SPEECH OF Prof. AMARTYA SEN  ON 16TH FEBRUARY 2013 IN THE INAUGURAL CEREMONY OF 90TH ANNIVERSARY OF RBEA, KOLKATA (Verbatim )
Friends,

It’s a wonderful occasion for me to come and visit the Reserve Bank and also be present at the 90th Anniversary of the great institution and the leadership it has provided.  I am not sure that I have the qualification to speak about anything of particular significance in the working of the Reserve Bank, of the work of the people who actually make it a success and those who work here.  Since my own experience in banking is also limited, so I was  to speak on a more general theme and what I am going to talk about is the ‘role of the union and economic development’ in a more general sense.  I hope there are some relevance and application of that in the context of the union work in the Reserve Bank itself.  But I have to say that my general concern will be on the role of union in the country as a whole and in India to-day and also looking broadly in the world in general.  I think it is important to recognize that the union movement when it develops it has certain ways, specific purposes to deal with and in particular I was concerned with the removal of injustice that could exist in the absence of collective action of which the unions will be leader on one side on behalf of the workers.  And the idea was that given inequality of power and the asymmetry of the power relation that the voice of workers could be made much sharper, much stronger, much more effective by being together as a social entity with its economic implication, with political implication and ultimately its social implications as well. The union movement was essentially born in Europe at one stage like many of the basic ideas of working class solidarity.  It had a particular role in various aspects of the change that Europe was experiencing from the 18th Century onward, in its period of what is used to be called the European enlightenment.  And that was not formally in the form of union power.  But it came into quite a bit even in the declaration of the French revolution when the slogans were-liberty, equality and fraternity.  ‘Fraternity’ meaning brotherhood or being close together, that, of course, was part of the theme that the union was trying to provide, namely in kind of solidarity on the part of the workers based on the relationship between them and the supportive role that they can play with each other and which can produce something which would be of general interest to the people at large and in particular interest to the workers.  And I think that was in the 18th Century. In the 19th Century you find the beginning of the working class movement in the form of union organized appropriately in the industrial line in dealing with issues of the day.  I think what they had to recognize is that there are two clues in understanding union.  One that is concerned with injustice – removal of injustice; and the other is that it concerns with the working class solidarity even when the union is of a particular group of workers in a particular establishment, in a particular institution.  There is underlying a general sense of working class solidarity which gives the union movement its basic character and the removal of injustice has to be interpreted naturally in terms of the needs that are particularly important at that time. Now, there are two kinds of injustices which were particularly serious both in Europe in the 19th century and 20th Century as well as in the United States.  One kind was of particular specific injustice that may result in the life of an individual worker, like being unfairly dismissed or being penalized for something which is not a ground for penalization.  But penalization comes nevertheless not because of some guilt has been committed but because of fairly arbitrary use of power.  Now one individual worker is not in a position to protest the verdict, it is possible for the union on behalf of the collectivity of workers to protest with a bigger voice and make the person’s case understood and defended and ultimately that are grounded. Such is one kind of theme.  The other question is, of course, centrally connected with the issue of bargaining about wages, also about working conditions – both these are important issues; namely, that exploitation should be to the extent possible eliminated and the working condition should be appropriate to situation that exists at that time.  And union certainly played a very major part in the change of the European scenario and it actually had a role beyond that.  This is how it began. Along with that came a political role, namely union can provide a leadership in the political spectrum coming more from the left rather than from the right, coming on behalf of workers against employers, industrialists or the Govt. for that matter.  So there was an element of adversarial politics also all throughout the union role and the different organizations of the unions that existed and there is certain amount of rivalry between the international federations which are united unions of different countries on the particular set of issues.  When the labour party was born, the labour party was ultimately a political manifestation of the union, which first came in the 19th Century. It had a small space. It did not look that it would not have the future in front of it.  That was basically the British context.  There were Tody’s, Conservatives, Liberals and Progressive wings as they used to be called. Labour was essentially to capture the relatively radical grounds that the Whigs ‘liberal’ in that sense, had been occupied and that, of course, was the politics of British change.  Labour became one of the two major parties along with the conservatives or Tody’s.  Now in the context of the movements of a more revolutionary kind the unions also originally played a part in the sense that it provided the backbone of the revolutionary struggle and they were particularly part of socialist movement and communist movement of various kinds.  Now injustice is, as I mentioned, a central issue here.  So, by that time when looking at the political role, the focus on injustice has moved from individual issues which remained but it went beyond that, about unfair dismissal, unfair treatment of individual workers and even beyond the unfair working condition of particular factory, a particular industry to a broader question of political power in the stage is important and it became then the backbone of the political struggle that the Europe saw or we also saw that in Britain and not just in Britain, in Germany, in Italy, in France and of course in Russia. Now, I think, if you take that background in mind,  the  question  you have to ask first  of all today, what are manifest  injustices that are faced today in the country, in the context of the economic development and what the union can do in dealing with the injustice that becomes a very important issue. 
Secondly, there is solidarity of the workers and therefore what is the particular role of workers in general and workers’ organizations in particular and thirdly in the political question. What are important issues that require defence, that requires issues of injustice, that requires a stand to remove all the injustices to make a larger realization of justice possible. And these are the questions applied at every country in the world, that it also applies particularly, of course, today in India right now. I have to say that at this point, the issue of injustice was defined rather narrowly. When effectively after a revolution of a communist kind, unions essentially became institutions without any kind of power. The argument then was that the battle has been won, there is no injustice, therefore the union did not have any role and that happened in Russia and that happened in China, Vietnam, Cambodia and so on. Now I think there was a basic confusion at that point, because certainly if you look at a relationship between workers and industrialists, there was certainly a big transition in the Russian revolution or the Chinese revolution. On the other hand the issues of injustice have arisen in all kinds of ways. As we know, Soviet Union is now gone, but you look at China. A lot of questions which come up today concerns with injustices here, injustices there, that may be concerned with still the treatment of some people by local party officials or even by the government. And then again the question arises, is there any role of unions? And in absence of it, that tends to take a rather haphazard form which is taking a lot of forms at the moment in China. Lot of discussions focus about how injustices of various kinds could be changed. Now, in some ways the Chinese Government used to be much harsher with these movements than they are now and it is, I think very much to be welcomed.. There are injustices that remain. But there is a conceptual problem in assuming that since workers have “seized” power, injustices must have gone away. Injustices come in many different ways and one of them is the issue that there could be unfair treatment of any individual of a locality, of a branch, of industry in some region compared with others.  So I think there is a gap here, which has to be addressed. Now my focus, however, is in China which impressed me a great deal. 

I do often actually go to China, happened to Chair the advisory board of Peiking University’s Development Institute. So I have things to say on that subject and I think when you  come to some countries  like, say,  Cambodia  we went through the  holocaust  of  arbitrary power including wholesale massacre of the people. Had there been a union movement, there could have been the resistance of a kind that was not because there was no union movement left. Its need was strongly felt in the case of China at the time of the Chinese famine of 1958 – 61 in which 30 million people died. The union could have played a part if it had an independent role. If it was nothing other than a branch of the government then you would not see any dissent. This is one of the reasons why the famine could continue for 3 years with tens of millions dying in each year without an opposition. Because there was no adversarial role that any organization like a trade union could play. Since the union was not there, there was no other organization which has taken its place. This is a completely different line of issues which I am not going to pursue anymore, though I intend to write on that subject in future course. But the situation in India is quite different. Here, of course, without having anything like a monolithic power we have a situation where there are different political parties, different elections. The kind of idea that there could be a mistaken policy in which tens of millions of people are dying each year, but there was not a single newspaper attacking it; it is unthinkable in India. That is absolutely not our problem. So what are our problems? Well, at the political level there are some major issues connected both with specific working class interest as well as values for which the working class movement have always stood for. One of which is justice in the broad sense, another one of which is non-discriminatory secular understanding of politics. So it is not surprising that the union led by left wing parties have often had a particular role to play in the defence of secularism in India. Secularism has been under threat at different time. I believe that the threat is somewhat less now than it was about 15 / 20 years ago. But it exists and to the extent it exists the unions certainly have a role. The fact that it is not a bargaining situation about wages, about the working condition, but about secularism of the country, does not make it any less relevant. Because if my thesis is correct, unions have been dealing with the issues of injustice and injustices can come in many different forms. When it does, one has to address the injustice in that form.             
Union can be relied upon to have a secular commitment mainly because it emphasizes one kind of identity of workers and that identity cannot be distinguished between Hindu and Muslim or Sikh or Christians or others since that identity in the context of union vision is placed in a less aggressive, less independent, less adversarially active position than it would be if the union did not exist.
So the thesis here is that the unity of the working class itself is an argument in favour of the unity of different religious parties, not because the unions actually say anything about religion, but just because working class unity has to be seen and indeed is seen as being something which submerges the divisiveness that come with a religion, because the union members could be either Sikh or Hindu or Christian or Muslim which could not make any difference in the context of union philosophy and that I think, continue to remain very important in India.

The second issue, of course, is the traditional issue of fairness to workers and so on.  Now, that could be understood in different ways.  One of them is the working condition and, I think, we already had a bad working condition and why one should try to move away from that is the main issue and quite often a question will arise at the general level and in a particular level and in a particular place and obviously union has a general role there.  There is also an issue, not a particular issue of Reserve Bank Union, for unionism in general. If you look at the distribution of income in India, certainly wages have been lagging well behind.  There is only a general advancement of National income per head. Only some union has been successful in particular, Reserve Bank falls in between somewhere.  Spending some time looking at the statistics on it over the last 20 years when India has seen a lot of economic growth but wages have fallen behind. I think only the civil service union that has kept pace and indeed sometime exceeded the Growth of GNP/head.  Rest others, particularly rural labours, have fallen enormously behind.  Look at the rural wages in China.  In the last 20 years it has risen 6/7 times faster than the rural wages here in India.  That is an important issue of injustice and distribution, because if there is an economic progress which depends on the likes and co-operation of everyone, there is need to have some justice in the distribution of that.  Now, there are other neglects. In the book I am finishing with Jean Dreze that came up particularly with public education, public health care, nutritional support and food security bill on which debates are going. I addressed a public meeting yesterday on that at Delhi.  But these issues remain, they are not solved because of the fact that wages have not kept pace with the overall GNP growth rate/head.  Now sometimes it is seen as an advantage from industrial context, because it makes industries easier to be successful because of lower wages to make a lot of profit. Certainly there was a time when China made great use of it when its wages was not rising fast. In 1980s the Chinese had relatively small rise in wage rate and only in the 90s onwards that you see the pickup of the wage rate in China. So, to some extent it could be that our economic development is helped by low wages but to the extent you can say that ‘helped’ by what is classically called exploitation.  Mainly the fact that you can produce a lot of income but only a very small share of it goes actually to the people - workers who actually do the bulk of the hard work behind the production. So there is an issue here, injustice. I am not saying that the economic development considerations and profitability of industries is completely a negligible issue. But primarily it has to be driven by some sense of resisting injustice. When the distribution of income changes in the way that it has actually done, I think the issue is particularly important in the context of India, because this inequality has gone with the tradition of a kind that is really debilitating for people. In the sense, that issue of undernourishment, issues of not being able to afford health care – all these could be dealt with governmental support and of course, it should be. Yet at the root of it there is also an inability of the private income of wage earners to keep pace with the progress of the economy. So at the end of any situation, India has a higher ratio of undernourishment, than at least may other countries in the world and you have seen enormous problem connected with affordability of schools, affordability of health care and so on. With the co-operation originally from ABPTA, later also from other Primary teachers’ Union now here we are dealing with injustice not to the workers and teachers themselves, but the injustice that befalls in the life of the people who don’t get the education for the irregularity, teacher’s absentism, lack of attention to relatively poorer children, first time learners, first time school-goers. So, there is a responsibility of the union to advance justice, reduce injustice by paying particular attention to these issues as well and the fact that you are not grumbling on behalf of your own members, but on behalf of the nation, does not reduce the importance of the union voice at all. I think the unions recognize that, but there is a need for much greater discussion of that question because a lot of the problem will depend on that. Now we reach a situation in which the attitude to the union has become more polarized. Some people regard the unions to be an unmitigated nuisance, making industrialization more difficult, because they strike. And there may be difficulty that you would not have otherwise and so there is a kind of industrial approach mainly coming from the right of the politics in the form of saying that the less union the better. There is also a possible approach that the union cannot possibly do any wrong; no matter when the strike was, what the strike for – must be appropriate. The idea is if there is a lack of responsibility towards school children, lack of responsibility towards any other group – then it is not union business. I do not think that is the traditional understanding of the great idea lying behind the union movement. It is a question of removal of injustice in general. So there is a danger of being stuck in a situation when either you take the view that union can do no wrong or you take the view that union can do no right. And I don’t think we would be in such a situation at all. We need a criticality of approach and ask the question how do we do right, how do we do wrong. So, I would say these are the kinds of issues  that  we have  addressed  today  as  I  have already given some examples of general kind, secularism, working condition, issues about distribution of income, issues of public health, public education. But there is also a general issue of accountability, mainly if we are in a situation when the unions are not concerned with accountability of the workers. Also get into a situation in which a political movement develops which tries to reduce the power of the union as much as possible which is not really what it should be. What we should want especially with a country like ours and this goes back all the way to Constituent Assembly which was to pursue social justice. What we need is a situation where injustice has to be removed with the co-operation of the union, with the unions getting the respect that they deserve and the unions taking the nation with the same level of seriousness as it takes its own interest and the interest of its members. So, that is the kind of future that some of us had hoped to emerge. I cannot say that it has yet emerged.  
How their movement goes in that direction and I think there are some questions of strengthening the hands of that and this is to be viewed as justice in a country as a whole and see what is the role that the unions can do in that context and also how the rest of the nation can build the union as co-operative partner in that exercise, not forgetting the particular interest of workers generally, including income distribution. Not a particular worker in a particular industry or enterprise working condition, unfair dismissal and all that questions and at the same time taking a broader view of justice and injustice on which ultimately the foundation of union movement lies. And I think this requires analysis, understanding, application and commitment. One of the founders of the Indian Constitution which said a lot of things about social justice, one of the persons writing it, great he was, of course, Dr. B. R. Ambedkar and one of his slogans which we used in a title of a book. He used to say “educate, organize and agitate”. See the first word is “educate” and it is not “organize” or “agitate”. Understand the issue first because, there is something to discuss, namely, what are the injustices in the country from which people suffer, especially less powerful people suffer. Lower castes, lower classes and sometimes children often face neglect. Women is the bigger issue since the gang-rape incident on 16th of December in Delhi, but this should have been a much bigger issue, much earlier and also it should have been agitated strongly. 
So everyone must welcome the anti-rape movement and all the recent things happening including one million rising in protest, which are to a great extent effective phenomenon. And we welcome that. Along with that, of course, comes the need to take up the question of poor dalit women who have been often violated, indeed raped without much protest. These all are matters of injustice. We have to look at the issues connected with gender, connected with caste, connected with religions and community connected also with age and other circumstances. So, that is the world vision as I would like to present. Pursuit of justice on the basis of analysis, understanding what Ambedkar called `educate’ and then, of course, comes the other things in pursuit  of  it, “organize”  and  “agitate” and all the other ways in which union have shown their commitment and pursued their role. There is a big role for unions in India today and there is a similar role for unions in China too. But they have a different basket of problems from ours and I will try to outline as what I see as the primary problem that we face right now in India in which the voice of the union could be very important and I have very much hope that it will be.  
