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The O r i p i n  of Trade U n i o n i s m  Amona f i e  
A ~ r i c ~ ~ l t u r a l  Labout'ers in Kerala 

Unique amone the mgione of the country, Kerala is characterisec! 

by both the mmerlcal .strength p d  militancy of orpnisations of landless 

labamem. In t h i ~  paper we w+d exmine briefly the conditions leading 

to the emerpence of these orgenizations. Essentially we would arWe thet  

t h e  r i se  of trade unionism among agricultural lnbamm i s  linked t o  the 
1 

ir_stitutionrsl and technological changes associated with the pemea.tion 

of capitelism into traditional agricultul'e, Such changes lead t o  the 
._ -- 

differentia! ion of the peasantry anr! subsquently t o  sharp polarj sation 

of the class forces. We shall  show the% in  Kerala, technologicd c-e 

led t o  the deterioration of employment and income ear. ing opportunities 

of the landless labou: r . *  and undermined the traditional landlord-lrbmrer 

relationships. But such objective crnditions alone a m  not sufficient fox:,: , , 

5 6.f 
the emergence of trade unions. We shall also show that in Kerala facto* j,311m - 
such as the politicisation of the a_ETiculturd laboumrs and the 

"I 

presence of Well orpnised i ndus t r i d  trade d o n s  have d 8 0  playec! a %.a_ . 

significant role. 

We intend t o  pursue this reasoning by sna lys in~  two case studies of 

aq-icultural lebcsrwrs~ orgmizations 3n two select& refions of Ker& - 
namely; the Kuttanad and PalgEat regions - the two principal rice howls 

of the State, where trade un'ons among agricGtural leboumrs are powcrfol, 

militant and hsve been in existence fo r  a l o ~ g  time. 



and K e a m  bfstriata. In this study we w a d  foaus atfention an 

CMttooe .ad Palghet taluka in ths Pd@mt diet tiof. The choice of 

these two regions requirea some firther explanation, AJleppey ard 

Palglrat hafre the largeat cormenfmtion of trade union membership a m g  

the agricultural labourers of Kerala, The diatriat wise distribution 

of mmbecahip of the Kerala State. Karshaka Thozkilali Union (KSKTU) 

which is t& moat powkrful snd influential among agricultural workers 

trade d m  i n  Kerala shows that i n  1972-73, out of a t o t a l  Statewide 

m&ershi$ of 1,36,000, LUleppey and P a l m  distr ic ts  accounted for 
1 

more than 62 percent.: firther within these two dietricts, Kuttanad. 

tt!il.uk in meppqy and',Alathur, Chiftaor am3 Palghat t a m s  in the 

Pdghat dis t r ic t  accounted for  'the bulk of the union membership. 2 

For these two r e g i ~ s  we have same indirect evidence on the 

pattern of land distrtbution and a l s o  the. distribution of the lab- 

force fronrthe Censue returns, whiah throw acnie l ight on the :'&me 

agraden' relations .in these' places. Kuttanad, Nnthur, Ch;' tt XT and 

Palghat haw a r'emarkebld degree of correspdenee i n  the pa+tsrr. of 

3 land distribqtion. Data collected during the 1961 Census incfic~tc- 

that there is a greater eoncentration of land i n  the big oiaefi h o l d i n p  

in these taluks than in the whole of Kerala, 



According t o  the industr ia l  dis t r ibut ion of the 1a5aur force 

obtained f r o m  19'71 Census, Kuttanad taluh haa the highe&-prapo*ion of 

workers reporting a s  agricul tural  labourers, i. e ; 39.96 per aent 

against an all Kerala average of 30.69 per cent, f ia thur  and Chittoor 

t d u k s  are n e x t l h  order with 57.2g and 53.54 per cent respectively. 

Palghat taluk has 44..21 percent of the  workers repdrting a s  agricul- 

tura l  labourers. These f igums indicate t h a t  the areas we have 

chosen f o r  ~ t u d y  are characteris+d by a l a r g e  concentration of wage 

labour i n  agriculture. The re la t ive  predominance of wage labour an3 

the  greater inequality i n  land dis t r ibut ion make these regions ideally 

suitable f o r  a study of the  emergence of &one . 

A general sc5eme of the paper, which we hsve dilidsd in to  f ive  

sections i s  givea below: In  section I we discuss the geo,mrphic 

features and exis t ing cul t ivat ion practices i n  the s ~ e c i f i c  re,rions 

we hzve chosen f o r  study. Section II describes the evolv t im ~f 

t rad i t iona l  agrarian r e l~ . t ions  i n  both the repions upto t h e  nilid12 

of the 19th century. In ~ q r t  111, the discussion i s  on tho Ir-.csi- 

t iona l  phase which the tr;+diticn.,d agriculture pzssed thrcugh i n  both 

the  regions as a resu l t  of tennuri~XL reforrrs i ~ i t i a t e d  a f t e r  the  

middle cf t'ns 19th aentury. The net resu l t  of these ins t i tu t iona l  

reforms as rsflected in the changing lrbour relat icns m d  the 

mergence of trade unicr-s amcnp agricul tural  labourers in both the  

regions are discussed a t  length i n  part IZr. The l a s t  part pives a 



G e o m ~ h i c a l  Features and Existine: Cultivation 
Practices i n  The Two ReRions 

1. Kuttanad 
3 

Kuttanad ,was the pdncipal  r ice growing region i n  the f o m r  

princely State of !Cravanco&. Kuttsnad tala ia mostly a water 

logged area extending over 2'65 sq.kma (65,172.60 acres) which 

comprise orily the low land villages. Paddy f ie lds  i n  Kuttanad, known 

per"ceat .of the gaographical area. As water management poses very 

serious problems, Xuttanad i s  mostly a single crop area,. &re the 

Pun.ia cultivation is conducted during the months of October t o  Waroh. 

bW, following the onset' of the South West monsoon, the 

padasekbarams i n  Kuttmad are dewatered, mc? af te r  replenishbe the 

r ing bunds -d them, the cultivation ' is  carried ouf. 

According t o  the 1971  ons sub, tho Kuttannd . taluk , has o tot.1. 

population of 1.88 lakhs. The number of persons who rencrted , 

agriculture as the i r  ?ri.nc.ipel occupation i n  Futtanad works aut t o  
, . 

about 43 thousands. Among them, about 86 per cent i.e. 37 thousands 

are agricultural labourers; - 20 thousans nale and 17 female. 

Thus agricultural labourers form ~bclut 60 per cent of the work f m c e  

i n  Kuttmed. - - :: ;. , ..-.. r e  . .  r -' 
Kuttan~d taluk ~ l s o  has the 

highest pronorticn ~f femde participanh i n  aecu l tu ra l  opemtions. 

More thon 87 per cent of the women in  the labcur fome have been 



Wnge emplayment durine the Punja miltivat ion is the single 

most important source of income t o  the agricultural labourers i n  

Kuttrmad, In f ~ c t  there is very l i t t l e  employment opmrtunity 

outside agriculture; and within typiculture it is moatly i n  r ice 

cu l t i v~ t ion ,  as about 87 per eent of the entire geogrp.phic~1 arm is  

.bmught under r ice cultivation alone, Moreover, being a w ~ t e r  logpd  

area. there are serious constraints .to the development of trmsportation 

f ac i l i t i e s  end consequently there i s  verg l i t t l e  mobility of labour. 

In tids region, c u u n t ~  boats end canons still  continue to he the 
8 

princippl means of transport. Due t o  the absence of plternstive 

employment opportunities within the rsgion and on ~ c c a v l t  of tho 

inadequate transportetien f ~ c i l i t i e s ,  labour force in K u t t ~ c d  are 

l e f t  with no a l t e r n ~ t i v e  other than employment i.n tho padm f ie lds  

t o  secure the i r  subsistence reauirement s r 

Besides, a g r i c u l t u d  errq9o~en-t is  highly aeasonnl i n  mture, flUEar dF 
as cultivation i s  practiced only bctw~en October luxl March ~nt3 a [: ( m l l h ~ ~  

aecond cropping i s  attempted only i n  selected @ens of Kuttmed, 

constituting no more than 25 per oent of the; t o t a l  a v ~ i l e b l -  lmd. 

The non-ci.~ltivn.ting. season i s  a p r i o d  of firnost complete u n e ~ 1 o : m e n t  

for  a@culturd workc-rs t n  Kuttmad, 

2. p&&at 

'Most of Pslghat d i s t r i c t  was a part of the I.Idebe-r d i s t r i c t  of 

the old Madras Presidency, The d i s t r i c t  now comprises the five teluks 

of Illethur, Chittoor, Falghmt, Ottappalnm and )rl&r&.t, This i s  

the foremost r ice growing regica. of Kerela. Jrnone the five t ~ J u k s  



however, r ice cultivation is ccmcentrated in the f i r s t  three vie. 

Alathur; Chittoor and Palghat, which a& also extensively cowred by 

i r r igat ion faci l i t ies .  In  these areas t w o r  crops V i m  (Autumn) 

and Efund~& (winter) are reiised 'ar~luPJly; sometimes a third crop 
. . 

(~unja-) 2s also attempted i n  certain areas. 

According t o  the 1971 ~ e f i s u s , ~  the number of persons to who. 

agri&ltural wage emplo@nent was the principal source of income was 

.I95 thousands in A l a t b ,  Chittoor md Palghat taluks and they f o m d  

about 51 per cent of the entire work force. hong  the 195 thous~nds 

of agricultural labourers, about 56 per cent we= wonen. 

11 

The Traditional AmR1Sa.n Relations 

W e  ahall. examine the agrarian r e l a t i ons  that  existed i n  the two 

regions befom the implementntion of the ins t i t~ i t i cna l  reforms. The 

tradit ional  ~grarian structure was one which evolved over a long time 

and got established by the 19th century. The relations t h ~ t  developed 

in'kuttanad and Palghat regions h&, a remnrltntle degree of similerlty. 
. ~ 

The important features of the system6 were the following. 

(a)  It was founded on A. cnats-based he i r~rcMcd.  scciety wherein, 

the superior ownership rights on l a n d  celled jmom ri@s 

were held by the temple authorities .(~evaaworns), the B ~ P ?  

families (~rahmaswoms), ar the Nair ~hief td&.  They 

constituted the class of .nondult ivating landlozfts who thrived 

on the rent share (that varied from 25 t o  50 per cent of 

the gross produce) which they extracted f m  the tenarrte whd 

leased i n  the l m d  f r o m  them, 



(b) Tn both these regions lend used t o  be leesed ouf t o  tenants in 

large parcels - often exterdk,p mer  10 ecres - by the Jarnnies. 

These tenants, who mostly belong& t o  the N ~ i r  or Syr ian  

Christian oommunities i n  the case of Kuttmed and N a i r  or Thiyya 

communities in the case.of Palghat were also owner cultiv~t01'8 

i n  most cases. 

(c) Under the trnditjonal system there eds ted  B protected lancl 

m~rket. The privaege of leasing 51 land was not extended t o  

m&rbers of the scheduled castes and t r ibes  who formed the lowest 

s t ra ta  of the sotiety. There were discrirnimtory nlles and 

regulations cf the caste society, which effectively restricted 

the i r  entry in to  the 1 ~ n 4  m~rket  3s potential t enh ts .  

( d )  The a c t w l  t i l l i n g  oper~.tions ir. h n d s  thus leased out, was 

done not necess~r i ly  by the tenants but by l~bcu re r s  belcnghg 

t o  the scheduled castes 2nd the ~ackward ~ m u n i t i e s ' l i k e  tho 

Ezhavas. The scheduled. caste mtmbsrs, who were socially 

mlepated t o  cerSying out thc a ~ i c f L . t u r ~ ' o ~ e r r t i o n s  wen! 

treat& as aggrestic S ~ P W S  ti& t o  the l ead  and tmnse,ct& elong 

with it by the j d e s .  

'The fnput cf l ebmr i n  r ice fc?rming i s  subject t o  P hi,& d e p e  
r 

of seasorurlity. I h c o  it would be i n -  the interest of cvqr fmner t c  

nnmre an adequate m p l y  of l ebmr  t o  take care of h is  seasc??el 

requirements. Since the dmnnd fo r  labour is seaspmel, ~ni! full 

ecplayment con6itions are reached a t  re@& i n t e m l s ,  ldaaur would 

ten6 t c  connnnd. 9 higher p r im  i n  thc- season. I h c e  in  meas 



where the principal fonn of economic activity is rice farming, we 

find institutions like the attached labour system developing, w h m w  

each emplayer ensures the servfcea of an adequate nunher of lebaumw 

by attaching them to their  households by offering them pecuniary 

benefits, When the farmer enters info formal Or informal agreements 

of th is  aort he is prharQy motivated by two considerations: 

( i )  t o  m a c e  the risk involved in the non-availability of lab- 

f o r  peak season opera$iona, (id t o  reduee the labour costs. The 

attached labour system is devised in  such a way that the consumption 

requirements of the labourers in  the lean season are a t  least 

partially met by the emplager as a trade off fo r  rendering their  

servicee during the peak season in  adequate q u a n h  on a regular anrl 

contractual baeis, The labourer ancl his family are often housed in 

a s m a l l  plot of land attaohed t o  the fr-rm; they are assum3 of employ- 

ment opportunities -within the farm and are given nssh advances d 

perpOisites at intervela, 

!he u s e  pqvments offered also take into account the seascmal 

variations in the demand for  Inhour, Comparatively hi.,-h w ~ p s  are 

offere4 fo r  the peek secson operaticns like hamst ing  m-3 t,hreshing.. 

For ex~mple in the case of h m e s t i n ~ ,  ix most ~ l a c e s ,  r e p 3  a~p.mt: 

are made on a crop sharing basis, This hns the added sdventspe 

t o  the fmner in that it mduces the r i s k  bur3en (espci~lly whsn 
. . 

the cmp prospects are him dependent cn the mmsocn cm?tti?ns', 

so that i f  the harvest turns out t~ be $oar, W P ~ S  neec? k b.- .-air' 

only in t o  the outp~t. However, ~t le? s t  a pxi: rwr-p+ir * 

of the -el a s i s t e ~ l c e  requirements c f  the nttnche?. l ~ k u e w  

househcld are met by w~ge incme pvvided by thr;: e ~ p l - y r ~  



Eence fo r  the farmer the c ruc id  crnsiderations the.% are relevant 

t o  such contractual relationships are: the soale of' :his requirements 

f o r  labour &ring the peak seascn and alsr the quantum of emplqment that  

h e  can afford t o  provide ,tc the labourers rwnd the year. 

In  the Palghat region, sirles double crop~ing was practictd. from 

TiaV early times, a bigher vclume of labour per unit of cultivated 

land was sequired. Hence bonded labourers were retained by the land- 

lords & the rate of t w d  tc! three per heetare nf paddy land. These 

7 b 

t i ed  labourers who mostly belcnged t o  the Chenmar caste were regaz+ed 

as indispensable f c r  r ice mlt ivation which involved l rng h ~ u r s  of 

cnerms and backbreaking wo'rk in the monsocm ccmditicns r.f the region. 

When' tenants, whc often belcnged t c .  the bet ter  plaasd cas te  leased, 

i n  land frrx the jmmi, thsy ware alscl a l h t e d  the Chemars a l ~ n g  

with thc Inncl.. Cmtrcl ever them wore exorcised at twcl different 

r?.bsr.lutely nr: riphtn on the Lmd; they had tc. render s c m i l ~  

c,bac?ience in exchenge f o r  f e.vcurs ,and c COBS?'. n d  1f.m~. Tha 

c h a r ~ c t e r i ~ t i c  feeturss cf th5.s system wes ' t h p t  it W A S  inherently 



The attached labcur -ern described abcve develcped in both 

Kuttamd and Palghat. A q- esticn would mturally arise, as t o  why 

i n  the' Kuttapad region, where single cropping was the rule and the 

quantum of labour required was nct aa high as elsewhere, the attache4 

labour system developed? The possible reasrn i s  that in K'tmad, 

even for the one crop raised, the labour requirement w p s  relatively 

higher when ccmpared ' t o  other regicns. In the special con'kext 

of K*tanad, the actual process cf mltivaticn had t o  be preceeded 

by a whole ran& of ' opentions l ike the ccnstmcticn of ring bmds 

around the paddy fields, dewatering etc. It used t c  reipire mska 
. - C 

of prolonged labouring over the waterwheels, before the padasekhme 
. , 

wem completely dewatered. Further %he risks involved in cultivaticn 

were ga high, that farmers reaired perscns t c  keep ccnstant vigil 
?. 

cver the paddy fields against the ring b~znr?s breaking awagr. Owing 

t c  the verg rigcrcrus naturel cc~nstraintq pcWy cultivaticn in 

Kutt~nn? hes got t c  b m  crnducte? within FI s t r ic t  time scheclule, 

If it star ts  befcre the end c.f the msr . .n  there i s  r risk of 

flccding an6 if it i s  delayed spline w&er frw the sea kith 

enteres the rivers mekes i r r igat im r l i f f i c u l t .  Thomfrre the s w i n g  

season ccmmences everywhere in  Kuttmd d m .  st simult.anc wsly. In 

such circumstances each farmer requird P steedy sumly .-f lrbclur 

and hence secumd the seroices zf cottncherl. 1nb~uf~:rs. The 

cl-ntracts between l'anC!lcrils 2nd l~bcmmrs were p r d y  imfrm~l. The 

services of male labcuers anr? their  fmi l ies  trore crntm-ctca; pne7 

kncwn as panivals u s d  t c  attend ti) all kin6s ~f operatirns s?~.cifiz 



t c  Kuttanad cultivaticn right thruugh the season. The fmner wclulc?' 

pr~vide them with l,ml t r  s e t  up huts sr. tht they become ccmpletely 

attached tc .  t he i r  farms. The paniyals dm had spme smurity ~ * f  

emplcgment in the cff-season, as scmetimes they wculr! be put tc: 

work in  the mrden lends rf the farmers o r  t c  srme cther sun?xy 

hmsehcld: occupations. The prospects n f  living acccmmccl~tic~n and 

ccntinue;! emplayment served tc! lure the wcrkers tc .  bmrrne p ~ n i ~ d e .  

In Kuttanad the paniyals scarcely changed the i r  masters. As t h q  

ct ntinued tc s t e  in the homesteads pmvided t c  the= they alw 

became the kudikidappukar (hutment h e l l e r s )  cf thc l i m d l ~ l . t s ~ ~ . ~  

Essentially the same features were  resent in the sttachei! lcbmr 

system in Palghat. In both the: mgirns the system ensu& lzbc?~r 

Supply during peek seascn. . In the lean months the n.ttscher7 

were paid d a i l y  wages at mtea lcwer th& thme preveilinp 

merket. The t i e s  were secukd thrmgh a system cf advances. 

The Transitir nel Fhese c f The T r ~ d i t i c n ~ l  f.miculture 

It wcs n smiety charwtxrised by such agrarim rolstia-&i t h ~ t  

Cntersrl intc .E t r ens i t i~n81  j-kase by the mi?dle rf the 19th cehtury. 

The tran..it,/ cnrl p h ~ s e  witnessed the restxuctupin~ cf ago cl? 

agrarian instituf icns i n  bcth Kuttmad en+ Pal@.et. Hcwewr, what 

hapmnerl 3-1 these t w r  regi-ns cannct. 52 ~Jiewed in isc,l~.tirr: .-f tho 

d e m l r  pment s in the bmader pecpc l i t i c~ l  .units t r  which t h v  h l r . n @  

viz; Tnv:mcrre d Malabar. Here wc rcgvim 8. Srief diprassil-n 
, 

i n t r  certrin hi.s+,nric~l i lev~lr p e n t s  in Tmvmcr re m d  Vnlrb~r  frcm 

t %  mir?lll.+ r.f the 19th century tnwerils. 



1, Travancore 

In Travancorc,, the w h a l o  i n i t i a t i w  fo r  institutioncol refoms came from 
the Monaxthy which fm historical  n;i,sons pvrsued a policy of contafning the 

feudal chis ftains. 2 1 2  a consequence of th i s  policy,oven by 1850 a major sham 
of  thc cultivated land  and the whole of the waste lend came .under the State, 

21c::se n f c m s  meant, ab&e all, that  the tenants were merely t o  pay land 

revemze ( ,=nd mt..cling else) t o  .the State. 

' in  Ti? i!?f.'OIF,. which had grown in thc, coursp of the 18th century fram 
e st .it' pz-incipdity t o  a much larger poli t icnl  unit through a sucaeas 
of c.:~quast of other chieftains, the traditional interpretstion of the 
=-ights of the ajanmies was retained t o  the advantage of the tenants who 
I r l d  land from them. Strengthening monamhic~l r u l e  in the State 
remired jn f c.ct curbing the power of these j a d e s .  Further, i n  the 
cmcess of errr:msion Travmcore ha4 - rnexed a l ~ r g e r  part of the land 
belong5ng t o  ~ 5 v e l  chieftain a d  t he i r  a l l i es  ; as a remlt ,  by the 
middle of the 19th century, State-owned l p d  accounted for  nore than 
three-fourth of dl. the cultivated lang in  i t s  territory. By merely 
c o n f e d n g  fbl l  ownership rights on the t ~ n ~ n t a  of all such State- 
owned L n d  Lt becamc possible therefore t o  create a broad-'asec! class 
of wasant pmprietors in Tmvancore, This was done through a ragal 
proclamation ;n 1 e65". 1 n 

In  Valabar wh:.ch fomed part of the Madras Fresidency, the Pr i t i sh  

n s a ccnsc:q~~c.rct c t ~ .  tenant fanner3 4ec~me the most exproyriated clms. . Thus 

I; 7 -  ;he l a t t e r  !;a1 ? ctf the 19th century, w m e  f a r  reaching changes were 

L,ei~.cl. brought d7lll.i:; t o  the tenurial structure i n  Travancoxw, in Malabar the 

w&- 3.1 umi r  the ', ::~:30 i s , me important .thing t o  note here is  that  these 

meam-s cams aboct largely i n  response t o  F~&&r Cemands. The p e ~ s ~ n t  

orgaisat ions of Malabar (of the l a a d  hold.+g stratla) ~ l ~ e d  a c n l c i d  rols 

i n  projecting these demands. In fact  Valabar had a l o n e  tradition of 

peasant revolts o ~ n i s e d  against the oppressive regime of the jmmies that  
11 

back to Che oomkg of. the ~ r i . t i s h r ' ~ ~ s ~ - ~ d & w  peasant m o v e 8  srurhved Fist9 



c rpnizaticnal  shape enc! Gethsrerl m c m e n t m i n  the ' thir t ies  

fcrties rf tho presrnt cent&yl? They w e r o  r r&nieed by o s t rmg  

l e f t  oriented leadership, which was h t e r  

cf the ccmmunist party in the State. The 

(The Farmers F c m  ' c f  ~ a l a b ~ r ) .  was f r,nned 

emerged .as a pc.werful c r g m i b ~ t i ~ ' n  cf the 

t c  beccma the hard ccre 

dEimands r ~ i s e d  6uring th i s  periac' wem: ( I  thc. f ixdicn cf 'fair 

rent; (2) the tenninnticn cf all feu6el l?uies mil extnct icns  

ccllecter?. by the j m i e s  ~n.' (3) dwlt t ion ~f the r i @ t  t c ?  evict 

arbitrarily exerci so2 by the j ~ m i e s .  

demanding theso ref c rms. Thnt t h e  domnnd s wero v.ct with stiff 

resistrtnce hni! thet  . the cc l cn id  vt wers p v e  cr mdete suppcrt tc the 

feufie1 chi.eftains in m t ~ i n i n g  the i r  p r iv i l epe  renclcmc7 the whcle 
I 

Ctecc.de m e  cf the  blccr1.y turmcils in the agrsrien: f ~ n t  if Mallsbar. 

There were certein mcrpiml n%tempts  m d e  by. the Madras Presidencv 
. .  13 

p o v ~  mmc.n+, t? r e d r e s s  the grievances of the tenants. Bevcrtheless . .; ?? 

tho lendlords migned aup&meF: in Mal.bar till the middle of the l f i f%inn.  

chm-.ctor c f  such mc yements.' ' -  'The tenancy ref< xms, which wars the 

cbjoctims ::f the mcve~ent, were r l w ~ y s  m ~ i s ~ @ e i !  within the fmm- 



It i s  impo&nt t o  note that  any diecussion f c r  a ceiling on 

operational holdings or a programme for  redistribution of land 

amcng the lower crders of the peasantry did nct fonn part of the 

agenda of the  Karshaka Saneham during t h i s  pricrl; The possible 

explanation f o r  t h i s  is that though the membership cf the Karshaka 

included tenanta large and m a l l ,  the leadership of the 

organisation eve&here tended t o  ccmentrats in  the hands cf the 

larger holders, who naturally had serious stakes in aqy re-distd- 

but ion programme. 

T l i a  were also'attempts made around this tlme t o  rlganise the 

lower oxders of the peasantxy. Such attempts were, however, motivated 

by different ccnsideratiens. The peasant leaders tr ied t o  mobflise 

the  bonded labourers in  Mal~bar against thei r  feudd. lords. 

Campaigns were launched t o  secure human rights to them againat s o c i ~ l  

d i s ~ b i l i t i e s  1fl;e untouchability, laws of pollution arvl Riles 

prescribing modest clothing t o  them, and against the janmiesl right 

t o  eviat them arbitrari ly from their  tenamen%, Such attempts also 

formed part of the sccial re'fcm movements that  swep over Malabar 

from the secrnci quarter of t h i s  oerrtury onwards. . Hcwever c ~ n f e r h g  

direct ec~ncmic benefits t o  the landless labouera was not in5tiaJly 

envisaged i n  the programme :of .the Karshaka SancFham, 

!he opportunity f o r  a comprehensive legislaticn on l m d  reforms 

in Malabar came about only in 199, when the first Commcnist Ministry 

came t o  power through elec h ions held a f te r  the linfluistic reoremi- , 

satiion . of the State in 1956. That marked the beginninp 

of a prolongqd *phase cf experimentation on land refmns c r w i * ~  t'le 



whcle of Korale. The l a s t  of the series c r  legislaticns - The Korala - 
Land kfcm Amendment Aat - which ecufit t c  ~ b ~ l i s h  lendlorilisn 

11 
completely i n  tho State w a s  finally enncted only in 1969. 

WhRt is remarkablci about this period is  that there was a cleex 

time lag in the implementaticn of the tonency refmn8 between 

Tmmnoore and M a l a b a r .  While in  Travcv1core tcimri& changes tcok 

place by the end c.f the h o t  certurg, it w ~ a  only many deoadea 

la ter  that  similar okges  cma &out in  MalPbar. This time 1 s ~ :  hai 

its bearing on the subsequent devt3lc.pents i n  bcth the r e e m s  - 
especiw in t h e  emergence cf organiseticns cf lmdless +t :!:t6. 



the  rapid r i se  in the mice  d f  during the f i r s t  World tlsr 

period made the venture .commercially attractive, In th i s  procese 

they brought &out 20,000 acres of the Vembanad Lake (.&&) under 

cultivaticn in md around the Kuttanad taluk. 18 

Chanms i n  the Pattern of Labour D e d m  - ent 

Opening up of aclditional land f c r  cultivaticn, with vast areas 

under individual poseessim h ~ d  f a r  reaching repurcussicns on the 

agrarian relations i n  Ruttanad. klong with the extensicn of cu l t i -  

vation the scale cf labour requirements fo r  agrh iLturd  nper,dione 

also increased. These operations were also seascnd in  nr'ture, as 

o n l y  annual crcpping was attempted in the k r y ~ J  Rrens. f i r ther  on 

account of the r"ig~mus ccnstralnts immsed by nature the oper~.ticns 

i n  the k a y a  zcne. had t o  be conducted simultaneously with th'e rest of 

the Kuttanad r e g i c  n. Agrj-culturel labouers in ICuttan~d, reteine? 

under the tr&i-ciond nttached labcur systems were not sufficient t c  

c q e  up wifh this incre~sed lebour requirement. Fbrther, 

pedasekhnran$in the kayd z nc. being vast exppnses cf pailc'y fie1 rls, 

agrim.llt&il ope reticns l ike  dcw~tering, sowinp r r tmnsyl~mtinf - nd 
harvesting had t c  be carried nut i n  unison, which require6 the 

services of thcusmds of l~.bourcrs together fc r  w a k  seRscn o~erntions. 

This necessi?d-,ed the' in-flcw af miprmt wr-rkers in I?rpe nufibwe in  

t o  Futtanad fmm the edjoini$g taluks t.r r&e up f c r  the l ~ h c u r  shrrtq@. 



The. seascnal mipation of labourero into Kuttansd .hae nnw bemme 

a wen-establiehecl custom, Such migrant wcrkers would pour M a  

Kuttenad a t  the  eonrmenoement of the cultivating seaam, and aj&qo 

p~eceeded by cr ccntraof in  the  lean seRson, which t he i r  begmen 

of the paddy fields. These wcrkers wm13.4 a l m  take care cf the 

extra h a m e t  operaticns l i ke  d m n g  the hay, transporting and 

d o r i s e  the Tim h r p  sude ed&qment d dplrent 

i ~ i t i a t e d  a t rens i t i rn  f r c m  the attached labour system t o  the 

With tho &vent cf o i l  engines during: the e ~ r l y  part cf.'thia 

inf,c;.:sive methods f o r  purposes of dewrvterinp the pddy fields. 

Subsequently tho technology was improved with the use of electricity. 

This implied t h ~ t  in ''about 50,000 acms of. land r c m d  &cut kUeppey fi 19 

dependence on humnn l ~ b o u r  fo r  dewatering purposes could almost 

c;n?.;letely be dispensed with. Yet ~ n c t h ~ ~ r  form i n  which t h i s  

transition from a lebour i~ttcn9ive t o  n cq-dt,iL intensive technolopy \ - 
i n  s,nricu? ture cme t c  b.: manifested w ~ s  thrcugh improving the ring 

bunds arcund the paddy f ie lds  with permanent pan i t e  wdls. This also 

l e d  to minimisinp the year tc! year dsployment cf labour fc r  m~-intenme 

m.! repair  of the ring bun& at the beginninp of the cultivatinq season. 



The cwrulatf TR r e d t  of these developments - .  

cmratio&i became increasingF. seasonal in naturq. 

was that  3erh -- 
T h i s  implied 

tha$:there was no need t o  hire perm,anent'labouers8 and retain th6m 
*. 

all thrbugh the year. 41 that  the f p r m e ~ '  need* was4'an adequate 
j- ' 

supply 6f. labour only fo r  shorter in0ervela. There- was no deartli 
. 

of l&.aurera t o  meet t h i s  depand. The rural labour m8-rket was 

-. 20 gradually swelling up an account of the population prGdsure. 
* *  . . . 

Thus the org&i4ational ch*.+ges 'in Kuttanad &&culture result22 . . 
. ,2.f . . 

only in a gradual and systematic eroaiom of the lexisting einD?agme$ 

opportunities t o  the agricultural labuuers. 

The 1nte&ar Period in Kuttanad A&culture 

In spite of the kaml reclametion nl;bmme . . in the first 

quarter of the 20th century, rike cultivation in Kuttand could not . , 

a t ta in  a soun.! footing till the mid 'f'orties. There was noticeable 

decline i n  the price bf paddy during the in ter  war period21 q d  

this led t o  kaval lands being .kept falow, o r  cultivntion attempted 

only once in two or even three years. The worst sufferers of th i s  

detiorsting situation were obvi~ously the agricultural. ,labourers. 

The cash equivalent of agricultural wages peid" in Kuttsnae , -dso  

appears t o  have declined considerably during 1921 t o  1931 . 22 
The pattern of agricultural employment, 8s it developed fn 

Kuttnned, had close reseglance to. what existed in the big  frstolg 

enterprises. LFcbauers i n  hundreds or even thousands wcnilc! be put 

t o  work in padasekharams under one or  several emplagers, with the 



difference tha t  

much worse than 

the  'working conditions, and remueretion used t o  be 

those i n  the  f a c t o w  It l ed  do - ' 

greater dissat isfact ion among the  agricultural workers and by the 
1 

mid t h i r t i e s  the  s i iuat ion was getting .ripe enough fo r  the idea of 

trade unionism t o  pepneate info the h in ter  land of Kutt~nad, 

Trade ~nio&sm in The N e i & b d i r i n ~  Industr ial  hreas 

Also a t  t h i s  time, momentous chahges were taking p lme  on 

the labour front,  i n  and around the  nei@ouring indus t , r i a  town 

of Illleppey. The c o i r  , indust r$' which supported a 1w-e share of 

the  industr iel  labour force and &so a large number of mntl house- 

holds by priwiding them with income earning opportunities cutside 

agriculture was on a declirdog phase from the beginning of the 

! 
~ r t i e s  . 24 There w s s  considemble unrest mong thc jnrTxt.rXL 

l ~ b a u e r s  following'the ~f.stematic cut i n  wk$..s md mtrenchent  
\ 

which em-layers resorted t c  f r o m  1024 o n w ~ ~ s .  Tr&: unicns crpnioor? 
. . 

. . 
by thk l e f t i s t s  gained considersble foothold nnonp thc  coi r  fectoly 

workera. The tension which was ?nourtin~ u r  hrd i t s  m l ~ i n + d o n  

i n  the general s t r ike  of 1338 which i n  tmms of ptrr+.ici~cti?n m-a 

achievement was R rema~knble victoxy f o r  the wmkors. 1 ~ g n n i t t c ~ "  

appointed by the Trav~ncore Covcmnwmt t o  enauim i n t ~  thc t r . + r ;  

disputes in the c o i r  f i d a c t u r i n g  sector lists, amng other remane, 

t he  glut ih tho l d m u r  market of unskilled work~rs  ?; thp p r i ~ c i y d  

fector lending t o  d ~ t e r i o r - t i c n  cf irctu:tori~l m?lrtionp ir. KLlenpey 

anr! othpr, nre3s. 



Alleppey i n  those days w a s  the n e m  of a l i  trade union 

act ivi t ies,  Besides the coir  f a c t o ~ y  workers, unionism d s o  

flou1-ished among workera in the o i l  extraction industxy, the 

Alleppey port and elso the water transport services. These orgni- 

ation8 came t o  exercise decisive sway over the employers & the 

matter of wage detbnnination. There wrs also something remarkable 

about the quality of leadership, in those days. Pioneer leaders 

l i k e  P. Krlshna Pi l la i ,  R. Sugathhn and others were known for  t he i r  

radicalism, integrity and commitment of the cause of 'workers. 26 

Trade unionism i n  Kuttanad agriculture was in a way, the offspring 

of unionism in the industrial establishmenisof Plleppey. Fmm 

1938 onwards the task of organizing the agriqfltural labourers of 
w 

Kuttanad w ~ s  taken up by the leadership of the coir  factory workers 

a task which they succegsfully accomplished by the beginning of the 

1940's. 

Organised labour movment Rmorg t?w aq-5-c: !.turd l~houers  

i s  a k l a t i w l y  recent phenomenon i n  Palghat,, comp~refl tap the c+se 

of Kuttanad. Powerful l ~ h a u r  organisations be gen &merging o r b  

around 1968, while in Kuttmad, as we have seen, a s i m l l m  situaticn 
. '. 

1 

' had developed in the e ~ r l y  f i f t i e s .  hs i n  the wse of Kuttmc-d, 

we shall '  t r y  t o  relate t h i s  pbenmenon t o  the institutional 

and the technological chanps t h ~ t  took nlace within'the a p r i m  



Reforms and . .-- The C h n n d n ~  hmarian Relations 

The completion of the 18nd refoms i n  the t sixtiesi , altered 
the  comp1e;don of the agrarian structure of palghat in that  the 

benefits were 

of peasantry . 
period formed 

disproportionetely shared among the various classes 

The large holding tenants, who in the pre-ir.dependsnce 

the backbone of the peasant movements emerged as  the 

'dominant grcup in . the . agrarian sector, who replaced the feudal 

intermediaries, as a corscquence of the land 'ref o m  l e@ slations . 
Further, paral lel  t o  the process' of tenants libernting themselves 

from the bonds of feuddl oblignti'ons, there d s o  took place a 

maseive ejr!:ansion of .irrigation faci l i t ies .  . Thero were seven . . 

irrigation ~ r o  jects i n .  th i s  - Ibe jor m3 minor onee - almost 

al!. of them comm-issioned i n  the post indepildence perio?. This meant 

assure?. w ~ t e r  mpdly fo r  two crop3 and also nade possible themhighest 

yield rstec. o r  paddy i-n this repien. 

society, *be landless I.:bour-lrs wsm l e f t  hirh ~ n d  d ~ y  i n  the whole 

F ~ W S S  of 5mpleme~ting the lrnd reforms, The l ~ . t t e r  ha' played 

no smd.3. a pert i n  creating the atmosphere f o r  tenancy reforms.' 

Some ten to ' f i t een  years ago, these labmars ha5 fm@t shouldzr t o  

shnulCt!or with t h o  tensnts again& the apprt. s r iw  -@me of the f e u d a l  

chiefb~ins i n  M~l'lhar, Af'ter the ixpleaetat ion of the  lan6 refoms 

their interests bogan to  diverge, The len6hd e l i t e  no longer belongs 

t c  the CR4 l e ?  Kmsheka S s n & q  as thqy hevc act  up the i r  own pressure 



gmup i n  the Karshaka samajam:' an o r g d s a t i c n  which claims t o  

stand fo r  farmers without any p o l i t f c ~  leanings. . It looks as though 

t h a t  a multi-class based organisation, which the Karshaka Sangham 

was desibed t o  be in the beginning, has outlived i t s  existence in 

the old form. A s  a ~ s u l t ,  duiSng the l a s t ,  few yeers there has been 

a 'madsive exodus of Palghat farmers from the parent body to, the newly 

formed Karshaka Samajam. 

A d c u l t u r a l  Labauers fn The Transitional Period 

The worst affected parties of t h i s  t ransi t iond phase were of 

course the agricultural labouers, whose economic status was considerably 

undermined i n  the process. During the ' f i f t i e s  and fs ix t iesT of 
. , 

t h i s  century, the tbonaed. labour system' evolved into a kind of 

permanent labour system?, Bonded workers were retained as regular 

workers attached 'to the same fa m anci given permanent emplqyment 

rights, Such permanent workers among whom women a u t m b e r  men were 

employed f o r  a whole range of operations beginning with the preparation 

of the f ie ld  t o  harvesting, threshing and storing of grains. 

Regarding wage payments, the system of kind payments fo r  a l l  the 

agricultural labouePs was continued right through. Ho ever, only 

the  permanent workers would take pPrt in harvesting operations, for  

wMch they would erlm a share of the produce locally known Rs P?thRmbu, 

which usualily turned' out ,to be the largest component of t h e i i  wage 
\ 

b i ~ ~ ~  This mode of lnbmr relntions had evolved i n  Palghat 

~ : ~ ~ t u r e  by the beginning of the 1960's. 



The Advent of The New Technology And 'El~e Uneaual Distribution 
o f  Benefits 

It is  i n  t h i s  context that  w e  have t o  anaJyae the impact 

of the  'new technologyt which was introduced into Pelghat. 

agriculture i n  the 'sixti ea. The extension of the irrigation faci- 

l i t i e s  which had already taken place, prodded the necesmrg baais 

f o r  the introduction of the new technology, 

Palghat d i s t r i c t  was also adopted under the Intensive 

AgriniLturd De=loprnent Programme. The ncw technology package of 

high yieltllng variety seeds, f e r t i l i s e r s  end pesticides dong with 

water management ' fac i l i t ies  enabled the farmers t o  reap richer 

harvests i n  thaw region. In,Table VI . t* . in-thrr foot note 30 

are given the per hectare yield mtes  of paddy for  the Virippu 

(Autumn) and b d a k a n  (winter) camps i n  the Palghat redon as a 

weighted average of the yield rates in -'Jrthur, Chittoor ;trA Pal@--t 
/ 

W u k s  from 1962-63 t o  lg2-73.  Wh~t is discam~blc  from the 

figures is e nc t i ce~b le  improvement i n  the productivity retes fo r  

the  Autumn crops. This was lergely the result of a shif t  t o  short 

dura.tion high yiel.'ing vmieties, i n  the case of the Winter? crop 

+here WRS a? improvemnt 8.s well s stabil in~.t icr .  of the r~.+,es a t  

reletively hicher l e d s  of productivity. Moreover, pcdrly prices 

increased signif i cmt ly  in Palghzt durine this pc riod . me cumul~tive 

impact of thest. dev2lopne~ts was that  the' ten~mts  turned fcrmers 

of Fp1~ha.t who cam€ t o  :.cquire consifiernblc xwrketeble surplus 

cmsolid&eri md strengthened thei r  econnrr,ic position vis-a-:ds 

the other classes of t h e  p r i m  populnticn, 



S h i f t  Towan?s System of Hiring Casual Labour 

The advent of the  new technology led t o  c. sys t em~t ic  undoing 

of time honoured prpctices of l a b o u r z q  generated discontent among 

t h e  agricul tural  l abhe r s .  The s ign i f i cmt  development of recent 

times is t h e t o t h e  new agricul tural  technology has considerably affected 

t h e  employment opportunities ~ l r e a d y  availeble t o  the l s b w r s  i n  

t h a t  it has brought d o n g  with it extensive displacement -of labour . 
foUowing the  introducticn of t rac tors ;  and h:ts also necessitated 

changes i n . t h e  pattern of lebour deployment as  a $concomitant of 

sys t em~t ic  and sc ien t i f ic  management of farm operetions insvitrble 
\ 

f o r  the successful culti'vation of the new v ~ r i e t i e s  of seeds. 

Palghat i s  one region where t rac tor i sa t ion  hes m d e  considernble 

progress during the l a s t  ten  years. wDemmd f o r  t rac tors  more thsn 

trabled brtveek 1965-66 and 1967-68, bringing the t o t a l  in t h e  
32 

d i s t r i c t  t o  3ne3' From EI 3urvcy conducted in  1PIh71 as nert of 

t h e  'World Agriculturnl Census' i t  was f oun? t hz t  out of a toteiL 

1335 t r ac to r s  numbered in Kerala, over $7 p r  cent belonged t o  the 

P a l ~ h e t  d i s t r i c t .  h t r w r t l y  t h r  rmmber of t r ac to r s  in ?GetCIC ... C .  . 
has  aone upto e50.33 We could a l so  gether th& most of 
these t r ac to r s  belong t o  i l l ~ t h ~ r ,  Chittoor an3 Frlghat tLLuks and 

t h a t  there are only very few of thorn f'unct oning in O t t a p y l ~ m  m? 

Mmargh~t t zlu.ks. -" App rt f m m  the incipient cap i t e l i s t  f nnnsre, 

even the  smell fanners f m d  it profitable t n  h iro t m c t o r s  t o  do 

thc: ploughing i n  t h e i r  plot2$' Tie net resul t  of t ractor isa+ion 

on R large s c d e  in Palghat region i s  thilt cver the l a s t  few yerrrs, 

dmost th6  en t i r e  male l ~ b o u r  force employed i n  ploughinp operations 

hevc been c?isplaced. This d s o  i q l i e . 1  t h r t  t he  t o t a l  ].&our 



requirement per acre o lmd has been reduced by about 30 manday8 

a'year. The introduction of tractors has called f o r  a tight 

rescheduling of opemtions. Most of the famew who h im the 

tractors get the plou&ing operations finished a t  a stretch, and 

The new technology has also led to.marginal increases in the 

quantum of l & m r  required fo r  operetions l i ke  transplanting, 

especalJly in the V i r i p p  crop now being b r o u e t  under more scierhific 

manageme& Hawcver, auch marginal increases must be malysed in 

the context of the changes the new agricultural technology h ~ s  

n e c e s ~ i t a ~ d  i n  the pattern of deyloyment'of l ~ h a u r  fo r  r ice 

cultivation. The new varieties of seeds q u i r e  lmger  doses of 

l ~ b a u r  within a shorter poriod of time. This i s  quite wilike the 

ce.ae of the traditional varieties, where there i s  g ~ ~ t e r  . 

manoeverability i n  the conduct of farm oporetions, in thot smeller 

d06es of lp -bou r  can ,be spread out over n longer perio2 of time. 

The system of hiring permment workers t h ~ t  developed i n  ~e lg f i a t  

was conditioned t o  this mode of l ~ b o u r  requirement. Workers were 

recruited a t  the m t e  of one or  two persons pcr acx-e of c7mblc 

cmpped land, and they could look d t e r  the entire a@culturd 

operations, But the changed circumstances rewired  more workers 

t o  finish the operations faster. 



There was no dezrth of labourers in Palghat t o  meet the 

additional demand, The m r a l  poor consisting of the non-permanent 

landless labouers and the small holding peasantq  t o  whom wage 

employment became a supplementary source of income could reaclily 

fill the  gapO3' Ape.& fmm them there were also the mi-t workers 

f r o m  t he  adjoining Tamil d i s t r i c t s ,  who constituted a source of oheap 

labour t o  the  Palghat farmers. This was the s i tuat ion which l ed  . 

t o  the  recruitment of more casual labouers t o  conduct farm 

opere.tions along with the permanent labouers, It resulted in the  

exis t ing  work being shared by a l a rge r  number of workers, and 
. . 

conseauently the average wage income of the permanent workers tended 

t o  decline. This caused consider~ble resentment among the permanent 

workers who f e l t  t ha t  they were being denrived of t h e i r  job oppon- 

t u n i t i e s  within agriculture. The f ~ m e r s  however, agree3 t o  employ 

0ril.y the permanent wcrkers f o r  the  h m s t i n g  operotions (which 

c ~ r r i e d  higher remuner,?tion) while they insisted on t h e i r  r ight  t o  

employ more c-sued 1-bouers i n  the  case of other amicul tural  
. 

opera.tions - especially the  transplnnting ~ p e r ~ t i o n s .  

Yet a n o t b r  deve1.opment tha t  lel! t o  discontent among worl:ers 

was the wide prmt ico  of retrenching l ~ b o u r ,  which employers 

resorted t o  as part of t h e i r  attempts t o  r~ . t ional i se  tho use cf 

labour. In a wpy t h i s  was also t h e  sick ef.%ct of 1m" reform 

legislat ion.  P ~ r t i M o n i n g  of lmd into smeller bits hnr! S P ~ C !  of 

l m d  above the  ce i l ing  l i m i t  were widely resorte? t o  by fm?ers  

i n  Kerda  (and especi- so in the Pdghr t  thmtphcut 

the  s ixt ies .  h r t h e r  most of these l m d  tr.?nsfers were from the 



lerge holders t o  s m a l l  peasmts, who in order t o  car l y  out the  fnnn 

operations did not rquirr! th3 services of pem-anent workers, as they 

could be substituted by f m Q y  labour. These were the  factors  tha t  

were responsible f o r  the  beginning of institutioncal change: in  

particular from the attached labour system t o  the  emerence of f r ee  

wage labouwra. 

One can sum up the arguments a m g  t h ~ t  the t ra3i t ional  

systems of labaur u t i l i s ~ t i o n  developed i n  Palghat bec- incom~atible 

with the changed s e t  of d i m s t a n c e s  t h a t  marked a trmsitim f m  

traditional fming t o  production f o r  the market with the new 

agricultural technolow. The s i tuat ion became r ipe f o r  po l i t i ca l  

parties t o  enter  the  f i e ld  and t o  ra7.1~ the  workers under t h e i r  banner. 

The attempt w ~ s  met w i t h  spontaneous response fmm the ag r i cu l tu rd  

labauers i n  th& region, 

S m a w  rn? Ccnclusion 

Tenancy reforms &ich ?.ii! not s e r i o u f y  envisage any land 

redistribution Frogmmr.e hed t5e  effsot of promoting the growth df 

capitalism i n  apiculture in both Kuttan~d and Palghat rq-ions. The 

decline of lmdlordism f a c i l i t ~ t e r ?  the t r m s i t i o n  of the erstwhile 

tenants with 1mge operational holdinps in to  a c l ~ s s  of c ~ p i t c l i s t  

f.iYmers, who, in@ the changed circumstrnces could ccnvert f e d n g  

into a proqxmus en+,elpriss, Rel i~ved of the buden  of rent pqmcnts, 

the f ~ m c r s  now r e t ~ i n e d  the surplus which t k y  mmsqed  t o  plcuch 

bnck into agriculture t o  improve the technicpes of produciion, 



and soon in i t i a t ed  the  t rans i t ion  in to  a cap i t r l  intensive technology 

within agriculture, They could bring about sub s tmt id  iniprcvement s 

i n  the productivity of land and labour; the  former on accdunt of 

improved techniques of management, i r r iga t ion  f ~ c i l i t i e s ,  be t t e r  

qual i ty  seeds and f e r t i l i s e r s ;  and the l ~ t t e r  on account of greater 

s t r e s s  on m e c h a n i ~ i o n ,  

The tenants - turned Owner cultivators carried on the  

e n t i r e  range o r  farm operations with hired l ~ b o u r .  The agricultural 

lzbouers thus employed were by and large kept out of the  puroiew of 

land reforms; and they turned out t o  be the people worst affected in  

t h i s  t ransi t ional  process, The b e n ~ f i t s  were dis~roport ionately 

shared in the f~mn sector and the  inevitrble outcome was .EL p ~ . t e r  

pola.risation of class  forces in n.griculturc. The advancement of 

c a p i t ~ l i s m  led  t o  the  decline of t r d i t i o n d  system, of lnbour 

relat ions ,and erosion i n  the exis t ing employment opportunities, while 

simultaneously the s ize of the  labour market was swelling on account 

oi' population pressure. A s  the pace of mechaniz~t.ion a d ~ ~ n c e d ,  

dependance on l ~ b o u r  f o r  farm opemtions tendecl t o  be minimised. The 

age old attached labour system star t , -d b r e ~ k i n p  up, end there wns 

mare emphasis given t o  recruiting o ~ s u a l  lobouers f o r  monry wages. 

Conseauently there was consider~ble ilisccntent m a  feel ing of 

deprivation Among the  mra poor. 

This seems t o  be the  broad se t t ing  sgainst which c r ~ m i z a t i a n s  

o f  agricultural lgbauers h ~ v s  emerged, Both in Kut+,~n& of the 

ear ly  ' for t ies t  and P a l g h ~ t  of the mid ' s i x t i e s t ,  one c*n iirentify 



the exiatence of them objec+ive canditions, There we- also 

other conoomitant factors that promoted the growth of unionism 

i n  both regions: the able and. inspiring leadership of the 

pioneers and the active patronige rendered by the politioal 

parties. 

I t  may also be mentioned, thRf we intend to  purrsue this 
, . 

study with an enafysia of the f'unctioning of the trade \miom in 

both the regions, which would be attempted aeparnte1.y. 

The author gratefully acknowledges the em o u r a m e n t  
~ n d  &.dams reoeived f m m  Profeeaors N.Krishna ji end K. N. i%. J 

in the preparetion of this paper, ThRnks ere due to Professors 
C.T,Kurien, Kathleen Gough d also ngr oolle~gues i n  the Centm 
for  Development Studies, Trivendrum who gpve comments on .m e~rlier 
draft of this paper, I would also like t o  place on r e c o ~  rry 
sincere thmke to  seveml  t r d e  , d o n  le~dera i n  the Kuttaxd pad 
Pelghat regione who rondered invdu~ble  help while con+uctinp 
this study. 



1. Membershipof t h e K e r a l a S t a t e K a r s h a k a T h o ~ a l i U d o n  
in Alleppey and Pd&at  Distr icts  

1972-73 

Number Percentage 

Source: Report on The 4th Annual Conference blished by 
The Kerala State Karshaka Thozh5lelP"~nion Omce, 
hl leppy  1974 

2, Out d the 45, WO members enumer~ted under ,KSKTCJ i n  Palghat 
d i s t r i c t  i n  1973, Nathur, Chittoor and Palehat M d c s  
accounted f o r  93 per cent of the membership. 

I 

T d u k  wise Distributicn of KSKTU - Membership 
i n  Pdghat in 1973 

Taluk Number Percentage 

Total 45,000 100.00 

Soume: Data suprlied by the Srcretory, KSKm Pdghet &trict .  
on 28.8.75. flo such tdukwise distributi.cn of trade 
union membership for  the Kuttnnnd regirn coulC' bc readily 
obtained. However, it was pointed out by the S e ~ r e t q  
of the KSKTLT i n  Nleppey d i s t r i c t  that  majority of the 
union membership i n  the d i s t r i c t  cnme from Kut.tmed 
taluk done. 



3. Percentage Distribution of Land. Holdin~s by Size 
Class in Kuttanad. Kkthur. Chittoo& 

Palphat Taluks and Kerale. S ta te  

C l e m  I n t e m d  Kuttand. Ahthur  Chittoor Palghat K e r ~ l a  
i n  acres taluk taluk tala . tc luk State  

Lesm than 1.00 23.12 15.24 3.58 3 118.32 
1.00 t o  2.50 24-64 28.46 15.72 31.L. 31.95 
2.50 t o  5 . ~ 0  16.51 24.96 27413 22.12 12.41 
5.00 t o  10,oo 14.73 19,W 25.54 19.26 5.24 
10.00 t o  30.00 16.43 11.39 28.55 9.88 1-79 
30.00 and above 4.57 0.71 5.34 0.U 0.28 

Source: Talukwise dis t r ibut ion of lmdholdings are available only 
in the Census Recolds of 1961, The data are  based on a 20 
per cent smple  of rural households engaged i n  cultiv8tioh 
classified by the s i ze  of Inn8 cultivated. Refer Teble 
B X I 1  i n  District Handbooks on 1961 Census, Xerelc S t ~ t e ,  

4. Csnsu~ 1971 ; Kern1 P , k & a G l  S%ensus Handbook of P.llev~ey District" . 
5 .  Census 1971 : Kernla Series  9. "Census Hen3 Book of P r l ~ h e t  F l s t r i c t f8 .  

6 .  The evolution of agrarian r e l ~ t i o r s  over t ime ' in  the geographical 
mits of Travnncore and Malabar which encompass Xuttwad and 
Pal ,&at repions respectively a r e  discussed i n  T.C. VarFfhese 
"llgr~rion ~hanm and ~cono&c Conscauences ch.2.3 end 4. 
Allied Publishers, 1 07P. 

For a sepnrate account of the T r ~ v ~ n c o r e  mgion i n  t.he 19th 
Century see "Memoir of the Survev of Travmcore and Cochin Strites" 
by Lieutenants Wad mcl Cor?n*r. T r ~ v ~ n c o r e  Sirc8.r Press 1863. 

For m c\.ccount of the M n l ~ b ~ r  region i n  the same period see ~ i l l i a m  
Cogcin'. Mrl~bnr  M n m n l  Vol I M~dras Government Press, 1951 

7. Dotoiled &scription on the bonded. lnbour system ,nrs it existed 
i n  these regions i s  given in  the writings of W i l l a n  Lorme op.cit. 

See also Dh~rmr- Kumrr "Lmd 8 . d  CRste i n  South Indir!', C~rnbridpe 
h i m - r s i t y  Press, 7065, ch. 9 

8. I n f o m ~ t i o n  r c l ~ - t i r g  t o  the  system of lr.hmr usr? ?S the;,- e > i ~ + d  
i n  Kutt,m~8 were collected mcs t ly  f r o m  i n + e r v i e : ~  with %he ' 

f~riners  in K u t t ~ n ~ ? .  Onv mey also r e fe r  t o  Thnk~zhi S i v ~ s - n k ~ m  
P i l l a i t  s novel Two Meesures of Rice" which throws l iph t  into 
socid. enc! hist,o.dcpl o r i ~ i n s  of thc ~ t t ~ c h e d  l ~ b o u r  syst-m i n  
the Kutt'vlad regirn. 



It would he of in te res t  t o  note t h ~ t  according t o  D sumey 
contkted by the  Keral? Stqto Bur- au of Economics and S t a t i s t i c s  
.I 7 1064-67 among t.h? 'f i 'fer9nt categories of households, the 
T :-p~cfi+ . , t7 hubmoi:% -?! . ' .,T..c - Y? -. - +Jhc h i f ? ~ ~ s *  i n  Alleppey 
r?.r+-tct (26,'7%), while ~ L G  corresponding f igure f o r  the whole 
of K c r d a . r  s only 12.3%) No f igures  are a v r i l ~ b l e  f o r  the Kuttam.4 
region, where one should assume tha t  the proportion must be hlgher 
t h m  f o r  the  whole of Xlleppey d i s t r i c t ,  She "Land Reforms i n  
Kerala - A Survey 1966-@, (mimeo) Govt of Keralc, 1968 

Ch.6 p.3 HPoverty Unemknment and ~ e v e i o m e n t  Policy: A &se 
Study of Selected Issues with Reference t o  Kerala". Vol I 
Report ( ~ h ~ e o )  Centre f c r  Development Studies, Trivandrum 
March 1 9 5  For a more elaborete account of these issues a l so  
see Varghese T,C,. op, c i t  . Ch,4 

The Malabar peasant mtbreaks populerly known a s  tt M o p l d  
Rev~ l t s "  which originated i n  1835 nnd got intensified in 1876 
and also i n  1921 had t h e i r  roots ir! agrarian disccntent. See 
W. Logan, op,cit Ch.3. Mr.  Logan w ~ s  a firm opinion tha t  the 
"Moppilla out rages were designed t o  counteract the ovawhelming 
influence, when b~cked by the Br i t i sh  Courts, of the j a d e s  
i n  exem-ise of the  novel powers of ouster and rent mis ing  
corferrsd upon them1', p. 584 

The his tory o f  the  movement relzt ing t o  the first hclf of the 
20th century i s  discussed i n  & t a i l  mostly in books written 
i n  Mal~yEllam, See i n  pcr t icular  

1 .A. K. Gopolan '"~anninu VendiI1 - (For the  s o i l )  Chinta Publishers, 1'3'75. 

,$.For a brief ncconnt of the p*?rioc? written i n  cnglish language 
read :  E.M.S, Namboodiripad: Keralo Iesterdnv. M e s  and Tomorrow". 
Ch,7 Yo.ticra1 Book Lgsncy C-alcutta. 

The npposntmcnt of the Rplghnv-ih Committee t o  study the  1 
problem i n  1927 and the subsequent enactment of "The VKkbz? 
Tenann,y Act cf 1929I' whf.ch snu@t t o  f f n i r  rents  and pwvnnt 
mbi t r a ry  ev id icn ,  was the f i r s t  seriuus atterrpt m . d e  by tl-e 
Gcvernment in t,his l ine.  However ir, c c z f e r ~ i n g  h 3 m f i t ~  t c  5 1 1 ~  
pe~,sant~,y,  the Act prcved t o  be 5ceffsctive on a c c ~ t  of the 
numerou:; loophcles nrovided withii; it, !lso fhc Act scene?. t o  
have h ~ d  t he  e f f e d '  mainly safe@r.zjinp the in te res ts  of ' thc 
u m e r  l synrs  of the tenmtqy - the  k~ncm~6rors m-' custcrnqy 
~TVrnDaft&nrs-many of whon contirmcd t c  be the in%ermedicciils 
rcther than the acturJ^ cultivntorsl'. Sec Varghese T,C, 'i,p. C ~ T . , ,  



Land lordiam in the State hrrd been clearly on the wane right 
from 1957 onwards, as the rent share accruing t o  the l~ndlords  
were being systematiaally mduced through tenmcy r e f o m  
over the whole period. Following the lLand Reforms Act of 
7 964: by 1966-67, i n  the State as 8 whole ehout 94 per cent 
of leased i n  -2and under all types of tenure had gat f ix i ty  
of tenure --ei ther  through the sanction of the Lend Tribunela 
or  through nrmtual agmement between the p h i e s  concerned, See 
"Land Reforms Sumw 196&en op.cit. Howeder it also needs 
t o  be pointed out thct  as the provisions of 'ths A& were being 
finally enacted, there was not much surplus land left in the 
State fo r  redistribution, a s  most of it had m p o r ~ t e d  In 
(tLfta and partitions under%aken sboe 1957. 

For a detailed account of the whole prmcess See . 
Land .Reclamption in KeralaV,V.R. Pmai and P. GI K,P&m, 
Asia Publishing Houee, 19&. ch.2 

The price of paddy in Kuttanad regicn incre~.sed from Rs.0.65 
per standard para in 1910-11 t o  Re.1.71 per atenden3 nnrn i n  
1578-19. (Price data corres~onds 0 that  of Anb~lapuzha t ~ h k  
which now form part of the Kuttanad re@cn and heve been 
collected f r o m  various issues of nStat is t ics o f  Travancorew. 
foherly pohlished by the Government of Travancore. ) 

The' distribution of lend holdin- i n  the k ~ y d .  'zcne i s  marker! 
by ahi& degree of skewness. It is  not urrusud f o r  fmners 
i n  this Eone t o  @wn holdings of the size 5C or even hundred 
aores. A sample survey on thr  distributicn of lnnd haldings 
i n  the keyel reem, by V,R, Pfllai end F. G.K.Pcnikar ccnductod 
in 1 962 provides interesting information. 

Distribution of b lected Holdinps in The K ~ ~ P L  Area of 
Kuttmad by Size 

Holdinns 

0 - 10 
11 - 35 
26- @ 
41 - 60 
61 9. 7 00 
100-250 
251-500 
501- and above 

All 40 100.0 

Source. V.R. P i l l a i  mc! P,G.X.Pmikar, op.cit p,i$ The reader howevcr 
nee* t o  be ceuticned thnt the survey was not 0. s c i e n t . i f i c ~ ~  
carried oat one, " A t  the same time the ~cunpl.~ is  fros frc.r.1 
my conscious bias". See a l s o  "A. Note on The S ~ m ~ l e  Surrrcy 
of K q y d  C u l t i v ~ t i c n s ~ ,  pp, M.61 



Estimz-te. of the a r c . e  where electricity from the P ~ Z i v a s d  
H y d p  Electric Prcject wculi'b used for  dew~terins - rposes P in filltppeg is g l  w n  in T.K.Velu .Pi l la i  "Travancore torte Manuam 
Va1.111 P.504 Nso see % ~ o r t  of the Kuttanad i 
Commissionn, Eovernment of K e r d ~ ,  19'71 where it Z s Z i t h  the 
history 'of paddy cultivation in Kutta.md, Ch.111, 

2 . .  The decade 1921-1931 was one cluring which there wns R n  un- 
precedented growth i n  popul~tion, I n  the Oravancore State, 
popul~tion increased by 24.8 per cent ccmpar* c? t o  13.9 per 
cent i n  tho previous decade See Varghese T,C, op,cit. ~p W-125, 
the rural sector th i s  implied, not only t h ~ t  there were many 
mo%hs t o  feed but dlso that they'hzd be provided with mploymenl 

?.'j .., The price of paddy i n  Kvktan-d cbsistently declined over the 
period and by the time it was 1936-37, the price4 hod come dawn 
t o  Rs.0.45 per stmderd para, (source, T.K. Velupillni, 
NTrevancore Stete Manualf1. Vol 111, Ch. XTV, p.30) 

arix 
:" r., Estimates of Average Money Wei ge Rates Paid to Male 

Ap-icultural L a b e r a  i n  Kutt~nad 

Yenr Wage Rate 
Rs.  Ps 

1921 -22;' 0.50 
1931"" 0.33 

Percent~ge decline = 34 

'c* c.bt,+n 4 f-m the dste giver in Census o f  Indi?. 7031 - 
Vcl. XXVIII Tra.vm~ors. Part  I T  Trhles VI Statist ios c f FJr.ge 

2.. Sketcw discripticn on the fc,m of exploit.itim ps i t  prevciled 
in Kuttanad i n  the t th i r t i es  and 'forties of the present 
century are given i n  scme of the art icles written i n  M ~ l ~ y f i m ,  
by lerders of the t r ~ d e  union movement there, See S.K.DRS 
Agriculturd Workers Hcvoment i n  Kut tanad, published in  t"i'hc 
Golden Jubilee Souvenir of Travancore Coir Factory Workers 
Unionw. Ueppey, 1 V2. 

+ ?  This phase ant! more importantly the p w t h  of the trsde unicn 
movemcnt mong fmtoqy workors of Nlep-ey are discussed a t  
length i n  articles c~ntributcd by v~r ious  pioneering union 
leaders t o  the "Coir F ~ c t c ~ y  Workers Jubilrlc Souvenir Volume", 
op,cit. 

9 6  - - , tt&ort of ths  Boerd of Conciliation of Trrde rfsTXltes in NF'.F 
~ n d  Matting Industry,. Government cf Trevmcore, 1939. 

5 ' 6 .  A cle t~i led  account on thc leadcrs in thcse +eys cm be h~r? 
frcm T.V.Krishn~n: "Kerala's Rrst Communist. Prpbhpt Qook 
House, Trivend~vun 



The f r r i g ~ t i a n  projects are Mel-tha Mengalam, Walaya2, 
Oayatri, Chitturpueha, Charaluahi and 60thun-'~. They proride 
i rr igat ion faci l i t ies  t o  paddy f ie lds  in the thme teluks of 
Nathur, C h i t  toor and Palghat, 

, :.- ' 

detalJ_s were fbrnished by Mr. d.  Sekhara Yenon, President of 
the Deweya Kar&nka S a n a a ,  Pdghat District. ) 

In other parts.of the State, eapecidly in Knttanad regian, 
workers,.irrespective of the frtet whether they have been 
previauely, employed in. the atme farm or nct, are allowed t o  
t&e part in harvcsthg and c l ~ i m  the wage share. 

,Yield %tee and the Aver~m Farm Price of 
PedCtv in P d ~ h 2 . t  

Yield Ratea. 

Virippu Mundakan 
(~utumn) (Winter) 

2 3 
, .  2117 2803 
2787 3W 
2669 3077 
29L:O 
2402 

2344 
3189 

2697 2857 
2921 27% 
261 1 2731 
321 1 3289 
3121 2805 

Average Farm Price 
(Fts. pclr S t ~ a d a r r i  

para) 
4 

2.78 
3.26 
3.53 

1 
6.00 
6.35 
6.76 
6.52 
5.82 
6.6,; 
8.22 

Source: Co1.2,3 and 4 Data collectecl fmm the Office cf the 
Bureau of Economics ~ n d  Statist ics,  Government cf 
Keraln, TrivRndrum 

' See hapcine Frankel : *Incliaa Green Iiovolutir.n, %on,:mic hir- 
end .Fsliticel Costs1' ( m o d  University Press, Bcmb?y 1671).~. 1 . ~ 6  



Sr e nThe Third Deoennial World Census of Agriculture, 1 ~ ' 7 O - V  
%port vor Kerata stqi&: VOLC 11 p.WZ - 

(.Agriculture Census Division, Bureau of Eccromics end 
Sta t i s t i c s ,  Government ef Kerala, 1973). 

Figures o b t ~ i n e d  f k m  the Fkgicn~l  Transport Office, P~Jghat 
t o  o r d  enquiries made on 25th Fiu@st, 1075, 

Tho ra l~ .b ive  a d v m t n ~  s f r o m  tmctorisn.t icn comes out shnrply 
of a Study cn Tractcr Use and Its *act on The Farm Ecrncq 
cf Kerda (hgriculturnl Divisirn, S ta t e  P l d n g  Bow?, Ke ralc 
August 1969) 

As per th i s  study "On m average, t h ~  t r7c tor  tdces t h ~ e  hcluri 
f o r  ploughing cne Rcre cf V5rippu land, 2.40 hours f ~ r  
Mundakan n s  ngainst ;f5 ;pairs sf bullccks required f r r  one ~ c r c i  
of V i r i p p  and 18 pqirs f c r  one acre rf MundP3cm". (pp.28-29) 
The t ~ b l e  qac.Ued belcw (p.26) also in4icntes t h ~ t  the farmers 
c m  save enrrmous  mount by switchinp f m m  bullock 1,obc;ur t v  
t rau tor  plmphing, 

Savinps cf Rescuivles cor Pxre 
Ra. Ps 

Traditicnal pl(?u@ihg s e s t  per acre  261,. CIO 
Tractor plmghing ccst  per acre 67. 00 
Saving per acre on Account of Tractm use 197,OO 
:On the  baare. of ' the f i&rss;f mm' 6ha , stu.rly, we ciDnld s leo  ma~kd 
.K@ cs t ina tes  cf the number cf t r ac t c r s  required t o  ~ l c u p h  
t h ~  t c t d  crea m a r  pad8y in Jlathur, Chittcxr md Palghot 
teluks,  If we assume t h ~ t  the t r a c t ~ r s  could be operated a t  
t h e  r r t e  of 10 hcurs a d,ny f c r  70 d ~ y s  in bcth the seasorsthe 
number of t r ac to r s  require? t c  plou@~ 68 thcusm-1 hectares unrlla 
Virippu (lutumn) and 55 thcusnnd h e c t ~ r e s  under Munrlakan (Winti 
i n  the three tnluks ( f i g u r c ~  cbtnined from c r c ~  cut t ine survey 
repcrts cp.cit, fcr 19'71) s h e d 3  wcrk mt t o  11 50. This 
r e@m as we hsw d r e d y  ncticec-1 helve ebcut 850 t rnctcrs  by 
July 1975. 

Betweer. 1961 and 1W1, the number nf !.gricultur?l La5nnw-s i n  
thc  threr- t<iluks cf KLathur, Chittocr 2nd P~2plr . t  incrersed by 
39 per cent, . while . durinc the s m e  time the ~?cpulr \ t i ,n  i.ncrs~s81 
by 21 per cent. It i s  4 s c  t h e  case t h ~ t  the mmhr r.f 
pv.ple whc rapcrtecl as cul t ivctors  decline? by 18 ?ercont i n  
these taluks fiuring the  s m e  . r?oc2de. 

Scurce: Census 1961 an+ lQ71. Diotrict  H P ~ ?  BcrF rf PKQhat 



36. Currently it is verg difficult t o  obtain rdinble  data on 
the actual distributicn of lplncl holdings in Palghat. mere 
are rnuoercus instmcea of land being partitimed i n t o  small  
b e n d  hol. 'inp t o  avoid. the ce i l inp  laws incorporated intc 
the land reform legislations, Marewer since the coming of the 
graded procurement 1r.v aystem i n  Kerala i n  196.4,. them has been 
a, notioe~ble increase ia the partitioning of paddy lands t o  bring 
e ~ c h  inilividu~l holding belcw the excempted l i m i t .  This trend 
is  clearly indicated 'by the fact  tht between 1971-72~ and 
1974~75 i n  the thme taluks of Alathur, Chittoor and PPlgbat, 
out of a t o t a l  area of 117567 hectares under rice, the nwnber 
of holdings of size less than 2 acres hns increased from 2 6 , W  
t o  42,8@ with a corresponding increase i n  the  .area f r o m  26,034 
t o  43,194 hectares. (~ igures  collected f  m, the Department of 
Civil Supplies, Government of Kp rala, Trivandrum. ) 


	The Origin of Trade Unionism Among the Agricultural Labourers in Kerala
	Geographical Features and Existing Cultivation Practices in the Two Regions
	The Traditional Agrarial Relations
	The Transitional Phase of The Traditional Agriculture
	The Impact of Institutional Changes in The Two Regions
	Summary and Conclusion
	Notes And References


