GOLDEN JUBILEE OF LOCK OUT STRIKE

REMEMBERING THE GLORIOUS STRUGGLE
Amanulla Khan
The AIIEA has waged and won many a great battle in its glorious history of 72 years.  But one struggle stands out.  It was the struggle to defeat the partial lock out imposed in six divisions on 9th January 1974.  Unarguably, this was the fiercest battle ever fought.  The game of the government and LIC to decimate AIIEA through lock out was defeated with brilliant tactical line supported by the dogged determination of the ordinary employees. This struggle not only enhanced the standing of AIIEA among the comity of trade unions; it also shaped and moulded the character of an entire generation of employees.  January 2024 marks the golden jubilee of this great struggle.  I am privileged that I had the opportunity of participating in this struggle even though I was a probationer.  The role and contribution of probationers from Bangalore in this struggle is well documented in the history of AIIEA.  I must say without any hesitation, that it was this struggle that shaped my political beliefs and moulded my character. And this is true of a number of employees of my generation who later became brilliant cadres and leaders of AIIEA. It is important to recall the significance of this struggle in its golden jubilee and learn lessons in the present difficult days.

BACKGROUND
The early 1970s were the most turbulent period in the history of India.  This was a time when the crisis of capitalism hit the Indian economy very hard.  Prime Minister Indira Gandhi became the undisputed leader of the country admired and loved by the youth and vast majority of the marginalised sections of the population.  She gained this stature after taking some very progressive measures.  These measures were abolition of privy purses paid to the royal families, nationalisation of Banks and General Insurance Business and leading India to a great victory in Bangladesh war.  

But soon this awe and admiration disappeared with her inability to manage the huge economic crisis.  This crisis was the result of the fall in foodgrain production which resulted in massive food grain shortages and high rate of unemployment.  The problem was further compounded with huge increase in oil prices due to the Arab Israel War of 1973 further stoking inflation.  It is recorded that substantial sections of the population were desperate for food and there are records to show that in number of places in the country, the ration shops were looted.  
The government tried to tackle the problem in the only manner capitalism knows.  It decided to attack the wages and other rights of the workers.  To tame the growing unrest of the workers, it manipulated to split and weaken the trade union movement. The AIIEA was perhaps the first trade union in the country which foresaw the emerging situation. It sent two clear warnings to the working class and people of India.  After the rigged and a sham of elections in West Bengal in 1972, it warned that Democracy is in danger and it has to be saved.  It also warned that the policies of the government will lead to wage freeze and attack on the hard-won rights of the working class.
Unfortunately, a section of the trade union movement not only discarded these warnings but also ridiculed AIIEA.  They had a belief that Indira Gandhi and her government represent the national bourgeoisie which is anti-imperialist; an alliance with this section of the bourgeoisie will help bring socialism in India.  Therefore, they campaigned that the workers must endure the pains of economic crisis for what they thought to be for a brief period after which socialism can be established in India.  It was this naïve thinking and faulty ideological understanding that made them willing partners of the Emergency Regime later on. However, Indira Gandhi through her manipulations was able to disrupt the unity of the working class.
SITUATION IN LIC
It was in this background that AIIEA and other Unions submitted their Charter demanding upward revision of wages which had fallen due on 1.4.1973 and improvement in other service conditions. The wage negotiations could not make much headway due to the adamant attitude of LIC.  The LIC witnessed intense struggle of the employees between November 1973 and early January 1974 to force meaningful negotiations and conclusion of a settlement.  The employees led by AIIEA carried out a series of strike actions during this period.  Some of those strike actions had the participation of other unions too.  Two hours walk out strike was successfully observed on 7th December 1973 and this was followed by another one hour walk out strike on 14th December protesting against suspension of some employees in Mumbai and Bangalore.  With the LIC management still remaining adamant, the employees observed another two-hour strike on December 21, 1973 and this was followed by a massive one-day strike on 28th December 1973.  The AIIEA also gave a call for work to rule from December 26.  The negotiations finally broke down on 1st January 1974.  This forced the AIIEA to call for another two-hour strike on 8th January 1974 which was massively participated by the employees.  All these strike actions were very successfully observed and at many places members of the unions which had distanced themselves from the strike actions too participated. The rigidity of the LIC and government had created a situation of total disruption of industrial relations.

PARTIAL LOCK DOWN IMPOSED 
Instead of meeting the reasonable demands of the employees, the LIC with the government backing wanted to ruthlessly crush the movement of AIIEA.  It placed a number of cadres under suspension, issued thousands of wage cut memos, warned employees of dire consequences if they continue to agitate.  But these repressive actions were met with heroic resistance from the employees.  The government which had used the weapon of lock out in Indian Airlines to subdue the struggle there, thought to employ it in LIC too to make the LIC employees movement surrender.  
Bangalore which had just emerged successful in the struggle against split of AIIEA, through the alertness of its leadership first got the wind that LIC is upto some mischief and there is a possibility of lock out.  It informed the South Zone Insurance Employees’ Federation and the AIIEA of its apprehension on the 8th January 1974.  Expectedly, LIC declared partial lock out in five Divisions on 9th January 1974.  Delhi, Madras, Bangalore, Patna Divisional Offices and Machines Department of Dharwad were locked out.  Later Meerut and entire Divisional Office of Dharwad too were locked out.  There was absolutely no confusion in AIIEA as to how to deal with this unprecedented attack.  The AIIEA was well prepared.  The LIC by partially declaring lock out in Divisional Offices and keeping open the Branch Offices wanted to divide and disrupt the unity of the employees.  The AIIEA called upon all employees in these six divisions to go for a continuous strike.  This was a master stroke to unite the employees behind a common cause and defeat all attempts of LIC to create disruption and division.  The employees across the country were asked to implement the work to rule program vigorously and independent strike actions followed in different Zones in solidarity with the employees of the six lock out divisions. 
It must be noted that it was the solitary act of defiance and courage by AIIEA as all other unions overawed by the situation and the magnitude of attack decided to surrender.  Undeterred AIIEA carried on the struggle.  It was a magnificent show of conviction and fortitude.  Every member of AIIEA became a brilliant soldier.  They withstood and fought the massive attacks by LIC and a vicious propaganda war unleashed by the government.  The government utilising the entire State machinery, the Press and Radio launched a vicious propaganda to turn public opinion against LIC employees.  They termed LIC employees as living in island of prosperity amidst ocean of poverty; how the peons in LIC enjoy better pay than the doctors and so on.  In response, AIIEA built solidarities with other sections of the working class and youth organisations. The government finally realised that it had underestimated the courage and resilience of LIC employees and was forced to change the track.
Finally, the Union Labour Minister Shri Raghunath Reddy had to intervene.  He met the leaders of AIIEA at Kolkata on 11th January and requested them to come over to Delhi for discussions on 13th January.  After several rounds of discussions with the Labour Minister, a tri-partite meeting was held on 17th January and after this, discussions between LIC and AIIEA commenced and continued till 24th January 1974.  At around 10 pm on 24th January 1974, a settlement was signed under Industrial Dispute Act.  Apart from the financial benefits, LIC agreed to immediately lift the lock out, pay wages for Sundays and holidays within the lockout and continuous strike period and deduct the wages in six equal instalments for the rest of the period. The LIC also agreed to revoke all orders of suspensions and other punitive measures. 

The lockout was lifted on 25th January 1974 and LIC employees entered the offices proudly with their heads held high.  In many places the leaders of the AIIEA were asked to open the locked-out gates.  Com Saroj Chaudhuri, General Secretary opened the locks of Delhi and was the first to enter the office.  While congratulating the employees, he said “One great battle is won and another begins today to retain the benefits secured”.  Subsequent events proved how prophetic his words were.
LESSONS OF THE STRUGGLE
The biggest and the most significant gain of this struggle was that LIC employees rediscovered themselves. They realised the strength of unity and their own capabilities. They learnt never to submit to the oppression; never to give up fight for a just cause. They understood that surrender and bowing down can never be an option for a trade union.  The struggle gave confidence to the LIC employees that battles can be fought and won looking directly into the eyes of the oppressor. The role played by the probationary employees in Bangalore revealed the character of the organisation. In recognition of this role, the AIIEA said “The most notable part was played by the probationers who in the prime of their career did not even know the tradition of the struggles of AIIEA.  They remained in the forefront unmindful of the consequences and remained so till the last making their proud place in the struggling history of the AIIEA”.
The struggle taught employees the importance of democracy and unity of the working class. It informed LIC employees that a just equal and fair society cannot be constructed by aligning with the bourgeoise.  The capitalist exploitation can end only with sustained class-based struggles of the workers.  Fifty years after this great struggle, the LIC employees once again are tasked to defend constitutional values, democracy and unity of the working and toiling masses.  They had done so in the past and they will do so now.  The fight back against lock out will remain as one of the most brilliant battles fought in the annals of the trade union movement in India.  The fiftieth anniversary of this great struggle gives an opportunity to the LIC employees to celebrate and learn from this magnificent struggle.
