
MODERNIZATION AND 
EFFEMINIZATION IN INDIA
Kerala Cashew Workers since 1930

Anna Lindberg
The South Indian state of Kerala is well known for its progressive 
policy, high social indicators, and comparatively high women’s 
status. Processes of modernization, however, have had an 
ambiguous impact on women, as shown in this study of female 
cashew factory workers in Kerala, which combines meticulous 
historical investigation with anthropological research, including 
a wealth of in-depth interviews. The author traces changes since 
the 1930s in gender relations among low-caste men and women 
by examining processes of modernization in the organization of 
work, trade union activities, and ideologies regarding marriage 
and family life. Her main conclusion is that women have obtained 
better absolute conditions at work and in society but – due to a 
process of effeminization – they are now looked upon as weaker 
and more dependent on men than in earlier decades.
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Note on the Spelling of Indian Names

 

In the late 1990s, many Indian places names reverted to their pre-
British forms. The British versions will be employed here, as they
were commonly used in printed material and references during the
years under consideration (i.e., Quilon, Alleppey, Travancore, Kerala,
although in some quotations the forms Kollam, Allapuzha, Tiruvitam-
kur, and Keralam may occur). 
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Preface

 

How does a historian from Sweden come to write a book about gender
relations in South India? My fascination with South Asia began on a
brief visit almost 30 years ago. I never envisioned at the time that I
would someday be privileged to return as a researcher, nor could I
possibly imagine that I would consider the South Indian state of Kerala
as one of my homes and a part of my heart. 

One of the positive meanings of the sweeping term ‘globaliza-
tion’ is the interaction of different cultures – a process that I have
found myself increasingly drawn to in my academic pursuit of
history, development studies, and gender studies. Kerala has at-
tracted me for several reasons: its unusual background as a matrilineal
society, its outstanding social indicators for men and women (in spite
of a low GDP), its successful social movements and, not least of all,
its rich culture.

This book concerns gender relations, focusing on working
women’s lives in the intersection of practices, ideologies, and
discourses about femininity, masculinity, and modernization. It is
an attempt to analyze multiple dimensions of the lives of female
factory workers, although not all aspects can be encompassed.
Whereas historians have mainly concentrated on colonial times,
sociologists and development researchers have stressed contem-
porary society. The interdisciplinary approach taken here seeks to
bridge the time gap between the two periods in Indian labour and
gender history. 

The research for this work was carried out in the 1990s, a decade
when postmodernism, poststructuralism, and postcolonialism deeply
challenged earlier theories, methodologies, and epistemologies.
Although not rooted in the postmodern tradition, the present study
is not unaffected by ‘the cultural and linguistic turn’ with regard to
theory and methodology. This study is a conjunction of labour
history (a sub-field of social history), sociology, and anthropology,
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and has been influenced by feminist theories and – to some extent –
postmodern criticism.

I owe a great debt to the numerous people and institutions who
have made this work possible. Although I cannot mention them all,
I would like especially to single out the Department of History at Lund
University, Sweden, and the Centre for Development Studies in
Trivandrum, India. Many dedicated students and faculty members
of these institutions have been most helpful in assisting me. I have
also had the privilege of receiving substantial financial assistance from
the Swedish Agency for Research Cooperation with Developing
Countries, for which I am most grateful.

I would like to dedicate this work to the cashew workers of Kerala,
who have generously shared their time and experiences, patiently an-
swered my questions, and shown never-ending friendliness. It has
been said that human beings cannot aspire to happiness, but can only
hope to be worthy of it. If that is true, the people whose voices appear
in the following pages certainly merit the best of lives in their beau-
tiful land.
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Figure 1. This low-caste woman has been shelling cashew nuts for more than
70 years. She is no longer a registered worker and receives no fringe benefits.
As her working speed has slowed, she can only produce one-third of her former
daily output, earning her about 15 rupees per day (US  $0.39).
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1. Prologue

 

A great foreigner came one day;
He stood silent for some time.
Shells are cracked,
Kernels released.
(They just find fault, find fault.)

Here we have spices and ginger,
Ganja,

 

1

 

 camphor, palode payasam,

 

2

 

Betel and sugar cane.
Whatever you want is here.
(It’s a crime, a great crime.)

Lies are told as needed.
Cashews are carted away,
The cash is gone, 
Empty boxes remain – 
Boxes to store gold and silver,
(Big enough for a child to sleep in.)

 

– Traditional song of the cashew nut workers
in Quilon, 1930s

 

Meeting at the factory

 

Kavitha and Vijayamma were born in Travancore, in South India, be-
fore it became part of the new state of Kerala. A low-caste woman,
Kavitha, was about 77 when I interviewed her:

 

I do not know when I was born, but it was in the time of the
Travancore king. I have never been to school. When I was a child
I lived with my parents, brothers, sisters, and grandmother in a
small hut in the landlord’s field. We did not have any land of our
own. Everybody in the house worked in the paddy field and I

 

1.  Word for Indian marijuana
2.  A sweet dessert
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went there with my parents and helped to weed. We received
rice as payment in kind from the landlord – sometimes he gave
us extra rice when our bellies were crying too loud, but often we
were starving. I remember hard times when I was a child and my
parents could not get work every day. 

One day – I think I was seven years old – my mother took me
to the cashew nut factory. We had to walk about eight kilo-
metres every morning and every night. Women, children, and
some men from the surrounding area came along with us. It was
a huge place with hundreds of people working there. Most of the
people belonged to our caste or to the Pulayas. I sat next to my
mother, who shelled nuts. She taught me how to do it and I
shelled the whole day, but now and then I had to comfort my
younger brother who lay on a sack on the floor beside my moth-
er – just like my children would do later on. My sisters worked
as shellers and they still do; my brother became a roaster. A
foreigner owned the first factory where I worked. I did not like
that factory because the discipline and punishments were very
hard. Once, when I was hungry, I could not resist eating a cash-
ew kernel. I was beaten by one of the owner’s men and dragged
from the factory, and for the following two weeks I had to wait
for my mother outside the factory. Our wages were low, but we
were paid in cash – not like the time when we worked in the
paddy field. Moreover, we had work every day – for a long time
we worked on Sundays as well. We had no specific working
times; we just worked from early morning to night. It was always
dark when we walked back home and we used to light torches
made of coconut leaves. 

After the trade unions had shown their power, we worked
from eight in the morning to six in the evening. Like most of the
Kuravas, I joined the communist union after working for some
years. My husband did not object, even though he was not a
member of the Communist Party. This was during the rule of the
dewan,

 

3

 

 C. P. Ramaswamy Ayyar. He came here to agitate for an
American model of ruling the country so he could retain his
power, but the local people were quite against him. 

Later on I shifted to another factory, right here in this village
– it was the same year E. M. S. was dismissed.

 

4

 

 Early in the morn-
ing the factory bell would ring out. I think it was to wake us up.

 

3.  The highest ranking official in princely states until Independence in 1947.
4.  E. M. S. Namboodiripad was the chief minister of Kerala from 1957 to 1958. 
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Then it rang again, and by the third time we had to be there. I
work in the same factory to this day, still doing the same job – I
think I will work until I die. Now there is no landlord to give us
rice when there is no work. We are still poor, even if things are
not as bad as in the old days. But nowadays we cannot get full-
time employment in the cashew factories as we could in my
youth. 

I have three daughters and two sons. They were all born in
this hut, and I had to bring them to the factory when they were
babies. My daughters are shellers, one son is a roaster, and the
other son is an agricultural labourer. My granddaughters are
shellers. Here in our area, it is as if we are born with cashew shel-
ling mallets in our hands.

 

– Kavitha, woman of Kurava caste, sheller, born
around 1920

 

Vijayamma, an upper-caste Nair woman, related her story to me: 

 

I was born in the Kollam year of 1095 [1920].

 

5

 

 I went to school for
four years, but when I was about 12 years old I started to work in
the cashew nut factory. The factory was located near our house.
My father was unemployed, but we had a small plot of land which
my mother had inherited from her mother. My parents had some
income from that land, but it was not enough to make a living.
My grandmother had owned a lot of land in the past. The family
sold some of it and the rest was given to their children. The
original land was divided into many plots, since there were eight
or nine children. My mother received such a plot, on which my
father built a house. We became poor – that is why my mother,
my sisters, and I had to go to work in the factory. 

We worked in the grading section. This was at the time when
the caste system with untouchability was prevalent. It was very
unusual for women of our caste to go to places like this. It was
really a place for low-caste people and it was shameful for us to
work like that – but we had to. The 1930s were a decade of starv-
ation and poverty. Most Nair women worked at home doing dif-
ferent things like preparing coir and sewing. It was the custom
at that time for women of our caste to remain in the house. Pov-
erty drove us to the factory, but it was very difficult. Maybe not

 

5. This calendar, based on the so-called Kollam Era, was founded by Udaya
Marthanda Varma in 825.
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so difficult for my sisters and me – we were still young – but for
my mother I think it was painful. 

The trade unions were agitating very hard during those years
when the dewan, C. P. Ayyar, ruled. The leaders used to visit the
houses of the workers, but we never joined the union at that
time. My father did not like the communists. My husband was an
agricultural day labourer who soon became a communist, so after
my marriage I joined the union. My husband did all kinds of work,
but mostly he could only get work a few days a week. For long
periods we were totally dependent on my income. We had two
sons and two daughters. 

 After the 1960s it was even harder for us to survive because
the factory where I worked closed down for long periods of time
and unemployment caused suffering for my husband, too. To
survive we had to pawn some gold ornaments and accept help
from our relatives. About 20 years ago, my youngest son went
to the Gulf to work in Bahrain, and he is still there. My daugh-
ters work in the cashew factory, and so does one of my grand-
daughters. But my grandchildren are able to live a better life
than I did. Kerala has developed so much. My mother would not
recognize this world any longer. People are educated and mod-
ern, and the traditional caste society is completely abolished.
So much has changed – so much!

 

– Vijayamma, woman of Nair caste, grader, born in
1920

 

Kavitha belonged to the Kuravas, a former slave caste, and Vijayam-
ma to the Nairs, a traditional landowning caste – two communities
that usually did not interact, except for instances of very hierarchical
ceremonies or in work situations where higher caste men supervised
and directed people of lower castes. The two women met in the cash-
ew nut factory, which represented an utterly new kind of workplace
in Travancore – especially for women –  because it was a place where
women of different rank in the caste hierarchy found themselves in
similar positions vis-à-vis factory owners and supervisors. The soci-
ety that Kavitha and Vijayamma were born into has generally been
called a traditional society, as it was based mainly on agriculture. The
workers lived on the property of the landlord, worked his fields, and
were paid in kind, and now and then received some extra rice, rein-
forcing dependency on the goodwill of the landlord and under-
scoring the paternalistic character of his relations with the workers. 
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1. Prologue

 

Vijayamma’s story illustrates the extremely rigid caste system
that formed the basis of the social hierarchy. Religious leaders exer-
cised tremendous power and there was little possibility of mobility or
freedom for individuals. 

This book concerns women like Kavitha and Vijayamma, and their
children and grandchildren. It recounts their experiences and probes
identities. There are thousands of women with similar life stories. It
is their situation in the workplace, their participation in trade uni-
ons, the dynamics of marriage, and the effects that these experiences,
together with the ideologies and discourses which surround them,
have had on their consciousness and identity that are the main focus
of the present investigation. 

The ‘Kerala Model’, i.e., the political context of a state widely
known for its radicalism, redistribution of resources, and high social
indicators for citizens (men as well as women), serves as the back-
ground which inspired this study. It covers the period from 1930 to
2000, a time when Kerala underwent great social and economic changes
– a process generally termed modernization. These changes include
the emergence of democracy and welfare institutions, the growth of
trade unions, a tremendous increase in literacy, certain transform-
ations of the rigid caste hierarchy, and altered gender relations. 

During the past six or seven decades, female cashew factory em-
ployees have constituted the largest single group of registered
workers in Kerala, numbering about 200,000 in the year 2000. They
have been organized in trade unions since the 1940s and often have
been the most militant of all workers, as measured by man-days lost
due to strikes. This makes such women stand out in sharp contrast
to the stereotypical depiction of ‘Third World Women’ as powerless,
illiterate victims. 

 

Interpreting people’s lives and identities

 

This study of the Kerala cashew workers endeavours to show that
people, however suppressed, poor, or marginalized, have the capability
of thinking, analysing, and describing their own situations. However,
like all analyses, theirs may be limited by hegemonic discourses. Such
discourses may operate on several levels, some of which can influence
people beyond their consciousness; but individuals are also active in
supporting or contesting both discourses and ideologies, as well as
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creating their own identities. This is not a polemic against influential
power structures. Rather, it is an expression of the human ability to
negotiate power relations within such structures. 

The concepts of ideology and discourse are often seen as be-
longing to incompatible academic traditions, based on opposing
epistemological grounds: a positivist and materialist approach versus
one stressing the power of cultural and linguistic factors. In the
present study an intermediate position is taken between the one
belief that discourses are mere reflections of materiality, and the
other extreme holding that discourses constitute social practice.
It focuses on the interplay between ideologies and discourses. A dis-
course may be ideological in its essence, but it is not identical with
that ideology; rather, it is a tool to express, mediate, and uphold
ideologies, although they both operate at the same level: that of con-
veying meaning.

A more open and discursive approach to ideologies does not imply re-
linquishing their critical dimension totally. It only signifies that ideology
critique may be extended to include competing discourses, putting less
emphasis on distorted knowledge and more on such things as agency or
multiple subjectivities. The major difference between ideology and dis-
course is that ideologies are normative and more consciously formu-
lated, whereas discourses operate on a more subtle level. Discourses are
not necessarily seen as value-laden, but appear to be ‘true’. Those who
produce the discourses have the power 

 

to

 

 

 

make them true

 

, since they are
also the ones producing dominant knowledge.

 

6

 

This study has a two-fold approach: materiality and meaning.
Combining theoretical perspectives that see social phenomena as
both social constructions and objective ‘realities’ is a way to reconcile
materialism with postmodern ideas. This view includes the rejection
of essentialist categories (such as women and men), as well as the
gender-neutral concept of class.

 

7

 

 

 

6. Sara Mills has given a useful overview of the theoretical discussions related to dis-
course and ideology in 

 

Discourse

 

, London: Routledge, 1997. See also Stuart Hall,
‘The West and the Rest: Discourse and Power’, in Stuart Hall and Bram Gieben
(eds.), 

 

Formations of Modernity

 

, Cambridge: Polity Press, 1993, pp. 276–320.
7. For a similar theoretical approach, see Harriet Bradley, 

 

Fractured Identities:
Changing Patterns of Inequality

 

, Cambridge: Blackwell, 1996, and Rosemary Hennes-
sy, 

 

Materialist Feminism

 

 

 

and the Politics of Discourse

 

, New York: Routledge, 1993. 
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1. Prologue

 

In studying cashew workers, one of my major concerns has been
understanding the construction of masculinity and femininity, and the
power relations involved in this process. Central to this theme is the
consciousness and identity of female workers, and their own agency or
passivity in processes of constructing those identities. The theoretical
principle employed is that interdisciplinary approaches are necessary
to analyse social and cultural processes. Speeches, stories, and texts con-
cerning everyday social interaction contribute to social and cultural
changes, and to the formation of identities and consciousness, as do
‘lived realities’ or experiences. The concern in the following pages is
how women workers have rendered their everyday lives intelligible. 

It is necessary to distinguish between that experience which stems
from an individual’s biography, and experience as a social relation. It
is the latter that is of interest here: it refers to collective experience
and history, and how groups are positioned in society. The concept of
‘women’s experience’ has been rightly criticized on the ground that
there is no homogeneous category ‘women’. Feminist theorists have
been denounced for appropriating white, heterosexual, middle-class
women’s experience as the norm.

 

8

 

 However, in analysing the experience
of female cashew workers in factories and family life, the homogeneity
appeared striking and would justify the use of collective experience
for this particular group.

Joan W. Scott has taken issue with the concept of experience as
employed by E. P. Thompson and others who have seen experience
as shaped only by relations of production, but have over looked
other social arrangements. As Scott points out, people are as-
signed essential identities that are based only on class because the
notion of experience is closely related to identity. Her strongest
criticism with regard to experience, however, is that discourses
are inscribed in people’s accounts of their experiences. Scott sug-
gests that a way to avoid constructing essentialist identities is to

 

8. Bell Hooks, 

 

Ain’t I a Woman: Black Women and Feminism

 

, Boston: South End Press,
1981; Maria C. Lugones and Elizabeth V. Spelman, ‘Have We Got a Theory for You!
Feminist Theory, Cultural Imperialism, and the Demand for “The Woman’s
Voice”’, 

 

Women’s Studies International Forum

 

, vol. 6, no. 6, 1983, pp. 573–581. Others
have argued that the concept ‘women’s experience’ should be retained for moral
and strategic reasons. See Denise Riley, 

 

‘Am I that Name?’: Feminism and the Category
of ‘Women’ in History

 

,

 

 

 

Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1988, and Gayatri Chakravorty Spiv-
ak, 

 

Outside the Teaching Machine, 

 

New York: Routledge, 1993.
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historicize experience and trace the processes of discourses that
affect people’s identities. She illustrates this by citing Stuart Hall’s
observation that people in Jamaica have always been black, although
they did not speak of themselves as such until about 1970, when
discourses promoting black identity began to affect Jamaicans. To
analyse these discourses ‘is to historicize the “experience” of black-
ness’.

 

9

 

 In this, she subscribes to Michel Foucault’s opinion that there is
no ‘dumb reality’.

 

10

 

 
Scott’s approach to experience, although it takes the complexities

of interpreting people’s lives seriously and denies that experiences
simply mirror ‘a true reality’, propounds an almost totally discursive
nature of experiences. A more pluralistic definition is used in the
present study: people do have silent experiences that are not lin-
guistic events. Hunger, poverty, oppression, division of labour (gen-
der, class, or ethnic), violence, rape, and sexual harassment exist, no
matter what we term them. The forces of capitalism continue to op-
erate in an exploitative manner, whether we speak about them or
not. These are structural and objective experiences that affect the way
people think about and identify themselves. Discourses do not change
these experiences, although they may change people’s understand-
ing of them. While of great importance, discourses alone are not respons-
ible for meaning and identity-creating processes. The interpretation
that people give to their own experiences (although affected by hege-
monic discourses) are also decisive factors. Thus, identities are con-
stituted in the intersection of practice, ideologies, and discourses. For
this reason it is essential to attend to the stories people tell because
they may contain issues that are excluded from hegemonic dis-
courses and ideologies.

 

11

 

 

 

9.  Joan W. Scott, ‘Experience’, in Judith Butler and Joan W. Scott (eds), 

 

Feminists
Theorize the Political

 

, New York: Routledge, 1992, pp. 22–40, and Joan W. Scott,

 

Gender and the Politics of History

 

, New York: Columbia University Press, 1988, pp. 68–
90. For a similar view, see Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, ‘Can the Subaltern Speak?’,
in Patrick Williams and Laura Chrisman (eds), 

 

Colonial Discourse and Post-Colonial
Theory: A Reader

 

, New York: Longman, 1993, p. 90.
10.  Michel Foucault, 

 

The Archaeology of Knowledge and the Discourse on Language

 

, New
York: Pantheon Books, 1982.

11.  For a similar opinion, see Chandra Mohanty, 

 

Feminism without Borders: Decolonizing
Theory, Practicing Solidarity

 

, Durham and London: Duke University Press, 2003, pp.
76–84.
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The concept of identity, closely related to experience, ‘marks the way
in which we are the same as others who share that position, and the ways
in which we are different from those who do not’.

 

12

 

 I here exclude
personal identities, which are highly individualized and unique, and
incorporate many more facets relating to an individual’s life experiences
than that of social identity. The latter concept refers to the way people
locate themselves in society in relation to other perceived groups or
institutions. Social identity – an individual’s sense of societal belonging –
exists on several levels and is multiple. Identities are changeable, frag-
mented, overlapping, dynamic, ambiguous, and sometimes conflicting.
For example, to be of high caste and yet belong to the working class; or
to be a woman and a worker; or a mother and a trade union leader, may
create tension. Identities are historically and culturally formed; they are
non-essential and cannot be derived from an external referent. The
concept of identity is here taken as fluid and contingent, rather then
fixed and persistent, and relates to a specific historical and spatial
context.

 

13

 

 
In order to comprehend the agency of subalterns, it is useful to sep-

arate the concepts of identity and consciousness. By consciousness is
meant 

 

awareness 

 

(such as the ability to identify oppressive structures
based on class, caste, or gender). Identity, on the other hand, is a sense
of belonging to a particular social group – a more complex and am-
biguous entity. Harriet Bradley has categorized three different forms
of social identity, based on the levels on which they may operate, as
passive, active, and politicized.

Having a 

 

passive identity

 

 means that a person or social group gives
little thought to their identity. It is, in a sense, a potential identity, only
activated when specific events occur. An active 

 

identity

 

 has reached the
consciousness of individuals, rendering them, for the most part, aware

 

12. Kathryn Woodward (ed.), 

 

Identity and Difference

 

, London: Sage Publications, 1997,
pp. 1–2.

13. For a discussion of this concept, see Bradley, 

 

Fractured Identities, 

 

pp. 23–27 and 202–
214. See also Sheila Allen, ‘Race, Ethnicity, and Nationality: Some Questions of
Identity’, in Haleh Afshar and Mary Maynard (eds), 

 

The Dynamics of ‘Race’ and
Gender: Some Feminist Interventions

 

, London: Taylor and Francis, 1994, pp. 85–105,
Kathryn Woodward, ‘Concepts of Identity and Difference’, in Woodward (ed.),

 

Identity and Difference

 

, pp. 8–50, and Kum-Kum Bhavnani and Ann Phoenix (eds),

 

Shifting Identities,

 

 

 

Shifting Racisms: A Feminism and Psychology Reader

 

, London: Sage
Publications, 1994. 

 

ChapterI.fm  Page 9  Thursday, October 21, 2004  2:11 PM



 

10

Modernization and Effeminization in India

 

of belonging to a specific, identified group – whether a class, gender,
ethnicity, or some other group. Thus, active identities may be  pro-
moted by the experience of discrimination: race, class, ethnicity, or
gender may occasion such identity-shaping crises. A black person’s
identity as ‘black’ is activated when such persons are addressed in a de-
rogatory way solely on the basis of their skin colour, just as a woman’s
identity as ‘woman’ becomes manifest when she is sexually harassed or
singled out as ‘different’ because of her gender. An identity becomes a

 

politicized identity 

 

when it is taken as a basis for action and results in
collective organizing.

 

14

 

 Several identities may also compete and
overlap, making active and politicized identities more nuanced and
perhaps even contradictory. To a politicized identity we may add the
further dimension of a 

 

central or peripheral identity

 

, in the sense of feel-
ing one’s own power (or agency) or, conversely, a feeling of being led. 

Labour history in India has long been dominated by the sole preoc-
cupation with male workers. It has tended to look at resistance only in
terms of rebellion and strikes, and has taken as its criterion the ability
to organize workers into trade unions.

 

15

 

 However, workers are not a
homogenous unity. They are divided by such power relations as those
based on gender and caste, to give two examples. Moreover, resistance
may operate on levels other than that of organized violence, with an
absence of visible resistance not necessarily indicating a lack of insight
into power structures.

 

16

 

 A major concern of this study will be to
analyse the way forms of domination based on gender either undergo
change, or are sustained and reproduced. As we shall see, formal guide-
lines and laws influenced by the West, as well as less obvious ideologies
and discourses, operate with great power.

Since their first publication in 1982, analyses issued by the Sub-
altern Studies group, probing the identity of those who are ranked
low in Indian society, have had considerable influence, but have
also occasioned heated criticism – mainly from historical materi-

 

14. Bradley, 

 

Fractured Identities

 

, pp. 25–26.
15. Some historical studies are exceptional in that they do have a feminist

perspective, such as Leela Fernandes, 

 

Producing Workers: The Politics of Gender, Class,
and Culture

 

,

 

 

 

Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1997, and Samita Sen,

 

Women and Labour in Late Colonial India: The Bengal Jute Industry

 

, New York:
Cambridge University Press, 1999.

16. James C. Scott, 

 

Weapons of the Weak: Everyday Forms of Peasant Resistance

 

, New Haven:
Yale University Press, 1985.
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alists.

 

17

 

 With regard to workers, Dipesh Chakrabarty, in a highly
regarded study of jute mill workers in Calcutta from 1890 to 1940,
seeks to understand why jute workers, despite occasionally taking
some militant action, have rarely organized into trade unions.

 

18

 

 He
makes a distinction between ideology (a number of conscious ideas)
and culture (a system through which a social order is mediated,
reproduced, experienced, and investigated). Chakrabarty argues that
although trade unions of the Left have been ideologically based in
democracy, a distinct hierarchy has been evident in daily culture.
Culturally driven power relations were built into the unions, with the
theory of democracy being supplanted by the practice of loyalty.
Thus, democratic ideology was not strong enough to eradicate power
relations, which were culturally coded. In essence, Chakrabarty views
failures to unionize or develop class consciousness as strongly linked
to cultural inheritances of past traditions. 

Chakrabarty earnestly challenges the dogmatic, unreflective ap-
plication of standard categories to Indian society. His study, however,
is problematic in three respects: it employs official reports to analyse
worker consciousness; it focuses overmuch on culture and religion to
the neglect of material ‘realities’ when considering identities;

 

 

 

and it
avoids questions of gender. The lack of gender perspective in much
of the writing of scholars belonging to the Subaltern School has come
under criticism.

 

19

 

When analysing caste, scholars have often made reference to a
traditional society. However, the polarization ‘traditional vs. mod-
ern’ appears inadequate, especially from a gender perspective.
Several feminist researchers in the fields of history, anthropology,
and development, as well as political scientists, have highlighted
the failure of earlier analyses of caste and class identities to include

 

17. For an overview of Subaltern Studies, see Dipesh Chakrabarty, 

 

Habitations of
Modernity: Essays in the Wake of Subaltern Studies

 

, Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 2002, pp. 3–38, and David Ludden (ed.), 

 

Reading Subaltern Studies: Critical
History, Contested Meaning, and the Globalization of South Asia

 

, London: Anthem Press,
2002, pp. 1–39.

18. Dipesh Chakrabarty, 

 

Rethinking Working-Class History: Bengal 1890–1940

 

, Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1989.

19. See Rosalind O’Hanlon, ‘Recovering the Subject: Subaltern Studies and Histories of
Resistance in Colonial South Asia’, 

 

Modern Asian Studies

 

, vol. 22, no. 1, 1988, pp. 189–
224.
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gender.

 

20

 

 As a caste struggled to rise in the social hierarchy, a loss of
freedom by women became conspicuous. This is discussed by M. N.
Srinivas, who concludes that it was part of the process of 

 

Sanskrit-
ization

 

, defined by him as a lower caste changing its customs in the
direction of a higher caste by emulating its traditions.

 

21

 

 Tradition,
however, is not a clear and undisputed concept. During the colonial
period in India, women lost both power and a number of rights per-
taining to inheritance, property, access to land, divorce, and remar-
riage. Customary laws were abandoned and legislation codified in
cooperation with the British colonial powers and Brahman lawyers.
What has been seen in retrospect as a ‘tradition’ may have been the
creation of colonialism itself.

 

22

 

 
Taking issue with the concept of tradition inevitably leads us to

consider the notion of modernization – often seen as an indication
of progress and the road to a civil society. The period under con-
sideration was a time when India was universally seen as modern-
izing (especially after Independence) in the sense of having ob-
tained formal democratic rights and institutions. However, mod-
ernization – a concept with positive connotations – has not always
led to progress or greater equality, thus raising the question of who
has the power to define what is modern and what is not?

 

23

 

 Another
process, Westernization, is often conflated with modernization,
and includes the adoption of Western education, secularization,
and lifestyle (including consumerism). It has especially been noted

 

20. Karin Kapadia, 

 

Siva and her Sisters: Gender, Caste, and Class in Rural South India

 

,
Boulder: Westview Press, 1995; Fernandes, 

 

Producing Workers

 

; Amrita Chhachhi and
Renée Pittin, ‘Multiple Identities and Multiple Strategies: Confronting State, Cap-
ital and Patriarchy’, in Ronaldo Munck and Peter Waterman (eds), 

 

Labour World-
wide in the Era of Globalization

 

: 

 

Alternative Union Models in the New World Order

 

,
Basingstoke: Macmillan Press, 1998, pp. 64–79; Kalpana Ram, 

 

Mukkuvar Women: Gen-
der, Hegemony, and Capitalist Transformation in a South Indian Fishing Community

 

, Lon-
don: Zed Books, 1991.

21. M. N. Srinivas, 

 

Caste in Modern India and Other Essays

 

, Bombay: J. K. Publishers, 1962,
p. 46.

22. See, for example, Lata Mani, ‘Contentious Traditions: The Debate on 

 

Sati

 

 in Col-
onial India’, in Kumkum Sangari and Sudesh Vaid (eds), 

 

Recasting Women: Essays in
Colonial History

 

, New Delhi: Kali for Women, 1989, pp. 88–126.
23. Chakrabarty, 

 

Habitations of Modernity

 

; Dipankar Gupta, ‘India’s Unmodern Modern-
ity’, in Romila Thapar (ed.), 

 

India: Another Millennium?

 

, New Delhi: Viking, 2000, pp.
85–107. 
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among the urban population.

 

24

 

 For some educated women, upward
mobility in the class system has permitted them to break caste and
gender constraints, and their professional standing has elevated their
class status and even that of their husbands.

 

25

 

 Sanskritization and
Westernization may be seen as striving in opposite directions with re-
gard to gender. However, in evaluating the two processes, a variety of
outcomes concerning gender should be weighed, depending on the
class, caste, and historical context under consideration. Two things
that have decisively influenced gender relations in the workplace are
the so-called modern organization of work and the institutionalization
of labour laws, as this study will attempt to show. Western influence
might have brought about higher education and more freedom for
some women, but it has also occasioned great stress on the nuclear
family, including the strict relegation of women to the role of house-
wives. Upward class mobility, for example, where a husband is im-
proving his economic status, may simultaneously result in the
withdrawal of his wife from public life.

 

26

 

 Class, caste, and gender are
thus interrelated in ways that may be complex and not immediately
apparent.

 

27

 

 
This investigation traces alterations in gender relations among low-

caste men and women by examining changes in the organization of
work, trade union activities, and ideologies regarding marriage and
family life. Focusing on a group of workers situated on the south-
western tip of the Indian peninsula may be seen by some as a highly
restrictive and isolated study. However, this particular area has been
linked to the international world since colonial times. Its ties on the
level of economics, ideologies, and discourses have increased during
the globalization of the past decade. 

The present study is an illustration of how forces beyond the eco-
nomic sphere affect the lives of poor workers, and especially how a

 

24. For a discussion on Westernization in India, see Srinivas, 

 

Caste in Modern India

 

, p.
55, and, by the same author, 

 

Social Change in Modern India

 

, Berkeley: University of
California Press,

 

 

 

1966, pp. 46–88.
25. Joanna Liddle and Rama Joshi, 

 

Daughters of Independence: Gender, Caste, and Class in
India

 

, London: Zed Books, 1986, pp. 109–111. 
26. See Maria Mies, ‘Capitalist Development Production’, in Maria Mies, Veronika

Bennholdt-Thomsen, and Claudia von Werlhof (eds), 

 

Women: The Last Colony,

 

 New
Delhi: Kali for Women, 1988, pp. 40–45.

27. Liddle and Joshi discuss this point in 

 

Daughters of Independence

 

, pp. 237–240.
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shift in hegemonic gender discourse and ideology has been decisive
in the ongoing struggle against capitalist forces. Despite the undeni-
able fact that the women depicted here have obtained substantially
improved conditions at work and in society in general, the power dis-
crepancy between low-caste men and women has increased in favour
of men. As this analysis attempts to show, low-caste women have
gone through a process that can be called 

 

effeminization

 

 – the way a
woman’s dressing, behaving, and acting in different spaces (i.e., at
the factory, in union participation, in the household, and in society at
large) are perceived as differing from a man’s. Today, to a greater ex-
tent than in the 1940s, such women are seen as weak and dependent.
Although this may be observed in the workplace and in trade union
activity, the distinction becomes especially overt in the sphere of
marriage. I have chosen to term this process 

 

effeminization

 

 instead of
the more common ‘feminization’ because the latter is strongly asso-
ciated with such processes as ‘feminization of poverty’ or ‘feminiza-
tion of labour’. In those instances, ‘feminization’ is simply a
quantitative term designating an increase in the sheer numbers of
women present. The concept of effeminization, on the other hand, is
more ideological and discursive than feminization, and therefore has
qualitative implications. Nevertheless, there is a connection between
the two: effeminization often leads to the feminization of both labour
and poverty.

 

Comments on methodology and sources 

 

The present study’s interdisciplinary approach includes a multipli-
city of sources in its analysis of social and cultural phenomena. The
methodology employed combines published and unpublished histor-
ical documents with in-depth interviews, resulting in a preponder-
ance of ‘working women’s voices’.

 

28

 

 Interviews with non-subalterns,
such as trade union leaders, politicians, and factory owners, are also
drawn upon. The sources serve not only to establish a social and mater-
ial context, but reveal how women and men have been represented.

 

28. For a comprehensive discussion of the methodology used in this study, see Anna
Lindberg, 

 

Experience and Identity: A Historical Account of Class, Caste, and Gender among
the Cashew Workers of Kerala, 1930–2000

 

, Lund: Studia Historica Lundensia, 2001.
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1. Prologue

 

By this means, more attention is directed to language and form, i.e.,
implied meaning and discourses, than to content.

From a theoretical perspective, oral narratives are incorporated
both as testimonies of collective memories and as constructions of sub-
jective identities. 

After several short visits during the early 1990s, each lasting a
month or two, I returned to Kerala in 1997 and for about four years it
became my second home. Close collaboration with an indigenous re-
search assistant made me overcome my initial trepidation, and I be-
gan to see that in some ways my status as an outsider allowed me to ask
questions that would have been impossible for a local person to pose.
Nevertheless, both perspectives – insider and outsider – have limita-
tions and advantages that need to be taken into account in each situ-
ation, an issue anthropologists have long discussed.

 

29

 

 We must also
acknowledge that the dividing line between the two concepts is not
clear and that the quality of the relationship one establishes may be
of greater importance than ‘essential’ differences in ethnicity or
other matters.

 

30

 

 Several feminists (postmodern and others) have
held that so-called value free objectivity, which they ascribe to a typ-
ical male research tradition, obscures subjectivity and power rela-
tions under the guise of ‘science’.

 

31

 

The research methodology that I employ is close to ethnography,
something Shulamith Reinharz has defined as a multimethod re-
search that ‘usually includes observation, participation, archival ana-
lysis, and interviewing’.

 

32

 

 To some extent, this study may be said to
be based on participatory observation, as I visited numerous cashew
factories, trade union offices, and union meetings, and spent much
time in the dwellings of cashew workers, where I became a welcome,
familiar figure. These visits enabled me to understand the contexts of

 

29. See, for example, Robert Merton, ‘Insiders and Outsiders: A Chapter in the
Sociology of Knowledge’, 

 

American Journal of Sociology

 

, vol. 78, no. 1, 1972, pp. 9–47. 
30. Kirin Narayan, ‘How Native Is a “Native Anthropologist?’, in Louise Lamphere,

Helena Ragoné, and Patricia Zavella (eds), 

 

Situated Lives: Gender and Culture in Every-
day Lives

 

, New York: Routledge, 1977, pp. 23–39.
31. Sandra Harding, 

 

Whose Science? Whose Knowledge? Thinking from Women’s Lives?

 

,
Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1991, pp. 156–161.

32. Shulamit Reinharz, 

 

Feminist Methods in Social Research

 

, New York: Oxford
University Press, 1992, p. 46.
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their lives and culture. Although I was encountering these families in
the present, my concern was more with the past, which is why I
primarily view my field methodology as oral history. Interviews with
workers and with certain trade union leaders were accomplished
with the help of my research assistant interpreter, whereas most of
the other interviews (i.e., government officials, factory owners, and
politicians) were conducted in English.

Using a structured questionnaire along with a few unstructured
questions, I administered a quantitative survey to every tenth worker
in each department of a large, private cashew factory. In those sec-
tions with very few workers, everyone was interviewed. In all, eighty-
five workers were questioned. This resulted in a fairly clear picture of
the present situation with regard to wages, the caste and gender di-
vision of labour, education, the composition of a household, the fam-
ily’s economic and social circumstances, as well as historical facts
about the living and working conditions of the parents or grandpar-
ents of the cashew workers. 

In addition, in-depth interviews were conducted in forty-five
homes, representing different generations of cashew workers from
the four predominant castes. I visited each family at least twice, and
in most cases three to six (or more) times. Such an approach proved
fruitful, as new memories and insights constantly emerged. Frequent
visits also led to mutual trust and understanding. Although I had pre-
pared questions to ask, the interviews began with everyone conversing
freely. This resulted in spontaneous stories being told and allowed
the interviewees to direct the course of the conversation. The question-
naire, as it turned out, served only as points of reference. Almost all
the interviews were taped and translated.

 

33

 

 Some workers expressed
fear that their opinions might eventually come to the attention of
factory owners or union leaders. We agreed to keep the identity of all
those interviewed anonymous, hence all the names in the story we
are about to unfold are pseudonyms.

 

33. The few exceptions were times when an interviewee asked me not to record the
conversation. 

 

ChapterI.fm  Page 16  Thursday, October 21, 2004  2:11 PM



 

17

 

2. Historical Background

 

Introduction

 

Travancore, located on the south-western coast of the Indian sub-
continent, was never part of British India, but had always remained
an independent, so-called princely state. It was created in the
eighteenth century when seven small kingdoms were combined after
a war. In 1949 the state of Cochin was integrated into its territory and
the combined region became known as the State of Travancore-
Cochin. Present-day Kerala was formed in 1956 as part of an all-Indian
policy of redistricting to encompass people with a common language
in the same state. A region of the old Madras presidency was added,
while another part in the south, Kanyakumari, where people spoke
Tamil, was transferred from Travancore to Tamil Nadu. The people who
live in Kerala speak Malayalam, a Dravidian language, hence, in ad-
dition to being called Keralites, they are more commonly (and more
properly) termed Malayalees.

The old state of Travancore, although an independent monarchic
kingdom, was ruled de facto by the British, who first took over the econ-
omy of the state early in the eighteenth century. England soon gained
political control of the country as well by entering into various treaties
with local rulers, the first of which was signed in 1723. From that time
until Independence in 1947, Travancore no longer enjoyed its own sover-
eignty or exercised control over policy, as all decisions had to be approved
by the British and the state had to pay tribute to colonial overlords.

 

1

 

One of the most decisive changes during the British period was the
thorough transformation of the country into a capitalistic cash econ-
omy. This took place gradually from the second half of the nineteenth
century to about 1940. Land became a commodity, crops were grown
commercially, large-scale agro-processing industries began to ap-

 

1. A. Sreedhara Menon, 

 

A Survey of Kerala History

 

, Kottayam, India: National Book
Stall, 1967, pp. 207ff. 
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pear, foreign trade grew dramatically, and the country’s infra-
structure was modernized to adapt to the expanding trade. Social
changes led to the creation of a rural proletariat.

 

2

 

 Agricultural
labourers, who had formerly worked their landlord’s fields, faced wide-
spread unemployment during the late 1920s and 1930s. As a result,
some turned to jobs in the newly-established cashew factories.

 

Matrilineal society

 

Friedrich Engels introduced the theory that as a society develops
towards capitalism, commodifying land and other resources while pri-
vatizing property, a transition in the reproductive sphere occurs as
well. The inheritance of private property by the next generation, ac-
cording to Engels, requires the control of women’s sexuality, with the
most appropriate system for this purpose being monogamous nuclear
families.

 

3

 

 Marion den Uyl stresses that Engels’s theory conforms well
with the development of Kerala, where a matrilineal system of inher-
itance and kinship (implying joint families with shared ownership of
property, and polyandry as well as polygyny) was widespread in the
nineteenth century.

 

4

 

 The abrogation of this system is considered to
have been decisive in transforming Kerala by a rapid and determined
process that many leaders in Travancore termed ‘modernization’.

 

5

 

 
The most extensively documented community in Travancore is

probably the Nairs. The important position they held among the matri-
lineal castes derives from their having been great landowners. In the

 

2. K. P. Kannan, 

 

Of Rural Proletarian Struggles: Mobilization and Organization of Rural
Workers in Southwest India

 

, Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1988, pp. 35–88.
3. Friedrich Engels, 

 

The Origin of the Family, Private Property, and the State

 

, London: Law-
rence & Wishart, 1972 [1884].

4. Matriliny, however, never totally dominated Travancore. Robin Jeffrey asserts that
about 56 per cent of the population followed a matrilineal system, whereas den
Uyl is of the opinion that this figure must be adjusted upward, claiming that sev-
eral lower castes have mistakenly been considered patrilineal. See Robin Jeffrey,

 

Politics, Women, and Well-Being: How Kerala Became ‘A Model’,

 

 Basingstoke: Macmillan,
1992, pp. 34ff, and Marion den Uyl, 

 

Invisible Barriers: Gender, Caste, and Kinship in a
Southern Indian Village

 

, Utrecht: International Books, 1995, pp. 30, 89ff. 
5. A. Sreedhara Menon, 

 

Kerala and Freedom Struggle

 

, Kottayam, India: D. C. Books,
1997, pp. 64ff; A. Sreedhara Menon, 

 

Cultural Heritage of Kerala

 

: 

 

An Introduction

 

,
Cochin, India: East-West Publications, 1978, pp. 284–301; Robin Jeffrey, 

 

The Decline
of Nair Dominance

 

, New Delhi: Manohar, 1996; K. Saradamoni, 

 

Matriliny Transformed

 

,
New Delhi: Sage Publications, 1999, pp. 97–98, 110.
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matrilineal system of Travancore, known as 

 

marumakkathayam

 

,
property was collectively owned by the members of a joint family,
the 

 

taravad

 

. It was not possible for a person to stake an individual
claim to a share of the property. A 

 

taravad 

 

consisted of men and
women with a common ancestress. Kinship was traced on the female
side, and children always stayed in their mother’s 

 

taravad

 

 – even
after marriage. Although inheritance followed the female line and
most land may have been registered in the names of females, the
matrilineal system of 

 

marumakkathayam

 

 did not mean that women
actually controlled their property.

 

6

 

 The 

 

taravad

 

 was headed by the
eldest male, the 

 

karanavan

 

, who held power over all resources. 
Marriages in Travancore during the matrilineal period have been

described as loose and unstable. A woman had stronger ties with her
brothers than with her husband or husbands, and a man bore more
responsibility for the children of his sister than for his own biological
children.

 

7

 

 
Characteristic of this society was the fact that a woman was not

identified in terms of her father or husband, but by her affiliation
with a particular 

 

taravad

 

, as designated by its female ancestor. This
influenced a woman’s identity and gave her lifelong rights to security
and autonomy. As a result, the women of Travancore were often de-
scribed as freer and possessed of more authority than women in other
parts of India. However, although the matrilineal system did grant
some autonomy to women in comparison to patrilineal systems, it
would be unwarranted to conclude that women in that society held
power over men.

 

8

 

The abandonment of the matrilineal system has been described as a
reform necessary in a ‘progressive’ and ‘civilized’ society. The initia-
tive for the abolition of matriliny came from educated young men of
the upper classes who took a stand against the power of male elders
in the 

 

taravad

 

, and who were influenced by ideas of what they called
‘modern Western family systems’. This disintegration of matriliny is
traced to a succession of laws that relaxed the strict rules of joint

 

6. Saradamoni, 

 

Matriliny Transformed

 

, pp. 71, 90.
7. den Uyl, p. 73. 
8. Saradamoni, 

 

Matriliny Transformed

 

, pp. 68–71. See also D. Renjini, 

 

Nayar Women
Today: Disintegration of Matrilineal System and the Status of Nayar Women in Kerala

 

, New
Delhi: Classical, 2000, pp. 78–84.
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ownership after 1896. The most important ones were instituted in
1925. Individuals belonging to joint families were now given the right
to demand their own share of property. We have heard earlier
Vijayamma speak of her grandmother’s land being divided into small,
individual plots. Since many Nairs could not make a living on their
small plots, they sold them and sought other ways of supporting them-
selves, thereby undergoing a process of proletarianization. Enormous
parcels of land were transferred from matrilineal joint families (mainly
Nairs) to people of other castes or religious groups. 

The final blow to the

 

 marumakkathayam 

 

came in 1976, when a new
law stipulated that property could not be owned jointly, but must be
assigned to individuals. By then, however, most joint families had
already dissolved. According to Jeffrey, the matrilineal system based
on 

 

taravad

 

s

 

 

 

was abandoned by the end of World War II.

 

9

 

 
For some Nair women, the best – or perhaps only – means of sup-

porting themselves was to get married and become dependent on a
single man instead of their mother’s 

 

taravad

 

. The abandonment of the

 

marumakkathayam

 

 led to monogamous marriages. The new kind of
nuclear families imposed duties on men to provide for a wife and child-
ren – a situation many of them were quite unaccustomed to.

The matrilineal system of Travancore had included unique fea-
tures other than inheritance, such as kinship organization, cere-
monies, and rituals. Some of these earlier matrilineal traditions
have not completely disappeared in Kerala. Several characteris-
tics of the 

 

marumakkathayam

 

 (strong relations between brothers and
sisters, brothers supporting their sister’s children, women owning
houses and land, and children keeping their mother’s name as a
surname) still continue into the new millennium. For the lowest
castes, who did not own land and had few belongings, a system of
inheritance was irrelevant, but they retained certain other matri-
lineal customs.

 

10

 

 

 

The caste hierarchy

 

Travancore was constrained by an inhumane caste hierarchy that
was more rigid than elsewhere in India and penetrated all aspects of

 

9. Jeffrey, 

 

Politics, Women, and Well-Being

 

, pp. 34–53.
10. Saradamoni, 

 

Matriliny Transformed

 

, pp. 59–61, 158–159. 
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life.

 

11

 

 This can be illustrated by the so-called ‘distance’ regulations
that existed between different castes. Former slave castes, such as the
Pulayas, Parayans, and Kuravas, were victims of the most oppressive
of these rules. Such persons were not only regarded as untouchable,
but were even supposed to make themselves ‘invisible’, as the mere
sight of them was considered polluting to higher castes. Distinct rules
existed regarding the degree to which being in proximity to or even
seeing different castes polluted a Brahmin.

The ‘traditional’ four-fold 

 

varna

 

 (literally ‘colour’) division of
society into Brahmins, Kshatriyas, Vaishyas, and Shudras was not
applicable to Travancore. The Kshatriyas were only represented by a
small group, and no Vaishyas lived there. Foreign traders, such as
Jews, Muslims, Brahmins (from Madras), and Christians, performed
the functions of the Vaishyas as facilitators of commerce.

 

12

 

 
Although the 

 

varna

 

 affiliation of various communities was ques-
tionable in Travancore, four major groups with a strict hierarchical
order did exist: Brahmins, Nairs, Ezhavas, and the former slave castes
– among which Pulayas, Parayans, and Kuravas were numerically the
most important. As here used, the word caste is taken to refer to 

 

jati

 

(birth group), a distinction more useful in this context. A feature of
the 

 

jati

 

 system in Travancore was a large number of groupings – an
average of 17 to a village.

 

13

 

 A large sector of Christians and Muslims
were also included in the societal hierarchy. The present study
concentrates on four Hindu communities: Nairs, Ezhavas, Kuravas,
and Pulayas. Their members dominate the workforce of the cashew
factories (although most castes and religious groups, excepting
Brahmins, are represented there).

As the twentieth century began, the Brahmins constituted only a
few per cent of the total population, but they held the reins of eco-
nomic and spiritual power, and occupied the uppermost social rank.
They were divided into many sub-castes, the most powerful of which
were the 

 

Nambuthiris,

 

 who controlled the bulk of the land and were

 

11.  Jeffrey, 

 

Politics, Women, and Well-Being

 

, pp. 19ff.
12. K. Saradamoni, 

 

Emergence of a Slave Caste: Pulayas of Kerala

 

, New Delhi: People’s Pub-
lishing House, 1980, p. 7.

13. McKim Marriot, 

 

Caste Ranking and Community Structure in Five Regions of India and
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, Poona, India: Deccan College Postgraduate and Research Institute, 1960,
pp. 26–31.
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the highest authorities in religious matters. They were generally con-
sidered to be conservative and resistant to the influence of Western
civilization. Their system of kinship and inheritance was strictly
patriarchal, and Brahmin women were often held in 

 

purdah

 

 (seclusion).

 

 

 

The Nairs were a fairly large group who, by the early twentieth
century, represented almost 20 per cent of the population of
Travancore. Along with the Brahmins, they were an influential caste,
consisting of landowners and tenants who themselves owned slaves.
Despite their power, however, they were regarded as Shudras by the
Brahmins. It should be noted that the Nairs comprised a large num-
ber of heterogeneous communities and some have questioned whether
they should be regarded as a caste at all.

The Ezhavas, whose numbers were almost as great as the Nairs,
were ranked in the social hierarchy above the former slaves (Pulayas,
Kuravas, and Parayans) but below the savarnas (the four varna castes).
The position of the Ezhavas was quite unclear at the turn of the
twentieth century and the community, which comprised about 17
per cent of the population, was not homogenous.

 

14

 

 Traditionally,
Ezhavas had been engaged in occupations linked to the processing
and trading of coconut products, but in time they were divided
into classes with differing economic status. No longer simply an
amorphous group of workers, they had become well organized,
ran their own newspapers and educational institutions, and led the
struggle against caste discrimination.

 

15

 

 
The lowest or former slave castes were considered to be below

the Shudras (servants) in the varna system. In addition to the rigid
prohibitions regarding distance, other rules existed to humiliate
castes like the Pulayas and Kuravas, reminding them of their ‘poll-
uting influence’ and eliminating their possibility of upward social
mobility. They were forbidden to enter temples and public markets,
or even traverse roads near temples. Restrictions on clothing, hair-
styles, ornaments, and other externals existed. They were also for-
bidden to wear clean clothes and were required to speak about
themselves, their children, or their few possessions in an indirect

 

14.  Govt. of India, 

 

Census of India 1901

 

, vol. 26, Travancore, Part I, Report, pp. 279, 364.
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No Elephants for the Maharaja: Social and Political Change in the
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, New Delhi: Manohar, 1994, p. 43.

 

ChapterII.fm  Page 22  Thursday, October 21, 2004  2:14 PM



 

23

2. Historical Background

 

and most degrading manner.

 

16

 

 The notion of ritual pollution thus
extended to include material and linguistic ‘uncleanliness’, further
demeaning their self-identity. 

Related to the concept of pollution was a strict rule prohibiting
different castes from eating together or intermarriage, except for
marriages between certain Brahmin (Nambuthiri) men and Nair
women.

 

17

 

 

 

Social movements

 

Jeffrey gives us an expressive picture of the changes that took place
in Travancore since the 1920s when he describes the behaviours of
low-caste people with regards to their hands. In the 1920s, they would
hold them over their mouth for fear that they would pollute the air
of the higher castes with their breath. Thirty years later, the fists of
low-caste men, and increasingly women, ‘were raised over their
heads as they chanted “victory to revolution”’.

 

18

 

The society of the 1930s has been described as segmented and
closed, but one in which strong forces boding far-reaching changes
were emerging. Powerful social movements, initially led by religious

 

16. C. J. Fuller, 

 

The Nayars Today

 

, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1976; L. A. K.
Iyer, 

 

The Tribes and Castes of Cochin

 

, vol. I, Madras: Higginbotham & Co., 1909; Joseph
Mathew, 

 

Ideology, Protest, and Social Mobility: Case Study of Mahars and Pulayas

 

, New
Delhi: Inter-India Publications, 1986; Joan Mencher, ‘On Being an Untouchable in
India: A Materialist Perspective’, in Eric B. Ross (ed.), 

 

Beyond the Myths of Culture:
Essays in Cultural Materialism

 

, New York: Academic Press, 1980, pp. 261–294; Sarada-
moni, 

 

Emergence of a Slave Caste.

 

17. A marriage between a Nambuthiri Brahmin man and a Nair woman was allowable
and common, although the husband had to undergo ritual purification after the
couple had sexual relations and they could not take their meals together. It is not-
able that the Brahmins never tried to impose their cultural system on the lower
castes; in fact, they conspicuously reserved it for themselves, leaving space for altern-
ative systems of kinship and inheritance to co-exist alongside theirs. When sons of
Brahmin families married Nair women (a frequent occurrence), they encouraged
the matrilineal system of the Nairs. To keep family property undivided, only the
eldest son in a Nambuthiri family was permitted to marry a woman within his own
caste, and thereby receive his inheritance. The acceptance of the family system
among Nairs was a means of providing sexual opportunities for the younger Brahmin
sons, who were not held responsible for their biological children. Thus, the caste
system and its marriage rules supported the 

 

class

 

 hierarchy, while maintaining the
social structure with regard to landowning.
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leaders, promoted mass-education, the abandonment of untouchabil-
ity, the dismantling of the hierarchical social order, and an end to the

 

marumakkathayam

 

. 
In 1903, Sree Narayana Guru was the first to start a caste-based

emancipatory association with the aim to liberate, modernize, and
uplift his community. One part of the struggle he led was directed
towards the rulers of the country and the dominant castes. It sought
to give Ezhavas the legal right to enter any street or temple, worship
Brahmin deities, have access to proper education, and secure employ-
ment in the state administration. By virtue of their numbers, their
education, and their charismatic leaders, the Ezhavas became an
influential community – especially after they were successful in gain-
ing access to public places and houses of worship in 1936. In essence,
this victory represented the legal abolition of untouchability. A
special organization to promote inter-caste eating had been formed in
1917 by another Ezhava leader, K. Aiyappan, who modified and rad-
icalized Sree Narayana Guru’s slogan of ‘One caste, one religion, one
God’ into ‘No caste, no religion, no God!’

 

 19

 

A second effort focussed on people in their local communities in
order ‘to uplift them’, as it was said. The movement embraced Brahmin
religious rituals and the abstention from alcoholic beverages.

 

20

 

 The
term 

 

Sanskritization 

 

applies well to this process of trying to raise the
status of a caste through the imitation of castes that were considered
higher in the social hierarchy.

In 1907, the esteemed Pulaya leader, Ayyankali, formed a caste or-
ganization after the model of the Ezhavas. The abolition of caste re-
strictions and their inhumane regulations was the main issue for
Ayyankali and his followers. The right to education was also a pressing
question for the Pulayas, and Ayyankali instructed his caste fellows to
refuse to work for the Nairs until their own children were permitted to
enter schools.

 

21

 

 Putting an end to the matrilineal system had as high a
priority for Ayyankali as it had for Sree Narayana Guru. 

Higher castes, such as the Nairs and Brahmins, also formed caste-
based organizations in the early 1910s. The Nairs were just as inter-

 

19. Menon, 
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, pp. 284–305; Menon, 
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, pp. 55–
64.
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ested in promoting the abandonment of the 

 

marumakkathayam

 

.
The Brahmins, too, focussed on reforming marriage customs. They
found it important that younger brothers should be allowed to marry
within their own caste and not be compelled to seek brides among
Nair women. In the past, such marriages had often been unstable and
easy to dissolve. Moreover, polyandry and polygyny existed at the
time. All the caste-based organizations strongly promoted nuclear
families and the dismantling of the 

 

marumakkathayam 

 

system of in-
heritance. No voices seem to have been raised in defence of the
matrilineal system. 

The struggle for social reform was complemented by opposition to
the rule of the dewan and that of the British – all of which was greatly
inspired by Mahatma Gandhi and the Congress Party of India. These
social movements, which were formed to take issue with religion and
caste, and later led to political parties, were the beginning of the strong
civil society that has characterized Kerala for the past five decades.

 

22

 

The struggle for the abolition of caste rules became a class struggle. 

 

Radical policy and the present crisis

 

Social movements, active trade unions, and forceful parties of the Left
have long been significant features of Kerala. In 1939 the struggle for ind-
ependence resulted in the formation of a branch of the Communist Party
of India (CPI) in Travancore. The CPI had begun in 1934 as the socialist
wing of the Indian National Congress. In the 1920s and early 1930s there
were no organized communists in Travancore, but with literacy higher
than in most other parts of India, and an unusually large number of news-
papers available, political ideas were rapidly disseminated. The fight for
freedom resulted in the large-scale imprisonment and victimization of
people, who were followed, harassed, and tortured for their political in-
volvement. Agricultural labourers participated in the struggle together
with factory workers, and the mobilization of the masses in trade unions
and political groups proved successful. 

In 1956, E. M. S. Namboodiripad, one of the leaders of the CPI and an
extremely influential ideologist of the Kerala Model, became chief
minister of the Kerala Legislative Assembly. From that time forward,
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Kerala’s government has typically pursued a radical, leftist policy
including far-reaching land reforms, large-scale public expenditures
for education and health, and a system of redistribution of resources.

 

23

 

 
Several leftist parties have functioned in Kerala ever since, with

the political landscape characterized by coalitions between parties of
the Left, notwithstanding fierce conflicts and rivalries between the
two main contenders, the Communist Party of India (CPI), and the
Marxist Communist Party of India (CPI-M). Kerala has long been de-
picted as a welfare state, having a strong civil society with a high de-
gree of political participation among its inhabitants. Since the 1960s
political power has been held alternately by different parties rallying
under the banner of two umbrella coalitions: the United Democratic
Front (UDF) led by the Congress Party, and the Left Democratic Front
(LDF) led by the CPI-M.

 

24

 

 
In the late 1970s and 1980s, the state underwent a severe crisis that

included economic stagnation and high unemployment. A policy de-
cision to create a public industrial sector was not very successful, and
many of the state-owned companies have since run at a loss. Kerala
has also failed to retain investments of private capital; the flight of
capital to neighbouring states has been extreme.

 

25

 

Unemployment has induced many Malayalees to migrate to the
countries of the Persian Gulf and, in fact, remittances from these
workers have grown to be the biggest source of Kerala’s foreign cur-
rency, ranging from 25 per cent to 40 per cent of the state domestic
product.

 

26

 

 This makes Kerala’s economy especially vulnerable to
forces outside the country, as was experienced during the war in Ku-
wait, when thousands of Malayalees had to return home.

There is a consensus that Kerala has been facing a mounting crisis
in recent years, although different scholars give various explanations
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for this. The most negative voices assert that crisis is built into the
Kerala Model, since its priority is set on social development and re-
distribution, whereas economic growth is relegated to second rank.

 

27

 

Others are more inclined to seek an explanation in Kerala’s depend-
ence on the global capitalist system, structural adjustment programs,
a new liberal economic order, and a growing culture of consumerism.

 

28

 

In spite of the crisis, no observer can doubt that people in Kerala
live closer to a welfare state than people in other parts of India – and
are more engaged in politics. With regard to the participation of
women in social and political movements, a leading female politician
has stated of Kerala that working women (rather than intellectual
feminists) have come to the fore in the public arena.

 

29

 

 

 

A brief history of the cashew industry in Kerala

 

The Portuguese introduced the cashew tree into southern India from
South America in the seventeenth century because they hoped its
extensive root system would help prevent soil erosion. At first
cashew cultivation was taken up on a small scale in family gardens,
but the trees soon flourished quite extensively in the wild. These
same trees were the source of the emerging cashew industry in the
1920s and 1930s.

 

30

 

 The search for profitable export commodities by
such Western companies as General Foods and Peirce Leslie & Co. was
decisive for the emergence of cashew factories in the Kerala region.
The cashew trade continued to flourish during the depression of the
1930s and huge profits were realized. Demand for cashews to satisfy
the U.S. market seemed limitless, and cashew exports increased more
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than four-fold during the period from 1926 to 1936, with prices rising
a startling 2,500 per cent!

 

31

 

 
Government records for 1933 indicate that there were only two

registered cashew factories at the time, which, taken together, em-
ployed about 4,000 workers. Fifteen years later this figure had risen
to 117 factories and more than 35,000 workers.

 

32

 

 As these factories
were not labour intensive and required little capital, it was possible
for local men without access to large amounts of money to establish
their own plant, recruit workers, and advance in the social hierarchy.
Soon indigenous proprietors dominated the ranks of the factory
owners, with Western companies confining themselves to the most
profitable aspect of the business: consumer packaging and marketing
the product in Europe and the U.S. 

Many Indian entrepreneurs got their start by purchasing raw
cashew nuts on a small scale and sending them out on consignment
for roasting and shelling. They then sold the laboriously hulled
cashew kernels to factories for further processing and packing. Later
they were able to centralize all these operations and open their own
factory. The lucrative gains they realized were talked about as the
‘road to riches’ in the 1930s and 1940s. A handful of Malayalee
families came to dominate the field and employed more than 50 per
cent of the total workforce in the Travancore plants in the 1940s. 

The descendants of those pioneer factory owners of the 1920s and
1930s are today engaged in other enterprises as well, including hotels,
shipping, and entertainment, and are reputedly powerful political
lobbyists. Some are known for their charitable and philanthropic
activities. Such cashew industrialists are reported to be extremely
wealthy and continue to be referred to by the locals in the city of
Quilon as ‘cashew-kings’, ‘cashew-magnates’, and ‘cashew-barons’. A
few are among the largest processors of cashew kernels in the world
and employ more than 20,000 people each.

By 1940, the price of cashew kernels had risen so high that growers
and villagers could no longer afford to eat cashews themselves. About
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75 per cent of all processed kernels were now destined for export,
consumption in India being confined to the wealthy classes in urban
areas.33 Cashew workers became the largest group of factory hands in
the state, a circumstance that continues today, with about 200,000
now registered – most of them female.

The cashew industry is illustrative of the global nature of capital-
ism and its continual attempt to minimize costs of production. In the
1940s, cashew factories were all concentrated in Travancore, mainly
because management was unrestrained by the presence of labour leg-
islation. With women constituting the bulk of the labour force, the
absence of a law providing maternity benefits was of great financial
significance to the owners. In addition, the same owners considered
cashew processing quite a suitable occupation for children and strenu-
ously opposed the introduction of laws against child labour.34 (In con-
trast to British India, child labour was not declared illegal in Travancore
until 1945.)

Almost since its inception, the cashew industry complained about
a lack of raw nuts. Cashews were imported from Africa in the 1930s
because the domestic crop in southern India could not meet the
growing demand of the region’s processing factories.35 The combina-
tion of skilled workers and low wages made it profitable to import
raw cashew nuts from all over the world to be processed in Kerala.
Since the 1930s, the supply of raw cashews from foreign markets has
increased tremendously and is a dominant feature of the industry
today.

In 1956, as a response to trade union activities and the inter-
vention of the state in classifying cashew factories as perennial (i.e.,
year-round production facilities, as opposed to seasonal operations),
owners reverted to a practice begun in 1945. In that year, when
cashew factories were declared as falling under the Factory Act for
the first time, plants began to be cyclically shut down in one place
and opened in another. This artificially created a ‘seasonal’ work-
force, thereby depriving workers in both factories of the benefits

33. Govt. of India, Report on the Marketing, pp. 3, 7–9. 
34. ‘Exemption of the cashew factories from the operation of Factory Act’, Develop-

ment Files, no. 341/2093, Feb. 1945, Kerala State Archive, Trivandrum (hereafter
cited as KSA).

35. Govt. of India, Report on the Marketing, p. 4.
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given to ‘perennial’ employees. Trade union leaders and the labour
commissioner despaired that unless this problem was solved, ‘length-
ening periods of unemployment will become the recurring lot of the
[cashew] workers’.36

The historical record shows that these fears became a reality.
Employment in the cashew factories had amounted to year-round
work in the early 1950s, but by 1970 annual working days had dwind-
led to slightly over 100. All the while, the total number of so-called
‘seasonal’ workers steadily increased.37 The reason given by factory
owners for this ‘seasonalization’ of the cashew factories was lack of
raw nuts. However, in 1983 a government report concluded that the
establishment of a seasonal labour force was intentional and arti-
ficial, and that the number of factories that had been created far
exceeded the capacity of the industry.38 It must be conceded, how-
ever, that as a consequence of international competition, the im-
portation of raw nuts decreased considerably after the mid-1970s.39

Despite this, factories continued to increase and, along with them,
the number of seasonal employees having fewer labour rights than
permanent cashew workers rose. 

Since about 1960, the same quest for a cheap and compliant labour
force that originally brought cashew factories to southern Kerala has
been responsible for the large-scale relocation of plants to neigh-
bouring states – mainly Tamil Nadu – where trade unions are weak
and wages low. Such relocation has been facilitated by the low capital
investment and minimal technical requirements characteristic of the
cashew industry. Owners with factories in both states have played
the two areas against each other, threatening to move plants from
one to the other, thereby eliminating the sole income of thousands of
poor families. The same factory owners have not refrained from

36. ‘Letter from M. N. Govindan Nair to the Dewan of Travancore’; ‘Memorandum of
the Travancore Cashewnut Workers’ Union’; ‘Report of the Labour Commissioner’,
Development Files 1946, no. 507, KSA.

37. Govt. of Kerala, Report on Annual Survey of Industries, Department of Economics and
Statistics, 1963–85, passim.

38. Govt. of India, Report on the Cashew Industry, The Cashew Corporation of India Ltd.,
1983, p. 6.

39.  Cashew Export Promotion Council (CEPC), Cashew Statistics, Cochin, India: CEPC,
1977; Indian Cashews: Facts and Figures, Cochin, India: CEPC, 1994; Indian Cashew
Statistics 1991–1996, Cochin, India: CEPC, 1996.
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using bribery and other corrupt means in these manipulations, and
as a result wages and working conditions have been kept sub-stand-
ard in both places.40 The strategy of relocation was begun after the
government implemented laws and nationalized factories in order to
protect the workers, an official undertaking that was an outcome of
trade unions growing stronger. The economic climate in Kerala and
Tamil Nadu has been optimal from the perspective of the factory
owners. Both governments fear mass unemployment and mass
starvation, and on both sides of the border thousands of poor labour-
ers and their families remain dependent on the pittance they receive
from the cashew factories for their survival.41 The companies do not
actually have to move – it is enough for owners to threaten to re-
locate to chasten workers in both states.

Despite government regulations, there have always been many
unregistered cashew factories. The introduction of minimum wages
in the 1950s led to an expansion of these so-called kudivarappus (liter-
ally ‘cottage processing’). Kudivarappus are actually clandestine fac-
tories where labour laws are ignored and wages are lower than the
stipulated minimum. Very often kudivarappus are run by the same
individuals who own the registered factories. As the latter plants
close down, kudivarappus open up in a strategy of decentralizing of
production to avoid labour laws. 

In 1967, the Kerala government passed a law banning non-reg-
istered factories. In protest against the labour-friendly policy of the
government, factory after factory in the registered sector began to
close. State ownership was established to improve working con-
ditions and secure employment in the industry.42 Several private
companies were nationalized and two organizations were formed for
the state-owned factories: the Kerala State Cashew Development Cor-
poration (KSCDC) and the Kerala State Cashew Workers Apex Indus-
trial Cooperative Society, Ltd. (CAPEX). At most, the state-owned
factories numbered 70 plants and gave employment to about one-

40. Evidence for bribes is given in the present author’s Experience and Identity: A
Historical Account of Class, Caste, and Gender among the Cashew Workers of Kerala, 1930–
2000, Lund, Sweden: Studia Historica Lundensia, 2001, pp. 94–99.

41. An average female cashew factory worker received less than US $0.75 per day in
2001.

42. K. P. Kannan, Cashew Development in India: Potentialities and Constraints, New Delhi:
Agricole, 1983, pp. 125–131.
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third of the registered cashew workers. The government was initially
successful in demonstrating that factories could be profitable while
paying the legal minimum wage and providing fringe benefits. How-
ever, the situation has since deteriorated, and in the late 1990s these
cashew factories only operated for three or four months a year. Since
2000, they have virtually closed down due to the changing worldwide
logistics of cashew production and the resulting competition for raw
nuts. In the last decade, state-owned cashew factories have generally
been running at a loss; in 1995, this cumulative loss exceeded US
$37,000,000.43 The directors of KSCDC were also accused of mismanage-
ment and corruption, and 56,000,000 rupees (about US $1,250,000) was
declared missing.44 Another blow to the state-owned sector was that,
after a protracted process, the Supreme Court of India issued a de-
cision in May 1994 in which it declared the nationalization of 36
cashew factories in 1988 unconstitutional. The court ordered these
state-owned factories returned to their original owners within two
weeks.45 

There has been a fierce ongoing struggle between the leftist
government of Kerala and the private cashew factory owners. To this
has been added the clash of ministries led by the Congress Party,
which have pleaded for a less regulated economy, and ministries of
the Left, with their policy of nationalization and strict state interven-
tion. The arena of cashew production has been typified by conflict
from its inception – on the global level among nations competing for
raw material and market share, at the state level between Kerala and
Tamil Nadu, on the bureaucratic level between the national and state
governments, and on the local level between different political fac-
tions in Kerala, as well as between workers and factory owners. 

43. Indian Express, 4 June 1995.
44. Jennajugham, 11 February 1989.
45. ‘In the Supreme Court of India, Civil Original Jurisdiction, Writ Petition (C), no. 415

of 1988’, SICMA Office, Quilon, India.
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The rich products of that Garden of Eden, the Malabar Coast
[Travancore/Kerala], can surely never run dry. Indeed, weighed in
the scale of values, no sooner did general produce fall off than we saw
the dawn of a great new industry, the preparation, packing and
shipping of the fruit of the Cashew tree . . . . Malabar has no monopoly
of this tree, which is indigenous to Brazil and grows more extensively
in East Africa; but what Malabar does possess above all others are the
nimble fingers and unrivalled skill of its beautiful women, who alone
make its benefits available to the markets of the world.

 

 – W. K. M. Langley, Century in Malabar: The
History of Peirce Leslie & Co., Ltd. 1862–
1962, Madras: Madras Advertising Com-
pany, 1962, p. 54.

 

Introduction

 

Work tasks in the cashew factories are gender coded, and this coding
has been culturally and ideologically legitimized. If we can under-
stand how historical narratives are constructed, we may grasp the
cultural perceptions of gender that give rise to them. 

The workplace is an important location for people’s identity-cre-
ating processes. Earlier sociological studies have shown that Third
World women are considered eminently suited for monotonous seri-
al production, a view that has been linked to the parallel ideology
that women are naturally endowed with manual dexterity.

 

1

 

 Is it in
fact the case that these stereotypes have descended from a tradition-
al society?

Closely related to the issue of the gender division of labour are the
implications of changes in technology. Historians of India who have
studied the introduction of machines have concluded that changes in
the labour process brought about by mechanization have been fol-

 

1. Diane Elson and Ruth Pearson, ‘“Nimble Fingers Make Cheap Workers”: An
Analysis of Women’s Employment in Third World Export Manufacturing’, 

 

Feminist
Review

 

, no. 7, 1981, pp. 87–107.
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lowed by an exclusion of female workers.

 

2

 

 In 1974, the authors of a
report entitled Towards Equality attributed the decline of women in
the organized sector to their unpreparedness when a new technology
was introduced. They asserted that management and trade unions
disregarded the need to train women, in contrast to what they did for
male workers. ‘The main impact of modernisation and new technol-
ogy thus falls on the women, who become dispensable. Senior execu-
tives of important industries admit practicing a policy of “replacing

 

2. Uma Ramaswamy, ‘Women and Development’, in Alakh Sharma and Seema Singh
(eds), 

 

Women and Work: Changing Scenario in India

 

, Patna, India: Indian Society of
Labour Economics, 1993, pp. 323–337; Govt. of India, 

 

Towards Equality: Report of the
National Committee on the Status of Women in India

 

, Department of Social Welfare,
1974, p. 201; Radha Kumar, ‘Family and Factory: Women in the Bombay Cotton
Textile Industry, 1919–1939’, in J. Krishnamurty (ed.), 

 

Women in Colonial India:
Essays

 

 

 

on Survival, Work and the State

 

, New York: Oxford University Press, 1989, pp.
133–162; Uma Kalpagam, 

 

Labour and Gender: Survival in Urban India

 

, London: Sage,
1994, pp. 137ff; Mukul Mukherjee, ‘Impact of Modernisation on Women’s
Occupations: A Case Study of the Rice Husking Industry of Bengal’, in
Krishnamurty (ed.), 

 

Women in Colonial India

 

, pp. 180–198; S. P. Sinha, ‘Technological
Change in Agriculture and Women Workers in Rural Bihar: A Case Study’, in
Sharma and Singh (eds), 

 

Women and Work

 

, pp. 209–218.

Figure 2. Young shellers on a lunch break. Each factory commonly employs
500 to 1,000 workers. In the shelling department, several hundred often work in
the same room.
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women by men or machines.”’

 

3

 

 In Bengal, male-dominated trade uni-
ons themselves encouraged the myth that women were unable to handle
machines.

 

4

 

 The possibility that a woman could even begin to operate
a machine clashed strongly with the dominating discourse of femi-
ninity in India. 

From its inception, the cashew industry has been characterized by
extensive reliance on manual operations. More than in other indus-
tries, cashew workers are literally ‘factory hands’. The few techno-
logical innovations that have been introduced have served to further
the gender division of labour. 

 

Work processes

 

Obtaining the cashew kernel for export involves six principal manu-
facturing operations: roasting, shelling, drying, peeling, grading, and
packing.

Within a few decades of the inception of the industry, the roasting
and shelling of cashew nuts went from a small-scale home enterprise,
where the family members controlled everything – raw material,
equipment, and working hours – to a cottage system where proces-
sing was farmed out, and finally to a factory system in which the
means of production were totally under capitalist control. Roasters
and shellers were never a powerful group; they were much too poor
and their profit far too small. With increasing overseas demand, the
trade in cashew kernels soon became so lucrative that exporters took
over the entire process themselves. This involved three main areas:
quality control (aiming at a homogeneous product), efficiency (cost-
effective and uninterrupted production), and control over property
(supervision over the valuable raw nuts distributed to contractors in
the cottage system). The risk that cottagers might spoil or steal the
raw nuts has always been a concern, but with the invention of the
drum roaster in 1932 and the centralization of production in
factories, these fears were allayed.

Cashew production has not changed very much from the 1930s to
the present. By and large it remains a labour-intensive, manual pro-
cess. Two of the work tasks, shelling and roasting, are especially dirty,

 

3. Govt. of India, 

 

Towards Equality, 

 

p. 200.
4. Sen, 

 

Women and Labour

 

, pp. 92–93.
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hazardous, and distasteful due to the corrosive nature of cashew shell
oil. The purpose of roasting the raw nut (or ‘cashew apple’) is to
render the thick, outer shell brittle, thereby facilitating the extrac-
tion of the inner kernel. In the early factories, roasters often began
working at 3 or 4 a.m., in order to have the nuts ready when the shel-
lers arrived at sunrise. In the earliest or ‘open-pan’ method, the raw
nuts were roasted in a shallow, perforated iron pan over an open fire.
The cashew oil that was exuded caught fire, producing harsh and ir-
ritating smoke.

 

5

 

 The danger of being injured by the burning raw nuts
and the sputtering oil was always present. There was also the risk of
over-roasting, which made the kernels brownish and not saleable for
export.

The main reason for installing drum roasters during the 1940s and
early 1950s was to control the work process and increase worker
output. The new process rested on the same principle as the pan
roasting method, but minimized the copious smoke, since fumes
were led up large chimneys into the atmosphere. The first drum
roasters required six persons to operate and consisted of a cylindrical
iron barrel manually turned on an axle. Even with the drum roaster,
a lot of manual work was involved. There are occasionally factories
today that run such roasters without electric power by having one or
two men mechanically rotate the drum. 

The object of shelling is to produce a clean, whole kernel. Like
roasting, which leaves the raw nuts black and coated with a cor-
rosive, sticky oil, shelling has often been described as extremely dirty
and unpleasant, and causes severe skin problems for workers. To
protect themselves, shellers constantly dust their hands with wood
ash from a tin at their side, or in some cases use gloves (which they
must purchase themselves). 

Before peeling the shelled kernels, it is necessary to dry them. This
is carried out in simple ovens. Nuts are heated on racks to reduce
their moisture content and shrink them so that the surrounding thin,
brown skin can be removed. Such ovens are called 

 

bormas

 

 in India,
and their operators are known as 

 

borma-men

 

.
After being cooled, the kernels are peeled – a process that is still

done the way it was when the industry began. The skin covering the

 

5. J. G. Ohler, 

 

Cashew

 

, Amsterdam: Department of Agricultural Research, 1979, p. 203;
Govt. of Kerala,

 

 A Study on the Cashew Industry

 

, p. 7.
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kernel is manually removed with the fingernails or with the help of a
small knife. 

The final operation, grading, like shelling and peeling, is again a
totally manual process. Early shipments of cashews were not graded,
but American firms, who were the main buyers, demanded that kern-
els be sorted and checked for quality. A system of grading, the so-
called ‘American standard of quality’, was subsequently adopted by
most exporters. It comprises 24 categories based on size and colour.
Workers train their eyes to estimate the size and grade of nuts with
considerable speed. The process of grading cashew kernels has re-
mained unchanged since the introduction of a new grading system in
the 1940s. 

 

Work for able-bodied men?

 

Since the mid-1950s, about 95 per cent of the workers in a cashew
factory are engaged in shelling, peeling, or grading.

 

6

 

 In present-day
factories it seems as if all these workers are females.

I began exploring the gender composition of the cashew factories
in 1997 by interviewing employers, civil servants, and trade union
leaders who were currently engaged in the industry. All of them were
males and all had rather high status in Indian society. Most firmly
stated that no more than 5 per cent of all those employed in the
cashew industry had ever been males, and that shelling, peeling, and
grading had always been done by women. Since the 1960s, the pro-
portion of male cashew workers has stabilized to a few per cent.

 

7

 

 But
the documentary sources I had consulted for an overview of the early
cashew factories presented a different picture: contrary to what I was
now being told, official statistics showed that in the latter half of the
1930s almost 30 per cent of the total workforce had been male.

 

8

 

 
I referred to the statistics above in our conversations, insisting

that a substantial number of men had clearly been involved in cash-
ew production in the early factories. I pointed out that not all of them
could have been roasters or borma-men, unless work processes had

 

6. Govt. of India, 

 

Report on an Enquiry into the Conditions of Labour in the Cashewnut
Processing Industry in India

 

, Labour Bureau, 1954,

 

 

 

p. 9.
7. Govt. of India, 

 

Report on an Enquiry

 

, p. 14; Govt. of India, 

 

Annual Survey of Industries

 

,
passim, 1964–94.

8. Govt. of Travancore, 

 

Statistics of Travancore

 

, passim, 1936–39.
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changed dramatically since then, of which I could find no indication.
I remarked that it appeared that men had been involved in the shel-
ling, peeling, and grading tasks that today are performed exclusively
by women. The answers I received illustrate a gender ideology pat-
ently linked to specific work tasks and to characteristics attributed
variously to either male or female workers. 

 

No, no, there have never been any men in the shelling, peeling,
or grading section. They do not have the patience – they are
absolutely unfit for such a job. It must be wrong data you have.
Men have only been engaged in roasting, drying, and head-load-
ing [carrying sacks and tins]. No woman ever worked these tasks
because it is heavy work. 

 

 – Former chairman of the 1953 Minimum Wages
Committee for Cashew Workers

 

A union official stated:

 

No, there have never been any men in those sections – only
some very young boys who came there with their mothers. That
must be the reason for the statistics you found. Nowadays we have
no child labour any more, so those boys have disappeared. The
roasters have always been men and they still are – it is dangerous
work. Women do the shelling, peeling, and grading – work which
demands patience and nimble fingers. Men can’t do that

 

.

 

 

 

 – Male trade union leader and politician, active
since the 1950s

 

A younger trade union activist told me:

 

Perhaps there were some men in the shelling sections, but if so,
they were very old, sick, or handicapped. Some young boys also
worked there in the old days, but no men have ever worked there
since. Men have always done the heavy, hot, and unpleasant work
like roasting and drying.

 

 – Male trade union leader, active since the 1960s 

 

A factory director concurred, insisting: 

 

No, men never worked with tasks like shelling, peeling, or grad-
ing. Maybe a few – but it would have been very rare. Maybe if
they were sick or disabled in one way or another. No able-bodied
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men have ever been there. They have always been roasters, borma-
men, tin-fillers, and head-loaders – heavy work tasks that are not
suitable for women

 

.

 

 

 

 – Male manager, born in the 1950s 

 

These men were all active after 1950 and none of them actually wit-
nessed the period I asked them about. Their remarks only reflect prac-
tices with which they were familiar since they entered the field. Their
comments mirrored the dominant ideas on gender and work current
at the time they were interviewed. Similar ideas appear in recent
historical accounts of the cashew factories written by trade union
leaders.

 

9

 

 The suggestion that many boys worked with their mothers
in the factory may explain the figures to some extent. However, it
cannot fully account for the substantial numbers of male workers the

 

9. T. M. Majeed, 

 

The Strike History of the Cashewnut Workers

 

, Kollam, India: Sooraj
Printers, 2000 (in Malayalam); N. Sreekantan Nair, 

 

Memories of the Past,

 

 vol. II, Kot-
tayam, India: National Book Society, 1976 (in Malayalam); K. C. Govindan, 

 

Memoires
of an Early Trade Unionist

 

, Trivandrum, India: Prabhad Bookhouse, 1986; M. N .
Govindan Nair,

 

 Autobiography of M. N., 

 

Part II, Trivandrum, India: Prabhad Book-
house, 1988 (in Malayalam).

Figure 3. A man and a woman working together to roast cashew nuts. Older
interviewees recalled that women often carried out the work of roasting without
male assistance in the 1920s and 1930s. Reproduced by permission from
Russell, Cashew-nut Processing, p. 29. 
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records indicate. A survey of 17 factories carried out in Travancore in
1952 indicates that almost 10 per cent of the total workforce in
shelling, peeling, and grading were adult men.

 

10

 

 
In printed descriptions of cashew processing published after 1953,

it is presupposed that roasting has always been a man’s job, whereas
shelling, peeling, and grading are represented as tasks relegated to
women and children. This view has been expressed in official govern-
ment reports, articles, and pamphlets, as well as in books stemming
from politicians, academics, and trade union leaders.

 

11

 

 These docu-
ments do not mention that women had ever been in volved in
roasting. Nevertheless, I found a photo taken in the late 1930s or early
1940s (reprinted in a 1969 publication) in which a woman and a man
are shown working together, roasting cashew nuts. The author did
not comment on this, but only noted that the method they used was
no longer practised.

 

12

 

 
In a report printed in 1944, I found another description of the

cashew roasting process. It described pan, rotary cylinders (drum
roasting), and oil bath roasting. Of pan roasting, the oldest method, it
stated that ‘generally one man and one woman work at each oven’. A
method using earthen vessels or mud pans was also cited, adding

 

 

 

‘this
method was used only by women’.

 

13

 

Several older people gave me descriptions that clarified some of
the confusion. A retired sheller recounted her childhood in the 1940s:

 

10. Govt. of India. 

 

Report on an Enquiry

 

, pp. 9, 14.
11. Majeed, 

 

The Strike History

 

, p. 75; Sreekantan Nair, 
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; Govt. of
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;
Govt. of India, 

 

Report on an Enquiry

 

; Govt. of Kerala, 

 

Report of the Minimum Wages
Advisory Committee for Cashew Industry 1959

 

; Govt. of Kerala, 

 

A Study on the Cashew
Industry

 

; K. Balan Pillai, ‘The Economic Impact of Collective Bargaining on Cashew
Industry in Kerala’ (Ph.D. diss., University of Kerala, Trivandrum, 1986); Kesavan
Nair, ‘The Strike History of the Cashew Workers, parts 1–29’, 

 

CITU Sandesam

 

, vol.
17–19, 1993–96 (in Malayalam). Kannan’s study is one exception in that he briefly
mentions that 15 to 20 per cent of the workers were male in the beginning. See K.
P. Kannan, ‘Evolution of Unionisation and Changes in Labour Processes under
Lower Forms of Capitalist Production’, in Aravind Das and P. S. Dubey (eds), 
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and the Working Class

 

, New Delhi: Public Enterprises for Continuing Education,
1984, p. 7.

12. D. C. Russell, 

 

Cashew-nut Processing

 

, Rome: Food and Agricultural Organization of
the United Nations, 1969, p. 29. 
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 p. 10.

 

ChapterIII.fm  Page 40  Thursday, October 21, 2004  2:15 PM



 

41

3. Gender in the Workplace

 

When I was a child, we processed the cashew nuts on the road-
side or in backyards here in my village. It was done on a com-
mission basis. The workers got the raw nuts in sacks from the
exporters. They made a furnace with mud and then they roasted
the nuts in a shallow, open iron pan, stirring the nuts constant-
ly. It was hot, smoky, and dangerous work. After some minutes,
when the nuts were ready, the roasters tilted the pan and spilled
them onto the ground. Water was then poured over the nuts to
cool them, and then they were covered with ash and scrubbed to
absorb their oil. I was a 10-year-old

 

 

 

child when I started to work
and could not do the roasting, so I shelled. But many women
roasted the nuts. They were dressed in long-sleeved dresses to
protect themselves from the splashing, burning, and corrosive
oil, and their hands were wrapped in sacks. I think that about
half of the roasters on this street were women. At that time,
women did all kinds of work. Sometimes a man and a woman
worked together, sometimes only men or only women handled
the roasting. The shelling was done by women and men, girls
and boys. Some roasters had to employ shellers to be able to
finish the work in time, but in many cases it was a family that
worked together. After the prohibition of the pan method, it
continued to be done at night to escape the eyes of the civil
servants. Today nobody knows how to roast that way. But in the
early factories such a method was used, and both women and
men did their work that way, although most of them were men.
When the machines came, women were no longer employed as
roasters and nobody questioned it. Women themselves did not
want to be thought of as doing a man’s job.

 

 – Gomathi, woman of Ezhava caste, sheller, born
1930

 

In 1962, a reporter for the Quilon daily newspaper, 

 

Jennajugham

 

,
interviewed three female cashew workers. Two of them had been
roasters from the 1920s to the 1940s, but after some time had switched
over to other processing operations. One of them, Kalyani, said she
had been working with cashews for 45 years – since 1917. In the be-
ginning, she was a roaster and worked in three different factories.
Whether she had ever been a self-employed roaster prior to her fac-
tory years is unclear, although it seems likely, since factories prob-
ably did not exist as early as 1917. Kalyani performed all kinds of tasks
related to roasting, including carrying heavy sacks laden with raw
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nuts. ‘I can still feel what it was like to carry those sacks!’, she recalled
in 1962. Kalyani informed the newspaper reporter that when she
worked as a roaster, she had hired several shellers. She searched the
countryside for them and brought them to her place, where 25 huts
were built for the shellers to live in. The article mentions no husband,
and Kalyani describes the land as her own. We are given the impres-
sion that she alone was responsible for bringing up her children, and
that her work as a roaster demanded a considerable enterprising spirit.
When asked what advantages 45 years of working with cashews had
given her, she replied, ‘I managed to bring up my seven children and
feed them. What else might I have expected?’

 

 

 

She said she ceased
being a roaster because local children (especially those of the factory
owner) started to abuse her, shouting ‘

 

Edi

 

 

 

podi!

 

’(‘Get out of here!’), a
very disrespectful way to drive a person away in Malayalam. That was
in 1949. She may have been one of the last female roasters. Soon
afterward she got another job in the cashew factory: she became an

 

ayah

 

 (babysitter), a woman’s occupation more in accordance with the
dominating gender discourse.

 

 14

 

 

 

Supervisors who worked for Peirce Leslie in the 1940s or 1950s
have characterized the sites where pan roasting was done as some-
thing ‘resembling a stage setting for Dante’s Inferno’.

 

15

 

 The horror of
those working conditions comes out in the stories told in historical
government reports, and in booklets and articles published by trade
unions.

 

16

 

 Remarkably, the fact that women also did roasting has been
omitted from the record. This is not to say that roasting was ever a
female-dominated task, although, as the author of the 1944 report
asserted, the early mud pan method may have been. It is likely that
the gender composition of factories varied in different regions, so
that there may have been places where female roasters never existed.
Still, the stories referred to indicate that in some early factories, and
perhaps more so in cottage processing, a percentage of the roasters
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(occasionally all of them) were incontrovertibly women – a fact large-
ly forgotten or omitted from people’s stories and historical accounts.
It is ironic that after the drum roasting method had been introduced
and working conditions were somewhat improved, women who had
been roasters were transferred to the shelling section or, as in the case
of Kalyani, to other work considered ‘more suitable for women’, i.e.,
taking care of the children in the factory crèche.

One might assume, as Marx did, that in order to minimize labour
costs, employers would be eager to place lower-paid women in male-
dominated work tasks wherever possible. This did not happen in the
case of cashew roasters, even though women were obviously able to
carry out such a factory operation. Instead, they were no longer en-
gaged to do this task. In 1945, cashew factories came under provision
of the Factory Act, which stipulated that women were not allowed to
work between 6 p.m. and 8 a.m.

 

17

 

 Two years later, pan roasting itself
was prohibited, but it took some years before it was replaced by drum
roasting throughout the industry. In 1957, the Kerala Government,
following pressure from the trade unions, declared roasting and shel-
ling to be ‘hazardous occupations’, agreeing that the corrosive cash-
ew shell oil had a negative effect on the health of workers. A remarkable
outcome of this legislation was that women were prohibited from
carrying out roasting, for which the factory required only a few
workers, but not shelling, which was equally dangerous work, but
where a great many hands were required. The main concern seems to
have been not to 

 

protect

 

 women, but to make sure that they remained
in shelling. Women were obviously needed as low-paid, full-time
workers, but only in labour-intensive operations!

The elimination of women from certain factory jobs in India has
been explained in two ways: the introduction of gender specific pro-
tective legislation, and changes in work processes, such as the intro-
duction of machines.

 

18

 

 The 1945 prohibition on women working at
night probably did not have an immediate impact on the cashew fac-

 

17. ‘Exemption of the cashew factories from the operation of Factory Act’, Develop-
ment Files 1945 No. 341/2093, p. 13, KSA.

18. Morris D. Morris writes that the decline of women in the factories was the result
of legislation, viz., the passage of the Maternity Benefit and the Prohibition of
Night Work, in his 

 

The Emergence of an Industrial Labour Force in India: A Study of the
Bombay Cotton Mills, 1854–1957

 

, Berkeley: University of California Press, 1965. For a
view that mechanization per se results in a decline in female workers see, for
example, Ramaswamy, ‘Women and Development’, p. 324.
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tories. According to an official inquiry in 1953, most labour laws were
flagrantly violated in the majority of the cashew factories in Quilon
anyway, so it is doubtful that this particular law should have been an
exception. Moreover, the practice of roasting early in the morning
was increasingly abandoned around 1950.

 

19

 

 The number of roasters
in the cashew factories was never great, and if any women were dis-
missed from roasting, they could probably have switched over to the
shelling section or to other jobs within the factory. 

A veteran female sheller and trade union convener told me that
women ceased working as roasters because machines were intro-
duced, a view also held by the trade union leader, K. Chellappan
(born in 1914), who also confirmed my findings about the existence
of female roasters in the early days. The rationale given for with-
drawing women from roasting had been that they were incapable of
handling the machines. The issue was not disputed because the link
between machines and men was regarded as self-evident. Kalyani
was not forced to leave her job as a roaster in 1949 by her employer,
but the cultural gender codes that resulted in the factory owner’s
children abusing her for not being feminine made her voluntarily
change jobs. She did not mention the introduction of machines, and
it would appear that the ideology of gender segregation in the
workplace played as strong a role as mechanization. The taunting
words of the children probably reflected what they had heard from
adults around them: a woman could not be a cashew roaster
because it had a male connotation.

The few other machines that have been introduced into cashew
factories over the years (such as packing machines and electric bormas)
never seem to have been run by women. Women who work in the
packing sections have always been assigned the task of filling tins
manually, whereas men operate equipment used to seal the tins. In
the shelling sections, however, newly introduced cutting tools, which
have supplanted manual operations in some factories, are regarded
as the province of women. Even with these tools, the shelling process
is very labour intensive and the thought of employing men to do this
task has never been considered. 

Women who earlier were engaged in roasting ceased to do so in
the late 1940s – mainly as a result of their own choice. However, this

 

19. Govt. of India, 

 

Report on an Enquiry

 

, pp. 19–20, 31.
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decision only came after a more dichotomized gender discourse took
root among low-caste men and women, leading female roasters to
feel masculine and uncomfortable. 

The record shows that male-dominated trade unions also pleaded
for legislation against female roasters in the early 1950s – which
seems to be a bit ironic, because women were hardly engaged in this
work any longer. Their plea may have had a two-fold aim. One may
have been a sincere wish to protect women from heavy, dirty, and
dangerous operations. Another likely aim, however, was a preventive
measure intended to secure better job opportunities for male
workers, as roasting yielded higher wages than most other tasks in
the cashew factories. The ban on female roasters introduced in 1957
came too late to act as the reason for their disappearance in the
plants. In the first official report on minimum wages in cashew fac-
tories (1953), the possibility of a female roaster was not even
considered.

 

20

 

 None of my informants could remember the presence
of female roasters by 1957. Cultural perceptions of gender had al-
ready had a strong influence on factory life by then. Employers did
not try to hire female roasters, despite the fact that such action on
their part might have kept wages lower. Factory owners, too, were
influenced by the increasingly rigid gender ideology. It also was in
the interest of management to stress gender differences that would
legitimate employing only women to carry out the labour-intensive
processes of shelling, peeling, and grading.

It has been argued that the introduction of gender specific pro-
tective legislation and the dismissal of women as a result of mechani-
zation in India in the 1930s should be seen as symptomatic of another
phenomenon, viz., a reformation of the working class family into a unit
centred on a male breadwinner.

 

21

 

 Such a view explains the decline of
female work participation, but only partially clarifies the reason for
constructing workplaces where full-time female employees predom-
inated, resulting in the stricter gender division of labour that followed.
An elderly woman told me that the cashew factory recruiter who came
to her village around 1930 primarily sought female workers. It seems as

 

20. Govt. of Travancore-Cochin, 

 

Report of the Minimum Wages Committee,

 

 p. 10.
21. Kumar, ‘Family and Factory’, pp. 133–162.
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if men served as a reserve labour force in the cashew factories when
women could not be hired in sufficient numbers. 

 

Patient women with nimble fingers?

 

Three of the main tasks in processing cashews – shelling, peeling, and
grading – are unconditionally defined as female occupations in pres-
ent-day Kerala. As we have seen, the consensus among civil servants,
trade unionists, and factory owners is that these three work tasks can
only be carried out by women. Their view may stem from a ‘biological’
assumption about a woman’s nature as the embodiment of patience
and manual dexterity. Women workers have been defined as the anti-
thesis of able-bodied, machine-oriented male workers, and often they
have been viewed in terms of a single group: ‘women and children’.
This classification further stresses their status as ‘non-workers’. In the
1940s, cashew factory owners repeatedly stated how well-suited women
and children were for working in the cashew factories. The fact that no
machinery was employed was given as a strong argument for the fem-
inine nature of the work. These owners have long attributed certain
characteristics to women (i.e., deftness, nimble fingers, and patience)
to justify the fact that the majority of their employees are women.

Figure 4. Male workers carrying out roasting of cashew nuts with a hand-driven
drum roaster, 1998. 
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Physical strength and aptitude for working with machinery have been
defined as male characteristics, as has been the capacity to conduct
dangerous, responsible, or difficult factory operations. In 1945, in an
effort to defend the practice of child labour in the plants, a repre-
sentative of the cashew employers in Quilon wrote that ‘it is thus clear
that work in the cashew nut factory has no harmful effect whatever on
the health of even children’.

 

22

 

 

 

Arguments promoting employment of
children in cashew factories have recently been used by the same
factory owners in Tamil Nadu,

 

23

 

 

 

but have not been heard in Kerala
after the 1950s. Nevertheless, the appropriateness of women for mon-
otonous, manual work has been repeated with impunity by employ-
ers.

 

24

 

 The view that women are especially suited for the work in
cashew factories because of their dexterity has become so firmly rooted
in Keralite society that even academics researching the cashew fac-
tories have taken it for granted.

 

25

 

 
During my visits to different cashew factories and to the areas

where cashew workers lived, I came across a few men who were still
actively engaged in shelling, and several older men who were former
shellers. Echoing Gomathi’s story, several of them told me that long
ago (in the period from about 1925 to 1945), shelling was done by
men, women, and children in many poor families. It was not gender-
typed in the rigid way that it later came to be. In some of the early
factories, men were shellers, and these men continued to do the work
they knew best. Statistics available from 1937 and 1938 show the pro-
portion of male shellers varied from factory to factory, from only a
few per cent up to 40 per cent.

 

26

 

Accounts given by older people living near the factories, including
workers and trade union leaders, confirmed that in certain factories
many adult men had been employed as shellers, and some as peelers,
during the early days of cashew processing – verifying the data about

 

22. ‘Exemption of the cashew factories from the operation of Factory Act’, Letter from
Cashewnut Manufacturer’s Association to the Dewan of Travancore, dated 6
February 1945, Development Files, no. 341/2093, p. 3, KSA.

23. Govt. of India, 

 

Report on Survey of Labour Conditions in Cashewnut Factories in India
1965–66

 

, Labour Bureau.
24. Govt. of India, 

 

Report on the Working and Living Conditions of Workers in the Cashewnut
Processing Industry in Kerala 1982

 

, Labour Bureau, 1983, p. 2. 
25. See, for example, Pillai, ‘The Economic Impact’, p. 286.
26. Govt. of Travancore, 

 

Statistics of Travancore

 

, issue 19, 1937–38, pp. 160ff.
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male workers that one of my informants dismissed as unreliable. The
majority of those interviewed estimated the proportion of male shel-
lers to total shellers to be about 25 per cent, although estimates have
ranged from 5 to 50 per cent. According to a British former managing
director of the Peirce Leslie plant in Kundara, about half of the workers
in the shelling section were adult males in the mid-1940s. The relative-
ly large proportion of male shellers employed there was also confirmed
by a former male worker in the same factory:

 

I started to work as a sheller in 1939 in a small cashew factory. I
was 16 years old and I came with my parents. I had learned how
to shell at home, since my parents used to do this work on a
commission basis. A lot of men worked in the shelling section in
that factory. In 1945, when I was 22 years old, I started to work
at the Peirce Leslie cashew factory in Kundara. I think that about
one-fourth of the shellers were men – maybe more. In the grading
and peeling section there were only a few adult men – twelve or
thirteen, as far as I can remember. I worked in that factory for a
couple of years, then at the KMK cashew factory. I stopped work-
ing in 1983. When the KMK factory closed down for periods of
time, I was never able to get jobs in other cashew factories, al-
though my wife and other women could. The watchmen wouldn’t
even open the gate for me or any other men. We were accused
of starting unions. During those periods, my wife and daughters
were the only ones earning anything in our family. There was
never a problem of men and women cooperating inside the fac-
tory, but people on the outside used to scold us. Shellers and
roasters were chided for being dirty, and later on male shellers
were rebuked for doing women’s work

 

.

 – Velu, man of Kurava caste, former sheller, born
1923

The period from the end of World War II until approximately 1960
saw the dismissal of male shellers from the cashew factories. The pro-
portion of male workers in the total workforce stabilized at between
3 and 6 per cent after the 1960s, and males ceased to be employed in
shelling. Two brothers who own several cashew factories inherited
from their father, one of the Quilon pioneers, give different explan-
ations for the absence of male shellers since the 1950s: 
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Formerly, men worked with shelling and, to some extent, with
peeling as well. In my father’s time, perhaps 15 to 25 per cent of
the shellers and peelers were men. I think more of the men worked
in the shelling section. These men disappeared around 1960.
People were not keen to employ them because they were trouble-
makers: they organized the workers. The men could do the work
as well as the women – maybe even better. But women are more
patient. It is in their nature, and that is why they are more
suitable for this kind of work.

 – Cashew factory owner, born in the 1920s

Curiously, this man seemed to contradict himself when he asserted
that men worked ‘as well as women’, but that women possess ‘nat-
ural’ characteristics making them especially fit for shelling.

 The other brother held a slightly different view of the disappear-
ance of men from the factories:

Yes, in the beginning there were men in all sections – maybe not
in grading, but there was a considerable proportion of adult men
in shelling. Fewer were in the peeling section, and these were

Figure 5. Male shellers of the Kurava caste, 1998. Men are rarely encountered
doing this work today, but in the 1940s it was a common sight to find low-caste
men and women shelling side by side. In the decades that followed, the few men
remaining in this section were classified as ‘not able-bodied’.
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mainly young boys. The men did not like the job. They are not
patient and lack finger dexterity. They worked there because they
were poor, but they quit as soon as they could. I think they
disappeared in the mid-1950s – maybe the end of the 50s.

 – Cashew factory owner, born in the 1920s

The above view implies that if better jobs were available, such men
would not have to take abysmally low-paid jobs like shelling. Velu
and several other men like him, however, were prepared to continue
to work at shelling, but from around 1950 onward management ex-
cluded them from this operation. Factories closed down; when they
later re-opened they no longer employed male shellers. Such a case
was reported in the Jennajugham in 1958. A factory was leased out and
the new entrepreneur refused to give work to the 26 male shellers
who had been employed there for several years.27 

The reasons for not wanting to employ male workers as shellers
may have been many. The view that men were ‘troublemakers’ may
have had some validity. On the other hand, a handful of radical male
roasters would also have been able to create trouble for the factory
owners if they became involved in organizing other workers, and yet
the roasters were not dismissed! Why did management have such a
strong interest in implementing this strict gender division of labour?
It was a time when trade unions were emerging and factory wages
were becoming standardized. If owners had been obligated to a
considerable workforce of male shellers, it would have been difficult
to justify the low wages paid to (female) shellers. 

Was the second brother entirely wrong when he asserted that male
workers no longer wanted to do shelling? We have seen that Velu
would have continued as a sheller if he had had the opportunity. How-
ever, the social pressure for male shellers to fall in line with the prevail-
ing discourse of masculinity must have been a powerful force inducing
them to find other work. If men were in fact disinclined to continue
doing this work, their aversion seems to have emanated from the
factory owners having transformed that section into a workplace
dominated by women. Men may also have been discouraged by the low
wages paid to shellers. The strategy of the trade unions in trying to

27. Jennajugham, 27 February 1958, pp. 1–2.
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‘rescue’ the honour of the displaced men was to place them in other
factory positions considered more acceptable for males. 

‘Inside the factory there is no problem’, a male sheller, Kuttan, told
me when discussing the issue of working together with women, im-
plying there was a problem outside the factory. ‘We were chided for
doing women’s work’, Velu stated. Several others have testified to
increasing social pressure and changed attitudes regarding what
constituted an appropriate male or female work task. Gomathi had
commented that when male shellers became less common in the
factories, those men who remained used to be disdainfully referred to
by other men as ‘those who only mingle with women’. 

The differentiation between women’s work and men’s work was
becoming deeply entrenched among shellers and roasters in the late
1940s and 1950s. These were notions that had not been particularly
strong among them 20 years earlier. The men who remained in the
female-dominated shelling and peeling sections now found themselves
doing work that was considered incompatible with masculinity and,
thus, were defined as ‘non-men’. As illustrated by the testimonies we
have heard, such men were considered sick, weak, or somehow
handicapped, and thus not able-bodied; or else they belonged to an
extreme age-group (the very old or very young), which similarly ex-
cluded them from being considered ‘able-bodied’. Such individuals
were viewed as the antithesis of men and were rather seen more as
women. The few men who were not actually dismissed and opted to
stay in the predominantly female sections were too poor or too
oppressed to be able to assert their own masculinity and had been
unable to find other jobs. 

It is paradoxical that male shellers have been given epithets that
contrasted so greatly with those given women doing the same work.
The latter, as we have seen, were praised as ‘dexterous’, ‘nimble’,
‘patient’, and even ‘skilled’. Among themselves, these male shellers
did not hold the view that any specifically feminine patience or nim-
ble fingers were necessary for this work. Velu told me with pride that
there was a time when he was one of the best shellers around and
could shell up to 11 kilos in an eight-hour-day – far above the aver-
age. Neither men nor women of his generation with whom I have
spoken attributed special gender characteristics to the shellers. Inter-
viewees of the younger generation, on the other hand, held strong
opinions regarding jobs suitable for men, as opposed to women. Female
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shellers born in the 1940s or later would not send their sons to shell,
as their mothers or grandmothers had done before them. Conversely,
I asked them if they or their daughters could imagine being a roaster.
Sarojini’s reply is representative of the 12 shellers who responded to
this question:

As far as roasting is concerned – I would do it if I had to for sur-
vival but, really, it is difficult to imagine women holding down
such a position. I would also never send my son to the shelling
section, nor to any other of the sections where women work. He
would probably not be hired by the manager anyway, but he
would still never have gone there in the first place – even if we
were starving. Boys don’t have the patience and dexterity that
girls have and are just not suitable for this kind of work. Shelling
– it simply is a woman’s job. How could a boy work there? 

 – Sarojini, woman of Pulaya caste, sheller, born
1954 

Thus the notion of appropriate work for men and women has in time
become firmly rooted among workers themselves.

In the 1920s and 1930s, when there was a less strict gender division
of labour for those involved in roasting and shelling, there was no
clear gender tradition in the work process. During this early period,
shellers were also not given epithets like ‘nimble’ or ‘patient’. The lat-
ter were constructions formed as the industry grew in order to legit-
imize the dismissal of male shellers and the establishment of a rigid
gender division of labour in its place.28 

The more fluid situation with regard to gender that once prevailed
in cashew processing has been neglected in accounts of the factories
and has been omitted from narratives about cashew workers. The
writing of history is an ever-changing endeavour that reflects the
prevailing contemporary discourse. Authors of reports or books
looking back on the history of the cashew workers seem not to have
concerned themselves with whether men or women had always been

28. Social anthropologists in the early twentieth century have observed that low-
caste men and women often worked together at agricultural tasks. See Edgar
Thurston, Castes and Tribes of Southern India, vol. VII, Madras: Government Press,
1909, p. 21; Iyer, The Tribes and Castes of Cochin, p. 117; and L. A. K. Iyer, The
Travancore Tribes and Castes, vol. II, Trivandrum, India: Government Press, 1939, p.
141.
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exclusively assigned certain work tasks. As the tone of earlier speak-
ers indicated, the issue was considered self-evident. My informants
neither lied, nor had they forgotten: they simply recounted the past
as they had heard it from the narratives of others, or read it in
historical accounts. Rather than a conscious bias, the persistence of
narratives of this sort among both authors and those currently en-
gaged in the cashew industry may be attributed to an unquestioning
perception of a gender ideology. None of the authors of the govern-
ment reports or the historical accounts of trade unions expresses any
doubt regarding the rigid gender division of labour. As Rosemary
Hennessy writes, ‘understanding history as ideology implies that no
matter how covert, the narrativity of history always issues from a set
of values that support or disrupt a particular social order’.29 The sup-
port of a particular social order, although it may not be conscious,
may be based on an unquestioned assumption and, therefore, looked
upon as ‘natural’. 

The undisputed social order of the 1950s involved an even stricter
gender division of labour than before. This was legitimized and
mediated through dichotomous thinking and the language of femi-
ninity and masculinity. Thus, female and male characteristics among
workers engaged in roasting and shelling became a very conscious
issue among a group of people who had formerly not thought of them-
selves in those terms. Such gendered language – usage conditioned by
differences between males and females, but not openly pejorative –
was expressed by factory owners, civil servants, and trade union lead-
ers. The gender division of labour that had coalesced was also insti-
tutionalized in contracts when minimum wages were introduced. Some
workers whose memories reached back to a less gender-restrictive era
had not forgotten the existence of male shellers and female roasters,
but never mentioned it unless questioned directly. They may have
felt that it reflected a shameful past, when women were considered
less feminine and men were seen as not masculine. 

As more elaborate factory operations evolved, peeling and grading
– occupations unknown in the early factories – came into existence
as strictly gender-coded work tasks. In contrast to roasting and shel-
ling, the gender division of labour in peeling and grading was a given
from the outset. However, there was another division of labour that

29. Hennessy, Materialist Feminism, p. 102.
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pervaded the cashew factories – one drawn along lines not of gender
but of caste. I recall meeting one of those former male shellers, who
was about 75 at the time, still a very strong, ‘able-bodied’ man. I could
not conceive of him or any of the other former shellers whom I met
as sick, disabled or weak, nor did they or their families consider them
as such. However, they all had one thing in common: they belonged
to the former slave castes. 
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Introduction

 

The importation of the caste system into an industrial factory setting,
where one might have expected the traditional link between caste
and job to have been unimportant, was a characteristic of the early
cashew factories. The caste division of labour within the plants was a
reflection of the society outside the factory, and was supported by
employers for reasons connected with the rise of labour unions. 

If we look ahead to 1996, the Quilon-based trade union leader,
Kesavan Nair, wrote the following lines in praise of harmony amid di-
versity in his account of the history of the cashew workers:

 

Kadheeja with the veil, 
Mary with the 

 

tail dhoti

 

, 
Saraswathy Amma, 
Chinna, and Kotha, 
Processing cashew nuts, 
Working together. 

Sharing their sorrows 
As they sit toiling,
Joining in 

 

Sunnath

 

 
At the house of Khadeeja,
Tying the thread 
At a birth – Kotha’s child.

Now eating together 
And joking as one,
Laying the ground 
For revolutionary changes.
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The success that reformers 
Only had dreamed of
These cashew workers 
Themselves had achieved.

 

1

 

His message is clear: Muslims, Christians, and Hindus of different
castes had come together in the cashew factory, and old traditional
barriers were broken as workers joined forces against capitalism. It
traces the transition from a traditional to a modern capitalist society,
from identities based on religion or caste to those based on class – one
way in which development has often been represented in India.

 

2

 

 This
kind of meta-narrative has met with opposition, principally from
historians affiliated with the group known as Subaltern Studies

 

, 

 

who
emphasize continuity with a hierarchical past when analysing the
identity of disenfranchised groups. Important theoretical distinc-
tions between British Marxist ‘history from below’ and Subaltern Stud-
ies are that scholars belonging to the latter reject capitalism as an
overarching structure, repudiate the logic of ‘modernity’, and stress
the relationship between power and knowledge. In so doing, they also
take issue with attempts to define Indian workers and peasants as
‘prepolitical’ or lacking in ‘modern’, anti-capitalist consciousness.
They view India as a totally different milieu and are dismissive of
universal or evolutionary models of theorizing. According to the Sub-
altern School, the fact that people in India commonly express protest
in terms of identities based on caste, religion, or ethnicity should
not be viewed as an anachronism in the modern world, but as part
of Indian modernity itself.

 

3

 

 This is not to deny the impact of

 

1. Khadeeja is a Muslim name, Mary a Christian name. A 

 

tail dhoti

 

 is a dress tra-
ditionally worn by Christians in Kerala. The name Saraswathy Amma indicates a
high-caste woman. Chinna and Kotha are names common among women of lower
castes. 

 

Sunnath

 

 is a Muslim circumcision festival, whereas the thread tying ritual
is performed when a child is born into Hindu families of the three highest 

 

varnas

 

.
From Kesavan Nair, ‘The Strike History of the Cashew Workers. Part 29: The Social
Revolution by the Cashew Workers’, 

 

CITU 

 

Sandesam, vol. 19, no. 11, 1996, p. 22 (in
Malayalam). 

2. See André Béteille, 

 

Caste, Class and Power: Changing Patterns of Stratification in a
Tanjore Village

 

, Berkeley: University of California Press, 1965; Anil Bhatt, 

 

Caste, Class
and Politics: An Empirical Profile of Social Stratification in Modern India

 

, New Delhi:
Manohar, 1975; and Mark Holmström, ‘Caste and Status in an Indian City’, 

 

Economic
and Political Weekly

 

, vol. 7, no. 7, 1972, pp. 769–774.
3. See Chakrabarty, 

 

Habitations of Modernity

 

. 
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capitalism as an oppressive structure, but it gives greater weight to
its contextual variations and the impact of different cultural
phenomena. 

Kesavan Nair’s poem challenges the mindset that Indian women
are more traditional than men and lack radical, ‘modern’ class con-
sciousness. A common method of exploring workers’ identity has
been to examine their class or caste solidarity at moments of crisis,
as, for example, during riots or strikes.

 

4

 

 There are limitations in such
an approach because one should consider not only the behaviour of
workers in extraordinary situations, but also the role of caste in daily
life. Solely analysing exceptional instances of class alliances restricts
one’s consideration to occasions when caste identities have been
overshadowed by other concerns. One way of approaching the con-
nection of everyday activities to caste is to investigate caste relations
in the workplace. When interviewing cashew workers in 1997, I was
surprised to find that tasks involved in cashew nut processing were
not only highly gender-coded, but caste-coded as well. Whereas pre-
vious studies of the caste division of labour have exclusively con-
cerned themselves with male workers,

 

5

 

 this study mainly focuses on
female factory employees.

 

Caste division of labour

 

Seeking to verify the impression I obtained during earlier discussions
with cashew workers, I studied the caste division of labour in two
factories – one private and one state-owned. Although several castes
were represented among the workers, it became obvious that only a
few castes were dominant and could be grouped into four categories:
higher castes (mainly Nairs), middle castes (mainly Ezhavas), Sched-

 

4. See S. Bhattacharya, ‘Capital and Labour in Bombay City, 1928–29’, 

 

Economic and
Political Weekly

 

, vol. 16, no. 42–43, 1981, pp. PE35–44, and Vinay Bahl, 

 

The Making of
the Indian Working Class: A Case of the Tata Iron and Steel Company 1880–1946

 

, London
and New Delhi: Sage Publications, 1995.

5. Morris, 

 

The Emergence of an Industrial Labour Force

 

; Mark Holmström, 

 

South Indian
Factory Workers: Their Life and their World

 

, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1976; N. R. Sheth, 

 

The Social Framework of an Indian Factory

 

, Manchester: Manchester
University Press, 1968.
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uled Castes

 

6

 

 (mainly Pulayas and Kuravas), and others (Christians
and Muslims).

The majority of the higher-caste women in the factories belonged
to the peeling division, where members of other castes – except for
Scheduled Castes – also worked. In the grading department the Nairs
held a near monopoly: not a single Scheduled Caste person was to be
found in this section. The middle castes were employed in a variety
of work tasks but were predominantly engaged in peeling and, to
some extent, shelling. Like the higher castes, Christians and Muslims
were also conspicuous in the peeling section. The staff and super-
visors consisted by and large of higher caste persons who were al-
most all male. It was striking to find that, with only few exceptions,
women of Scheduled Castes all worked in the shelling section.

The shelling, peeling, and grading departments largely exhibit a
caste division of labour in which there is an unmistakable correlation
between rank (according to the traditional caste hierarchy) and the
degree of cleanliness or uncleanliness of an operation – from the black,
oily, and corrosive raw nuts in the shelling section, through the peel-
ing section where the nuts are still covered with brown skins, to the
white kernels in the grading section.

In spite of protestations that the caste system is irrelevant today,
the caste division of labour in cashew factories persists after more
than 60 years. To some extent this may be generational continuity:
due to the intense competition for jobs, women secure positions for
their daughters or relatives by teaching them a specific skill, such as
shelling, peeling, or grading. Other studies of the caste division of
labour have offered meritocratic explanations for this phenomenon.
However, such causal links are not applicable to the cashew factories,
as there is no formal training or educational prerequisite linked to a
given work task. Furthermore, in contrast to the findings of earlier
research focused on male workers, my investigation revealed that a
correlation between caste hierarchy and wage scale never existed
among female workers. 

 

6. In 1936 the British included all ‘untouchable’ communities in an official list of
what were termed Scheduled Castes, a quasi-legal concept that served to identify
disenfranchised groups newly entitled to certain quotas in Parliament, education,
and employment. See Oliver Mendelsohn and Marika Vicziany, 

 

The Untouchables:
Subordination, Poverty and the State in Modern India

 

, Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1998, pp. 3–5.
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Traditional caste distinctions have not totally crumbled, and the
association of low-caste status with unclean work has shown remark-
able longevity in the cashew industry, despite the fact that it is no
longer overtly expressed and has partially been overcome. There is a
similar link between caste and job task among males in the cashew
factories, and so the dirtiest job of all – roasting – is still left to men
of the Scheduled Castes.

To understand why the caste division of labour has been upheld in
the radical social climate of Kerala, it is necessary to analyse to what
extent the caste system has undergone modification or been ‘reinter-
preted’ over time. When the cashew factories began operation around
1930, they only engaged in the two operations of roasting and shel-
ling, and their workers came almost exclusively from the Scheduled
Castes. The way in which these workers were recruited exemplifies
the rigidity of the caste system at the time it was transplanted into
the cashew factories.

 

Recruitment of labourers in the early days

 

There seems to have been an abundance of labourers willing to work
for low wages and carry out the dirtiest operations in the days of
small-scale village processing, when there were only a few cashew

Figure 6. A low-caste sheller. Shelling sections are often dirty and unhealthy
places. The majority of the women working here belong to the lowest castes. 
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nut factories. However, as the number of factories quickly rose into
the hundreds, a labour shortage developed. It may have come as a
surprise to foreign entrepreneurs unfamiliar with the caste system
that not everyone would consent to work in the factories in spite of
their poverty. 

In 1931, more than 30 per cent of all Ezhavas were registered as
farmers, although they commonly hired others to work their land. As
stated in the Census of 1931, the ‘gentleman farmer’, including many
Ezhavas or Nairs, did not want to soil his hands. As a result, most of
the manual work was done by Pulayas, Parayans, and Kuravas.

 

7

 

In some places, carrying out manual labour or work considered
dirty was resisted by members of every caste other than the lowest
ones. This continued for many years. When, in the early 1950s, a
labour survey was made of the cashew factories in different parts of
South India, it was determined that workers were plentiful in most
places except the area around Quilon. ‘Recruitment is [generally] at

 

7. Govt. of India, 

 

Census of India 1931

 

, vol. 28, Travancore, Part I, Report, pp. 238–39,
245.

Figure 7. Women in the peeling section. Several different castes work here,
although most are from the middle castes, with Scheduled Castes hardly
represented. Workers sit on the floor, but this room is cleaner and brighter than
the shelling section and is equipped with a fan.
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the factory gate and there is usually no difficulty in obtaining the
required complement. In some places, however, particularly in fac-
tories located near Quilon, it is difficult to get adequate number of shel-
lers, as shelling work is considered 

 

infra dig 

 

[beneath one’s dignity].’

 

8

 

A logistical problem for factory owners in India during the early
twentieth century was their dependency on the infrastructure of cities,

 

8. Govt. of India, 

 

Report on an Enquiry

 

, pp. 12, 27.

Figure 8. A high-caste woman in the grading section. Grading is a considerably
lighter, cleaner, and less unhealthy operation than shelling. Almost without
exception, women who work here belong to the higher castes. Nevertheless,
their wages are as low as those of women in the shelling section: gender, not
caste, determines wages.
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compelling them to locate their factories in urban areas. The pre-
ponderance of the labour force, however, lived in the countryside. The
need to attract factory labour from the rural population resulted in the
emergence of intermediaries or jobbers. In Travancore, these
intermediaries were usually called 

 

moopans

 

 (foremen or contractors).
Cashew factory owners sent them into rural areas to recruit shellers.
Those they brought in, being of low caste and therefore disdained by
other city dwellers, were put up in sheds that either the cashew manu-
facturers or the 

 

moopans

 

 would erect near the plant. 
According to a cottage industry system prevalent during the early

phase of the cashew factories, roasters were sometimes contractually
employed by exporters to deliver pre-shelled cashew nuts.

 

9

 

 As the
story told by Kalyani indicates, it was possible for a female roaster to
function as a contractor and build dwellings on her own land for
shellers.

 

10

 

 During the 1930s, hundreds of such sheds were built in the
vicinity of the factories around Quilon. The people housed there were
mainly women, although many arrived with male relatives, who also
sought work in the cashew factories. All of them belonged to the Sched-
uled Castes. Although the intention may originally have been to re-
cruit women only, people were reluctant to break up their families,
and so cashew manufacturers were forced to accept a number of men
into the bargain. The proportion of men in the cashew factories in
British India, where shanties of this kind did not exist, was much
lower than in Travancore, and women of castes other than Scheduled
Castes worked there. The rigid caste system of Travancore thus
slowed down the feminization of such work as shelling.

In some parts of India, the recruiting agents have been described
as powerful, authoritarian men who had close ties to the factory own-
ers, and it has also been stated that the power of these recruiters was
based on the use of violence.

 

11

 

 In Travancore, where 

 

moopans 

 

were
often ordinary workers who sought to improve their lot by providing
the owner with factory hands, this does not seem to have been the
case. Male shellers who were able to recruit a stipulated number of
shellers were commonly promoted to roasters or foremen.

 

12

 

9. Govindan, 

 

Memoires of an Early Trade Unionist

 

, pp. 13ff.
10. Balakrishnan, ‘Life and Strikes’, p. 2.
11. Chakrabarty, 

 

Rethinking Working-Class History, 

 

pp. 106–114.
12. Balakrishnan, ‘Life and Strikes’, pp. 2–3.
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A similar recruitment system existed in the tea plantations of
South India. Those who were not fit for work, such as very young
children or the elderly, were left behind in the villages. This was the
case in Nilgiri, a border region between the present Kerala and Tamil
Nadu. As these plantation workers were only paid subsistence wages,
they could send nothing home, forcing their families to rely on other
means for survival. Thus, the real cost for reproducing labour was
paid by the villages, not by the plantations.

 

13

 

 
A comparable situation prevailed in the cashew factories. The

majority of those housed in the dwelling sheds were able-bodied
women or children, along with a significant number of men. Poverty
prevented the inhabitants of the sheds around the cashew factories
from leaving. Workers frequently ran up debts to their employer or
to the 

 

moopan

 

. Older people in the areas surrounding Quilon told of
the hardships of people living in those sheds. Only few of these inhab-
itants are still alive. An elderly woman named Ponni, who arrived
with the earliest batch of workers from a rural area to work in a cash-
ew factory near the city of Quilon, recalls those days vividly:

 

In my childhood we lived in Mavelikara, in a hut in the
landlord’s field. There was my mother, one younger sister, two
younger brothers, and myself. My father had gone off to seek a
job elsewhere. We all worked in the paddy fields, except my
youngest brother. He was either sleeping near the field or
looked after by me or my sister. One day when I was about ten
years old, my mother told me that we were going to leave. Bad
times were upon us and poverty drove us away. We walked all
the way to Kilikolloor. My uncle came with us, along with sev-
eral other workers from the paddy field. I don’t know how many
we were, but it was a crowd of women, men, and children, and I
think all of us belonged to the Kurava caste (although there may
have been some Pulayas). It was a long way to walk, so the old or
sick people were left back home. Many women came alone be-
cause women workers, above all, were wanted. Some people left
their youngest children with grandparents or other relatives in
Mavelikara, and the children were brought to them later. We did
not have much to carry – a basket, and two or three pots – I don’t

 

13. Barbara Evans, ‘Constructing a Plantation Labour Force: The Plantation-Village
Nexus in South India’, 
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,

 

 

 

vol. 32, no. 2,
1995, pp. 164–169.
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remember exactly. We had no more clothing than what we were
wearing. 

 A man from Kilikolloor led us to the place where we were
going to live. He was the one who came to our village to show
us the way. It was a huge shed made of bamboo leaves and
sticks. The people who had come to the shed were all very poor
people of low caste. We were all starving. We got some 

 

kanji

 

[rice soup] when we arrived. We made a corner for ourselves in
the shed, and later on we screened off the corner with some
fabric to get some privacy. The next day we began to work shel-
ling nuts. It was not a factory like today. It was an open area
with many fireplaces for roasting, and shellers were sitting all
around. Later on, a shed was put up where people – mainly women
of other castes – were employed to peel and grade the cashew
nuts. Then the shellers were given a shed as well. We lived in
this place for many years – maybe fifteen or more. None of us
ever went back to our old village. Hardly anybody else did.
Some women returned to get their children, but otherwise I do
not know of anybody who went back. What was there to go
back to?

 

– Ponni, woman of Pulaya caste, sheller, born 1920 

 

Ponni’s narrative illustrates the hunger and abject poverty that was
the lot of poor agricultural workers. Nevertheless, her story suggests
that the cashew factory had saved them from starvation. Her words
run counter to the thesis that migrant labourers had strong ties with
their home villages. Their families owned no land, and their other
relatives, who were dependent on their landlords, may have dis-
persed.

 

14

 

 
A parallel situation obtained in Calcutta, where it was difficult to

recruit female workers for the jute mills because patriarchal values in
the rural areas did not permit women to migrate. The women who
came to work at the mills were often widows, abandoned by their
husbands, or themselves runaways from oppressive family relation-
ships that made them reluctant to return to their village. Such women
were destitute and vulnerable to a greater extent than other migrants,

 

14. Jan Breman discusses the so-called ‘lack of commitment thesis’ in ‘The Study of
Industrial Labour in Post-colonial India – The Formal Sector: An Introductory
Review’, in Jonathan P. Parry, Jan Breman, and Karin Kapadia (eds), 

 

The Worlds of
Indian Industrial Labour

 

,

 

 

 

New Delhi: Sage, 1999, pp. 4–17.

 

ChapterIV.fm  Page 64  Thursday, October 21, 2004  2:17 PM



 

65

4. Caste in the Workplace

 

as they had no family support to rely on when they could not find
work. In this sense, they were more proletarianized than male mi-
grants, who may have had the option of going back to join their wives
or other family members still working on the land.

 

15

 

 Many female
cashew workers fit this description as well. M. N. Govindan’s memor-
ies of how poor agricultural labourers chose the cashew factory in
preference to the paddy field confirm the fact that the cashew factory
offered certain advantages, however slight, over the life of an agricul-
tural labourer.

 

16

 

 
The masses of low-caste people who came to work in the cashew

factories in the 1930s and 1940s have been described as half-starving,
misery-laden, and extremely dirty – the poorest of the poor. These
low-caste migrants living in the cashew sheds constituted a social
group which was shunned and even feared by many inhabitants of the
surrounding areas. But because these impoverished shanty dwellers
worked in the factories, other Malayalees, who considered them-
selves socially above them, did not seek employment in the cashew
industry.

In addition to drawing labourers from the countryside and giving
them employment and shelter near Quilon, the removal of factories
from the urban areas to the countryside also occurred. Many factory
owners expanded their business by gradually setting up plants in the
rural areas surrounding Quilon, where they could find plentiful cheap
labour more easily than in the city. In the early 1950s, at least 50 fac-
tories opened on the outskirts of Quilon.

 

17

 

Cashew shanty towns disappeared by the early 1960s. There was
no longer a shortage of workers in the city, mainly as a result of a
growing population, decreasing agricultural work, and the willing-
ness of groups other than Scheduled Castes (mainly Ezhavas) to carry
out the shelling.

 

Cashew workers on caste

 

To achieve a deeper understanding of why the caste division of
labour has persisted and maintained its significance among different

 

15. Sen, 
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, pp. 29–39.
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, pp. 13ff.
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groups of factory employees, we turn to the voices of cashew workers
themselves. Older workers reported that a shift in the caste composi-
tion of the factories had occurred since the 1930s, when most of the
original cashew workers belonged to the lowest castes. An old woman
of a Scheduled Caste recalled:

 

We did not mix with higher castes in my childhood – at least not
with Brahmins and Nairs – although some Ezhava women worked
in the paddy field. It was in the cashew factory that I met Nairs.
Almost no one but Kuravas and Pulayas worked in the cashew
factories in the 1930s – in the shelling and peeling sections, but
not in the grading section. Later on, more workers from other
castes came to the cashew factories. The wages were low, but at
least it was something, and we were not the only caste that was
starving. When the Ezhavas saw the wages we held in our hands,
they came, too. Later on, the Nairs came to the peeling section
as well. 

 

 – Kotha, woman of Pulaya caste, sheller since the
late 1920s, born 1919

 

The depression of the 1930s forced some poor Ezhavas, who had
formerly worked in the coir industry, to search for jobs in the cashew
factories, which had remained unaffected by the depression. In the
1940s, Ezhava women entered the plants in increasing numbers. They
were later followed by women of the Nair caste. 

Many Nairs had become impoverished after 1925, when a new law
permitted the partition of jointly-owned property. The resultant
smaller landholdings were not enough for survival. Many individual
owners sold them and tried other occupations, or joined the ranks of
the unemployed. Bharathiamma was one of the first of her caste to
enter a cashew plant: 

 

My mother took me to the cashew factory. We had to start
working there because our family had become poor. We had to
sell most of our land. It was not common for Nairs to work in the
factories at that time, and in the section where I worked [peel-
ing] most of the women were Ezhavas. At the outset, there was
no grading at the factory, but some time later such a section was
created and more Nairs came to the factory. Today there are a
lot of them. I do not know what it was like in the shelling section,
because we never mingled with the shellers very much – not
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when I started to work, and not in the 1970s when I stopped
working. We could not work with the lowest castes – it was not
even thinkable. I joined the union eventually, but my mother
never did: it was below her dignity, as most union members
were Scheduled Castes.

 

– Bharathiamma, woman of Nair caste, peeler
1925–75, born 1912

 

Nair women had a strong aversion to seeking employment in the
cashew factories in the 1930s and 1940s. Several elderly Nairs stated
that working there was utterly shameful for them, as the gender ide-
ology prevailing among Nairs prescribed that women should stay at
home. It was probably more decisive for their feelings that many
Nairs of the previous generation had owned considerable land in areas
where agricultural labourers – mostly of the Scheduled Castes, but
also some Ezhavas – worked.

 

18

 

 Being employed side-by-side with former
agricultural labourers of the lowest castes, who constituted a large
majority in the cashew factories at this time, may have been even
harder than breaking the gender ideology. In the early 1930s, other
Nair women were hired on a large scale as civil servants because they
were well-educated.

 

19

 

 Such employment was considered acceptable;
factory work was not. However, one way to cope with the humiliation
of factory work was to be shielded from the dirtiest work (shelling)
and to maintain a separation from the lower castes. The caste div-
ision of labour was thus very favourable to the Nairs. It could at least
save them from being on an equal footing with the former slave castes
– people their parents had taught them to shun. 

As noted earlier, the Ezhavas were a heterogeneous group with
regard to their economic position in the 1930s and 1940s. Some
Ezhavas had raised themselves economically and socially, while the
status of others was not distinct from that of the Scheduled Castes
with whom they carried out similar tasks. Gomathi, whose father was
active in the Communist Party and who had friends belonging to the
lower castes, could easily work together with Scheduled Castes, where-
as another Ezhava woman, Sarasu, expressed quite negative feelings
about having to work with them – an aversion it took her a long time
to overcome. One might be inclined to attribute the difference be-
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tween Sarasu and Gomathi to class position, but Gomathi’s experi-
ence of her father as a communist politician, and her own trade union
activity, probably facilitated her ability to work with Scheduled Castes
without any problem, as leftist discourse strongly denounced diffe-
rences based on caste.

Another Ezhava woman recounted how she differed from her par-
ents with regard to associating with lower castes:

 

I never had anything against working with Scheduled Castes,
but my parents disliked all connections with them. Gradually
they changed a little. I came to the peeling section because my
mother worked there. There were some Nairs and Ezhavas who
did not like to be associated with Scheduled Castes, but they never
said anything – they just kept to themselves.

 

 – Thankamoni, woman of Ezhava caste, peeler
since 1958, born 1946

 

Thankamoni’s mother, born in the early 1920s, obviously had diffi-
culty in relating to Scheduled Castes, whereas Thankamoni herself, in
the 1950s, was able to accept working with them. Several Ezhava
women articulated their discomfort in being associated with Sched-
uled Castes, protesting that they were from a ‘nice family’. Thus, in
addition to Nairs, many Ezhava women actively tried to maintain a
caste division of labour, even if not all of them could avoid working
with Scheduled Castes. 

When Scheduled Caste women met upper-caste women such as
Nairs in the cashew factories, historic overtones conditioned their en-
counter. For the Nairs, who had mainly lived on the income from their
land, it represented a humiliating process of caste interaction. For
the lowest castes, however, who were used to working as bonded
labourers under a landlord with whom they were in somewhat of a
master-slave relationship, work in the cashew factory was an im-
provement, although conditions there have equally been described
as slavish.

In the late 1930s, wages in the main divisions of cashew processing
did not appear linked to caste. In the least desirable shelling section,
wages were, in fact, slightly higher than in the peeling and grading
sections

 

20

 

– probably a reflection of the scarcity of labourers willing

 

20. ‘Wage Rates in the Cashew Industry, 1932 and 1939’, RSP Archive, Quilon.
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to carry out this low-prestige, dirty work. Other studies which have
shown that the wages and status of a work task increased with the rank
of a worker’s caste are mainly concerned with male workers. It appears
that we find other patterns in workplaces dominated by female workers,
thereby calling into question the generalizations of earlier analyses.

 

21

 

 
Until trade unions became active in 1939, the division of labour

based on caste seems to have been predominantly a reflection of
Travancore society outside the factory. The labourers themselves – in
particular those from castes who were ranked above the Scheduled
Castes – kept up the caste division of labour. Employers and managers
must have had the same caste prejudices as their workers, and thus
supported the caste division of labour for cultural reasons.

When trade unions started their activities, it became evident to
employers that they would benefit by maintaining divisions among
workers. The lower castes in the shelling sections were the first to or-
ganize in the late 1930s and 1940s, so one of the motivations for em-
ployers to segregate different castes was to prevent other workers from
joining the union. As the pioneering trade union leader, M. N.
Govindan Nair, pointed out, entrepreneurs encouraged the continu-
ation of the existing social order for their own purposes.

Women who were not of the Scheduled Castes were persuaded by
their employers to refrain from joining the union. They were told
that it was beneath their station to mix with lower castes in a com-
mon organization, for it would mean associating with men outside
their families – and even with low-caste males.

 

22

 

 Stories abound of
husbands who were pressured by representatives of the factory own-
ers to control their wives. Govindan Nair observed that employers
‘harped on caste and religion’. One might add that they underscored
gender as well, creating divisiveness among their workers. Several
women of the Nair and Ezhava castes recalled the factory owner’s men
speaking to their husbands:

 

In the 1940s my husband told me several times not to join the
union, because it could be dangerous and also because only
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Pulayas and Kuravas – men and women – were members. People
from the factory [management] came to our house to talk with
my husband about these things. But finally I joined, like many
other Ezhavas, and once the leaders of the union also came to
our house, my husband agreed.

 

 – Sarasu, woman of Ezhava caste, sheller since
1937, born 1925

 

Factory owners clearly instigated the promulgation of the traditional
social system in order to curb the growth of trade unions. Neverthe-
less, agitation by trade union organizers in the 1940s and 1950s led
workers of different castes to join the union and, in so doing, over-
come caste barriers in the ensuing class struggle. Caste identity was
temporarily set aside. Women of higher castes were amenable to the
idea of class struggle through trade unions, but the stories they tell
indicate that their actions were dependent upon the permission of
their husbands. The women of Scheduled Castes seemed to be less re-
liant on their husbands’ views. Kavitha, a Kurava woman, joined the
union without her husband’s consent and even against his will, ex-
emplifying the relative independence vis-à-vis their husbands that
low-caste women enjoyed. 

 

The Kuravas were the first to join the union. I became a member
of the communist union at the time of the Travancore king [be-
fore Independence]. My husband objected a little, but when he
met the leaders he realized that I had done the right thing

 

 – Kavitha, woman of Kurava caste, sheller since
the late 1920s, born around 1920

 

We have seen that only men of the Scheduled Castes worked in
female-dominated sections of the cashew factories. Taken together,
the foregoing examples typify the fact that gender dichotomy was
less pronounced among the Scheduled Castes.

 

Overcoming caste barriers

 

Central to the caste system were the rules of pollution in connection
with food. Traditionally, caste rules placed restrictions on the accept-
ance of food from members of lower castes and regulated with whom
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a person could share a meal.

 

23

 

 In 1918, K. Aiyappan, the social re-
former of the Ezhava caste, organized a luncheon for 5,000 persons of
different castes to break the taboo of such ‘inter-dining’.

 

24

 

 In the fol-
lowing decades, inter-caste dining programs became an important
part of the workers’ struggle.

The Factory Act of 1948 encompassed cashew processing facilities
in Travancore-Cochin and declared that plants at which more than
250 workers were employed should provide a canteen. Some of the
cashew factory employers asserted that ‘caste prejudices would mili-
tate the successful working of canteens’.

 

25

 

 In theory, caste prejudice
may have prevented workers of different ranks from eating together
in the early 1950s. However, most cashew workers accustomed them-
selves to skipping meals while at work. In 1949, Sarademma, a female
trade union activist connected with the Communist Party, took a job
in a cashew factory with the intention of organizing the workers there.
She recalled that the workers hardly had enough money to buy a cup
of tea. The reason for the failure of the canteen – the only one pro-
vided in a factory at the time – was probably the extreme poverty of
the workers, not primarily caste issues.

 

26

 

Those interviewed felt unanimously that trade union leaders were
decisive in breaking caste barriers in the 1940s and 1950s. The unions
were active despite government declarations that some unions were
unlawful. As a result, several leaders – mainly Nairs and Ezhavas –
had to go into hiding among the cashew workers.

 

There was no caste problem in the factory, but most of the
higher castes did not eat with us or speak to us. In the beginning
they did not join the union. But after some years, when we had
been fighting by means of the trade unions and they saw the
help we got, they joined, too. But at home we seldom met. The
leaders at that time did so much to make people overcome the
old caste feelings! The leaders even slept in the houses of the
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Pulayas themselves. Everybody knows that one of the famous
leaders, a Nair, had two children with a sheller, a Pulaya woman.
He did not live with them, but he paid for their education and
everything. 

 

 – Kotha, woman of Pulaya caste, sheller since the
late 1920s, born 1919

 

Although it happened that some of these union leaders had liaisons
with low-caste cashew workers, Kotha explained that this was the
exception. When they lived in the houses of lower castes, it was a
question of mutual solidarity. Nevertheless, it was with some pride
that she recounted the higher-caste trade union leader’s willingness
to pay for the Pulaya woman’s children whose biological father he
was. 

The Ezhavas who began working in the cashew factories in the
Quilon area did not openly display caste prejudice in the 1930s and
1940s. Although many of them preferred employment in sections
other than shelling, there was no scope for caste prejudice where
poverty was the motivating force in accepting such work. As an
Ezhava woman expressed it: 

 

I have seen some Ezhavas and Nairs who have had severe prob-
lems in cooperating with the Pulayas and Kuravas, but in the
factory the majority just accepted the situation. How could we
care about caste when our children were starving? Everybody
needed every 

 

paisa

 

 [1/100 of a rupee]. They, too, had hungry
children and did not want to create problems, so gradually they
changed.

 

 – Gomathi, woman of Ezhava caste, sheller since
1940, born 1930

 

Such stories indicate that the caste problem was an internal process
in the workers’ minds and that overt conflict hardly occurred inside
the factories. The strategy of women of higher castes was to remain
silently aloof, avoid joining the union initially, and refrain from show-
ing any antagonism. They were too dependent on their small incomes
to object, and proclamations of solidarity by trade unions probably
pre-empted any clashes between castes. All of the cashew workers
interviewed were of the opinion that the factory was a better place
than outside with regard to caste collaboration. It was the shared
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experience of poverty among cashew workers that appears to have
been decisive in breaking caste barriers. One must also not under-
estimate the power of trade union agitation during this period. Over
the years, leaders spoke out against the caste hierarchy and broke
barriers by their own behaviour. Their efforts, however, appear to
have been restricted to mobilizing workers of different castes for
unified actions against factory owners, not directed at dissolving the
caste division of labour. None of the workers interviewed remem-
bered any efforts on the part of trade union leaders to confront the
latter issue. Thus, caste barriers were only transcended on particular
occasions in order to fight the capitalist hierarchy. The struggle was
confined to the workplace and did not extend to daily life.

In their historical accounts, Keralite trade unions conspicuously
point to their own role in the process of changing caste identity to
class identity.

 

27

 

 The link between trade unions and the process ‘from
caste to class’ was expressed by Gomathi, who accounted for her own
ability to cooperate with Scheduled Castes as early as the 1940s by her
trade union activities. Such statements are part of the official story, a
predominantly leftist discourse that such women have absorbed. This,
however, is not to say that these women simply repeated what they
had been taught. It is likely that union leaders were extremely active
in agitating against caste hierarchies and that their role was im-
portant in the abandonment of prejudices, as the women interviewed
remembered. But the discourse seems to have determined how ‘abo-
lition of the caste system’ should be defined. Several women declared
that the caste system disappeared about 30 years ago. By this they
appear to have meant that the most conspicuous features of the caste
system, such as derogatory treatment of lower castes, inability to eat
together, untouchability, and lack of social interaction among differ-
ent castes, were dismantled. Many other aspects, however, like the
caste division of labour and endogamous marriages, were left un-
changed and unchallenged. 
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The persistence of the caste division of labour

 

The main division between workers in the cashew factories has been
between the Scheduled Castes and the Nairs. Ezhavas are active on
both sides of this division. The Scheduled Castes persist with remark-
able singularity in the shelling section. When new workers are re-
cruited, they have already been trained and acquired proficiency by
working in other factories or 

 

kudivarappus

 

 – one of several reasons for
the continuity of caste division in the workplace. 

It is very difficult to determine whether higher caste women are
reluctant to work in the shelling section nowadays because of an
antipathy toward the Scheduled Castes or because of the nature of
the work – or both. The interviews suggest that a shift from aversion
on the grounds of ritual impurity to a more practical concern with
uncleanliness has occurred.

 

28

 

 In the 1930s and 1940s, many Nair women
refused to work with Scheduled Castes, however ‘clean’ they were.
For them the issue probably was ritual impurity. One Nair woman
said that when she started to work in the cashew factory in the 1940s,
she found it easier to work with Ezhavas than with Scheduled Castes,
but gradually grew accustomed to Scheduled Castes and accepted
them, echoing the phrase ‘as long as they were clean’ – an expression
often used also by younger Nair women when speaking of Scheduled
Castes. Leela is a typical example:

 

I got a job in the grading section in the cashew factory when my
mother introduced me there. After that cashew factory had closed
down for some time, I could not find a job as a grader. I was
offered shelling. I did not want to do it, because I did not know
that job, and would not be able to make as much money as I could
in grading. I also disliked the dirt involved in shelling. Anyhow,
I had to go there. The workers started to wear gloves to protect
their hands, so I agreed to go. We were only a few Nairs in that sec-
tion. I never had anything against the Pulayas and other low-
caste women as long as they were clean, but maybe my parents
had. They would not have accepted any food from them, but I
myself never thought that way. I think my parents changed a bit
with time.

 

 – Leela, woman of Nair caste, grader 1968–80, sheller
since 1982, born 1950

 

28. For similar conclusion, see Uma Ramaswamy, 

 

Work, Union and Community: Industrial
Man in South India, New Delhi and Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1983, p. 107.
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Younger Nairs found it acceptable to do shelling because they could
wear gloves, indicating that the nature of the work had created their
dislike of shelling, not the caste of their co-workers. On the other
hand, older attitudes regarding caste were still manifest among Nairs
in the late 1990s. Most of the workers interviewed testified to the fact
that close friendships between Scheduled Castes and Nairs were rare
outside the factory. Negative caste-related incidents have continued
to recur in recent times, as when Geetha’s father was pushed into a
ditch for reasons connected with his caste, or when an ayah of the
Ezhava caste refused to touch the children of Pulayas. The words of a
Nair woman show in a visceral way the persistence of hierarchical
thinking about caste among the younger generation:

I wanted to do grading – it is cleaner and some of my friends
work there – but it was not possible. Most of the peelers are
Ezhavas, but there are also many Nairs. I would not like to go
into the shelling section, even if I was better paid. It is so dirty –
almost only Scheduled Castes work there. They are used to doing
that work – we are not – which is not to say that they are bad. I
have nothing against them.

 – Chitra, woman of Nair caste, peeler since 1986,
born 1968

Some people of Scheduled Castes and some Ezhavas considered those
Nairs who worked in the cashew factory better than other Nairs –‘less
snooty’, as Raji, an Ezhava woman, expressed it:

I started to work when I was ten years old and I have always been
working with Scheduled Castes. The Nairs are all right, too.
Those in the factory are less snooty than some others. In the fac-
tory there has never been any problem. It is just that they don’t
want to touch the dirty raw nuts. Some people talk about low-
caste people being dirty and bad, but I’ll tell you something: only
people who speak like that are dirty in their minds. 

 – Raji, woman of Ezhava caste, trade union
convener, sheller since 1968, born 1957

The Ezhavas started to work with us early on, but the Nairs – they
don’t want to soil their hands. They are somewhat like that, a lit-
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tle bit loftier than the others. They still will not come to our houses
to eat our food!

 – Kavitha, woman of Kurava caste, sheller since
the late 1920s, born around 1920

We noted earlier that the first canteen in the early 1950s was a failure.
Caste barriers were said to be the reason and, in consequence, factory
owners did not bother to implement the Factory Act rules of 1948
regarding canteens. By 1965, however, almost 80 per cent of the fac-
tories that were under statutory obligation to provide canteens had
done so.29 From this time forward, caste arguments against having
canteens disappear from official inquiries into the cashew factories,
and it has also become unacceptable to speak in terms of caste in
public.30 Most of my informants shared the view that caste restric-
tions pertaining to food vanished around 1970. The canteen system,
however, declined over the next two decades. Outsiders primarily
ran the canteens on a contract basis. As the number of working days
dwindled, there was no longer any motive for contractors to keep
them open. A research team that interviewed 8,000 cashew workers
in 1989 found hardly any canteens in evidence. Most workers ‘did not
care much about this aspect of welfare’, as they could not afford to
buy lunch anyway.31 By the late 1990s canteens were very rare, even
in state-owned factories, despite legislation mandating them. Instead,
workers would sit outside the sheds where they worked and eat their
lunch, suggesting that Scheduled Castes still only mingled with Nairs
to a very limited extent. In 1998, the author of an official report
interpreted the foregoing as a caste phenomenon.32 Most Nairs and
Ezhavas, however, deny that prejudice as such still exists. 

It is difficult to fathom one interviewee’s statement that she ‘only
eats food cooked by herself’. Is the reason that, deep in her heart, this

29. Govt. of India, Report on Survey of Labour Conditions, pp. 22ff. 
30. Govt. of Kerala, A Study on the Cashew Industry; Govt. of India, Report on the Working

and Living Conditions of Workers in the Cashewnut Processing Industry in Kerala 1982.
31. R. Gopalakrishnan Nair and T. S. Thomas, ‘Socio-Economic Conditions of Working

Women in Cashew Industry in Quilon District, Kerala’ (Research Report, Loyola
College of Social Sciences, Trivandrum, 1989), p. 67.

32. S. Krishnakumar, ‘Women in Workforce – The Cashewnut Labourers in the State
of Kerala’ (Research Report, Centre for Education and Communication, New Delhi,
1998). During the period from 1997 to 2000, I visited 12 cashew factories, only one
of which had a canteen.
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Ezhava woman cannot reconcile herself to inter-caste eating, as sug-
gested by the female trade union leader Gomathi? Or is another
Ezhava woman, Thankamoni, correct in stating that different castes
can eat together today – even from the same plate? Most of those in-
terviewed indicated that eating their own home-cooked food to-
gether with other castes had only been problematic long ago – in the
1930s and 1940s, and less so in the 1950s. Even Sarasu, an Ezhava
woman who openly expressed her negative feelings toward Sched-
uled Castes, and asserted that she would still not even touch food
cooked by Pulayas, said that eating near them did not disturb her as
long as the food she ate was cooked in her own house. The fact that
different castes ate at different places in the factory in 1998 might
have been due to social factors rather than to caste prejudice against
inter-dining. 

As we have noted, the growing unemployment and poverty of the
1930s and 1940s that also saw the proletarianization of many Nair
families was a decisive reason for women of higher castes to enter the
cashew factories for the first time. Their actions broke down caste
barriers to some extent. Subsequent periods of unemployment, how-
ever, served as a counterforce to preserve the caste division of labour.
Due to unemployment and the seasonal nature of the industry, work
in the cashew factories has become very competitive over the past 40
years. Individuals have been so successful in securing their daughters
and relatives a position in the factories that employers need not
actively seek new workers. Eighty per cent of the women I inter-
viewed had obtained their jobs as shellers, peelers, or graders through
their mothers. The majority testified to being part of a labour tra-
dition that has seen several generations of women in the same occu-
pation. The reason for the persisting caste division of labour can,
therefore, also be understood in terms of competition for jobs, with
the handing down of a skill as a contributing factor. Cashew workers
learn these skills from their mothers, whether at home or in the
factory. Later, few want to shift to a different operation, as they are
paid by piecework and working at a new task could mean a decrease
in their wages due to reduced output. It should be observed, however,
that there is no difference in formal training requirements or the
daily minimum wage in the three female-dominated departments.

Nevertheless, an unexpressed hierarchy does exist in the afore-
mentioned sections. It is based on a notion of cleanliness and may be
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related to concepts of pollution and purity, in addition to an individ-
ual’s position in the social hierarchy. Formerly, the factory was a site
where caste prejudices were overcome to some extent during the
first half of the period under consideration – a time when, as re-
flected in the interviews, caste discrimination outside the factory re-
mained pronounced. However, the phenomenon of caste division has
not only survived but has reasserted itself in the workplace. In my
visits to cashew factories over a recent four-year period, I noted that
the degree of cleanliness, healthful environment, and employee com-
forts paralleled the caste hierarchy. The already low status of the
Scheduled Castes was thereby still further diminished. The worst
working conditions may be found in the shelling section, beginning
with its mud floor. Fans and proper lighting are typically lacking and
space per worker is generally less than in the other departments. In
great contrast, the best working environment is in the grading sec-
tion, which is most often brighter and cleaner than the peeling sec-
tion. Only certain factories provide workers with tables, stools, or
chairs (these amenities are never seen in the shelling section).33

State-owned factories do not differ in this regard from private fac-
tories. In fact, in 1998 an official observer concluded that they were
far from the model factories workers were promised when they were
established in 1970.34 Therefore, while it is true that cashew factories
have contributed to breaking some caste barriers, they have also kept
up caste identity and have perpetuated the association between Sched-
uled Castes and dirty work.

The meaning of caste

When I sought to learn what people had been taught about the
origins of the caste system, all of the women interviewed, regardless
of generation, expressed themselves very vaguely. I found no indica-
tion of cultural consensus on the Brahmanic view of caste, despite

33. See also Govt. of India, Report on an Enquiry, p. 39; Govt. of Travancore-Cochin,
Report of the Minimum Wages Advisory Committee, p. 9; Govt. of Kerala, Cashew Sector
and Women Labourers, Preliminary Report, Trivandrum: Department of Industries,
1998, p. 6 (copy received from L. Radhakrishnan, Department of Industries,
Trivandrum). 

34.  Govt. of Kerala, Cashew Sector and Women Labourers, p. 2.
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Louis Dumont’s claim that such a consensus exists.35 On the contrary,
the stories that circulate among the lowest castes about the origin of
the caste system show that these groups have a  materialist view of
its origin.

I don’t know much about the caste system, but my parents said
that it was created because there was a lack of food. But why
don’t you ask the Brahmins or the Nairs? They made it up. A long
time ago we were their slaves and we had to do all the unpleas-
ant work. We had no choice. Of course, they were cleaner than
we were, they wore white clothes, they had shoes and umbrellas
– but our hearts and souls are as clean as theirs. That was what
my mother taught me, but nothing else about the caste system.

– Kavitha, woman of Kurava caste, sheller since the
late 1920s, born around 1920

Kavitha’s story demonstrates that the rejection of the Brahmanic
view among the Kuravas is of older origin than the 1930s. In the eyes
of women of Scheduled Castes, Brahmins and Nairs were seen as
equals in the social order – something a Brahmin would hardly agree
with. In my interviews, women of low and middle caste viewed the
origin of caste as a human invention. The theological notion that
one’s caste affiliation is linked to dharma (duty) bore no weight with
them. Several women said their parents had taught them that men
created the caste system for reasons connected with a struggle over
resources. This is in contrast to N. R. Sheth’s findings, in his study of
a factory in Gujarat in the 1970s, where workers are reported to have
told him that the manager’s position was due to his deeds in a
previous life.36 A plausible explanation for this difference is the influ-
ence of an egalitarian communist ideology on workers in Kerala. How-
ever, Kavitha’s mother had probably not heard of communists in the
early 1930s, when she told her daughter that she was as clean in her
heart as a high-caste girl. 

35.  Louis Dumont, Homo Hierarchicus: An Essay on the Caste System, Chicago: University
of Chicago Press, 1970. For contesting views on Dumont’s consensus theory, see
Joan P. Mencher, ‘The Caste System Upside Down or the Not-So-Mysterious East’,
Current Anthropology, vol. 15, no. 4, 1974, pp. 469–478; and Robert Deliège, ‘Caste
Without a System: A Study of South Indian Harijans’, in Mary Searle Chatterjee and
Ursula Sharma (eds), Contextualising Caste: Post-Dumontian Approaches, Oxford:
Blackwell/The Sociological Review, 1994, pp. 122–145.

36. Sheth, The Social Framework of an Indian Factory, p. 101.
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Perhaps social reformers like Sree Narayana Guru, Aiyappan,
Ayyankali, and others who taught the equality of humankind (all of
whom were active in Travancore) expressed themselves in similar
terms. Kavitha’s grandmother may have taught Kavitha’s mother
this, or perhaps Kavitha’s mother figured out such a ‘natural truth’
for herself. We only know for certain that she did not accept the
Brahmanic explanation of the caste hierarchy’s origin, and this may
well have been true of other low-caste individuals in her region. Be-
cause a number of interviewees of low-caste reported that they had
heard stories in the early 1930s about the caste system being created
because of lack of food, it is likely that such explanations existed be-
fore left-oriented parties influenced discourses on caste. 

If ideas regarding the caste system’s origin and its hierarchy seem
blurred, the lowly placement of the Scheduled Castes is not. Sarasu,
an Ezhava woman, located her own caste on the top of the social lad-
der, and on the same level as the Nairs – something hardly corres-
ponding to the Brahmanic ranking system. At the other end of the
spectrum, she exhibited strong prejudice against the Scheduled Castes,
declaring them below her station. The majority of the women of mid-
dle or high caste I interviewed had simply appropriated caste rules
without reflecting on them, or, as they often expressed it, ‘I was
taught like that’. 

Stories told by young Nair women reveal that people are still
identified by caste and that hierarchical thinking continues to exist,
although barely acknowledged openly. Some of these women as-
serted that the Scheduled Castes were more accustomed to doing dirty
work, but they often followed this with a remark that their view of
the Scheduled Caste’s job task should not be taken to mean that they
thought such people lower in the social hierarchy. The Scheduled
Castes themselves sometimes ridiculed the higher castes as some-
what ‘stuck-up’ or ‘higher and finer’, but it was often done with a
smile. I interpreted these smiles as an attempt to soften an attitude
that was known to be prejudiced. However, making light of the be-
haviour of higher castes may also be a kind of resistance emanating
from a feeling of inferiority. Castes across the generations were aware
of the negative connotations of the traditional caste hierarchy and
individuals tried to belittle the importance of caste. However, my in-
formants all saw caste as an essential category for distinguishing
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groups with different habits and cultures. Rarely did any of the inter-
viewees speak of dissolving those groups. 

Caste still acts as a strong identifier, but has a different meaning
today than it had in the 1930s and 1940s. At that time, caste affiliation
was overtly linked to one’s economic status. For the Scheduled Castes,
this affiliation served as an explanation for their poverty. As Kavitha
said, ‘We were the poorest at that time. Most Kuravas were poor and
we were often starving’. 

The poverty of upper caste Nair women was rationalized as bad
luck: ‘We had become poor’ or ‘We lost our land’. They found their
low economic position exceptional, considering their caste. It was
simply not conceived of as ‘normal’ that a Nair woman should have to
work in a factory. Over the years, the idea of caste-class nexus has lost
its power and can no longer serve as the sole explanation for an indi-
vidual’s impoverishment or wealth, as was the case for earlier gener-
ations.

However, factory work is still considered undignified by many Nair
women, who do their utmost to keep up appearances, despite the
circumstances of their employment. Some Nair women toiling in the
grading sections of cashew factories were hard to distinguish in ap-
pearance from mid-level non-manual civil servants, teachers, or
nurses. They took pains to stress this. Their work was ‘light and clean’
and they dressed in saris and wore jewellery, in contrast to workers
in the shelling section, who wore simpler dress – dhotis, blouses, and
plain towels (rather than shawls) over their shoulders. The difference
in looks between shellers and graders delineates and perpetuates the
caste hierarchy in an overt way.

Despite the existence of this hierarchy, a discourse has evolved
that disallows the language of caste – especially such concepts as pur-
ity or rank, which are seen as suspect terms in the context of a mod-
ern, radical society. Low-caste young women had never heard the
stories their mothers told me about of the origin of the caste system,
and often simply said that caste belongs to the past or that they did
not care anything about it. Perhaps this was indicative of a wish to
leave traditional society behind. But these women also have adopted
from politicians and union leaders the hegemonic definition of what
abolition of the caste system actually means. In the face of such a
dominant discourse, caste hierarchies are somewhat concealed from
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view and more difficult to censure. As one Nair woman, Bharathia,
dismissively told me: ‘The caste system is nothing to talk about today’.

Although each of the interviewees denied that caste is of any
importance to them, it has persisted as an important part of their
identity. The most conspicuous meaning of caste today may be found
in the reproductive sphere, where inter-caste marriages rarely occur.
Castes are still seen as essential groups that no one wishes to dissolve.
The dominating discourse does not condemn the caste system nowa-
days because it considers it to have been abandoned. Those who had
the power to define the ‘abolition of caste’ have also made this social
development come ‘true’ in the success story of the Kerala Model.
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When the cashew factories close down, [unemployed] women are
taken care of by their husbands. They are only housewives. 

 

 – Male politician for Congress Party in
Kerala 

 

The male breadwinner model 

 

A statement made in 1901 to the effect that in a household ‘each
Pulaya woman is an earning member and no great burden is felt
by the husband in maintaining them’,

 

1

 

 was verified in the Census
of 1931.

 

2

 

 At that time women of the lowest castes were generally
wage-earners who provided for themselves. Since the first cashew
factories recruited their workers from the lowest castes, such
women during the 1930s were simply considered workers who
earned their own living by selling their labour. This contrasts with
the representation in present day Kerala of female cashew
workers, who are generally defined as housewives contributing a
little extra money to their families. 

In tracing how cashew workers have been portrayed by politicians,
union leaders, and factory owners, it is useful to analyze debates con-
cerning labour laws and minimum wages. The concept of male
breadwinners has been crucial in such discussions. This notion has
not arisen from a traditional society, but has emerged in the West
along with so-called modernization and industrialization. It implies a
gender division of labour where men earn sufficient wages to main-
tain a family, and within which ideological scheme women are seen
as dependants – despite the fact that this rarely corresponded with

 

1. Govt. of India, 

 

Census of India 1901

 

, vol. 26, Travancore, Part I, Report, p. 343.
2. Govt. of India, 

 

Census of India 1931

 

, vol. 28, Travancore, Part I, Report, p. 241.
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reality, especially among the poorest classes.

 

3

 

 A family wage system
represents the formalization of human reproduction, a model in-
tended to preserve the family and thereby maintain the stability of
society. As an ideal, it has had profound consequences for power
relations between men and women, for it defined work in a new way.
Only tasks remunerated with wages were defined as work per se,
whereas traditional domestic subsistence tasks, such as running a
household, caring for elders and children, small scale farming, and
maintaining family livestock, were assigned a lower value. 

The model of male breadwinners and female caregivers was large-
ly transformed in Western countries during the latter part of the
twentieth century. Such a transformation has taken many forms.

 

4

 

There has been an ongoing debate as to whether the impetus for male
family wages was a class strategy, carried out jointly by working class
men and women who sought a solution benefiting all family mem-
bers, or a patriarchal strategy aimed at excluding or marginalizing
women in the workplace. A nuanced interpretation of the two views
must take into account conflicting interests among various working
class groups under different historical circumstances and cultural
contexts.

 

5

 

India differs from Western countries in that many labour laws
were implemented by the British during the colonial period, without
being preceded by labour struggles. This was certainly true before
1917, when the first trade union was formed in India. The earliest
labour laws were more or less copies of laws formulated in the West,
and many of the subsequent demands of Indian trade unions – in-
cluding male breadwinner wages – were inspired by Western ideals,
calling to mind the international nature of the labour movement. 

 

3. Angélique Janssens, ‘The Rise and Decline of the Male Breadwinner Family? An
Overview of the Debate’, in Angélique Janssens (ed.), 

 

The Rise and Decline of the Male
Breadwinner Family?

 

, New York and Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997,
pp. 1–23.

4. Rosemary Crompton (ed.), 

 

Restructuring Gender Relations and Employment: The
Decline of the Male Breadwinner

 

, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999.
5. For a similar discussion, see Richard J. Evans, ‘Politics and the Family: Social

Democracy and the Working Class Family in Theory and Practice before 1914’, in
Richard J. Evans and W. R. Lee (eds), 

 

The German Family: Essays on the Social History
of the Family in Nineteenth- and Twentieth-century Germany

 

, London: Croom Helm,
1981, pp. 256–280.
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Surveys on working class family budgets appearing in India in the
1920s were based on a model from England dating back to World War
I. It was in 1932 that a report on the budgets of working class families
in Bombay made explicit for the first time the notion of a family wage
in India,

 

6

 

 thereby characterizing the ideal working class woman as a
dependent housewife. Until that time, reports on wages and working
class families presumed that women as well as men contributed to
the maintenance of the family. This presumption did not imply equal
wages, although it expected a woman belonging to the lowest class
and caste to support herself and her children. 

In Travancore such surveys were not carried out prior to the
implementation of minimum wages that took place in some indus-
tries in 1948. A few labour laws were enacted in Travancore in the
1930s, but ten years later there was still no machinery for their en-
forcement or for negotiating wages, despite the fact that trade unions
had come into existence by then. The influential George Committee,
which included representatives of labour, management, and govern-
ment, made recommendations for social legislation – including regu-
lating remuneration for workers in Travancore in 1939. Travancore
was encouraged to promulgate minimum wage laws, along with the
means for their implementation, in line with the British Trade Boards
Acts of 1909 and 1918.

 

7

 

 In 1943, a civil servant from Trivandrum, V. K.
Velayudhan, was sent to the United Kingdom to study labour welfare
and organization, and upon his return a Labour Department was
formed within the government.

 

8

 

 

 

The institutionalization of male breadwinner wages

 

In 1948 a minimum wage act was enacted in India. This act did not
clarify whether the individual or the family was to be the basis for
calculating minimum wages. The ensuing confusion was probably the
reason a Committee on Fair Wages was soon formed. A tripartite com-
mittee was appointed by the Government of India to equally repre-
sent employers, labourers, and the government. Its members were
either leading businessmen, labour leaders, or ministers of the national

 

6. Kumar, ‘Family and Factory’, p. 138.
7. Govt. of Travancore, 

 

Travancore Information and Listener

 

, vol. 6, no. 11, 1946, pp. 37,
40.

8. Govt. of Travancore, 

 

Travancore Administration Report, 

 

1944–45, p. 100.
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government, although state governments, chambers of commerce,
and influential organizations of workers and employers from all over
India were also consulted. The recommendations of the Committee
were issued in the Report of the Committee on Fair Wages (RCFW).

 

9

 

The main features of that report were as follows:

 

A ‘fair wage’ must be sufficient to meet the requirements of a
standard family consisting of three consumption units: husband,
wife, and two children (ignoring the earning of dependants).

Workers must be compensated for increases in the cost of living
(‘dearness allowance’). 

There should be no difference in wages paid to men and women
doing the same work.

Wage differentials should be based on a scientific appraisal of
skill, experience, and training required for a particular job. Strain,
fatigue, hazard, and the disagreeable nature of certain work
should be taken into account.

The lowest wage paid must be a minimum subsistence wage. The
upper limit is a wage upon which one can live reasonably, i.e., a
‘living wage’. A fair wage should be fixed between the minimum
wage and the living wage, depending upon the industry’s capacity
to afford it. 

 

An industry which is incapable of paying minimum wages
has no right to exist

 

.

 

While, on the one hand, the report asserted that women and men doing
the same type of work ought to receive equal wages, the method of
calculating minimum wages by using a standard family (or ‘natural’
unit) as the point of departure led the Committee to conclude that ‘the
calculations of a woman’s wage is defined in a different manner from
that of an adult male’. The definition of a standard family made up of
four individuals (husband, dependent wife, and two children) hardly
represented the reality for the majority of Indian households, which
generally included several more members – a fact known to the
authors of the report. Such a construction of a nuclear family was

 

9. Govt. of India, 

 

Report of the Committee on Fair Wages

 

, Ministry of Labour, 1954.
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based on Western ideals, and in fact the report made reference to
countries like Australia, New Zealand, and the United Kingdom. 

It was argued that if a woman had to work for wages, it must be due
to the absence of a providing husband, i.e., she must be either
widowed, divorced, or unmarried. At any rate, the report stated, she
could not be expected to support a husband, although she may in fact
have other dependants. A fair wage for a woman, it was decided,
should therefore be based on two consumption units (herself and two
dependent children), and her wage should amount to two-thirds of a
male worker’s wage. When it became obvious that women were doing
the identical work as men, and doing it just as well, it was recom-
mended that the principle of paying women less than men not be put
into practice, since it would lead to ‘unequal competition between
men and women workers’. If women were only to receive two-thirds
as much as a male worker, the RCFW concluded, employers would
dismiss all the men and only employ female workers. The concern
became to avoid replacing male workers by females. 

The Committee’s recommendations were a synthesis of discus-
sions on family wages that had been strongly promoted by British
trade unions since the latter part of the nineteenth century and the
notion of equal pay for equal jobs, as it was introduced in England
during World War I.

 

10

 

In 1958, India ratified the Convention on Equal Pay promulgated
by the International Labour Organisation. It took 18 more years for
the Indian parliament to pass the Equal Remuneration Act. Neverthe-
less, the question of equal wages had already been on the agenda at
the time of Independence and, in fact, was secured in the Indian Con-
stitution of 1948.

 

11

 

The two models – 

 

male breadwinner wages

 

 (disregarding women’s
remunerative work) and 

 

equal wages for men and women

 

 (denying
women’s structural dependency on men) were ideologically incom-
patible. The only solution to the dilemma was a strict gender division
of labour. The importance of the RCFW cannot be overestimated.
Fifty years after the Committee was established, reference continues
to be made to this report in discussions on minimum wages in Kerala.

 

10. Jane Lewis, 

 

Women in England

 

 

 

1870–1950: Sexual Division and Social Change

 

, Brighton:
Wheatsheaf, 1984, pp. 49, 202.

11. M. J. Antony, 

 

Women’s Rights

 

, New Delhi: Clarion Books, 1989, pp. 8–9.
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Without exaggeration, the RCFW institutionalized the ideology of the
male breadwinner in India and set up a strict gender division of
labour as the only solution to the incompatible elements in the
report. Although the RCFW clearly based its recommendations on
Western ideals, even referring to Western countries as models to em-
ulate, it would be false to conclude that the ideology of women as
housewives came solely from the West. The notion that the proper
place for women is in the home was widespread among the higher
castes in Indian society. In some instances they were even consigned
to total seclusion.

 

12

 

 Thus the family wage strategy of the inter-
national labour movement and its institutionalization in India was
also nurtured by an age-old upper-caste ideology. 

 

Female cashew workers: housewives or family 
providers?

 

It is indisputable that trade union leaders in the 1940s portrayed female
cashew workers as important providers for their families, a view also
subscribed to by government civil servants, although the latter also
emphasized women’s domestic responsibilities, recognizing that these
female employees were both workers and housewives. Since the major-
ity of the women in the earliest cashew factories belonged to the
lowest castes, it was not out of the ordinary to call them workers, it
being commonplace for low-caste women to support their families.
But it was also emphasized that, besides bearing the double burden of
being factory workers and providing for their households, women
had certain innate characteristics (docility, fear, need of protection). 

Employers, on the other hand, took the position best suited to
their purposes that struck a balance between two ideologies. One
argument emphasized caste. Since low-caste women were expected
to provide for themselves, work in the cashew factories was touted as
saving them from starvation. The Travancore Government, entrepren-
eurs asserted, should be supportive of employers and refrain from
hampering factory operations by enforcing labour laws. At the same
time, female cashew workers were relegated to the status of supple-
mentary factory employees and characterized as 

 

primarily

 

 

 

agricultural
workers who only did cashew factory work on the side

 

. 

 

12. Liddle and Joshi, 

 

Daughters of Independence

 

, pp. 59, 89–93.
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When this strategy failed to convince the government, a more
gender-conditioned argument was resorted to. Employers now de-
nied that their female employees had any responsibility for the eco-
nomic maintenance of their families and insisted that they were

 

predominantly housewives

 

. The poverty of low-caste working women
was belittled, their wages declared supplementary to their house-
holds, and their husbands repeatedly cited as the family bread-
winners. For these women, the reality was quite the opposite.

Minimum wages were introduced in several industries in Travan-
core in 1948, but the cashew industry was not one of them. In the
early 1950s trade unions were active in pushing for the inclusion of
the cashew factories in the minimum wage scheme. In 1952 the
unions succeeded in having the first Minimum Wages Committee for
the cashew industry appointed.

 

13

 

Four additional committees were convened between 1952 and
1998, and minimum wages were also revised twice without the partici-
pation of such a committee. These committees consisted of employers,
employees, and a chairman. Without exception, those who
represented the workers were male trade union leaders and poli-
ticians. The chairman was nominated by the government and sup-
posed to take a neutral position in conflicts between employers and
workers. The language of the deliberations was to be framed so as not
to offend any of the parties. The reports also had to take into account
existing laws and other concurrent recommendations, but in a way
that did not appear backward or archaic. The reports may be said to
mirror public discourses, reflecting what was permissible to say or
think at the time regarding men and women, and their wages. It is
this official gender discourse to which we will turn our attention.

In the 1930s and 1940s, most cashew factories paid their workers
by the piece, regardless of whether the worker was male or female.
However, a striking feature of the wage system after the introduction
of minimum wages was its strict gender division and the equalizing
of women’s wages regardless of the kind of work they carried out.
Male workers were soon differentiated into categories, some of them
the recipients of more favourable treatment than others. This was a
direct result of the demand that wage differentials should be based
on a worker’s training, experience, and skill required for a particular

 

13. Govt. of Travancore-Cochin, 

 

Kerala Report of the Minimum Wages Committee

 

, p. 54.

 

ChapterV.fm  Page 89  Thursday, October 21, 2004  2:18 PM



 

90

Modernization and Effeminization in India

 

operation. However, women workers were never differentiated in
this way, but were all classified as unskilled workers, despite the fact
that their skill was praised in many other contexts. The first step in
categorizing male workers occurred in 1959 with the introduction of
several new job classifications. One group, the borma-workers, began
receiving monthly rather then per diem payments. There has been a
clear tendency ever since to shift an increasing number of male
workers from the daily wage category to monthly wages. In conse-
quence of this, most male workers enjoy a certain measure of security
and continue to receive full or reduced salaries when factories shut
down during the slack season. 

Shortly after the start of state-run factories, a new system of fixing
monthly wages by means of industrial relations committees was in-
troduced. The committees were empowered to make separate settle-
ments with some workers.

 

14

 

 This system has been in effect since the
early 1970s and for certain individuals has resulted in considerably
higher salaries, i.e., wages closer to a ‘living wage’ or family wage,
rather than the daily wage regulated by the Minimum Wages Act. The
first to benefit from these changes were those working in the state-
owned factories.

 

15

 

 With few exceptions, workers under this bargain-
ing system have been male and, as an increasing number of them
were regulated by industrial relations committees, there was a less
open comparison between women’s and men’s wages when mini-
mum wages were discussed.

Among cashew factory employees who continue to receive daily
wages, differences in income between males and females appear to
have decreased since the 1960s. However, if one takes into account
the annual income of workers paid on a monthly basis, the earnings
gap has actually widened considerably. There is, in addition, a
fundamental difference in the labour-capital relationship between
male and female workers. Workers paid on a monthly basis receive
salaries that in theory cover the costs of reproducing labour (i.e.,
raising children and providing sick benefits or old age pensions),

 

14. ‘Administration Report for 1978–1979, Special Officer for Cashew Industry,
Quilon’, MS Series Govt. no. (p) 65/80/LBR, NRC.

15. Records from Personnel Department, KSCDC, Quilon. Obtained 15 January 1999
from Antoni Das, director.
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whereas those receiving daily wages or continuing to be paid by piece
work can hardly meet their subsistence needs. This is exemplified by
the situation of Chamally and her husband, Prabhakaran. They had
worked in a registered factory for many years, she as a peeler and he
as a roaster. Chamally’s wages for 1998 amounted only to about 40 per
cent those of her husband, despite the fact that she worked every day
that he did. When the factory closed, Chamally had to seek employ-
ment in a 

 

kudivarappu

 

 for half the wages she had been getting in the
registered factory, whereas her husband was given unemployment
compensation.

 

Modern organization, discipline, and skill

 

The introduction of several new occupational categories for male
workers was a trade union strategy to increase wages for some men
in consequence of ‘modern’ principles of organizing work. The influ-
ential ‘scientific management movement’ based on Frederick Tay-

Figure 9. Male staff and workers in a cashew factory during the slack season.
Note the absence of female workers, who are not employed unless an abun-
dance of raw nuts are available for processing, and then are always engaged
on a piece-work basis. By contrast, male workers are retained year-round and
paid monthly, or else given unemployment compensation. 
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lor’s ideas of efficiency included a concept of factory discipline and
systemization designed to increase a worker’s output.

 

16

 

 As applied to
the cashew plants, the new order included male helpers whose task
was to continually provide female workers with nuts and remove them
when they were processed, so that women could keep working at
their stations without breaks. A European expert in cashew proces-
sing who came to India in 1933 and worked for a British cashew fac-
tory for 22 years, recommended that the deft skills of shellers and
similar workers be exploited to the utmost by not allowing one
second of their time to be wasted on other tasks.

 

17

 

 Notwithstanding,

 

16. Frederick W. Taylor (1856–1915) was an American industrial consultant. He is best
known for his ‘scientific management’ approach that included time and motion
studies of workers intended to maximize efficiency in factory production. See his

 

Principles of Scientific Management

 

, New York: Harper & Row, 1911. 
17. Russell, pp. 2, 41–43.

Figure 10. Women workers peeling cashew nuts in a kudivarappu. The owner
of this operation remarked that he needed ten women to make a good profit. He
has several such ‘factories’ and employs about 100 women altogether. Such
unregistered factories operate openly. Their number increased dramatically
during the 1990s.
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the same prized skill was never on the agenda when discussing wages
– an illustration of the gendered nature of the concept of skill.

 

18

 

 
The aforementioned expert was so eager to see women shell at

maximum speed that he suggested factory owners disregard work-
ers’ demands for protective gloves, as these could slow down produc-
tion. He resorted to a racist argument in declaring pigmented skin
less sensitive to cashew shell oil than white skin. The revision in fac-
tory discipline aimed at increasing production (and profitability)
complemented the older form of authority based on violence and
whose primary aim was to prevent workers from eating or stealing
cashew nuts.

Despite a general amelioration of working conditions, the humili-
ation of female workers continues in most cashew factories. Two or
three times a day, when leaving their work station to go on break, or
when going to the bathroom (usually an outhouse), all female cashew
workers are required to go behind a screen where female staff exam-
ine them for any secreted cashews. Each woman is forced to undress
and is subjected to a rigorous physical search. At the end of the work
day, after passing a final body inspection, they are given a small
token, without which they cannot pass the guard station to leave the
factory. Although the workers have been dismissed and are tired and
eager to go home, this retarding procedure causes enormous lines at
the exit gate, and some women loose almost an hour before they can
return to their families. This whole degrading scenario is not only
meant to save the factory owner the pennies a few cashew kernels
represent, but is part of the all-pervasive system of disciplining
workers. In many factories women are kept submissive by male super-
visors with bamboo sticks who patrol the work areas and constantly
keep the women under surveillance, prodding them with the stick if
they speak while working. In the late 1940s the British introduced
music into their cashew factories in Kerala, not as an amenity, but to
keep workers from talking to each other, presumably making them
less efficient. Both strategies were designed to exploit women’s labour
to the maximum.

 

18. See Ann Phillips and Barbara Taylor, ‘Sex and Skill: Notes toward a Feminist
Economics’, 

 

Feminist Review

 

, no. 6, 1980, pp. 79–88.
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Minimum Wages Committees

 

In 1953, a dilemma existed for the members of the Minimum Wages
Committee. Although the majority of the members of the committee
were in favour of gendered wages, they were aware that paying dif-
ferent wages to men and women for the same work could not be justi-
fied and that such a policy contradicted the recommendations of the
RCFW. Gendered wages would also clash with the Indian constitution.
On the other hand, setting equal wages was sure to meet with strong
opposition. They found their solution by taking refuge in a well-known
Western book, 

 

Industrial Democracy

 

,

 

 

 

by Beatrice and Sidney Webb, ori-
ginally published in London in 1897 and reprinted several times since.
The Webbs stated that strict gender division of labour was the norm
in England, and therefore having different wages for men and women
did not necessarily contradict the principle of equal pay for equal
work. The committee argued that if a ‘modern’ country such as
England could practice a gender division of labour (with certain jobs
being relegated to women at lower wages), Travancore-Cochin could
follow suit. Excerpts from the committee’s report show how the prin-
ciple of a gender division of labour was used to legitimize the discrep-
ancy between men’s and women’s wages. The passage is unique in
that it states openly what may often have been thought, although sel-
dom articulated:

 

Since the men and women were employed differently in dif-
ferent sections, it can be argued that if minimum wages is [sic]
to be calculated on the requirements of the worker and his fam-
ily, there is justification for rating the standard family at a lower
number of consumption [units] in the case of women, since they
are not expected to maintain at least their husbands. The
committee decided to fix different wages for different sections
on the basis of the sections being ‘male’ or ‘female’, the female
section being allotted a lesser wage, regard being had to the
above considerations.

 

 19

 

Pay rates were then set so that women never achieved more than
two-thirds of a male worker’s wage. However, the committee also
stated that due to the financial situation of the cashew industry, it
was not possible to pay family wages to male workers sufficient to

 

19. Govt. of Travancore-Cochin, 

 

Report of the Minimum Wages Committee

 

, p. 20.
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maintain their families. The Minimum Wages Committee could,
therefore, ignore some directives of the RCFW, although they fol-
lowed them with regard to the two-thirds relationship between male
and female wages. With this reasoning in place, a system was legiti-
matized that not only lowered women’s wages, but simultaneously
reduced the wages of male cashew workers to a level that rendered
hollow the ideal of a man as sole provider for his family. Neverthe-
less, a clearly stated goal in all of this was to ‘modernize’ India with
regard to wages and labour laws. A member of the 1953 committee
expressed his hope that things would progress along the lines of
Western countries, i.e., move towards nuclear families characterized
by male breadwinners and female dependants. 

It is evident that it was not trade union leaders who launched the
idea of a gender ratio of 2:3. Still, the relative silence of the unions
may have reflected ambivalence with regard to the two incompatible
strategies of male breadwinner wages versus equal wages for equal
work. Govindan Nair, a trade union leader and staunch communist,
was probably well-acquainted with the gender ideology of the Soviet
Union, where equal wages for women and men were enacted in 1917.
Officially, women were considered to have the same responsibilities
as men and were supposed to be equal partners with men in the ad-
vancement of society – a cause in which ‘family wages’ were looked
upon as representative of petit-bourgeois values.

 

20

 

 On the other
hand, Govindan Nair had to take the RCFW seriously, as its recom-
mendations were unanimously approved by the members of the
committee, which included prominent trade union leaders at an all-
India level, such as the communist, V. B. Karnik.

 

21

 

 The only logical
outcome of the fallacy inherent in the recommendations was to con-
done gendered wages and promote a strict gender division of labour. 

In the 1950s, the model of a family wage for men in the cashew
industries was rejected with the assertion that India was neither
‘modern’ nor ‘advanced’. By 1970, the argument for not adopting the

 

20. Eric D. Weitz, ‘The Heroic Man and the Ever-Changing Woman: Gender and Politics
in European Communism, 1917–1950’, in Laura L. Farder and Sonya O. Rose (eds),

 

Gender and Class in Modern Europe

 

, Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1996, p. 311. The
communist ideal of the equality of men and women, however, should not be
overestimated.

21. G. Ramanujan, 

 

Indian Labour Movement

 

, New Delhi: Sterling Publishers, 1990, p. 67.
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family wage model was quite the opposite and a Minimum Wages
Committee asserted that the concept of a family wage was old-
fashioned at a time when women were emancipated and had their
own income. One outcome, however, was exactly the same as in the
1950s: the legitimization of lower wages for women, once more
justified by the gender division of labour. The rejection of family
wages for male workers led to the de facto acceptance of a situation
in which several family members, including young and old, were
expected to contribute financially to the household.

 

22

 

 Whereas in the
1950s such a model had been considered obsolete, in the 1970s it was
called ‘modern’, the implication being that women were now
liberated and it was the duty of each citizen to earn their livelihood.
However, this appears to have been a purely rhetorical attempt to
defend the status quo among poor families, many of which were
headed by females. Households with single, unmarried females have
never been seen as an option in India, so to characterize such
individuals as ‘modern, liberated’ women earning their own livelihood
is as Eurocentric and Western as it would be to call poor, married,
divorced, or abandoned women struggling for survival emancipated! 

In the 1990s, the reports of the Minimum Wages Committees were
characterized by a conspicuous absence of discussions about male
and female wages. In spite of the avoidance of gendered language in
the reports, the conclusions of the committees typify the persistence
of a gendered way of thinking about wage relations. Letters from
trade union leaders to the chairmen of the Minimum Wages
Committees and the South Indian Cashew Manufacturers Association
(SICMA) show a similar orientation. In contrast to a trade union lead-
er’s discrete demand in the early 1950s that the gap between male
and female wages be decreased, the wage gap was no longer in
question. The unions, in their appeals to the committees, reveal a
gendered way of thinking; however, in contrast to the final reports of
the committees, the aforementioned letters did not represent an
official viewpoint and were not intended for publication. In 1989,
trade unions differentiated between female and male workers,

 

22. Govt. of India, 

 

Report of the Committee on Fair Wages

 

, pp. 2, 17. None of the trade
union leaders presented dissenting opinions to the RCFW. Ramanujan, 

 

Indian
Labour Movement

 

, p. 67.

 

ChapterV.fm  Page 96  Thursday, October 21, 2004  2:18 PM



 

97

5. Gender Discourses and Wages

 

implying that a female worker should receive only 70 to 80 per cent
as much as the 

 

lowest

 

 paid male worker.

 

23

 

 The same pattern can be
seen nine years later. In 1998, the president of one of Kerala’s cashew
workers unions wrote: ‘Renew the wages for women workers in
shelling, peeling, and grading to Rs 80 and for the male workers to Rs
110’.

 

24

 

 Similarly, the general secretary of another union recom-
mended in the same year: ‘The wages for the female workers should
be revised to Rs 75 to 80 per day and for the male workers it should
be Rs 90 to 100’.

 

25

 

 
It would be tempting to state that the minimum wages reports of

the late 1980s and 1990s, by no longer distinguishing between male
and female workers, reflect changed attitudes towards female cash-
ew workers. Unfortunately, it is only their language and their argu-
ments that reflect a shift toward what was politically correct at the
time. It was no longer possible to openly calculate wages on the basis
of gender, since this was considered out of line with a modern society
based on gender equality. Two gender discourses may thus be dis-
cerned: one in the official language, and another unofficial and more
silent, but nevertheless more powerful.

The latest reports are characterized by less antagonism between
representatives of the employers and the workers. Discussions on
contested issues from the 1950s, such as the proper role of women (as
workers or housewives), are absent. Demands for unemployment
compensation were dropped, and would probably not have been
realistic, since the number of workers and the level of unemployment
had increased greatly. The silence of trade union leaders on these
issues reflects resignation toward the fact that women are low paid
seasonal workers. Two reasons expressed for not recommending
higher wages were a) the owners’ threats of moving their factories to
other states, and b) the possibility of encouraging violations of mini-

 

23. ‘Demands of minimum wages for cashew workers’, signed by Kadakkal
Syndharesan, General Secretary, CITU, 12 December 1989; ‘INTUC recommendation
for minimum wages’, signed by M. Sreedharan Pillai, 12 December 1989; and
‘UTUC, recommendation for minimum wages’, signed by A. A. Azeez, 1 December
1989, Correspondence and Settlements, SICMA Office, Quilon.

24. Letter from E. Kasim, CITU, to Chairman for Cashew Minimum Wages Committee
1998. Copy provided by Labour Department, Govt. of Kerala, Trivandrum. 

25. Letter from K. P. Chandran to Chairman for Cashew Minimum Wages Committee
1998. Copy provided by Labour Department, Govt. of Kerala, Trivandrum. 
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mum wage agreements. The fact that trade unions did not protest the
low wages and artificially created seasonal character of women’s em-
ployment reveals the inequality of power relations between unions
and capital, and a lack of union dedication to the cause of female
workers.

Trade union leaders thought it natural to follow the path of devel-
opment and modernization established in the West and consider
males alone to be breadwinners. That ideology implied that the norm-
ative situation by which labour should orient itself should be ‘a woman
equals a housewife’. The successful struggle of the unions to obtain
monthly wage-earner status for males, as well as the institutionaliza-
tion of a rigid gender division of labour, must be seen in the light of
this Western model and not as a consequence of Indian tradition – or
at least not any tradition that existed among low-caste people. It
should be noted that, on the institutional level, women have never
been a part of discussions about wages.

The transition from joint families to nuclear families is considered
the step from a traditional to a modern social structure. Neither in
1953 nor in 1998 was the nuclear family a reality among most cashew
families, although it appears to have existed as an ideal among all
castes.

 

26

 

 Most workers in the 1950s, and again in the 1990s, seem to
have belonged neither to a traditional joint family nor to a nuclear
family, but had another type of living unit because of their low level
of earnings. Their composite households, which consisted of a great
variety of mothers, daughters, sons, sisters, brothers, grandparents,
and sometimes fathers and husbands, should be viewed as survival
strategies, rather than a residual cultural phenomenon. 

Historical sources and contemporary interviews reveal that a large
majority of female cashew workers have been the main providers for
their families for the past 70 years. But the discrepancy between
practice and ideology has widened. The burden of supporting a family
has increased and, at the same time, the ideology of male breadwinners
has become institutionalized to the point that it encompasses a broad

 

26. This conclusion is founded upon in-depth interviews with 45 workers and an
additional survey of 85 factory workers in 1998. It is supported by a 1953
investigation of 1,222 cashew families published by the Travancore-Cochin
government. See Govt. of Travancore-Cochin, 

 

Report of the Minimum Wages for
Cashew Industry 1953

 

, p. 27.
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number of classes and castes. Simultaneously, a hegemonic gendered
language has evolved, defining all women (including former Un-
touchables) as housewives who are helpless, weak, unskilled, docile,
and dependent. 

Figure 11. Young mother and main breadwinner. ‘A husband should provide for
his family, but in my case it is the other way around’, said this young female
sheller, the sole provider for her children and unemployed husband. In addition,
she made the mud bricks for this simple one-room house with her own hands
and built most of the house herself – and is nevertheless defined as ‘helpless’.
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6. Trade Unions, Consciousness, 
and ‘the Others’

 

The cashew workers are better than most other women. They
understand capitalist relations a little better than the majority. 

 

– Male trade union leader, born 1933 

 

Introduction

 

Women’s activities in Indian trade unions – or their lack thereof –
have not received much attention within mainstream historical or
social science. A considerable number of books on trade unions in
India have been published with hardly any reference to women, and
when they are mentioned at all, as the feminist activist and researcher
Nivedita Menon points out, their low level of trade union activity (al-
legedly a consequence of apathy) becomes the focus. Menon dis-
counts the common view that this relative inactivity is the result of
inadequate education. Instead, she asserts that Indian trade unions
are embedded in a patriarchal ideology, and that specific women’s
issues, such as the Equal Remuneration Act, have never been taken
seriously by the unions.

 

1

 

 
In 1957, a publication attempted to explain this supposed lack

of interest as due to a high illiteracy rate, female conservatism with
regard to religion and social traditions, and women’s lack of free
time because of domestic responsibilities.

 

2

 

 More than 40 years

 

1. Nivedita Menon, ‘Women in Trade Unions: A Study of AITUC, INTUC and CITU in
the Seventies’, in

 

 

 

Sujata Gothoskar (ed.), 

 

Struggles of Women at Work

 

, Delhi: Vikas
Publishing House, 1992, pp. 187–196. See also Nirmala Banerjee, ‘Introduction’, in
Nirmala Banerjee (ed.), 

 

Indian Women in a Changing Industrial Scenario

 

, New Delhi:
Sage, 1990, p. 28.

2. A. S. Mathur and J. S. Mathur, 

 

Trade Union Movement in India

 

, Allahabad: Chaitnya
Publishing House, 1957, p. 71.
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later, these same arguments are still being echoed by some
researchers.

 

3

 

 
In 1986, K. B. Pillai found that trade unions in the Kerala cashew

factories were weak and that labour laws were being violated. He also
presumed that the reason for this was the illiteracy and ignorance of
female workers.

 

4

 

 In the 1930s, literacy was, in fact, negligible among
cashew workers, especially Kuravas and Pulayas. The proportion of
literate women of these two castes was estimated to be below 1 per
cent; for men it was only slightly higher.

 

5

 

 Literacy among cashew
workers has gradually increased from 26 per cent in 1952 to 65 per
cent in 1977.

 

6

 

 Twenty years later, about 70 per cent of all cashew work-
ers were able to read and write.

 

7

 

 

 

The rapid improvement in literacy in the 25 years following 1952
shows how individuals below the poverty line have benefited from
the expansion of schools in Kerala. The slowing of progress in this
regard since 1977 may be explained by the relatively high proportion
of older women in the samples. A comprehensive study of 8,000 cash-
ew workers carried out two years after Pillai’s work found that some
64 per cent were literate

 

8

 

 – a figure far greater than the literacy rate
among several groups of ‘radical’ male workers in other parts of India.

 

9

 

This speaks against Pillai’s notion of a correlation between illiteracy
and weak labour unions. 

The studies cited earlier presume that female trade union activity
since Independence has been insignificant. They imply that the con-
sequent failure of women to attain better working conditions through
trade union participation can be traced back to their low class con-
sciousness. However, class consciousness and identity are complex

 

3. Kanchan Sarkar and Sharit K. Bhowmik, ‘Trade Unions and Women Workers in Tea
Plantations’, 

 

Economic and Political Weekly

 

,

 

 

 

vol. 23, no. 52, 1999, pp. L50–52.
4. Pillai, ‘Economic Impact’, pp. 168, 286.
5. Govt. of India, 

 

Census of India 1931

 

, vol. 28, Travancore, Part I, Report, pp. 287, 291. 
6. Govt. of Travancore-Cochin, 

 

Kerala Report of Minimum Wages

 

, p. 14; K. P. Kannan,
‘Employment, Wages and Conditions of Work in the Cashew Processing Industry’
(Working Paper No. 77), Trivandrum: Centre for Development Studies, 1978,
Appendix, p. 7; Gopalakrishnan Nair and Thomas, ‘Socio-economic Conditions’, p.
18. 

7. S. Meena, ‘Changes in the Life Style of Industrial Workers in Kollam District’ (Ph.D.
diss., University of Kerala, Trivandrum, 1997), p. 47.

8. Gopalakrishnan Nair and Thomas, ‘Socio-economic Conditions’, p. 18. 
9. E. A. Ramaswamy, 
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, Bombay: Allied Publishers, 1977, p. 189. 
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issues and cannot be established on the basis of demonstrations and
strike activity alone.

The quality

 

 

 

of participation in collective actions – grass-roots ac-
countability, the relationship with the leaders, and the ability to bring
forward issues emanating from one’s own experiences – are all of great
importance. Such questions have been of particular concern for theor-
ists of so-called ‘new social movements’ (i.e., peace, ecology, feminist,
and local autonomy actions). The vast literature in this area is pri-
marily concerned with events over the past 25 years. One character-
istic of these activities is the high value given to democracy within
the movement and how that has empowered its members. Alberto
Melucci distinguishes between ‘traditional labour movements’ and
‘new social movements’ on the basis of organizational form, seeing
the latter as more informal, democratic, and self-empowering. Ac-
cording to Melucci, a social movement should be viewed as a com-
plex, multiple, and antagonist social construction. He stresses the
importance of distinguishing the manifest level (i.e., visible actions)
from the invisible or latent level – the everyday practices and in-
formal networks where identity-creating processes are going on.

 

10

 

 
Peter Waterman, who has long studied Indian and other trade

unions, has sought to establish a connection between traditional
unions and new social movements. He emphasizes that the early
labour movement had several of the characteristics of new social
movements. Waterman calls for a new agenda, which he terms
‘social-movement unionism’, to be adopted by the unions of today.

 

11

 

Union organizations are able to empower members to become less
dependent on leaders and more capable of acting for themselves.
Means other than those directed towards production may be used in
order to include the reproductive sphere in the social struggle. Such
a strategy has also been recommended by Amrita Chhachhi and Re-
née Pittin, who insist that the separation of factory and household –
the public and private spheres – be abolished.
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10. Alberto Melucci

 

, Nomads of the Present: Social Movements and Individual Needs in
Contemporary Society

 

, Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1989, pp. 70–73, 205–
206.

11. Peter Waterman, ‘The New Social Unionism: A New Union Model for a New World
Order’, in Ronaldo Munck and Peter Waterman (eds), 

 

Labour Worldwide in the Era of
Globalization: Alternative Union Models in the New World Order

 

, Basingstoke: Mac-
millan, 1999, p. 254.
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The relationship between union leaders and the rank-and-file
depends on the quality of participation as well as on the conscious-
ness and identity of the workers. Several studies on Indian trade
unions have criticized union leaders for being corrupt, exploitative,
and ineffective as representatives of the interest of workers.

 

13

 

 With
regard to the cashew trade unions in Kerala in particular, Pillai also
condemns them as corrupt, elitist, and undemocratic – and for chan-
nelling more workers’ dues to the party than to the trade unions
themselves.

 

14

 

 In Pillai’s view, workers are passive victims who only
nominally participate in their unions, fail to comprehend the proces-
ses going on, and suffer from false consciousness.

Whether or not corruption has occurred is difficult to confirm.
However, workers are outspoken about the usefulness of unions, the
necessity of political goals, women’s power in unions, and the role of
the leaders. It was one of my aims to investigate the accuracy of char-
acterizing female cashew workers as having a low degree of class and
political consciousness, and to see whether this consciousness (which
has helped shape the identity of cashew workers) has undergone any
historical changes. In previous studies of trade unions, aspects of
identities other than class were given little or no attention because
class analysis was their prime concern. 

 

12. Chhachhi and Pittin, ‘Multiple Identities and Multiple Strategies’, pp. 64–82.
13. The most critical among these authors is probably K. Mamkoottam, 

 

Trade
Unionism: Myth and Reality; Unionism in the Tata Iron and Steel Company

 

, Delhi: Oxford
University Press, 1982. See also Fernandes, 

 

Producing Workers

 

, pp. 81–82. For a
discussion of leadership in Indian trade unions, see Peter Waterman, ‘Seeing the
Straws, Riding the Whirlwind: Reflections on Unions and Popular Movements in
India’, 

 

Journal of Contemporary Asia

 

, vol. 12, no. 4, 1982, pp. 464–483. K. T. Rammohan
has discussed the rise of a trade union bourgeoisie in ‘Kerala CPI(M): All that is
Solid Melts into Air’, 

 

Economic and Political Weekly, 

 

vol.

 

 

 

33, no. 40, 1998, pp. 2579–
2582. K. K. George has a generally negative view of Keralite trade unions, labelling
them ‘managerial barons and marauders of the public treasury’. See his ‘Historical
Roots of the Kerala Model and its Present Crisis’, 

 

Bulletin of Concerned Asian Scholars

 

,
vol. 30, no. 4, 1998, pp. 35–40.

14. Pillai, ‘Economic Impact’, pp. 168, 172, 186–187, 190–193.
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Trade union activities

 

Three distinct periods mark the overall development of Travancore,
Travancore-Cochin, and Kerala with regard to the union activities of
cashew workers. 

The 

 

first period

 

, which lasted from the late 1930s up to the mid-
1950s, was characterized by a break with the past as Travancore went
from a society where trade union leaders had negotiated with civil
servants behind closed doors, to a more open society with radical
trade unions – even though these had not yet become institutional-
ized. The main questions on the union agenda during that period
concerned achieving legal status for workers. 

The earliest collective actions to be taken were generally carried
out jointly by male and female cashew workers of the lowest castes.
The collective memories of older women have enshrined this period
as ‘glorious’ because of the labour rights that were achieved. A great
number of militant women participated, and the 1930s and 1940s are
remembered as decades of mass mobilization. K. C. Govindan was one
of the first to organize workers in Travancore. He had been active in
the trade union movement in the city of Alleppey, in the southern
part of Kerala, before he arrived in Quilon in 1937. He organized tile
workers, cotton mill hands, saw mill employees, and ultimately cash-
ew workers. The system of discipline in the factories at the time was
brutal, and any workers suspected of being involved in trade union
activities were dismissed and subjected to acts of cruelty – sometimes
including public humiliation.

 

15

 

 It was not until 1937, when the
Travancore Trade Unions Act was introduced, that grievance pro-
cedures were put in place.

 

16

 

 In spite of the Act, labour leaders and
workers continued to be punished for allying themselves with trade
unions, and activists were constantly watched. As is evident from
police reports, public utterances of workers were carefully noted by
police, who were under government orders to control and, if neces-
sary, arrest them – a frequent occurrence.

 

17

 

 

 

15. Govindan, 

 

Memoires

 

, pp. 49–70.
16. ‘Travancore Trade Union Regulation 1112 (1937)’, Development Files 189/2052,

KSA.
17. Development Files nos. 356/600 1946, 367/1604, 136, 866, 1946, and Confidential

Files for the years 1939–49, passim, KSA.
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Workers in some cashew factories objected to the harsh conditions
under which they laboured, even before trade unions began agitating
for change. There is evidence of spontaneous strikes occurring in the
mid-1930s. It may be recalled that the proportion of male to female
workers varied with the different factories. The India Nut Company
in Travancore employed female workers almost exclusively (the
percentage of adult male workers there ranged from 0 to 6 per cent
between 1932 and 1937).

 

18

 

 It was in this factory that the first known
strike by cashew workers occurred. A female worker at that plant re-
called many years later:

 

I remember the first strike. There was no union at that time.
This particular day we had finished our work shelling, but the
owner wanted us to continue – without payment – grading
broken nuts from the whole ones. It was already dark and we
wanted to go home. We were fed up with the treatment in that
factory. Suddenly a woman – I think it was Lekshmi – shouted:
‘We won’t do it. We are going home and we will not come back
until we are treated better!’ This was the first time we had dared
to oppose the bosses. All the workers left the factory and went
home. We did not go to work for several days, but the owner sent
his men around to our houses and we decided to go back – after
all we had no rice! I am not sure if I correctly remember the names
of the leaders in that strike. Several women were leaders: I re-
member Lekshmi, Chellamma, and Bhargavi. They are all dead
and gone now. The workers all went to see the owner and we
told him what we wanted. Our main grievance was that we wanted
better treatment, especially for our children, and an end to the
severe and humiliating punishments that were imposed upon
us, even when we had done nothing wrong. We also wanted to
be paid for all our work. We had to do so much unpaid work
then, such as sweep, clean, grade, carry baskets, and sometimes
even work in the owner’s house. We cannot say that our strike
was very successful, but we were still astonished and felt a bit
strengthened because we had dared to act this way. It had never
happened before! We also realized that we had some power; or
else why should he come and fetch us from our houses? And we
realized that we could do it again, if we only would manage to

 

18. This factory was one of the pioneering plants with American ownership. It was
first registered as the W. T. Anderson Co.

 

ChapterVI.fm  Page 106  Thursday, October 21, 2004  2:20 PM



 

107

6. Trade Unions, Consciousness, and ‘the Others’

 

save up some rice. There was another strike during this period
and the police arrested several women. The manager and his
rowdies provided the police with the names of those they sus-
pected of being the leaders. The women I mentioned before were
certainly arrested more than once. Shortly after this action, we
were organized into trade unions with the help of K. C. Govindan
and T. K. Divakaran. During the years that followed we were in-
cluded in the Factory Act. We carried out so many strikes – a be-
haviour that was completely unknown and unthinkable to us
only a few years earlier! And so many people from all the factor-
ies – men and women – were imprisoned because of that! I can’t
remember them all.

 

– Theye, woman of Kurava caste, sheller, born 1922 

 

Theye’s story, as well as an account included in Govindan’s memoirs,
indicates that women were already acting collectively in the nascent
social struggle of the 1930s, and doing so without the aid of outsiders.
They were, no doubt, influenced by the turbulence going on among
other groups in Quilon.

 

19

 

 Perhaps some male family members were
employed in factories where organizing and strike activity had already
begun. There is little evidence for this kind of collective action prior to
the establishment of trade unions by outside organizers. Although one
cannot generalize, one may conjecture there must have been situa-
tions in which women joined forces with one another, exhibiting the
emergence of a trade union consciousness – although hunger drove
them back to work before they could achieve their objectives.

With the advent of Govindan on the scene in Quilon in 1937, the
complaints of workers became more organized. In that same year, the
cashew workers distributed their first leaflet. It contained the follow-
ing demands: 

 

1. Provision of bathrooms and latrine facilities
2. Provision of crèches (day care centres) for children of workers
3. Job security for workers (including an end to arbitrary 

dismissal, and freedom to organize)
 4. Elimination of forced savings for workers (a strategy contrived 

to make workers loyal to one factory)
 5. Abolition of water charges

 

19. Govindan, 

 

Memoires

 

, pp. 57–77.
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 6. Abolition of unpaid labour
 7. Ban the employment of children below the age of 14
 8. Work to begin at 8 a.m. (instead of between 3:00 and 5:30 a.m.)
 9. Payment for nuts broken during processing
10. Maternity benefits for workers
11. A wage increase for everyone in the factory

 

In the late 1930s, the workers at the India Nut Company all became
members of a trade union within one week. They chose their own
leaders, and those leaders organized workers to picket the factory
entrance the next morning – all despite the fact that they were illit-
erate women of the lowest castes.

Toward the end of the first period, from 1945 to 1953, cashew
workers won several important legal rights. They were now covered
by labour laws, the most important of which were the Factory Act,
the Maternity Benefit Act, and the Minimum Wages Act. From this
time on, they achieved the official designation ‘factory workers’.

During these formative years, the agenda for labour emanated pri-
marily from the workers themselves, although it was solicited, for-
mulated, and debated by outside leaders. Older workers remember
that period of struggle and achievement as the golden age of the labour
movement. In the words of Sujatha: 

 

The 1950s were glorious times for us! We were quite happy then.
We felt that the State, through the labour commissioner and
factory inspector, was on our side. We were on the march – men,
women, trade union leaders, and politicians. We had a firm be-
lief that our success would continue. We had won so much – not
only such things as labour rights and the abolition of child labour,
but political issues, too. First Independence came, then some of
our leaders became government ministers, and then the com-
munists came to power in 1957. We felt that nothing could go
wrong and nothing could stop us. Never before had this country
witnessed so many women being so determined!

 

– Sujatha, woman of Ezhava caste, peeler, trade
union convener, born 1925

 

The 

 

second period

 

, which may be termed ‘the radical era’, lasted
from the mid-1950s to the mid-1970s. Huge political manifestations
were common. The earliest phase of this period was characterized by
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a generally left-oriented, radical political climate in Kerala in which
the state became widely known for its leftist policies. The middle
years were among the most turbulent in recent history in Kerala. Due
to an economic crisis, less aggressive unions came into being towards
the end of this era.

 

20

 

 Over these two decades trade unions matured in
their organizational form and the collective bargaining system came
into operation. Splits in trade unions created competition among
leaders and a struggle to win over members. Whereas the earliest
unions were less formal in their structure, since the 1950s unions
have become affiliated with political parties and exhibit a strict
hierarchy. 

The primary goal of nationalizing the cashew factories, an effort in
close keeping with socialist politics, was achieved during this time.
The most important questions of the day concerned upholding the
rights that had been obtained for factory workers and implementing
various social welfare programs. In spite of the radicalism of the period
and huge manifestations of solidarity and power in which women
participated, some women sensed that it was becoming harder to put
certain issues on the agenda. An ominous sign was the decrease in the
number of annual working days and the continual violations of labour
laws – both factors that contributed to the material difficulties women
were experiencing. Rumours of corruption, a tendency to distrust
leaders, and the increasing aloofness of union representatives led
women to feel excluded from the labour movement. 

During 1965–1973, several strikes and demonstrations made the
demand for monthly wages for male workers (in contrast to per diem
hiring) a top union priority.

 

21

 

 The financial status of male workers
became superior to that of women, mainly because the struggle for
monthly salaries was successful. Women workers never objected to
marching or striking on behalf of their male counterparts. An Ezhava
woman’s comment is representative of the 45 women interviewed,
most of whom either said that they were in support of increased

 

20. E. M. S. Namboodiripad, 

 

The Communist Party in Kerala: Six Decades of Struggle and
Advance

 

, New Delhi: National Book Centre, 1994; T. J. Nossiter, 

 

Communism in Kerala:
A Study in Political Adaptation

 

, London: C. Hurst for the Royal Institute of Inter-
national Affairs, 1982, pp. 105–178.

21.
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wages for male workers, or that they had never had any reservations
in that regard.

 

Why should we object to higher wages for the men? They are
our husbands, brothers, fathers, and friends – and besides, they
do the heavy work. Moreover, even if we would have objected,
they would never have listened and given us equal wages. And
the male workers would not have liked it! Men are men, and
women are women – that is a true and irreversible fact. I at-
tended several classes on labour laws arranged by our leaders on
Sundays, but we never discussed such a thing as the Equal Wages
Bill. It had no relevance for us, as men and women do different
work. And besides, they must have some privileges. We must
keep peace!

 

– Gomathi, woman of Ezhava caste, sheller, trade
union convener, born 1930

 

For Gomathi, increased wages and steady employment for male
workers were almost a 

 

natural

 

 condition. The gendered wages never
came into question because of another assumption: the gender div-
ision of labour. As with other women interviewed, Gomathi was in
solidarity with male workers and seemed taken aback by my inquiry.
She expressed her working class solidarity above and beyond gender
differences, the language of class quite clearly overshadowing the ar-
ticulation of gender hierarchy. On the other hand, she also suggested
that capitalist and patriarchal structures have hindered women even
from the possibility of raising an objection, since the result (i.e., that
neither factory owners nor male workers would have agreed) could
have been foreseen. At the level of individual workers, the issue of
men’s higher wages was seen to benefit all members of a family. On a
structural level, the long-term consequences of keeping women as
low-paid workers were not taken into account. Still, it would be
wrong to assert that women have exhibited a lack of feminist con-
sciousness. The awareness of gender discrimination appears to have
been present, even though patriarchal structures were seen as too
powerful to challenge. The strategy chosen, therefore, was to make
an accommodation. Another female trade union convener, Thanka-
moni, expressed this even more clearly: ‘We cannot afford to struggle
against our male family members, and it is a struggle deemed to be
lost. So we keep quiet. And they [the male workers], too, suffer a lot.’
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Although the question of equal wages was not taken seriously by
male trade union leaders, other women’s issues were not entirely
neglected. One of the most important questions of the period was
maternity leave. In 1963, when the Employees State Insurance
Scheme (ESI), whose rules covered all of India, was introduced in
cashew factories, it took the place of the old Maternity Benefit Act. It
marked a setback for women because the qualifying days on the job
needed to obtain benefits were increased. The issue caused a number
of demonstrations and strikes initiated by male leaders before the
rules were finally equalized. Nevertheless, there is a fundamental dif-
ference between supporting maternity compensation as opposed to
demanding equal wages for men and women, as the latter directly
challenges gender power-relations. 

This period (circa 1954–75) typically saw many questions (such as
maternity compensation and welfare plans) placed on the union agen-
da as a result of close interaction between leaders and workers. The
difference in comparison with the period before 1954 was that now
the unions increasingly mobilized women to express their disapprov-
al of the state government. Their demands became more political and
less directed toward conditions inside the factories.

In December 1961, some 15,000 cashew workers – mainly women –
demonstrated against the splitting of the CPI into two parties .

 

22

 

Thankamoni, an elderly woman and former trade union convenor,
recalls: ‘Many cashew workers and their families were involved in
party politics, so we agreed to march when the union leaders asked
us. They managed to gather most of the cashew workers.’ When the
split in the CPI became a reality in the local unions, cashew workers
were again mobilized by their leaders to protest against the new com-
munist party, the CPI-M.

 

23

 

 
Demonstrations against the Emergency Act of 1975, which implied

a ban on strikes and unions, were occasions when cashew workers
outnumbered others. The political leaders in Kerala objected to the
suspension of democratic rights that led to their arrest. At this point,
cashew workers actually went to jail for their leaders. A female shel-
ler, Raji, who had recently joined the CPI-M, remembers:

 

22.
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Some of our male comrades in the party asked us to organize a
demonstration of cashew workers. We were instructed go to the
Collectorate [town administration building] and demand the
release of our leaders who were imprisoned. Women from all the
other cashew factories came, too. We went in groups of twenty
women. We went inside the hall, and all of us were arrested. So
the leaders then fetched a new group, and a new group, and a
new group, and finally the prison of Quilon was overflowing. We
did not mind supporting the leaders, and we were not afraid,
although the police told us that they would take us to Bombay as
prostitutes. I wouldn’t want the Emergency back, but in a way it
was a great time: I was young and full of hope and it was thrilling
to be in the middle of this political battlefield! I felt tremendous-
ly powerful, I enjoyed it, I felt important, I did something for this
country – I wish that time had lasted forever!

 

– Raji, woman of Ezhava caste, sheller, born 1957 

 

Raji was proud of the fact that she and her female co-workers, al-
though thrown in jail, were unafraid, contrary to how they were ex-
pected to react under the circumstances. Threats, including that of
sexual violence, were made against them – something that male work-
ers were not subjected to. Raji could not disguise her satisfaction at
being included in a radical labour struggle. 

Women older than Raji were less prone to eulogize the period,
considering it a loss of ground vis-à-vis the 1950s. The 1970s were
marked by a shift of factories to Tamil Nadu. Although it was con-
sidered a great triumph when a large number of plants in Kerala were
taken over by the state, the joy of the workers was short-lived. They
soon were witness to the first failures of the state-owned factories.
Contrary to expectations of year-round employment as those plants
resumed operation, work now dwindled to a few months a year.

Although women were eager participants in union struggles, they
were mobilized from above for political purposes. This does not im-
ply that women’s loyalty to their leaders (rather than their own
political convictions) was their chief motivating force in joining ac-
tions they knew might lead to imprisonment. The female cashew
workers interviewed were well aware of the political significance of
their actions. 
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It would be incorrect to say that only political questions were on
the agenda, as demonstrations and strikes also protested conditions
inside the factories. Nevertheless, there was a tendency at the time to
shift from issues exclusively concerning the workplace to broader
structural and political ones. 

In spite of moving toward stricter union organization and a
politicized agenda, the large number of mass actions during the
period served to include women in the radical labour movement,
even if their mobilization came from male leaders above their
station.

The 

 

third period

 

, from the mid-1970s to the present, was marked by
a severe economic crisis. The number of work stoppages in the cash-
ew factories due solely to labour conflicts sharply decreased. As Ker-
alite trade unions never have had strike funds, every day out on strike
meant a day’s wages lost for each worker. With a dwindling number
of annual working days, strikes became counterproductive and were
replaced by public demonstrations, fasting, and so-called poverty
marches. The latter actions do not generate statistics, since they do
not result in a loss of working days. However, the fact that there
generally have been fewer and fewer man-days lost in Kerala since
about 1980 should not be interpreted as a sign of a declining political
interest in class struggle, or an increase in class collaboration and
corporate alliances, as Patrick Heller has done,

 

24

 

 but rather as the
displacement of power relations between labour and capital, to the
advantage of the latter. The last quarter of the twentieth century has
been especially characterized by high unemployment, and the state-
owned cashew factories have fared worse than the private ones.

One of the most important achievements for cashew workers dur-
ing the period 1975 to 1990 was the establishment of a welfare fund
to supplement treasury resources when workers could not otherwise
qualify for benefits.

 

25

 

 These funds were a means to counterbalance
the flight of capital that had resulted in dwindling annual working
days. Union efforts to draw the government’s attention to the con-

 

24. Patrick Heller, ‘From Class Struggle to Class Compromise: Redistribution and
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ditions of cashew workers seemed to be the best strategy in a situa-
tion where capitalist forces clearly had the upper hand. 

Many questions vital to a woman’s daily survival, on the table since
the 1930s, were now relinquished by trade union leaders. As a result,
women began to experience a new powerlessness with regard to set-
ting their union’s agenda. Among the unresolved issues were having
to work as much as 25 per cent of the time without remuneration (by
not being paid for kernels that break during processing), and being
forced to spend a portion of their already meagre wages to buy tools
and clothing to protect themselves against the corrosive cashew oil.
Moreover, when registered factories closed, most women sought
employment in 

 

kudivarappus

 

, despite the fact that these places were
officially proscribed by the government. The failure of trade unions
and factory inspectors to put an end to 

 

kudivarappus

 

 was seen as
treachery. Constant violations of various labour laws and the inabili-
ty of women to advance any questions other than those approved by
male leaders acted to exclude women from being part of the radical
union movement. 

Raji, who had praised the Emergency for the opportunity it had
afforded her, now lamented: 

 

Those times never came back – I mean the spirit of fight and the
cooperation between leaders and workers. Today it is so different!
We do not strike any longer, we do not know our leaders as before,
and it is difficult to raise our demands. They decide what issues to
bring forward. We are not part of the movement as before.

 

 – Raji, woman of Ezhava caste, sheller, born 1957

 

Working tools and unpaid labour

 

Cashew workers have achieved considerable legal rights since the early
1940s. A number of their demands, including the abolition of child
labour, were stipulated in their first charter in 1937. In the 1940s,
children as young as six years of age were still employed in the cashew
factories in Kerala, but child labour decreased considerably within a
period of about 15 years, although young girls in their early teens
continue to work illegally in Kerala factories, even at present. When,
after 1960, the same entrepreneurs from Kerala opened cashew factor-
ies across the border in Tamil Nadu, children were employed in large
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numbers there. The practice continued for a long time, although now-
adays very young children are hardly seen in cashew factories in Tamil
Nadu.

 

26

 

 In contrast to Myron Weiner, who asserted that the expansion
of schooling in Kerala has primarily been responsible for the abolition
of child labour,

 

27

 

 the case of cashew workers demonstrates that the
rapid decrease in the exploitation of young children is attributable to
social struggle and economic improvement. 

Nevertheless, several of the demands of 1937 have still not been
met. One such question is the provision of working tools and protec-
tive clothing. Male cashew workers receive these benefits, but female
workers still have to buy necessities, such as gloves and shelling mal-
lets, and continue to perform various kinds of unpaid work. The only
unpaid tasks that have been eliminated are those that would require
women to leave their workplace – such as carrying nuts to another
section. The reason for this, as mentioned earlier, is the institution of
stricter work discipline and concerns for efficiency.

Two main kinds of unpaid work remain. One is the underweighing
of a worker’s daily output. The other is the insidious practice of pay-
ing workers nothing for kernels that happen to break during proces-
sing. Trade union leaders, when asked about faulty weighing and the
lack of worker monitoring, responded that they did their best to carry
out spot checks, but that resources were insufficient for designating
one employee in each factory to do this. The women factory workers
themselves, union officials stated, were ignorant and lacked the edu-
cation for the task. Once again, the refrain was raised by owners and
union leaders that women were educationally unqualified – an argu-
ment that, as its consequence, continues to deprive women of power
and a sphere of action. 

 

26. According to employers themselves, in 1979 more than 50 per cent of the workers
in the Tamil Nadu cashew factories were children or adolescents. ‘Memorandum
Submitted by the South India Cashewnut Manufacturers’ Association, Quilon, to
the Honourable Minister of Labour, Tamil Nadu 3-11-1979’, SICMA Office, Quilon,
p. 4. See also Padmathy S. C. Darish, ‘Health Conditions of Women Workers in
Cashewnut Industry: A Study of Selected Units in Kaliyakavilai Village of Kanya
Kumari Districts’ (M. Phil. thesis, Scott Christian College, Nagercoil, India, 1990), p.
74.

27. Myron Weiner, 
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, Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1991, pp. 175–177.
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The practice of not paying a worker for cashews that break during
processing has been defended for over 70 years by factory owners,
who have said that workers would become careless if they were paid
for such nuts. As we have seen, this question of payment for broken
kernels was raised by workers in 1937. Fifteen years later the same
demand had still gone unanswered. Gradually the issue then disap-
peared from the agenda and was laid to rest. The proportion of
broken kernels varies with a worker’s skill and the quality of the raw
nuts, the latter circumstance being obviously beyond a worker’s con-
trol. What this means, however, is that approximately 25 per cent of
each worker’s daily (yet eminently saleable) output is going unpaid.
This was the primary complaint in Quilon among female cashew
workers interviewed by civil servants in 1954. They themselves
suggested different rates to prevent them from allegedly ‘getting care-
less’, but even this was refused.

 

28

 

 Broken kernels have always been
sold on the international market at only slightly lower prices than
whole cashews. By way of example, the prices for ‘cashew pieces’
amounted, on average, to 76 per cent of whole kernels during the
period 1965 to 1975.

 

29

 

 A spot check in 2003 showed these ‘cashew
pieces’ selling for upwards of 90 per cent of the price of ‘whole cash-
ews’ on the U.S. retail market. An exorbitant surplus value is thus
created for the factory owners, entirely at the worker’s expense, with
a production cost of zero.

In the 1950s, trade union leaders raised their voices in an unsuccess-
ful attempt to seek a change in the existing system and implement
payment for broken kernels,

 

30

 

 but after 1959, when trade union
leaders T. K. Divakaran and M. N. Govindan tried to drive through a new
payment system, the question has disappeared from the negotiating
table. Trade union leaders appear to have bought into the logic of the
factory management, echoing their specious claim that women will
not work carefully if they are paid for broken kernels, thereby
reducing the factory’s profit and further depressing the wages. Thus
a demand first raised by women in 1937 has still not been met, more

 

28. Govt. of India, 

 

Report on an Enquiry

 

, pp. 23–26.
29.

 

Cashew Statistics

 

, Cochin: CECP, 1977, p. 56. Official statistics for other periods were
not forthcoming. 

30. Govt. of Kerala, 

 

Report of the Minimum Wages Advisory Committee

 

, pp. 16–17.
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than six decades later. A female sheller and trade union convener
since 1946 summarizes the issue as follows: 

 

It was a big question in the 1940s and 50s. We tried to raise the
question again in the 1960s, but our leaders told us that other is-
sues were more pressing. Since then everybody has accepted it. Of
course, it is wrong, but nobody is prepared to fight for it. It is a for-
gotten issue nowadays. We have only been able to bring forward
questions for which we had full support from our leaders.

 

 – Gomathi, woman of Ezhava caste, sheller, trade
union convener, born 1930

 

Taken together, faulty weighing and broken kernels can amount to
one-third of a worker’s production. This unpaid work remains a
neglected union issue that female workers, who alone are paid by
piece-work and weight, have been unsuccessful in forwarding. Dur-
ing the past few decades women seem to have accepted the fact that
setting the union agenda is a privilege of male leaders.

 

Illegal factories, class consciousness, and trade 
union loyalty

 

For their part, trade union leaders, in spite of characterizing female
cashew workers as ‘better than most other women’, have continued
to portray them as 

 

the Others

 

. This is part of a more general discourse
on women linked to such epithets as ‘in need of protection’, ‘patient’,
‘weak’, ‘fearful’, and ‘home-oriented’. In reaction to these labels,
women have become hesitant and begun to weigh any contemplated
actions against the hegemonic gender discourse. Stories of militant
women demonstrators of the 1940s have survived but, in retrospect,
such women are now usually looked upon as masculine and not evoked
as role models for young women of today. 

Poverty, economic capitalist structures (such as management’s
power to relocate factories, bringing about the casualization of work),
as well as gender discourses, have impeded women from taking ac-
tion. Female workers, for their part, have mainly been constrained by
material realities such as hunger and the prevailing capitalist system.
They have to contend with factory owners who can dismiss or penal-
ize them at will, and union leaders who determine which issues are
given priority. Even their own apprehension of what is expected of a
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woman (a result of a hegemonic gender discourse) has often hindered
them from acting as radical workers, although their husbands often
assume this posture when refusing to work for less than the mini-
mum wage. Thus the gender discourse is part of a power structure. In
spite of working in illegal factories, most women interviewed were
well aware of capitalist relations and exploitation.

 

Kudivarappus

 

 expanded after the introduction of minimum wages
in 1953. The increase of such processing shops, where daily wages
were only about half the government’s stipulated minimum and
workers were denied fringe benefits, led to more stringent legisla-
tion. In 1967 a bill was proposed declaring cashew processing in places
other than registered factories illegal.

 

31

 

 In July of the same year an

 

31. Kannan, ‘Employment, Wages’, pp. 7–20.

Figure 12. Cashew nuts on a village street in 2003. This kudivarappu does not have
room enough to store the cashew nuts waiting to be peeled, so they are dried and
stored on the street. As in the 1940s, cottage production is here carried out in plain
sight. One woman’s job is to chase away birds that try to snatch cashews. Trade
unions and labour laws are unknown in this ‘factory’.
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estimated 125,000 workers went out on strike in support of the pro-
posed law. Nonetheless, after the bill was passed and the strike ended,
the 

 

kudivarappus 

 

reopened. In the village of Kilikolloor 25 

 

kudivarappus

 

were functioning in August 1967, and 18 months later it was reported
that ‘more and more 

 

kudivarappus

 

 [have] sprouted up’.

 

32

 

 
It is difficult to estimate the extent of illegal cashew processing. A

trade union leader commented that in 1969 about 60 per cent of all
cashew kernel production in Kerala was carried out in 

 

kudivarappus

 

.

 

33

 

Although it has been asserted that this number decreased with the
relocation of many factories to Tamil Nadu,

 

34

 

 workers I spoke with
claimed that the number of such illegal operations has never been
higher than at present. The resurgence of 

 

kudivarappus

 

 may be a
result of the new liberal economy of the 1990s at an all-India level. 

In 1986, K. B. Pillai concluded that two classes of workers could be
distinguished in the cashew factories of Kerala: one enjoying legal
rights and a minimum wage, and the other – workers in the

 

kudivarappus

 

 – denied those rights.

 

35

 

 Pillai drew a line between the
formal and informal sectors with regard to workers and factory
owners. His view, however, may be contested,

 

36

 

 because the two
sectors are closely related in the Kerala cashew industry. One obvious
link is that the same person often owns both registered factories and

 

kudivarappus. There is also a connection at the level of the workers,
since they switch between the two sectors. Further evidence of
interrelatedness is the buying of large quantities of processed cashew
kernels from kudivarappus by the registered factories.

The kudivarappus, which have taken various forms, clearly belong
to the informal sector. Neither their workers nor the factories
themselves are registered; trade unions are not present; labour laws
are disregarded. Although, as we have seen, the term kudivarappu
literally means ‘cottage processing’, the work is generally carried out
in factory buildings. These facilities are often former registered fac-
tories that have closed for a period, then reopened without notifying

32. Jennajugham, 19 August 1967, p. 4; 12 February 1969, p. 3.
33. Jennajugham, 13 August 1969, p. 1.
34. Kannan, ‘Employment, Wages’, p. 9.
35. Pillai, ‘Economic Impact’, p. 175.
36. See also Jan Breman, ‘The Study of Industrial Labour in Post-colonial India – The

Informal Sector. A Concluding Review’, in Parry, Breman, and Kapadia (eds), The
Worlds of Indian Industrial Labour, pp. 407–432.
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the authorities. Genuine cottage production, i.e., raw nuts distributed
to workers in their homes for processing, has always existed as well.
The practice of leasing out factories for certain periods of time to
friends, relatives, or those fronting for the owner is part of the
scheme of evading laws. According to trade union leaders, even
highly-reputed factory owners in the formal sector may run
kudivarappus through straw men to disguise their involvement in the
informal sector. When registered factories close down, their workers
are dismissed, and then soon rehired to work in the same factory
under a ‘new’ owner and a new name, but without labour rights.
Several workers interviewed testified to this practice, remarking that
such factories change names every three months in order to confound
government authorities, trade unions, and workers, and to circum-
vent management’s legal obligations. 

My sister and I work in a cashew factory in Kilikolloor. You asked
me the name of the factory? Honestly [laughing] I don’t know,
because the factory changes names every third month – so we
never know. But everything is the same, and so is the owner. We
certainly understand why, but what can we do? Hunger and cry-
ing children drive us to accept the circumstances!

 – Sunitha, woman of Kurava caste, sheller, born
1978

The reason for such ‘three-month factories’ is apparent: most social
welfare programs have rules requiring workers be employed for a
minimum of three months in the same factory to be eligible for com-
pensation. 

There is yet another way of evading the labour laws that has long
been customary in some of the registered cashew factories: workers
are not given time cards. Consequently, they work under conditions
similar to those in the kudivarappus. Many employers keep two sets of
books: one for the authorities and trade unions, and one for them-
selves. Several documented cases exist of official factories in which
less than one-quarter of the workers were registered. In 1966, for
example, it was noted that in a factory with 750 workers, only 150
were on the rolls.37 A woman interviewed in 1969 asserted there were

37. Jennajugham, 4 August 1966, p. 4. 
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about 1,000 workers at the factory where she was employed, but that
fewer than 200 were registered.38 

The practice of hiring workers off the books continues, although
the proportion in the present registered factories seems to be smaller
than in the 1960s. In my interviews, workers estimated that the
number of unregistered workers in present factories was about 20
per cent. They related that most of them had waited a long time –
four months to ten years – to get their attendance cards. Meanwhile,
they were considered ‘apprentices’ and fell outside the pale of labour
rights. To a great extent this unregistered workforce consists of
adolescents and very young women, but it was apparent that older
workers have been subjected to the same exploitation. Workers above
the age of 58 may confront the alternative of being dismissed or re-
maining in the factory as unregistered employees, without cost-of-
living increases (which constitutes a considerable share of their daily
wage) or other fringe benefits. Such people, in effect, are being dis-
placed into the informal sector. The result is that untrained workers
and those who have lost some of their capacity due to age constitute
an underground, second-class labour force with no benefits.

A majority of the 45 women with whom I was able to conduct
detailed interviews told me they had worked in kudivarappus during
periods when their regular factory closed down. Ironically, whereas
females employed in kudivarappus work at reduced wages, male work-
ers are often financially compensated for their lost fringe benefits
and their ‘loyalty’ by receiving slightly higher daily wages in
kudivarappus than they would have earned in the formal sector. 

Should one conclude that women who accept jobs in kudivarappus
are devoid of class consciousness or radical spirit? In 1977, the well-
known Keralite journalist and author, Pavanen, went back to inter-
view a family of cashew workers he had visited 20 years earlier. His
conclusion was that in spite of all that the family may have achieved
–minimum wages, bonuses and other pay supplements, pension fund,
and maternity leave – their living conditions were as bad as they had
been in the mid-1950s. They still lived in a small hut without electrici-
ty, water, or cooking facilities, and in a very limited space. The women
of the family he spoke with related that while their factory had had
about 100 workers 20 years ago, it now employed almost 6,000. In the

38. Jennajugham, 12 February 1969, p. 3.
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1950s they had worked there year round, but in the late 1970s they
were only employed a couple of months a year – another instance of
the casualization of work. Pavanen was interested in the women’s
loyalty to their trade unions versus their willingness to work in
illegal factories. His conversation with three female workers, a young
woman named Chandika, a middle-aged woman (probably her mother)
called Alima Umana, and an old woman, Kurumbi (who may have been
Chandika’s grandmother), is revealing:

Pavanen: Do you work in a kudivarappu?
Alima Umana: What can we do other than go there?
Pavanen: Is it not an act of betrayal? 
Alima Umana: Yes, it is, but how can people judge what is right and wrong

when we are starving? We work in a place owned privately and not in
registered factories. We receive only small wages and yet we do it. What
shall we do for survival? 

Pavanen: Does the union permit this?
Alima Umana: What can the union do, sir? Can they do something to allevi-

ate the pains of hunger and poverty? If ever the union activists oppose
it, they will receive severe blows.

Kurumbi, who had been a sheller since 1935, added:

Kurumbi: Only if we conduct a strike can we improve the industry!

At this remark, the others laughed. The young woman, Chandika, ob-
served:

Chandika: For the industry to improve, there is a need for more raw nuts. 
There should be cashew nut trees growing everywhere.

Kurumbi: That is true. What that girl told you is true – but for that, too, a
strike is necessary!39

We note a marked difference between the words of the older woman
and those of the younger two. The middle-aged woman, Alima
Umana, showed resignation, as well as dejection, about the possibili-
ty of the trade unions improving her situation, and cited the power of
factory owners. The youngest woman, Chandika, was of the opinion
that the problem lay outside the sphere of trade union activity. Kurumbi,
the grandmother, seemed to have more faith in the trade unions, prob-
ably as a result of her experiences with successful trade union actions

39. Pavanen (pseudonym), ‘Lives that Revolve around the Cashew Factories’,
Mathrubhumi Weekly, vol. 55, no. 16, 1977, pp. 26–36 (in Malayalam). 
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in the 1940s and 1950s, and the sacrifices of the leaders at that time.
She also survived the inhumane working conditions of the 1930s and
1940s, and witnessed the improvements that had come about since
then. In her view, all of these issues – even obtaining raw nuts for the
factories – were matters that should be handled by the trade unions.
Her experiences had shaped her consciousness. 

The laughter that Kurumbi occasioned with her remark about
needing to strike was ironic in view of the conceived powerlessness
of the trade unions. In 1977, workers had witnessed a massive shift of
cashew factories to Tamil Nadu, something the unions were unable to
halt. The younger women, too, were guided by their experiences. 

Between 1997 and 2000, I met several families quite similar to
those described by Pavanen. I, too, was interested in the question of
the kudivarappus. The following conversation took place in 1999 at the
home of three shellers, Santha (born 1957), her daughter, Meena (born
1982), and Santha’s mother, Velumbi, a former sheller (born 1930).

Santha: I work in a state-owned cashew factory, but right now it is closed. 
Interviewer: How do you survive when the factory is closed? 
Santha: I go to a kudivarappu. I have to – otherwise there will be no rice in

the house.
Interviewer: How often do you go there, and how much do you earn? 
Santha: I go six days a week and receive 30 rupees a day [US $0.67]. I work

about eight hours a day.
Interviewer: Isn’t that betraying the trade unions – going to a kudivarappu?
Santha: It is only a betrayal of the idea of the trade unions, not the trade

unions themselves. 
Interviewer: Can you explain what you mean?
Santha: There is no trade union in the kudivarappus and we can’t start one

because then we will no longer have any work. The outside trade union
leaders know about this and they don’t do anything. It is not in their in-
terest: some of them are even involved in kudivarappus themselves. That
is also betraying the idea of trade unions. This illegal processing could
never have continued without their approval. On the other hand, we
need them. When the state-owned factory is open – last year it was only
about one month, but before it was a little better – I get a cost-of-living
increase, a bonus for Onam [festival], and some paid days off. We would
not have achieved these rights without trade unions. 

The older woman and her granddaughter now entered the conver-
sation.
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Velumbi: That is what people say today, that the unions are involved in
businesses behind our backs. I can’t believe it – but if it is true, we
should object loudly. We should not hide from a problem like this.
Besides, without unions we would never have reached this stage. 

Santha: But, Amma, what to do? There is no rice in the house, kudivarappu
owners have their own laws and rules, and the unions only care for reg-
istered factories. We are caught in a trap.

Velumbi: I am old, but you must never give up like this. Go out and shout!
Meena: Grandmother is so full of trust in unions, but things are not like

they were when she was young. Unions are not for us. They are beyond
our sphere of life.

Santha: No, Meena, it is not like that. We need the unions, but it is difficult
to make them engage with the kudivarappus. They should – but I do not
know how.

We changed the subject and started to talk about supporting a family.

Interviewer: How many people work for wages in this family?
Santha: My daughter and I, and sometimes my husband. The other children

are too young – they are still in school.
Interviewer: What about your husband? What kind of work does he do?
Santha: He is a casual labourer. He does agricultural and construction work,

but only a few days a week.
Interviewer: How much does he earn a day?
Santha: One hundred rupees is the minimum, but on very hard jobs he

earns 150 rupees. Normally he works two or three days a week, and he
usually gives me 50 or 75 rupees for food at the end of a day’s work.

Interviewer: Is he a trade union member? 
Santha: We felt that it was too much to pay the fees for two memberships,

so we paid only for me.
Interviewer: Can your husband get more work if he accepted lower wages?
Santha: None of the men would do that! And nobody asks that of them! 
Interviewer: Why do you do it? 
Santha: What would you do if your children were starving? I will do any-

thing for my children. I will even kill myself, if that would help them!
Last week I had a fever, so I could not go to work. My daughter fainted
from hunger. I borrowed 100 rupees from a moneylender. Now I have
to pay it back, and every day my debt will increase by one rupee.40 

Interviewer: Isn’t your husband equally prepared to do anything for his
children, as you are? Won’t he work for less if he has to?

Santha: You see, the responsibility for the children has always rested upon

40. This corresponds to the exorbitant rate of 365 per cent annually! 
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my shoulders. My husband is often out and does not hear their cries of
hunger. Men just don’t understand these things. They take it for
granted that there is food in the house. I can’t change him. I suppose
that he does his best – and besides, what would people think of him if
he started to work for half wages?

The situation that Santha described was extremely common. It coin-
cided with what I was told by other informants and the results of my
survey of 85 cashew workers a year before.

A paradoxical situation concerning unemployment on the one
hand and a labour shortage on the other has developed in rural Kerala
over the past few decades. About one-third of all male agricultural
labourers in 241 labour households stated they were willing to work
for lower wages due to poverty, but that they had not done so because
of pressure from trade unions and fellow workers.41 The same kind of
pressure was reported by males in the cashew families interviewed,
while women in the same households avowed their obligation to se-
cure food for their children at any price. As a result, their menfolk are
at leisure to view themselves as true radical members of the labour
movement, reserving to themselves the right to demand minimum
wages. For many men, class and trade union loyalty is founded upon
women’s responsibility to secure food for the family – often by
working in the informal sector. Santha could not afford to worry
about what people would say if she worked for half wages, but found
it inconceivable for a man to accept such employment. 

These women were loving mothers, who remained extremely
close to their children and dutifully bore the responsibility for their
support, while the dominant gender discourse simultaneously held
men to be the breadwinners of their families. Thus, there is a paradox
between discourse and practice. The same prevailing discourse also
assigns men the roles of radical workers, loyal unionists, and party
members. The strength of these identifications overshadows or
entirely displaces the breadwinner role, leaving men to pursue their
political aims, even to the detriment of their families, and yet not be
looked down upon as anomalies. 

41. M. K. Sukumaran Nair, ‘Labour Shortage in a Labour Surplus Economy? A Study of
the Rural Labour Market in Kerala’, in Oommen (ed.), Rethinking Development, vol.
2, p. 267. 
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Poverty is a great leveller and has driven not only women but
some men to be ‘disloyal’ to the trade unions. The difference between
women and men in the kudivarappus is that it is considered necessary
to bribe male workers to secure their loyalty to the factory owners.
The gender discourse that has developed defines all men as radicals
and potential troublemakers, whereas women are considered docile
by nature. 

Lalitha, a radical trade union convener and member of the
communist party CPI-M, told me that if it became necessary she, too,
would go to the kudivarappu. 

I would go there if I had to. If my children were starving I would
go. But with me there is another problem. The owners don’t let
me inside the kudivarappus because they know I am a party mem-
ber and that I am prepared to fight for our rights. I have become
almost like a man – just like some of the old militant cashew
women in the 40s. A few of us are like that!

 – Lalitha, woman of Pulaya caste, sheller, born
1958

Lalitha clearly expresses her radicalism in terms of gender. She con-
siders herself unusual – even anomalous – in that she is a radical
party member. Lalitha had heard of radical female cashew workers in
the 1940s through her mother. ‘Some women in those days were ext-
remely militant and acted like men. They went to the toddyshop in
the evening, they shouted at their supervisors – they were more ag-
gressive than modern women!’ 

Elderly Pulaya and Kurava women remembered that it was quite
common in the 1930s and 1940s for women of their castes to oc-
casionally sip some local alcoholic beverage with their husbands or
other men in a public place – a behaviour shocking to many who con-
sidered themselves higher in the social hierarchy. I was also informed
that in those days women would think nothing of going out at night
– either to work or to visit relatives or friends. An old Pulaya woman
mused:

Yes, nowadays, women are so much more women. We were not
like that when I was young. We worked very hard, often in the
evenings as well. We had to fetch water, cow dung, and wood,
and perform all kinds of other work. Well, I don’t say that women
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don’t work today. They do – they do. We tried to enjoy life, too,
and sometimes we went to drink toddy – not as much as the
men, though. Today no woman would ever go to the toddy shop.
It is a man’s domain. Still, women have to go and fetch water and
do things like that – but now there are more wells and people
don’t have to walk for hours, as in the past. Many young women
today are afraid of going out at night. There are so many drunk-
en men and so much violence that was not there in the old days.
If we were afraid, it was of the goondas, who were like the factory
owner’s private army and harassed women to keep them from
joining the union. 

 – Kotha, woman of Pulaya caste, sheller, born 1919

The younger women of these castes, along with Nair and Ezhava
women of all ages, were adamantly of the opinion that women should
never drink alcohol and should not go out at night unless it was
absolutely necessary. A young Pulaya woman said:

A woman should never, never drink toddy or do things like that.
I know that some old Pulaya women do. They are very special –
not like the women of today. To drink toddy is unthinkable for a
modern woman. We laugh a little bit at those women. They did
– and still do – all kind of male things like going out at night. It
is not exactly because I am afraid that I stay home after dark. If
you go out alone at night, people may start to gossip. They may
not respect you and will start talking about lovers and things
like that. And once such a rumour has begun, men may start to
annoy you. That is why I stay here. I want peace and I want to be
respected.

 – Geetha, woman of Pulaya caste, sheller, born
1973

Without attempting to romanticize the past or eulogize the habits of
poor low-caste women in joining men in the toddy shop, one may still
observe that less rigid gender barriers once existed among these
castes. 
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Illiterate and ignorant – exploited for political 
purposes?

Women in the cashew factories have not only been depicted as illit-
erate and ignorant; they have also been derided as ‘vote-banks’. A
civil servant experienced in the cashew industry likened the social
struggle among cashew workers to a well-staged drama in which
trade union leaders conspire with factory owners to organize a strike
or demonstration in order to calm frustrated workers, but arrange it
for a time when neither the shipping nor the production schedule will
be disturbed. The presumption is that workers suffer from false con-
sciousness, do not know their own interests, and are dupes of the unions.
A union leader’s ability to mobilize workers and command their blind
loyalty suggests a situation similar to that characterized by Chakrabarty
in Calcutta’s jute industry earlier in the twentieth century. Chakrabarty
calls it a babu-coolie [master-servant] relationship, suggesting it is
founded upon a traditional bond of hierarchical loyalty such as pre-
vailed in the caste system.42

The argument that Kerala’s female cashew workers are illiterate has
been used to exclude them from achieving power – not only in trade
unions, but in cooperative cashew factories such as those under CAPEX.
Paradoxically, despite growing literacy, cashew workers seem to have
actually lost influence in trade unions. In the course of interviewing
three generations of workers, I noted a dwindling interest in politics
among the third generation, together with an increasingly marked
distance from trade union leaders. Younger women in particular ex-
pressed the view that such leaders belonged to ‘another world’. This
perceived divide has created general alienation within trade unions.
Alberto Melucci located identity-creating processes in the daily experi-
ences and informal social networks of members in new social move-
ments.43 In the case of the female cashew workers, these activities have
not led to empowerment. Their trade unions have failed to give mem-
bers the impetus to act independently. 

We recall the aged, illiterate Kurava woman, Kavitha, who at the
outset referred twice to the political system. She said that she joined
the communist union when C. P. Ramaswamy Ayyar was in power,

42. Chakrabarty, Rethinking, p. 150.
43. Melucci, Nomads of the Present, pp. 70–73.
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and shifted to another factory in the year the politician generally
known as E. M. S. was dismissed. Although she did not know the
precise years in which she or her children were born, she had a fairly
good idea of the chronology of her life. She structured her past
around who was governing the country at the time. 

It was astonishing to find that this was quite a common way for
cashew workers to date events – particularly among middle-aged and
elderly women with little or no education. While some of them could
refer to a year according to the old Travancore calendar, most could
not. Instead, they responded in terms of political events if asked
when something occurred. The particular dewan ruling at the time …
the year when the Punnapra-Vayalar revolt occurred … the CPI-M
politician E. M. S.’s first or second ministry …  the Emergency Period
… or the Congress politician Karunakaran’s various terms in office…
these were for many the landmarks by which they dated personal
occurrences. Several women indicated when they joined the union,
shifted to another factory, got married, gave birth, became a widow,
moved to another dwelling, or lost their job by referring to such
political landmarks as the ones cited above. These women were also
well aware of the difference between the Left United Front and the
United Democratic Front, and could place them on the political map,
as well as on a chronological time axis. 

Younger women were much less prone to refer to political events
in structuring the past. They were also less versed in the political land-
scape and less knowledgeable about names of ministers and poli-
ticians, even though many had views on the difference between the
main political coalitions. Several explanations may be given for the
marked contrast between the generations. Younger women were
more literate and could easily use ‘modern’ ways of dating the past by
reference to the Christian calendar. Political interest may grow with
age and experience, and perhaps the tendency among younger women
to have less knowledge about political issues has more to do with
their youth than with other factors. In contrast to the belief that ado-
lescents and young adults are more engaged in radical activism than
older people, young Malayalee working women of the last decade
seem to have a diminishing interest in politics. Less contact with
their peers and with union leaders, caused by the seasonal character
of the industry and the kudivarappus, may partly account for their
weaker interest in politics and trade union activities. However, an-
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other reason may be that they aspire to a life other than that of a fac-
tory worker. 

The way that women of the two oldest generations recalled the
past indicates the important role politics must have played in their
lives. The aged trade union convener, Gomathi, described how she
became aware of politics and government:

Since the day I listened to M. N. Govindan, I have been interested
in politics. It is very natural that we should know and remember
who was in power, because only the Left has helped the cashew
workers. They are the ones who revise the minimum wages and
implement welfare programs. During other ministries nothing
ever happens. The leftist politicians may sometimes be bad and
crave power, but the alternative is worse. Next month elections
will take place and I can assure you that the KSCDC factories will
continue operating until the election is over – otherwise they
fear that we will not vote for the CPI-M politician who is on their
board. After the election – but not before – they will probably
close the factory due to lack of raw nuts, as usual. Most cashew
workers have always supported the Left. We are important
voters to them. They need us to maintain their power, and we
support them. After all, they have done so much for us. But it is no
longer our world, as it was in the past.

 – Gomathi, woman of Ezhava caste, sheller, trade
union convener, born 1930

Most workers interviewed echoed Gomathi’s sentiments that only
the Left had taken action on behalf of the cashew workers. When one
compares ruling parties and dates on which minimum wages were
revised and welfare laws introduced, one sees that Gomathi and her
co-workers had good reasons for their views. Many women expressed
pride in being responsible for the political shift after the election in
1986, when the Left came back to power after five years as the oppo-
sition party. 44 By way of illustration, a female member of CPI-M and
cashew factory worker told me:

44. In the Quilon district, the Left Democratic Front won 11 out of 12 constituencies,
which politicians of the Left have accredited to the cashew workers. See Nair,
‘Strike History of Cashew Workers’, part 26, pp. 31–32. 
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We have almost always supported our leaders. The cashew
workers were important in the election of 1986. We dismissed
the old government and helped the Left come to power. Why
shouldn’t we support them? They are the only ones who have
revised the minimum wage or put other labour benefits into
practice – so trade unionism is also politics!

 – Raji, woman of Ezhava caste, sheller, trade union
convener, born 1957

Another sheller told me that her employer had in essence bribed
her to change trade union affiliation: 

I belonged to the communist trade union before, but some time
ago the supervisor told me, along with several other women,
that we were going to be better paid if we belonged to Congress.
The owner is a Congress man. I did not like it, but it gave me a
little bit better daily income so I joined Congress. You know,
every single rupee is important for me and my two children.
There is nobody else to care for them. But I still vote for CPI-M!

– Geetha, woman of Pulaya caste, sheller, born 1973

‘So’, Geetha added with a laugh, ‘I cheat them in a way’, showing that
she at least retained some power – however small. 

Listening to these women, I found it hard to believe that they were
merely ‘vote-banks’ exploited for political purposes. Cashew workers
appear to have been conscious of their actions, and many considered
themselves important historical agents in the advancement of labour
rights in Kerala. 

Jan Breman has argued that, despite relatively meagre progress,
trade unions have played an emancipatory role in India.45 The Kerala
cashew workers trade unions exemplify this when it comes to eco-
nomic achievement and class consciousness. The power structure
within trade unions, however, has not changed in favour of women.
Despite this, to assert that trade unions have functioned only to sup-
port the interests of labour leaders or their own political parties would
be to underestimate the ability of workers to know what is in their
best interest.46 

45. Breman, ‘Industrial Labour in Post-Colonial India, I’, p. 294.
46. For a similar conclusion, see Ramaswamy, The Worker and his Union, p. 189.
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For workers, the benefits they have achieved with the help of the
unions have often been a matter of life or death; for them to criticize
these unions too severely would be to deny that the help of the union
has raised workers out of a condition of total deprivation. In fact,
some women consider it arrogant to find any fault with the labour
movement for its shortcomings in regard to participatory democ-
racy, or to criticize the unions’ neglect of such gender issues as equal
wages. Class solidarity has obscured or overridden structural gender
conflicts, which are seen as secondary by these female workers.

Relationship to the leaders

We have seen that the earliest demands on behalf of cashew workers
emanated from the workers themselves. Although the first unions
fell short of being democratic or grass-roots oriented (at best they
may be considered ‘less formalized’), older workers are of the opinion
that it was easier to approach union leaders in the past. 

Because cashew workers and their families number more than
500,000 individuals, they have for decades been extremely important
voters. They also constitute a group that can stage huge demonstra-
tions on behalf of political parties with which the trade unions are af-
filiated. ‘They need us to maintain their political power’, Gomathi
announced. This is not to say that the trade unions have grown total-
ly corrupt and are of no use to workers, as one scholar in Kerala has
argued.47 Gomathi, along with many of her co-workers, acknowl-
edged that ‘the trade unions have done so much for us!’ The expres-
sion is both an illustration of the power structure within the trade
unions and the lack of grass-roots involvement. Leaders at the top
level, mainly politicians, have resorted to hunger strikes lasting
several days, marched many miles, and blocked buildings and roads
with their bodies; they are often portrayed as heroes. Still, we list-
ened to the testimony of women who feel frustrated that they no
longer have the power to set the union agenda as they once did. The
expression ‘not our world’ was used by several cashew workers –
especially those of the younger generation – to epitomize their rela-
tionship to the unions. The dependence of workers on male leaders is

47. Pillai, ‘Economic Impact’, pp. 164–194.
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extremely pronounced and ‘small’ issues specifically concerning
women have long been neglected.

The question of corruption and the alleged collaboration of trade
union leaders with factory owners has been a contentious point for
some decades. Many negative rumours circulate about the actions of
both civil servants and union leaders, and sometimes such accusa-
tions have been made in court or appeared in the local newspapers.
Whether they have any substance or not, charges of this kind have
seriously damaged the faith that workers may have had in trade unions
– especially workers who never experienced the successful labour
struggles of earlier days. Contrary to K. P. Kannan, who conjectured
that women have lost faith in unions because male workers have
mainly benefited from these organizations,48 the scepticism of my
informants can be attributed to the question of class. In their view,
union leaders no longer represent the working class. ‘Nowadays union
leaders attend the family celebrations and rituals of the factory own-
ers all the time’, Velamma explained to me. ‘They seem to belong to
the same class!’

The ‘Others’

We have seen how cashew workers have viewed their unions. It is
equally instructive to examine how male trade union leaders and
politicians have portrayed female cashew workers in newspapers and
in historical accounts of the industry, and thereby explore their per-
ception of gender.

In a 1946 description of one demonstration, the police reported
that 300 coolies [daily labourers] including men and women partici-
pated.49 At the time it was considered astonishing that not only
women, but also men of the lower castes challenged the establish-
ment. Twenty years later, however, accounts of collective labour
activities singled out women’s participation as noteworthy. To con-
tinually emphasize to the public that ‘women, too, participated’ is to
lay particular stress on the uniqueness of this occurrence. In point of
fact, however, a large number of women – usually the majority of

48. Kannan, ‘Evolution of Unionisation’, pp. 29–30.
49. Development Files, No. 356-600, ‘Labour Strike in Cashewnut Factory in Quilon:

Report from Police Station, Quilon’, dated 31 January 1946, p. 3, KSA. 
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those mobilized – participated in demonstrations of cashew work-
ers.50 When we consider that from about 1960 on almost 95 per cent
of all cashew workers have been women, it is remarkable to hear that
so many men participated in such actions at all. Assuming the news-
paper accounts are correct, then as many men as women were often
present. Who were these men, and why did reporters not comment
on their participation? What was the reason males (who comprised
less than 6 per cent of all cashew workers) made up about 50 per cent
of the demonstrators? Were all the male cashew workers out in the
street, but only a minority of the women? I asked Gomathi, who had
been a trade union convener since the mid-1940s, had taken part in
hundreds of strikes, and had been imprisoned several times, about
the men in question. She replied: 

In the old days, many of the men in the demonstrations were
cashew workers. I cannot tell you in each and every case who the
men and women were, but usually when we staged a satyagraha
[protest, demonstration] or picketed a road, factory gate, or build-
ing, most female workers in the shelling and peeling sections
participated, and most male workers also. The graders – mainly
Nairs – were a little reluctant to participate in times past, but it
is better today than, let’s say, 30 or 40 years ago. The male
participants you read about in the newspaper, apart from any
actual cashew workers, are made up of two groups. The first
consists of our husbands, brothers, sons, fathers, and uncles.
Whenever they had the opportunity – and they often had, as
many of them frequently were unemployed – they joined us to
help create a big crowd. The other people were more profes-
sional activists from student organizations, youth groups, dif-
ferent trade unions, and political parties. They, too, have shown
their solidarity with us. That is why you read about so many men
joining the women’s struggle. 

 – Gomathi, woman of Ezhava caste, sheller, trade
union convener, born 1930

Gomathi’s view was echoed by many with whom I spoke. All of them
were women who had participated in a number of strikes, demon-

50. This conclusion is based on interviews with cashew workers themselves, and on
photographs and articles in daily newspapers (Jennajugham, Kerala Kaumudi, and
Deshabhimani) over a 45-year period (1953–99).
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strations, marches, picket lines, and other trade union activities over
the last four or five decades. Their stories suggest a joint struggle
against capitalism in their families. Despite encountering numerous
instances of women maltreated by their husbands or other male rel-
atives, one finds that women considered capitalist exploitation more
important to combat than patriarchal relations. Their menfolk were
also victims of capitalist forces, and class conflicts took precedence
over gender issues. Nevertheless, in accounts of demonstrations and
other union actions, the true activists, the women, have been por-
trayed as exceptions – the Others. At the same time, male participants,
who in most instances have not even been cashew workers, have been
regarded as the real activists. 

A vivid story of a classic ‘exception’ involving a forthright woman
protestor has been preserved among trade union leaders. The inci-
dent appears to have happened in the early 1960s. A cashew factory
near Quilon had suddenly rescinded welfare benefits, causing its en-
raged workers to go on strike and surround the factory. The manager
called the police, who tried to disperse the crowd and send the dem-
onstrators home. Suddenly a young woman jumped in front of the
armed officers, tore off her blouse, and challenged the police to shoot
her through the breast. The episode has been remembered for four
decades – curiously, not as an example of heroism, but as an aberrant
occurrence that is recounted with mild ridicule.51 

In having the audacity to tear off her blouse and expose her naked
breasts to the police, the woman, outraged and putting her feminin-
ity on the line, took a stand as a true worker and radical member of the
labour movement. This kind of behaviour had long been common
among men in Kerala in attempting to shame the police and show
them as cowards and traitors for attacking poor, unarmed workers.
But when a woman did the same thing, it was considered so astounding
that it engendered a long-lived story among male activists and found
its way into trade union chronicles. What made the event a rarity was
not only that the woman (whose name is not recorded) exposed her
body, but that she took the same kind of stance against authority that
only men were supposed to do, thereby embodying the true spirit of
radicalism. Such a mentality was not expected of women, who were
stereotypically supposed to be diffident and in need of male protec-

51. Nair, ‘Strike History of the Cashew Workers’, part 18, 1995, pp. 13–14.
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tion. In addition, challenging the police in the 1930s or 1940s would
have been considered remarkable for any low-caste person, male or
female.52

In a few of the accounts of the cashew workers’ struggle it is
asserted that fear is an innate characteristic of women. The secretary
of an early trade union maintained that the ‘frightened women’ were
difficult to organize because they were fearful of being dismissed.53

Another writer stated that the ‘fear-ridden female workers deserted
the union one by one’.54 It is not possible to verify or quantify state-
ments that women were more prone to abandon unions than men,
but individuals – be they men or women – living in abject poverty are
unlikely to be radical political activists since it can cost them their
jobs. This can be illustrated in Europe, where the first people to or-
ganize into trade unions were skilled craftsmen – a workers’ elite.

A persistent way of representing female demonstrators has been
to link them with the household sphere. At a demonstration in Quilon
in May 1954, a journalist disproportionately reported the presence of
‘female workers carrying babies in their arms and laps’.55 Although
some women may have brought their children with them, it was not

52.  It is curious to reflect that the same woman, 30 years earlier, might not have even
been wearing a blouse to tear off: tradition did not then condemn as immoral
women who went bare-breasted. Most low-caste women wore only loin-cloths in
the 1930s and 1940s, and in some rural regions this was common until about as late
as 1960. In addition, challenging the police in the 1930s or 1940s would have been
considered remarkable for any low-caste person, male or female. The question of
dress is a peculiarity for the Travancore region. Up to 1859, women in Travancore
were actually not allowed to cover their breasts in front of higher caste persons,
as a symbol of respect. Gradually women started to wear blouses, but in the
beginning they were ashamed of covering their breasts. The higher in the caste
hierarchy, the earlier women ‘got civilized’ and started covering their bodies. The
tendency for women has been to cover the body more and more: first with a
blouse, than with a longer dhoti, later with a small shawl to cover their breasts, and
finally with a sari that included a shawl to hide feminine curves. This has led to a
widening gender differentiation with regard to attire. See B. Rajeevan, ‘From Caste
to Sex: A Study on Sexuality and the Formation of Modern Subject in Kerala’, in
Oommen, Rethinking Development, vol. 1, pp. 45–59. Christian women were permitted
to cover their breasts beginning in 1812. Missionaries agitated for women’s right to
be dressed in a decent way. See Robert L. Hardgrave Jr., Essays in the Political
Sociology of South India, New Delhi: Usha Publications, 1979, pp. 146–163. 

53. Quoted in Kannan, ‘Evolution of Unionisation’, pp. 8–9. 
54. Majeed, The Strike History, p. 24.
55. Jennajugham, 13 May 1954, p. 4.
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a general phenomenon, according to a female trade union convener
who was present in several strikes:

Most of the women tried to find baby sitters, since a demon-
stration was very tiresome for small children. Of course, not all
the workers had small children. Perhaps in some factories there
may be workers who are younger, but wherever I have worked
the majority have not carried babies in their arms when
demonstrating, although there have always been some who did.

– Gomathi, woman of Ezhava caste, sheller, trade
union convener, born 1930

Even if only a minority brought children, pictures would be taken of
these individuals, and the press would focus on them and their poor
youngsters.56 Susie Tharu and Tejaswini Niranjana have noted
similar descriptions of women in accounts of demonstrations in other
parts of India. They interpret such representations as ways of obscur-
ing women’s political aspirations by shifting emphasis to their famil-
ial responsibilities.57 It is likely that picturing women with small,
emaciated children was an attempt on the part of journalists to win
the sympathy of the public. Such stories downplayed the fact that
these women were radical workers, characterizing them instead as
angry mothers protesting in the streets in the name of their child-
ren’s welfare, despite the fact that they clearly articulated their de-
mands as workers. Invoking a strong link to the domestic sphere has
been a way of expressing the presumably weak class consciousness
and home-orientation of women. One trade union leader even went
so far as to urge these full-time working women to ‘come out from the
kitchens and demand their rights’.58 

E. P. Thompson, in his account of the British working class, stated
that women in England were jailed for reasons of loyalty to their
leaders, rather than out of political conviction.59 The same language

56. Jennajugham, 1954–1993, passim.
57. Susie Tharu and Tejaswini Niranjana, ‘Problems for a Contemporary Theory of

Gender’, in Shahid Amin and Dipesh Chakrabarty (eds), Subaltern Studies IX: Writing
on South Asian History and Society, New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1996, pp.
254–257.

58. Jennajugham, 10 November 1970, p. 4.
59. Noted by Scott in Gender and the Politics of History, p. 73.
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was used by Keralite trade union officials in describing the incarcer-
ation of female cashew workers. More than one union representative
stated emphatically that ‘the cashew workers have been very loyal’,
perpetuating the notion that such women struggled without under-
standing the politics behind their actions: they were simply carrying
out the orders of the male leadership.

The representation of the female cashew workers on the part of
trade unionists and left-oriented journalists, although couched in a
discourse of masculinity and femininity that might be derogatory to
female workers, can also be read as a celebration of their character.
In many accounts, bad weather conditions during marches and dem-
onstrations have been stressed. ‘In spite of heavy rain, even the
women workers took part in the demonstration’, or ‘they [women
workers] braved the heat of the midday sun and the cold of the night
to demand their rights’.60 Evoking these images may have been an
attempt to praise female cashew workers as more radical than women
in general. Another union leader, Kesavan Nair, also viewed female
cashew workers as different from other women: ‘The success that re-
formers / Only had dreamed of / These cashew workers / Themselves
had achieved’.61 One gets the impression that no one had expected
women would be so actively engaged in the labour movement.

The source material cited contains recurring themes of women’s
fear, domestic concerns, loyalty, and the exceptionality of participa-
ting in radical actions. Stereotypes of this kind perpetuate the
dominant gender discourse about traits all women are alleged to pos-
sess. We have noted other epithets applied to women: patience, frail-
ty, technological incompetence, and dexterity. Taken together, these
form a structure of thought that purports to explain the essential
constitution of a woman, in contrast to a man. Such a gender dis-
course has a decisive impact on a woman’s formation of self-identity. 

Experiences and memories shape women’s identities. Cashew
workers seem to have undergone a change over the course of the last
70 years in their sense of societal belonging. They no longer primarily
think of themselves as either ‘low-caste’ or ‘radical working class
members’, but as ‘women’, although the three categories of caste,
class, and gender are intertwined in their social identity. Female

60. Jennajugham, passim, 1965–1993; Majeed, The Strike History, pp. 127–128.
61. See the poem in the introduction to Chapter IV. 
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cashew workers may be characterized as having class consciousness in
that they understand the capitalist system of production and realize
that collective action is the means to challenge it. They feel a strong
affiliation to the working class although they do not identify them-
selves as radical workers – a concept that denotes only men. The trade
union movement in Kerala has employed a gendered representation
of class: at the symbolic level the working class has been constructed
as male.62

The masculine construction of ‘radical workers’ has also deter-
mined the agenda of the cashew workers’ trade unions. When a mother
and her daughter were asked what they believed an ideal union would
be like, they answered:

A perfect union must be only for the workers, and must take up
all kinds of issues. Such a union should be situated at the factory,
involve everyone, and have its own leaders. We should solve most
problems on the factory level. Every cashew worker should be
involved! It should be an organization to which we could go with
all our problems. It should let us borrow money, provide us with
loans to repair our houses, help us when our husbands mistreat
us, hold classes for our children so they can manage in school,
and find other work for us if the factory closes for the season.

– Gomathi, woman of Ezhava caste, sheller, trade
union convener, born 1930; and Chamally,
woman of Ezhava caste, sheller, born 1955 

The description of these two women conjures up a transformative
model of a trade union that would have empowering capacities and a
holistic approach, and would also embrace the reproductive sphere.
This may be a utopian vision, but it arises from an awareness of
women’s specific problems and embodies the will to ameliorate them.

62. Similarly, Joan Scott has shown that the Chartists constructed the working class as
male in nineteenth-century Britain. Gender and the Politics, pp. 53–67.
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7. Marriage, Money, and Identity

 

A life without love and children is no life, is it? And we all want to live
– more than anything else. So, marriage for our children is what we
aspire to. Am I not right? 

 

 – Kavitha, woman of Kurava caste, sheller,
born around 1920

 

Introduction

 

In the course of asking interviewees about their work, daily lives,
problems, joys, dreams, memories, and future expectations, they
themselves often raised the issues of marriage and money. It became
clear that these two institutions were of primary importance in seek-
ing to understand the unfolding lives and identities of cashew work-
ers over the last seven decades. A major shift in the provision of gifts
at marriage seems to have taken place among the lower castes be-
tween 1920 and 1970. The story of Kavitha, an 80-year-old woman,
traces this:

 

I got married when I was fifteen years old. It was an arranged
marriage. My father was the one who arranged the marriage. We
ourselves were poor, as were my husband and his family. We
were married in our house. I got a dress, but no other gifts – no
gold, or anything like that, just some flowers and a 

 

thali

 

 [woman’s
ornamental marriage symbol] on a black thread. In those days,
no one among us ever had a gold chain. Today it is a must for
young women! Without gold, girls feel they are not 

 

women

 

.

 

 

 

We
are too poor to buy gold. But young women – they want so badly
to be feminine! Dowry was not the custom in the old days. A long
time ago the boy’s family would pay a small sum to the girl’s
family at marriage. That has disappeared. It was a long time ago.
My mother would have known about it . . . she was the one who
told me about such things. It was paid to her father when she got
married. Today it is the other way around and we pay large sums
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as dowries to the families of the bridegrooms. Dowry is an evil
which did not exist in the past. Among us it appeared first when
my youngest daughter was to get married. I don’t know the
reason for it. I have no idea. But we have to marry off our daugh-
ters, don’t we? We must secure their happiness!

 

– Kavitha, woman of Kurava caste, sheller, born
around 1920

 

What are marriage payments, and how can we account for their
coming into being and their transformation? M. N. Srinivas has de-
fined three of the fundamental concepts involved: 

 

bride-price

 

,

 

 stri-
dhana

 

,

 

 

 

and 

 

modern dowry

 

. The following discussion is indebted to his
interpretation.

 

1

 

 Although the meaning of 

 

dowry

 

 is unclear or ambig-
uous in some contexts, it always alludes to resources paid by the
family of the bride, whereas 

 

bride-price

 

 indicates a transfer in the
opposite direction. Therefore, when we refer to the term 

 

dowry

 

, it can
signify either 

 

stridhana

 

, 

 

modern dowry

 

, or a combination of the two.

 

Bride-price

 

 denotes the transferring of resources from the kin of
the groom to the kin of the bride. According to Srinivas, groups
among whom the custom of bride-price has been prevalent have
either been poor or of low caste. It may be noted that bride-price
tended to be considerably less than the amount given by the bride’s
family in the converse practice, broadly called 

 

dowry

 

.

 

 
Stridhana

 

 refers to something of value the bride’s family presents
to her upon her marriage, which then becomes her personal prop-
erty.

 

2

 

 (The Sanskrit word 

 

stridhana 

 

literally means ‘women’s wealth’.)
The significant feature of 

 

stridhana 

 

is that it is legally owned and
controlled by the woman to whom it is given. It

 

 

 

is often viewed as a
pre-mortem inheritance that is given to a bride by her family, and is
to be forever under her control. This becomes especially clear in cases
of divorce, where 

 

stridhana

 

 is supposed to follow the woman.

 

3

 

 

 

1. Summarized most recently in M. N. Srinivas, 

 

Village, Caste, Gender and Method: Essays
in Indian Social Anthropology

 

, New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1996,

 

 

 

pp. 158–180.
2. Srinivas, 

 

Village, Caste, Gender

 

, p. 162. 
3. A simplified definition of 

 

stridhana

 

 is here employed. The complexity of this
concept and its changing interpretations over time is elaborated in Jack Goody
and S. J. Tambiah, 

 

Bridewealth and Dowry

 

, London: Cambridge University Press,
1973, pp. 59–166. See also Ranjana Sheel, 

 

The Political Economy of Dowry: Insti-
tutionalization and Expansion in North India

 

, New Delhi: Manohar, 1999, pp. 46–52.
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In contrast to 

 

stridhana, 

 

the term 

 

modern dowry

 

 indicates the trans-
fer of a large sum of cash, jewellery, or other things of value from the
bride’s family to the groom or his kin. A crucial point is that nowa-
days 

 

modern dowry

 

 has lost its voluntary character and has come to be
something expected (and even demanded) by the groom. 

Several studies on marriage customs in India highlight the shift
among large segments of the population from bride-price to one or
another form of dowry.

 

4

 

 In some cases it is unclear whether this
dowry is 

 

stridhana

 

 or a 

 

modern dowry

 

, i.e., whether the resources are
the property of the bride, or are owned and controlled by the groom
and his kin. Replacing bride-price with 

 

modern dowry

 

 has meant a sub-
stantial shift in power with regard to gender relations. Nevertheless,
it would be wrong to see such a phenomenon strictly as a conflict be-
tween men and women, as women, too, are complicit in promul-
gating this change. 

 

Modern dowry

 

 is a part of the patriarchal processes
that are active in constructing masculinity and femininity. 

Theories about marriage payments often intersect, but can be
broadly divided into two categories: economic and ideological. Ex-
planatory models under the first category stress either the nature of
women’s work or the system of inheritance. 

Marion Kaplan suggests that the dowry system disappeared in Eur-
ope between the two World Wars. She sees modernization and the
prevalence of women working outside the home as the reason for the
termination of the traditional dowry system.

 

5

 

 Some authors see bride-
price (presumed to be common in societies where women’s labour is
significant) as representing compensation to a bride’s family for
losing the fruits of her work. Conversely, a dowry is often seen as a
payment for assuming an economic burden, i.e., a dependent woman.
In theory, an alteration in women’s role in production may cause a
shift in the mode of marriage payment. In 1974, such a casual link was
expressed by the authors of the Report of the National Committee on
the Status of Women in India. Noting that the number of women listed
as paid workers had radically declined in the 50 years between the

 

4. T. Scarlett Epstein, 

 

South India: Yesterday, Today and Tomorrow: Mysore Villages
Revisited, 

 

London: Macmillan, 1973, pp. 94ff; den Uyl, 

 

Invisible Barriers

 

, pp. 206ff;
Ram, 

 

Mukkuvar Women

 

, pp. 185ff; Sheel, 

 

The Political Economy of Dowry

 

, pp. 79ff. 
5. Marion A. Kaplan (ed.), 

 

The Marriage Bargaining: Women and Dowries in European
History

 

, New York: Harrington Park Press, 1985, pp. 6–7.
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census of 1921 and that of 1971, the report concluded that females
were now seen as an economic liability. Parents, therefore, had to pay
a prospective husband a dowry at marriage for their daughter’s main-
tenance. The prevalence of dowry payments was reported to have
increased in the same period.

 

6

 

 Although dowry was prohibited through-
out India in 1961, enforcement has been weak and easily evaded. The law
has obviously failed to attain its goal and remains unknown to many
people.

Stress has been placed on the importance of the inheritance sys-
tem for the understanding of marriage payments. Dowry has been
equated with pre-mortem inheritance, i.e., a system in which a daugh-
ter receives her eventual parental inheritance not upon the demise of
her parents, but at the time of her marriage.

 

7

 

 This pre-mortem inher-
itance, however, has often been much smaller than shares of inherit-
ance that sons have later received. There is also no guarantee that the
resources given to the bride will remain under her control.

 

8

 

 Madhu
Kishwar has argued that since a woman ultimately will inherit her
husband’s property if she survives him, the groom’s demand for a
dowry may be seen as an entrance fee for admitting the bride into the
realm of the groom’s wealth.

 

9

 

 
Some scholars have opposed narrow economic interpretations of

dowry, underscoring instead the social prestige connected with the
marriage payment.

 

10

 

 Processes by which lower castes emulate cul-
tural behaviours of castes considered higher then their own, often
called Sanskritization (see Chapter I), have been seen as attempts to
achieve upward mobility in a caste-stratified society. Srinivas inter-
prets the spreading of 

 

modern dowry

 

 among the lower castes as due to
their wish to elevate their social and ritual status by imitation. He
gives the example of a low-caste community in Northern India that

 

6. Govt. of India, 

 

Towards Equality

 

, pp. 69–77, 152. 
7. Goody and Tambiah, 

 

Bridewealth and Dowry

 

, p. 64.
8. Madhu Kishwar, ‘Dowry – to Ensure Her Happiness or to Disinherit Her?’, 

 

Manushi

 

,
no. 34, 1986, pp. 2–13; Madhu Kishwar, ‘Dowry Calculations: Daughter’s Rights in
Her Parental Family’, 

 

Manushi

 

, no. 78, 1993, pp. 8–17.
9. Kishwar, ‘Dowry Calculations’, p. 16.
10. Klas van de Veen, 

 

I Give Thee My Daughter – A Study of Marriage and Hierarchy

 

 

 

among
the Anavil Brahmins of South Gujarat

 

, Assen: Van Gorcum, 1972; Veena Das, ‘Marriage
Among Hindus’, in Devaki Jain (ed.), 

 

Indian Women

 

, New Delhi: Govt. of India, 1975;
Srinivas, 

 

Village, Caste, Gender

 

, pp. 158–180.
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has emulated Brahmin customs in giving up their native traditions of
bride-price, alcohol consumption, meat eating, and the remarriage of
widows – customs that this community now considers ‘uncivilized’.
To further show that non-economic aspects are decisive in the shift
from bride-price to dowry, Srinivas cites other groups where a dowry
is paid even though the women continue to work for wages.

Srinivas objects to calling the appropriation of contemporary
Brahmin dowry customs ‘Sanskritization’, since 

 

modern dowry 

 

has no
basis in Hindu scripture.

 

 

 

Instead, he asserts that the spread of this
kind of dowry is a result of Western influence – a product of such
colonial forces as the dramatic growth of a money economy and
educational reform.

 

11

 

 Ranjana Sheel concedes the importance of
British economic influence, but she sees the institutionalization of
Brahmin marriage practices, which the British took as the basis for
new civil laws concerning marriage, as the decisive factor.

 

12

 

Marriage in Travancore and Kerala 

 

The family system common among matrilineal Hindu castes in
Travancore clashed in many ways with both Christian and Brahmanic
family and marriage systems. Marital instability, a loose bond be-
tween the spouses, the possibility of love-marriages, and the exist-
ence of divorce were all prevalent among matrilineal Hindus, for
whom divorce could easily be initiated by either a man or a woman.
Widows, moreover, frequently remarried.

 

13

 

 
The orthodox way among matrilineal Nairs, however, was for a girl

to marry her cross-cousin – this usually being the son of her mother’s
brother. The motive for this among the predominantly land-owning
Nairs was transparently economic: all property could be kept within
the kinship circle. However, lower matrilineal castes who were land-
less also practiced cross-cousin marriage. Moreover, polyandry and

 

11. Srinivas, 

 

Village, Caste, Gender

 

, p. 171.
12. Sheel, 

 

The Political Economy of Dowry

 

, pp. 64ff.
13. Govt. of India, 
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, vol. 28, Travancore, Part I, Report, pp. 171, 175,
185; S. J. Puthenkalam, 

 

Marriage and the Family in Kerala with Special Reference to
Matrilineal Castes
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Calgary: University of Calgary, 1977, pp. 105ff; K. C. Alexander,

 

Social Mobility in Kerala

 

, Poona: Deccan College Postgraduate and Research
Institute, 1968, p. 130; Iyer, 
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, pp. 151, 177, 188 (with
regard to Pulayas). For Kuravas, see Edgar Thurston, 

 

Castes and Tribes of Southern
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, vol. II, Madras: Government Press, 1909, p. 125.
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polygyny were common, and Nair men and women remained living
in their 

 

taravad

 

 (joint-family house) even after marriage. A system of
visiting husbands prevailed: men did not bear the responsibility for
maintaining their own biological children, whereas they were held
responsible for their sisters’ children.

 

14

 

 
The legal abolition of the matrilineal system in Travancore was a

process that, beginning in 1896, culminated in a 1976 prohibition
against joint ownership of land. It had far-reaching consequences for
gender relations. Marital fidelity and a stable nuclear family, with a
housewife and a male breadwinner at its core, became the norm for
all communities in Travancore – although not the reality. 

Due to its matrilineal system, Travancore originally had no tradi-
tion of 

 

stridhana

 

 payments to the bride among the majority of its in-
habitants. However, in 1931, the authors of the 

 

Census of Travancore

 

reported that the custom of dowry had become universal among patri-
lineal Brahmins and Christians, and had begun to spread to other
communities. A ‘modern’ form of dowry came into being whereby a
bride’s parents gave cash to the groom, or financed their new son-in-
law’s education at an Indian or foreign university

 

15

 

 – underscoring
the class aspect of such payments. This kind of ‘modern’ dowry failed
to provide any material security for the new bride, as had been the
idea behind 

 

stridhana

 

.

 

 

 

In several village studies carried out in Kerala in 1961, dowry
practices were noted among most of the patrilineal communities and,
occasionally, among Nairs as well.

 

16

 

 An Indian researcher doing ex-
tensive field work among the Nairs in the mid-1970s concluded that
dowry was paid in about one-fourth of all marriages in South Kerala.
He traced the practice back to a few communities of Brahmins and
Christians, from which it appeared to be quickly spreading else-
where.

 

17

 

The custom of paying a 

 

bride-price 

 

has never been known among
Nairs or other higher castes in Travancore and Kerala, although it did

 

14. Joan Mencher, ‘The Nayars of South Malabar’, in M. N. Nimkoff (ed.), 

 

Comparative
Family Systems, 

 

Boston: Houghton, 1965, pp. 162–191.
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, vol. 28, Travancore, Part I, Report, p. 162.
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 vol. 8, Kerala Village Survey Monographs,
Kottayam District, pp. 63, 114, 244. 
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occur among lower castes. According to Srinivas, status asymmetry
(hypergamy) at marriage has not been the custom in the southern
part of India, where the tradition has been isogamy, i.e., equality of
status between the spouses, further reinforced by cross-cousin mar-
riage.

 

 

 

The traditional absence of status asymmetry at marriages in
the South, he suggests, was the reason for the prevalence of bride-
price instead of dowry.

 

18

 

 In the Census of 1901, it was recorded that
bride-price was paid by such castes as the Pulayas and Ezhavas,

 

19

 

 but
by the Census of 1931, bride-price is only mentioned in conjunction
with what were then labelled ‘primitive tribes’.

 

20

 

 It is clear that the
custom must have decreased considerably over the course of 30
years, although it was recorded among some Pulayas as recently as
the 1950s and 1960s.

 

21

 

 The Pulaya Caste Association adopted a
constitution early in the twentieth century in which bride-price was
repudiated, the giving of a dowry being advocated instead.

 

22

 

 This was
seen as part of a general social awakening and ‘modernization’ among
the Pulayas. 

 

Cashew workers and marriage payments

 

Based on interviews with a large number of cashew workers, it has
been possible to construct tables of various kinds of dowries paid or
received from 1935 to 2000.

 

23

 

 Only one interviewee cited the term
bride-price prior to being asked. Very few persons could remember
such a tradition at all. One respondent who did was a 77-year-old
Kurava woman; another was an elderly Pulaya woman. Their memor-
ies indicate that bride-price existed among the Kuravas and Pulayas
in their region when they were young. The general fact that hardly
anyone above the age of 50 knew anything about their parents’ mar-

 

18. Hypergamy was a northern practice unknown in the Dravidian South. The term
refers to the marriage of a woman to a man of a superior grade or clan within the
same caste. Srinivas, 

 

Village, Caste, Gender

 

, pp. 160–161.
19. Govt. of India, 

 

Census of India 1901

 

, vol. 26, Travancore Part I, Report, pp. 280, 343.
When lower castes such as Pulayas were bonded slaves, the bridegroom’s master
paid a bride-price both to the bride’s master and to the bride’s mother.

20. Govt. of India, 

 

Census of India 1931

 

, vol. 28, Travancore, Part I, Report, p. 161.
21. den Uyl, 

 

Invisible Barriers

 

, p. 208; Govt. of India, 

 

Census of India 1961, 

 

vol. 8, p. 101.
22. Alexander, 

 

Social Mobility

 

, p. 141, n. 19.
23. In the course of 130 interviews, I was able to obtain details on 506 marriages in

which respondents had knowledge of marriage payments.
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riage may account for their inability to recall matters of bride-price.
If it was once prevalent among the lower castes, as Edgar Thurston had
asserted in 1909,

 

24

 

 it had now become a largely forgotten practice.
As Tables 1–3 in Appendix B show, paying or receiving dowry was

not always the widespread custom it is today. With few exceptions, the
year 1970 seemed to form a watershed in the communities investi-
gated. Since that time, the practice has increased enormously, so that
by the 1990s some kind of dowry was paid in about 75 per cent of all
marriages. 

The introduction of dowry into the Nair community took place
somewhat earlier than among other castes interviewed, supporting
the view that it spread from the higher to the lower castes. The Nairs
in the Quilon cashew factories were in slightly better circumstances
than the lower castes, and thus were in a position to pay 

 

stridhana

 

 to
the bride or 

 

modern dowry

 

 to the groom and his family. By way of
contrast, when I visited a Harijan colony (mainly Pulayas and
Kuravas) where all the women interviewed worked in small, private
factories that had been operating very irregularly during the past 20
to 30 years (or held jobs elsewhere in the informal sector), dowry was
a lesser part of their lives. ‘No, no’, one of these women told me, ‘we
are too poor for paying or receiving dowries. We do not even have
money for food – how can we pay a dowry? It has never been the
custom among us. It is for rich people. But we try to save, we really
try!’

 

 

 

The demand for and conveyance of 

 

modern dowry 

 

(involving a far
greater sum than the modest bride-price) cannot evolve where there
are barely any resources. Statements such as the above show that it
was a class-based issue for the women in the Harijan colony – and a
goal to strive for.

Without knowledge of what has been paid and who the controlling
party has been, one cannot assess the scope and complexity of the
dowry system.

 

25

 

 The dowries of which I was told consisted of three
components: cash, land, or gold.

 

26

 

 Tables 4–6 in Appendix B record

 

24. Thurston, 

 

Castes and Tribes of Southern India

 

, vol. II, pp. 67, 125.
25. As it was not possible to ascertain either the amount of the dowry or to whom it

was actually paid in all 176 instances of dowries cited in the interviews, I relied on
the limited number of cases (74 of 176 marriages) in which I could obtain such
information. 

26. The interviewees counted gold in sovereigns or pavans (1 sovereign = 1 pavan = 8
grams). Land was counted in cents (1 cent = 1/100 acre).
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marriages involving a dowry and the distribution of the dowry into
the three components mentioned. The amounts may seem very small,
but one must recall that the people concerned belong to the poorest
sector of society and had accumulated these dowries only after stren-
uous effort. 

As the data shows, from 1980 onwards dowries paid in cash pre-
dominate, although the practice of including some gold became wide-
spread. Amounts paid by Kuravas and Pulayas are considerably less
than in other communities, as these two castes are more impover-
ished than others. The bestowal of land is also seldom noted among
Kuravas and Pulayas. 

The families interviewed referred to the marriage payment as 

 

stri-
dhana

 

, irrespective of what was given or to whom. In order to clarify
whether it should be considered 

 

stridhana 

 

or 

 

modern dowry

 

, it was
necessary to examine each case more closely. It became clear from
the interviews that cash payments were almost invariably given to
the groom or to his kin in a way that made them inaccessible to the
bride, and that the giving of cash was a practice no more than two
decades old.

 

27

 

 Gold, on the other hand, was presented directly to the
bride in all communities. ‘Receiving a bride covered with gold’,
although it has never been a reality among such poor workers, has
become the demand of some bridegrooms and their kin. Gold is
viewed not only as a sign of wealth, but as an expression of feminin-
ity. ‘Without jewellery, you are not a real woman’, a young, low-caste
woman said to me. Another low-caste woman remarked, ‘Gold makes
me feel more woman-like, more feminine’, echoing Kavitha’s comment
in the introduction to this chapter. Gold – often only a few grams of
it – is frequently used as something to rely on for survival, for it may
always be pawned at private moneylenders – although at usurious
rates of interest ranging from 100 per cent to 600 per cent! 

With regard to the question of land, the results were more com-
plex. The Nairs, traditionally a landowning community, recognized a
woman’s property rights, and the transfer of land from mother to
daughter was common among them. This was also the case for the

 

27. In a study of a fishing community in South Tamil Nadu, Kalpana Ram also found
that there had been a shift towards a greater quantity of cash, although, in con-
trast to my study, the amount of jewellery women controlled had decreased. Ram,

 

Mukkuvar Women

 

, pp. 185ff.
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lower castes, whose tradition included female ownership of property,
as was common in other matrilineal castes as well. All the castes in
my sample viewed transference of land as a pre-mortem inheritance
for their daughters. Women, irrespective of caste, who had given land
to their daughters at marriage stated that any land that remained
(commonly the mother’s property) would be divided between their
sons at a later time. 

In the aforementioned instances, marriage payments to the bride
should be considered 

 

stridhana. However, I was told of several cases
in which cash had been paid to the groom, who subsequently used it
to buy land – either in his own name or, on occasion, in the name of
both spouses. Although this money was intended by the donors as
stridhana, it had either been entirely secured to him, or he had
partially encumbered it beyond the reach of the intended recipient –
the bride. 

In the case of Geetha, a Pulaya woman born in 1973, a small piece
of land was given to her by her mother when she married at the age
of 17. Geetha’s brothers alone will someday inherit the balance of the
land owned by their mother, since Geetha has already received her
share. However, Geetha’s husband continually demands that her land
be transferred to him, as he regards himself the head of the family.
The result is incessant conflict, even to the point of violence. Geetha’s
case is not exceptional. During the last two decades, there has been a
marked tendency for the male spouse to take control of land given to
his bride as stridhana. In 11 instances related to me in which land was
given as a daughter’s stridhana between 1980 and 1999, four of the
husbands wrested legal ownership of the land from their wives. In
three of the remaining cases, the land was put in both names, and
only four women remained in sole possession of property that had
been given to them. Prior to 1980, all land involved in marriage
payments of which I was told remained fully in the possession of the
wife. At that time a parcel of land was also a more common gift than
cash or gold. Thus stridhanas are undergoing a transformation in the
direction of modern dowry, and although the two may occur simultan-
eously, there is a strong tendency for stridhana to fall into disuse.

The legitimacy of dowries

The size of a dowry given to a bridegroom seems contingent upon his
ability to provide for a family. His education, job opportunities, wages,
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home ownership, and the status of his health are considered relevant
factors, and some scholars have asserted that it is more accurate to
call modern dowry a ‘bridegroom-price’.28 As one listens to women
speak about this issue, the theme of ‘value’ recurs, legitimizing dowry
from the point of view of the bride as well as the groom.

I married in 1986. My husband had a house and a job as an auto-
rickshaw driver, so it was all right to pay a [modern] dowry. My
family gave a house and some land, which my husband and I joint-
ly own. He got money and I received some gold. But when I was
without a job for a long time in the late 1980s, we had to pawn it
and have not yet been able to redeem it.

 – Chitra, women of Nair caste, peeler, born 1968

When my youngest son was married about twenty years ago, we
received two cents [about 2/100 of an acre] of land as a dowry.
He had a steady job as a roaster, so we had the right to ask for a
dowry. 

 – Kalyani, women of Pulaya caste, sheller, born
1933

I have been working in the cashew factory for seven years. I was
married in 1990. My future husband told my brothers that he was
a lorry-driver and that he had a job. My family did not inquire
about the man. If they would have done that, maybe my life
would not have been so miserable. My mother stopped working
in order to collect her pension for my stridhana. We bought this
land in my name, but I have a lot of problems with my husband
because he wants us to sell the land and buy new land in his name.
He received a lot of cash when we married, but he wants more.
There are so many quarrels and so much violence because of
this. People should not live in such a way in this country – and
all this happens because the men are not looking after their obli-
gations. But I will not give the house to him. I have to think of
my children. 

 – Geetha, woman of Pulaya caste, sheller, born
1973

Although most women interviewed consider dowry legitimized by a
prospective husband’s ability to provide for a family, some said a dow-

28. Kishwar, ‘Dowry Calculations’, p. 10. 
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ry should be an advance inheritance for women. Confusion and, in
some cases, struggles over resources continue. In other parts of India,
marriage dowries have led to many cases of suicide and murder.29

Lately this has been reported in Kerala as well.30 
Economic crises can instigate the strengthening or resumption of

patriarchal relationships. We have noted that since the late 1960s
Kerala has suffered from a severe downturn in the economy. Factor-
ies have relocated to neighbouring states and there has been steadily
growing unemployment – not only among female workers, but among
male members of their families as well, most of whom  have jobs in
agriculture or do part-time or seasonal work. Geetha’s unemployed
husband, whose task was mainly to tend the small plot Geetha re-
ceived as stridhana from her mother, but who was always compelled
to ask his wife for money, sought to rescue his honour and masculin-
ity by trying to become a landowner.

The 1960s and 1970s were not only decades of unemployment – they
were also a time when labour emigration from Kerala to the Gulf coun-
tries took on great proportions and remittances from those countries
grew. It has been estimated that some 500,000 Keralites worked in the
Gulf during the 1980s alone. Most of them were young, uneducated,
and previously unemployed males from the coastal areas of Kerala. In
the late 1990s, the figure rose to almost 1.5 million.31 The capital in-
flux from these workers may have facilitated the payment of dowries,
although the increasing occurrence of modern dowry demands a more
complex explanation.

The legitimization of modern dowry among families bestowing the
‘gift’ seems to be connected to survival and economic strategies, irre-
spective of caste. To pay a modern dowry is to aspire to improved finan-
cial status for one’s daughters, thus making it a question of class
mobility. Although their efforts to rise to a higher level in the class

29. Radha Kumar, The History of Doing: An Illustrated Account of Movements for Women’s
Rights and Feminism in India, 1800–1990, New Delhi: Kali for Women, 1995, pp. 115–
126; Julia Leslie, ‘Dowry, Dowry Deaths, and Violence Against Women’, in Enrica
Garzilli (ed.), Journal of South Asian Women Studies 1995–1997 , Milan: Asiatica
Association, 1997, pp. 135–149. 

30. This was told to me by staff members at Sakhi, a Trivandrum-based women’s
organization, on 5 January 2003

31. P. R. Gopinathan Nair, ‘Migration of Keralites to the Arab World’, in Prakash (ed.),
Kerala’s Economy: Performance, Problems, Prospects, pp. 104–105. 
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hierarchy seldom materialized among those interviewed, paying a
dowry remains a conscious strategy to ensure a brighter future for
their daughters.

Based on my conversations with many individuals in Trivandrum
and Quilon, I found that people in Kerala today would term an inter-
caste marriage, love-marriage,32 or divorce ‘modern’ – and, in the
case of love-marriages and divorces, would generally consider them
‘Western’ as well. 

The majority of my interviewees believed that women were in
favour of love-marriages, while men preferred arranged marriages.
However, several women said that they feared love-marriage because
it heightened the risk of being left alone in case of serious marital
difficulties. (It was widely thought that an arranged marriage guaran-
teed stability.) The principle of caste endogamy in marriage seems to
have remained in place over the years. The few inter-caste marriages
I encountered were all so-called love-marriages, arranged by the
couples themselves. These, as well as cross-cousin marriages, were
formerly considered to obviate any marriage payment on either side.
While marriages within the kinship circle are still found, the number
of such marriages has decreased considerably in the preceding four
decades. In those instances where they still occurred, a modern dowry
has often been paid – something which was also true of a few love-
marriages. It seems as if a new ideology of masculinity has emerged
in Kerala – one strong enough to counter the earlier custom that dowry
payments were not to be given to the groom in the case of cross-cousin
or love marriages.

Self-earned dowries

The practice of modern dowry has become part of a social system of
transferring resources from women to men. Aside from inheritances,
some gainfully employed women who had once purchased land sub-
sequently lost their property in consequence of the dowry system.
Often property assigned to them through land reform has also slipped
from their possession. Finally, welfare benefits and pensions from the
so-called Gratuity Fund are cashed out and not available for the pur-

32. A love-marriage is defined as a marriage initiated by the couple themselves, and
not arranged by parents or other relatives.
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poses intended. The following two stories are illustrative of the way
that working women are being deprived of these hard-earned assets:

I worked in the cashew factory for many years, starting when I
was sixteen years old. Two years later I was married. My only
brother arranged for me to marry because my parents were dead.
My brother did not have anything to give as a dowry, but there
was no custom of dowry at that time anyhow [1953]. My hus-
band died more than twenty years ago, and since then it has
been much more difficult for me. He was a casual day labourer,
and even though he could not get work regularly, his income,
like mine, was necessary for the survival of the family.

When one of my daughters was going to be married, I had to
pay a dowry. To get the money required, I retired early and got
a lump sum as a pension. It was with that money that I married
off my daughter. The money was given to her husband and he
bought a small piece of land with it. 

 When my youngest daughter was going to be married a few
years ago, it was difficult. About twenty years ago, I had gotten
a house and a small plot of land from the government. I sold
them to get my last daughter married. Without a dowry, how
can you marry today? That money, too, was given to her husband,
but he demanded another 2,000 rupees, so I had to borrow ad-
ditional money. I was in debt and had nowhere to live – but we
must have our children married! I really had no choice. 

 Now I stay in my daughter’s house, but I have a big problem
with her husband. He doesn’t want me there. I don’t know what
to do! I have no pension, and it is difficult for me to work, so I
work in the cottages shelling cashew nuts whenever I can. The
wages are bad in the cottages and I am too sick and too old to
work. Sometimes I eat, sometimes not . . .

 – Masis Ally, woman of Pulaya caste, sheller, born
1935

I had a hard time when my daughter was going to marry. Our
relatives brought a proposal and it seemed as if the prospective
groom was educated and had a job. He demanded so much
dowry that I told him that I would give him land worth 25,000
rupees, 6,000 rupees in cash, and five sovereigns33 of gold. That
was six years ago. To get the money I resigned from the cashew

33. One sovereign = 8 grams.
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nut factory and received a nice sum as a pension: 2,000 rupees.
The rest I borrowed. Now I work in another factory, but I am not
a registered worker. The land was bought in my daughter’s name,
but her husband tried to persuade us to put it in his name. When
I die my sons will inherit the property where I live now, but not
my daughter, because she has received her part already. 

 – Sarojini, woman of Pulaya caste, sheller, born
1954

These two stories highlight the common practice of using welfare
benefits and one’s life savings to ‘marry off’ daughters and grand-
daughters. For Masis Ally and many other female workers like her,
the well-publicized land reforms of Kerala – the redistribution of re-
sources to attain a more egalitarian society34 – have been undone by
the dowry system. Masis Ally only temporarily enjoyed the security
of owning her own dwelling and a little land. At her advanced age, she
has nowhere to live and no pension to draw upon. It is a common
strategy nowadays for poor female labourers to stop working at their
formal jobs prior to retirement age, withdraw the savings they have
accumulated in the Gratuity Fund, give it away as their daughter’s
dowry, and start working in the informal sector. Thus, the primary
aim of the fund – to serve as a means of support for workers as they
grow old – is undermined, and resources are being transferred from
women to men.35 

Masis Ally’s story also raises the issue of an ageing parent’s wel-
fare. In the 1930s the system of joint families was still prevalent among
many communities in Travancore, which meant that an elderly per-
son could be cared for within the family circle. The joint family sys-
tem has gradually lost its significance and, in its place, the ideology
of the nuclear family has become dominant.36 The nuclear family
may not be a reality for poor people, who often live in extended
nuclear families. Nevertheless, as an ideal it is very strong. As in the

34. Accounts of these land reforms may be found in Franke, Life is a Little Better, pp.
121–151, and Jeffrey, Politics, Women, and Well Being, pp. 160–185. 

35. A similar transference of resources from women to men has been observed among
fishing communities in Tamil Nadu. See Ram, Mukkuvar Women, pp. 192–193.

36.  Joint families have been most prevalent among Nairs and Brahmins. According to
my informants, joint families or extended nuclear families were also common in
the 1930s among Pulayas, Kuravas, and Ezhavas.
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West, it has ceased to be a matter of course for married children to
stay together with their parents – a social change that is a source of
conflict for many poor workers. Several elderly women like Masis
Ally have had to move repeatedly from one son or daughter to the
next. The rapid transformation of family ideologies has left people in
a state of confusion, as the issue of ageing parents reflects.37 

If one looks back to the period prior to 1970, most poor cashew
workers owned neither the land they farmed nor the houses they
lived in – nor did they have any security at work. It is ironic that when
female workers finally have obtained some resources and a little
security, they surrender it again due to the dowry system. Not only
do they lose the equity in their houses, but circumstances force them
from their positions as registered workers into the informal sector. 

The relinquishment of self-earned dowries not only leads to family
resources being unequally distributed among males and females, but
also causes women’s labour to be transferred into men’s possession
by having their life savings or pensions turned into modern dowries.
Similar to the case of their mothers, young women toil at any job and
at any wage under capitalist exploitation, only to see what little they
accumulate pass as dowries into the hands of men. 

From the perspective of the bride, then, modern dowry may either
represent the loss of her inheritance, or the loss of her earnings. In the
second case, a woman’s body (of which her labour is a part) is rendered
largely out of her control, benefiting others rather than herself. There is,
therefore, a structural link between the cultural practice of modern dowry
and women’s economic exploitation. The highly praised achievements
and human rights linked to the Kerala Model have left certain cultural
phenomena in the reproductive sphere out of consideration. Looked at
in terms of consequences, they have a male bias.

New gender roles in families 

Early in the twentieth century, when a woman from among agricul-
tural slaves (such as Pulayas and Kuravas) got married, the crucial
question was what kind of landlord her future husband worked for. If
he was a good employer with ample land, she would be able to find a

37. See Leela Gulati, Economic and Social Aspects of Population Ageing in Kerala, India, New
York: United Nations, 1992, pp. 35–37.
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job there. A man, in turn, sought a woman who was strong and a cap-
able worker, since both of them would be expected to bear the re-
sponsibility of maintaining their family.38 This was the kind of life
into which girls and boys of the lower castes were socialized. Their
parents’ ideal of finding a mate who would be a good worker was the
dominant model for years afterward. However, their parents’
orientation was incompatible with the emerging (‘modern’) ideology
that a good marriage is made of a male breadwinner, who is to sustain
the family unaided, and a devoted housewife. Sarojini, a Pulaya woman
born in 1954, lamented: ‘If we don’t pay, we will not get a good hus-
band’, meaning a man who would take upon himself full responsibil-
ity for his family. This signification of ‘good husband’ in the 1990s
contrasted with the same expression as used by earlier generations of
Pulayas and Kuravas, who intended a husband who could assure
favourable working conditions and employment opportunities for
his wife. Although the burden on each family member among Pulayas
and Kuravas was extreme in the 1930s and 1940s, in all of their hard-
ship gender relations were more equal than in later historical settings. 

The ideal family norm has seldom been realized by the majority of
the women interviewed. Most were not living under the same roof
with a male breadwinner, nor were they comfortable at being cast in
the role of a worker rather than a housewife. ‘It ought to be the hus-
band who provides for the family, but in my case it is the other way
around,’ concluded Meera. Many women echoed similar sentiments. 

Nevertheless, several female cashew workers with whom I spoke
were firm in preferring paid work to being a housewife. I asked them
whether they would change their minds if economic conditions made
it possible, that is, if they had a husband who could provide for them
and their children. Of the 130 women interviewed, their answers re-
vealed no difference on a caste basis, but a divergence was noted be-
tween different generations. The preference for factory work was
only heard from those individuals over 35, all of whom were unani-
mous. Their reasons commonly had to do with economic freedom. ‘I
like to have my own money. I know I can manage.’ ‘I don’t trust my
husband to provide for me. I want the freedom that I get when I
receive my wages.’ ‘I want more work – not less – because it gives me
freedom.’ A few women added that friendship with co-workers

38. Alexander, Social Mobility in Kerala, p. 133.
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determined them to remain in the factory. Some expressed the view
that they would be bored staying at home all the time. In most cases,
however, economic necessity was the deciding factor. The affirma-
tion of factory work by this group, in spite of their awareness of its
exploitative nature, suggests a feeling of empowerment on their part.
Their jobs have given them a measure of self-confidence and many
have been able to support their families on their own, in contrast to
the dominant ideology of femininity and the stereotypical view of
women as housewives. Contesting this ideology is actually in harmony
with the way lower-caste women were socialized by their mothers
and grandmothers, who have worked outside the home all their lives. 

 Nonetheless, the same working women, when asked what they
wished for their daughters or granddaughters, asserted that the best
option for a woman would be to become a housewife. Sumathai’s view
of her daughter’s future typifies what I heard from the majority of the
women with daughters in their upper teens: 

I have made the best of my position in life. I am a factory worker.
I have been able to provide for myself and my children. I do not
complain and do not wish to change my life – this is my destiny.
But I wish a better life for my daughter. The most important
thing is to have her married properly, and I wish her to become
a housewife.

 – Sumathai, woman of Kurava caste, sheller, born
1964

An enduring marriage was seen as the ideal by my interviewees, and
the predominant way to guarantee domestic happiness was thought
to be the payment of a dowry. Almost every divorce during the last 20
years was linked by them to the absence of a modern dowry, although
such a sweeping assertion may represent the ‘good’, rather than the
‘real’, reason for the divorce. Nevertheless, the intention in paying a
dowry to the groom is clear: to secure a viable male breadwinner and
to ensure a stable marriage. 

The ways in which gender ideologies rise to dominance and then shift
from one generation to another seem to be more embedded in hege-
monic discourses than mediated through socialization from mothers to
daughters. This shows the importance of forces outside the experience
of individuals. When the impoverished mothers of Kerala earnestly
search for reliable breadwinners for their daughters, it does not indicate
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a lack of consciousness of the oppressive patriarchal structure under
which they live. It is, rather, a survival strategy on their part, and the
acknowledgement of enormous structural hindrances to gender equal-
ity.39 It is an attempt to plan for their children’s future in a rational way,
within the limited scope of action available to them. The collective ex-
perience of capitalist exploitation and the failure to radically improve
material conditions through class struggle may have contributed to the
acceptance of this strategy. Like the workers interviewed for this study,
many poor people in Kerala found the 1970s to be the first decade in
which they could set aside something for the future, and probably all saw
in the provision of a dowry for their daughters an investment in their
child’s future happiness.

Sanskritization or strengthening of patriarchy?

A cultural change such as the one we have just considered, with
increased regulation of women and strengthened male control, has
commonly been understood as part of a caste’s rise in the ritual and
social hierarchy. Lower castes presumably imitate the cultural pat-
terns of higher castes – a process called Sanskritization. In this in-
stance, however, to term the adoption of certain marriage customs
from higher castes as ‘Sanskritization’ would be misleading, as it is
not part of a broader cultural emulation of Brahmins or other high
castes, but an isolated appropriation. One may speak of such a
Sanskritization process in the early years of the twentieth century
with regard to certain religious customs, but we cannot do so when it
comes to modern dowry.40 Rather than a diffusion of Brahmin culture,
a new gender ideology seems to have arisen independently.

To take a concrete example: among the women interviewed, no pre-
sumptive cultural borrowings concerning food or drink could be dis-
cerned. Neither Pulayas, Kuravas, Ezhavas, or Nairs have become vege-
tarians. On the contrary – by their own word – all of these castes have
increased their consumption of meat (including beef) in consequence of

39. Pierre Bourdieu writes on the absence of resistance as a recognition of structural
constraints in ‘The Social Space and the Genesis of Groups’, Theory and Society, vol.
12, no. 14, 1985, pp. 723–744.

40. For a discussion of Sanskritization among Ezhavas, see M. S. A. Rao, Social Change
in Malabar, Bombay: Popular Book Depot, 1957. For Pulayas, see Alexander, Social
Mobility in Kerala.
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better economic circumstances. I observed Nairs eating beef, a phenom-
enon that goes totally counter to their tradition and which Alexander, in
1968, interpreted as the result of Westernization.41 

With regard to drinking habits, a change corresponding to San-
skritization would require male and female abstinence from alcohol,
but again the pattern I found was quite different. Men in families in-
terviewed usually drank alcohol, although the women had ceased to
do so. (As noted earlier, some elderly women belonging to the lowest
castes still consumed small quantities of liquor, although this was
viewed as extremely masculine among younger women of their castes.)
Habits taken over from castes viewed as superior appear to be
selective and highly gendered, and it would be misleading to call this
process Sanskritization. The fact that much matrilineal culture per-
sists among the lower castes further speaks against a movement
toward a Brahmanic way of life.42 Matrilineal lower castes, in keeping
their own traditions, rather appear to resist Sanskritization and pre-
fer their own cultural continuity. 

Marriage, dowry, and identity

A major concern of this study has been to understand the construc-
tion of masculinity and femininity and the power relations in this
process. Central to its theme has been the consciousness and identity
of female workers and their own agency or passivity in the process of
constructing those identities.

Among those I interviewed, I found that an essential part of a
woman’s identity, irrespective of caste affiliation, was being a wife
and a mother – and assuring that for the next generation. A common-
ly heard expression was ‘we must marry off our daughters’. Social
pressure also seemed to be strongly in evidence, as a middle-aged
cashew worker indicated in saying, ‘If we don’t marry, people will
make fun of us’. Marriage is not only a viewed as a social and cultural
necessity, but as an economic one as well.

The explanations for poverty one frequently hears have a
familiar ring: ‘My husband is dead [or sick, alcoholic, disabled, un-
willing, unemployed, or has disappeared] and can’t provide for

41. Alexander, Social Mobility in Kerala, p. 68.
42. Several matrilineal customs still exist among low-caste people in Kerala. They are

discussed in den Uyl, Invisible Barriers.
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me.’ ‘My parents chose the wrong husband for me.’ ‘I have just had
bad luck in my marriage.’ At the individual level such women have
started to identify themselves as anomalies. Several said that the
gender roles in their family situation were reversed and not ‘normal’.
This may be an outcome of their having constructed their gender
identity through the perception of femininity and masculinity that
has been nourished in factories, trade unions, and Malayalee
society at large. 

The system of modern dowry has given women an inferior identity.
Newer dowry patterns have effeminized poor female cashew workers
further by defining them as dependent in an overt way. Despite its
illegality under current law, the dowry system has to some extent
been tacitly acknowledged by the trade unions. In the statutes of the
male-dominated Kerala Cashew Workers’ Relief & Welfare Fund
Board, in existence since 1988, it is stated that cash advances can be
given to workers when their daughters – not their sons – are about to
get married.43

43. Note on the Activities of the Kerala Cashew Workers’ Relief & Welfare Fund Board,
Kollam, Kerala (copy supplied by A. A. Azeez, chairman).

Figure 13. Three generations of shellers at the threshold of their dwelling. In this
cashew family, headed by a woman, the poverty and malnutrition are evident. ‘I
will try to save money for a dowry for this little girl, so that she can be properly
married with a husband who can provide for her’, said the mother of the baby.
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Kerala has long prided itself on being the only state in India with a
unique sex ratio in its surplus of women over men,44 and this numer-
ical preponderance has been credited for the high status of women.
Phenomena like female infanticide and the abortion of female foetus-
es, widely reported in many other parts of India,45 have been un-
known in Kerala. The large majority of women interviewed said that
newborn girls have always been as welcome as boys in their region.
Nevertheless, as a few confessed to me, ‘Nowadays everyone wants a
boy. They cause us less trouble than girls because they are not expen-
sive to marry off’. Although their conclusions have been contested, a
group of researchers in Kerala have highlighted the fact that the demo-
graphic figures of the 1991 Kerala Census concerning boys and girls
below the age of five indicate either sex-selective abortions or an ex-
cess of female child mortality.46 

An ominous note has thus been sounded by local women’s organiza-
tions. According to them, suicides and the enigmatic deaths of women
following disputes over resources transferred at marriage have in-
creased dramatically over the past few years. Modern dowry is now seen
as the most grievous problem facing the women of Kerala. Staff from the
Trivandrum-based organization, Sakhi, after analysing newspaper ac-
counts, found more than 50 reported cases of ‘dowry-deaths’ within ten
months in 2001 and 2002 in the city of Trivandrum alone. Although
newspapers rarely cite the word ‘dowry’, the accounts mention that
there were disputes over property offered to the groom. It seems that the
death of these women may be connected to the system of modern dowries. 

Women’s high status in Kerala may still be worthy of praise, but
there is little question that the situation with regard to dowries has
become an alarming one. It needs to be strongly addressed and not
overshadowed by the positive social indicators of the state. 

44. William M. Alexander, ‘Normal Kerala within Abnormal India: Reflections on Gender
and Sustainability’, in Parayil (ed.), Kerala: The Development Experience, pp. 139–157.

45. Elisabeth Bumiller, May You Be the Mother of a Hundred Sons: A Journey Among the Women of
India, New York: Random House, 1990; Madhu Kishwar, Off the Beaten Track: Rethinking
Gender Justice for Indian Women, New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1999, pp. 78–92.

46. S. Irudaya Rajan, S. Sudha, and P. Mohanachandran, ‘Fertility Decline and
Worsening Gender Bias in India: Is Kerala No Longer an Exception?’, Development
and Change, vol. 31, no. 5, 2000, pp. 1085–1092. For criticism, see Alaka M. Basu,
‘Fertility Decline and Worsening Gender Bias in India: A Response to S. Irudaya
Rajan, et al.’, Development and Change, vol. 31, no. 5, 2000, pp. 1093–1095.
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Conclusion

 

The women of the cashew factories in Kerala suffer from greater
poverty, deprivation, and starvation than the average Malayalee, and
have largely been left behind in the exemplary historical develop-
ment of Kerala. Their story is a chronicle of shameless and oftentimes
brutal capitalist exploitation. To understand the identity and rational
agency of such female workers requires both an analysis of economic
forces as well as gender discourses and gender ideologies contribu-
ting to their continual subordination. The decisive theoretical point
of departure has been the fact that identities may be multiple and
fragmented, and constructed in the middle ground in which social
practice, ideologies, and discourses intersect. We have seen that such
identities may be passive, active, or either centrally or peripherally
politicized.

A widening gap between femininity and masculinity can be dis-
cerned in the historical development we have traced. An increasingly
dichotomized gender discourse has risen to the forefront, contribut-
ing to a more rigid gender division of labour, the introduction of male
breadwinner wages, and the emergence of trade unions with a male
power base. While the development pictured here is not meant to
imply a deterioration of material conditions for women, or taken as
romanticizing a better or gender-equal past, it does seek to highlight
the complexity of historical processes. Once one takes a gender
perspective, a polarization such as ‘traditional’ or ‘modern’ is seen as
flawed. The foregoing caution against seeing things as black or white
becomes especially visible when considering the repro ductive
sphere. What may be commonly accepted as ‘traditional’ social phen-
omena may turn out to be quite recent and ‘modern’

 

 – 

 

a finding that
not only applies in the case of Kerala, but may have application in
other contexts as well.

The earliest unions in the cashew sector do not appear to have
been hindered by Kerala’s traditional culture. After some initial
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difficulties, workers were unionized across caste barriers through the
collective struggles of the late 1930s and early 1940s. Union members
felt themselves well supported by their leaders during that period.
Gradually more hierarchical organizations evolved and the distance
between the rank-and-file and the leadership increased.

In examining the situation before the early 1950s, it is undeniable
that the trade union movement has brought about a number of labour
rights and ameliorated working conditions in the cashew industry.
Still, one cannot avoid concluding that female cashew workers belong
to one of Kerala’s most exploited groups. The limitations imposed
upon them by poverty and grossly unequal power relations between
capital and labour cannot alone account for the more pronounced ex-
ploitation of female workers over males. Neither can women’s al-
leged lack of class consciousness or ignorance of their rights serve as
any justification. Although they have had the potential for collective
power, women continue to suffer discriminatory and humiliating
treatment by their employers, and at the same time are largely ex-
cluded from setting the agenda in their own trade unions.

Because of the minimum annual working days requirement, a
large number of female cashew factory workers still do not receive
the protection of labour laws when it comes to wages, bonuses ,
maternity leave, or pensions, as employment in the cashew factories
has been seasonalized and decentralized. An artificially shortened
work year and the existence of unregistered factories have denied
many women access to the above rights. Regulations, where they do
exist, continue to be violated by private, unregistered factories – the

 

kudivarappus

 

, which have become extremely common since 1990. This
is a phenomenon linked to the general deregulation of trade and busi-
ness as part of the new ‘economic globalization’.

Most of the women interviewed, despite the fact that they were
members of trade unions and had participated in strikes and other
radical working class activities, were often forced to seek employ-
ment in such illegal factories. However, the fact that so many women
work in the informal sector at underpaid jobs outside the pale of
labour rights does not mean their class consciousness is lower than
men’s. The tendency of women to work in unregistered facilities should
be attributed not to a lack of consciousness, but to their identity. 

The class consciousness of female workers and their cognizance of
the capitalist forces behind their exploitation were clearly in evi-
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dence in my interviews. The women with whom I spoke acknow-
ledged the necessity of the trade union struggle. When it came to
identifying their own roles, however, responsibility for their children
took precedence over every other consideration. As individuals they
were inclined to visualize themselves in an active way as ‘women’ and
‘mothers’, rather than as radical workers whose discourse, as we have
seen, is a construction of masculinity.

The dominant gender discourse of the past decades urges a man to
show loyalty to his class even if his family is on the verge of starvation
– a view in great disparity with his titular role as provider for his
family. A clash, which confuses gender identities, between hegemon-
ic gender discourses and reality is apparent when one realizes that
the radicalism of such males has largely been built upon a co-depend-
ency: women’s support of their families. Thus, there is a structural
link between male success in trade union activities and the ideology
of seeing women merely as ‘supplementary providers’.

In the 1930s and 1940s low-caste women and men understood their
own identities principally in terms of caste affiliation, and then – as
the labour movement grew stronger – in terms of class as well. Today,
caste has a different meaning in Kerala than it did 60 or 70 years ago,
when caste identity was active in a most derogatory way for the low-
er castes, resulting in politicized

 

 

 

caste organizations. In those days,
Travancore had more male workers in its cashew factories than were
employed in similar plants in British India. It was very likely the rigid
caste system of Travancore and the unwillingness of women of high-
er castes to work with tasks such as shelling that slowed down the
gender codification of cashew work. 

Caste continues to remain a strong component of people’s identity
in the lower ranks of society. This is true at the level of employment
as well as with regard to marriage. Inter-caste marriages are rarely
encountered between former untouchables and higher castes. There
also still exists a link between presumed degree in the caste hierarchy
and the uncleanliness of a job. Although the hegemonic leftist dis-
course affirms that caste no longer has any relevance for people in
Kerala, a ‘silent’ discourse continues to acknowledge caste as an im-
portant identity.

Even if one may speak about an emerging class

 

 consciousness

 

, the
fact remains that a central, politicized

 

 

 

class

 

 identity

 

 has not taken a
firm hold on contemporary female workers. They continue to believe
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they belong to the working class – and their identity as such has been
politicized because they are engaged in collective class actions.
However, it remains a peripheral identity because their activities have
not empowered them: rather than emerging as leaders, they have
been led. On the way from a politicized identity based on caste to one
based on class, gender identity has become activated – in the spheres
of social practice, discourses, and ideologies – where ‘difference’ be-
tween men and women was stressed. 

The language of class has greatly obscured gender issues, and
women’s identity, increasingly based on gender, has not resulted in
political activities. The fact that female workers have not raised
feminist demands is not necessarily because they were entirely caught
up in hegemonic discourses and unable to go beyond the constructed
dominant knowledge about males and females. Instead, such women
have found that their acceptance of a gender division of labour, along
with the notion of male breadwinner wages and an ideology of de-
pendent housewives, has been a way of negotiating power relations.
In a society where capitalist and patriarchal forces have grown
stronger during the past 70 years, this seemed a practical strategy.
For poor women, in fact, even the slightest amelioration of their ma-
terial conditions has nourished their dream of femininity.

Looking forward, the driving force that may politicize these
women’s identities might be the excessive demand for 

 

modern dow-
ries

 

, as more and more women feel their position in gender negotia-
tions deteriorate below an acceptable level.

When it comes to gender relations, traditional high-caste values
have coincided with ‘modern’ Western gender ideologies that pro-
mote male breadwinners and female dependency. These changes,
although they have some high-caste elements, do not fall under the
category of Sanskritization, as they are gendered and partial. Capital-
ist forces were evidently behind the promulgation of a gender ide-
ology among the lower castes, who were then seen to ‘modernize’
their gender relations by separating women from men in the work-
place. Dependent housewives became the ideal, and poor women, de-
spite their desperate plight of trying to feed their family through
whatever work they could get, were officially labelled ‘supplemen-
tary wage earners’. Union leaders also ‘modernized’ gender relations
by supporting the internationally acknowledged system of male bread-
winner wages adopted by minimum wage committees in the 1950s.
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These committees (in imitation, as it was argued, of such ‘modern’
countries as Britain) actually recommended a strict gender division
of labour, in contrast to the situation prevailing earlier. Thus, several
agents may be identified within a process we may term the 

 

effemini-
zation

 

 of low-caste women.

 

Table 1. Various attributes related to gender 

 

Femininity Masculinity

1. Bodily attributes significant in the 
workplace: 

1. Bodily attributes significant in the 
workplace: 

 Weak  Strong

 Dexterous, facile  Coarse, awkward

 Untechnical  Technically-minded

2. Mental attributes of consequence 
in relationships:

2. Mental attributes of consequence 
in relationships:

 Patient  Impatient

 Docile  Unruly

 Loyal  Rebellious, unfaithful

 Home-oriented  Outgoing 

 Timid  Fearless, brave

3. Synthesis of resultant attributes: 3. Synthesis of resultant attributes:

 Dependent (housewife)  Supportive (breadwinner)

 Helpless  Protective

 Nurturing, emotional  Political, rational
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Effeminization 

 

would encompass the neologism 

 

housewifization

 

 – a
phenomenon related mainly to the extraction of surplus value in cap-
italist societies – coined to indicate ‘a process in which women are
socially defined as housewives, dependent for their sustenance on
the income of a husband, irrespective of whether they are de facto
housewives or not’.

 

1

 

 As proposed at the outset of this investigation,
however, 

 

effeminization

 

 carries a broader meaning and includes per-
ceptions of a woman’s outward appearance, mental attitude, and be-
haviour – in the workplace, in union participation, in the home, and
in society at large. It results in the increasingly stereotyped charac-
terization of females as the opposite of males. 

The linguistic dichotomy ‘femininity/masculinity’ manufactures
differences that bestow meaning on specific behaviours and, in turn,
give people their identities. Table 1 synthesizes a discourse of gender
dichotomies culled from reports, newspapers, trade unions accounts,
and interviews.

These attributes are neither universal nor timeless, but culturally
specific within a historical context. The discourse of femininity and
masculinity among low-caste women and men was not as dichotom-
ized in the first half of the twentieth century as it was to become after
the 1950s. Up to about the mid-1940s, low-caste members of both sexes
were considered capable of doing hard labour, going out at night, having
a drink in public places, providing for themselves, and dressing only
in a loincloth. Many low-caste men did not feel obliged to assert their
masculinity and performed jobs that were later characterized as
‘women’s work’. 

A new expression of femininity among today’s young women of
low-caste is manifest in the wearing of jewellery (although most can
only afford imitation gold) and in covering their bodies to a greater
and greater extent. The female body has become sexualized and there-
by subject to control in a way it was not in the 1930s and 1940s. Paying
large dowries to bridegrooms or their kin before they will accept a
woman in marriage is an overt part of this whole process of 

 

effemini-
zation

 

, and has resulted in an inferior identity for women. When stor-
ies about militant female trade union activists of the older generation
are recounted, younger family members often censure them, together

 

1. Maria Mies, 

 

The Lace Makers of Narsapur: Indian Housewives Produce for the World
Market

 

, London: Zed Books, 1982, p. 180.
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with any toddy-drinking women who would mingle with men, as some-
what backward and masculine adherents of an outmoded ‘traditional’
society. 

This study has attempted to position its analysis at the centre of
women’s lives. In trying to probe the depths of women’s experience
and identity, a variety of methods and theoretical approaches have
been engaged. Two epistemological traditions have been combined –
one primarily employing the concept of discourse, the other that of
ideology. Social practices have often conflicted with discourses and
ideologies. Between 1950 and 1970, the fact that female cashew work-
ers were the main breadwinners went counter to the hegemonic gen-
der ideology of the time, and the gender discourse. The same tension
has continued over the ensuing 30 years, although competing gender
ideologies have since appeared: one official, ‘modern’, and individu-
alistic, the other a more silent one that continues to be based on the
male breadwinner and female housewife model. The ‘modern’ gender
ideology has conflicted greatly with the hegemonic gender discourse,
and the resulting discordance of social practice, ideologies, and dis-
courses has confused gender identities among low-caste women and
men in Kerala. 

Discourses and ideologies affect each other in a dialectical way,
and both are interwoven in social practice. Working conditions, the
shifting gender division of labour, gender relations in the workplace
and in other arenas of social importance (such as trade unions),
gender ideologies, and gender discourses themselves are intercon-
nected fields. These are components to be taken into account in ana-
lyzing any society, regardless of period or location, if one is not only
to hypothesize, but gain insight into the actions of people and the
rationale for their strategies. 
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Appendix A: Subjects Interviewed 
and Factories Visited

 

I. Cashew workers interviewed in depth by gender, 
caste, year of birth, and occupation

 

Name Caste Year of 
birth

Occupation

Women: 45

 

1. Chirutha Kurava 1919 sheller
2. Ponni Kurava 1920 sheller
3. Kavitha Kurava 1920 sheller
4. Theye Kurava 1922 sheller
5. Velumbi Kurava 1930 sheller
6. Velamma Kurava 1940 sheller
7. Santha Kurava 1957 sheller
8. Sumathai Kurava 1964 sheller
9. Sunitha Kurava 1978 sheller
10. Ajitha Kurava 1980 sheller
11. Meena Kurava 1982 sheller

12. Kotha Pulaya 1919 sheller
13. Kunji Pulaya 1920 sheller
14. Chakki Pulaya 1927 sheller
15. Kalyani Pulaya 1933 sheller
16. Masis Ally Pulaya 1935 sheller
17. Kali Pulaya 1940 sheller
18. Sarojini Pulaya 1954 sheller
19. Lalitha Pulaya 1958 sheller
20. Meera Pulaya 1972 sheller
21. Geetha Pulaya 1973 sheller
22. Prasantha Pulaya 1980 sheller
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23. Devaki Ezhava 1918 sheller
24. Kunjukutty Ezhava 1923 grader
25. Sarasu Ezhava 1925 sheller
26. Sujatha Ezhava 1925 peeler
27. Gomathi Ezhava 1930 sheller
28. Seethu Ezhava 1938 peeler
29. Thankamoni Ezhava 1946 sheller
30. Chamally Ezhava 1955 peeler
31. Raji Ezhava 1957 sheller
32. Vasantha Ezhava 1964 peeler
33. Sandhya Ezhava 1978 peeler
34. Indira Ezhava 1980 peeler

35. Bharathiamma Nair 1912 peeler
36. Vijayamma Nair 1920 peeler, grader
37. Bhaggerathi Nair 1926 grader
38. Kousalya Nair 1928 grader
39. Asryamma Nair 1939 packer
40. Leela Nair 1950 grader, sheller
41. Chitra Nair 1968 peeler 
42. Gisiya Nair 1970 grader
43. Nalini Nair 1974 sheller
44. Renuka Nair 1978 grader

45. Meera Christian 1967 peeler

 

 
Men: 7

 

1. Velu Kurava 1923 sheller
2. Kuttan Kurava 1928 sheller
3. Venu Kurava 1930 sheller, roaster

4. Aiyyan Pulaya 1930 sheller
5. Arangan Pulaya 1931 sheller, roaster

6. K. Bhaskaran Ezhava 1924 tin filler (packer)
7. Prabhakaran Ezhava 1950 sheller, roaster
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II. Trade union leaders and politicians

 

 Women: 2
 Men: 14 

 

III. Supervisors, managers, staff

 

 Women: 1
 Men: 17

 

IV. Civil servants and journalists

 

 Women: 1
 Men: 6

 

V. Factories visited 1997–2000

 

 State-owned: 2
 Private companies in Kerala: 10
 Private companies in Tamil Nadu: 2 
 Unregistered factories in Kerala: 2

 

VI. Short interviews of female workers in one factory 
(January 1998) 

 

Shellers 37
Peelers 34
Graders 10
Packers  4

Total 85
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Appendix B: Tables B1–B6

 

Table B1. Number of marriages with dowries paid and received among
Scheduled Castes (mainly Pulayas and Kuravas), 1935–99

 

Dowry 
paid

 No 
dowry

Total   Dowry 
received

No 
dowry

Total

 

1935–49 0  14  14 —  7  7
1950–59 0  15  15 0  6  6
1960–69 4 10  14 0  19  19

(29%)
1970–79 11 12  23 4 17  21

(48%) (19%)
1980–89 12 11  23 7 16  23

(52%) (30%)
1990–99 15 5  20 7 10  17

(75%) (41%)

Total 42  67 109 18  75  93

 

Table B2. Number of marriages with dowries paid and received among
Ezhavas and other middle castes, 1935–99

 

 Dowry 
paid

 No 
dowry

Total  Dowry 
received 

No 
dowry

Total

 

1935–49 0 12  12  0  4  4
1950–59 1 9  10  0  6  6

(10%)
1960–69 3 6  9  0  7  7

(33%)
1970–79 6 5  11  1  13  14

(55%) (7%)
1980–89 9 5  14  3 10  13

(64%) (23%)
1990–99 14 4  18  6  8  14

(78%) (43%)

Total 33 41  74 10  48  58
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Table B3. Number of marriages with dowries paid and received
among Nairs, 1935–99

 

 Dowry 
paid

 No 
dowry

Total Dowry 
received

No 
dowry

 Total

 

1935–49 1 9  10  0  8  8
(10%)

1950–59 2 11  13  1 8  9
(15%) (11%)

1960–69 8 16  24  2 13  15
(33%) (13%)

1970–79 9 5  14  6  9  15
(64%) (40%)

1980–89 15 4  19  6 6  12
(79%) (50%)

1990–99 14 5  19  9 5  14
(74%) (64%)

Total 49  50  99 24  49 73

 

Table B4. Amount of dowry paid or received among Scheduled
Castes (mainly Pulayas and Kuravas), 1960–99

 

(Cash in Indian rupees, land in acres, gold in grams.)

 

1960–69 1970–79 1980–89 1990–99

 

Cash Land Gold Cash Land Gold Cash Land Gold Cash Land Gold

 

0 0.04 0 1,000 0 16 5,000 0 0 10,000 0 0
0 0.04 0 5,000 0 0 7,000 0 0
0 0.05 16 0 0.03 0 3,000 0 16
0 0.04 0 2,000 0 0 2,000 0 16
0 0.05 0 2,000 0 0 2,000 0 24
0 0.10 0 10,000 0 24 0 0.03 16

10,000 0 16 15,000 0 24
5,000 0.04 16
6,000 0.05 40
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Table B5. Amount of dowry paid or received among Ezhavas and
other middle castes, 1960–99

 

(Cash in Indian rupees, land in acres, gold in grams.)

 

1960–69 1970–79 1980–89 1990–99

 

Cash Land Gold Cash Land Gold Cash Land Gold Cash Land Gold

 

0 0.20 0 0 0.30 0 25,000 0 16 30,000 0 16
0 0.04 0 0 0.25 16 10,000 0 40 20,000 0 24
0 0.03 16 0 0.05 16 20,000 0 24 25,000 0 56
0 0.03 0 1,000 0 24 5,000 0.04 16 0 0.05 16
0 0 32 2,000 0 24 2,000 0 16 5,000 0 24

300 0 0 1,000 0.035 24 10,000 0 40 3,000 0 16
1,000 0.035 24 7,000 0 0 10,000 0 24

15,000 0 40 0 0 40
0 0.05 0 6,000 0.02 40

3,000 0 24 10,000 0 40

 

Table B6. Amount of dowry paid or received among Nairs, 
1940–99

 

(Cash in Indian rupees, land in acres, gold in grams.)

 

1940–59 1960–69 1970–79 1980–89 1990–99

 

Cash Land Gold Cash Land Gold Cash Land Gold Cash Land Gold Cash Land Gold

 

0 0.20 0 0 0.07 24 0 0.10 24 0 0.10 0 40,000 0 24
0 0.15 0 0 0.15 56 0 0.12 16 35,000 0 40 40,000 0 40

0 0.10 40 0 0.10 48 30,000 0 80 10,000 0.05 16
5,000 0.05 16 10,000 0 40 15,000 0 16

— — 5,000 0.06 24
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Glossary

 

Avarna

 

Hindus not belonging to any of the four varnas

 

Ayah

 

children’s nurse in factories

 

Borma

 

oven for drying cashew nuts

 

Brahmins

 

priests and religious teachers in the varna 
system 

 

Dewan

 

 the highest ranking official in princely states 
prior to Independence 

 

Dharma

 

Hindu concept for ‘individual duty’ and 
‘appropriateness’ (also cosmic principle and 
divine standard of conduct)

 

Dhoti

 

loin-cloth

 

Ezhavas, Izhavas

 

caste in Travancore and Kerala, traditionally 
related to work with coconut trees, here defined 
as a middle caste

 

Harijans

 

‘children of God,’ concept introduced by Gandhi 
for ‘untouchables’

 

Jati

 

‘birth,’ an endogamous group (caste), earlier 
associated with distinct occupations

 

Kshatriyas

 

category in the varna system associated with 
rulers and warriors

 

Kudivarappu

 

clandestine, illegal processing of cashew nuts

 

Kuravas avarna

 

, former slave caste in Travancore and 
Kerala, traditionally agricultural workers, 
registered as a Scheduled Caste

 

Marumakkathayam

 

matrilineal system of kinship and inheritance

 

Moopan

 

recruiter, intermediary

 

Nairs, Nayars

 

caste in Travancore and Kerala, traditionally 
landowners. Here defined as high-caste

 

Nambuthiri Brahmins

 

caste in Travancore and Kerala, traditionally 
landowners and priests, considered highest in 
the caste hierarchy
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Onam

 

important

 

 

 

festival in August or September

 

Parayans avarna

 

, former slave caste in Travancore and 
Kerala, traditionally agricultural workers, 
registered as a Scheduled Caste

 

Pulayas avarna

 

, former slave caste in Travancore and 
Kerala, traditionally 
agricultural workers, registered as a Scheduled 
Caste

 

Purdah

 

‘veil,’ female seclusion

 

Sanskritization

 

emulation of cultural behavior of a higher caste 
in order to raise one’s ritual status

 

Satyagraha

 

civil unrest, protest

 

Savarna

 

Hindus belonging to one of the four varnas

 

Scheduled Castes

 

administrative concept to identify unprivileged 
groups, in reality identical with former 
untouchables

 

Shudras

 

category in the varna system associated with 
peasants and servants

 

Sovereign

 

unit of weight = 8 grams

 

Stridhana

 

womens wealth, dowry controlled and owned 
by the bride

 

Taravad

 

house and property of the matrilineal Nairs

 

Untouchables

 

castes outside the varna system, considered 
ritually unclean

 

Vaishyas

 

category in the varna system, associated with 
trade and handicraft

 

Varna

 

‘colour’, four hierarchical categories in the 
Hindu caste system: Brahmins, Kshatriyas, 
Vaishyas, and Shudras
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