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Abstract
Industrial technology introduced by the colonial government in India resulted in the de-industrialization of Indian indus-
tries. However, this was not the case with all industrial technologies. Rice milling, which came as an advanced technology 
over the indigenous hand-pounding, affected hand-pounding but did not disturb the rural economy as hand-pounding was 
an auxiliary occupation. Rice de-husking evolved from simple hand-pounding to mechanized milling with some regional 
variations. It did not face much opposition like that of mechanized spinning and power looms. It was quickly accepted as 
it offered opportunities to the newly emerged peasant capitalists mostly from the upper and forward castes. Modern irriga-
tion projects created by colonial engineers such as Sir Arthour Cotton provided a positive environment for the phenomenal 
increase in paddy cultivation, and thus, rice milling became essential. This paper offers an understanding of rice milling as 
an everyday small technology and its connections with culture and rural economy through a focus on the introduction of 
industrial technology, technology-induced changes, industrial policy of the government, and ruptures between indigenous 
and western technology.
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1  Introduction

The colonizer’s interest in colonizing every sphere of a 
colony was part of a larger program of colonization. In 
colonial India, it could be argued that the three important 
processes- modernization of irrigation, agriculture, and 
agro-processing—were interconnected and followed a 
logical sequence. Without the earlier two, the latter would 
not have been possible. The agro-processing was small and 
scattered, but was the colonial government's first large-scale 
revenue generation initiative before it decided on any large-
scale state investment into industrial development. In fact, it 
was a testing sample to understand the remunerative poten-
tial of the massive colonial project called the ‘industrializa-
tion’ of British India, which intentionally or unintention-
ally had linked some of the supposedly self-contained and 
self-supplied Indian village units to a potential network of 
markets and towns.

In the general economic picture of the three presidencies, 
Bengal Bombay, and Madras, the last was industrially underde-
veloped, backward, and occupied third position. The Director of 
Industries of the Presidency had rightly assessed that the Madras 
was not rich in minerals and suggested that industrialization's 
first step was mechanization of traditional occupations like rice-
hulling, oil crushing, and others.1 Nasir Tyabji’s work on the 
groundnut industry also substantiates this argument. He argues 
that the most striking feature of industrial development in colo-
nial Madras up to the Second World War was the presidency’s 
relative backwardness as compared to Bengal and Bombay.2

2 � Historical context

In colonial Andhra, paddy was one of the main crops in 
Krishna, Godavari, Visakhapatnam, Ganjam, Guntur, and 
Nellore. Except, for the Ganjam district which was a dry 
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area, the entire coastal region was fertile. The modernization 
of the irrigation systems through the execution of irrigation 
projects such as the Nagavali System in the north coastal 
district of Vizagapatam, Godavari, and the Kistna Systems in 
central and coastal Andhra was the first step towards trans-
forming coastal Andhra into a rice-rich region. The Naga-
vali System which irrigated large portions of the Vizagapa-
tam district was completed in 1909 at the cost of Rs. 1.88 
lakhs, the Gadavari System was conceived by Sir Arthur 
Cotton (who suggested the construction of anicut (dam) on 
the Godavari River at Dowlaishweram and the execution of 
three canals in 1840) transformed the famine prone Godavari 
area into the agriculturally rich belt and the Krishna System 
also executed by Cotton at Bezawada watered the Krishna 
delta (Krishnaswami, 1947, p. 12). These large irrigation 
projects re-structured the agriculture of the Telugu region 
of the presidency which was known as Circar. Almost 50% 
of the land in the presidency was brought under cultivation, 
especially in Krishna–Godavari delta. These dams were the 
symbols of the new economy. The dams led agriculture and 
also created new market towns such as Tadepalligudem, 
Nidadavolu, Akividu in West Godavari district, and Gudi-
vada in Krishna district (Rao, 1958, p. 32). The growth in 
the production of agricultural commodities such as newly 
introduced groundnut, cotton, and paddy led to the establish-
ment of agro-processing industries such as decorticating, 
ginning presses, and rice mills. Among these industries, in 
the northern parts, the rice milling industry was important 
and was suitable to the region where paddy cultivation was 
more than other crops.

Despite the well-developed irrigation canal networks, the 
coastal Andhra region was underdeveloped in the spheres of 
agro-processing industries except for rice mills. One of the 
main reasons for such a situation was that, unlike the south, 
the north of the Presidency, the Telugu-speaking area, was 
not well endowed with waterfalls for cheap power genera-
tion. The hydroelectricity in the Presidency became a prime 
determining source of industrial development.

Intensive modern agriculture also resulted in the emer-
gence of a new category of agriculturists and investors, 
such as rich peasants or peasant capitalists and skilled and 
unskilled agricultural laborers. This again caused the birth of 
agro-industries in the emerging inland business towns such 
as Bezawada and port towns of Coconada and Visakapa-
tam, as centers of routing agricultural produce to the internal 
markets (i.e., neighboring presidencies) and external mar-
kets (England and its colonies) and as centers of rural and 
urban connection which absorbed the agricultural produce. 
These towns were the backbones of the whole process. The 
emergence of these towns also promoted new peasant capi-
talists who established their new agro-industries and other 
commercial establishments in the towns. Finally, these peas-
ant capitalists not only furthered the region's economy as 

agriculturists and argo-industrialists but also strengthened 
the freedom movement by working as political representa-
tives of the Indian National Congress.

3 � Rice pounding: the indigenous method

The evolution of the paddy cleaning techniques in Andhra 
represents a technological culture that seems to have 
emerged from the intersectional diffusion of techniques. 
The two tools used in hand pounding of paddy: Rolu (mor-
tar) and Rokali (a wooden pastle or pounder), were made 
partially by village carpenters and stonemasons. Both of 
these communities were Sudras., Therefore, the shift from 
this indigenous to the mechanized rice hulling indicated the 
replacement of indigenous grain cleaning culture interwoven 
with caste, gender, culture, and economy to the mechanized 
cleaning process, which created a new social status, groups, 
and culture. Rice pounding was a subsidiary occupation that 
had been practiced for a long time. Though primarily it was 
women’s work, men also pound rice to supplement their 
agricultural income.

Hand pounding was time-consuming work. The paddy 
and other grains, pulses, and spices were ground and cleaned 
using this method. In other words, this invention was an easy 
and solo solution for every home. In the northern parts of the 
Presidency, till the end of the first decade of the twentieth 
century, almost rice was manually cleaned. From the turn 
of the twentieth century, the situation in the newly created 
urban sphere slowly began to change as new grain-process-
ing technology began to appear. The hand-pound rice's nutri-
tive value and vitamin content continued to support the hand 
pounding. The specific characteristic of hand pounding was 
that it was purely household work. Before the rice milling 
set in, rice was husked and cleaned through hand pounding 
and other locally improved methods mostly for consump-
tion, not for export or other commercial purposes.

4 � Evolution of the rice milling industry

Rice mills were a popular domestic industry in the region. 
Hand pounding has a long history. Yet, it could not withstand 
the impact of modern rice milling technology. Replacing the 
animate power with that of the inanimate was an important 
milestone in its evolution. The animate power i.e., women 
and men were replaced with engines working with kero-
sene oil, liquid fuel, and steam engines furnished by boilers 
installed with furnaces capable of burning the paddy husk 
and, finally the electricity. The motive power in the rice mill-
ing industry was continuously replaced as every new system 
proved better than the previous.
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Rice milling is a part of a process called paddy-rice pro-
cessing and it could be more comprehensively defined as 
post-harvesting operations on paddy to produce eatable rice. 
The process involves drying, handling storage, parboiling, 
milling, and transporting (Wimberly, 1969, p. 6). Rice mill-
ing absorbed most of the agrarian surplus in the twentieth 
century through productive investment. Rice was consumed 
in various forms: boiled, broken, and coarse. It was pro-
duced through three processes: the traditional huller, the 
under-run disc huller, and modern rice milling. Each system 
involved the same process i.e., drying, storage, parboiling, 
and milling, but the difference was only in how each step 
is achieved.

Alfred Chatterton, a British engineer-administrator3 who 
had explored the possibilities of modernizing various indig-
enous arts and crafts in the Madras Presidency, provides the 
first picture in his industrial notes on Godavari and Krishna 
deltas. He noted that these deltas were the most suitable 
for rice milling as the paddy production had drastically 
increased. At the beginning of the second decade, irrigated 
areas in these two deltas amounted to one and a half million 
acres, most of which were devoted to cultivating paddy. The 
availability of rice hullers of a small size encouraged traders 
and peasants to install mills in the rice tracts of the Presi-
dency. The salient features of these small machines were 
that they could be driven by an oil engine or a pump. The 
farmers installed rice hullers, flour milling machines, and 
oil milling whenever there was no necessity for lifting water 
(Chatterton, 1912).

With the introduction of the mechanized rice cleaning 
system, the new method began to affect hand pounding and 
other paddy husking systems in the Presidency as well as in 
coastal Andhra. While the number of rice mills increased, 
the number of rice pounders started declining. At the end of 
1911, rice mills in the Madras Presidency were 149. This 
number had grown to 463 between 1911 and 1921. In the 
period between 1901 and 1911, there was a strong move-
ment in favor of the lease of machinery for hulling paddy 
and cleaning rice, and these facts were reflected in the fig-
ures of rice pounders, which had decreased from 1,67,956 in 
1901 to 1,25,674 in 1911. The difference between these two 
figures is 42,282 or 25%.4 Though there might be a little var-
iation, the same might have been the experience in coastal 
Andhra. This was not seen as a big threat. Moreover, the 

availability of small rice hullers with small capital invest-
ment encouraged local investment in rice mills.

Rich peasants in Andhra did not hesitate to invest capital 
in small rice mills. They began mills consisting of one or 
two hullers driven by one oil engine of 12–15 hp per huller 
and employed two to three working hands.5 This resulted in 
further penetration of rice mills into rural areas. Many rice 
mills were not recognized and listed in the official list of 
industries because of their size. This was possible because 
factories that sought the official recognition needed to fulfill 
certain requirements, e.g., a business establishment employ-
ing less than twenty working hands, were not recognized as 
a factory. Though the number of operating hands in mills, 
increased over the course of time, they were not listed in 
the category of industries. In fact, the definition of factory 
rendered it difficult to establish the capacity of production, 
its capacity of employment, its commercial viability, and 
its contribution to the development of the Andhra region.6

Due to the First World War scenario, we see the emer-
gence of big rice mills. Though these mills could not be 
included in the category of big industries, they were bigger 
in size and employed more working hands. As the situa-
tion was already favorable for the emergence of big rice 
mills, the Andhra region of the presidency had shown posi-
tive signs. Compared to the rest of the regions, the Andhra 
had more big rice mills by the beginning of the twentieth 
century's second decade. For instance, there were 62 rice 
mills in the presidency by the end of the year 1911–1912.7 
Out of these, 57 were concentrated in the coastal areas of 
Guntur, Krishna, and Godavari regions, and only the remain-
ing five were located in the Tanjore area. This showed the 
importance of the rice milling industry in coastal areas and 
its rapid growth.8

The Wars further necessitated the production of more 
rice. Also, there was visible demand for milled rice from 
external markets, which helped the rice milling industry 
to spread into rural areas. At the same time, rice gradually 
entered the commercial market. To attract consumers, own-
ers of the rice milling industry developed rice quality in 
various ways. New methods of polishing rice and adding 
colors were introduced. Two grades of color, red and white, 
were recognized. Even if rice is in bad condition, only the 

3  The concept of administrative-engineers refers to the colonial field 
engineers in British India or elsewhere in the colonies. These engi-
neers, who were responsible for the implantation of technological 
systems, large or small, neither purely engineers nor limited them-
selves to administrative responsibilities. They performed both func-
tions.
4  Census of India, 1911, p. 219.

5  Annual Report on the Administration of Madras Presidency, 1912–
1913, p. 58.
6  The modern rice cleaning process technically called as rice mill-
ing. Based on the nature of work and the number of working hands 
employed, they would be called as mills if the working hands were 
less than 20. If working hands were more than twenty, they would 
come under factory according to the definition of the Factories Act.
7  Annual Administration Report of Madras Presidency, 1911–1912, 
Madras, 1912, p. 68.
8  Ibid.
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color matters. Richer sections of Andhra mainly consumed 
polished or colored rice.

With the introduction of electricity-power-based big rice 
mills, mills working with oil engines had to be closed down, 
and the owners of the rice mills faced heavy losses. Medium 
and small mills were left in a do-or-die situation. The exter-
nal demand for rice was one of the main reasons behind the 
modernization or improvisation of rice milling. Neverthe-
less, both small and large mills co-existed together.

The two decades (1900–1920) of modernization saw a 
gradual decrease in the share of labor on handwork. Indig-
enous industries in the Madras Presidency could not accom-
modate the displaced labor. The new mode of production 
employed various categories of laborers like mill drivers, 
operators, and unskilled.

5 � Regional imbalance

The opening of the Pykara Hydroelectric Power Station in 
1932 paved the way for further expansion of the rice mill-
ing industry in the southern parts of the Presidency. The 
development of Andhra began with the opening of Andhra 
Power Systems9 towards the end of the 1940s. The govern-
ment targeted rice hullers for electrification as they con-
sumed considerable power demand. The Krishna district 
was studded with rice hulling mills of large power capacity. 
Rice mills were the only potential industrial units offering 
at least power demand between 70 and 100 hp. The gov-
ernment used a conversion fund mechanism and devised a 
special industrial power tariff to encourage rice millers to 
convert steam engine users to thermal electricity.10 While 
the electricity produced by hydroelectric sources in the south 
was cheap and abundant, the same was produced by thermal 
power stations in the north, which was costly.

There was a regional imbalance in the development of 
rice mills within Andhra. Compared to the Krishna and 
Godavari deltas, the non-deltaic region, North Andhra, 
consisting of Ganjam and Vizagapatam, had less indus-
trial development. Ganjam (which is now Odissa), and the 
Chicacole area (present Srikakulam District) was dry com-
pared to the Krishna-Godavari delta. Though it has a sea 

coast, it was not prosperous, possibly because of the cli-
matic conditions. The uneven development of the irrigation 
system also had an impact on the agro-industries. Though 
it was endowed with rivers like Nagavali, Vamshadra, and 
Mahendratanaya, these were seasonal, and large areas had 
to depend upon the rainfall. The irrigation system was tradi-
tional, and usage of new agricultural implements was fairly 
limited. Wherever there were no adequate resources, the 
colonial government did not show interest in developing 
the region.

According to the industrial statistics of 1911, among all 
coastal districts, the Ganjam district of Andhra region had 
just four rice mills, and the Krishna occupied the first posi-
tion with 48 rice mills.11 Only in the fourth decade of the 
twentieth century did millers in the Ganjam district sub-
scribe to mechanization and introduced milling machines 
that worked with steam and boilers. Power was generated 
through these two methods (72 engines and 252 boilers 
were employed) as neither thermal nor hydroelectric power 
entered the district until the forties. In this district, the mod-
ernization process of rice milling on a considerable scale 
took place during 1948–1949.12 This was limited to emerg-
ing towns. Thus, the penetration of development into rural 
areas was quite slow. In the Visakapatam district, industries 
were few and insufficient. The majority of the population 
was pastoral and depended on agriculture. The development 
of irrigation and agriculture, which was the basic foundation 
for establishing agro-industries like rice mills, was inad-
equate. This district, like the Ganjam, was unsuitable for the 
rice milling industry.

6 � Ruptures between the old and new

The ideology of industrial Swadeshism had its proper foun-
dations before Gandhi clearly defined Swadesi.13 Alfred 
Chatterton suggested developing the skills of humans instead 
of replacing them with machines. The idea of progress need 
not be equated with the replacement of man with machine 
and the replacement of individual with factory (Chatterton, 
1912). Nevertheless, he was not against the introduction of 

9  Andhra Power System was the combination of thermal power sta-
tions at Bezawada, Vizagapatam, Karnool and Coconada, installed 
by the Madras Government in the northern part of the Madras Presi-
dency. Electricity and industrial development had reciprocal relation-
ship. The development of power stations was clearly influence by 
availability of power load. In the northern parts of the presidency, 
especially in the Krishna and Godavari Delta, rice mills had capacity 
to offer considerable power demand.
10  Administration Report, Department of Electricity, 1936–1937, 
Madras, 1937, p. 30.

11  Census of India, 1911, p. 224.
12  Statistical Atlas of Madras Presidency, Government of Madras, 
1936, p. 36.
13  Harijan, 10.8.1934, in The Collected Works of Mahatma Gan-
dhi, Publication Division, Ministry of Information and Broadcast-
ing, Government of India, New Delhi,, Vol. 64, 2000, p. 278. Gandhi 
defines Swadeshism quite comprehensively which includes not only 
extending support to the newly started industrial concerns started by 
Indians but also make efforts to keep existing village occupations as 
they were, discovering their qualities, ascertain conditions of workers 
and the number displaced by power driven machinery and ways to 
improve them.
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the Western factory system. He believed in the slow deploy-
ment of new technology after certain experimental attempts. 
For the proper deployment of alien technology, he suggested 
that the colonial government should try to develop the man's 
functions rather than the machine's power. It should evolve 
into a system that should employ human labor to the great-
est extent possible and in the way most advantages to the 
individual by using science, engineering, and commercial 
methods of the West (Tyabji, 1995, p. 673). These strate-
gic suggestions seem to have provided great inputs to the 
colonial government in formulating the colonial industrial 
policy.

Areas that were economically less remunerative were left 
to private investors. However, the government aided indus-
trial activities by providing financial and technical assis-
tance. In 1923, The State’s aid to industries, the initiative of 
the colonial government, which was a part of the larger plan 
of turning the colonies into material manufacturing centers, 
encouraged rich formers to start modern industries.

The colonial government did try to maximize profits 
from colonies. The transformation of dry lands into wet-
lands through the series of irrigation projects, i.e., dams and 
irrigation canals, might be seen as a noble act. Nevertheless, 
its colonial function was that the so-called wetlands were 
used for producing commodities, not for local consumption 
but for external markets.

Both indigenous and newly introduced methods of rice 
processing had their own advantages and disadvantages. 
Referring to the merits of hand pound unpolished rice, Gan-
dhi argued that if rice could be pounded in the old fashion, 
in economic terms, the wages would fill pockets of the rice-
pounding sisters and on the health front, it would provide 
sustenance to millions instead of pure starch which the pol-
ished rice provided.14

7 � Rice mills and societal transformations

Technology has the capacity to affect change. During colo-
nial times, though the technology was ‘colonial’, it per-
formed its functions as a transformer of society. Rice mill-
ing technology in coastal Andhra gradually replaced hand 
pounding, creating a new workplace, i.e., rice mills created 
different categories of skilled and unskilled labor.

In Krishna district, although the share of food crops in the 
cultivated areas declined over the period, rice increased to 
occupy well over one-fifth of the total cropped area because 
of the increased demand for rice production (Rao, 1958, p. 
10). The commencement of transport facilities created by 

the colonial government, such as railways, canals, and roads, 
promoted rice milling. The emergence of market towns such 
as Guntur, Tenali, and Bezawada widened the horizons of the 
paddy growers. It brought more and more land under culti-
vation, gave impetus to the rise of rice mills, and rice slowly 
shed the characteristics of subsistence and became a com-
mercial product. Ryots' interest in selling paddy increased 
over the course of time. These developments brought the tra-
ditional business communities (vaishyas) into prominence, 
significantly bringing produced paddy into market towns and 
making paddy available for rice millers. Komatis (vaishya 
caste in Andhra), who were trading on all commodities from 
piece goods to pulses realized the potential of the paddy 
business. A large number of Komatis who settled down in 
the coastal towns spread to the countryside. They widened 
their network throughout coastal Andhra and went through 
villages to buy paddy from ryots and send it to the markets 
within and outside the districts. They had vivid knowledge 
of the indigenous market system and worked as mediators 
between the farmer, the market, and the rice mill owners.

The development of the agro-processing industry in 
coastal Andhra caused three kinds of migrations within the 
region. The first was the migration of cultivating castes of 
central Andhra to Orissa to bring non-cultivable land under 
cultivation. This migration might not have had a direct rela-
tionship with the rice milling industry in the beginning, but 
in the later stages, these castes transformed into peasant 
capitalists and began to invest in the agro-processing indus-
tries. Kammas from Krishna district migrated to Ganjam and 
Chicacole areas. The second was the migration of landless 
laborers from dry lands to delta regions for employment. 
This migration was from rural areas to emerging towns, 
where agro-processing industrial development began mainly 
after the initiation of industrial modernization. During non-
agricultural seasons, rural youth from north Andhra migrated 
to central Andhra. The third was the migration of rich peas-
ants from rural areas to emerging business centers. With the 
accumulated capital from commercial agriculture and paddy 
production, the rich peasants within and outside regions and 
districts migrated to towns. They invested in agro-process-
ing industries and the cinema industry. This class of people 
settled in towns and played a significant role in politics. Rice 
milling-based capital development gave a fillip to the expan-
sion of industrial investment. While the economic depres-
sion negatively affected the world economy, in the Madras 
Presidency, it worked positively. Up to 1930, the rural rich 
had invested excess money mainly in land, rural credit and 
trade, and local agro-industries. But, the collapse of the rural 
credit system and the fall of agricultural prices from 1929 
meant that these were no longer profitable activities. The 
depression created a considerable impetus for the shift of 
capital entrepreneurship from the countryside to towns, and 
there was a substantial increase in the investment in the joint 

14  Harijan, 26-10-1934, in The Collected Works….Vol. 65, 2000, p. 
226.
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stock companies in Madras Presidency. In the late 1930s, 
much of the new investment was in agro-processing indus-
tries, but in contrast to the small rice and oil mills built by 
rural capital earlier, these were now flowing into large enter-
prises, especially sugar and cotton mills. The entry of Indian 
entrepreneurs into industrial activities broke the supremacy 
of European entrepreneurship after the Second World War. 
Of course, their presence in the rice mills and other agro-
processing industries was not much. In Andhra, the local 
entrepreneur’s entry was not along the lines of Mawaris 
in Bengal. As new entrants to the industry, many of them 
struggled with problems like management of the mills and 
rising money, both fixed and working capital. However, the 
shrinkage in foreign trade and the introduction of tariff pro-
tection on the cotton, sugar, and textile industries were also 
important factors for developing industrial activity in the 
Madras Presidency, especially in Andhra.

The modern rice milling industry produced quality rice, 
but coarse or broken rice was also a byproduct of the pro-
cess. Before rice milling, irrespective of economic and 
social status, all castes who could afford rice consumed the 
hand-pounding rice. Only economically rich and upper-
caste families consumed polished rice. The next category 
rice was used by landless laborers and other poor families. 
Initially, the principal consumers of polished rice were urban 
dwellers and the rural rich. However, in the late nineteenth 
century and first half of the twentieth century, demand for 
both polished and coarse rice increased within the region, 
Presidency, and outside Presidency and from neighboring 
Ceylon. People who migrated from south India to Ceylon as 
plantation workers consumed coarse rice, and the industrial 
population and rich people of Ceylon consumed polished 
rice that was exported through Coconada port.

The rice mills opened up employment to both men and 
women. Anglo-Indians and upper-caste men held the high-
est position in the industry. The male and female ratio was 
tilted towards male in the rice mills of deltaic areas, where 
big mills came up. For instance, in Krishna district, in 26 
rice mills, there were only 342 women employed. Men were 
dominant in all positions, while women’s presence was 
quite less in positions such as supervisors, directors, and 
clerks. The rice milling industry's workforce was divided 
into skilled and unskilled. While the men and women were 
placed under-skilled labor, children were categorized as 
unskilled because of their age factor. In some deltaic regions, 
unskilled laborers i.e., children were more than the skilled 
laborers. In Krishna district, in 26 rice mills, while there 
were only 22 skilled laborers, there were 433 boys and 280 
girls. This indicated that new capitalists who acquired the 
characteristics of typical businessmen started to maximize 
profits by employing unskilled labor at lesser wages. The 
industrial statistics show that in the flour and rice milling 
industry, women were not employed as mechanics hullers 

and maistries (group leaders or supervisors). Most of the 
technical workforce consisted of upper-caste men who were 
educated in technical education in government institutions. 
The skilled labor force was often regarded as a serious 
problem because of the displacement of hired and waged 
labour (Greeley, 1987, p. 7). Rural poor women had a close 
relationship with the Rolu and Rokali system of rice clean-
ing. Now, this relationship has changed or been lost. With 
modernization, the pounding work, which was women’s job, 
transformed into a man-operated machine work. Not only 
in rice cleaning but in many other sections of production, 
the technology converted female tasks into males. Women 
were employed in drying, spreading, removing the rice from 
hullers, and winnowing the bran. They were mostly recruited 
from surrounding villages and were paid on a time rate basis 
either daily or weekly.15 While the upper caste women who 
were relieved from the rice pounding started to concentrate 
on other domestic work and studies, lower caste women, 
for whom rice pounding in upper caste houses was an occu-
pation, were out of proper seasonal employment. In fact, 
Gandhi justifies his anti-rice mill advocacy by referring to 
the question of rice mills putting thousands of women out 
of work and robbing them of health.16

The seasonal character of the rice milling industry was 
also a prime reason for job insecurity. No regular service 
records were maintained. But in big towns, they worked in 
multiple shifts. In many mills, the provisions of the Factories 
Act were not observed. Some mills carried out work contin-
uously and even on Sundays, and during festivals, mills were 
found working. No record of overtime was maintained in 
many mills. Hence, overtime work was not paid for. Where 
the wage rate of the casual workers was very low, the same 
worker was permitted to be engaged in both shifts, as work-
ing in one shift could not enable him to make both ends meet 
(Rao, 1958, p. 32).

Most of the rice milling workers were in debt due to 
irregular employment and low wages. Even the mills which 
were working for a longer period provided employment only 
for 10 days a month. Almost all casual laborers were found 
to be in debt to the extent of Rs. 50/ to Rs.100/. Even the 
engine workers were found to be in debt to the extent of Rs. 
100–300. The Labour Investigation Committee found the 
workings of the labor laws to be in a most deplorable state. 
In the words of the Committee:

15  Report of the Royal Commission on Labour in India, Agricole 
Academy, New Delhi, 1983, p. 77.
16  In his correspondence to Kamakoti Natarajan, Bandra, on Novem-
ber 27th 1934, Gandhi made it very clear that he had no problems 
with Singer sewing machine as it do not affect needle women but he 
opposes rice mills as they directly replace women with machine and 
mills are not right substitute for hand pounding. The Gandhi Col-
lected Works……, Vol. 65, p. 403.
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The limit of working hours is not strictly followed. 
The provisions of the Act regarding working hours, 
intervals, and spread over time in most cases infringed. 
The attendance registers were not maintained properly. 
The provisions of the Workmen’s Compensation Act 
and Maternity Benefit Act were not at all respected 
while accidents were hushed up, the entire pretext the 
women workers had not satisfied the qualifying period 
of a month (Rao, 1958, p. 42).

 Thus, the transformation of hand pounding into a factory 
system through the introduction of milling technology was 
not a problem-free transition.

8 � Conclusion

Rice brought thousands of acres of land into cultivation, 
and it became commercial in colonial times after introduc-
ing irrigation projects such as dams and canals. Internal 
and external demand for milled rice coincided with the first 
phase of modernization of the arts and crafts of the colo-
nies, which was part of industrialization. The introduction 
of rice milling as an agro-processing industry to replace 
hand-pounding had to do with the technological evolution 
closely connected to the spread of industrial capitalism that 
forced the animate power-based systems of production to 
be replaced with inanimate motive power-based machines. 

Rice milling, as everyday technology ushering a new era of 
the rural industrial economy, brings visible changes in the 
nature of traditional occupations, caste, and women.

Data availability  It is not applicable.
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