Challenging Inflation: The Second World War, Question of Dearness Allowance
and the Mill Workers’ General Strike of 1940

A similar war was fought in 1914, and prices of commaodities were increased as at
present, but the toiling masses of India were not so well awakened and organised
and hence, they could not agitate to secure war allowance immediately after the war
broke out. But this time, the masses had become wiser of their past experience, and
as such, they could not rest content until they got at least a 40 per cent increase in
their present wage.?
Speaking at a conference held in Bombay barely a couple of months after the declaration
of war, R.A. Khedgikar, an elected M.L.A articulated workers’ concerns with the
imperatives of the war economy, which would intensify workers’ exploitation and mill
owners profiteering tendencies. As the mill owners and colonial state geared up to meet
high production targets to tach military needs, workers based on their past experience
of the First World War came together to formulate their grievances. The outbreak of
World WAR 11 in the scholarly works has been primarily associated with the deepening
tensions and bitter conflicts at the workshop, especially with the mounting pressures on
the jobbers' system. The war, however, was also a catalytic period of wage politics, as
the demand for better wages and dearness allowance acquired popular appeal among a
range of wage earners in Bombay. With the millworkers’ six-week-long general strike
of 1940, seeking a dearness allowance to match the rising cost of living, the question of

wage payment acquired centre stage within workers’ politics.

Millworkers rejected the employer's offer to grant a ten per cent rise in wages and struck
work to secure a 40 per cent wage increase and dearness allowance. The broader support
for the strike and the demand for the dearness allowance could be understood from the
support mill workers’ general strike acquired from the city’s diverse wage earners. In
the course of the general strike, workers employed in railway workshops and loco sheds,
Letho Presses, timber and saw-mills, tramway, soap and oil factories, silk, woolen and
rice factories, hotel workers of Madanpura along with grocers, shopkeepers, teachers at

secondary schools struck work in support of the general strike. What started as a general
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strike of the mill workers soon turned into a city-wide industrial action where workers
employed in diverse sectors not just perceived the implication of the war on their lives

but formulated their response to it.

The paper, moving beyond the conflicts of the shop floors, chronicles the workers’
collective struggle to acquire a dearness allowance in Bombay. Using archival
resources, contemporary newspapers, and other documents, the paper intends to explore
how the question of dearness allowance became embedded in workers’ political action
and prompted a popular mobilisation of wage earners in the city. | argue that the forty-
day-long Dearness Allowance Strike in March 1940 was a significant event in Bombay,
which not only highlighted workers’ impending distress but even transcended, though
momentarily, the occupational and social divisions among the workers. The mill
workers’ general strike for dearness allowance led to a broader commonality among the
city’s wage earners. Similar strikes in the city and other industrial centres followed it.
The general strike organised around the demands of higher wages and dearness
allowance, the paper argues, however, not only bore to the fore the issue of price rise,
but it further acquired a distinct anti-colonial and politically subversive meaning in the
wake of the war. During the general strike, a connection between safeguarding workers’
material interests and their civic and political rights was often drawn, giving the

industrial protest a distinct political meaning.



