
stress on workers’ unity at the grass root level through the formation of majority
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union as well as negotiating agent through ballot box may reduce the dependency on
outside leadership. The process of leadership change at the operational level is
however very slow as trade unions’ dependency on wider network and legal support
has increased many folds these days. But, there is no doubt about the fact that unions
are now really confronted with the issue of ‘leadership crisis’ at the plant level. This
is also due to the fact that many of the senior workers and old trade union leaders
have either retired or opted for VRS, and the new generation of skilled ‘achievers’ is
showing very little interest in replacing them. In this respect, the setting up of the
Asian Trade Union College at Kolkata is a welcome development as it aims at
training rank and file workers to trade unionism.

4.5.6 Forging Working Class Unity at the Wider Level
Trade union of any variety today needs to stress on the unity of workers at least at
the wider level to contain the onslaught of LPG. Trade union unity is a necessity
today at both national and international levels to sustain and keep such movement
alive. The process began with the formation of National Campaign Committee of
Trade Unions in 1980s, which includes all central but BMS and INTUC unions.
Later, when the Government proposed reforms in labour laws, there was unusual
blending of unions from red to saffron. There are several instances of unions like
BKS (Bharatiya Kamgar Sena), BMS, INTUC, CITU, AITUC and HMS coming
together under one aegis and resisting anti-labour laws and globalization, in essence.
It is such pressure that prompted the leaders of Hind Mazdoor Sabha and All India
Trade Union Congress to think about their merger in 1997. The merger did not
materialize, but both the central trade unions agreed to cooperate with each other in
resolving common issues.
As trade unions now have to fight bigger enemies that may be either the Government
initiating anti-labour reforms, or the powerful multinational making use of the
International Division of Labour, or even the entire system of capitalist economy,
they have to come together under one aegis. These unions today organize joint rally,
joint strike or joint action at plant, state and national levels. Several general strikes
involving crores of workers and employees were called over the last one and half
decade. Notwithstanding the differences among labour unions on several counts,
they are united in opposing retrenchment, downsizing, closure, privatization,
disinvestments and proposals to amend Industrial Disputes Act, Contract Labour Act
or Trade Union Act. Even if these unions fail to reach a consensus on any particular
course of action, they hardly oppose that action. There is also some unity of workers
at the grass root level irrespective of union affiliation.
The ground reality, thus, does not favour any confrontation among even politically
opposed trade unions. In the strategic industries like banking, insurance, steel,
transport, coal, power, fertilizer, telecom, shipping, post & telegraph, port & dock,
mining and oil, this unity of workers has already set an example before all others.
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While this unity of Right and Left trade unions has set an alarm for the management
and administration, it also reflects the desperation of our unions to stop their
marginalization in industrial life.

4.5.7 Stress on Issues affecting the People in general
It has been noted earlier that our unions except a few hardly bothered to take people
into confidence for any of their action before the introduction of economic reforms.
Consequently, the contiguity between organized labour and society, which led the
foundation of our trade union movement before Independence, could not be
perpetuated for long. General public today hardly sympathize with union’s selfcentered style of functioning. While concentrating on bread and butter issues, unions
also rarely provided any logistic support to fellow comrades in the nearby industry
and preferred to fight or compete with the rival one. But today, trade unions cannot
take the risk of antagonizing even their political opponents, and they also need the
support of the people more than ever before. This is because they are now exposed to
greater risks involving the ‘entire system’ and not just any particular enemy. Hence,
involving the people in union’s fight can help them bolster working class movement.
This is more pertinent in case of company unions fighting a lone battle. Unions’
reduced militancy, lack of dependency on strike and unity at the wider level also
attempts to appease the general public. The preference for state or national level
strike with the support of different sections of our society is another indication of our
unions’ changed approach. Also, the unions are seen squatting on the streets instead
of the factory gate or office to explain and influence the public about a particular
development. This strategy is particularly utilized by the employees of industries like
Banks who are serious about customer’s satisfaction.
The issues that trade unions are picking up today also relate to general concern of the
society. In fact, globalization has provided a new space for our trade unions to
flourish. Issues like unemployment, poverty, human rights, social security,
occupational training for the unemployed, privatization, contract labour, child
labour, rights of women workers, concern for clean environment, etc., have garnered
a new vitality to trade union movement. It is fascinating to hear that our union’s
today talk on issues like ‘human development’. This shows that our trade unions are
willing to handle noneconomic interests of the workers today, a development that
hardly could find a place in the history of our trade union struggle even some
decades ago.

4.5.8 Attempts to Organize the Unorganized Workers
Unions today are concerned about the expanding ‘unorganized’ section of labour.
They have now realized that it would be difficult to retain whatever gains they could
achieve if workers remain ‘unorganized’. Such a realization has prompted some
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NGOs and new trade unions to involve casual, temporary and workers of informal
sectors in their fight for social security, minimum wage, and justified life. There are
encouraging signs of new thinking and efforts by some unions today and the
membership of our central trade unions, as stated earlier, has significantly increased
over the last five years due to this.
The AITUC, in its Bangalore session held in December 1983, gave a call to
‘organize the unorganized’ as a priority task. The call has been repeated at the
Vadodara, Madras and Patna sessions. AITUC has its unions/federations in beedi,
cigar, leather, construction, fisheries and loading unloading in some central
Government undertaking like the Food Corporation of India. It is now attempting to
strengthen its All India Confederation on Building and Construction Workers by
targeting the 30 million unorganized construction workers at different parts of the
country. Similarly, all other major central trade unions have all begun focusing
special attention on the task of organizing the unorganized workers.
As a result of these efforts, a new path of trade unionism is gradually emerging in the
country. There are many recent examples of NGO like Proto Unions taking up
developmental and welfare activities (health, housing, education, street light, water,
sanitation, credit, etc.) of the unorganised and self-employed workers while avoiding
any direct confrontation with the employers. For instance, SEWA of Ahmedabad,
Working Women’s Forum of Chennai, Karnataka Koligeri Nivase Sangathan, Civil
Initiatives for Development of Bangalore, Pune City Domestic Workers’
organization, etc., have begun effectively helping the informal sector workers many
of whom are women. These movements have more often targeted the state or local
administration for the poor conditions of the informal sector workers, their families
or the members of the community as a whole (Roychowdhury 2005; Jabvala and
Subrahmanya 2000, Kalpagam 1994). According to Ratnam and Jain (2002), these
unions are creating social unionism, thereby rewriting the meaning of trade
unionism. The focus is on broad objectives of empowerment, development and
fighting for the rights of informal sector workers rather than business unionism of
North American variety.

Check Your progress Exercise 4.2
Notes:
I.
Write your answer in the space given below.
II.
Compare your answer with the one given at the end of this Unit.
Q. 3. Why has the number of Lockouts increased in liberalised India?
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
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………………………………………………………………………………………
Q. 4. What forces our unions to look for wider issues?
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………........

4.6

LET US SUM UP

This is the worst and best of times to analyze the state trade unionism in India. It is
worst because of the shrinking empire of the organized labour movement and best
because of a new hope for Social Unionism across societies and cultures. What is
significant for us is trade unionism has acquired new significance in the new
economy. The new stratagems of trade unions, despite certain challenges and
complexities, are capable of countering the ill effects of neo-liberal globalization on
workers and communities. There is therefore perceptible change in the strategy and
approach of Indian trade unions to labour problems and problems of society at large.
The need to expand the horizons of trade union struggle beyond the so-called
‘citadel’, and organize the informal sector workers as well as incorporate the general
socio-economic and political issues in trade unions’ agenda have initiated a new
beginning in our history of working class movement. There are also a few evidences
of new forms of union engagement with civil society as well as explorations of
alliances with independent organizations for initiating pro-people social movements.
The changes cited in the policy, prescriptions and conditions of our unions suggest
that it is too early to write off their potential. As Sheth (2004: 176) has argued, ‘trade
unions are necessary and relevant as long as unfairness and injustice remain in
employment relations. The logic of trade unionism has just got more widely open’.
Hence, aspirations for democracy, social justice or human rights along with concerns
for productivity, quality, and professionalism are gradually spreading into our
industrial life. Looking into the long history of corporate hypocrisy and insincerity,
national and international agencies should now seek union’s help in regulating and
enforcing laws and developing collective activism for a better, civil and democratic
society. It is imperative that the old perception and mindsets about the workforce
should change to elicit co-operation and involvement. It is equally essential that
trade unions rise up to the occasion to realize their full potential.

4.7

GLOSSARY

Lockouts:

the exclusion of employees by their employer from
their place of work until certain terms are agreed to.
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Political Unionism:

Political unionism is characterized as a labour
movement heavily influenced by ideology-based
political activities, such as a struggle for national
independence, grass-roots mobilization for or against
government policies, involvement in party politics, the
launching of election campaigns and even union
rivalry by political affiliation.

Trade Union:

an organized association of workers in a trade, group
of trades, or profession, formed to protect and further
their rights and interests.

Working class movement: The Indian working class movement gave different
colour due to the presence of colonialism in India
because of imperialist political regime and economic
exploitation by both foreign and native capitalist
classes. Hence, the movement of Indian working
classes became national emancipation with political
struggle.

4.8

CHECK YOUR PROGRESS: ANSWER KEYS

Answer to Q.1:

Answer to Q.2:

Answer to Q.3:

Political affiliation of our trade unions has worked in
two opposite directions. Thus, from one end, the
workers benefitted by the expertise, knowledge and
networks of outside political leaders who became
associated with their union’s work. This also saved
from any direct vindictive action of employers. But, at
the same time, such a practice brought in outside
intervention in the day to day activities of union.
Political rivalries also got reflected in the
fragmentation of unions on political lines.
The term is used to refer to the privileged position of a
section of workers as against the others. It is often
argued that factory workers are better placed as
compared to the informal sector workers. The jobs of
former are secured, they receive union protection and
their wages and other benefits are high. Labour laws
are also framed to protect them. By comparison,
informal sector workers work on temporary basis, they
are ill paid and are neither protected by unions or by
the state laws.
Rising number of lockouts and declining numbers of
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Answer to Q.4:

4.9

strikes are an indication of the fact that our employers
are aggressive and powerful in dealing with labour.
Lockouts are also increasing for the inability of the
management to professionally manage the affairs of
the company. Whenever a company runs into loss, it
immediately declares lockouts. The liberalization of
state rules regarding such declaration has also allowed
this scope to Indian employers.
Changes in the nature of work and difficulty in
organizing workers in the traditional way have
prompted our trade unions to look for wider issues.
First of all, the casual or temporary workers face the
threat of losing their jobs if they join any protest
activity. Hence, trade unions are seen putting up
alternative demands like proper electricity or sanitation
of places where such workers live and most of these
demands are placed to the state or its agencies. Second,
skilled or knowledge workers prefer to go for
bargaining at individual level and avoid joining any
union. Third, there is negative image of trade union in
public mindset. In order to gain public support, unions
try to organize protest activity in public places.
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