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UNPRECEDENTED UNITY 

On January 28 something big happened in Kerala, th� like 
of which this country has not witnessed before. The Banrlli 
organised on that day in order to protest against !he reduction 
in the rice ration was so complete that it defied all description 
and would have been unbelievable hut for the fact that there 
were lakhs and lakh, of people who actually went through 
the experience. A II factorit·s, est;i hi i,h 111('11 ts. ci 11ema houses, 
hot·els, restaurants, eating housl's, schools, colleg<'s, educational 
institutions, banks, etc., were clo�etl and the workers and 
office employees poured forth into the streets in their thou�ands. 

.hen the panvalas' shops participated in the hartal and the 
street hawkers for once in their life had ;i holiday. It was 
reported that in Calicut, where one street coffee ve;1dor tried 
to do bu<;i11ess 011 that day, his pots, glasses, stove etc. and the 
whole outfit was remo,·ed am! he was given a compulsory 
holidaf Tn some remote village ferries, t·he boatmen tied up 
their boats and walked away and people were put· to a little 
difficulty in cros,ing over from one place to another. 

All public transport· went· of
f 

the ro.ids, t·he railways were 
stopped. Only a few government office, put up a show of 
working, actually no work was clone on that clay. Even private 
cars were not· allowed to ply 1111less the people's volunteers 
were satisfied that there was some good aud adequate reason 
for it such as taking a patient to hospit·al or a doctor to a 
patient's bedside, etc. 

\,Ve have been accustomed to use such phrases as people's 
unity and united action and so on; but none even in his fondest 
imagination would have dreamt of such tremendous unity of 
a whole people on a single issue. But it did happen. 

How did it happen and why? There is no need to make an 
elaborate or profound analysis; the reasons arc so very obvious 





August 5, and the news appearing day by day was quite 
,disturbing. There was no doubt in the minds of the mcrn bcrs 
-0£ the Samiti that if ultimately war broke out we will have
to call off the entire agitation and dedicate all our energies to
<lefence efforts. And this was what happened. War broke out
on September 1. The Samiti gave a call to switch all activities
in the direction of defence and instead of carrying out strikes
and hartals on September 28 to bring out big demonstrations
against Pak aggression, in defence of the motherland
. After the cease-fire, when the situation began to return to 

the normal the food position became worse. Suddenly, from 
January 9, 1966, the Kerala government announced a reduction 
of the rice content in the ration from 6 oz to 4 oz per adult 
per day. A tremendous wave of indignation swept the state; 
angry editorials were splashed in newspapers, protest meetings 
and demonstrations were held voicing the intense feelings of 
the people. In this situation, the Kcrnla San1ara Samiti again 
met on January 18 and decickd to call for a general strike and 
hartal on February 1. 

It was not the left partie� alone thnt tl1011ght and spoke in 
terms of agitation and struggle, and tones of anger. Shri C. M. 
Stephen, one of the stalwarts of the Kcrnla Pradesh Congress 
Committee and the INTUC, said on Ja11uary 10: "[f the central 
government intends to starve the people of Kcntla and throw 
them into the sea after binding their hand� nnd feet, the INTUC 
·cannot be a party to it. The Union Food Minister should not
treat the food problem of Kerala as a child's play. This is
playing with fire. If continued, it is dangerous."

The Mathru.bhoomi, one of the leading Malayalam dailies,
,md traditionally reflecting Congress opinion, wrote a powerful
editorial asking Subramaniam to get out if he cannot give rice
for Kerala. Here are a few sentences from the editorial entitled
WILL YOU GET OUT? - "Will you please get out, or should 
we kick you out? We are putting this question to the Central 
Minister for Food and to all other Central Ministers who are 
incapable of an all-India vision and who cannot take Kerala in 
it. We are not in the least angry at every one of them. We 
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have even great admiration for the ability which Shri Subra­
maniam is reputed to have shown some time ago. But what 
is the use of saying all that now? Today India's Food Minister 
:has become incapable of reaching food to the people of India­
Jo the people of Kerala at any rate." 

And again: "But he must step down and until such time 
;as we find a Kidwai again let there be no Food Minister." "Win­
ning the war in Kashmir and winning the peace through the 
Tashkent talks is all good. But if its message is Teaching us 
through the denial of even 4 oz of rice to the hungry stomachs 
,of Kerala, it may give rise to a tremendous flare up in these 
-stomachs and brains."

These words were written not by any leftist agitator but by 
,one of the doyens of Malayalam journalism, one of the founders 
of the Congress in Kerala, a man· whom the Government of 
lndia thought worthy of their confidence by appoiD,ting him 
once as our High Commissioner in Ceylon and again by con­
fening upon him now the title of "Padma Vibhushan" in 
the yeai· of 1965. These words were written by none other 
than Shri K. P. Kesava Menon, Editor of Mathrubhoomi. 

Less vitriolic but none the less firm was the voice of Malayala 
Manor�ma another leading daily in Malayalam edited by an­
()ther "Padrna Vibhushan", Shri K. M. Cherian, who also has 
once adorned the high place of President of the All-India News­
-paper Editors' Conference. Here are a few extracts from an 
editorial he wrote in the issue of the paper coming out on the 
morning of the Band Ii itself: "Today, a one-day hartal is being 
-observed according to the programme already announced. It is
{1ur belief that the success of the hartal will do some good." 

And again, "In these circumstances the hartal has been 
organised with a view to open the eyes of the surplus states 
in India and of the Central Food Ministry and to apprise them 
-of the serious food situation in Kerala. In our view, the hartal
that is taking place today in Kerala will only strengthen the
hands of the Prime Minister who is pledged to exterid a helping
band to Kerala. Neither enmity to the central government nor
11:he intention to create difficulties for it are the objects of this
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hartal. This hartal should be considered as a dcmo11stration to 
support those who like the new Minister of State, Shri Panam­
pilli,. Shri A. M. Thomas and other MPs from Kera la are­
working in cooperation with the Prime Minister for solving 
Kerala's food problem. This hartal is a kind of mental and 
emotional exertion of pressure upon both surplus states and 
foreign countries which can supply us with food." 

For want of space, it is not possible to quote from other 
papers. Every shade of public opinion in the state was veering 
towards support to the "Kera la Bandit". 

The Samara Samiti had fixed February 1 as the day of 
struggle. On the same day that the Samiti took this decision 
at Trivandrum, the Coordinating Committee of Trade Unions 
in the Cochin-Ernakulam-Alwaye area consisting of representa-· 
tives of about 40 trade unions took a unanimous decision to, 
call a general strike on the issue of food on February 3. This is 
the main industrial area in the state and in the 40 trade unions, 
there were, besides the AlTUC, 11 MS ;1 ncl UTUC unions, inde-: 
pendent unions a ffiliated to no central organisation and run by 
Congressmen such as for instance lhe unions in the FACT, Tatas,. 
etc. 

The Kerala Pradesh Congress Committee meeting in Ernaku­
lam on the 22nd in such circumst·ances decided to draw the­
nation's attention to the "explosive" rood situation in Kerala 
by a statewide observance of a protest week from January 27 
and a one-day hartal, besides sending a large contingent of 
Congressmen to the Jaipur AICC session. The meeting did not 
fix the actual date for the hartal but authorised the President 
to fix a date in consultation with the other political parties. 

This was a very significant decision because the KPCC did not 
want merely a separate show of their own, but were prepared· 
to join hands with all other -parties and elements so as to· 
present a united front on such a vital issue as food. This 
welcome decision enabled all parties to come together and· 
ultimately January 28 was agreed upon as the common date for 
the Ba11dh, although the KPCC and the Samara Samiti were not 
.able to form a united action council for conducting the struggle 
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but had to issue separate calls. The Coordinating Committee of 
Trade Unions in Ernakulam also changed the date of their 
strike to the 28th. Complete unanimity, more or less, was thus 
brought about on the question of having a "Kerala Bandit" on 
:the 28th. 

Nor were the state and central government employees 
Yemaining idle. Of course, they could not take part in a struggle 
Jed by political parties. But neither were they indifferent to the 
food situation. They felt the pinch of the rising prices much 
more than other sections of the people like the organised indus­
trial workers, because they were not compensated adequately 
for rise in the cost of living by DA. This applies especially to

the state government employees because they have not the 
benefit of guaranteed rise in DA for every 10 point increase in 
the index, which the central government employees have. 

Besides, the Kerala NGOs had a particular cause for complaint 
:at this moment. A Pay Commission, which was appointed by 
the Governor's regime some time ago to go into the pay scales 
,of state government employees, had submitted a report recom­
mending such meagre benefits for them, that all their organisa­
tions were compelled to summarily reject the recommendations 
of the 'commission. They had demanded a review of the report 
by an independent authority to whom they could submit their 
objection to the Ieport. The Governor Shri Jain had at first 
:accepted this demand, but did nothing to implement his promise 
and later on retracted his promise. This was an additional cause 
for grievances so far as the state NG0s were concerned. 

So the coordinating committee of the central and state 
·government employees in Trivandrum gave a call to attend
office on the Bandit day with badges inscribed with the words:
'"We are hungry! We want rice!" and also organise demon­
strations and meetings in the evening after office hours.

The only party which did not officially participate in the 
"Bandit was the Kerala Congress, the organisation of dissident 
Congressmen who had broken away from the KPCC as an after­
math of the disciplinary action following the no-confidence 
motion against the Sankar Ministry. But it did not mean that 
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untoward incidents had been avoided, the hartal observed all 
over Kerala on Friday last was one about which the people· of 
;Kerala can - justifiably be proud. Except in very few places, the 
rpeople in the large majority of cases are to be congratulated on 
the perfectly. peaceful way in which they observed 'Kerala 
Bandh' ." This is a paper which can never be accused of having 
any tendency or softness towards leftists or leftism. 
· Here is what the Kerala Kaiimiidi, an independent daily, had

to say about the events on the 28th: "The hartal of the 28th
was a complete success except for the few stray undesirable
incidents ... . But that in the course of a protest action, which
was resorted to by the people of Kerala after having reached
the lowest depths of despair, there was not 100 per cent non­
violence is nothing unexpected or to be surprised at."

Apart from the big noise that is being made about violence 
by the interested quarters, the actual account of these reported 
instances of violence as put out by government agencies them­
!iclves wi 11 give the lie direct to these stories. The following 
extract from the report in the Hindu dated January 29 is 
quite revealing: "An official spokesman today said that the 
loss to state government property as a result of vandalism by 
unruly crowds and urchins was estimated at Rs. 50,000. About 
a dozen policemen including a Sub-Inspector were injured yes• 
terday as a result of being mobbed by crowds in the Trichur 
Collectorate and before the office of a Malayalam daily in 
Ernakulam." 

This is all! And to accuse a whole people or their leaders 
of mob violence and hooliganism on a vast scale and conjure 
up lurid pictures of burning, looting and rioting, etc., is a 
cheap exercise in sensationalism; nothing more. We in India 
have had ample experience of mass struggles in the past. Let 
us not go into the experience of the days of the national move­
ment, especially 1942, led by Gandhiji himself. Quite recently, 
we· have had the experience of 1965 anti-Hindi agitation in 
Tamilnad, and of Kerala's own "Liberation Struggle" of 1959. 
Let any honest man ask himself the question whether in the 
Kerala Bandh action there was even one-millionth part of the 
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violence associated with those struggles. The answer is obvious. 
-Let us not lose all sense of proportion, let us not delude our-
-selves. The outstanding fact is that the Kerala Bandh was a
:surprisingly peaceful action by any standards.

The strangest part of this peculiar drama is this, that on 
January 28 the streets of the capital city of Trivandrum wit­
nessed the very unusual spectacle of a Governor riding an open 
,t:ar along with his wife, greeting the people, exhorting them 
to be peaceful l And the people themselves cleared the road for 
him by removing obstacles-these streets are supposed to be the 
·.scenes of the orgies of violence about which all the penpushers
:and scribes of the kept press write with such gusto! Mr. Jain
bimself has said that he has never in his life before received
so many cheers as on that morning. Is this the mood and
oehaviour of a people indulging in acts of violence?

What it was that brought about a metamorphosis in Mr. Jain 
in the course of the day, it is difficult to guess; but in the 
evening at about 5 o'clock we see quite a new Mr. Jain, com­
-pletely transformed calling a hurried press conference regaling 
lurid stories of mob violence, holding out dire threats of sup­
-pression and punishment and altogether acting the part of a 
saw-dust dictator: "Mob violence had occurred and is occurring 
in parts of the state," he declared, and he further said that 
·"neither the Government of Indi.a nor he could be coerced by a
-violent demonstration" and he appealed to all the parties to
·suspend the agitation.

Considering the fact that all parties had made it absolutely 
,clear that the Bandli was only for a single day and that day 
was nearing its close without any great incidents and there 
remained only the public meetings in the evening, it · was 
beyond comprehension what after all was the point in the 
·Governor's appeal.

The President of the KPCC, Mr. K. C. Abraham, and Mr. 
'Stephen of the INTUC immediately afterwards came out with 
statements condemning violence· and calling off the agitation. 
"The synchronisation of these appeals has legitimately given rise 
;to a suspicion in people's minds that it was the result of a 
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a ration of 6 oz can be assured to the people of Kerala as well ·I
as the people of Madras, Andhra, etc., they will be satisfied. 
That is the universal feeling in Kerala. 

Some very atrociously stupid arguments have been used in 
this debate by very· intelligent people like Subramaniam and 
Brahrnananda Reddy. Is there no end to pampering Kerala ?­
they have asked in effect by pointing out that in certain parts 
of Andhra and Rajasthan the availability is not even 4 oz of 
grain. Whose fault is it?, We have every sympathy for the 
starving people in parts of Rajasthan and Anclhra, no less iii 

than for starving people in Kerala. They are all Indians-our J 
brothers. 

If in any part of the country the availability of foodgrains 
is below 12 oz it is a sign of maldistribution, for no economist 
of repute has put down !lie per capita availability of food­
grains in India at present al· less than 13.5 oz. So if in Andhra 
or Rajasthan or any other p:1rt of the co11nlry there i� star-
vation, it means only that the govrrnmcnt should take step.s 1 to introduce rationing and procurrmcnt all over the country, l 
and not that Kerala also should be starved. 

Finally a word about procurement in Kerala. It has become 
the practice for the apologists of government policy, especially 
hailing from Madras, to point out that when the Kera1a 
government has failed to procure even 2.5 per cent of the 
marketable surplus of rice in the state, it have no right to 
insist upon getting rice from Madras where the government 
have succeeded in procuring about 50 per cent of the market­
able surplus. But it is very difficult to believe rhis claim of 
Madras in rhe absence of any authoritative pronouncement from 
the union government. 1311t that apart, it should be made per­
fectly clear tbat the left parties in Kcrala who have led the 
food agitation are no less anxious to make procurement in 
Kerala as effective as possible. But· Kcrala unfortunately is 
under president's rule and if procurement· there is not effective 
the responsibility is Shri Subramaniam's. We are for monopoly 
procurement and nationalisation of wholesale trade in Kerala 
also. Let, there be no doubt about it. 
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