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In this essay, I would try to throw some light on the early
begininng of wage-earners and workers’ movement in the non-plan-
tation sector in Assam. Though much emphasis is being laid
these days by the historians on *“Peoples History’’ or “History
from Below”,! the working class movement in Assam has remai-
ned a neglected area of research. Only recently some students ot
history have taken some interest in the subject.t In this essay,
my endeavour will be to present before you the accounts of some
strikes, (which was the main weapon in the hands of the workers to
compel the employers to come to terms) among the wage-earners
in the non-plantation workers and the white collar employees in
Assam during 1918-1930. Inthe non-plantation sector, these strikes
were the early signs of labour mavement in the state.

Since the termination of World War I, Assam, characterised
by slow growth of industrialisation and the lack of emergence of
an organised labour force, experienced some important develop-
ments in the economic, social and political fields. During the pe-
riod 1914-1920 the prices of all articles increased in the province
and the cost of living was increased considerably. This led to wide
spread discontent among the plantation and other wage-earning
labour who fetted with problems both financial and otherwise,
started to organise themselves.

In Assam also it was after the First World War and during
the twenties of the present century that the labour movement began
to crystalise. “In Bengal, Bihar and Assam, extensive industrial
strikes characterised the pericd. The old inadequate wages and
the new quadrupled cost of living were working havoc amongst
the people, and the big capitalists and profiteers of the previous
years, facing a slump in business, began to effect extensive reduc-
tions both in the number of employees and in their pay. Large
numbers were thrown out of work, the working class could not
suppaort their fandilics, people died of starvation, women committed



suicide for nakedness and wretchedness stalked wide. Strike
followed in the railways, in the steamer services, in the coal mines,
in the mills, in the tea estates, in every industrial concern mostly
in the hands of the Europeans.”?®

During 1920s we get the first instances of unions and associa-
tions being formed in Assam. Some of these were white collar
associations which were formed to safeguard the particular
interests of the white collar employees. For example, the State
Civil Servants formed the Assam Civil Service Association in 1923.
This was two years after the Civil Servants of the central cadre
posted in Assam formed Indian Civil Service Association. In the
same year i,e, in 1923 non-gazetted ministerial staff of Assam
Secretariat formed Assam Secretariat Ministerial Association
for the improvement of the members’ service condition and to safe-
guard their rights and privileges.* Their demands were basically
economic. Their activities were mainly limited to prayer and peti-
tion to the authorities with whom they never came into confronta-
tion. Labour struggle of a different kind was witnessed elsewhere.
In 1918 we get an instance of strike when the Assam Government
press employees struck work. During 1920-21, the workers in
the Railways in the state also struck work. A study of these
strikes follows.

Strike in the Assam Goverpment Press

The first recorded instance of non-plantation workers® strike
in Assam was that of the employees of the Assam Government
Printing Press in Shillong, which took place in 1918. The staff
of the Government Press, Shillong along with the ministerial officers
and clerks of the Assam Secretariat (Shillong) demanded an
immediate increase of pay in June 1917. They argued that during
the last few years the cost of living had been increased but their
pay-scale was not revised. In a memorandum to the Chief Com-
missioner they demanded immediate revision of their pay-scale and
also ex-gratia payment for the rising prices due to the War. But
the Chief Commissioner expressed his inability to concede to their
damands as paying compensation to the Shillong staff would lead
to demand for compensation from all the employees of the State
Government a3 the entire province was suffering from the price

‘rise. As a result, the employees of the Government Printing Press
went on strike for an indefinite period since August 18, 1918.%

The strike continugd for 29 days and all the printing wotks

of the Government came to a halt and all official publications
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had to be suspended. Important Government notifications like
postings, transfers and appointment of officials had ta be communi-
cated by wire as the State Gazette could not be published.¢

A number of strikes among the Government Press employees
took place in different parts of the country (like Mysore, Calcutta,
Madras etc.) in the following years on similar demands but Assam
Government Press employees were, most probably, the pioneers
in this field.

The Dibru-Sadiya Railways Workers’ Strike (1920)

The next strike was that of the workers of the Dibru-Sadiya
Railways. The Dibru-Sadiya Railways was a private concern
(established in 1885 in the Lakhimpur district of Upper Assam)
which laid down a 91-miles railway net-work. The Company was
established primarily for the transportation of logs and tea but
subsequently it started carrying passengers also. The railway was
earning good profits and the management paid high dividends to
its share holders every year; but its wolkers were ill-paid. In
July 1920 the workers of the railways strugk work demanding a
fifty per cent increase of their pay and also for some allowances
which the supervisors and the middle -management cadre employees
were receiving.’

The strike continued for ten days, it was well organised and
virtually paralysed the entire railways. The strike was so comw
plete that the running of trains was tatally suspended. The Go-
vernment communication network, specially the postal department
faced much difficulty as the mails were completely held up. They
had to despatch the mail by a substitute arrangement with Assam-
Bengal Railways.® These circumstances compelled the autho-
rities to come to terms. The workers’ salary was increased by
thirty to thirty-five per cent (in case of those receiving wages below
rupees one hundred).? The strike was withdrawn on 28 July.

This strike and its success had an important bearing on the
neighbouring areas. Many of the workers of the Dibru-Sadiya
Railways had their relations in the neighbouring areas, specially
the tea gardens, through which the Railway line passed. The
success of the strike and the Railwaymen’s wage increases inspired
the exploited tea garden labourers of the district to follow a simi-
lar course and a wave of lightning strikes followed in the neigh-
bouring tea gardens.!?

The Assam Bengal Railway Workers’ Strike (1921)
Perhaps the first sympathetic strike in our couatry of a tre-
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mendous magnitude took place in 1921 when the workers of Assam
Bengal Railways and the steamer workers of East Bengal resorted
to an indefinite strike to protest against the oppression of the
British Government towards the plantation labourers at Chandpur.
Following an exodus of tea garden laboures due to insult.
suffering and repression by the planters, the tea garden labourers
campcd at Chandpur and Laxman junctions enroute to their homes
in Central India, Bengal and Bihar (majority of these people were
working at Chargola and Longai Valley). At these junctions they
had to face barbaric atrocities in the hands of the Gurkha regiment
on 20 May, 1921 in the very presence of railway officials. In
protest against this Gurkha outrage on the stranded labourers
the Railwaymen at Chandpur and Laxman junctions spontane-
ously struck work on May 24 ; they were joined by the local steamer
workers on May 29. The strike also spread to the Barak and the
Brahmaputra Valleys and the railway workers of Habiganj, Lum-
ding, Silchar and Gauhati joined the strike subsequently.

(I'll not go into the details of this strike as there are some
published papers on the subject)”

Dibru-Sadiya Railways Strike (1928)

The workers of the Dibru-Sadiya Railways who went on a
strike in 1920 and succeeded in getting their pay increased by
thirty to thirty five per cent, again went on a strike in 1928 demand-
ing wage increase. The strike continued for more than a fortnight
and the railway communication in Upper Assam was disrupted.
The main demand of the workers was the revision of their wages
and introduction of a pay scale with periodical increments. Their
main argument was that the Company, inspite of its huge profits,
had not revised the wages of the workers whereas the dividends
for its share-holders increased every year. About four hundred
and thirty workers had been involved in the strike and the com-
pany had to concede to the workers’ demands. The management
ultimately declared a fifteen to twentyfive per cent increase in the
wages on different categories of labour and only then on the six
teenth day since its beginning, the workers called off the strike.”
Assam Match Company Workers’ Strike (1928)

The workers of the Assam Match Company, Dhubri (esta
blished in 1925) went on a strike in 1928. The Swedish owned
company had a working force of nearly five hundred heads of which
about 350 comprised of unskilled labour and it were these semi-
skilled and unskilled labour who went on a strike on and fro®
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November 2, 1928 demanding increase of pay, better working
condition etc. Their charter of demands ** included (a) the period
of working hours should be from 8 a. m. to 4 p. m. on all week-
days except Saturday when it should be from 8 a. m. ta 2 p. m.;
(b) no fine should be imposed on workers absenting themselves
from duty for less than three days ; (c) any worker receiving injury
within the workshop (factory) while on duty must be paid his full
wages ; (d) no wrongful dismissal ; (¢) rate of wages, once given to
any particular category of workers, cannot be reduced ; (f) the
moslem workers should be provided with a plot of land within the
factory premises for offering their prayers ; (g) revision of wages.

The Company was making huge profits since its begining but
the workers were ill-paid and wage reduction became a regular
feature of the Company’s administration."

The workers of the factory had the support of local citizens.
The conference of the Goalpara Youth Association which was being
held at Dhubri at the same time (under the Presidentship of Nripen-
dra Chandra Banerjee) expressed its sympathy with the warkers
of the factory.” The strikers were “financially assisted by the
daughter of a Goalpara Zamindar who is said to have taken an
active interest in the strike.”’’® The cause of Match Factory wor-
kers was also taken up by local Congressmen and social workers.

The Raja of Gauripur (Assam), one of the provincial Directors
of the Company, and Mr. R. N. Chowdhury were appointed arbit-
rators to settle the matter amicably between the parties but they
failed to come to any settlement.!”” The management of the Com-
pany was firm and they did not yield to the workers’ pressure. The
strike ultimately did not succeed. Fifteen men were discharged***
All the workers joined (except those who were discharged and
about 50 workers who were still hesistant to join) from the 9th
evening.'® Though the strike failed, its importance was immense
because it was the “first labour unrest wh:ch had manifested
in the district.”!®

Jorhat Police Strike (1929)

- We should note here a strike which is different in nature from
the rest of the labour strikes described in this paper. The cons-
tables of the Assam Police went on a strike at Jorhat, in Upper
Assam in 1929. The strike attracted serious attenfion of the
British Government as being unprecedented in the police depart-
ment in the state.

The trouble started when some policemen (numbering about
387



twenty-two) beat some people in the Kengapatoi area of Jorhit
in the evening of August 16, 1929.2® The action of the police was
Yuestionable.?! The businessmen of Jorhat called a meeting of
the people of all the communities in Jorhat in which the police
atrocities on the common people were condemned. They conveyed
their grievances to the Governor, Judicial Member and the local
Deputy Commissioner.?* A general strike (hartal) was observed
in Jorhat on August 19 protesting the police action and demanding
punishment of the constables involved in the incident. Perhaps
this hartal was an expression of the people of Jorhat of their anti-
British feeling which convulsed the whole of India that time.22

The Deputy Commissioner and the Superintendent of Police
visited the place for an on-the-spot study on the day of the inci-
dent.24 Four constables of Yorhat town police were arrested and
sent up for trial on specific charges for the incident. This led to
discontent among the sepoys and the armed constables. They
called a meeting on August 22 and decided to go on strike.?®

On that very night (i.e. on August 22) the constables struck
work and announced that they would refuse to obey the orders
and attend the parade the following morning.2*

The authorities took a serious view of the strike and described
it &s the “most serious event of the fortnight”.2? “The strike,
which was quite unexpected, disclosed a regrettable lack of dis-
cipline among the palice in Jorhat”” ‘wrote the Commissioner of
Assam to the Home Secretary, Government of India.?® The
Deputy Commissioner immediately called on the Assam Valley
Light Horse for aid which took the possession of the police lines
in the following morning.2 The strikers were disarmed and
arrested. The Inspector-General of Police also rushed from
Shillong to Jorhat with a platoon of Assam Rifles and took the
control of Jorhat in the following day.* The IGP also held 3
departmental inquiry. While ninety constables were dismissed from
service other offenders were given departmental punishment.®

Assam Oil Company Workers’ Strike (1929)

The workers of the Assam Oil Company went on a strike in
1929. This strike was important because for the first time, different
political parties supported the labour and sent their representati-
ves to study the situation.

The socialists were trying to take up the labour cause where-
ever possible. Mr. M. K. Sahu of Madras, a representative of the
Trade Union Congress came to Assam in 1928 and he visited coal-
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mines, oil fields and gardens of Assam to gathet first hand infor
mation about the labour condition in Assam.3* Chowdhury
Chowka Singh of Jamshedpur, a trade union activist canie to
Tinsukia and Lakhimpur district outwardly for the purpose of
starting labour unions but actually to foment strikes among the
employees of the Assam Oil Company at Tinsukia and Digboi.®3
He declared that he was sent by Sri Subhash Chandra Base.®4
He addressed the oil workers of Tinsukia on September 25, 1929
and emphasised the need of organised movement of the labour and
of forming trade unions. He distributed pamphlets printed in
Hindi and Assamese formulating the demands which labour:should
make in future.3® He and one of his licutenants, Swami Jitananda
addressed several public meetings from time to time in the sub-
sequent period to gain the labourers’ confidence.® It was mainly
at the instigation of these people and a band of lacal socialists that
the workers of Digboi Oil field, who were the victims of capitalist
explditation, began ta organise themselves for the first time.

The working condition of the Assam Oil Company, Digboi
was not satisfactory. Though the physical facilities and working
condition in this factory was certainly better than the plantation
labourers in Assam, those were certainly worse than many other
factories in India of similar status. The workers were subjected to
hard work-in many cases fourteen hours a day including Sundays.
They were not entitled to enjoy any holiday nor did they receive
any extra allowance for the over-time work.

Protesting against such working condition, about 800 workers
of Digbai Oil field struck work. They demanded weekly holiday,
extra payment for overtime work and additional proportionate
pay for working on Sunday.”” The authorities after a few months
of bargaining, conceded to the workers’ demands. Weekly holi-
day or proportionate pay for working on Sundays were allowed
including over-time allowance.®® These concessions secured by
the workers from a foreign capitalist enterprise was considered
to be an achievement on their part.

From the above discussion we may construe that it was during
1918-30 labour movement in the non-plantation sector and among
the white collar employees began to crystalise in Assam. In the
plantation industry also this period saw the sudden out burst of
labour porotest and strikes, in increasing number. Compared to
industrially developed regions like Bengal or Bombay, industrial
labour in Assam was quite late to organise themselves for colle-
ctive bargaining. One main factor for this was the late emergence
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of industrial working force in the state. Beside this, there were
some other reasons also which explain why the non-plantation
workers were even late to form Trade Unions compared to other
parts of the country. The local Assamese entreprenuers found it
very difficult to attract local labour which resulted in the inflow of
immigrant labour into Assam, this explains the numerical pre-
poderance of the immigrants in the labour force of the state. As a
consequence, the composition of labour force in the state became
heterogeneous and multi-lingual in character ; this might have hin-
dered the mobilisation of workers into labour organisations for
a considerable time. Another factor might be the isolation of the
workers in Assam from the mainstream of industrial working force.
One noticeable point in these strikes was that in almost all
cases the workers organised themselves against the employers with-
out any external assistance and in most cases the strikes were
spontaneous. Congress or its provincial wing did not take up
the workers cause. More pathetic was the role of the Indian Nati-
onal Congress which could not give the workers any guidance or
assistance which was expected from this national organisation.
They even did not pay any serious attention to the workers strug-
gle in Assam-be it plantation or in the non-plantation sector. In
some isolated instances like Assam Bengal Railway Strike, Digboi
Oil workers strike or Dhubri AMCO workers strike, some Con-
gressmen took side with the workers, but Congress as an organi-
sation failed to give the workers any effective leadership.®® In
most cases the workers in Assam had to carry on their struggle on
their own. Thus we see that it was during this period that the
workes in Assam began to organise themselves for collective bargain-
ing. This period also see the emergence of class comsciousness
among the workers. This was the prelude to wider struggle and
movement of the workers which took place in Assam both in the
plantation and non-plantation seector in later years.
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