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CASTE —BASED LABOUR UNREST IN THE BUCKINGHAM AND C ARNATIC MILLS,
PERAMBUR, MADRAS

issue in the Buckingham and Carnatic Mill created a split

B. Balaji in the Dravidain Groups on cate lines —Non-Brahmns and

Ph.D. Full-Time Research Scholar, Adi-Dravidas which worked out well for the interests of

Presidency College, (Autonomous),Chennai . the European Mill Management and the British rule in
Madras. This paper seeks ,in this regard, the reasons for

Abstract : the split and the role of Adi-Dravida and Non-Brahmin

In the beginning of the Twentieth Centuri¢aders in this front.

Tamil Nadu much of the radical social content of

non-Brahminism has started showing signs of erosieBy \Words: Buckingham Mill, Carnatic Mill, Binny,

in the face of increasing class and caste tensiohe. weavers, labour , caste Hindua, Adi-Dravidas,

increasing number of violent clashes between the &yristians, Muslims,

called ‘backward castes’ and the Dalits and the

political resurgence of the latter have raised SOMETRODUCTION

issues that seek to invalidate the historical ciof It was primarily due to the efforts of the British

Dravidian nationalism. In the first place, sociathat the cotton spinning and weaving industry misle
scientists have been forced to seriously consider presence in South India. In 1876, Messrs Binny and
question as to whether the Dravidian movement @bmpany, one of the most reputed Commercial hoases
the early decades of Twentieth Century adequatffydras established the Buckingham Mill Compdar
represented the concerns of the Dalits and therothganufacturing and marketing cotton textile item&isT
marginal groups in the society. Secondly, a quastigew Mill Company since its inception was dominalgd
has arisen in intellectual circles as to whethee thBritish capital and the majority of the directonsdathe
category of the ‘undifferentiated non-Brahminsenior administrative and technical personnel haggpe¢o
impeded the untouchables’ quest of a distinct ilentye British!

In 1885, a sister Mill, the Carnatic Mill was
established alongside the original Mill in Perambar
suburb located on the ‘outskirts’ of Madras. Altgbuhe
two Mills were run by the same management and were
amalgamated into a single holding in 1920, eacthern
were staffed and run as separate units. Howeueh a
decision on the part of the management could rextgmt
the workers and managerial staff employed in both t
Mills from sharing a close relationsHip.

By the time the First World War came to an end
there had been a phenomenal expansion of the cotton
textile industry in Madras. By 1918-1919 there were
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about 19 Cotton Mills located in various parts lué Madras PresidenéyThe Buckingham and Carnatic Mills
during this period emerged as one of the largedtfimancially successful textile enterprise in kdirhe Binny
Mills earned a high reputation of being one of Wwld’s major producers of Khaki, which speciallgcha great
demand in the British army. Moreover, the high psodnd better financial reserves enabled the Biiils to

pay higher wages to workers and undertake a widenugy of welfare programmes compared to the Indian
managed Mills, situated in close proximity.

The Binny’s also took a pride in their efficient magement, The British Mill Officers maintained alhi
standard of work and also tried to extract a higifggmance from their Indian subordinates. Inddd]918 the
Binny's achieved a special distinction for its effoto build up an efficient workforce. But, likeamy other
foreign Commercial enterprises operating in thewial period, the attitude of the Binny managentemtards
their employees was one of ‘paternalistic authogtdasm’. The Binny management, therefore, regardédur
unrest as a symptom of betrayal against the thastit had reposed on its employees, in fact,rtbid attitude on
the part of the management of the Buckingham amdaiia Mills often incited protests from the worgiclasses.

In the early years of the Twentieth Century, thesd been some incidents of rioting in the Buckimgha
Mills. In September 1902, there was rioting in fReckingham Mills. The weavers, mainly piece workers
contended that the drop in production was due tw pam and defects in the looms. The managememsedfto
accept such arguments and decided on pay cutsspaiked off a fight between the weavers and thefaan
officers in the Mill. The management called in {haice and the army to evict the weavers. Workersther
departments rallied to the support of the weavarsthis added to further tensions. The employers @ygain
took the help of the police to restore law and prdside the factory premises. The labour agitatioontinued in
the following years and the management, as oneeanticasions, used the police and the army to tfueth. In
most cases, these agitations displayed an elenfespamtaneity, rather than that of an organisedestd
Incidentally, it was not until the formation of tiadras Labour Union in 1918 that elements of oigghlabour
agitation acquired prominence in the Buckingham @arhatic Mills®

The management of the Buckingham and Carnatic Miligally faced problems in recruiting and
maintaining a steady supply of labour. To overcdhese problems, the Binny management relied onejabb
The jobber was an Indian worker who acted bothugsrsisor and as labour recruiter. He providedvited link
between men and management and saw that the dectaken at the senior level were properly implaettat
the lower levels. However, the Binny's, unlike motiter managements in India, took steps to reshecpowers
of jobbers. E.D. Murphy has pointed out that inrtld¢tempts to develop a rationalised industry, Birenys took
away their functions as labour recruiters. By 1918as been argued that most of the labour suppky drawn
from the sons of employees in the mill school. Tipasron-client relationship between jobbers andnaimy
workers centering around caste, communal, and if@naiffiliations, failed to develop in the Binny Itgi in the
same extent as in the other textile mills of TaNadu. The jobbers became more identified with tbekers and
did not construe the trade unionaashallenge to their vested interest, as theyrdathier mills’

The workforce of the Binny Mills was drawn mosthpiin the rural localities around Madras. Initialhet
mill hands were reluctant members of the laboucdpforced into Industrial employment by povertylawk of
opportunity in the rural areas. In fact, a subséhrgection of them tried to earn their livelihopdrtly as
agriculturists and partly as industrial laboureBut by 1918, the Binny management was able todbul a
committed labour force that was at least in charguartly proletariar.

Yet the workers in the Binny Mills did not compriahomogenous social unit. While there were ayfairl
large number of caste Hindus drawn from the ranNaifius, Mudaliars and Naickers, the Adi Dravidasence
was more than impressive. The Adi Dravidas or Pamels also known as the Dalits were ‘the lowest'anust
unfortunate class of peop!®Apart from the large Dalit presence, there wes® alorkers belonging to the
backward castes, The Muslims and Indian Christtamstituted a negligible fraction.
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The majority of the caste Hindu workers lived imted, tiled houses situated close to the millanbst
cases, they shared their residences with theiraagte fellows and tended to cluster in groupseitain streets.
Their residence and behavioural patterns reflectedvert replication of their traditional villagiée. However,
the Lines of a demarcation between them and thelmging to other religious communities tended éanfuch
sharper. The relations between the caste Hindu thadAdi Dravida workers were mostly based around
distinctions of ‘high’ and ‘low’ and that of purignd pollution®*

In Madras city, the Adi Dravidas lived as a segtedaommunity in slums which were popularly known
as cheris The living conditions in theseheris built on lands rented from the Corporation weré¢remely
unhealthy. In the monsoon, very often these slum®wsubjected to inundatiotfsThe Adi Dravida inhabitants
of these slums, apart from being engaged as milifiawere also engaged in a variety of occupati@mging
from scavenging, slaughtering to tanning. Theseupations were considered degrading by caste Hindus.
Presumably in view of the religious and culturdfedences, a sense of alienation crept into tregioels between
the Adi Dravidas and the caste Hindu workers inNtilé premises. The religious prejudices of theteddindus
was largely responsible for the deployment of Adaddas in departments, where ability to do hardkweas a
prime requisite. The Adi Dravida workers were mpsthskilled. They were employed largely in the diag and
spinning departments, while the caste Hindus exj@yaear monopoly in the weaving departni@#tt the same
time, the growing caste divide, prevented many Bdivida workers from taking up their residencecaste
Hindu localities. Thus, in other words the Adi Didevcheris (slums) was characterised by a strong community
cohesiveness, born out of a shared sense of igantit belonging.

The Urdu speaking Muslims and the Indian Christiamgloyed in the Binny Mills also shared a sense of
separateness or alienation from both the casteudimad the Adi Dravidas, The Christians who werénina
converts from the lower castes or untouchable conities were despised by the Hindus for their presio
‘impure’ backgrounds. Similarly, the Urdu speakMgslims were shunned by the caste Hindus on bditjioes
and economic grounds. The relations between thesedligious communities and the Adi Dravidas walso
not always cordial. The growing competition betwéss Muslims and the Adi Dravidas over menial oatigns
often gave rise to communal tensidfs.

Among the minorities in the mills, conditions ofeti\di Dravidas remained by far the worst. The Adi
Dravida labourers were exclusively dependent uguwir twages for survival. In a sense, they were more
proletarian compared to the other labouring groapsthey had no other option but to sell their lakqmower in
return for wages. Moreover, since very few of theassessed lands in the villages as compared toatste
Hindus, they could not return to their native \gés during the strikes and lock outs. Thus, thehawtic
diﬁerengation among the various communities, plhan important role in the early history of labourest in
Madras.

Labour Unrest and the Formation of the Madras Labou Union

Although there had been no organised labour umioMadras prior to 1918, there had been sporadic
strikes involving textile workers. In fact, sindeetestablishment of the Buckingham and CarnatitsMiorkers
on severalmoccasions had resorted to militancystiikkes to register their protests over pay stmgcand service
conditions.

However, it was not until the World War years 1814-1918, that labour unrest gathered momentum in
Madras and the other textile producing centersaftts India. The World War years and the immediatstvar
period witnessed sky-rocketting inflation, therelmidening the gaps between real and apparent wades.
labouring classes were the worst hit, because thelastic income made it difficult to meet therafing food
prices. The militancy on the part of the laboungrsk the form of food riots throughout the urbamtces of
Madras Presidency. The mill hands of Madras anduvtaavere greatly involved in these riots. Althoule
Binnys tried to increase the wages of the work#rsir efforts to ameliorate the economic conditiaisthe
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former remained by far too paltry and negligibleevidrtheless, it was this all pervasive economitrelis that
ultimately led to the formation of the Madras Labblnion.

The Buckingham and Carnatic Mills in order to cayth the working class protests resorted to lockout
Such decisions on the part of the management peavtite mill hands to seek the help of outsidergyThlt that
outsiders who in most cases were non- workers ceffédtively organisehem. Though some individuals among
the mill hands expressed their willingness to fardnion for the redressal of the working class\gniees, the
outsiders were preferred fearing victimisation bg tnanagement. Initially, two men, G. Ramanujuliddand
C. Chelvapathi Chetti provided the leadership. Botithem had been active members of the Sri Veshkate
Gunamitra Varshani Sabha and were involved in ptimgspecial and religious activities among the keos:’

Though both Ramanujula Naidu and Chelvapathi Claatkied knowledge relating to the functioning of a
trade Unionthey nevertheless exhibited an interest to reptabencause of the workers. At the request of the
workers, whom they met at the Sabha, they drew ligt eelating to their pay claims and anonymousiyvarded
them to the Binnys. In most cases the Binny managémorned these over to the police to find outrdas brains
behind such move$.

Despite the oppression unleashed by the policdl@nthanagement the two social reformers continoed t
ally with the millhands. In order to organise thdlmands in a better way, they even approached gren
politicians of Madras. But their efforts in thisrelition hardly succeeded, until B.P. Wadia, a pnemi
nationalist Parsee lawyer, showed an interest garasing labour . At their request, Wadia visited working
class settlements around the mill premises to laafiest hand look into the poor economic conditiaristhe
workers. Subsequently, Wadia became more invohitlt twe grievances of the textile workers and aslsld a
series of meetings to mobilise them against thbaxitarian attitude of the mill management. It vimis third
meeting that Wadia finally presented plan for @éranion organisation, the Madras Labour Uriion.

Almost immediately after the formation of the Masgltzabour Union, the Binny management resorted to
lockouts to break the solidarity of millhands. Buth measures failed to check the working clasegt® At this
time Wadia insisted that the workers should nobnte® violence, rather they should remain comrditte a
constructive and constitutionalist labour movenféitte also preferred the involvement of nationafistiticians
in labour agitations. To cement the links betwdenrtationalists and the working classes, Wadiaioord some
influential Congress leaders to take up the cafiiee Buckingham and Carnatic mill workers.

By 1920, labour unrest in Madras reached a newhheithe Madras Mill Workers became increasingly
restive towards the Government for its failure édress their grievances. They also expresseddtsgleasure
over the Union’s activities, since they felt thaetunion leaders had not been able to effect a urabte
settlement of the disputes. The restiveness onpére of the workers frequently found expressiorotigh
spontaneous strikes in the shop fl&or.

Meanwhile the Madras Labour Union was beset withidaal feuds. The dominant faction comprising of
B.P. Wadia and T.V. Kalyanasundara Mudaliar andCWakkarai Chetti, though sympathetic to the aimghef
nationalists, were reluctant to allow the uniorbtofully taken over by the Congress. On the otlardh trade
Union leaders like Singaravelu Chetti and E.L. Ipegferred to ally the Union with the nationalisbvement of
the Congress. Consequently, these differing peimreptvidened the fissures between the two factidns.

Thus an attempt is made in this paper to explitha Tamil/Dravidian nationalism, despite being
overtly anti-Brahmin and anti-Congress, failed tmlee a grand coalition between the non-Brahmingd tre
dalits. Indeed, it needs to be reiterated thab¥alhg the Montagu-Chelmsford proposals, there wasagked
deterioration in inter-community relations. In mosases, non-Brahmin Adi-Dravida (untouchables) ecast
conflicts revealed the contradictions that lay et tore of the newly constructed non-Brahmin oavidtian
fraternity. The inner contradictions which charaisted the non-Brahmin - Adi Dravida relationshipsa@ost
clearly revealed in the Buckingham and CarnatiddvBtrikes of 1921. The labour disputes of 192g&ydfore,
need to be analysed from a much deeper perspebtifact this would bring out the failures of thelifics of
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Dravidianism. In this context, it needs to be adhtieat the failure to build up a homogenous nomBria bloc
resulted largely from the caste Hindu perceptiond attitudes towards the ‘untouchables.’
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