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Abstract:
Human dignity, like ‘inclusive capitalism’ or ‘business ethics’ is an
oxymoronic cry in the wilderness in the worldwide context of neoliberal
patterns of economic organisation and policy undercutting worker well-
being in a competitive race to the bottom with labour conditions returning
to the level of brutality and exploitation that existed in the 19th and early
20th centuries in terms of worst jobs with cheap wages and working
conditions. The long-drawn Paharpur workers’ struggle, which is
discussed in this paper, in the backdrop of the changing West Bengal
industrial relations, testifies to this harsh common reality. Human dignity,
therefore, can only be expected to be a possibility in a social and
economic organisation that is governed by alternatives to the principles
of neoliberalism.
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Introduction
Life is unfair for most working people. Millions of these people are now
leading largely unregulated lives which, although hardly solitary, are
nevertheless poor, nasty, brutish and short, in and out of their workplaces.
For them justice is actually more important than efficiency or cost
effectiveness or market discipline which matter for their bosses
(Brockway 2001).

What is justice? To begin with, it is about human dignity as the most
fundamental human right. What is human dignity? It is about proving
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ourselves to be fully human, which means that “human beings are not
means to an end, we are all ends in ourselves. We prove ourselves
human by the way we treat, and treat with, each other…. This is the
argument for ethical action – right conduct concerning other people,
who are not objects but are ends in themselves. The rule is golden and
categorical. What I do unto others I do to myself. When I am just to
others, I am just to myself. If I am unjust to others, I diminish myself”
(Brockway 2001). This is nothing but the Kantian notion of human
dignity (White 2011) and this notion is the heart and soul of justice as a
human virtue. In the words of Isbister (2001), “Justice is the bedrock
social virtue…We may wish to be treated with love, sympathy, and
understanding and find it delightful when we are, but we do not
necessarily have a right to such treatment. We have a right to justice.”
This is how we must recognize the rudiments of justice before we
expand on this concept to comprehensively say what social and economic
fairness amounts to be.

Temporary labour contracts with various labour rights deficits constitute
the currently rampant disposable jobs regime (IJLR 2013). In this regime,
there is no life of decency and dignity in terms of freedom of association
and effective recognition of the right to collective bargaining, elimination
of all forms of forced and compulsory labour, effective abolition of child
labour, elimination of discrimination in respect of employment and
occupation, the right to a living wage based on a regular working week
that does not exceed 48 hours, humane working hours with no forced
overtime, a safe and healthy workplace free from harassment and a
recognized employment relationship with labour and social protection.
So, how to reclaim the human dignity in this sense that is lost or absent
in the workplaces, is the botheration of the working people even as
some academics are drawn to the need for and role of pro-active
managerial responsibility towards human dignity in workplaces (Gomez
and Crowther 2012).

In the light of this, we present here a case study of the Paharpur
workers’ struggle on the basis of the interviews we had with the union
leaders during August 2014. This struggle, about 17 years old and
which is still going on, has been periodically covered by Sanhati.com,
Asian Labour Update of the Asia Monitor Resource Centre and others
on the internet. The case can be appreciated better if it is taken in the
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backdrop of the changing labour relations in West Bengal during the
last two decades.

The Backdrop: Changing West Bengal Industrial Relations
It is interesting to note that even though in the all-India picture, the
company level or the unit level collective bargaining has been a dominant
practice, in West Bengal, the industry-level bargaining or a mix of
industry-level bargaining and company-level bargaining has dominated
the industrial relations scene. In the industries that account for a major
share of the industrial workforce in the state, for example, jute,
engineering, tea and cotton textiles, along with the public sector, the
industry-level collective bargaining was a dominant practice. Probably
this was also one of the important factors that made the West Bengal
workforce a most unionized one in India. According to the data on the
verified CTUO (Central Trade Union Organisation) membership, West
Bengal alone accounts for 4.88 million unionized workers, and they
constitute nearly 20 per cent of all-India trade union membership (24
million). The traditional industries are intensely unionized, with many
unions existing among all categories of workers, and having almost 100
per cent density. The public sector, including government employment,
banking and insurance, too is highly unionized and density may be over
90 per cent. However, in the large private sector (other than in traditional
industries such as textiles, jute, tea, etc.) companies and MNCs, the
membership is confined mainly to regular workers who form the minority
of workforce, and therefore union density may be low. In totality the
union density by verified membership in the state is 16.6 per cent (Sen
2009). However, if we add the membership of unaffiliated unions it
may be far higher. The impact of this dynamics has positively affected
the other sectors and other sections of workers including workers in
smaller units, and in larger private sector companies where industry-
level bargaining was not practised. For example, the units and factories
with less than 50 workers were generally not included in the industry-
level collective bargaining agreements. However, the presence of a
strong trade union movement in particular industries and the whole
state in general provided a supporting environment for the growth of
trade unions and bipartite collective bargaining in smaller units at the
unit level. On the pressure of unions, the Trade Union Act was amended
at the state level in 1992 and rules were framed under it in 1998
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providing for a process of determining collective bargaining by way of
election conducted by the registrar of trade unions. A union which
secured more than 50 per cent of the votes became the sole bargaining
agent. Unions with 40 to 50 per cent of votes became joint bargaining
agents. If only one union got this percentage of votes and others were
smaller unions, then the larger union became the principal bargaining
agent with others as members of bargaining council. The employer was
liable to punitive fine if the registrar’s directives were not implemented.
This dynamics also helped in promoting the right to association and
collective bargaining in smaller units as well.

The impact of the above developments led to a spurt of bipartite collective
bargaining agreements in smaller units as for example in food processing,
hotels, trading and commercial establishments, and interestingly also in
beauty saloons, gas service stations, nursing homes, confectioneries,
clubs, computer assembly companies, private hospitals, etc. However,
in the same period another completely opposite dynamics also started
with the liberalization of the economy. Liberalization forced the trade
unions to go on the defensive. They were compelled to accept wage
cuts under threat of closure in several instances in traditional industries
like jute, tea and engineering, and they had to accept voluntary retirement
schemes and reduction of number of workers, induction of contract
workers and outsourcing/sub-contracting of work, labour flexibility in
terms of deployment, transfer and multi-skilling-tasking, etc. The state
also proactively discouraged strikes in the name of creating investor-
friendly environment. In these situations, on the one hand, in private
sector companies and multinationals the percentage of casual/contract
workers increased to as high as 50-60 per cent and most of these
companies practised bipartite negotiations at plant/unit level with only
regular workers and increment in their wages were linked to
performance. In a number of companies the contract/casual workers
formed their own separate unions and attempted to collectively bargain,
but a huge gap in wages and working conditions of regular and contract/
casual workers persisted. On the other hand, increasingly the employers
and the state discouraged industry-level bargaining and in most of the
industries there have been no industry-wide collective bargaining
agreements since 2000. In the engineering industry there have been no
industry-wide collective bargaining agreements after 1997 (Sen 2009).
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To sum up, collective bargaining has given way to collective and/or
competitive individual begging, so to say. This is the dominant pro-
capital reality that has come about in West Bengal despite the rule of
the Communist Party of India (Marxist) for a very long time.

The Paharpur Cooling Towers Vs Its Workers
The macrocosm as portrayed above is related to the microcosm of our
case study. The current problems that the Paharpur workers are facing
are linked to the period when the industry-wide collective agreements
were done away with, as mentioned above.

Paharpur Cooling Towers Ltd is an Indian multinational corporation
with a turnover exceeding Rs.1,000 crore and in the Indian market it
almost enjoys a monopoly in the manufacturing of industrial cooling
towers. The company has manufacturing units in two states of India,
viz., West Bengal and Uttar Pradesh. Its products range from small
factory assembled units to large concrete towers that require construction
of onsite and air-cooled condensers. The company is set for a deal with
a US-based industrial equipment and manufacturing giant, SPX
Corporation, in terms of acquiring its cooling business. The market of
the company has expanded across the world including Australia, Bahrain,
Bangladesh, Belgium, China, Egypt, Hong Kong, Indonesia, Japan, Jordan,
Singapore, Nigeria, the Philippines, and others.

Currently, at the Kolkata plant at 5A, Oil Installation Road, Kolkata,
there are around 110 permanent workers, 10 contract workers and
around 12 recently hired workers in the name of technicians. The
permanent workers who have been working in the company for 8-9
years are getting only around Rs 7,950 per month, and those with about
30 years of working experience in the company are getting only about
Rs 13,800 per month. The contract workers, irrespective of their work
experience, are getting only Rs 6,370 per month. The workers recently
hired in the name of technicians are getting a consolidated salary without
any break-up of DA and Basic and without other facilities of ESIC, PF,
Bonus, HRA and Gratuity. The contract workers get ESIC, PF and
Bonus but are denied HRA and Gratuity. All the workers including
contract workers (but excluding those hired in the name of technicians)
are members of the trade union at this plant.

Before 1995, the union in the company was affiliated to a central trade
union, but in 1995 the workers replaced this union by an unaffiliated
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independent trade union by way of election of new office bearers of
the union. The union also successfully supported workers in another
unit of the same company. This union was supported by a small Left
labour organization in the name of Shramik Sangram Samiti. This
organization has also successfully supported workers of the company in
another unit located in Joka to form a union and thereafter successfully
formed a common platform of the unions in all the three units of the
company in West Bengal (Kolkata and Joka) and Ghaziabad, Uttar
Pradesh.

In 1997, there was a strike in the Joka unit of Paharpur for wage
revision. Heavy repression was unleashed against the workers and 900
rapid action force personnel were deployed to break the strike. Angered
by this situation, the other two units of Paharpur also went on strike in
solidarity with the Joka workers and they also demanded wage revision.
Finally, the workers won and the management signed a wage agreement
with the unions in 1997-98. During the time of the agreement the
management had stated that any further revision will be done based on
the industry-wide agreement in the engineering sector. However,
afterwards, following the industry-wide collective bargaining agreement,
the management was not ready for any company-level wage agreement.
Therefore, the wages of Paharpur workers were not revised after 1998
and the workers are struggling and suffering for the last 17 years.

In 2011, the management attempted to outsource the work with the aim
to remove the permanent workers and break the union. The management
engaged port mafias as contractors to carry out the said outsourced
work, and the mafias armed with pistols attempted to forcefully capture
the work stations by compelling the workers to leave. To harass the
workers the canteen was also stopped. However, the workers strongly
protested against this, bravely faced the mafias and ousted them from
their work stations. The workers almost occupied the factory and
remained inside round the clock for 16 days, without any proper supply
of food, electricity and water. The management again and again
attempted to bring them out forcefully with the help of mafias and
police, but the workers defeated all such attempts. Trade unions and
workers of various other factories like GRSE, Hind Lever, IMC, etc
extended their solidarity and support to the struggling workers of
Paharpur. Lastly the management filed a writ petition in the Calcutta
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High Court against the workers. After examining the case the High
Court ordered for deployment of the police in the factory but with a
clear direction to the police for not intervening in the peaceful agitation
of workers. Thereafter the management was forced to arrive at an
agreement with the trade union. In this settlement, the management
agreed that, “Wage settlement and production standard related issues
will be discussed and finalized within 90 days. Discussion will commence
within next 7 days at bipartite level.” In principle, the management also
agreed that: (a) 22 casual workers will be regularized; (b) there will be
no outsourcing of work; if there is any need for outsourcing then before
doing that the matter will be discussed with the union and the issues will
be addressed; (c) canteen will run as per the subsistence settlement;
and (d) discussions with trade union on wage revision and production-
related issues will be started soon.

However, the management backtracked and did not come forward for
discussion on wage revision. On the other hand, it unilaterally increased
the production standards and the workloads in many departments. The
workers protested against this and at three occasions they resorted to
tool down strike. Ultimately in mid-2012, the management again made a
settlement with the union and agreed that “the issue of wage agreement
shall be discussed consequent upon overall productivity improvement.”
Twenty two casuals were regularized and taken into the permanent
rolls of the company but they were denied neutralization rate of VDA
which the other permanent workers do get.

But again, rather than coming forward for discussions on wage revision,
the management started threatening and harassing the workers by issuing
show-cause notices on the ground of new work practices/systems and
new discipline, etc.

In 2013 deductions were made from wages and incentive payments of
despatch workers on flimsy grounds, and in protest against this, the
despatch workers resorted to tool-down. Thereafter, without instituting
any enquiry and without giving scope for hearing the trade union leaders
and workers, the management summarily dismissed two office bearers
of the trade union, namely Achhelal Jiswar and Abdul Quadir, and
suspended three other office bearers and active members of the union,
namely Ram Milan Yadav, Avinash Kumar, and Awdesh Prasad.
Another active member of the trade union, Ab Kudus Molla, was
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denied his due payment of gratuity, after his retirement. In an attempt
to completely break the union, the management also attempted to force
the dismissed and suspended union office bearers to vacate the company
residential quarters, and disconnected their electricity and drinking water
connections.

On 28 January 2014, the union staged a sit-in demonstration for eight
hours in front of the factory gate at Kolkata and along with Paharpur
workers, large numbers of workers from other companies also
participated in it. On 26 February workers of the Kolkata plant observed
a successful strike. Section 144 of the Criminal Procedure Code was
imposed in the area to prevent workers from demonstrations, meetings
and picketing at factory gates. It is alleged by the union that the
management also engaged port mafias who attacked and assaulted
three union activists namely Ram Milan, Abdul Qaddir, Achelal with
iron rods, etc. On 21 March 2014 the union again gave a strike notice
to the management. However, after discussions with the management
it was decided to give the management some more time to address
their demands. But no progress has been made on the issue since then,
according to the union leaders we had interviewed.

In solidarity with the struggling workers of Paharpur, GRSE Workmen’s
Union (a public sector ship building company) organized a blood donation
camp at their union office on 3rd April 2014, wherein 117 workers
donated their blood and it was declared that 50 per cent of the blood
will be sold to the Blood Bank and the money obtained will be donated
to the struggle fund of Paharpur workers and that the donor cards of
the remaining 50 per cent blood will be utilized for deserving poor
workers for their treatment as and when required. On 4th April a
meeting was organized by the Workers Initiative, a common platform
of some independent trade unions supporting the struggle of Paharpur
workers. Officials of the global union – IndustriAll – lso participated
and addressed the meeting.

In the talks with the management that followed no progress was made
and the management refused to reinstate the dismissed and suspended
workers. Therefore with no alternative, the union called for a 48 hours
strike at the Kolkata plant on 22ndApril 2014. The management again
used repressive measures and some workers were attacked. On the
other hand, a magistrate order on 9th July 2014 clearly directed that the
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basic amenities to workers like electricity and water in the workers’
quarters and jhupries should not be stopped. However, in the late
evening of 9th July 2014 the management disconnected the electricity
from the workers’ quarters and jhupries. On 10 July 2014 the
management also disconnected drinking water supply to the workers’
quarters. Protesting against this the workers again stopped work after
9th July 2014. On 10th July 2014 police authorities intervened and detained
workers and the management representatives for 9 hours in the police
station till the management assured restoration of drinking water
connection. However, only one connection of drinking water at the
road side was restored by the management. The strike ended and
normalcy at work was restored in the company, but the management is
still adamant and not ready to come forward for discussions with the
trade union on the workers’ demands for reinstatement of dismissed
and suspended union members and wage revision. Instead, recently, it
has recruited 12 fresh workers in the name of technicians. This is
clearly an effort to gradually replace the permanent workers with such
categories of workers who are not permitted to join the union. It is also
to be kept in mind that around 9 to 10 contract workers are already
engaged by the company in house-keeping jobs.

Moreover, the harassment and victimization tactics of the management
have also been forcing the union to remain engaged in court cases. The
management has filed a civil suit against two dismissed union members
namely Achelal and Md Qaddir for vacating the quarters and the case
is still pending in the court. The workers have also no other option but
to file a court case for restoration of electricity and drinking water
connection in the workers quarters and jhupries.

In August 2014, a training programme on occupational health and safety
was organized by the Workers Initiative in collaboration with AMRC,
Hong Kong, in which trade union activists of five companies including
the Paharpur workers’ union participated. In this programme the factory
inspector was also invited and unions including the Paharpur union
presented the problems, including the health and safety problems that
they have been facing in their factories. The union reported that this
programme brought some positive impact as the Paharpur factory
management recently discussed with the union on the issue of formation
of safety committee in the factory. The union is hopeful that talks with
the management may start soon on other issues as well.
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It is really poignant to see that with a small strength (110 workers), the
Paharpur workers and their trade union have been bravely leading a
bold struggle, even as they have been subject to victimization and
suffering for a long period, for the following set of just demands:

 Stop repression and victimization of trade union members and
respect the rights to organize and collectively bargain

 Revise wages of the workers and reach a collective bargaining
agreement with the union in this regard

 Reinstate 5 dismissed/suspended workers

 Stop harassing the workers and restart the electricity and water
supply in the company residential quarters

 Restart the canteen facility

Implications for Human Dignity
In the above case study, both the human dignity of the Paharpur workers
and the human dignity of the management in dealing with the workers,
have diminished, in the Kantian sense, to the worst levels. The same
holds good for the role of the state machinery in dealing with industrial
relations. What is the solution to this problem for workers?

Some scholars have argued, following Immanuel Kant, that only
philosophical education can boost managerial wisdom and thereby boost
human dignity at workplaces (Castrillon 2012). But this seems to be just
wishful thinking. The impact of business school education on workplace
administration in this regard is unknown to us. On the contrary, empirical
evidence about dehumanized workplaces and brutalization of
managements and the failure of corporate social responsibility to ensure
social sustainability is too common to be rejected (Shah 2002; Bose
2012; AMRC 2012).

For those scholars and activists who consider labour rights as liberal
human rights, “legalized politics” within capitalism can restore human
dignity for workers at the individual or collective level in the disposable
jobs regime sans unions. For others who disagree with this view, only
class-based politics triggered by unions and political parties can save
the workers from the terrorizing ravages of capital and state (see
Savage 2008). For some other scholars, the only way out for the sake
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of human dignity lies in totally rejecting the profits over people policies
of neoliberalism and moving towards “another world” that does not
exist now. It is not the concern of this paper to critically evaluate
complicated intellectual debates associated with such assorted views of
Left-neoliberals, social liberals, and a wide variety of all others against
capitalism and capitalist globalization. On a lighter note, seeking
alternatives on these lines is like witnessing the utterly confusing, noisy
and funny scenes at the political carnival of the Occupy Movement in
New York (Boekbinder 2011). The question remains all the same: what
kinds of politics can effectively help to secure human dignity and how
can these be promoted? This needs to be researched.
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