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This is the Way the Strike Ends 
IT is not much of an understate-

ment to say that the bank 
strike ended, on Saturday last, 
w i t h a whimper. The bank em
ployees had been on strike for a 
31-day month; the service that con
tinued in spite of the strike was at 
best skeletal. There was wide
spread inconvenience, especially for 
small traders consisting mostly of 
Bengalis. Some people have been 
saying that the damage done to 
West Bengal's already limited par
ticipation in the economic life of 
the State w i l l be irreparable, which 
may not be an exaggeration. The 
time chosen by the bank emplo
yees, or their leaders, for going on 
strike has been criticised widely. 
It has been described as a piece of 
blackmail on the Bengali public, 
whose consumption becomes con
spicuous only during the Puja. The 
strike enjoyed very l i t t le public 
sympathy, but there is not much 
reason for calling i t immoral. If 
the bank employees tried to exploit 
the Puja, no less can be said for 
the bankers who gladly seized the 
opportunity of telling the public 
that the employees were sacrificing 
the interests of the State and the 
country for sectional gains. In it 
al l the scope for moderation was 
exceedingly limited, and Dr B C Roy, 
who is now being thanked for end
ing the crisis, decided to Intervene 
only when intervention was scarcely 
necessary. 

The bankers are being courteous 
in not gloating over their victory. 
The bank employees' leadership is 
being downright dishonest in 
claiming, w i th many qualifications, 
that the strike has been worth
while. There are not many bank 
employees who take this self-decep
tion (and not merely self) seriously. 
Pretensions notwithstanding, seve
ral aspects of the employer-emplo
yee situation are painfully clear, 
and both Bengalis and those doing 
business in Bengal w i l l do well to 

like the lessons to heart. 

The employers were on a good 
wicket r ight from the start. To 
the basic demand, that the dearness 
allowance be adjusted in accord
ance wi th the regional cost of l iv 
ing index rather than to the a l l -
India average, they were from the 
beginning sympathetic. But, poor 

angels a certain legality stood in 
their way, and they are a l l honour
able men—or this was the picture, 
not wholly faked, presented to the 
people and the Government. The 
latter, painfully aware of the chain 
of reactions to follow any conces
sion to bank employees, soon 
found itself fully ranged on the 
side of the employers. And if 
there was, in the final act of the 

sorry farce, an effort on the part 
of the Government to wrest from 
the employers a favour or two for 
the strikers, it is only because the 
class character of the Government 
st i l l awaits a frank definition. 

The case of the employees was 
never excessively strong. In the 
first place, their demands amount
ed to the regional revision of an 
all-India settlement and thus did 
not have behind them the force of 
what might be called national 
support. Secondly, soon after the 
strike was joined it was an illegal 
affair. Thirdly, the design to cash 
in on the impending Puja- if so 
one can describe an operation 
entirely contrary in consequence 
—was an insult to Bengali sensi
tiveness. It has also been suggest
ed that rivalries within the emplo
yees' association had not a little 
to do wi th the faulty leadership. 

The people str iking were about 
ten thousand middle-class Bengalis 
—perhaps the farthest thing from 
Marx's proletariat. The majority 
of them must have been married 
and wi th children, a further factor 
against mili tant trade unionism. 
In one direction or the other, to 
declass oneself is a very difficult 
exercise, as Lenin knew. There 
was some jubilation in Bengal re
cently that the middle class had 
shed its familiar pattern of behavi
our, that it was more revolutionary 
than the working class. It is not 
unfair to attribute to Prabhat Kar 
M P, the leader of the bank em
ployees, a roughly similar assump
tion—now proven wrong. The 
Communists wi l l have to do better 
next time, or there w i l l be a change 
In the leadership of many middle-
class trade unions. They should 
have known that the militancy was 
chiefly verbal —which fact is stated 
wi th no implied comment, for mi l i 
tancy is not always a virtue and 

the Bengali's circumstances today 
are exceedingly difficult. 

A strike that ends in a failure 
does not leave things where they 
had been ante belium, and there is 
evidence that the bank strike has 
worsened them in important res
pects. Appeals from politicians 
one of whom made a premature 
effort to end the strike and perhaps 
did more harm than good— and 
newspapers (whose behaviour was 
equivocal) that there should be no 
rancour are unlikely to change 
mental attitudes bred by a deep 
sense of frustration. 

Anyone that went to his bank 
on Saturdays saw some very sullen 
faces across the counter. Across 
the entire trade union movement in 
the State, especially that part of It 
which deals wi th middle-class em
ployees, there is widespread demo
ralisation. I t w i l l spread and deepen 
before it begins to shrink and 
disappear, and faith in the present 
leadership wi l l have to be restored 
before another strike call can have 
any hope of a response from the 
called. The ill-advised strike may or 
may not have done permanent 
damage to the West Bengal eco
nomy. That it has been a serious 
setback to the growth of trade 
unionism is already clear. Not 
everyone can regard that as a 
wholly good thing. 

Middle-class life in Calcutta to
day must be harder than the sur
face reveals. (I t is a middle-class 
trai t to conceal the frayed collar 
under the coloured chauar.) It was 
not demonstrated in the recent 
argument s t i l l , that bank emplo-
yee.s are the worst sufferers. 
Indeed, the bankers were able to 
produce figures Indicating some
thing to the contrary. This is as 
good an occasion as any to ask 
the final question whether, the 
unemployment situation being what 
it is and wil l be for a long time to 
come, a man who is lucky to have 
a job at all is entitled to demand 
ever more dearness and other 
allowances which, when granted, 
can do many things—add to infla
tion for instance but cannot pos
sibly create jobs for those who do 

not have a job at a l l . 
—Flibbertigibbet 
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